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When Do Refugees Bring Trouble? The Political Implications and Dimensions of the Iraqi Exodus Following the Samara Bombing

By Reinoud Leenders

More than 4.6 million Iraqis are believed to have deserted their homes in a bid to find safety and security away from the violence that continues to engulf major parts of their country especially after the bombings of the al-Askari mosque in Samara in February 2006. Roughly 2.4 million of these Iraqis have become “internally displaced people” (IDP) while more than 2.2 million others left Iraq altogether, finding temporary refuge but also, in many cases, socio-economic hardship in neighbouring countries, including, most importantly, Syria (hosting up to 1.5 million Iraqis), Jordan (est. 450-500,000), Egypt (up to 70,000), Iran (est. 57,000) and Lebanon (est. 50,000). 

Various international human rights organizations, humanitarian associations and political analysts have argued that Iraq’s unprecedented population movements and uprooting of individuals and families have and will have daunting implications for the region and for Iraq: The Iraqi refugee crisis will increasingly place an unbearable burden on already thinly resourced host countries; it may prompt now still latent frictions between host populations and refugees to escalate; it may cause political radicalization among refugees; it may set off an increase of currently still atypical violence among refugees and the proliferation of already alarming levels of crime; and it will continue to hamper efforts aimed at political reconciliation and reconstruction within Iraq.

Most of these assessments and predictions related to the regional security and stability implications of the Iraqi refugee crisis have been phrased in very general terms. This paper attempts to scrutinize and further explore these warnings based on recent fieldwork (October-November 2007) in three host countries: Syria, Jordan and Lebanon. The paper critically evaluates its main findings in reference to hypotheses suggested in comparative studies of refugee crises elsewhere, which generally emphasize two sets of variables in assessing and explaining refugee-related violence and conflict: (1) social and political characteristics of refugee populations relevant to the causes of flight; (2) the host states’ response, capacity and willingness to curb refugee-related violence. Against this background, the paper proposes to more carefully investigate the social and political composition of the Iraqi refugee population. Accordingly, this paper concludes that the immediate risks of a “spillover” of Iraq’s conflicts to neighbouring countries with refugees as “carriers of conflict” cannot be corroborated. Central to this argument features this paper’s finding that an overwhelming majority of Iraqi refugees distinctly have been victims of, rather than active participants in, the violence in Iraq. At the same time, however, the paper stresses that the possibility of future security implications for the host states should not be played down. Particularly if the refugee crisis sticks and protection- and aid regimes continue to fail, lack of future options and increasing hardship among Iraqi refugees could start to generate the very challenges to stability the host governments have thus far managed to avoid.
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