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Abstract: The refugee crisis in South Asia remains one of the most pressing humanitarian challenges, driven 

by ethnic conflicts, religious persecution, political instability, and climate change. Countries such as 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India have been primary destinations for displaced populations, including the 

Rohingya from Myanmar, Afghan refugees, Tamil refugees from Sri Lanka, and Tibetan exiles. Despite 

hosting millions of refugees, South Asian nations lack a unified legal framework to address the crisis, as 

none are signatories to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. This article explores the historical and 

contemporary refugee movements in the region, the challenges faced by host countries, and the role of 

international organizations in managing displacement. It also examines the impact of statelessness, 

environmental displacement, and policy shortcomings on refugee protection. Given the geopolitical 

complexities, a regional approach is necessary to ensure sustainable solutions. Strengthening legal 

frameworks, fostering regional cooperation, and addressing the root causes of displacement are critical for 

resolving the refugee crisis. The article calls for a balanced approach that upholds humanitarian obligations 

while considering national security and economic constraints. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

The refugee crisis in South Asia is a complex humanitarian issue fueled by ethnic conflicts, political 

instability, and climate change. Millions of Rohingya, Afghan, Tamil, and Tibetan refugees seek safety in 

neighboring countries, yet the region lacks a unified legal framework, making their protection and 

resettlement a persistent challenge. Refugee Studies is a new field which has required time to explore 

disciplinary boundaries and to develop distinct perspectives. Since it emerged in the early 1980s, it has 

nevertheless drawn on insights from a remarkably wide range of disciplines – initially from Sociology, 

Anthropology, Politics, International Relations, Development Studies and Law, and more recently from 

Psychology, Psychosocial Studies, Cultural Studies, Gender Studies, Critical Legal Studies and 

Environmental Science. Refugee Studies emerged from the concern of academics and researchers to tackle 

issues raised by rapid and continuing increases in the numbers of forced migrants. The main issues at hand 

were the immediate problems faced by refugees: crises of welfare, legal status, patterns of movement and of 

reception and integration. The term refugee is defined in the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees as: Any person who owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 

country (UNHC for Refugees, 1951). Forced migration has historically been driven by war, persecution, 

colonization, and environmental factors. Events such as the Partition of India (1947) led to the displacement 

of over 14 million people, while the Bangladesh Liberation War (1971) created nearly 10 million refugees 

(Talbot & Singh, 2009). Climate-induced migration is also rising, particularly in South Asia (Bates, 2002). 
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As of mid-2023, the global refugee population reached approximately 30.51 million individuals, with the 

majority originating from a few key countries. The top three countries of origin for refugees are: 

Syria: Approximately 6.5 million refugees 

Ukraine: Around 5.7 million refugees 

Afghanistan: About 5.7 million refugees 

These three countries alone account for over half of the global refugee population.( worldmigrationreport, 

2024). The primary host countries for these refugees include: 

Turkey: Hosting approximately 3.69 million Syrian refugees 

Germany: Hosting around 616,000 Syrian refugees 

Lebanon: Hosting about 852,000 Syrian refugees 

Jordan: Hosting approximately 668,000 Syrian refugees (worldpopulationreview, 2024) 

Major Refugee Communities in South Asia 

South Asia has been a major hub for forced migration due to ethnic conflicts, political turmoil, religious 

persecution, and wars. The region hosts several significant refugee communities, including the Rohingya in 

Bangladesh, Afghan refugees in Pakistan and Iran, Tamil refugees in India, and Tibetan exiles in India and 

Nepal. Each of these groups faces unique challenges, shaped by the historical and geopolitical landscape of 

their displacement. 

The Rohingya Crisis: Myanmar-Bangladesh Relations 

The Rohingya, a predominantly Muslim ethnic minority in Myanmar, have faced systematic persecution for 

decades. The 2017 military crackdown in Myanmar’s Rakhine State led to a mass exodus of over 700,000 

Rohingya refugees into Bangladesh (UNHCR, 2023). This crisis has strained Myanmar-Bangladesh 

relations, as Bangladesh struggles to accommodate nearly a million Rohingya refugees in overcrowded 

camps in Cox’s Bazar. Bangladesh has sought international assistance but remains hesitant to grant 

permanent status to the Rohingya due to security and economic concerns (Bhatia et al., 2018). Meanwhile, 

Myanmar has been reluctant to take back refugees, citing verification procedures that most Rohingya fail 

due to their lack of official citizenship. Efforts at repatriation have repeatedly failed due to ongoing violence 

in Myanmar. The crisis remains one of the world's largest refugee emergencies, with no sustainable 

resolution in sight. 

Afghan Refugees in Pakistan and Iran 

Afghanistan has been a source of large-scale refugee movements for over four decades, primarily due to 

Soviet invasion (1979), civil war, and the Taliban’s resurgence (2021). Pakistan and Iran have been the 

primary hosts of Afghan refugees, with Pakistan currently sheltering approximately 3.7 million Afghan 

refugees, both registered and unregistered (UNHCR, 2023). Iran, despite economic sanctions and domestic 

struggles, has also hosted millions of Afghan refugees. Both countries have implemented policies to regulate 

refugee influxes, including temporary protection and voluntary repatriation programs (Kronenfeld, 2008). 

However, the rise of anti-refugee sentiment and security concerns, particularly following the Taliban's 

return to power, have led to stricter border controls and deportations. The future of Afghan refugees remains 

uncertain, with many unable to return due to instability and human rights concerns under Taliban rule. 

Tamil Refugees from Sri Lanka in India 

The Sri Lankan Civil War (1983-2009) between the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) and the Sri Lankan government 

led to the displacement of thousands of Tamils, many of whom sought refuge in India. Tamil Nadu has been 

the main destination, hosting over 60,000 Sri Lankan refugees in camps and an estimated 34,000 outside 

camps (Chakrabarty, 2021). While India has provided temporary relief, it has not granted full citizenship to 

these refugees, leaving them in a legal limbo. Many Tamils fear returning to Sri Lanka despite the end of the 

war due to lingering discrimination and lack of rehabilitation. Unlike other refugee groups, the Tamil 

diaspora has been politically influential, shaping India's foreign policy towards Sri Lanka. 

Tibetan Refugees and Their Struggles in India and Nepal 

Tibetan refugees began arriving in India and Nepal following China’s annexation of Tibet in 1950 and the 

1959 uprising. India, under Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, granted asylum to the Dalai Lama and 

thousands of Tibetans, who later established settlements in Himachal Pradesh, Karnataka, and Uttarakhand. 

Despite India's initial support, Tibetan refugees lack Indian citizenship and face restrictions in employment 

and political rights (McConnell, 2013). Nepal, under increasing pressure from China, has tightened its 

policies on Tibetan refugees, limiting their political activities and access to legal documentation. This has 

left many Tibetans stateless, relying on community networks and international support for survival. 

Causes of Refugee Movements 

Refugee movements are often driven by a combination of push and pull factors, with the most significant 

being ethnic and religious persecution, armed conflicts, climate change, and economic hardships. Below are 

the primary causes: 
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Ethnic and Religious Persecution 

Ethnic and religious discrimination has historically been a significant cause of forced migration. Minorities 

often face violence, discrimination, and exclusion, forcing individuals or entire communities to flee. The 

Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar have faced severe persecution, including displacement to neighboring 

countries like Bangladesh (UNHCR, 2023). Similarly, ethnic cleansing campaigns, such as in Bosnia during 

the 1990s, displaced large populations due to targeted violence against ethnic groups (Snyder, 2003). 

Armed Conflicts and Civil Wars 

Armed conflicts and civil wars have been among the largest contributors to refugee crises. War causes 

massive displacement, with civilians fleeing violence, bombing, and occupation. Syria provides one of the 

most glaring examples, where over 6.5 million people have sought refuge in neighboring countries since the 

civil war began in 2011 (UNHCR, 2023). Afghanistan, Yemen, and South Sudan also have large refugee 

populations due to prolonged internal conflicts (Bates, 2002). 

Climate Change and Environmental Displacement 

Climate change is increasingly driving migration, as it exacerbates environmental disasters such as flooding, 

droughts, and rising sea levels. The Pacific Islands, such as Kiribati, face displacement due to rising sea 

levels, making residents climate refugees (McLeman & Smit, 2006). In South Asia, changes in the monsoon 

cycle and flooding are forcing people from rural areas into urban settings, creating internal displacement. 

Economic Hardships and Statelessness 

Economic collapse, poverty, and lack of opportunities also drive people to seek refuge abroad. Statelessness, 

where individuals are not recognized as nationals by any state, compounds this issue. For example, the 

Rohingya are not recognized as citizens by Myanmar, leaving them vulnerable to displacement without any 

state protection (UNHCR, 2023).The Role of International Organizations in Addressing Refugee Issues in 

South Asia 
The refugee crisis in South Asia is one of the most significant and persistent humanitarian challenges in the 

world. International organizations have played an essential role in addressing the needs of refugees in the 

region, focusing on providing protection, humanitarian aid, and advocating for durable solutions. Among 

these organizations, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), and various humanitarian agencies and civil society 

groups have been instrumental in tackling the complex issues associated with forced migration. 

 UNHCR and Its Operations in the Region 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is the primary international body 

mandated to provide protection and assistance to refugees globally. Established in 1950, the UNHCR has 

been active in South Asia for decades, addressing the needs of millions of refugees fleeing conflict, 

persecution, and environmental disasters. 

In South Asia, the UNHCR operates in several countries, including Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, and Nepal, 

where large refugee populations exist. One of its most significant operations in the region is supporting 

Afghan refugees. Afghanistan has been a source of one of the world's largest refugee crises for over four 

decades. After the Soviet invasion in 1979, millions of Afghans fled to neighboring countries, particularly 

Pakistan and Iran. Despite efforts for repatriation, the situation remains dire, with approximately 2.7 million 

Afghan refugees still in Pakistan (UNHCR, 2023). The UNHCR has played a critical role in providing 

shelter, healthcare, education, and legal protection to these refugees. 

Another critical issue the UNHCR addresses in the region is the displacement of the Rohingya people from 

Myanmar. Since 2017, violence and persecution against the Rohingya minority in Myanmar have forced 

over a million individuals to seek refuge in neighboring Bangladesh, making it one of the largest refugee 

populations globally. The UNHCR has coordinated relief efforts, provided emergency shelter, clean water, 

and essential supplies, and worked to ensure the protection of the Rohingya from further harm (UNHCR, 

2023). 

The UNHCR's operations also include working on refugee resettlement and repatriation, ensuring that 

refugees are able to return home in safety and dignity when possible. However, its work is challenged by 

political dynamics in host countries and the lack of a comprehensive regional framework for refugee 

protection. 

 SAARC’s Response to Refugee Issues 

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) is a regional intergovernmental 

organization that includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri 

Lanka. While SAARC has focused primarily on economic cooperation and development, it has made efforts 

to address regional refugee issues, although its actions have been limited. 
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SAARC does not have a formal mechanism for refugee protection akin to the European Union's common 

asylum policy. However, there have been efforts to address forced migration in the region, particularly 

through the SAARC Convention on Regional Cooperation. This convention aims to provide a framework 

for cooperation on issues including refugees, though it has faced challenges in terms of enforcement and 

political will. 

One example of SAARC's involvement in refugee issues is its efforts regarding the Sri Lankan Tamil 

refugees. During the civil war in Sri Lanka, millions of Tamils fled to India, and later, to other countries. 

SAARC facilitated discussions and joint efforts to support refugees, though the organization has often been 

criticized for its lack of concrete action on refugee protection (Sharma, 2006). 

In recent years, SAARC has been largely sidelined due to political tensions between member states. This 

has hindered its ability to create binding agreements or long-term solutions for refugees in South Asia, 

demonstrating the limitations of regional cooperation in addressing cross-border displacement. 

  Humanitarian Aid and Civil Society Contributions 

In addition to UNHCR and regional organizations like SAARC, various humanitarian aid organizations and 

civil society groups play a critical role in addressing the refugee crisis in South Asia. These organizations 

often fill the gaps left by governmental and intergovernmental efforts, providing essential services such as 

healthcare, food, water, and education in refugee camps and communities. 

International NGOs such as Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), Oxfam, and Save the Children have been 

heavily involved in providing emergency relief and long-term support to refugees in South Asia. MSF, for 

example, has been active in Bangladesh, where it provides medical care to Rohingya refugees in camps like 

Kutupalong (MSF, 2023). Oxfam works on both immediate aid and longer-term development projects, 

focusing on clean water, sanitation, and economic opportunities for refugees. 

In addition to international organizations, local civil society groups have also made significant contributions 

to refugee protection. These organizations often work on the ground, directly engaging with refugees and 

advocating for their rights. For example, local NGOs in Pakistan have been instrumental in assisting Afghan 

refugees with access to education and healthcare, while civil society groups in Bangladesh have been crucial 

in supporting the Rohingya refugees by providing legal aid, livelihood programs, and community 

integration services. 

Civil society's role also extends to advocacy, working to ensure that refugees' rights are respected and that 

host countries provide the necessary legal protection. However, civil society organizations face challenges, 

such as lack of funding, political restrictions, and sometimes hostility from governments or local 

populations. 

The Future of Refugees in South Asia 

South Asia is home to millions of refugees, largely due to ongoing conflicts, persecution, and environmental 

disasters. These refugees often reside in overcrowded camps or urban areas, with limited access to 

education, healthcare, and basic needs. The future of refugees in South Asia is shaped by three key factors: 

repatriation and resettlement prospects, regional cooperation, and sustainable policy solutions. 

Prospects for Repatriation and Resettlement 

Repatriation, the voluntary return of refugees to their home countries, is a priority for many governments 

and international organizations. However, repatriation in South Asia faces significant challenges due to the 

ongoing instability in countries like Myanmar, Afghanistan, and Sri Lanka. For example, despite 

agreements between Bangladesh and Myanmar regarding the return of the Rohingya refugees, many remain 

hesitant due to the lack of safety and citizenship guarantees (UNHCR, 2022). Similarly, Afghan refugees in 

Pakistan have faced uncertainty regarding their return since the Taliban’s resurgence in 2021. Without a 

secure environment and clear protection rights, repatriation often becomes a distant dream. Resettlement, 

especially in third countries, is a potential solution but remains limited. Countries like the United States, 

Canada, and Australia offer resettlement programs; however, they can only absorb a fraction of the refugee 

population. South Asia's reliance on external countries for resettlement underscores the need for stronger 

regional mechanisms. 

Regional Cooperation for Refugee Protection 

Regional cooperation for refugee protection is crucial for addressing the complex refugee situation in South 

Asia. Currently, there is no comprehensive regional framework to ensure refugee rights and protection. The 

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) has largely been ineffective in this regard, due 

to political tensions and differing priorities among member states (Chakrabarti & Sharma, 2019). However, 

regional collaboration on issues like refugee education, healthcare, and livelihood support is essential for 

better management. Countries like India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, while offering asylum, lack formal 

refugee protection laws, leading to inconsistencies in how refugees are treated. A regional approach could 
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standardize refugee protections and encourage burden-sharing among neighboring countries, thus reducing 

the strain on individual states. 

 

Conclusion 

 

South Asia’s refugee dilemma is rooted in a complex mix of historical, political, and socio-economic 

factors. The region’s history of colonialism, religious conflicts, and territorial disputes has contributed to 

large-scale displacements, with millions of refugees seeking asylum in neighboring countries. Key examples 

include the ongoing Rohingya crisis in Myanmar, the prolonged Afghan refugee situation in Pakistan, and 

the Tamil refugee population from Sri Lanka. Despite being home to millions of displaced people, South 

Asia lacks a cohesive legal framework for refugee protection, often leaving refugees in precarious 

conditions with limited access to basic rights and services. The humanitarian response to the refugee crisis 

has been primarily dependent on international organizations such as the UNHCR, which provide assistance 

in the absence of regional cooperation. However, the host countries also face significant challenges, 

including resource constraints, security concerns, and the burden of long-term refugee settlements. To 

address these issues, South Asian nations must prioritize regional cooperation, strengthen refugee protection 

frameworks, and address the root causes of forced migration, such as ethnic conflicts and political 

instability. Only through a collective, comprehensive approach can the region begin to resolve its refugee 

crisis and provide displaced individuals with the safety and dignity they deserve. 

Way forward for Sustainable Solutions 

Strengthening Legal Frameworks: South Asian countries need to ratify international conventions on 

refugees, like the 1951 Refugee Convention, to provide clear legal protections. Domestic refugee laws 

should be created to provide a structured approach to asylum, resettlement, and integration. 

Increased Regional Cooperation: South Asian nations should form a regional refugee protection 

framework, facilitating resource-sharing and better coordination. This could include mutual agreements on 

repatriation, legal documentation for refugees, and joint humanitarian aid efforts. 

Focus on Livelihoods and Integration: Policies should aim to integrate refugees into local economies by 

providing vocational training, education, and healthcare. This will enable refugees to become self-sufficient 

and contribute to the economies of host countries, reducing their dependence on international aid. 

Climate-Resilient Solutions: With climate change exacerbating displacement, there is a need for policies 

that address both environmental and human migration. This includes creating mechanisms for the protection 

of climate refugees, particularly in South Asian nations vulnerable to floods, cyclones, and rising sea levels. 
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