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procedures be devised to ensure 
IDPs can vote outside their 
original place of residence. This 
right should also be extended 
to those in hospitals, military 
barracks and prisons.

IDPs – and particularly such 
marginalised groups as women 
and people with disabilities – be 
involved in designing procedures 
to ensure their democratic 
right to equal participation 
in the electoral process

n

n

electoral information be 
transparent and user friendly, 
bearing in mind the low 
literacy levels and rural 
origin of most IDPs.

Nepal’s electoral process could help in 
the urgent tasks of returning security 
and legitimising the government. 
Only by ensuring IDP involvement 
can the authorities send a clear 
message that they are committed 
to creation of a new Nepal.

n Anita Ghimire (bhattaraianita@
yahoo.com) is a PhD student 
at Kathmandu University 
undertaking research on the 
impacts of armed conflict on 
internal displacement in Nepal. 

1. See Erin Mooney and Balkees Jarrah, FMR23 
‘Safeguarding IDP voting rights’
www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR23/FMR23brookings.
pdf 
2. www.osce.org

Thailand hosts some 477,000 asylum 
seekers and refugees; in 2006 there 
were 10,000 new arrivals.1 The 
majority come from Burma and live 
in nine refugee camps along the 
Thai-Burma border. Urban refugees 
are often from Laos, Nepal and Sri 
Lanka while others come mainly from 
Cambodia, Vietnam, Iran, Palestine 
and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. The country has relatively 
easy-to-meet visa requirements, 
which enable asylum seekers to 
enter the country and subsequently 
search for legal assistance. However, 
Thailand does not recognise 
Burmese or Laotian Hmong as 
(urban) refugees and does not allow 
UNHCR to conduct Refugee Status 
Determination procedures for them. 

While Thailand provides a certain 
degree of protection for most 
refugees and asylum seekers, their 
lives are far from easy. Thailand is 
not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee 
Convention nor to the 1967 Protocol. 
Asylum seekers and urban refugees 
are under constant threat of arrest 
and detention. Urban refugees 

do not have the right to work; 
although some (mainly Asian) 
refugees manage to obtain jobs, 
those from Africa find it more or 
less impossible. Accommodation 
is usually overcrowded, increasing 
the risk of sexual and gender-based 
violence as many unrelated women 
and men often share one room. 
Refugees’ diets consist mainly of rice, 
with little protein-rich nutrition. For 
the majority of urban refugees in 
Thailand, the only durable solution 
is resettlement to a third country. 
Thailand does not allow refugees 
to locally integrate and is not likely 
to change this policy. Resettlement, 
though, is often a long-term process, 
and many refugees in Thailand 
spend years in a legal limbo. 

Counselling and legal 
assistance needs

After asylum seekers have 
registered with UNHCR, they 
are usually referred to the JRS 
office for counselling prior to their 
Refugee Status Determination 

(RSD) interviews. Each new asylum 
seeker visiting JRS will spend time 
with a social worker, receiving 
– for up to three months – social, 
emotional and psychological 
counselling. Those considered highly 
vulnerable or to be SGBV survivors 
are referred back to UNHCR. 

JRS staff explain the rights of refugees 
in Thailand and what it means to 
be a refugee. Refugees sometimes 
cannot accept that they have lost 
whatever status they once had and 
that, in many ways, their lives will 
now be harder than before. JRS helps 
asylum seekers prepare and file 
their initial claim to UNHCR. This 

The difficulties faced by urban refugees are often different 
from those faced by refugees in camps but are no less 
serious. The Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) in Bangkok is 
struggling to support growing numbers of urban refugees  
in Thailand.

Urban asylum seekers and 
refugees in Thailand    

by Vera den Otter

Urban asylum seekers and refugees in Thailand

Burmese 
refugee in 
Thailand.
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For African refugees, family 
separation is often an unintended 
result of forced migration, with 
family members compelled to follow 
different routes or to flee based 
upon available opportunities or 
resources. However, it can also be 
a chosen temporary strategy, such 
as helping a child escape military 
recruitment or sending a politically 
active member into hiding. Family 
separation is rarely intended to be 
permanent, and huge efforts are 
usually made to re-unify members. 

With legitimate routes to safety 
restricted, displaced African families 
increasingly pool together to pay 
an illegal agent to forge documents 
and transport one member abroad, 
despite trafficking risks and the 
likelihood of long-term separation. 
In the context of the extreme trauma 
of persecution and exile, the social, 
psychological and material support of 
the family is of utmost importance. 

Commonly, some family members 
will cross borders to refugee camps 

or Northern countries of asylum, 
while others will remain as IDPs 
because of movement restrictions 
enforced by combatants or physical 
or material constraints. The 1969 
OAU Convention, ‘Governing 
the Specific Aspects of Refugee 
Problems in Africa’, stated that all 
family members should be extended 
recognition on a prima facie basis. 
Individual status determination was 
not included because in situations of 
mass influx the need for protection 
is obvious, and the number of the 
examinations required would be 
unfeasible. This means that families 
who manage to cross the border 
together are all granted protection 
and are not interrogated separately 
as in the UK. Separated families 
can also, theoretically, cross the 

As African and Northern states increasingly prioritise 
immigration control and economic and security 
considerations, families are being pulled apart. In the UK 
detention and deportation prevent reunification and actively 
disrupt family unity. 

State practice and the family 
unity of African refugees

by Esther Sample

can involve long meetings in which 
all information relevant to the case 
is discussed. The JRS legal officer 
prepares mock RSD interviews to 
show how the interview with UNHR 
will run and what kind of questions 
one can expect. Anxiety during 
the interview or not knowing the 
relevance of sharing an important 
piece of information at the right 
time can lead to rejection. Asylum 
seekers learn how the RSD process 
works, how long it takes, what 
they can do while waiting for the 
interview and when they might 
expect to learn the outcome. 

Staff also make asylum seekers 
aware that there is always a chance 
that they will be rejected and what 
the consequences of this will be. 
Every rejected asylum seeker has 
the right to appeal. The JRS legal 
officer follows up on cases and 
supports them in their appeal if 
they think the person should have 
been recognised as a refugee.

Urban refugees should be allowed 
to live in Bangkok while awaiting 

their resettlement, without having 
to fear arrest and detention. Their 
rights under international law 
should be respected. Moreover, 
resettlement countries should 
enlarge their quotas to resettle urban 
refugees. JRS recommends that:

UNHCR increase its funding 
and staffing in Thailand’s urban 
refugee-related projects

the Thai Government give 
urban refugees temporary 
legal status so that they are not 
subject to arrest and detention

UNHCR be permitted to 
register all asylum seekers 
that seek protection, and allow 
everyone the right to RSD

the international community 
recognise urban refugees as a 
vulnerable group of people

resettlement countries take 
more urban refugees
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national and international NGOs 
extend their programmes to 
support this vulnerable group, in 
collaboration with those NGOs 
already providing assistance.

The UNHCR Bangkok office closed 
for new arrivals, RSD interviews and 
appeals on 8 May, 2007. It is uncertain 
when and if UNHCR can continue 
its services to urban asylum seekers. 
JRS fears that, if the Thai government 
prevents UNHCR from carrying 
out refugee status determination 
interviews, other countries in the 
region may follow suit. The situation 
is already difficult in Cambodia and 
Malaysia, with both governments 
accused of deporting refugees 
back to their countries of origin.

Vera den Otter (veradenotter@
gmail.com) is the Information 
and Advocacy Officer for JRS 
Thailand (www.jrs.or.th). 

1. See www.refugees.org/countryreports.
aspx?subm=&ssm=&cid=1605
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