
 

Facts & Figures 

 45.2 million 

people are forcibly 
displaced. 

Worldwide:  
15.4 million 

refugees,  
28.8 million 

internally 
displaced,  

937 000  

seeking asylum. 

 Largest sources  

of refugees: Syria, 
Afghanistan,  

Iraq, Somalia, 
Sudan and the 

Democratic 
Republic of  

Congo.  

Source: 2012 UNHCR Global 
Trends 

 

 

ECHO funding 

 Over €380 million 
to help refugees in 

2012. 

 ECHO assisted 

around 10 million 

refugees in over 
25 countries  
last year. 

 
 

Page 1 of 5 
 

ECHO Factsheet Refugees – June 2013 

 
European Commission – 
Humanitarian Aid and Civil 

Protection 

B-1049 Brussels, Belgium 

Tel.: (+32 2) 295 44 00 
 Fax: (+32 2) 295 45 72  
email:  
echo-info@ec.europa.eu 

Website: 
http://ec.europa.eu/echo 

 

 

   
 

80% of refugee populations are comprised of children, women and elderly people. This is because they are most vulnerable groups 

in any society and are therefore at greater risk in times of civil unrest of natural disasters. They are usually the most vulnerable in 

terms of access to basic services and protection against violence, abuse and exploitation. UNHCR/F. Noy, Chad, 2011 

 

 

Key messages 

 Refugees are at the heart of the European Commission's mandate as 

they are the most vulnerable group in humanitarian crises. This is why the 

European Commission mobilizes a significant part of its annual humanitarian 

aid budget (28% in 2012) to projects which support refugees. 

 As one of the main humanitarian donors to help refugees the Commission 

plays a key role in ensuring their protection. Through its funding the 

Commission assists refugee populations by providing shelter, food and 

nutrition. The other priorities are health services, clean water, 

sanitation and general hygiene. Education and psychosocial support in 

the refugee camps is considered increasingly important.  

 Humanitarian aid strives to uphold human rights and to protect adults and 

children against violence, abuse and exploitation, especially women and girls 

through protection and advocacy activities.  

 More than 75% of the world's refugees, almost 10 million people, are 

trapped in protracted situations like being in exile for 5 years or more, 

without immediate prospects of a durable solution. Humanitarian aid together 

with development aid has a preeminent role in helping them to start a new 

life.  

 Over half of the world’s refugees now live in urban areas. Responding 

to their needs requires a different approach to those residing in a refugee 

camp, so the European Commission adapts its assistance to their specific 

needs. 

Humanitarian situation 
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Major needs and related problems 

Natural disasters, conflicts and human rights violations are forcing millions of people to leave their 

homes and to flee from destruction, violence and persecution. Eighty per cent of today's refugees live 

in the developing world, which means that they find refuge in countries and among people who already 

struggle with poverty and hardship. Their survival usually depends on the availability of assistance 

which is provided by local communities and international help.  

There are more than 45 million people in dire need of protection and assistance as a consequence of 

forced displacement, more than at any time since 1994 with the crises in Syria and Mali emerging as 

major aggravating factors. The figure includes refugees1, internally displaced persons (IDPs)2 and 

asylum-seekers3. Globally, some 28.8 million people are internally displaced, compared to around 

15.4 million refugees and 937 000 million asylum-seekers. Children, women and elderly people 

represent 80% of the entire refugee population (source: UNHCR).   

Finding durable solutions for refugees is a challenge and includes voluntary repatriation to their home 

countries, which is the preferred long-term outcome for the majority of refugees. In 2012, 526 000 

refugees were voluntarily repatriated, and 2.1 million internally displaced people returned home, the 

lowest figure since 2003. 

Another solution is local integration or resettlement of refugees. This can happen either in the country 

where they are living or in third countries where they can be permanently resettled. Sustainable 

solutions for IDPs can be: return to their place of origin, local integration in areas where they have 

taken refuge or integration in another part of the country. 

At present, Afghanistan remains the largest source of refugees with an estimated 2.6 million, followed 

by Syria, Somalia, Iraq, Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Moreover, around four-fifths of 

the world's refugees flee to neighbouring countries such as Pakistan, Iran, Kenya, Ethiopia and Chad 

(source: UNHCR). 

In absence of durable solutions, those staying internally displaced (IDPs) or in refugee camps face 

major challenges in terms of protection, access to shelter, food and other basic services such as health, 

nutrition, water, sanitation, hygiene and education. Those who end up living in urban areas (IDP's, 

refugees) may encounter poverty, lack of psychosocial support and difficulties in normalizing their 

status. Violence, abuse and exploitation against the most vulnerable often peak in the aftermath of 

emergencies, which underlines the importance of effective protection mechanisms to be put in place 

immediately.  

The patterns of displacement are increasingly complex, as large numbers of migrants flow inside and 

between countries and regions. Their problems, and the burden on host countries, are worsened by 

climate change, increasing urbanisation, population growth and food insecurity. At the same time, the 

efforts of the humanitarian community to bring relief and contribute to lasting solutions are made more 

difficult by donors' budgetary constraints, triggered by the global financial and economic crisis. 

 

 

                                                            
1 A refugee is someone who has been forced to flee his or her home country and is unable or unwilling to return due to fear of 

persecution. The 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees gives refugees legal protection under the international 

refugee law. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is mandated to respond to refugee needs. 

 
2 An internally displaced person (IDP) is someone who was forced to flee his/her home but who did not cross a state border. 

IDPs benefit from the legal protection of international human rights law and, in armed conflict, international humanitarian law. 

 
3 'Asylum-seekers' are those who have made a claim that they are refugees and are in the process of waiting for it to be 

accepted or rejected. 'Stateless' people are not considered as a national by any state ('de jure') or don't enjoy fundamental 

rights in their homeland ('de facto'). [source: UNHCR] 
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Funding  

 

The European Commission allocated some 28% of its annual humanitarian aid budget in 2012 to 

projects assisting refugees.  

Humanitarian aid for refugees delivered by the European Commission helps to:  

 meet the most pressing needs of refugees;  

 protect and support refugees during their displacement and when returning to their place of 

origin;  

 increase the self-reliance of refugees and reduce their 'dependency syndrome'. 

Overall, in 2012 European Commission's Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department (ECHO) 

funded projects in over 25 countries, amounting to more than €380 million and providing protection 

and assistance to around 10 million refugees.  

Furthermore, an estimated 75% of the world's refugees or 10 million people are currently trapped in 

protracted situations. ECHO invests heavily in assisting them and is currently working on 9 

emergencies: Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan, Syrian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt 

and North Africa, Somali refugees in Kenya and Yemen, Congolese refugees in the Great Lake region, 

Colombian refugees in Ecuador and Venezuela, Myanmar refugees in Thailand, Rohingya refugees in 

Bangladesh and Palestine and Sahrawi refugees.  

The European Commission and its partner organizations, in particular UNHCR, have an important role in 

advocating for and enabling durable solutions for refugees, especially with regard to fulfilling the right 

of return to their countries of origin or habitual residence. The Commission recognises that refugees 

require targeted humanitarian aid combined with sustainable development assistance for effectively 

responding to their needs, including economic aspects. In this regard, the presence of refugees and 

other forced migrants can result in new opportunities and benefits for the national and local economy 

as they bring human capital, labour skills, demand for goods and services. Measures to harness the 

potential of refugees to drive development can not only benefit host countries, but also contribute to 

enhancing the quality of refugees’ protection in strengthening their self-reliance. In this respect the 

European Commission services are working closely to ensure that complimentary funding instruments 

work towards enhancing the resilience of these vulnerable populations. 

The Commission focuses its support on organisations dealing with migrants, refugees and IDPs. ECHO's 

main partners include UNHCR, the International Organisation for Migration, the Red Cross and Red 

Crescent family and non-governmental organisations.  

While supporting the victims of displacement, the European Commission is also working to decrease the 

number and scale of refugee crises: for instance, through its work on disaster preparedness and 

prevention, which aims to reduce the vulnerability of disadvantaged communities and prevent their 

displacement.  

 

 

 

 

 

The European Union's Humanitarian Response 
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As violence intensifies, the humanitarian situation in Syria 

continues to deteriorate. There are now over 1.66 million 

refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, Egypt and 

North Africa. In Lebanon, most of the over 500 000 people 

who are registered or awaiting registration as refugees live 

in rented accommodation and spontaneous tented 

settlements and struggle to survive. To support them, 

ECHO has funded various types of assistance, including 

food vouchers (distributed by organizations like WFP), 

WASH activities (with Fundación Acción Contra el Hambre), 

shelter rehabilitation and winterization (implemented i.e. 

by UNHCR, Save the Children, Norwegian Refugee Council, 

Danish Refugee Council, Mercy Corps, Solidarités International), aid-packages to new arrivals (i.e. 

Association of Volunteers in International Service), protection (i.e. International Rescue Committee), 

emergency health care (i.e. Handicap International). ECHO supported assistance also injects money into 

Lebanon’s economy. © WFP/Rein Skullerud 

 

Afghanistan is currently the country of origin for the largest 

number of refugees in the world. A major part of this 

population arrived in Iran and Pakistan during the Mujahidin 

and Taliban times (1992 to 2001). Pakistan continues to host 

the largest number of Afghan refugees (around 1.6 million 

registered refugees). Iran hosts over 850 000 Afghan 

refugees. In addition, more than 5.7 million have voluntarily 

repatriated to Afghanistan in the last 10 years. The European 

Commission is providing funding to UNHCR for its work to 

facilitate the voluntary and sustainable repatriation of Afghan 

refugees. This is done through information dissemination, 

education, health and protection services, livelihood 

initiatives via vocational training and cash-based 

programmes.  

 

 

 

 

Dadaab, in Kenya, is the largest refugee camp in the world with 

more than 500 000 people. In the camp, ECHO is funding a 

project of the International Rescue Committee on healthier, safer 

and productive environment for refugees. It is also implementing 

a strategy aimed at building the capacity of the camp residents to 

manage services themselves. ECHO also works together with 

development partners in supporting educational programmes that 

help young people leave the camp and start a new life. In the East 

and Horn of Africa there are 1.87 million refugees, mainly coming 

from Somalia, Sudan and Eritrea as a result of two decades of 

instability. In 2012 the Commission allocated €30 million to meet 

the basic needs of the refugees. This includes providing shelter, 

food, water, health and protection services as well as education 

and livelihoods support. Through its humanitarian assistance the 

European Commission reaches approximately 700 000 refugees in 

need. © ECHO/Martin Karimi 

Examples of the Projects on Refugees 
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Colombia is the second country with more internally displaced 

people after Sudan, with over 4 million. A grand total of  

394 100 Colombians have been granted refugee status abroad, 

mostly in Ecuador but also in Venezuela. There are thousands 

of asylum cases pending awaiting resolution. Violations of 

international humanitarian law are frequent in an overall 

environment of impunity. In 2012 the European Commission's 

contribution to people affected by the conflict totalled €13 

million through protection activities of partners such as the 

International Committee of the Red Cross. © Médicos del 

Mundo/Andrea Lamount 

 

 

Sahrawi refugees have been living in the Tindouf camps 

since 1975. Due to stalled political negotiations between 

Morocco and the Polisario Front there is little prospect for a 

quick solution to the problem. The climate is extremely 

harsh, and access to basic resources i.e. food, water, 

housing, education and healthcare is very limited. It is a 

"forgotten disaster", but ECHO's global support to this crisis 

amounts to €193 million since 1993. In 2013, a further €10 

million was allocated, 70% of which funded interventions 

related to the food sector via the World Food Programme 

and Oxfam Belgium. © ECHO/Heinke Veit 
 

 

 
 

Around 140 000 refugees from Myanmar have lived for almost 

three decades in nine camps along the border with Thailand, 

one of the longest protracted emergencies. The European 

Union has been the main donor to these since 1995, 

channelling €110 million through ECHO. Its support has always 

been on basic humanitarian aid, i.e. food assistance, primary 

health care and protection. It's also working towards durable 

solutions, and has allocated €550 000 for projects on 

participation of children and youth in the refugee camps, as 

well as initiatives on sustainable livelihoods with Save the 

Children. © ECHO/Mathias Eick 

 

 

More than 74 000 Malian refugees are registered and settled 

in Mbera camp in Mauritania by UNHCR. ECHO partners are 

working in this harsh environment to meet the refugees’ 

most basic needs including shelter, food, water and primary 

health care. Efforts are on-going to bring the high 

malnutrition rates down. Given the remote location of this 

camp in an unsafe area, the European Commission is also 

supporting a UN Humanitarian Air Service to transport 

humanitarian workers and supplies. © ECHO/Cyprien Fabre 

 
 

 


