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Nation-States, Refugees, and Protection
 Refugee flows are increasingly described as urgent threats to global security. The geographic concept of "nation-state" is key to understanding how refugee flows arise as well as gaining an appreciation of broader ecological and cultural implications. In its idealized but rarely realized form, the nation-state concept refers to a situation in which the territorial borders of a political body (that is, a government or "state") coincide with the territory that a population group with a common set of values and culture (or ethnicity) calls home. While most of the human population (at least for the past 50 years) has been organized into political units (countries) that strive for this ideal, refugees are "canaries in a coal mine" that suggest all is not well with this particular model of political organization in an increasingly interdependent world.
 "What is a refugee?" A refugee is a person who has been forced to cross a national boundary when to stay would have put them in harm's way. As a government is responsible for the protection and welfare of individuals and groups who live inside its territorial boundaries, the presence of a large refugee population suggests an inability or unwillingness to protect a population and carry out this duty of care. In many traditional cases, individuals or their family members have been persecuted for their ideals or beliefs, or have a well-founded fear of persecution (United Nations High Commission for Refugees 2000). As the number of refugees has risen globally from around one million in the 1960s to 20 million in the 1990s, the triggers to flight and displacement appear to be more complex and intertwine political, economic, and cultural factors (United States Committee for Refugees 2004). The following case study illustrates this complexity.
West Darfur: A Contemporary Example
 The Central African country of Sudan is home to many diverse population groups, largely because of the way colonial boundaries were drawn. In Sudan's West Darfur region, two of these groups have been in conflict with each other for decades. Sedentary farmers, belonging to "black African" tribes like the Fur, Zaghawa, and Massalit, are in competition for scarce resources with "Arabic" nomadic herders. In this impoverished area, residents have accused the central government of years of disinvestment and neglect. Political support for antigovernment rebel parties like the Sudanese Liberation Army (SLA) is high. 
 The current crisis in the region seems to have been sparked when the SLA attacked government troops in February 2003. The government responded by funding and arming a regional militia known as the Janjaweed. This group is drawn from the Arabic populations of the region, and they have selectively attacked particular African villages. The government is at best complicit with the Janjaweed's policy of razing villages, murder, and rape, or at worse, leading the strategy and involved in a genocide that threatens to repeat the Rwandan experience of 1994. After one year, between 30,000 and 50,000 people are dead, one million have fled their homes and moved elsewhere within Sudan (i.e., they are internally displaced), and over 200,000 Sudanese have fled their country altogether and become refugees in neighboring Chad (see McKinsey 2004 and the map of Darfur:
  Map of Darfur region from the Department of State   ). 
 The concept of the nation-state helps us understand this ongoing refugee crisis in at least three ways. First, many development geographers believe that the conditions of poverty that surround the refugee crisis result from the imposition of the nation-state model upon a society with alternative (and successful) ideals of governance (including tribal and clan networks). Second, the superimposition of boundaries on areas with diverse population groups means that the central government will always have to balance the needs of one group against another in pursuing national goals. In the case of West Darfur, the Islamist government stands accused of favoring Arabic groups. Even if this is not the case (which is unlikely), the appearance of favoritism still creates the conditions of instability that trap people in poverty (for example, few outside investors are willing to commit themselves to new developments). Poverty and instability feed off each other and send areas into downward spirals that only heighten tensions between groups. Third, much of the reticence currently shown by the international community in reaching out to the millions displaced in the region can be traced to the principle of "sovereignty" implied by the nation-state ideal. This gives national governments the ultimate authority to manage their own internal affairs, even when the "duty of population care" is not honored. Thus, while over one million Sudanese have been displaced by violence and persecution in West Darfur, only those who have fled to Chad can be readily assisted by the international community. 
How Do Refugee Flows Arise? 
 Beyond Darfur, the geography of contemporary refugee flows suggests that it is a combination of political, economic (persistent poverty), and cultural factors that give rise to population displacement. The United States Committee for Refugees (USCR) publishes an annual "World Refugee Survey" (see links below) that records refugee origins and destinations, the location of internally displaced populations, refugee hotspots, and other data of interest to geographers. USCR data show that most refugees have fled a relatively short distance from one country of the global South to another global South country. 
 Many nation-states in the global South face unfavorable global trading conditions, structural adjustment programs, rapid rural-to-urban migration, a deteriorating ecological context, and pressures on social and physical infrastructure. These not only hamper efforts to develop but also fuel intergroup conflicts, as in Sudan. Intergroup political conflicts are often observed in the global South because of the legacy of colonialism and the relatively recent and mixed experience of independence (Power 2003). Against this general background of economic and political insecurity, many people are forced to leave their homes. 
 An increasing number of displaced persons come from (and head toward) areas with deteriorating ecological conditions. In the global South, downward spirals of development have exerted increasing pressure on often fragile ecosystems. Even relatively slight changes in climate, or localized events like floods or mudslides that destroy crops and interrupt food supplies, can quickly create humanitarian disasters from which displaced persons flee. Geographers tend to see beyond the ecological triggers to these events and point to endemic poverty and political instability as root and interdependent causes (Black and Robinson 1993). However, other social scientists argue that the rising incidence of these environmental triggers to population displacement demands a new term, "environmental refugee," to catch the public imagination. A recent issue of the Refugees magazine illustrates the importance of this ongoing debate (Wilkinson 2002).
Broader Implications of Refugees
 Refugee flows are not just triggered by poor political, economic, and ecological circumstances, but also play a significant role in affecting prospects for political stability, economic development, ecological protection, and the prospects for social progress. Using ideas about nation-states, geographers are increasingly interested in contributing to an understanding of these broader implications. For example, British geographers Richard Black and Vaughn Robinson edited an influential book, Geography and Refugees, that includes 14 chapters on topics such as repatriation, war and refugees, asylum-seekers, dispersal policies, powerlessness and marginality among refugee women, refugees and the environment, and refugees and relief aid. Here I pick up on just two themes.
 First, the arrival of refugees puts political pressure on the often already threatened nation-state ideal. For example, Jennifer Hyndman (1997) describes how Kenya reacted unfavorably to the presence of large numbers of Somali refugees near its borders because of fears of internal political instability. Elsewhere, new research on how asylum seekers are portrayed suggests that media images may feed into racist attacks on refugees:
 The stories the media choose to report, how factually accurate they are, what sources they use and what opinions they present, clearly have an impact on public opinion. Inaccurate, inflammatory and unbalanced reporting is commonly believed by refugee agencies, community groups, local authorities and researchers to contribute to racist attacks on asylum seekers and refugees and to be a barrier to integration because of the feelings of insecurity and isolation which it engenders in asylum seekers and refugees. (ICAR 2004)
 The research found that local papers were less biased than national papers, and that common headline words included "arrested, jailed, guilty, bogus, false, illegal, failed, and rejected" (BBC Online 2004). For geographers, these negative sentiments can be traced to the cultural insecurities of nation-states in a global world of open borders. 
 Second, refugees themselves change when they are forced to cross borders. This works in two ways. Some research now suggests that leaving behind repressive, traditional, and patrilineal societies may empower refugee women, or at least lead to a renegotiation of gender roles for men and women. In her work on the topic, Marita Eastmond found that Chilean women exiles living in California had been able to build new lives in large part because the place to which they moved (the Silicon Valley area) was a source of job opportunities that gave them economic and symbolic importance in the family and community (Eastmond 1993). On the darker side, research also suggests that systems of torture used against refugees recognize that individuals fear crossing borders. The use of rape and sexual abuse is a form of such torture that turns women into refugees because they are forced to act in ways that break norms of conduct and behavior in democratic society (Agger 1994). The rise of this form of persecution among refugees in Bosnia and now Sudan again puts the motives of the nation-state as central to an understanding of refugees.
Conclusion
 Refugees are a product of the attempt to form nation-states. The large population of displaced persons, particularly in the global South, points to limitations of the nation-state ideal for managing complex economic, ecological, and cultural issues in today's global and interdependent society. Geographers, with their unique perspective, are among those contributing to a deeper understanding of this aspect of our changing world.
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