
The Resettlement Challenge:
Integration of Refugees

from Protracted Refugee Situations

Debra Pressé and Jessie Thomson

Abstract
This paper explores Canada’s response, through our Refu-
gee and Humanitarian Resettlement Program, to develop-
ments in international refugee policy and will ask how
Canada’s resettlement program could be used more strate-
gically in the future so as to meaningfully contribute to re-
solving protracted refugee situations globally while
ensuring the successful integration of refugees from these
situations.

Résumé
Ce document examine la réponse du Canada à l’évolu-
tion de la politique internationale sur les réfugiés, par
le biais de son Programme de réinstallation des réfugiés
et des personnes protégées à titre humanitaire, et il se
demande comment le programme de réinstallation du
Canada pourrait être utilisé de façon plus stratégique
dans l’avenir pour contribuer de manière significative
à résoudre les situations de réfugiés de longue durée dans
le monde, tout en assurant la bonne intégration de ces ré-
fugiés.

Introduction

Fifteen years have passed since the forcible exile of the majority

of the ethnic Nepali southern Bhutanese population without a

durable solution for the approximately 106,000 people now

living in the refugee camps in southeastern Nepal.1

According to the 2006 edition of The State of the World’s
Refugees by the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), of over eight million refugees in the

world at that time, some six million were considered to be
in a protracted refugee situation. Further, the average dura-
tion of displacement has increased from nine years in 1993
to seventeen years in 2003.2 In total, UNHCR has identified
at least thirty-three major protracted refugee situations
around the globe, not counting those outside UNHCR’s
definition due to their size and scope, which are also long-
term situations of displacement.3 These important statistics
point to the seriousness and scope of protracted refugee
situations globally.

It is clear, fifty-six years after the signing of the Refugee
Convention  relating to the  Status of Refugees  (Refugee
Convention), that the phenomenon of refugee movements
persists and that what was once thought to be a short-term
challenge is a reality that is often ongoing for decades. More
and more refugees find themselves “warehoused”4 in refu-
gee camps for years, without access to a durable solution.
Not only are refugees unable to return to their country of
origin voluntarily, but, in many of these cases, refugees
languish in refugee camps, dependent on humanitarian
assistance and food aid, with limited or no opportunities
for  self-reliance or local integration. Densely populated
refugee camps with limited opportunities become the home
and community of those who have been forcibly displaced
for decades. As a result, a significant portion of today’s
refugees have severe psychosocial and physical health con-
cerns, limited or no labour market skills, little or no formal
education, and, for children, greater developmental chal-
lenges.5 This in itself can be a disincentive for States hosting
large refugee populations to provide for local integration
and for other States to engage in resettlement of refugees
with high needs.

This paper will outline the emphasis that Canada, the
UNHCR, and other countries have placed on protracted
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populations and will examine how this emphasis is the
logical extension of policy development undertaken both
internationally and domestically since the Global Consult-
ations were launched in  2000. It  will also  explore how
Canada’s Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Pro-
gram plays a role in securing durable solutions for refugees
and will look to the future, asking questions about how
Canada can best address the protracted nature of refugee
displacement, while also exploring what this means for how
Canada provides integration support to resettled refugees
in order to meet their unique needs when coming from a
protracted refugee situation.

Refugee Resettlement and the Agenda for
Protection
The international community, led by the UNHCR, views a
refugee as having secured a solution to his or her plight if the
refugee has been able to find a safe and permanent (durable)
solution through one of three means: voluntary repatriation
to the country of origin in safety and dignity; local integra-
tion6 in the country of asylum; or resettlement to a third
country.

Over the past fifty years, millions of people have found a
durable solution through resettlement. Since the Second
World War, more than 860,000 refugees and persons in
similar circumstances have been resettled to Canada.7 Un-
like asylum determination from within Canada, which de-
rives from Canada’s legal obligations as a signatory to the
Refugee Convention, resettlement of refugees from abroad
is a policy decision undertaken as part of our contribution
to international burden sharing. In addition to those
granted protection through the in-Canada asylum system,
each year, under the Refugee and Humanitarian Resettle-
ment Program, Canada resettles from abroad between
10,300 and 12,000 refugees.8 Of this number, 7,300 to 7,500
are admitted to Canada under the Government Assisted
Refugee (GAR) program while the balance are admitted
under the Private Sponsorship of Refugees (PSR) program.9

Private sponsors, members of organizations, and faith-
based groups in Canada have assisted over 193,000 persons
since 1978 through the PSR program.

To respond to new realities in the refugee context, and
in part to react to large-scale protracted refugee situations,
the UNHCR launched the Global Consultations on Inter-
national Protection in 2000 in an effort to revitalize the
international protection regime. These consultations led to
the Agenda for Protection.10 The Agenda for Protection serves
as a blueprint that sets out enumerated goals and concrete
ways states can redouble their efforts to enhance refugee
protection and find solutions for more refugees. Resettle-
ment is addressed in goal five of the Agenda for Protection,

which calls on States to increase their resettlement num-
bers, diversify the kinds of refugee groups they welcome,
and introduce more flexible resettlement criteria in an
effort to secure more durable solutions, particularly for
protracted refugee situations. These consultations initiated,
inter alia, a discussion on how the international community
could use resettlement more strategically in order to benefit
more refugees. In 2003, the international community de-
fined a strategic use of resettlement as one where resettle-
ment activity leads to planned direct and indirect benefits
accruing to refugees not being resettled.11 For example, a
strategic use of resettlement can help sustain access to
asylum in the face of a continued refugee flow; it can also
play a role in providing access to more services for the
general refugee population. Ideally, a strategic use of reset-
tlement would also help lead to comprehensive solutions
for specific refugee populations involving all three durable
solutions.12

With this in mind, the international community, led by
Canada and UNHCR, drafted and agreed to the Multilat-
eral Framework of Understandings for Resettlement
(MFU) in 2004.13 This was an important development for
advancing the concept of the strategic use of resettlement
and in encouraging resettlement countries to pursue reset-
tlement arrangements that would promote and be part of
comprehensive solutions to particular refugee situations.

These developments in the international policy context
emphasized the fact that resettlement could not operate in
isolation from the other durable solutions and emphasized
a need for more strategic and coordinated engagement on
the part of resettlement countries to ensure they were part
of a wider solution to the refugee dilemma. It was acknow-
ledged that beyond the important role that resettlement can
play in helping one family or one individual, resettlement,
when pursued in a strategic fashion and in line with the
MFU, could have wider positive implications. Further, it
was widely agreed that resettlement countries could most
effectively help to share the burden of refugee hosting
countries, by targeting more vulnerable segments of the
refugee population in order to alleviate some of the pres-
sure on refugee camps and refugee hosting communities.

Historically, Canada, among other resettlement coun-
tries, had been criticized for selecting the “best and the
brightest” refugees and thereby exacerbating the situation
in the refugee camps where these individuals were selected.
As a result, concurrent to and in line with the discussions
at the international level, Canadian policies shifted in 1998
and were then formalized in 2002 with the implementation
of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA) and
Regulations. IRPA institutionalized this effort to focus on
refugees’ protection needs in part by softening the selection
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criteria used to assess refugees’ integration potential and by
exempting refugees from certain medical requirements.14

In addition  to changing  eligibility criteria, Canada  also
shifted the focus of its resettlement program to those most
in need of protection.

While Canadian legislation retained a requirement for
refugees to be able to demonstrate “an ability to establish”
in Canada, it put “protection” first and foremost and “abil-
ity to establish” second. Persons found to be in urgent need
of protection and those found to be more vulnerable in
relation to the general refugee population in which they live
are exempt from the need to demonstrate any integration
potential. Further, all resettled refugees are exempt from
certain medical requirements. In the implementation of
IRPA, the “ability to establish” requirement is rarely used
as a reason for refusal. Further, in the context of group
processing, public policies have been instituted within the
framework of the IRPA such that the entire group being
considered for resettlement is deemed vulnerable and
therefore everyone within the group is exempt from the
ability to establish requirement. At the same time, Canada
acknowledges the importance of ensuring that those who
are resettled make an active and informed choice about
resettlement, which at times can mean that some persons
among the most vulnerable are more hesitant or unwilling
to pursue resettlement.

Canada’s Evolving Resettlement Focus
At the fifty-seventh session of the UNHCR Executive Com-
mittee (EXCOM) in October 2006, the Government of Can-
ada called on UNHCR to make resolution of protracted
refugee situations a priority in 2006 and beyond. In addition
to the humanitarian imperative, Canada has a strategic in-
terest in helping refugees find lasting solutions—because the
longer refugee populations languish without access to dura-
ble solutions, the greater the risk they could pose to stability
in their region, resulting in more refugee outflows. As such,
Canada is exploring how its own resettlement program
could be better used to help manage down refugee numbers
and contribute to the Agenda for Protection.

One way to advance goal five of the Agenda for Protection
is by focusing  a portion  of  our resettlement efforts on
specific protracted refugee situations. Today, Citizenship
and Immigration Canada (CIC) is actively involved with
some of the major situations identified by the UNHCR in
the 2006 edition of The State of the World’s Refugees.15

This shift in Canadian policies resulted in a significant
change in Canada’s resettled refugee population. First, the
change has allowed far more persons with higher medical
and other settlement requirements, including post-trau-
matic stress disorder and trauma counselling, to be eligible

for resettlement. Second, the refugee pool from which Can-
ada selects has shifted from one primarily consisting of
European-based political dissidents to one that is largely
African, Middle Eastern, and Asian based. Given that some
of these groups come from entirely different political, eco-
nomic, and social contexts, many refugees now have differ-
ent settlement needs that include special requirements
arising from years of trauma or torture followed by years in
camps.

These complex refugee situations have given rise to a
need for much greater individualized and, in some cases,
specialized attention if we are to help today’s refugees inte-
grate and establish themselves successfully in Canada.

Current Integration Challenges
Successful integration is undefined in both legislation and
policy. While there is some consensus on what integration
is, there continues to be a debate around what is meant by
successful integration and how success can be measured or
defined. A useful starting point is found in the UNHCR’s
Refugee Resettlement: An International Handbook to Guide
Reception and Integration (2002).

Integration is a mutual, dynamic, multifaceted and on-going

process. From a refugee perspective, integration requires a

preparedness to adapt to the lifestyle of the host society

without having to lose one’s own cultural identity. From the

point of view of the host society, it requires a willingness for

communities to be welcoming and responsive to refugees

and for public institutions to meet the needs of a diverse

population.

It is important to note that under the Multilateral Frame-
work of Understandings on Resettlement, countries, includ-
ing Canada, agreed that prior to resettlement, measures are
to be put in place to provide for the appropriate reception
and integration of resettled refugees. This is particularly
important for Canada as recent research indicates that to-
day’s refugees are achieving lower economic outcomes than
in the past. CIC recognizes that current resettlement pro-
gramming may not adequately meet the unique and chang-
ing needs of refugees.

This challenge grows partly out of the fact that, despite
the policy changes regarding eligibility for resettlement, few
changes were  made to  how refugees,  once  selected, are
supported in their integration process within the Refugee
and Humanitarian Resettlement program. For instance,
although the change in the refugee profile has created sig-
nificant pressures for program administrators and those in
front-line service delivery, the Resettlement Assistance Pro-
gram (RAP), which in essence was established to provide
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benefits comparable to those offered by provincial social
assistance programs, has not changed since its creation in
1998.16 Such social assistance programs, however, are nei-
ther necessarily geared to helping refugees coming from
diverse backgrounds and extended camp stays adapt to
daily life in a North American context nor to addressing
their health issues, which vary significantly from our his-
torical experiences with immigrant health issues.

Although there are numerous programs available to fa-
cilitate the integration process of newcomers to Canada,
these may be difficult to access and are most often not
tailored to the particular needs of the resettled refugees,
particularly  those  coming from protracted refugee situ-
ations.

Meeting the Integration Challenge
If Canada is to contribute meaningfully to managing down
protracted refugee numbers while serving Canadian inter-
ests that include maintaining the public health and security
of Canadians and facilitating integration of refugees, then a
more strategic focus on individual needs is warranted. For
example, the effects of war and trauma on the subsequent
integration of refugee children and youth are not well un-
derstood. Research suggests that surviving war and its re-
lated trauma can have devastating social and psychological
consequences for these youth.17 Today, over 50 per cent of
the world’s refugee population consists of children under
the age of eighteen. In 2006, 52 per cent of resettled
refugees under  the  Government Assisted  Refugee  pro-
gram were under the age of twenty-two. Yet despite these
large numbers, little research has been undertaken to help
us understand what happens to refugee youth once they
are resettled.

In order to better facilitate integration, it is important to
understand that integration is in fact a continuum with the
starting point well before the refugee arrives in Canada and
the end point years after arrival. More recently, settlement
workers have posited that a needs-based approach, focused
on the individual needs of the client, is required to better
assist in the settlement and integration of refugees through-
out the resettlement continuum.

One of the major challenges both in the context of meas-
uring success and within efforts to define a more client-cen-
tered approach (based on unique needs of individuals and
groups) is securing an evidence base for these key areas.
This is particularly challenging for refugees, as there is a gap
in research exploring “social indicators” of success. Fur-
ther, much of the research that does exist on immigrant
needs and outcomes does not disaggregate data between
skilled workers and refugees.

Developing integration measurements for refugees
needs to take into account both subjective and objective
factors, as well as the experiences of different refugee popu-
lations. Within the different refugee populations there are
also subgroups such as women, men, children, youth, and
the elderly who may have widely different settlement needs.
Additionally, each protracted refugee situation is unique
and when pursuing multilateral approaches to resolving
protracted refugee situations, Canada will need to consider
the unique resettlement needs of particular groups in order
to establish which barriers to services may need to be ad-
dressed and which new supports need to be established.

Certain refugee needs can be predetermined to some
extent by analyzing the refugee’s background. The refugee’s
situation prior to being resettled (protected camp situation
or other), ethnicity, gender, age, language abilities, health
issues, and education are general indicators of their needs.
These indicators can help policy makers and program de-
signers prepare integration plans for refugees arriving from
protracted refugee situations that include follow-up and
monitoring to ensure that the needs of individuals are being
met. This has been flagged by a number of reports as being
a critical component in integration that is currently lacking
in the Canadian system.18

Specialized services may also need to be developed to
meet the evolving unique needs of refugees. Medical and
other needs assessments could help identify what specific
resettlement requirements refugees have for which there
are currently insufficient programs and services. In turn,
these services would need to be developed in communities
where refugee populations with those needs have been
identified or where  community-mapping exercises have
indicated that services are currently lacking.

CIC believes the length of time required to negotiate
multilateral frameworks for resettlement provides an op-
portunity to address some of the settlement challenges
faced by refugees. For example, it is possible, with more
planning, to use the time between developing a compre-
hensive strategy and actual departure of large numbers of
refugees over a multi-year period to develop and imple-
ment detailed and population specific pre-departure pro-
grams. Such programs, in concert with humanitarian aid
that focuses on primary and secondary education, preven-
tative health treatment, skills upgrading, comprehensive
cultural orientation, and language training when feasible,
could help refugees selected for resettlement more readily
make the transition from refugee to citizen. Ideally, initia-
tives would include members of the general refugee popu-
lation who are not being resettled as such programs would
also improve their own prospects for return (if conditions
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are right) and help host countries sustain asylum space
and encourage conditions for local integration.

Conclusion

The Rohingyas in the camps in Cox’s Bazaar are the remainder

of a group of … refugees who fled into Bangladesh in 1992 to

escape persecution by the military junta. . . . more than 26,000

remain in the camps, afraid to return. An estimated 100,000 to

200,000 also live around Cox’s Bazaar, but outside the camps.19

Canadians have traditionally responded with generosity to
refugee crises and humanitarian emergencies. Protracted
refugee situations are emergencies that have been forgotten
for too long. Canada, as one of the countries that endorsed
the Agenda for Protection, has a role to play in developing
concerted strategies to address refugee situations. A Cana-
dian contribution could include substantial efforts to help
create and sustain, especially in fragile and post-conflict
states, the environments necessary to support effective pro-
tection and to establish the conditions for sustainable dura-
ble solutions.

In addition, through a more focused resettlement pro-
gram that targets specific refugee populations that have
been warehoused for years on end, Canada can make a
tangible positive impact in some refugee situations. The
multi-faceted ways in which different variables affect the
integration continuum, however, indicate the need for poli-
cies and programs that are grounded in current research
designed to target specific refugee populations.

More empirical studies of the impacts of protracted refu-
gee situations are needed to guide future engagement of
Canada’s Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Pro-
gram. Research studies must consider the various natures
of refugee situations and address questions such as: are
camp-based populations more or less at risk than urban
refugee populations? What are the health needs of refugees
in camps in Asia versus those in Africa? What are the
differences in trauma and torture narratives among the
various protracted situations identified by the UNHCR?

The responses to these and other questions would assist
Canada in engaging substantively in multilateral frame-
works regarding comprehensive solutions and assist in en-
suring the successful integration of those refugees resettled
in Canada.
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