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POLICY BRIEF

In June 2024, UNHCR proposed ‘A Route-
Based Approach’(RBA) ‘ to ensure internat ional
protect ion and solut ions for  refugees, whi le
upholding r ights and creat ing opportuni t ies for
migrants,  a long the key routes’ [1] .  UNHCR
argues that RBA offers a more ‘ r ights-based
al ternat ives to external izat ion proposals and
expuls ion pract ices,  whi le helping States to
manage the chal lenges around i r regular
movements,  including return,  in l ine wi th their
internat ional  obl igat ions. [2] ’  

Overview

The three main goals  of  the RBA are to:

Save l ives and reduce harm along the
routes;  

1.

Create al ternat ives to dangerous journeys
al l  a long the routes,  and

2.

Strengthen the tools,  systems and
cooperat ion – support ing States strengthen
asylum capaci ty and ef fect ively manage
mixed movements.

3.

[1]  ht tps: / /www.unhcr.org/s i tes/defaul t / f i les/2024-10/explainer_unhcr_route_based_approach.pdf
 
[2]  Madel ine Garl ick,  Chief ,  Protect ion Pol icy and Legal  Advice Sect ion,  Div is ion of  Internat ional  Protect ion,  UNHCR Geneva, speaking at
webinar,  Global South reflections on a routes-based approach to protection: 
Perspectives from Latin America and North Africa, organized by IDRC Research Chairs Network on Forced Displacement,  11
December, 2024.

The approach is arguably a paradigm
shif t  in humanitar ian responses to
migrat ion because of  how i t
restructures protect ion support  f rom a
si loed country-based to integrated
routes-based programming. A stated
goal  is  to better manage ‘mixed f lows’
by helping to al leviate global  North
asylum systems whi le encouraging
expansion of  legal  pathways for
migrants.  This shi f t  ref lects the
increased mixed-movements wor ldwide
and the vast suf fer ing among these
mixed-movement routes.  The approach
does not aim to faci l i tate the onward
movements of  refugees and migrants in
an i r regular manner,  but  rather seeks
to f ind lawful  ways to reconci le the
sovereignty and legi t imate interests of
states in managing their  borders wi th
the r ights of  refugees and migrants
under internat ional  and other relevant
branches of  law. 

Whi le i ts whole-of-route approach may
be a helpful  step forward in the
coordinat ion of  mult i lateral  and
mult istakeholder responses to
increased mixed f lows to the global
North,  i t  a lso presents chal lenges,
especial ly f rom the perspect ive of
actors in the global  South,  where these
intervent ions would be focused.
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RBA as a ‘ response-based approach: ’
RBA offers new l inkages and synergies wi th
Global  Refugee Compact (GRC) and the Global
Compact on Migrat ion(GCM) to maximize a
global  ef for t  to ensure that vulnerable people
on the move do not fa l l  between the gaps and
have access to their  r ights of  safety and
protect ion.  There is a need for new protocols to
ensure a stronger bindings pr inciples la id out
by migrat ion Compacts.  I t  is  crucial  to work
with countr ies that  have not rat i f ied the
convent ions related to the states of  refugees
and protocols.  

Chal lenges:

Mixed f lows, def in i t ions and el ig ib i l i ty  for
protect ion:  Context  speci f ic  implementat ion
strategies
‘Mixed f lows’  of  people include refugees,
migrants,  asylum seekers and labour
migrants,  whose legal  d ist inct ions imply
di f ferent r ights and protect ions.  Yet the way
these categor ies are def ined and, by
extension, the r ights and protect ion
associated with them di f fer  by region. Both
Afr ica,  v ia the 1969 OAU Convent ion,  and
Lat in America,  wi th the 1984 Cartagena
Declarat ion,  provide more expansive
def in i t ions of  those in need of  protect ion than
the 1951 Convent ion and the 1967 protocol
more widely recognized by countr ies in the
Global  North.  Whose def in i t ions wi l l  be used?
What impl icat ions does this have as people
move along the route depending on or ig in,
t ransi t ,  dest inat ion,  and return countr ies.
Furthermore, el ig ib i l i ty  for  protect ion may also
change because of  exposures to v io lence,
conf l ic t ,  extorsion, or other exper iences
dur ing the journey. Someone may begin as a
labour migrant according to the dest inat ion
country but qual i fy for  protect ion based on
condi t ions or harm encountered in t ransi t .
Final ly,  how might sel f -understanding at  or ig in
as wel l  as shi f ts in these sel f -def in i t ions along
the route matter in implement ing pol ic ies?
Who counts as a refugee and/or a migrant and
at which point  in/on their  journey is
compl icated and var iable.  

‘Frame of  reference’  st i l l  remaining in the
global  North:  Whi le RBA is a step forward, in
terms of  ensur ing internat ional  protect ion of
and respect of  human r ights –the dominant
‘ f rame of  reference’  st i l l  remains that used by
the global  North.  For example:  because
implement ing RBA in the Southern shores of
the Mediterranean requires a move towards a
responsibi l i ty-shar ing-frame, i t  necessi tates a
shi f t  f rom border-controls- f rame (which has
been a source of  revenue for many of  these
countr ies).  

Chal lenges for a “whole-of-route approach”:
which routes are pr ior i t ized?
As resources are l imi ted, pr ior i t ies are made
based on geo-pol i t ical  dynamics,  inf luences
and biases. Research on people in t ransi t  in
Lat in America has shown that,  in real i ty,
migrants in their  onward movement do not
necessar i ly  th ink about opt ions in a l inear
‘ route-based approach’  perspect ive.  Rather,
they use a ‘whole-of-region’  calculus,  which
considers mult ip le potent ia l  routes wi thin a
region. For example,  forc ib ly displaced
Venezuelans may have in i t iated a route f rom
Venezuela to Colombia and then decided to go
to Peru but cont inued to Chi le.  Af ter  a per iod in
Chi le,  they decided to go northward toward the
United States.  But whi le wai t ing for  an asylum
interview in Mexico,  they weighed their  opt ions
between staying in Mexico,  returning to
Venezuela,  going back to Peru,  or explor ing
how to go to Spain.  
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Chi le whi le exper iencing an increase in extra-
cont inental  migrat ion in the other direct ion
from Brazi l  through Peru into Ecuador to go
north to the United States).  Furthermore,
transi t  countr ies,  of ten,  are spoken in terms
that imply that  they do not have obl igat ions
and responsibi l i t ies to the binding pr inciples of
refugee and migrant protect ion r ights – let t ing
them, ‘of f  the hook’  f rom offer ing protect ion.  

Urgent need for local ized knowledge from the
global  South:  
Shi f t ing the concentrat ion of  knowledge
product ion and research capaci t ies f rom the
global  North and br inging evidence-based
knowledge from the global  South.
Implementat ion chal lenge of  the RBA l ies
br inging in knowledge from di f ferent s i tes.
Given the pol i t ics of  research, knowledge and
f inancial  contr ibut ions – the quest ion raised
here would be how can we encourage a global
conversat ion and discussion in a context-
speci f ic  way that does not become consumed
or overshadowed by the pr ior i t ies of  those
very powerful  actors ( in the global  North).
 

Lack of  b inding pr inciples and legal  basis for
implementat ion:  
Al though most of  the countr ies along the
migrat ion routes have signed internat ional
convent ions and treat ies governing speci f ic
aspects of  the refugee protect ion,  many, such
as those countr ies in the Mediterranean routes,
have not yet  developed asylum system and
cont inue to consider i r regular state as a cr iminal
of fense.

Integrat ion and reintegrat ion chal lenges: 
Research in the regions f ind that many of  the
refugees-migrants in these mixed f lows, do not
l ive in camps as many go to the c i t ies and urban
areas to set t le.  This creates new opportuni t ies
and chal lenges of  ( re) integrat ion wi th local
populat ion and economies. Whi le urban
environments may provide more l ivel ihood
opt ions,  they may also resul t  in housing and
labour market stress,  af fect ing host populat ions.

Implementat ion partnerships:  Exclusion of  the
local  actors:  
Evidence from the regions indicates the
important roles local ,  municipal  level  actors and
stakeholders play in mixed movements along the
routes.  ‘Hidden’  partners,  l ike the diaspora f rom
dif ferent communit ies on the move, provide
f inancial  and informat ion assistance. For
UNHCR, the chal lenge and need are to bui ld on
partnership and col laborat ions among states
focused on intervent ions in al l  countr ies along
the routes.  I t  is  about recogniz ing the states
obl igat ions to protect  and respect the human
rights of  refugees and migrants at  a l l  points by
creat ing condi t ions in which more people can
f ind protect ion at  a l l  parts along the journey.

Obl igat ions and Responsibi l i t ies:  focus on
transi t  countr ies 
Al though dist inct ions are made between country
of  or ig in,  t ransi t ,  and dest inat ion,  these
dist inct ions are too r ig id as they over lap along
the route.  A s ingle country can be al l  three, as i t
is  the case for both Morocco and Peru.  In 2024,
Peru was an or ig in country (wi th near ly one
mil l ion c i t izens having lef t  and yet to return that
year) ,  a dest inat ion country (wi th an est imated
1.6 mi l l ion Venezuelans l iv ing wi thin i ts
borders),  and a bi-direct ional  t ransi t  country
(wi th Venezuelans st i l l  moving through to enter 

Recommendations for  Pol icy  Makers  
and Implementing Stakeholders

Chal lenge/re-examine def in i t ion-
dist inct ions-categor izat ion at  the conceptual
level :  there is a need to ‘problemat ize’  the
current label l ing pol i t ics at  the conceptual
level .  For example,  should we cont inue to
dist inguish between ‘ refugee versus
migrants’ ,  p i t t ing one against  the other,  or
look at  the ‘cont inuums of  vulnerabi l i t ies? 

Integrat ion-reintegrat ion:  br idge between
humanitar ian and development
perspect ives.  In f raming the routes-based
approach, i t  is  important to br idge the
humanitar ian perspect ive to the
developmental  perspect ive.  Local ized
evidence needs to demonstrate the potent ia l
benef i ts of  taking a more comprehensive
approach and the capaci ty for  absorpt ion to
a nat ional  development agenda – especial ly
in middle- income countr ies where there may
be more capaci ty for
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This Pol icy Br ief  is  a resul t  of  Global South
reflections on a routes-based approach to
protection:  Perspectives from Latin America and
North Africa,  webinar organized by IDRC Research
Chairs Network on Forced Displacement,  11
December,  2024. 

Listen to the ful l  webinar here:
https: / /car leton.ca/fd-chairs-net/cu-events/global-
south-ref lect ions-on-a-routes-based-approach-to-
migrat ion/

kkl las alcomprehensive approach can help in
klk lavoiding/ending the short- term opportunist ic
kkl lapproaches to these issues eventual ly.  

Research for evidence-based knowledge:
analysis for  pol icy guidance and
implementat ion:  The need for diverse
perspect ives generated from di f ferent s i tes of
knowledge product ion is crucial .  We need to
quest ion whose research and perspect ives are
used for part icular pol icy paradigms. Valuing
local ized, data-dr iven, evidence-based
knowledge for designing and implement ing
intervent ions is needed by UNHCR and al l
implement ing partners.  The IDRC Research
Chairs ’  work substant ively demonstrate the
signi f icant importance of  ensur ing that
conversat ions between researchers and pol icy
spaces are foregrounded in data-dr iven,
evidence-based knowledge, including the
perspect ives and l ived real i t ies of  those
closest to the phenomenon of  d isplacement.
Local iz ing knowledge and support ing
contextual ized research is not only a moral ly
r ight  th ing to do but is the r ight  th ing to do.

kkl lsocioeconomic integrat ion and responsible
kkl lshar ing,  as compared to low-income
kkl lcountr ies.  

Develop protect ion sensi t ive ‘entry
management ’ :  th is recognizes that states
are ent i t led to protect  their  borders,  but
that th is should be done in a lawful  way.
Legal  migrat ion channels are to be made
avai lable for  migrants along the routes.

Responsible partnership :  Ci t ies and local
governments are key stakeholders to the
implementat ion of  RBA in terms of  creat ing
capaci ty at  the ground level ,  organiz ing
recept ion,  processing referrals,  providing
services,  and ensur ing inclusiv i ty.
Therefore,  more focus and at tent ion needs
to be given on reinforcing governance
systems at  the local  level .  Developing a
‘responsibi l i ty  shar ing partnership model ’
at  the ground level  wi l l  of fer  better service,
protect ion,  and minimize vulnerabi l i t ies.  

Linkages and synergies between exist ing
and new Tools and Instruments :  Quest ions
should be asked whether the exist ing tools
and instruments are suf f ic ient  or i f  new
tools are required to provide better
protect ion and safety for  people on the
move. Also,  quest ions on appet i te for  new
legal  tools and instruments in th is current
pol i t ical  environment where power ecl ipses
pr inciples – is an important one. Finding
l inkages and synergies between exist ing
tools l ike the Global  Refugee Compact
(GRC) and the Global  Compact on
Migrat ion (GCM) is crucial  in implement ing
RBA, because a balance in using what is
proven to be ef fect ive and what addi t ional
value RBA br ings need to be examined. 

Analysing contextual ized problems:
inclusive dialogues .  Explaining the benef i ts
of  the approach by in i t iat ing inclusive
dialogues with local  governments,  leaders,
f i rst- l ine responders,  and people on the
move can enable more ef fect ive
implementat ion of  tools.  No ‘one size f i ts
al l ’  implementat ion strategy for RBA is
advisable but rather adopt ing RBA 

 
The IDRC Research Chairs Network on Forced Displacement is a
community of  twelve scholars based at  universi t ies in countr ies
exper iencing mass displacement working to reframe the narrat ive of
forced displacement and transforming the f ie ld of  forced migrat ion 
studies to mainstream Global  South perspect ives.

ht tps: / /car leton.ca/fd-chairs-net/
@FDChairsNet
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