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The use and abuse of forced
migration and displacement as a
weapon of war

James C. Simeon*

School of Public Policy and Administration, Faculty of Liberal Arts & Professional Studies, York University,

Toronto, ON, Canada

It is undeniable that forced migration and displacement is a “weapon of war.”

To understand the ever-escalating refugee crisis in the world today and how

it might be addressed, it is necessary to examine its “root cause(s).” Organized

political violence in the form of either war or protracted armed conflict or

oppressive dictatorial authoritarianism or totalitarianism are the prime drivers of

forced migration and displacement in the world today. The most recent statistics

on the world’s forcibly displaced demonstrates their direct correlation to war and

protracted armed conflict. The vast bulk of the world’s forcibly displaced come

from war torn countries. What is too often ignored in the academic literature on

refugees and forced migration is that civilian non-combatants are often used as

“weapons of war.” Mary Kaldor’s “new wars” thesis is premised on the notion that

wars and protracted armed conflicts defy solution because it is in the interest

of the opposing combatants to continue the fighting, consequently, wars are

characterized as “endless.” This has obvious implications for the continuous

increase in the number of forced migrants in the world today. And, further, the

“newwars” thesis postulates that civilian non-combatants are deliberately targeted

during protracted armed conflicts or wars. Kelly Greenhill has presented evidence

that “coercive engineeredmigration” is utilized to a State’s advantage over another

State. The weaponization of civilian non-combatants is a trigger for mass forced

migration. Three recent cases dealing with genocide are o�ered as illustrations:

Bosnia; Rwanda; and the Syria Civil War, with the Sieges at Homs and Aleppo.

The article concludes with the consideration of the “endless cycle of war” that

includes forced migration, smuggling, human tra�cking, and other international

crimes such as dealing in drugs and arms. All these elements are inter-connected

and feed o� each other and to be able to break this “endless cycle of war,” there

must be a concerted and simultaneous e�ort to address all these things together.

Only by doing so can we ever hope to achieve a “sustainable peace” and thereby

end the use and abuse of forcedmigration and displacement as a “weapon of war.”

KEYWORDS
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sustainable peace

Introduction

The relevance and significance of forced migration and displacement as a “weapon

of war” is simply undeniable (Cambridge Dictionary, 2022; Weaponize, 2022). A serious

examination of this subject is certainly essential to an overall understanding of mass forced

displacement. Yet, remarkably, it is too often ignored when considering the field of refugee

and forced migration studies. To understand the seemingly ever escalating “refugee crisis”

in the world today and how it might be addressed, one must first turn to examining its root

cause(s). Organized political violence, whether in the form of either war or protracted armed
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conflict and either oppressive dictatorial authoritarianism or, worse

still, totalitarianism, are the prime drivers of forced migration and

displacement in the world today (Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries,

2023a,b). It is when a person’s most fundamental human rights

and dignity are violated and in the process their life, liberty, and

security are trampled or threatened will a person seek to find refuge.

Refugees are not seeking adventure, an opportunity to better their

job prospects or standard of living, or to obtain a better education

to enhance or to better their life prospects, rather, they are seeking

protection from persecution and affronts to their human dignity.

People who are forced to flee their homes do not do so willingly,

but because they fear severe harm that can amount to persecution.

Without a proper and accurate diagnosis of the problem, it is

virtually impossible to find an appropriate remedy that can result

in a viable solution. To resolve the world’s refugee crisis, or crises,

and in the process savemillions of people from untold hardship and

misery and possibly even their lives, it is evident that what needs

to be done is to address its principal root cause(s), which are war
and/or protracted armed conflict (ICRC, 2008, 2022a,b; Amnesty

International, 2022). An extraordinary challenge, indeed, but no

less so for ending poverty, achieving gender equality, tackling

climate change, the provision of quality education for all, reducing

inequalities, or achieving any and all of the United Nation’s 17

Sustainable Development Goals by 2030 (United Nations, 2022).

The key here it seems is whether one believes that it is even possible

to do so (Mitchell, 2002; Long, 2014; Time, 2015; Bellamy, 2019;

Saeedi, 2020).

Subsections: outline of the argument

War and protracted armed conflict are, of course, synonymous

with forced displacement. In fact, war, typically, mass produces

refugees. This is so prevalent and fundamental, that is, that extreme

organized political violence produces mass forced displacement,

that it must be a basic sociological principle. It is self-evident that

civilians cannot live within a “war zone” for the obvious reason

that they do not know whether they will be able to survive and

their existence, shorn of the essentials of life, is made miserable and

unbearable, as well as highly stressful and precarious. Accordingly,

the first Section of this paper makes the statistical case that the

forcibly displaced, especially refugees, are highly correlated to wars

and protracted armed conflict. It also considers the scope and

nature of forced migration in the world today. The vast bulk of

the world’s forced migrants come from war torn countries that

are characterized by severe loss of life and with physical and

mental injuries, the perpetration of serious international crimes,

vast destruction of infrastructure and buildings, and mass forced

migration or displacement.

The second section of this paper considers whether forced

displacement in situations of war or protracted armed conflict is

a consequence of the extreme organized political violence or is it

deliberate and employed as a “weapon of war” to achieve a military

victory. It is important to bear in mind that the so-called “new

wars” are described as protracted and/or “endless”. Mary Kaldor

points out that a feature of this new warfare is that it is not in the

interest of the opposing sides to end the conflict and that, indeed,

civilian non-combatants are being deliberately targeted, which is

a war crime. This has obvious implications for those who study

forced migration and displacement. If wars are “endless” then so

too are the mass forced displacements of persons from those States

that are embroiled in war and protracted armed conflicts.

Kelly Greenhill has argued that forced migrants are used as

“weapons of war”. “Coercive engineered migration”, Greenhill

argues, are exercised as a strategy to gain political, military, and

economic concessions from their adversaries (Greenhill, 2010).

This implies that within a war setting forced migration and

displacement are strategically employed to weaken their opponents

and to gain the upper hand and to aid in achieving tactical and

strategic military victory. Myriad examples are provided of how

coercive engineered migrations have been employed by States to

advance their interests in different contexts, whether in war or

in peace.

When civilian non-combatants are weaponized in the context

of war or protracted armed conflict, it is a deliberate effort to

gain outright military advantage to obtain, ultimately, military

victory. Weaponizing civilian non-combatants will inevitably

trigger mass forced displacement. Ultimately, as both Kaldor and

Greenhill assert, weaponizing civilian non-combatants perpetuates

the political organized violence for the benefit of those engaged in

the protracted armed conflict or war (Simeon and van Sliedregt,

2019).

The third section considers three noted recent cases of

genocide: the Bosnia Genocide, Rwandan Genocide, and the Syrian

Civil War, with the sieges at Homs and Aleppo, which are often

described as genocidal. Undoubtedly, genocide is likely the ultimate

driver of forced migration. Anyone who knows that they would be

subject to murder due to their individual race, ethnicity, religion,

or political beliefs will seek asylum elsewhere as soon as possible.

While the estimates vary, the Rwandan Genocide saw an estimated

800,000 people killed in about 100 days (University of Minnesota,

2022). Likewise, the Syrian CivilWar death tolls vary with estimates

ranging from more than 350,000 to over 600,000 people killed

over the 11 years of this armed conflict and it has resulted in

over 5.6 million people who have fled their country to seek asylum

elsewhere (Greenhill, 2012; BBC News, 2021a; Reliefweb, 2022a).

All three genocides are known for their brutality and their use of

“ethnic cleansing.”

The article concludes with a consideration of the endless cycle

of war and protracted armed conflict and the escalating generation

of forced migrants. What is called for to break this perpetual cycle

of war, forced displacement, smuggling, and in its deviant form,

human trafficking, and the illicit arms and drug trades, that are

ingrained and integral to the perpetual cycle of war and protracted

armed conflict, is to generate a global consensus that prohibits

warfare in all its forms and manifestations, while simultaneously

eradicating international organized crime and the trafficking in

humans, drugs, and arms. This should then all but eradicate the

“weaponization” of forced migration and displacement. The use

and abuse of refugees and other forced migrants should not be

allowed to persist and needs to be drawn to an end. To do so

is not an impossibility. But it does require a firm commitment

and dedication to the fundamental human right to peace and that

organized political violence within and among States is intolerable

and a heinous crime in and of itself. With the full realization,
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acceptance, and practice that the only way to resolve differences

between and among States and their societies and peoples is

through peaceful means and to the mutual benefit of all. The

achievement of such a “sustainable peace” would, of course, require

nothing short of a fundamental transformation of the present

world order and the basis of the essential transactions in its

human relations.

The principal cause of forced
migration and displacement in the
world today

The fundamental scope and nature of
forced migration and displacement

It is absolutely critical to start with a clear understanding

of the scope and fundamental nature of forced migration and

displacement in the world today (Forced Migration Learning

Module, 2022; IFRC, 2022; Reliefweb, 2022b). The situation is far

from stable, and it is escalating at a rapid rate year over year.

UNHCR’s Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2021, states that
“above one per cent of the world’s population—or 1 in 88 people—

were forcibly displaced at the end of 2021. This compares with 1 in

167 at the end of 2012” (UNHCR, 2022a).

The UNHCR estimates that the total number of persons who

are forcibly displaced in the world today stands at more than

103 million (UNHCR, 2022b). This figure, by mid-2022, could be

broken down as 53.2 million internally displaced persons (IDPs),

32.5 million refugees, 4.9 million asylum seekers, and 5.3 million

people in need of international protection (UNHCR, 2022b). It is

also important to note that 72 percent of the world’s refugees come

from just five countries.

Syrian Arabic Republic 6.8 million

Venezuela 5.6 million

Ukraine 5.4 million

Afghanistan 2.8 million

South Sudan 2.4 million (UNHCR, 2022b).

It is also worth noting that the UNHCR estimates that by the

end of 2021 that 36.5 million (41%) of the world’s forcibly displaced

people were children who were below the age of 18 years of age

(UNHCR, 2022b). And that fully 74 percent of the world’s refugees

and others in need of international protection were being hosted in

low- and middle-income countries (UNHCR, 2022b).

What is equally revealing is the next six source countries for the

world’s forcibly displaced, according to the UNHCR estimates for

the end of 2021, include:

Myanmar 1.1 million

Democratic Republic of the Congo 0.9 million

Sudan 0.8 million

Somalia 0.7 million

Central African Republic 0.7 million

Eritrea 0.5 million (UNHCR, 2022c).

Here again, it is evident that all these countries have been

engaged in protracted armed conflict for decades. Hence, the top

11 refugee producing countries in the world account for some 83

percent of the world’s refugees (UNHCR, 2022c). These sobering

statistics clearly underscore the close relationship between war

and asylum.

It stands to reason that no one can be reasonably expected

to be able to live within a “conflict zone” or “war zone”

without water, food, shelter, medicine, and the other necessities

of life. Nonetheless, many people and families are trapped and

cannot escape these horrifying conditions. A recent study by the

international non-governmental organization, Save the Children,

reported that there has been a 20 percent increase of the number

of children living in war zones over the last decade (Kamay et al.,

2021; Save the Children, 2021).

These statistics, of course, increased significantly following

Russia’s illegal and unprovoked full invasion of Ukraine that

commenced on February 24, 2022 (Jacobson, 2022; Kirby, 2022;

Milanovic, 2022; BBC News, 2023).1 The United Nations estimates

that there are over 11 million people who have fled their homes

as a result of the Russian invasion of Ukraine: 5.1 million have

left Ukraine to go to neighboring countries; and 6.5 million are

internally displaced within Ukraine (BBC News, 2022c).

What is evident from these stark statistics is that the bulk

of those who are forcibly displaced in the world today come

from countries that are torn by protracted armed conflict or war

(UNHCR, 2021b). This is most evident from the deadly conflict that

is raging in Ukraine but also the protracted armed conflicts in Syria,

Afghanistan, South Sudan, and the low intensity conflict ongoing

in Myanmar. Venezuela is a special case that has faced social,

economic, and political upheaval and the serious human rights

abuses of the government of Nicolás Maduro and its security forces

that has led to people being forced to flee for their lives to other

neighboring countries throughout South and Central America and

beyond (Human Rights Watch World Report, 2021; United States

Institute of Peace, 2022).

UNHCR’s Mid-Year Trends report for 2021, stated,

The number of active conflicts reached a record high in

2020, more than at any time since 1945, despite the COVID-19

pandemic and calls from the UN for a global ceasefire. In early

2021, consistent with 2020, most armed conflicts remained

internal in their essence. Yet many of these situations have

1 Paul Kirby, “Why has Russia invaded Ukraine and what does Putin want?”

BBC News, 17 April 2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-

56720589 (accessed April 24, 2022); Louis Jacobson, “Russia’s Invasion

of Ukraine is especially lawless. Could Putin be tried for war crimes?”

POLITIFACT, March 1, 2022, https://www.politifact.com/article/2022/mar/

02/Russia-invasion-Ukraine-especially-lawless/?utm_medium=Social&

utm_source=Twitter#Echobox=1646259611 (accessed May 18, 2022);

Marco Milanovic, “ICJ Indicates Provisional Measures Against Russia, in a

Near Total Win for Ukraine; Russia Expelled from the Council of Europe,”

EJIL: Talk! Blog of the European Journal of International Law, March

16, 2022, https://www.ejiltalk.org/icj-indicates-provisional-measures-

against-russia-in-a-near-total-win-for-ukraine-russia-expelled-from-

the-council-of-europe/ (accessed May 18, 2022); “Ukraine conflict: What

war crimes has Russia been accused of?” BBC News, Russia-Ukraine war, 17

March 2023, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-60690688 (accessed June

13, 2023).
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become increasingly internationalized, with interventions from

a growing number of regional and global powers (UNHCR,

2021a).

Using the Uppsala Conflict Data Program’s definition of

war as a “state-based conflict or dyad which reaches at least

1,000 battle-related deaths in a specific calendar year,” the World

Population Review identifies 22 states that are at war (World

Population Review, 2022). This includes the Russia-Ukraine War

that commenced, in its current phase, as already noted, on February

24, 2022 (World Population Review, 2022). All the countries listed

in the World Population Review are experiencing mass forced

displacements, as one might expect.

The war in Ukraine displays all the elements typically found

in war: massive, forced displacement; atrocity crimes or the most

serious international crimes; and a tremendous loss of life and

destruction of property. The United Nations has estimated that

there are more than 11 million people who have been displaced

in the Ukraine since Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine

(RFE/RL, 2022). The rapidity and the massive numbers of persons

displaced in the Ukraine is unprecedented since the end of the

Second World War (UNHCR Global Focus, 2023). Human Rights

Watch is documenting war crimes that are being perpetrated by

Russian military forces in the Ukraine (Gorbunova, 2022; Human

Rights Watch, 2022). By mid-February 2023, the United Nations

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights reported

that there were 18,955 civilian casualties because of the war in

Ukraine, 7,199 killed, and 11,756 injured (United Nations, 2023).

The enormous destruction of infrastructure and buildings is in

the order of $60 billion as of mid-April 2022, with an estimated

loss to its economy in the form of direct and indirect losses of an

estimated $560 billion (Falk, 2022; Lawder and Gallagher, 2022;

Uren, 2022). Indeed, some have labeled what is happening in the

Ukraine is nothing less than genocide (Beauchamp, 2022; Chase,

2022; Gollom, 2022; Krause-Jackson, 2022).

Forced displacement in situations of
war or protracted armed conflict:
deliberate or consequential?

It is trite to note that there are different types of war

(Speier, 1941; Morris, 2017; Simpson, 2017; Frankel, 2022; Modern

Warfare, 2022). Indeed, if one looks at the nature of war throughout

history one could easily discern that warfare has progressed with

technological advancement and ingenuity (Farley, 2016; Barr,

2020). In addition, it is likely fair to say that wars have been always

fought brutally with the underlying warriors’ ethos of either “kill or

be killed” (French, 2001; Lazar, 2022; US Army, 2022).

Kaldor has argued for a “new wars” thesis that is premised on

the social relations of warfare that is associated with globalization

and the disintegration of states such as the BalkanWars in the 1990s

or in the Great African War, 1998–2003 (Kaldor, 2005). Kaldor

describes the “new wars” in the following terms:

. . . wars that are fought by networks of state and non-

state actors, often without uniforms—sometimes they have

distinctive signs, like crosses or Ray-Ban sunglasses as in

the case of the Croatian militia in Bosnia Herzegovina; wars

where battles are rare and where most violence is directed

against civilians as a consequence of counter-insurgency

tactics or ethnic cleansing; wars where taxation is falling

and war finance consists of loot and pillage, illegal trading

and other war-generated revenue; wars where the distinctions

between combatant and non-combatant, legitimate violence

and criminality are all breaking down; wars that exacerbate the

disintegration of the state—declines in GDP, loss of tax revenue,

loss of legitimacy, etc. Above all, these wars construct new

sectarian identities (religious, ethnic, or tribal) that undermine

the sense of a shared political community. Indeed, this could be

considered the purpose of these wars. They recreate the sense

of political community along new divisive lines through the

manufacture of fear and hate (Kaldor, 2005, p. 492–493).

The underlying logic of the “new war” thesis
and what it means for forced displacement

It is important to emphasize a number of things with

respect to Kaldor’s “new war” thesis and its implications for

forced displacement. Kaldor argues that “new wars” are better

characterized by violence directed against civilian non-combatants

rather than in battles between combatants, ethnic cleansing, the

state’s tax revenue is in steep decline and war financing is based

on illegal trading and the distinction between legitimate violence

and criminality has broken down. What are constructed are new

sectarian identities that create a shared sense of community that

is “manufactured through fear and hatred” (Kaldor, 2005). Each

of these elements are either a direct cause or contribute to people

seeking to flee their homes if they happen to be caught in a

“war zone” or “area of armed conflict.” The deliberate targeting

of civilians is, of course, a war crime. Likewise, ethnic cleansing

is either a crime against humanity and/or the crime of genocide

(Rikhof, 2022). The deterioration of State services and, especially,

the breakdown of law and order and the severe rise in criminality, as

a consequence, further contribute to the conditions that lead people

to seek refuge elsewhere.

According to Kaldor’s “new war” thesis, wars are like a “social

condition” or a “mutual enterprise” and that the opposing forces

gain by fighting rather than by winning or losing (Kaldor, 2017).

She argues that warfare in the post-Cold War era is characterized

by the following:

- violence between varying combinations of state and non-

state networks;

- fighting in the name of identity politics as opposed to ideology;

- attempts to achieve political, rather than physical, control of the

population through fear and terror;

- conflict financed not necessarily through the state, but through

other predatory means that seek the continuation of violence

(Kaldor, 2012; NewWars, 2022).
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Another characteristic of the new wars, according to Kaldor,

that is worth emphasizing is that wars are protracted and/or

“endless.” She indicates that this is because it is simply not in

the interest of the opposing sides to bring the conflict to an end.

If war and armed conflicts mass produce forced displacement,

that is, refugees and IDPs, then protracted armed conflicts and

endless wars will be constantly producing forced displacement and

refugees.Witness what is happening in Ukraine, Syria, Afghanistan,

South Sudan, Yemen, and other countries that are experiencing

seemingly endless wars (Sen Nag, 2019; Russo-Ukraine War, 2022;

Sullivan, 2022).

In this regard, it is important to keep in mind Greenhill’s

work on the use of migration as a “weapon of war.” In her well-

known book, Weapons of Mass Migration: Forced Displacement,
Coercion, and Foreign Policy, she identifies 50 attempts at what

she calls “coercive engineered migration (or migration engineered

coercion)” and finds that over half achieved at least some of their

objectives (Greenhill, 2010).

In Greenhill’s terms, “In coercive engineered migration, by

contrast, costs are inflicted through the threat and use of human
demographic bombs to achieve political goals that would be utterly

unattainable through military means” (Greenhill, 2010).

Greenhill argues that there are two ways in which the would-be

coercers can impose costs on their targets:

(1) Through straight forward threats to overwhelm the physical or

political capacity of a target state to accommodate an influx;

(2) Through a kind of norms-enhanced political blackmail

predicated on exploitation of the heterogeneity of interests that

frequently exists in politics (Greenhill, 2010).

Greenhill defines coercive engineered migration as “those

cross-border population movements that are deliberately created

or manipulated to induce political, military and/or economic

concessions from a target state or states” (Greenhill, 2010, p.

13). This is a particular subset of a broader class of events that

Greenhill identifies as “strategic engineered migration.” These are

then classified according to their objectives as:

Dispossessive engineered migrations
The principal objective is the appropriation of the territory or

property of another group or groups of the elimination of the said

group(s) as a threat to the ethnopolitical or economic dominance

of those engineering the out migration. This type of “strategic

engineered migration” includes ethnic cleansing.

Exportive engineered migration
The objective here is to fortify a domestic political position (by

expelling political dissidents and other domestic adversaries) or to

discomfit or to destabilize foreign governments.

Militarized engineered migrations
These types of migration are conducted usually during an

armed conflict to gain military advantage over an adversary or to

enhance one’s own force structure, via the acquisition of additional

personnel or resources (Greenhill, 2010, p. 14).

Greenhill presents a number of examples of “strategic

engineered migrations” that include the following:

In 1972 Idi Amin expelled all Asians from Uganda and some

50,000 of those were British passport holders. At the time, Idi

Amin was trying to persuade the British government to halt their

withdrawal of military assistance to Uganda. Greenhill notes that

this was Amin’s method of attempting to persuade the British

government to maintain its military assistance to Uganda.

In 1981 Haitian refugees were making their way to the

United States by boat. To stem the flow of these migrants U.S.

President Ronald Reagan, at the time, concluded an agreement with

Baby Doc Duvalier, the US-Haiti Interdiction Agreement. Under

the agreement all of those intercepted at sea could be returned to

Haiti, after an initial screening for an asylum claim. Haiti agreed to

keep outflows to a minimum. In return, the US provided financial

assistance and more non-immigrant visas. In addition, off the

record, it was agreed that the US would deemphasize human rights

and would look the other way on graft and corruption in Haiti.

The Cuban Balsero Crisis or the Raft Exodus took place in

1994. Some 35,000 Cubans came to the United States on makeshift

rafts. This occurred after rioting took place in Cuba and President

Fidel Castro then announced that anyone could leave the country

without hinderance. This was the largest exodus from Cuba since

1980 when some 125,000 people, including criminals, left the

country after Castro opened the port of Mariel for 5 months

(Britannica, 2022b). Naturally, this strained the capacity of the US

immigration and resettlement system and its facilities (Britannica,

2022b). The Cuban Balsero Crisis led to US President Bill Clinton,

fearing a mass exodus from Cuba, to order that all rafters captured

at sea would be taken to the Guantanamo Bay Naval Base.

What can be concluded from these
strategic engineered migrations?

All three examples of these strategic engineered migrations,

which took place in a non-war setting, are being used by these

States to leverage concessions from the target States involved. Idi

Amin’s expelling of Ugandan Asians to gain concessions from

the British government in the form of not ending its military

assistance. Given the dire country conditions in Haiti, people

were seeking better life opportunities elsewhere. This outflow of

migrants, precipitated, at least in part, by government policies,

allowed Baby Doc Duvalier to seek to gain US concessions from

President Ronald Reagan. In an effort to stem off those who

are discontented and opposed to his regime, Fidel Castro allows

those persons to flee Cuba and, in return, attempts to persuade

its political adversary, the United States, to change its policies

toward Cuba. In all three instances, the political leaders in each

of these three States used their citizens, the putative refugees,

for their own purposes and without due regard to these persons’

situations within their own countries. The Idi Amin policy of

forcibly expelling Asian Ugandans from their own country is the

most blatant example. Use of the fear of mass influxes of asylum

seekers to the United Kingdom and the United States and the

political consequences of having to deal with such a massive

intake of asylum seekers is, undoubtedly, no less a blatant case of
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“weaponizing asylum seekers” in order to motivate another State

to negotiate positive terms in an effort to stem the flow of those

seeking asylum in the UK and US.

The general point here is that strategic engineered migrations

do not occur only in situations of war or protracted armed conflicts.

They can also be used in non-war or non-conflict settings. And

more to the point, this also illustrates that strategic engineered

migrations are highly likely to be found in situations of war and

armed conflict.

Weaponizing civilian non-combatants and
the deliberate generation of mass forced
migration

Any number of factors could combine that could result

in people wanting to move to another location, including,

immigrating abroad. Forced migration or displacement is always,

of course, beyond the desire or choice of those who are so

affected. In situations of war or armed conflict when people

are deliberately attacked or forcibly removed from an area as

part of a deliberate strategy or campaign to achieve a military

victory or to acquire possession and/or to gain control of a

territory is clearly contrary to international humanitarian law

(ICRC, 2022c; UNHCR, 2022d). When civilian non-combatants

are forcibly displaced with the intention of deliberately affecting

another State in order to gain military advantage and/or to

disadvantage that State then this is clearly an instance where

the civilian population is being “weaponized” in the context a

war or armed conflict (Amaro, 2021; Poznansky et al., 2022).

This is hardly a new tactic in warfare, as evident in the use

of civilians, including children, as human shields and who are

subjected to rape, and torture as a deliberate and outright effort

to win the war or armed conflict (Amnesty International, 2001;

Jones, 2013; Sapiezynska, 2021; McKernan, 2022; Physicians for

Human Rights, 2022; Schmitt, 2022; The Guardian Staff and

Agencies, 2022). It is a means of demoralizing as well as to

terrifying the population of a State in an effort to win the war or

armed conflict. Such strategies, tactics, and methods are, of course,

contrary to international humanitarian law and are, consequently,

illegal. Under such circumstances, with the breakdown of law

and order and civilians, who are being deliberately targeted for

death and torture or extreme abuse and hardship, naturally, they

will flee for their lives and seek refuge from the horrors of

war and the armed conflict. The “weaponizing of civilian non-

combatants” by means of the perpetration of the most serious

international crimes is the trigger for the generation of mass

forced displacement.

This is most evident when terrorism is employed

in situations of war and armed conflict. In fact, terrorism

has been found to be most prevalent in situations of

war, armed conflict, and oppressive authoritarian regimes

(Simeon, 2020). Moreover, terrorism, in these contexts,

acts as an accelerant or catalyst to forced displacement or

migration (Simeon, 2020). No one, of course, wants to live

in a state of terror and, consequently, will seek asylum or

refuge elsewhere.

Three cases of genocide: serious
international crimes

Extreme organized political violence, in the form of war or

protracted armed conflict, is the platform that produces the worst

crimes imaginable such as “war crimes,” “crimes against humanity,”

and “genocide.” These serious international crimes are the drivers

of forced migration. Among all these serious international crimes,

perhaps the most heinous is genocide (Amanpour, 2022) which

“means any of the following acts committed with the intent to

destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious

group, as such:

(a) Killing members of the group;

(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of

the group;

(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated

to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;

(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within

the group;

(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group”

(Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime

of Genocide, 2022).

Three notorious cases of genocide are presented here to

illustrate how serious international crimes, deliberately, are

intended not only to eradicate groups of people but to instill

severe fear and despair so as to induce people to flee their homes

and, often, their countries. Consequently, people are forced to flee

elsewhere in search of refuge from the serious international crime

of genocide. This serves the perpetrators’ desire to eradicate a group

of people and gain their land, property, and possessions.

Yugoslav Wars 1991–2001—The Bosnia Genocide 1995
Described, at one time, as Europe’s deadliest conflict since

the end of the Second World War, prior to the present war in

Ukraine, the Yugoslav Wars were marked with war crimes, crimes

against humanity, genocide, ethnic cleansing, including large-scale

systematic rape. The Bosnian Genocide was the first to be formally

classified as such since World War II (Genocide in Bosnia, 2022).

The estimate of the number of people killed was about 140,000. The

wars in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Kosovo produced

about 2.4 million refugees and two million internally displaced

people (BBC News, 2022b; The Bosnian Genocide, 2022). The war

in Ukraine has easily eclipsed these figures within only the first few

months of the war. Genocide is also what has been used to describe

what is taking place during the war in Ukraine (Wright, 2022).

Sadly, there are too many striking similarities between the Yugoslav

Wars and the war in Ukraine.

The Bosnian Genocide refers, more specifically, to the 1995

Srebrenica massacre that led to the killing of more than 8,000

Bosniak (Bosnian Muslim) men and boys and the mass expulsion

of 25,000–30,000 Bosniak civilians by the Army Republika Srpska

(VRS) (The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2022).

In 2005 the US Congress passed a resolution that the Serbian

policies of aggression and ethnic cleansing met the terms defining

genocide (US Congress, 2022).

In 2016, the Bosnia Serb leader, Radovan Karadzic, the first

President of the Republika Srpska, was found guilty of genocide in
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Srebrenica, war crimes, and crimes against humanity and sentenced

to life imprisonment (History, 2009; BBC News, 2016b, 2019,

2022c,d; United Nations, 2019; Kleiderman, 2021).

Rwandan Genocide, 7 April to 15 July 1994
The Rwandan Civil War began in 1990 when the Rwandan

Patriotic Front (RPF), a rebel group that was composed mostly of

Tutsi refugees, invaded Northern Rwanda from its base in Uganda.

Neither side was able to gain the upper hand and on August

4, 1993, the government of Rwanda signed the Arusha Accords

with the RPF. However, when the President of Rwanda, Juvenal

Habyarimana, was assassinated on April 6, 1994, the genocide

started the next day (BBC News, 2019).

It has been estimated that up to 1.1 million people were killed in

about 100 days that included Tutsi (the minority), some moderate

Hutu, and Twa (BBCNews, 2022a; Britannica, 2022a; GENOCIDE,

2022). The scale of the brutality of the genocide was alarming, but

no country intervened to stop the killing. The slaughter took place

with machetes and rifles, and it is estimated that some 250,000–

500,000 women were raped during the genocide.

The RPF resumed the civil war and captured the government’s

territory ending the genocide. The RPF government then launched

an offensive into Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the

Congo) against the genocidaires who had relocated there. This

started the First Congo War that resulted in an estimated 200,000

deaths (Des Forges, 1999).

Following the RPF victory, some two million Hutus fled to

refugee camps outside the country. The refugee camps were squalid,

and many died of disease, epidemics, cholera, and dysentery. The

refugee camps were also attacked by the RPF who were targeting

the Hutu militia. The refugees fled these camps, and the refugee

camps were dismantled (Rwanda, 2022; Rwanda Genocide, 2022).

It has been estimated that as many as 10,000 people were killed

per day and that about 70 percent of Tutsi population was killed and

over 10 percent of the total Rwandan population (Bhalla, 2019). It is

important to note that the UN International Day on the Reflection

of the 1994 Rwandan Genocide is held every April 7th, the day that

the genocide commenced (United Nations, 2003).

Syria Civil War (Siege of Homs 2011-14, Siege of Aleppo, 2012-
16)

The Syrian civil war started with a peaceful protest of young

people who took to the streets in the city of Daraa in March 2011

(Clover Films, 2017; BBC News, 2021b; Al Jazeera, 2022). It was

part of a broader Arab Spring social media movement that swept

North Africa and the Middle East (Stop Genocide Now, 2022a).

The multi-sided civil war in Syria is being fought by the Syrian

President Bashar al-Assad and various domestic and foreign forces.

Iran, Russia, andHezbollah support President Bashar al-Assad. The

United States is leading an international coalition that is supporting

the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). Turkey has fought the SDF,

ISIL [Islamic State of Iraq and Levant], and the Syrian government

(Syrian Civil War, 2022).

The Syrian civil war has caused a major refugee crisis

with millions of people being forcibly displaced in neighboring

countries: Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt. There are an

estimated 6.8 million people who have fled the country and another

6.7million people who are internally displaced (Syria Refugee Crisis

Explained, 2021). Again, the war in Ukraine has nearly exceeded

these numbers of forcibly displaced in Syria within the first few

months of the war.

The Siege of Homs, 2011–2014, lasted for 3 years and ended

with the rebels being allowed to leave Homs and the Syrian

government forces taking it over (Harding et al., 2012; Siege of

Homs, 2016).

The Siege of Aleppo, 2012–2016, lasted for 4 years and ended

the same way with the rebels being allowed to leave Aleppo and

the Syrian government forces taking it over. Untold atrocities were

alleged to have been committed by the Syrian government forces

after taking control of the city (BBC News, 2016a; Vox, 2016; Syria,

The Battle of Aleppo, 2022).

Moreover, the Syrian civil war has been characterized by mass

atrocities that include war crimes, crimes against humanity, and

genocide (Stop Genocide Now, 2022b). Over the course of this

11-year protracted armed conflict there have been an estimated

500,000 people who have been killed (Stop Genocide Now, 2022c).

Summary of these three cases of genocide:
Yugoslav wars, Rwanda, and Syria

All are characterized by multiple actors, local and international,

that were involved directly or indirectly in the situation of the

armed conflicts or wars.

All are known for their brutality and their “atrocity crimes” that

were perpetrated in the midst of the civil wars that pitted ethnic and

religious groups against each other. The Yugoslav Wars, Rwanda,

and Syria are all known for the commission of genocide. All these

civil wars are also known for their “ethnic cleansing.”

All have mass produced exceptional numbers of people who are

deliberately forcibly displaced, both as refugees and as internally

displaced persons (IDPs).

Yugoslav Wars−2.4 million refugees; two million IDPs

Rwanda−1.1 million killed in 100 days and some two

million refugees

Syria−6.8 million refugees; 6.7 million IDPs

Ukraine–6.1 million refugees; eight million IDPs (Associated

Press, 2022)

All have had a tremendous impact on neighboring countries

that not only provide refuge for those fleeing the fighting but more

importantly the “atrocity crimes” that are taking place there but

that result in serious political repercussions in some instances. Take

Zaire, as a case in point, which led to the removal of President

Mobutu Sese Seko and the renaming the country back to the

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) (Smith, 2015; Mobutu

Sese Seko, 2022).

Concluding reflections

A summary of the main findings

The main findings of this article can be summarized as follows:

It is evident from all the relevant statistics that refugees, and

other forced migrants are integrally and causally linked to war and
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protracted armed conflict. This can be taken as a given—as a self-

evident given—or sociological principle. Whenever there is a war

or protracted armed conflict there will be mass forced migration

and displacement.

The number of the world’s forced migrants is escalating at a

rapid pace and is at a historic high (UNHCR, 2023). The number

of the world’s forced migrants has increased to over one percent of

the world’s population. This does not augur well for the situation of

the world’s forcibly displaced.

Save the Children has reported that the number of the world’s

children who live in a war zone has increased by 20 percent over the

last decade.

There are 22 States in the world today that are embroiled in war,

and all are experiencing mass forced displacement.

In Mary Kalder’s “new wars” thesis, she makes the point that as

civilian non-combatants are frequently targeted for no good reason

and, consequently, this amounts to a war crime. Civilian non-

combatants are deliberately targeted to terrorize the population of

the State as part of its strategy to achieve military victory.

Civilian non-combatants are “weaponized” in several ways such

as rape, torture, and used as human shields. No onewants to be used

as a “weapon of war,” so, consequently, this can serve as a trigger for

mass forced displacement.

Kelly Greenhill argues that forced migrants can be used by one

State against another in the form of human demographic bombs.
Forcedmigrants are deliberately employed by States to further their

interests regardless of its impact on the forcedmigrants’ themselves.

Terrorism is most prevalent in situations of extreme organized

violence such as wars, protracted armed conflict, and within

authoritarian or totalitarian regimes. Terrorism serves as an

accelerant or a catalyst for forced migration and displacement.

Genocide is a feature of many wars and protracted armed

conflicts. This too can serve as a trigger for forced migration

and displacement.

Final thoughts on the use and abuse of
forced migrants as “weapons of war”

The mass production of refugees is a characteristic of modern

warfare. Intrastate and internationalized armed conflicts tend to

predominate, and it is within these types of conflicts that “atrocity

crimes,” especially genocide, are most prevalent, given the intensity

of the protracted armed conflict.

Dispossessive Engineered Migrations seem to be most evident

within protracted armed conflicts. The purpose of the forced

displacement is to remove designated groups, whether ethnic,

racial, or religious based, away from a particular territory through

“ethnic cleansing.” This is also evident with the siege of cities such

as Homs and Aleppo in the Syrian civil war.

There are consequences from the mass production of refugees

that creates political impacts for the neighboring and other hosting

States and the international community as a whole. Consider the

so-called refugee crisis that occurred in Europe in 2015 when

Syrians on mass moved out of the refugee camps and started

making their way to Europe and principally Germany (Betts and

Collier, 2017). Likewise, with the Migrant Caravans traveling up

through South and Central America to make their way to the

US border. Inevitably, these are major political issues for the

destination States but all the neighboring States and the States that

are en route as well (Clementi, 2022).

There is at present a “perpetual cycle of organized political

violence” or war and protracted armed conflict, that mass produces

forced migrants, that, in turn, feeds the smuggling and human

trafficking industries, which generates massive profits that are used

to purchase weapons in the illicit arms trade. Wars and protracted

armed conflict also feed the illicit drug trade, the huge profits

generated are used to purchase the weapons that perpetuates wars

and protracted armed conflicts that, in turn, then generate the

mass forced displacement that again feeds the perpetual cycle

of war and protracted armed conflict. These are the three most

serious international organized crimes: trafficking in drugs, guns,

and people (Transnational Organized Crime, 2022). All of these

international organized crimes are connected inextricably to this

perpetual cycle of war and protracted armed conflict that inevitably

produce the “atrocity crimes,” including genocide, that, in turn,

produces mass forced displacement that generates massive profits

that are used to purchase weapons from the illicit arms trade to

perpetuate the endless cycle of war and protracted armed conflict

(Simeon, 2022, 2023).

How can this perpetual cycle of organized political violence or

war, which produces the “atrocity crimes” and with it the mass

production of forced displacement that then feeds international

organized crimes, be broken? The short answer is to end wars or

protracted armed conflicts. This has been on the public agenda for

generations and there appears to be little progress in this regard

(Horgan, 2022; United Nations, 2022a,b). What is perhaps needed

is a four-pronged approach. To start, everyone must commit to

ending war across all states, societies, and demand this from their

governments. Secondly, there must be a commitment to eradicate

the illicit international drug trade. At the same time, thirdly, there

should be a coordinated effort to eradicate the illicit arms trade and,

fourthly, human trafficking. This would contribute to bringing an

end to the perpetual cycle of organized political violence or war

or protracted armed conflict that would then drastically reduce

mass forced displacement.2 War or protracted armed conflict is in

the interest of a broad number of well entrenched and organized

interests politically, economically, and socially. If those embedded

and entrenched interests are not addressed in a simultaneous and

consistent manner then the possibility of ending armed conflicts or

wars will be extremely difficult, if not impossible.

The eradication of war has been on the public agenda since

the late 19th Century, if not earlier (Abbs and Petrova, 2022;

United Nations, 2022c). Although there has been some progress in

this regard with the establishment, first, of the League of Nations

following the First World War and the United Nations at the end

of the Second World War, war and protracted armed conflict still

plagues humankind. What is essential is a broad-based coalition of

peace groups and a civilian peace movement that brings about an

2 Of course, this would not end the need for asylum or refugees in the

world with those who would be fleeing oppressive authoritarian States and

totalitarian States or those who are fleeing gender-based violence in the

absence of State protection.
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end to the use of political organized violence for resolving disputes

or the blatant grab of territory and the resources of other States.

In addition, it is also necessary for the international community

to turn its attention in earnest to the three principal organized

international crimes: drugs; guns; and human trafficking. All three

of these organized international crimes are furthered by war and

protracted armed conflict. The profits from the illicit trade in drugs

and from human smuggling and trafficking are used, at least in

part, to purchase weapons that perpetuate the ongoing wars in the

world today.

If the world were to succeed in eradicating war and protracted

armed conflict then the use and abuse of refugees as weapons

of war would cease. Indeed, the vast majority of refugees in the

world would not be produced and, consequently, the total number

of refugees in the world would be dramatically reduced. What is

required first and foremost is a commitment on everyone’s part

is to recognize that the “world peace” is possible and that it is

not an impossible dream. It must begin with an acceptance that

each and every one of us has a fundamental human right to be

able to live in peace (Perry et al., 2017; United Nations General

Assembly, 2022a). Peace is not only a human right, but it is an

essential component of “human dignity” (United Nations, 2017).

The exercise and enjoyment of everyone’s human rights is premised

on there being “peace.” Accordingly, it can be argued that war

and protracted armed conflict are a violation of one’s fundamental

human right to peace and to the enjoyment of all other human

rights and human dignity.

The legal use of force can be employed in certain situations such

as is in self-defense. The exercise of force in any non-legal manner

is a crime and offense against a person’s or persons’ individual or

collective human rights and human dignity. When the “culture of

peace” in the world is so accepted and ingrained that it becomes

second nature and war, and armed conflict of any kind, will be

considered intolerable and seen to be the worst possible serious

international crimes (United Nations General Assembly, 2022b).

This should then lead to a very different type of society that

is premised on the peaceful settlement of disputes that leads to

mutually beneficial outcomes for not only the parties involved but

society, or the societies so engaged, and the global community

as a whole. The achievement of such a “sustainable peace” will

necessitate nothing less than the transformation of the world as we

know it today (UN Peacebuilding Support Office, 2017; Caparini,

2022; UN Women, 2023). Without war and armed conflicts of any

kind, this will go a long way in eradicating forced migration or

displacement in the world today. The “weaponization” of forced

migrants and/or those forcibly displaced will then become a thing

of the past.

At the same time, the three major international criminal

networks that prey off wars and armed conflict, those that are

engaged in drug, arms, and human smuggling and trafficking, will

also need to be addressed. These international criminal networks

will need to be countered as it is in their interest to perpetuate wars

and armed conflicts because it is “good for business” and supplies

them a ready market and supply of forced migrants that they can

exploit for profit. The use and abuse of forced migrants in war is

matched with the exploitation of those who are forced to flee “war

zones” seeking refuge in another State.

What is essential then for achieving a “sustainable peace”

is to criminalize and, eventually, to eradicate extreme political

violence in the form of war or armed conflict. This will also

entail addressing the multi-billion-dollar international criminal

organizations that deal in the illicit distribution and sale of drugs,

arms, and the trafficking of human beings. Only then can we

hope to achieve the vision of a world in perpetual peace that is

fully sustainable.
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