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UNHCR: Sharp decline in refugees, others of 
concern in 2003  

 
 

17 June 2004  
 
GENEVA –  The g loba l  number  o f  re fugees  and others  o f  concern  to  the  
U.N.  re fugee agency  fe l l  by  18  percent  to  17 .1  mi l l ion  in  2003,  the  
lowest  to ta l  in  a t  leas t  a  decade,  accord ing to  new annua l  s ta t is t ics  
re leased Thursday  by  UNHCR. 
 
Unve i l ing  h is  o f f ice 's  la tes t  g loba l  f igures  on  the  eve  o f  Wor ld  Refugee  
Day (June 20 ) ,  U .N.  H igh  Commiss ioner  fo r  Refugees  Ruud Lubbers  
a t t r ibuted the  sharp  dec l ine  to  severa l  fac tors ,  inc lud ing  increased 
in te rnat iona l  e f fo r ts  to  f ind  so lu t ions  fo r  mi l l ions  o f  uprooted peop le  and 
ongo ing  work  by  UNHCR and i ts  par tners  to  reso lve  "prot racted"  re fugee 
s i tuat ions  that  have  gone on  for  years  or  even decades.  
 
Lubbers  sa id  the s tat is t ics  dramat ica l ly  h igh l ight  the  theme of  th is  
year 's  Wor ld  Refugee Day  –  "A  P lace  to  Ca l l  Home"  –  and o f fer  tang ib le  
ev idence of  some of  the  successes  of  UNHCR and i ts  par tners  in  120  
count r ies .  
 
"We have seen the  g loba l  number  o f  peop le  o f  concern  to  UNHCR drop  
f rom 21.8  mi l l ion  when I  f i rs t  took  o f f ice  a t  the  s ta r t  o f  2001,  to  17 .1  
mi l l ion  a t  the  beg inn ing o f  th is  year  –  an  overa l l  dec l ine  o f  near ly  22  
percent , "  sa id  Lubbers .  "The  s ta t is t ics  a re  very  encourag ing ,  espec ia l l y  
fo r  the  near ly  5  mi l l ion  peop le  who over  the  past  few years  have  been 
ab le  to  e i ther  go  home or  to  f ind  a  new p lace  to  rebu i ld  the i r  l i ves .  For  
them,  these  dry  s ta t is t ics  re f lec t  a  spec ia l  rea l i t y ;  the  end o f  long years  
in  ex i le  and the  s ta r t  o f  a  new l i fe  w i th  renewed hope fo r  the  fu ture . "  
 
Accord ing to  prov is iona l  f igures  compi led by  UNHCR's  Popula t ion  Data  
Un i t ,  the  to ta l  popu la t ion  o f  concern  to  UNHCR at  the  end of  2003 was 
17.1  mi l l ion ,  the  lowest  in  a t  least  a  decade.  The f igure  inc ludes 9 .7  
mi l l ion  re fugees ;  1 .1  mi l l ion  re turned re fugees ;  4 .2  mi l l ion  in te rna l ly  
d isp laced peop le  ( IDPs ) ;  233,000 re turned IDPs;  995,000 asy lum 
seekers ;  and 912,000 others ,  inc lud ing  s ta te less  peop le .  
 
By  reg ion ,  there  were  5 .4  mi l l ion  people  o f  concern  to  UNHCR in  Europe 
a t  the  end o f  2003,  fo l lowed by  4  mi l l ion  in  the  so-ca l led  CASWANAME 
reg ion  (Cent ra l  As ia ,  South-west  As ia ,  Nor th  Af r ica ,  Middle  East ) ;  4  
mi l l ion  in  Af r ica ;  2 .3  mi l l ion  in  the  Amer icas  and Car ibbean;  and 1 .4  
mi l l ion  in  As ia  and the  Pac i f ic .  
 
The  top f i ve  asy lum count r ies  in  2003 were  Pak is tan  (1 .1  mi l l ion ) ;  I ran 
(985,000 ) ;  Germany (960,000 ) ;  Tanzan ia  (650,000 ) ;  and the  Un i ted Sta tes  
(452,500) .  A l l  f i ve  saw dec l ines  o f  between 2  and 25  percent  in  re fugee  
numbers .  Afghans  remained the  la rges t  s ing le  re fugee  nat iona l i ty ,  w i th  
a t  least  2 .1  mi l l ion  in  74  asy lum count r ies ,  fo l lowed by  Sudanese 
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(606 ,000 )  and Burund is  (531,600 ) .  The  Afghan f igures  do not  inc lude 
Afghan re fugees  or  migrants  l iv ing  in  u rban areas in  Pak is tan ,  where  a  
2001 government  survey  –  the  la tes t  data  ava i lab le  –  p laced the i r  
number  a t  1 .6  mi l l ion .  A  recent  reg is t ra t ion  in  I ran  showed 600,000 more  
Afghan re fugees  there  than repor ted in  2003.  Thus ,  es t imates  o f  A fghan 
re fugees  wi l l  be  sub ject  to  rev is ion  th is  year  in  consu l ta t ion  w i th  both  
governments .  
 
The  g loba l  re fugee popu la t ion  o f  9 .7  mi l l ion  a t  the  end o f  2003  
const i tu tes  a  net  decrease  o f  920,000 –  or  10  percent  –  over  the  
prev ious  year 's  f igure  o f  10 .6  mi l l ion  re fugees,  accord ing  to  the  "2003 
Globa l  Refugee Trends"  repor t .  I t  was  the  second consecut ive  year  in  
wh ich  the  f igure  dropped sharp ly .  
 
Refugee numbers  fe l l  dur ing  the  year  in  a l l  f i ve  o f  the  wor ld  reg ions 
covered by  UNHCR.  The  to ta ls  dropped by 13  percent  in  the  
CASWANAME reg ion;  10  percent  in  As ia  and the  Pac i f ic ;  7 .3  percent  in  
A f r ica ;  and by  5  percent  in  both  Europe and the  Amer icas .  In  A f r ica ,  the  
numbers  were  up on ly  in  West  A f r ica ,  by  a  mere 0 .6  percent .  Lubbers  i s  
cur rent ly  oversee ing a  programme a imed a t  the  eventua l  vo luntary  
repat r ia t ion  o f  more  than 2  mi l l ion  re fugees  and mi l l ions  o f  in te rna l l y  
d isp laced in  n ine  Af r ican  nat ions .  
 
UNHCR genera l ly  seeks  one o f  th ree  durab le  so lu t ions  for  re fugees .  The 
vast  ma jor i ty  go  home through vo luntary  repat r ia t ion .  When that  is  not  
poss ib le ,  the  agency  seeks  in tegra t ion  of  re fugees  in  count r ies  o f  f i r s t  
asy lum or  reset t lement  to  a  th i rd  count ry .  
 
Of  the  1 .1  mi l l ion  re fugees  who repat r ia ted las t  year ,  646,000 re turned 
to  Afghan is tan ;  133,000 to  Ango la ;  82 ,000 to  Burund i ;  55 ,000 to  I raq;  
33 ,000 to  S ie r ra  Leone;  23 ,000 to  Rwanda;  21 ,000 to  L iber ia ;  16 ,500 to  
Côte  d ' Ivo i re  and 14,000 to  Bosn ia  &  Herzegov ina .  In  some cases ,  I raq 
and L iber ia  fo r  example ,  UNHCR is  not  ye t  p romot ing  vo luntary  re turn  
but  many  peop le  choose to  go  home anyway.  Lubbers  noted that  there  
has  been an  unprecedented leve l  o f  vo luntary  repat r ia t ion  over  the  past  
two years ,  w i th  some 3 .5  mi l l ion  re fugees go ing home,  most  o f  them 
Afghans  f rom Pak is tan  and I ran .  
 
"The phenomena l  re tu rn  o f  A fghans  to  the i r  homeland over  the  past  few 
years  underscores  the  benef i ts  o f  susta ined in te rnat iona l  a t tent ion  and 
suppor t  for  the  work  o f  UNHCR and i ts  par tners  in  reg ions  o f  or ig in , "  the  
H igh  Commiss ioner  sa id .  "The impact  is  fe l t  as  fa r  away  as  Europe,  
where  the  numbers  o f  A fghan asy lum seekers  have  p lunged.  But  the  
count r ies  o f  re tu rn  themse lves  a lso need cont inu ing in ternat iona l  
suppor t  and investment  th roughout  the  ent i re  process  o f  repat r ia t ion ,  
re in tegra t ion ,  rehab i l i ta t ion and long- te rm reconst ruct ion .  Then we know 
re fugees  can go home and s tay  home,  ensur ing  the  susta inab i l i t y  o f  the i r  
re tu rn ."  
 
S ix  count r ies  produced a t  least  15 ,000 new re fugees  in  2003,  inc lud ing  
Sudan (112,000 ) ;  L iber ia  (87 ,000 ) ;  Cent ra l  A f r ican  Republ ic  (33 ,000 ) ;  
Democrat ic  Repub l ic  o f  the  Congo (30 ,000 ) ;  Côte  d' Ivo i re  (22,000 ) ;  and 
Somal ia  (15 ,000 ) .  
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Dur ing 2003,  some 807,000 c la ims for  asy lum or  re fugee s ta tus  were  
submit ted  in  141 count r ies .  Most  asy lum seekers  came f rom the  Russ ian  
Federat ion (38 ,900 ) ,  Ch ina  (37 ,100 ) ,  Serb ia  and Montenegro  (36 ,700 ) ,  
Democrat ic  Republ ic  o f  the  Congo (35 ,800 ) ,  Turkey  (33 ,800 ) ,  I raq 
(32 ,100 ) ,  Co lombia  (29 ,400 ) ,  A fghan is tan  (22 ,400 )  and N iger ia  (21 ,300 ) .  
Some 150,000 asy lum-seekers  were  granted re fugee s ta tus ,  and another  
40 ,000 were  a l lowed to  s tay  fo r  humani ta r ian  reasons.  
 
In  add i t ion  to  re fugees ,  re tu rned re fugees  and asy lum seekers ,  there  
were  5 .3  mi l l ion  "others  o f  concern"  to  UNHCR at  the  end o f  las t  year ,  
21  percent  fewer  than the  prev ious  year 's  6 .8  mi l l ion .  The number  o f  
IDPs (4 .2  mi l l ion ) ,  fo r  example ,  fe l l  by  460,000 in  2003.  
 
UNHCR's  g loba l  re fugee f igures  do not  inc lude Pa les t in ians  who fa l l  
under  the  mandate  of  the  UN Re l ie f  and Works  Agency .   
 
 
UNHCR Popu la t ion  Data  Un i t 's  "2003 Globa l  Refugee Trends :  Overv iew 
of  re fugee popu la t ions ,  new ar r i va ls ,  durab le  so lu t ions ,  asy lum-seekers  
and other  persons  o f  concern  to  UNHCR" here  [pdf ]  
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