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During September 2016 the UNHCR registered 4,795,648 Syrian refugees, of which 2,733,655 

were in Turkey (1 refugee for every 28 inhabitants), 1,033,513 in Lebanon (1 for every 4 

inhabitants) and 656,400 in Jordan (for for every 10 inhabitants).1 As highlighted by the United 

Nations Agency in the recently published annual Global Trends reports (2013, 2014 and 2015), 

they are the "Human Cost of War", the consequence of a "World at War" and "Forced to flee". 

Indeed, the number of displaced persons in the world by the end of 2015 surpassed the figure 

at the end of World War II for the first time, reaching 65.3 million people. Of those people, one 

third (21.3 million, including 5.2 million Palestinians registered by the UNRWA) were refugees, 

while the rest were internally displaced persons (40.8 million) and asylum seekers (3.2 million). 

The refugees primarily come from Syria, Afghanistan and Somalia, with refugees from these 

countries representing 41% of the total. The rest of the list of Top 10 countries includes Sudan, 

South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Central African Republic, Myanmar, 

Eritrea and Colombia. These 10 countries contributed more than half of all refugees (58%) and 

all of the countries are at war or in an extended period of armed conflict. Other countries of 

origin for a large number of refugees were Ukraine (321,300 people), Pakistan (297,800), 

Burundi (292,800), Rwanda (286 400) and Iraq (241,000). Out of the main countries receiving 

refugees, only Turkey is a member of the OECD, and the host countries are usually those 

neighbouring the refugees' countries of origin, and they either have low economic 

development or are developing countries. The list of Top 10 host countries is made up of the 

following, in this order: Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon (these three countries together welcomed a 

quarter of refugees), Iran, Ethiopia, Jordan, Kenya, Uganda, the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo and Chad.    
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Yet this phenomenon is nothing new. At the end of the Cold War (1989-1991) the implosion of 

the USSR and the breakdown of Yugoslavia (the Yugoslav Wars) led to the first major wave of 

refugees from the end of 1990 to the end of 1993. From this point onwards, the number of 

refugees under the protection of the UNHCR was decreasing overall until 2006, except for a 

slight and temporary increase that coincided with the invasion of Afghanistan in the autumn of 

2001. A brief increase took place in 2008 (coinciding with escalating sectarian violence against 

Al-Qaeda in Iraq). The crushing of the Arab Spring uprisings by means of force (in Bahrain) or 

military coup (in Egypt), the drift towards civil war and the collapse of the state (in Libya, Syria 

and Yemen), and the expansion of the Islamic state and the brutalities committed against non-

Sunni minorities and "bad Muslims" in Iraq and Syria in particular, have caused a new wave of 

refugees who are now calling at the gates of Europe.  
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Now, when it is no longer a matter of concern for non-European countries, the issue of 

refugees has become more visible for a growing body of public and published opinion in 

Europe. Often with contradictory effects. On the one hand, it has sparked movements showing 

solidarity with refugees, while also resulting in growing Islamophobia and Euroscepticism. On 

the other hand, it has brought about an ignominious closure of borders, repeated 

encroachments on human rights, and police action that is unworthy of EU countries or what 

they claim to be. Finally, it has resulted in a shameful agreement with Turkey (a country that 

offers insufficient guarantees to refugees) in order to "outsource" the "refugee crisis".  

War, then, is the cause of the millions of displaced persons and refugees today. One of the 

characteristics of the new types of armed conflicts that have emerged after the Cold War and, 

as Joseph Nye notes, after the 9/11 attack, is the creation of a growing sense of "vulnerability" 

in Western countries. The emergence of the Islamic State has extended this feeling of 

"vulnerability" in European countries, something that was not achieved by Al-Qaeda despite 

attacks in Madrid (2004) and London (2005).  

The four decades of the Cold War were marked by the struggle of two world powers to expand 

their respective blocs, but there was never a direct confrontation between the armies of the 



two powers. The arms race became the economic driver of the United States and, to a lesser 

extent, of the Soviet Union. Accordingly, the Cold War was a period of intense armed conflict, 

especially in the years that followed the end of World War II, after decolonisation, and in the 

years before and after the implosion of the USSR. Paradoxically, this conflict was regulated and 

controlled by the mediation of the two world powers. The world after the fall of the USSR has 

seen fewer armed conflicts, but the conflicts that have occurred have been less controlled and 

regulated, which has resulted in an increased sense of insecurity and has reactivated the 

perverse debate between "security" and "freedom".  
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After the Cold War, except for the years surrounding the implosion of the USSR (1989-1992), 

the reduction of armed conflicts and wars is evident in the graph produced in 2016 by the 

Center for Systemic Peace. However, the trend of decreased conflict slowed from 2001, and a 

change in trends can be seen from 2007 onwards, caused by the increase in internal armed 

conflicts. In short, as noted above, fewer armed conflicts took place from the early 1990s, but 

the sense of vulnerability and insecurity has increased, caused by the proliferation of 

indiscriminate terrorist acts that is another characteristic of new armed conflicts.        
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As you can see in the graph, the number of victims of terror attacks before 9/11 had never 

exceeded the figure of 500 people per semester for the whole world, and few attacks took 

place in Muslim countries. Conversely, after 9/11 the number of victims of terror attacks has 

always been over 500 per semester and, from 2004 onwards, it has never fallen below 1000 

victims per year. Terrorist violence hit Iraq especially hard between 2007 and 2013,  well as 

Pakistan and, to a lesser extent, Afghanistan. Coinciding with the failure of most of the Arab 

Spring uprisings and with the expansion of the Islamic State, the number of victims of terrorist 

attacks has increased significantly in Muslim countries. Russia, with a number of ongoing 

internal conflicts (Chechnya), suffered a significant number of attacks up to 2004. Likewise, 

European countries and other countries around the world have intermittently suffered a range 

of terrorist bomb attacks, shown on the graph corresponding to "all other countries" in 2004 

to 2007, 2010 and 2013. 

The restructuring of world power that followed the end of the Cold War runs parallel to the 

advance of globalisation brought about by the technological revolution in communications 

(satellite dishes, large international information platforms and agencies, mobile phones, the 

internet, social networks, etc.), which has also had an impact on geopolitical changes and the 

nature of new armed conflicts. These so-called "asymmetric" conflicts or wars, or "new wars" 

(Mary Kaldor), pit very uneven combatants and military strategies against each other. On the 

one hand, states attempt to define and delimit the scope of operations in a conventional 

manner, using military forces and, in general terms, abiding by the traditional conventions and 

limitations of traditional warfare under international legislation. On the other hand, resistance 

http://www.systemicpeace.org/conflicttrends.html


groups, insurgents and clandestine organisations do not act according to international 

standards and traditional conventions of war, since their immediate objective is not victory or 

conquering a territory, but rather confronting the enemy in conditions in their favour, in order 

to demoralise the enemy and cause the maximum damage possible with as few casualties as 

possible. The phenomenon is certainly nothing new, and there have been several examples 

throughout recent history: the actions of Soviet (or French) partisans against German soldiers 

during World War II, which complemented the actions of the Red Army; the wars in Vietnam 

and Afghanistan; the first Chechen war (1994-1996); the Israel-Gaza conflict and the Israel-

Hezbollah war; the conflict between FARC rebels and the Colombian government, etc. 

However in all of these conflicts there is still a territorial aspect, and, therefore, for some 

authors the best current example of an asymmetrical conflict is between the United States and 

Al-Qaeda, with the 9/11 attacks being the most visible exponent of asymmetric combat: "A 

few pilots armed with Stanley knives launch an assault on the world's only superpower, with 

its arsenal of nuclear weapons, cruise missiles, aircraft carriers, bombers equipped with state-

of-the-art weapons and self-defence technology"2. Obviously, the goal was not territorial in 

any way, but rather to create an impact on the world power with resounding media coverage 

in order to encourage insecurity (socialising terror) and lead to a disproportionate response 

that would contribute to eroding the image of the United States in terms of international 

public opinion. In short, as shown by the invasions and occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq, 

there is an initial conclusion to be drawn: in asymmetric conflicts, states win the conventional 

phase of the conflict without difficulty, but lose politically in terms of an occupation that wears 

down and demoralises the occupier. Thus, in the conventional phase of the war (2001) 

American troops suffered 12 fatalities in Afghanistan, while between January 2002 and April 

2016 the total casualties amounted to 2,369 Americans, 455 Britons and 679 other soldiers 

from coalition countries participating in the ISAF (International Security Assistance Force). In 

Iraq, during the conventional phase of the conflict (until 1 May 2003) there were a total of 170 

fatalities among occupation troops (28% by friendly fire) and, from 1 May 2003 to April 2016, 

total fatalities amounted to 4,647 (4,383 Americans, 171 British and 141 other nationalities)3. 

Meanwhile, Neta C. Crawford estimates that between 2001 and 2014, 26,270 Afghan civilians 

were killed as a direct consequence of the war, of whom 17,774 (68%) were killed between 

2009 and 20144, which explains the bad patches and the slowness with which the total number 

of Afghan refugees has decreased: 3.8 million in 2001 (the year of the invasion); 2.4 million in 

2004; 3.1 million in 2007; 2.6 million in 2013 and 2014, and 2.7 million in 2015. In Iraq, the 

relationship between the total number of refugees and the way the conflict has evolved is 

evident: 0.4 million refugees in 2003 (year of occupation); 1.5 million in 2006; 2.4 million in 
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2007; 1.9, 1.8, 1.7 and 1.4 million in 2008, 2009, 2010 and 2011, respectively; down to 0.4 

million in 2013 and 2014 and just 0.24 million in 20155. 

Rupert Smith, former head of the British 1st Armoured Division during the Gulf War in 1991, 

believes that in asymmetric conflicts there is no military solution and the use of force can be 

ineffective. The new battlefield is the people, the villages and cities, and attacks that occur in 

the presence of civilians and with civilians involved: "Military engagements can take place 

anywhere: in the presence of civilians, against civilians, in defence of civilians.  Civilians are the 

targets, objectives to be won, as much as an opposing force"6. This is undoubtedly one of the 

characteristics of the new armed conflicts that occur in the presence, and with the complicity, 

indifference or protest, of civilians. A civilian population in which the line is blurred between 

who conventional armies perceive as combatants or victims. 

Among the features that define new asymmetric conflicts, aside from the fact they are often 

deterritorialised, the following also worth noting: the number of refugees on a level that has 

not occurred since World War II, the new role of the population and civilian casualties7, the 

appearance of an unclear or part time combatant who mixes in with and has the approval of 

some or all civilians, while not properly constituting an army in the traditional sense8; the 

reappearance of ethnic cleansing policies that seek to homogenize a given territory at the 

expense of minorities that are not part of that ethnicity or the minority that controls or is 

attempting to control power; the reappearance of indiscriminate attacks on a level that has 

never been seen before; the inability of military powers to win a political and military 

occupation despite having obtained an overwhelming victory during the conventional phase of 

the conflict; the growing privatisation of war both by military powers (the use of security 

companies, hired mercenaries and "drones" to reduce military casualties, which might have a 

higher political cost)9 and by insurgent groups (the use of child soldiers- to fight, provide sexual 

services, and carry out various tasks in combat zones such as clearing minefields or doing jobs 

that require hard work, mobility and a small size, or to carry out attacks)10. 
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The persistence of war in an increasingly destabilised Middle East is a key factor in 

understanding the current wave of refugees who come from, as we have seen, Syria, 

Afghanistan and other countries undergoing armed conflict or open war. Conflicts that, in 

relation to Al-Qaeda, were defined as deterritorialised, but where the Islamic State has shown 

this is not always the case; it is possible to combine global jihad (terrorist attacks in Europe 

with ramifications in Syria) with local jihad (war against the governments in Syria and Iraq) 

when there is a proto-state and a specific territory. Thus, the Islamic State, the latest aberrant 

and murderous offshoot of Sunni radicalism fuelled by the American occupation of Iraq, the 

sectarian policy of the Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki (2006-2014), and the war in Syria, has 

taken things further, with an awareness of how to extend the feelings of vulnerability and 

insecurity in Europe. On the one hand, it controls a territory where it governs the population, 

gets resources, collects taxes and makes allies with gangs to ransom hostages or those who 

attempt to flee the occupation. On the other, it causes mass murder in Paris and Brussels using 

cells made up of young European Muslims, always with a member who has been trained in 

Syria. It also uses lone wolves (including Muslim converts) who act alone while the Islamic 

State claims the attacks as their own, thereby socialising terror and gaining prestige among 

possible future members. It therefore results in a double pressure on European public opinion: 

the pressure caused by the flood of refugees trying to reach EU countries and the insecurity 

caused by the attacks. This means that, fed by the parties of the extreme right and xenophobic 

groups, European public and published opinion ends up confusing immigrants, refugees and 

asylum seekers (three different categories) with potential terrorists, and in the name of 

security they implement disproportionate measures that end up infringing on the right to 

asylum for those fleeing the horrors of war. 

In addition, the Islamic State is creating the same feeling of vulnerability in Europe as the one 

caused by the 9/11 attacks in the United States. The aim is to socialise terror to provoke the 

wrong reactions. This is what happened on 9/11, and the aim is to make the same thing 

happen again now. So, despite the warnings of John Paul Lederach11, the mistaken response 

was to believe that only military action, invasion and destruction could end the Al-Qaeda 

threat, when in reality the occupations opened up new battlefronts and helped to spread the 

group's discourse. Today, with the Islamic State, the challenge is at the gates of the EU, and 

the problem is much more complex because the call to jihad is attractive to some young 

Europeans, and not only those with a Muslim background. 

Obviously, the new socialisation of terror attempted by the Islamic State has an impact on 

European societies and, if calm is not maintained, it may lead to even worse scenarios. Some 
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of these scenarios, as noted earlier, are already clear: increased xenophobia and Islamophobia 

from the extreme right, Euroscepticism, and security measures that often come at the expense 

of freedom. Now, more than ever, we need to protect European institutions and freedom. On 

the one hand, we must not cede on any of the advances made (the Schengen agreement on 

conflict resolution, political solidarity, etc.). On the other hand, we must be strong when 

defending our freedoms and act effectively against those who seek to suppress them in times 

of attacks, while at the same time taking care not to deny or hinder the right to asylum. 

Nonetheless, given the poor and petty political reaction of EU countries, there is no doubt that 

things are not being run well. Nor does it seem like European cooperation on security issues is 

going through one of its finest hours.  

And we must also be consistent with the values championed by the EU, ensuring they do not 

contradict the policies applied by European governments. When will we reconsider 

relationships, maintained for purely economic reasons, with regimes that deny freedom, 

violate human rights and discriminate against women and that, through action or omission, 

are responsible for financing terrorism? How can one scorn asylum, an internationally 

recognised and fundamental ethical value of the EU, and "outsource" the refugee crisis 

through a "shameful" pact with Turkey? Refugees who are forced to leave Syria or Iraq, either 

because of the Islamic State or because of war. Have European policies in response to the 

economic crisis been the most appropriate to address inequality, poverty, unemployment or 

precarious employment, as well as the marginalisation that this has created in the banlieues of 

major European capitals? Was enough support given to the movements struggling for freedom 

in the countries where the Arab Spring uprisings broke out in 2011 or, on the contrary, did we 

look the other way when they were annihilated by force or by civil war? 

The answers are, perhaps, part of the solution to the challenges currently being faced. Perhaps 

not the definitive solution, because, unfortunately, killing is very easy and no one is able to 

guarantee absolute safety. It is not possible to reverse the mistakes of the past, and one can 

only prevent new ones from occurring. Certainly, although many mistakes have been made 

and although they need to be corrected, the responsibility for the victims of terrorism lies 

solely with those who kill and their intellectual indoctrinators. There is no doubt about this, 

and it must be applied firmly throughout all the political, legal and police measures at our 

disposal, but without forgetting that the ethical superiority of the rule of law is based on the 

utmost respect for the democratic values of freedom and human rights. Any deviation from 

these values brings us closer to the barbarism we are trying to combat. And in this sense, we 

should reflect on how "responsibility" for "collateral damage" is perceived by the societies 

affected by war or armed conflicts that are supported by, or with the direct participation of, 

Western governments. 

Amnesty International (AI) has rightly labelled the agreement between the EU and Turkey to 

"outsource" the refugees crisis as defective, immoral and illegal. The agreement aims to return 

all the refugees who arrive in Greece from 20 March 2016, and who are not entitled to 

international protection, to Turkey. The EU considers Turkey a "safe third country" for asylum 

seekers and, therefore, considers that refugees should complete their procedures in Turkey. 

However, the United Nations and several NGOs do not think this is the case, and AI has 

condemned Ankara for the forced return of refugees who have been made to return to Syria. 

Brussels has agreed to compensate Turkey with 6 billion euros by 2018 so that the country 



takes on the responsibility for the refugees and guarantees them health care, education and 

work permits. In exchange, in the future Turkish citizens will no longer require a visa to visit EU 

countries, and a new round of negotiations will be opened to accelerate Turkey's accession to 

the EU. The agreement includes a clause whereby the EU may deport all Syrian refugees to 

Turkey when they have not requested asylum (or have been refused), in exchange for an equal 

number of Syrians who have requested asylum from Turkey. The clause does not include Iraqi, 

Eritrean, Somali or Afghan refugees who are also fleeing war.  

Ultimately, the agreement exchanges responsibility for the refugees with financial benefits, in 

clear violation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (December 1948), which in 

Articles 9 and 14 states that "No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile" 

and "Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution". 

It also violates the Geneva Convention that guarantees the protection of civilians in wartime, 

and even the Founding Charter of the United Nations which aimed to "reaffirm faith in 

fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights 

of men and women and of nations large and small" and that, implicitly, acknowledged the 

need to protect these rights in any circumstances, including the rights of refugees or those 

displaced through armed conflicts. It also violates the spirit of the "founding fathers" of the 

current EU, who aimed to build a space for peace, solidarity and mutual support. Perhaps we 

should remember that the European project started with the Treaty of Rome (1957), born of a 

bad conscience (the continent of the Enlightenment was also the cause of one of the most 

perverse twists of reason, resulting in two world wars, the most terrible wars in history) and 

the need not to repeat the horrors of war. The bilateral agreement between Turkey and the EU 

shows the Union's most selfish, petty and insensitive side. 

Our short memory has seen us forget the tragic exile of Spanish Republicans, and the fascist, 

exclusive and xenophobic Europe between the World Wars that eventually led to World War II 

and postwar European refugees. Today the total number of displaced persons (sixty million) 

exceeds the number in 1945.  According to international law and the values on which the 

European Union is built, the agreement with Turkey is unacceptable. The EU will no longer be a 

project for a future of solidarity if it is not able to treat the refugees who arrive on its doorstep 

to escape war with dignity and generosity. 

"I had seen them before, the people who were leaving, escaping with a painful anxiety; endless 

lines of carts, cars and trucks; women and children, piled amongst the baggage, boxes and 

bundles. And on either side came the ranks of those who were on foot, tired but determined to 

keep going, fleeing from the advancing enemy, even bigger in number on that strip of land next 

to the border, on that last piece of land they walked over. (…) There were masses of people, 

groups who had joined together, sometimes an entire village who had tried to take as much as 

possible with them as they left. Families from the countryside who had piled everything onto a 

cart: mattresses, chests, glassware, poultry cages and maybe a lamb or a goat tied with a rope. 

(…) What was the reason that so many of them left? The main reason, naturally, was fear. (…) 

[the second] was an instinctive reaction by our people, who have liberal ideas, a democratic 

nature, and Catalan feelings" (translated by the author).12 
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And it is in this context, the new asymmetric conflicts that have become the norm following 

the Cold War, that the current refugee crisis should be seen. 

 

 


