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This Factsheet explains the basic features of resettlement, a durable solution in a third
country that is available to a small proportion of refugees worldwide.

What is resettlement?

Resettlement describes the process of transferring refugees from a place where they have
sought protection — such as in a refugee camp or urban area in a neighbouring country — to
a country that is willing to admit them as permanent residents.

Resettlement may be necessary to provide protection to people who face the most serious
risks to their safety, health or other human rights in the country where they have sought
refuge. Resettlement may sometimes be the only way to bring together refugee families who
have been separated as a result of displacement, although UNHCR recommends that
governments provide family reunification outside of refugee resettlement quotas.

Resettlement is one of three durable solutions to protect refugees. The others are ‘voluntary
repatriation’ (return to the home country when the situation changes) and local integration
(the right to remain permanently in the host country where the refugee has found protection).
Resettlement as a solution is available to a very small proportion of refugees, as less than
one per cent of the world’s refugees are resettled annually.

The perception that resettlement is the ‘right’ way to seek asylum is not correct. Refugees do
not have a legal right to be resettled and countries do not have a legal obligation to resettle
refugees: it is a voluntary process. It is a way that countries can contribute to the global effort
to protect refugees, since the majority of refugees are hosted by countries neighbouring
conflicts.

Offering resettlement does not replace or diminish a country’s other international legal
obligations towards refugees. UNHCR emphasises that a resettlement program should
complement — and not substitute — protection provided to refugees who seek asylum in that
country.

How many people are resettled around the world?

Each year, UNHCR identifies the refugees most urgently in need of resettlement. For 2024,
that number is anticipated to be around 2.4 million people. Despite the significant need, in
2023 only 96,311 refugees were resettled worldwide. Over 85% of these resettlement places
were offered by just four countries — the United States (61,644), Canada (13,458), Germany
(4,881) and Australia (4,186).
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https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
https://www.unhcr.org/4ac0873d6.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press-releases/unhcr-global-refugee-resettlement-needs-grow-2024#:%7E:text=According%20to%20the%20Projected%20Global,cent%20increase%20compared%20to%202023.
https://rsq.unhcr.org/en/#jR8D

Around 26 countries now offer resettlement but many have very small programs. Some
countries, like Australia, have a regular resettlement program and commit to an annual
quota; others accept refugees for resettlement on an ad hoc basis. For information on the
resettlement of people from particular crisis situations, see our Policy Briefs, Special
humanitarian intakes: Enhancing protection through targeted refugee resettlement and
Ensuring Protection in Humanitarian Emergencies: a framework for Australia.

How is a person selected for resettiement?

Although UNHCR refers refugees for potential resettlement, it is the government of the
resettlement country that decides whether or not to grant a resettlement place.

Contrary to the idea that there is a ‘queue’ that refugees can join, a refugee’s chance of
being resettled does not depend on how long they have been waiting. Rather, it depends on
factors such as vulnerability, suitability for resettlement, UNHCR’s assessments of global
resettlement needs and priorities, and — in the Australian context — on the views of
individuals and organisations in Australia expressed during community consultations with the
government.

A refugee who arrives today with an acute resettlement need, such as extreme vulnerability
on account of sexual abuse or disability, may be prioritised ahead of someone who has been
waiting for ten years. Some resettlement programs — including in Australia and New Zealand
— have expedited procedures to facilitate a solution for refugees facing an imminent risk of
very serious harm.

How does resettlement work in Australia?

In Australia, refugees are resettled under the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. In 2022,
only around one half of refugees resettled in Australia were referred by UNHCR. The rest
were people selected by the Australian government who had existing family or community
ties here. The Refugee Council of Australia cautions that such selection ‘undermines the
principle that Australia should be taking the most vulnerable refugees’, and raises concerns
about Australia ‘cherry-picking’ refugees based on things such as skills, language ability or
religion.

If you are looking for information about how to be resettled in Australia, visit the Refugee
Council of Australia, Information on resettling in Australia.
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https://rsq.unhcr.org/en/#jR8D
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/policy-brief-7-special-humanitarian-intakes-enhancing-protection-through-targeted
https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/policy-brief-7-special-humanitarian-intakes-enhancing-protection-through-targeted
https://www.unsw.edu.au/content/dam/pdfs/law/kaldor/2024-09-policy-brief-15-emergency-protection.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-pubs/files/australias-humanitarian-program-23-24-discussion-paper.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-stats/files/australia-offshore-humanitarian-program-2021-22.pdf
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/less-one-third-refugees-australias-humanitarian-program-resettled-unhcr/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/resettling-in-australia/
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