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The Refugee Council of Australia’s submission to the Australian Government on the 2014-15 
Refugee and Humanitarian Program includes a wealth of statistical information on the needs of 
refugees and asylum seekers internationally and within Australia. This is a snapshot of key data. 
 
Global refugee numbers:  The number of people displaced by persecution and conflict as at 31 
December 2012 was estimated by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
at 45.2 million – 28.8 million internally displaced persons, 15.4 million refugees and 937,000 
asylum seekers. Of the 15.2 million refugees, 10.5 million were refugees under UNHCR’s mandate 
and 4.9 million were Palestinian refugees under the mandate of the UN Relief and Works Agency.1 
 
Key countries of origin and asylum:  The top five countries of origin for refugees under UNHCR’s 
mandate as at December 2012 were Afghanistan (2,585,605), Somalia (1,136,143), Iraq (746,440), 
Syria (728,542) and Sudan (569,212). The five countries hosting the largest number of refugees 
were Pakistan (1,638,456), Iran (868,242), Germany (589,737), Kenya (564,933) and Syria 
(476,506). UNHCR ranked Australia 49th for hosting refugees (62nd per capita and 87th relative to 
total national Gross Domestic Product) with 30,083 refugees.2 
 
Protracted situations:  UNHCR estimates that 6.4 million (61%) of the 10.5 million refugees under 
its mandate are in protracted refugee situations (left with no durable solution for five years or 
more).3 The University of Oxford’s Refugee Studies Centre says that the average length of 
displacement of these 6.4 million refugees is “approaching 20 years”.4 
 
Asylum seekers and newly recognised refugees:  In 2012 2,011,334 people sought asylum 
(889,382 individual asylum applicants and 1,121,952 seeking asylum through group recognition) 
and 1,361,816 people were recognised as refugees (1,121,952 through group recognition and 
239,864 through individual recognition processes). The largest numbers of newly recognised 
refugees were in Turkey (318,636), Jordan (134,212), Lebanon (133,293), South Sudan (101,448) 
and Ethiopia (95,447). As at 31 December 2012, 936,740 asylum cases were still pending. 
Australia received 1.47% of the global share of new asylum seekers (29,610 applications) and 
recognised 8,367 asylum seekers as refugees (0.61% of the global total).5 
 
Syrian refugee crisis:  The number of Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries in the Middle 
East grew by more than 1.8 million during the 12 months of 2013. As at 16 January 2014, the 
number of Syrian refugees registered or awaiting registration with UNHCR in neighbouring 
countries was 2,397,559 – 880,063 in Lebanon, 582,166 in Jordan, 571,684 in Turkey, 212,918 in 
Iraq, 132,383 in Egypt and 18,345 elsewhere in North Africa (Morocco, Algeria and Libya). Host 
governments estimate the Syrian refugee population in the region at 2.9 million, with Lebanon’s 
estimate being 1.1 million (equivalent to 25% of the national population of Lebanon).6 
 
Movements by boat:  In 2013, the number of asylum seekers arriving in Australia by boat was 
20,587, the highest figure recorded. Over the past five years, Australia has received 51,637 boat 
arrivals (excluding crew), an annual average of 10,327. The number of boat movements across the 
Gulf of Aden to Yemen in the five years to December 2013 has totalled 406,061, an annual 



average of 81,212. In the five years to December 2012, boat movements across the Mediterranean 
Sea to Greece, Italy, Malta and Spain totalled 197,217, an annual average of 39,443.7 
 
Refugee resettlement: In 2012, only 0.8% of the world’s refugees were resettled. The 89,007 
refugees resettled included 71,410 through UNHCR processes with the remainder being resettled 
through non-UNHCR programs such as Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program or the private 
sponsorship arrangements in Canada and the United States. 92.0% of the resettled refugees went 
to just three nations – United States (74.5%), Canada (10.8%) and Australia (6.7%).8 
 
Global resettlement needs:  In its planning for 2014, UNHCR identified 690,915 refugees in need 
of resettlement. These refugees are divided (by region of asylum) between Africa (340,267 people, 
49.2%), Asia (265,447 people, 38.4%), the Middle East and North Africa (33,838 people, 4.9%), 
the Americas (30,288, 4.4%) and Europe (21,075, 3.1%).9 Unfortunately, the number of 
resettlement places offered by governments to UNHCR is expected at most to be around 85,000. 
 
Australia’s global role in resettlement and refugee  recognition:  Australia resettled 5,937 
refugees in 2012. It was third overall and second on a per capita basis and relative to national 
GDP. When the combined impact of refugee recognition and resettlement is considered, Australia 
contributed to 0.99% of the initial or further protection offered to refugees in 2012. By this measure, 
Australia was ranked 19th overall, 22nd on a per capita basis and 38th relative to national GDP.10 
 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program:  Of the 20,019 Refugee and Humanitarian 
visas issued by Australia in 2012-13, 12,012 were part of the offshore Refugee Program, 503 were 
offshore Special Humanitarian Program visas and 7,504 were Onshore Protection visas. The 
offshore Refugee Program included 1,637 Woman at Risk visas (13.6% of the Refugee program) 
and 71 In-Country Special Humanitarian Program visas.11 During 2012-13, the Australian 
Government received 50,444 offshore Refugee and Humanitarian visa applications (28,968 for the 
Refugee Program and 21,476 for the Special Humanitarian Program)12 and 26,427 requests for 
Onshore Protection (18,119 from asylum seekers who arrived by boat and 8,308 from other asylum 
applicants).13 
 
Regional breakdown of Australian offshore program: In 2012-13, the regional breakdown of 
Australia’s offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program was Asia 46.9%, the Middle East and 
North Africa 40.3%, Sub-Saharan Africa 11.4% and Europe and the Americas 0.2%.14 
 
Refugee arrivals to Australia since Federation: The total number of refugees settled in Australia 
between 1901 (when Australia became an independent nation) and June 2013 is estimated at 
807,124. This figure includes 20,000 refugees settled as migrants before 1947 (Parliamentary 
Library estimate), 725,037 offshore arrivals since 1947 and 62,087 asylum seekers recognised as 
refugees.15 
 
Immigration detention in Australia: As at 31 December 2013, 6,122 were held in closed 
immigration detention facilities in Australia, of whom all but 462 were asylum seekers who had 
arrived by boat. 1,822 asylum seekers were living in the community under community detention 
arrangements and 22,708 in the community on Bridging Visa E. Of those in closed and community 
detention arrangements, 923 people had been detained in immigration detention for more than one 
year, of whom 591 had been detained for over two years. There were 1,028 children held in closed 
detention facilities, 1,637 in community detention arrangements and 1,765 in the community on 
Bridging Visa E. In addition, 2,067 asylum seekers were detained in Australian-funded Offshore 
Processing Centres in Nauru (838 people detained) and Manus Island in Papua New Guinea 
(1,229). They included 116 children detained in Nauru. 16 
 
The Refugee Council’s submission on the 2014-15 Refugee and Humanitarian Program and an 
appendix of global and national statistics can be found at http://refugeecouncil.org.au/r/isub.php 
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