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Abstract: International non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are crucial in responding 

to immigration crises, offering innovative legal strategies to enhance refugee protection and 

support. This article delves into various legal strategies employed by international NGOs, 

highlighting best practices, case studies, and the influence of international legal frameworks. 

Through detailed analysis, the article provides insights into how these strategies address the 

multifaceted challenges of refugee crises and offers recommendations for improving NGO 

interventions in the future. 
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Introduction 

In recent decades, the world has witnessed an unprecedented surge in migration 

crises, propelled by a complex interplay of conflicts, environmental degradation, and 

socio-economic instability. These crises have resulted in significant forced 

displacement, testing the limits of state capacities and highlighting the critical role of 

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in providing humanitarian aid 

and advocating for refugee rights. As traditional state mechanisms often falter in the 

face of such overwhelming challenges, NGOs have emerged as vital actors in 

addressing the gaps in the international response to refugee crises. This introduction 

explores the pivotal role of NGOs in responding to migration crises, examines the 

innovative legal strategies they employ, and outlines the structure of this article, 

which includes an analysis of best practices, case studies, and the impact of 

international legal frameworks on their efforts. 

The contemporary migration crisis is marked by an unprecedented scale of 

forced displacement. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), as of 2023, there are approximately 103 million forcibly 

displaced people worldwide, including refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs), 

and asylum seekers. This figure reflects a dramatic increase from previous decades 

and underscores the severity of the current global migration crisis. 

Conflicts are a primary driver of forced displacement. For example, the Syrian 

civil war, which began in 2011, has displaced over 6.8 million people within Syria 

and driven more than 5.6 million Syrians to seek refuge in neighboring countries and 

beyond. Similarly, the ongoing violence in Afghanistan, particularly following the 
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Taliban’s resurgence in 2021, has led to a significant increase in displacement. The 

UNHCR reported that over 2.6 million Afghans were displaced by the end of 2023. 

Environmental changes exacerbate displacement challenges. Climate change-

induced phenomena such as rising sea levels, severe droughts, and extreme weather 

events have forced communities to migrate. For instance, the Pacific Islands face 

existential threats from rising sea levels, with countries like Kiribati and Tuvalu 

considering migration as a necessary adaptation strategy. According to the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), climate change could displace 

up to 200 million people by 2050 if current trends continue. 

Socio-economic instability also plays a critical role in migration. High levels of 

poverty, inequality, and lack of economic opportunities compel individuals to seek 

better prospects elsewhere. The World Bank estimates that over 700 million people 

live on less than $1.90 a day, a threshold defining extreme poverty, pushing many to 

migrate in search of improved living conditions. 

These crises have overwhelmed state mechanisms and exposed the limitations 

of traditional approaches to refugee protection. Many states struggle to provide 

adequate support and protection, leading to a significant role for NGOs in filling 

these gaps. The need for innovative strategies and collaborative efforts has never been 

more pressing. 

International NGOs have become crucial in addressing the deficiencies in state 

responses to migration crises. Their roles encompass a wide range of activities, from 

providing direct humanitarian aid to advocating for policy changes and raising 

awareness of refugee issues. NGOs operate in areas where state resources may be 

limited or non-existent, delivering essential services to those in need. 

One of the primary roles of NGOs is providing emergency humanitarian 

assistance. Organizations such as Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and the 

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) are 

renowned for their rapid response to crises. For example, during the European 

refugee crisis of 2015-2016, MSF deployed teams to provide medical care, shelter, 

and essential supplies to thousands of refugees arriving in Greece and Italy. The IFRC 

has also played a critical role in disaster response, such as during the Rohingya crisis 

in Bangladesh, where they provided medical aid, food, and shelter to displaced 

persons. 

In addition to direct assistance, NGOs play a vital role in offering legal aid and 

representation. Refugees and asylum seekers often face complex legal challenges, 

including navigating asylum procedures, securing documentation, and protecting 
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themselves against deportation. NGOs such as the Refugee Council and the 

International Rescue Committee (IRC) offer essential legal support. For instance, the 

IRC provides legal services to asylum seekers in the United States, helping them with 

asylum applications, representation in court, and ensuring access to protection and 

support services. 

Given the complexity and scale of modern migration crises, NGOs have 

developed innovative legal strategies to enhance refugee protection. These strategies 

address both immediate and long-term challenges, leveraging legal frameworks and 

advocacy to effectuate meaningful change. 

Legal advocacy and strategic litigation are among the most impactful strategies 

employed by NGOs. Through strategic litigation, NGOs challenge restrictive 

immigration policies and practices in courts, aiming to achieve legal precedents that 

benefit large numbers of refugees. For example, the American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU) has engaged in strategic litigation to address family separation and unlawful 

detention in the United States. In 2018, the ACLU secured a court order to reunite 

thousands of families separated at the U.S.-Mexico border, setting a significant legal 

precedent and raising awareness about the human rights implications of such policies. 

Strategic litigation often involves high-profile cases that attract public and 

media attention, helping to raise awareness and generate support for refugee rights. 

By framing legal challenges within the broader context of human rights and justice, 

NGOs can influence public opinion and drive policy changes. 

Providing legal aid and representation is another critical strategy. NGOs offer 

essential legal support to refugees and asylum seekers, helping them navigate 

complex legal systems and access protection. Legal aid organizations assist with 

preparing asylum claims, representing individuals in court, and ensuring that refugees 

receive fair treatment throughout the asylum process. 

For example, the Refugee Council in the UK provides legal advice and 

representation to asylum seekers, helping them with their claims and ensuring they 

are treated fairly within the asylum system. Similarly, the IRC offers legal services to 

refugees in various countries, assisting them with legal documentation and 

representation. 

Policy advocacy is a central component of NGO strategies, focusing on 

influencing immigration policies and practices at national and international levels. 

NGOs engage with policymakers, participate in policy dialogues, and advocate for 

reforms that enhance refugee protection and address systemic issues. 
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Through advocacy efforts, NGOs work to shape policies that reflect 

international human rights standards and ensure that refugee protection is prioritized. 

This includes advocating for the adoption of more inclusive asylum procedures, 

challenging discriminatory practices, and promoting international cooperation on 

migration issues. For instance, NGOs have played a crucial role in advocating for the 

Global Compact on Refugees, adopted in 2018, which aims to improve international 

cooperation and responsibility-sharing in refugee protection. 

Examining case studies of successful NGO interventions provides valuable 

insights into the effectiveness of innovative legal strategies. For instance, during the 

European refugee crisis of 2015-2016, NGOs like MSF and IFRC played a critical 

role in providing emergency assistance and advocating for refugee rights. These 

interventions demonstrated the capacity of NGOs to address immediate needs while 

also influencing broader policy discussions. 

Similarly, in the Rohingya crisis, NGOs such as the Refugee Council and IRC 

implemented targeted strategies to address legal and protection challenges. Their 

efforts included providing legal aid, advocating for access to asylum, and delivering 

support services in refugee camps. These case studies highlight the adaptability and 

impact of NGO strategies in addressing specific refugee crises. 

International legal frameworks provide essential guidelines and standards for 

refugee protection, shaping the work of NGOs. Key frameworks include the 1951 

Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, which establish the legal definition of 

refugees and outline their rights. NGOs leverage these frameworks to advocate for 

refugee protection and challenge policies that violate international standards. 

The Global Compact on Refugees, adopted in 2018, offers a comprehensive 

framework for international cooperation and responsibility-sharing. NGOs use this 

compact to promote collaborative approaches and ensure that states fulfill their 

commitments to refugee protection. Regional frameworks, such as the European 

Convention on Human Rights and the African Union's Refugee Convention, also 

influence NGO strategies, addressing regional challenges and promoting refugee 

rights. 

Methodology 

This study employs a multi-method approach to explore and analyze the 

innovative legal strategies adopted by international NGOs in addressing immigration 

crises. The research methodology combines qualitative analysis of existing literature, 

case study examination, and statistical data evaluation to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of NGO interventions and their impact on refugee protection. 
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Literature review 

Aleinikoff’s seminal work, Semblances of Sovereignty: The Constitution, the 

State, and American Citizenship (2002), provides a foundational analysis of the 

tension between national sovereignty and human rights within immigration law. 

Aleinikoff explores how the principles of state sovereignty often clash with human 

rights norms, creating a complex legal environment for NGOs operating in the field 

of refugee protection. His discussion on the constitutional and state dimensions of 

citizenship offers valuable insights into the legal challenges faced by NGOs as they 

advocate for and assist refugees. This work sets the stage for understanding the 

broader legal context in which NGOs operate, highlighting the constraints imposed 

by national policies on their ability to effectively protect refugee rights. 

Boswell’s Migration Control in Europe: The Impact of Security Policy on 

Human Rights (2007) delves into the implications of securitization on human rights, 

with a particular focus on European contexts. Boswell’s analysis sheds light on how 

increasing security measures and restrictive immigration policies can undermine 

human rights protections for refugees. This work is crucial for understanding the 

environment in which NGOs operate, as it highlights the challenges they face in 

addressing restrictive policies and advocating for more humane approaches. 

Boswell’s insights into the effects of securitization on refugee protection provide a 

backdrop against which NGO strategies can be evaluated, emphasizing the need for 

innovative approaches to counteract restrictive trends. 

Chetail’s International Migration Law (2019) offers a comprehensive overview 

of the legal frameworks governing migration, which is essential for understanding the 

context within which NGOs operate. Chetail provides a detailed examination of 

international migration law, including key conventions and agreements that shape 

refugee protection. This work is instrumental in contextualizing the legal 

environment NGOs navigate, as it outlines the rights and obligations enshrined in 

international law and the challenges associated with enforcing these standards. 

Chetail’s analysis helps illuminate how NGOs leverage these legal frameworks to 

advocate for refugee rights and address gaps in state responses. 

FitzGerald’s Refuge beyond Reach: How Rich Democracies Repel Asylum 

Seekers (2019) explores the strategies employed by affluent democracies to deter 

asylum seekers, highlighting the significant challenges faced by NGOs in advocating 

for refugee protection. FitzGerald’s examination of deterrence measures, such as 

restrictive asylum policies and border controls, underscores the difficulties NGOs 

encounter in their efforts to support refugees. This work provides a critical 
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perspective on the systemic obstacles that NGOs must navigate, revealing the 

complexities of advocating for refugee rights in environments characterized by 

stringent immigration controls. 

Gammeltoft-Hansen’s Access to Asylum: International Refugee Law and the 

Globalisation of Migration Control (2011) explores the impact of extraterritorial 

migration control measures on access to asylum. Gammeltoft-Hansen’s analysis 

highlights how states increasingly implement measures beyond their borders to 

control migration, affecting the ability of refugees to access protection. This work is 

relevant for understanding the legal and practical challenges NGOs face in providing 

assistance to refugees who are often restricted by these extraterritorial measures. The 

exploration of globalized migration control provides insights into the innovative 

strategies NGOs must employ to navigate these complex legal landscapes. 

Hathaway’s The Rights of Refugees under International Law (2005) offers an 

in-depth analysis of international refugee protection, providing a basis for evaluating 

the effectiveness of NGO strategies. Hathaway’s work details the rights afforded to 

refugees under international law and examines the mechanisms for enforcing these 

rights. This comprehensive analysis is crucial for understanding the standards against 

which NGO interventions are measured. Hathaway’s exploration of refugee rights 

helps assess how NGOs align their strategies with international legal norms and 

advocate for enhanced protections. 

Guild’s Security and Migration in the 21st Century (2009) examines the legal 

and political challenges in protecting undocumented migrants, providing context for 

understanding NGO advocacy efforts. Guild’s analysis of security concerns and their 

impact on migration policies highlights the difficulties NGOs face in advocating for 

the rights of undocumented migrants. This work is essential for understanding the 

broader legal and political landscape within which NGOs operate, revealing the 

tensions between security measures and human rights protections. 

Joppke’s Challenge to the Nation-State: Immigration in Western Europe and 

the United States (1998) explores the relationship between immigration policy and 

citizenship, offering context for NGO strategies. Joppke’s analysis of how 

immigration policies affect citizenship and integration provides insights into the legal 

and social challenges faced by refugees. This work helps contextualize the role of 

NGOs in advocating for more inclusive policies and supporting the integration of 

refugees into host societies. 

Koslowski’s Global Mobility Regimes (2011) discusses the role of international 

organizations in promoting human rights and managing global mobility. Koslowski’s 
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exploration of international cooperation and mobility regimes provides insights into 

how global frameworks influence NGO strategies. This work is valuable for 

understanding how NGOs leverage international agreements and partnerships to 

enhance refugee protection and address migration challenges. 

Morris’s Managing Migration: Civic Stratification and Migrants' Rights (2002) 

examines the social and legal construction of migrant illegality, informing the 

strategies employed by NGOs. Morris’s analysis of how migrants are stratified within 

legal and social frameworks helps understand the barriers refugees face and the 

innovative approaches NGOs use to address these challenges. 

 

Disscussion and results 

Table 1: Key Cases in Strategic Litigation 

 

Case Name Issue 

Addressed 

Outcome 

Zadvydas v. Davis (2001) Indefinite 

detention 

Limits on detention 

duration 

East Bay Sanctuary 

Covenant v. Trump (2019) 

Asylum 

restrictions 

Expansion of asylum 

eligibility 

ACLU v. Trump (2018) Family 

separation 

Reinstatement of 

family reunification 

 
Providing legal aid and representation is a critical strategy for NGOs to support 

refugees and asylum seekers. Organizations like Refugee Legal Aid (RLA) offer 

essential legal support to individuals navigating complex asylum procedures. This 

assistance helps ensure that refugees' rights are upheld and that they receive fair 

treatment throughout the asylum process. 

Table 2: Services Provided by Legal Aid Organizations 

 

Organization Services 

Offered 

Key Impact 

Refugee Legal Aid 

(RLA) 

Legal 

counseling, 

representation 

Increased asylum 

approvals 

International Refugee 

Assistance Project (IRAP) 

Legal aid, 

policy advocacy 

Enhanced legal 

protections for refugees 

Refugee Council Legal advice, 

support services 

Improved access to 

refugee status determination 
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NGOs engage in policy advocacy to influence immigration policy development 

and implementation. Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch are notable 

examples of organizations that work with policymakers and stakeholders to advocate 

for reforms that enhance refugee protection and address systemic issues within 

immigration systems. 

 

 

Table 3: Policy Advocacy Achievements 
 

Organization Policy Focus Achievement 

Amnesty 

International 

Refugee 

rights, asylum 

procedures 

Adoption of more inclusive 

asylum policies 

Human Rights 

Watch 

Border 

control, detention 

practices 

Reduction in arbitrary 

detention practices 

International 

Rescue Committee 

(IRC) 

Refugee 

protection, 

integration 

Implementation of 

comprehensive refugee integration 

programs 

 

During the European refugee crisis, NGOs such as Médecins Sans Frontières 

(MSF) and the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

(IFRC) implemented innovative legal strategies to support refugees. MSF provided 

emergency medical care and legal assistance to refugees in transit, while IFRC 

facilitated access to legal resources and protection services. These interventions 

bridged gaps in state responses and ensured that refugees received necessary support. 

Table 4: European Refugee Crisis Interventions 

NGO Intervention 

Focus 

Outcome 

Médecins 

Sans Frontières 

Medical care, legal 

assistance 

Improved health outcomes, 

legal support for refugees 

IFRC Legal resources, 

protection services 

Enhanced access to asylum 

procedures 

 The Rohingya Crisis 

In response to the Rohingya refugee crisis, NGOs such as the Refugee Council 

and the International Rescue Committee (IRC) adopted innovative approaches to 

address legal and protection challenges. The Refugee Council worked on legal 

advocacy to ensure that Rohingya refugees were granted access to asylum 

procedures, while IRC provided legal aid and support services to refugees in camps. 
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These efforts demonstrated the effectiveness of targeted legal strategies in addressing 

specific refugee crises. 

 

Table 5: Rohingya Crisis Interventions 

 

NGO Intervention 

Focus 

Outcome 

Refugee Council Legal advocacy, 

asylum access 

Improved asylum access 

for Rohingya refugees 

International 

Rescue Committee 

Legal aid, 

support services 

Enhanced support and 

protection in refugee camps 

 

International legal frameworks play a crucial role in shaping the work of NGOs 

and influencing their legal strategies. Key frameworks include: 

These foundational instruments establish the legal definition of refugees and 

outline their rights. NGOs use these frameworks to advocate for refugee protection 

and to challenge policies that contravene international standards. 

 

Table 6: Key Provisions of the 1951 Refugee Convention 

 

Provision Description Impact 

Definition 

of Refugee 

Legal definition of who 

qualifies as a refugee 

Standard for 

refugee status 

determination 

Non-

Refoulement 

Prohibition of returning 

refugees to countries where they face 

threats 

Core principle in 

refugee protection 

This compact provides a comprehensive framework for international 

cooperation and responsibility-sharing in addressing refugee crises. NGOs leverage 

the compact to promote collaborative approaches and to ensure that states fulfill their 

commitments to refugee protection. 

Table 7: Objectives of the Global Compact on Refugees 

Objective Description Impact 

International 

Cooperation 

Encourage joint 

efforts among states 

Improved global 

coordination in refugee 

response 

Responsibility

-Sharing 

Equitable distribution 

of responsibilities 

Enhanced support for 

host countries and refugees 
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Regional instruments, such as the European Convention on Human Rights and 

the African Union's Refugee Convention, influence NGO strategies. NGOs operate 

within these frameworks to address regional challenges and advocate for the rights of 

refugees in specific contexts. 

 

Table 8: Key Regional Frameworks 

 

Framework Region Key Provisions 

European Convention on 

Human Rights 

Europe Protection of human rights, 

including asylum seekers 

African Union's Refugee 

Convention 

Africa Rights of refugees, including 

access to asylum 

 

        The innovative legal approaches adopted by international NGOs have 

significantly contributed to addressing immigration crises and enhancing protection 

mechanisms. Legal advocacy, strategic litigation, legal aid, and policy advocacy 

represent critical strategies that NGOs employ to address gaps in state responses and 

uphold the rights of refugees. 

The case studies from recent crises illustrate the impact of these strategies. The 

European refugee crisis and the Rohingya crisis are notable examples where NGOs' 

innovative approaches have made a tangible difference in the lives of refugees. In 

both instances, NGOs effectively intervened to provide essential support, advocate 

for policy changes, and ensure that refugees received the protection they needed. 

The impact of international legal frameworks on NGO efforts is profound. 

While these frameworks provide essential guidelines and standards, the effectiveness 

of NGO interventions often depends on the degree to which states adhere to their 

commitments and the flexibility of the frameworks in accommodating evolving 

challenges. NGOs must navigate these frameworks to maximize their impact and 

address emerging issues in refugee protection. 

Conclusion 

International NGOs play a crucial role in addressing immigration crises 

through innovative legal strategies that complement and enhance existing 

frameworks. By employing legal advocacy, strategic litigation, legal aid, and policy 

advocacy, NGOs significantly contribute to improving refugee protection and 

support. The analysis of case studies and the impact of international legal frameworks 

highlight the effectiveness of these strategies in addressing complex refugee crises. 

Moving forward, it is essential for NGOs to continue developing and refining their 
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legal approaches to address evolving challenges and advocate for systemic changes 

that enhance refugee protection. Collaboration with states, international 

organizations, and other stakeholders will be crucial in ensuring that innovative legal 

strategies are effectively implemented and that the rights of refugees are upheld. 
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