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indiscriminately with imprecise mortar, rocket 
and sniper fire, improvised explosive devices 
and military raids or cutting off electricity, 
water, food and medical assistance. ‘Pro-
government’ is often interpreted in broad 
terms, and includes areas with government 
military installations or personnel but also 
with populations considered supportive of 
the government, often on the basis of their 
religious make-up or a perceived association 
with the government appearing not to go 
beyond the civilians’ physical presence in 
neighbourhoods, villages or towns under 
the control of the Syrian government.

This perception of opposition to or support 
for the ‘other side’ is based on little more 
than the civilians’ physical presence or 
origin in neighbourhoods or villages 
presently or previously under the control of, 
or having a presence of, armed opposition 
groups or, alternatively, the government 
itself. Civilians in such areas are at risk 
of persecution by reason of either their 
perceived opposition to, or support for, the 
government. The risk of them being harmed 
is very real and is in no way diminished by 
the fact that they may not be targeted for or 
exposed to harm on an individual basis.  

A person arrested and tortured by the 
government, or at risk of such treatment, for 
participating in an anti-government protest, 
or a person abducted or at risk of execution by 
an armed opposition group on the basis of his 
or her perceived support for the government, 
would meet the refugee criteria of the 1951 

Convention and should be granted refugee 
status. What is, however, less acknowledged 
is that an individual can also meet the refugee 
criteria without having been individually 
singled out but rather on the grounds of 
being persecuted on the basis of association 
in a broad sense. An understanding of the 
particular dynamics of the conflict in Syria 
leads to the conclusion that such a person 
is not just fleeing generalised violence.

For Syrians this matters. In many countries of 
asylum, the rights attached to subsidiary or 
complementary forms of protection are not 
the same as those attached to refugee status. 
In particular, Syrians granted a subsidiary or 
complementary form of protection are in some 
countries not entitled to family reunification. 
Not only does prolonged family separation 
prevent families from restarting their lives but 
it also contributes to decisions for separated 
family members to embark on dangerous 
journeys, by land or, particularly risky, by sea. 
For an individual Syrian, whether he or she is 
recognised as a refugee or is granted another 
form of protection can make all the difference.   
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article are those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the United 
Nations.
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Protection challenges of mobility
Melissa Phillips and Kathrine Starup

It is easy to say that people fleeing Syria should stay in camps or satellite cities but people 
move on for a variety of reasons, and programmes and services must adapt to assist them.

The scale of displacement from the Syrian 
crisis is compounded by its geographic 
spread and its prolonged nature. Syrians 
have been forced from their homes to 
neighbouring Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and 
Turkey, while others have fled to Egypt, Libya 

and beyond; Syrian refugees are also moving 
on through irregular means to Europe. At 
the start, people’s intention was often to 
find a suitable place where they could wait 
in safety with their families until return 
became possible. With the conflict now in 
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its third year, people’s intentions and plans 
are changing and they are being forced to 
re-consider what the future holds. Some are 
moving on again, adding greater complexity 
to the profile of Syrian displacement and to 
the provision of humanitarian assistance. 

Turkey
While Turkey has taken many positive 
strides in recent years to improve 
conditions and legislative arrangements 
for its population of refugees and asylum 
seekers, that population has now increased 
considerably. Turkey’s position at the 
frontier of ‘Fortress Europe’ and adjoining 
countries in crisis such as Syria has resulted 
in efforts being made by the government 
to contain refugee populations that have 
not been matched with similar attention 
to discussions about local integration and 
conditions for urban refugees in particular.   

The unofficial number of Syrian refugees  
in Turkey, including non-registered 
populations, is estimated to be close to 
one million, although official figures of 
registered refugees are around 750,000. Most 
international organisations are concentrated 
in southern parts of Turkey, near the border 

with Syria. Working in 
cooperation and with the 
Turkish government, they 
have provided protection 
assistance to people in camps 
and satellite cities. However, 
there is a growing trend of 
people moving on: first, to 
urban areas of Turkey in search 
of employment and, second, 
towards the European Union 
either by land or sea routes. 

Informal estimates by actors 
on the ground suggest that 
there could be close to 100,000 
Syrians living in Istanbul in 
insecure housing and working 
informally. Others may 
commute to Istanbul daily 
or weekly to work and then 
return to the areas they are 

registered in. Unknown numbers of Syrians 
are travelling further north, far from the eye 
of international organisations and advocates, 
in an attempt to cross the land border between 
Turkey and Bulgaria.  There has been a 
600% increase in detection rates of so-called 
‘illegal’ border crossings in Bulgaria in 2013 
compared to a year previously, mainly of 
Syrians.1 This sizeable increase could partly 
be attributed to increased surveillance and 
deterrence methods on the Greek-Turkish 
border since Greece launched Operation 
Aspida (‘Shield’) in 2012. As is known from 
other places, irregular movements that are 
obstructed simply shift rather than stop, 
and there has also been a concomitant rise 
in people trying to reach Greece by sea. 

Yet there has been a significant delay in 
reacting and responding to the mobility of 
Syrians. Gaps include a lack of protection 
actors in northern Turkey, no cross-border 
monitoring on the Syrian-Turkish border and 
service providers overwhelmed by the needs 
of refugees. Yet without a clearer picture 
and understanding of mobility patterns and 
trends, including decision-making patterns 
and intentions, future services cannot hope 
to respond to the realities on the ground. 

Adiyaman refugee camp, Turkey. 2013.
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Libya
Libya is itself a country that has been 
undergoing political transition since its 
revolution in 2011. Migration in Libya was 
an extremely sensitive issue under the 
previous regime, connected to broader 
concerns about identity and nationality. 
This was further complicated by the 
external actions of countries like Italy that 
resulted in the interception and return of 
asylum seekers and migrants taking boats 
across the Mediterranean in the hope of 
reaching Europe. Libya has not signed 
the 1951 Refugee Convention nor does it 
have a formal agreement with UNHCR, 
which leaves little common ground for 
discussions about refugee protection.

Like Turkey, Libya is both a destination 
and a transit point for Syrians fleeing the 
crisis. In early March 2014 there were close 
to 18,000 Syrians registered in Libya, with 
more thought to be living in cities but not 
registered. The Danish Refugee Council 
(DRC) has been working there with displaced 
people on the move through its mixed 
migration programme. Underpinning this 
work has been a recognition that some, but 
not all, refugees and asylum seekers will 
seek to move on to other locations in the 
absence of local integration possibilities 
or refugee resettlement. For instance, DRC 
has encountered Syrians who have flown 
to Egypt, then travelled by land across the 
border to Libya with the express purpose 
of securing a place on a boat for Europe.2 
Others have lived and worked in Tripoli 
for years but find that the diminishing 
security environment and the condition 
of basic services such as health and 
education force them to consider other 
options, including moving on again.     

The lens of mixed migration – recognising 
that different ‘categories’ of people move 
in mixed flows and that their status may 
change en route – has proved an important 
entry point when providing assistance 
to vulnerable people in Libya.3 This has 
become even more critical as Libya grows 
in importance as a transit site to Europe, 

with Syrians now the second-biggest group 
leaving Libya by boat after Eritreans. 
DRC’s protection programmes in Libya are 
informed by research with beneficiaries4 as 
it is essential that the support provided is 
based on contextual knowledge, analysis and 
research to understand the fast-changing 
nature of displaced and host-community 
dynamics and decision making. Based on 
this research, DRC has developed modes of 
working such as outreach to people’s houses, 
a drop-in centre and a network of community 
mobilisers who offer protection assistance 
including protection monitoring, reporting on 
urgent issues and alerting DRC to vulnerable 
cases in challenging and sensitive locations. 

Implications
How and through what modalities can 
actors then provide protection to highly 
mobile displaced persons in a fast-changing 
environment? The answer includes outreach, 
especially through host communities, 
and working with refugee community 
associations and places of worship. 

Authorities too have a critical role to play 
in transit sites, hosting countries and 
destinations, in that they have the primary 
role in ensuring the protection of displaced 
persons’ rights. Partnership between 
local NGOs, authorities and international 
organisations around training have proven 
very successful in Libya. For instance, UN 
agencies, INGOs and local NGOs responded 
to a request from the Department for 
Combatting Illegal Migration – the Ministry 
of Interior directorate responsible for the day-
to-day management of detention centres – for 
training on refugee law, detention guidelines 
and best practice in health and hygiene. A 
series of training sessions has now taken place 
in and around Tripoli, focusing on centre 
managers and guards. Additionally, local 
NGOs have received training in alternatives 
to detention through the International 
Detention Coalition. It is hoped this might 
lead to a system whereby vulnerable 
groups such as women and children can be 
released from detention and might improve 
referral mechanisms until such time as 
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broader policy and legislative reform can be 
achieved in the asylum and migration area.   

The lack of quantitative border-monitoring 
programmes in countries like Libya and 
Turkey is a serious gap that needs to be 
addressed in order to provide data on people 
on the move – and can be complemented 
by research on protection issues en route. 
Because of a tendency to assume that 
providing services in urban areas will attract 
or encourage people to move there, there 
is a paucity of funded services in urban 
areas to assist people. Working with civil 
society groups is vital in this case as they 
have the potential to provide support over 
a longer duration and to engage with host 
governments and communities to ensure 
public support for refugee communities. 
Finally, we must all constantly re-examine 
the assumptions on which our assistance 
towards Syrians refugees is based and 

ensure that the assistance also responds to 
the needs of highly mobile populations.  
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A duty and a burden on Jordan
Saleh Al-Kilani

It is important to Jordan both that it protects its national identity and maintains its cultural 
obligations, and that it faces up to its humanitarian obligations. 

More than 40% of Jordan’s current population 
originates from other countries, including two 
million Palestinians, up to 1.3 million Syrians 
and 29,000 Iraqis. In order to protect its 
national identity in these circumstances, and 
because of the complicated situation in the 
region generally, the country has not become 
a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention.

Jordan’s law on refugees is defined by a 
1998 Memorandum of Understanding with 
UNHCR, amended in April 2014. It includes 
the Convention’s definition of ‘refugee’ and 
accepts the principle of non-refoulement and 
third country resettlement for refugees. 
However, it does not allow for local integration 
as a solution. Article 21 of the Constitution 
offers refugee status for political asylum but 
only in very exceptional situations and it is 
not an option available for most refugees. A 

domestic refugee law is in the process of being 
drafted, and is currently under discussion 
in Jordan, though for political and security 
reasons it may be postponed until after the 
Syrian crisis. 

Everyone crossing a border from Syria 
is considered to be a refugee unless they 
are considered a potential security threat 
or to have crossed illegally. Along the 
378-km Syrian-Jordanian border there 
are 25 recognised crossing points and a 
further 23 that are open depending on the 
situation. At the crossing points there are 
temporary assembly or collection sites where 
categorisation and prioritisation takes place. 
Priority is given first to the injured and sick; 
then to children, particularly unaccompanied 
or separated minors; next to the elderly; and 
lastly to the general adult population. 41% of 
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