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Executive summary 
 
 
Protected entry procedures are visa mechanisms that allow individuals to apply for entry 
into another country for the purpose of accessing protection under international refugee or 
human rights law. Procedures are made available within countries of origin or first asylum, 
their primary function being to ensure that asylum seekers and refugees can travel safely 
across international borders and avoid potentially dangerous or exploitative irregular 
journeys. 
 
This Policy Brief draws on past and current State practice to outline what these procedures 
look like, and how they should operate as tools of refugee protection. It speaks to a core 
objective of the Global Compact on Refugees, which is to expand access to third-country 
solutions for refugees and asylum seekers.  
 
Forced migration is currently at record highs worldwide, but not all those who are displaced 
will want or need to move outside their region of origin. UNHCR has identified a relatively 
small number of refugees, 1.4 million people, as needing resettlement under its annual 
program in 2020. This means that States could make a real difference by expanding the 
use of protected entry procedures and other complementary pathways to increase access 
to protection and solutions. 
 
Key findings and recommendations 
 
This Policy Brief recommends that States should implement and/or expand protected entry 
procedures to increase access to safe pathways to protection. 
 
Protected entry procedures should comply with the following criteria: 
 

• Complement, and be additional to, other avenues to protection 
 

By complementing – and never replacing – the right to seek asylum directly 
through national asylum procedures, and being additional to existing annual 
resettlement programs, a protected entry procedure is better placed to be 
gender-responsive and/or reach applicants with particular vulnerabilities. 
Protection safeguards should include ensuring that rejection does not 
prejudice an applicant’s ability to apply for protection through other 
pathways, or reapply if their circumstances change. 
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1 Introduction  

Asylum seekers can face difficult journeys in their attempt to access protection under 
international refugee and human rights law. Their ability to exercise the right to seek asylum 
may be impeded by visa restrictions and other border controls, potentially forcing them to 
undertake irregular modes of travel across dangerous land or sea routes. In the current era 
of record displacement, with more than 70 million people forced from their homes 
worldwide, safe access to protection is a critical global challenge.1  
 
In response to this challenge, the United Nations General Assembly resolved in September 
2016 to ‘expand the number and range of legal pathways available for refugees to be 
admitted to or resettled in third countries’, through the unanimous adoption of the  New York 
Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (New York Declaration).2 This message was 
reinforced in December 2018, when more than 180 states adopted a new non-binding 
international agreement known as the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR). A core 
objective of the GCR is to ‘expand access to third country solutions’, including through 
pathways for refugees and asylum seekers that complement the annual resettlement 
program operated by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).3 The 
GCR holds that complementary pathways must be offered by a larger number of countries, 
and ‘made available on a more systematic, organized, sustainable and gender-responsive 
basis’ with ‘appropriate protection safeguards’ in place.4  
 
This Policy Brief examines complementary pathways known as ‘protected entry 
procedures’, which allow refugees and asylum seekers to apply for entry into another 
country for the purpose of accessing protection under international law. Procedures are 
made available within countries of origin or first asylum. The primary function of these 
procedures is to ensure asylum seekers and refugees can obtain travel authorisation that 
allows them to move safely across international borders and avoid taking potentially 
dangerous or exploitative irregular journeys.  
 
Drawing on past and current practice by governments in Australia, Europe and the 
Americas, this Policy Brief offers recommendations to inform future implementation or 
expansion of safe and orderly pathways for refugees and asylum seekers. If protected entry 
procedures are to provide a safe pathway, they must complement and be additional to other 
avenues to protection, be based on a multi-year commitment by States and have 
transparent and flexible application criteria and processes. 
 

1.1 The humanitarian and policy context 
 
The analysis of protected entry procedures herein speaks to an international interest in the 
utilit
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2 Conceptual framework  
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A State party to the Convention and/or Protocol has obligations to refugees who reach its 
territory. This includes, first and foremost, the prohibition on refoulement under Art 33(1) 
(see above). For a State to uphold this obligation, it must ensure fair, efficient and principled 
determination of protection claims (eg. allowing applicants access to translators and 
sufficient time to prepare their claims). For those determined to be refugees, a State has 
obligations to provide for a legal status that goes beyond non-refoulement and 
encompasses the full range of rights under the Convention that are oriented to successful 
settlement (such as the right to education, to access courts, to work and to obtain travel 
documents). 
 
Protected entry procedures should always complement – and never replace – the ability of 
asylum seekers to independently access a State’s territory to apply for protection. If a State 
party to the Convention and/or Protocol implements protected entry procedures, it is 
choosing to exceed its formal legal obligations (under these instruments), because it is 
providing a means through which asylum seekers located elsewhere can apply to safely 
travel to its territory and access protection.  
 
If a State chooses to implement protected entry procedures within a country of origin (known 
as ‘in-country’ processing, see Section 3 below), that State is offering protection to those 
who do not meet the Convention definition of a refugee as a person who is outside their 
country of origin. This decision not only exceeds that State’s legal obligations under the 
Convention, but also interacts with its legal obligations to other States under the principle 
of non-interference.34 In-country processing therefore raises valuable questions about the 
willingness of one State to intervene in the affairs of another on behalf of a would-be 
refugee. These questions are reflected in the discussion and examples set out in Section 3 
of this paper.  
 
2.2 Resettlement and responsibility-sharing 
 
In-country processing and related protected entry procedures are discretionary measures 
that States can use to support the system of international refugee protection. This system 
is underpinned by the principles of international solidarity and responsibility-sharing among 
States, which hold that ‘refugee problems are the concern of the international community’ 
and their resolution depends on ‘the will and capacity of States’ to respond in concert ‘in a 
spirit of humanitarianism’.35 International solidarity and responsibility-sharing may find 
expression in ‘financial and material assistance’ and ‘moral and political support’ for States 
that host refugees, as well as offers of third-country resettlement (‘resettlement’).36  
 
Resettlement involves the transfer of a refugee from a country of first asylum to a third 
country, where that individual is admitted with permanent residence status.37 Resettlement 
has been endorsed by the international community as ‘an instrument of protection’.38 As 
part of UNHCR’s core mandate, the agency promotes resettlement as one of three ‘durable 
solutions’, alongside voluntary repatriation and local integration. In 2018, UNHCR oversaw 
the resettlement of refugees to 27 countries, including Canada, Australia, the United States, 
France and Sweden. 
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Under the resettlement program overseen by UNHCR, individuals may be considered for 
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3 Protected entry procedures 
 

Protected entry procedures vary in design and scale, but tend to be implemented in 
response to the protection needs of a designated group or groups fleeing a particular 
country. The procedure itself may involve submitting an application online or at a consular 
outpost of the destination country, or with visiting representatives of that country. Applicants’ 
claims for protection may be fully assessed before departure or, alternatively, applicants 
may undergo pre-screening and then receive permission to move to a transit country where 
they complete the assessment process, or to travel directly to the destination country as an 
asylum seeker who must lodge their claim for protection on arrival. In addition to the States 
offering access to protection, procedures may involve a range of stakeholders such as 
UNHCR, the International Organization for Migration (IOM), and non-government and faith-
based organisations working on the ground in countries of origin, transit or resettlement.   
 
3.1 Procedures in countries of origin (‘in-country processing’) 
 
Where protected entry procedures are implemented in a country of origin, this is known as 





   
 

POLICY BRIEF – SAFE JOURNEYS AND SOUND POLICY:  
12                                                                                    EXPANDING PROTECTED ENTRY FOR REFUGEES
  



   
 

 
POLICY BRIEF – SAFE JOURNEYS AND SOUND POLICY:               
EXPANDING PROTECTED ENTRY FOR REFUGEES                                                      13 
 

 
In 2008 and 2012 the Australian government publicly announced that ‘Locally-Engaged 
Employees’ in Iraq and Afghanistan, respectively, would be considered under the subclass 
201. More than 550 former employees of Australian forces in Iraq were granted settlement 
‘in recognition of the personal security situation they will face as Australia withdraws its 
combat forces from southern Iraq’.66  Similarly, the consideration of locally-engaged Afghan 
staff was announced by government as a reflection of ‘Australia’s moral obligation to current 
and former employees who have provided valuable support to Australia’s efforts in 
Afghanistan’.67 Some former locally-engaged staff have been denied entry to Australia and 
are said to remain at risk in Afghanistan; Australian military veterans continue to lobby 
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invaluable component of the international response’ to displacement from Vietnam.73 With 
these historical lessons in mind, some academics and commentators have raised the ODP 
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Transparency and flexibility 
 
Transparent eligibility criteria can help asylum seekers to make an informed decision about 
whether they can apply to a protected entry procedure, whether they can safely wait for 
their application to be finalised, and whether that pathway is best suited to their needs and 
those of their family. Criteria ought to focus on protection factors, and particular 
vulnerabilities, and ought not discriminate on the basis of factors that are irrelevant. A 
flexible approach to program eligibility can help to provide a safety net for those applicants 
who fall outside Convention criteria, but who are still in need of international protection. 
Flexibility should also be built into the application procedure, to allow asylum seekers to 
move between countries (of origin and/or first asylum and transit) while their application is 
in progress. In accordance with the principle of family unity, a procedure should allow for 
successful applicants to be admitted to the State offering protection with their spouse and/or 
dependents or other close relatives.  
 
 

5 Conclusion 
 
Forced migration is currently at record highs worldwide, but not all those who are displaced 
will want or need to move outside their region of origin, and UNHCR has identified a 
relatively small number of refugees, 1.4 million people, as needing resettlement under its 
annual program in 2020. This means that States could make a real difference by expanding 
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