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I. Introduction 

A stateless person, in a brief form, is someone who is not considered a national of any State under 

the practice of its domestic law. The issue of statelessness constitutes a gap caused by legal instruments, 

depriving several million people worldwide of complete enjoyment of human rights and political 

representation. The social exclusion of the stateless persons not only impairs individual human dignity but 

socioeconomic development and the integrity of society.  

Statelessness is challenging to measure because affected populations frequently reside without a 

legal presence on various assets of the society. The causes, profile, and magnitude of statelessness also 

vary from one country to another, and is very hard to predict; largely due to the potential political instability. 

Despite the increasing awareness of statelessness at the global scale, comprehensive and accurate 

statistics on all countries are not available to the public, and existing data collected through official data on 

statelessness remains insufficient to take concrete actions. UNHCR noted that “fewer than half the countries 

in the world possess government data on stateless populations” in its latest statistical reporting on 

statelessness, meaning that a high percentage of countries do not seize on the topic individually. Certain 

highly populous countries with suspected stateless groups do not submit data on statelessness; China, 

India, Indonesia, and Nigeria being a few examples. Although UNHCR has supported efforts to improve 

national and global estimates, more is required to capacitate member states and coordinate data collection 

to estimate the number of stateless persons within their territory. 

It is essential to acknowledge that statelessness is an issue that can only be resolved through global 

cooperation and solidarity, while all countries have their own certain liabilities in domestic assets as well. 

Intergovernmental entities have been working thoroughly on the reduction of statelessness; however, 

politicians should comprehend the fact that efforts at the international level leave no concrete remark 

without governments addressing the issue through legislative and solid actions.  
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II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

Being founded in 1950 following the aftermath of World War II, UNHCR is currently the leading UN 

Specialized Agency to tackle statelessness in all forms, focusing on issues correlated to statelessness such 

as but not limited to “seeking to ensure that migration-management policies, practices, and debates; 

assisting States and partners to meet asylum and migration-management challenges; identifying migration, 

trafficking and related developments impacting on persons under UNHCR’s mandate.” (What We Do: 

Asylum and Migration) UNHCR has put out tremendous efforts to show its determination to end 

statelessness by 2024, by a series of campaigns and diplomatic proceedings. 

 

Myanmar 

The statelessness issue in Myanmar actually is a long-term crisis related to racial discrimination. 

Following the 1948 Union Citizenship Act between Myanmar and the United Kingdom, the right to have 

Burmese citizenship was reserved to eight ethnicities classified as ‘indigenous’, and Rohingya people were 

declared stateless as a consequence, which served as the beginning of the mass-scale discrimination in 

postcolonial Myanmar. The classification of the ethnicities was done solely based on government discretion. 

They have been subjected to racism as Muslims since 1982, hence with the 1982 Citizenship Law, they 

were officially left with no chance to become citizens of Myanmar. This law classified citizens’ rights in three 

parts: naturalized, associate, and full citizens, and people in Rohingya were given temporary identification 

cards to document their existence. In 2013, the United Nations declared the Rohingya population as one of 

the most persecuted minorities in the world. Until the forced migration in 2015 which involved the Tula Toli 

genocide by the Burmese military which approximately killed over 500 people, Rohingya people continued 

inhabiting Myanmar. Since then, over 700,000 Rohingya refugees have migrated to neighboring countries 

such as Bangladesh, Thailand, The Philippines, etc. Only the 971,627 people who entered Bangladesh have 

been granted refugee status. Except for those, the rest are still formally stateless since they are not given 

refugee status by these states.  

 

China 

Due to the mass overpopulation rate, China needed to take some measures and precautions in 

order to ensure sustainable economic growth and to expand. Therefore, the infamous “One-Child policy” 

was implemented in the early 80s, which disallowed families to have more than one child, apart from certain 

exceptions. This policy worked to an extent as the rise of the population slowed down; however, it also 
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caused several issues to escalate, one being the stateless, unregistered children living on Chinese soil, also 

known as “heihaizi”s. Heihaizi children are not granted citizenship by the Chinese government and are 

invisible and stateless. They are not allowed to obtain social security cards until they pay a massive fine that 

most families are unable to afford, hence, are deprived of all forms of public services. Despite the One-Child 

policy being overruled in 2015, over 13 million people are stateless in China as a legacy of these strict family 

planning rules. Although the topic was addressed on multiple international platforms, the problem remains 

unsolved since no concrete actions were taken though neither the United Nations nor the Chinese 

government itself. China has not signed the 1954 Convention, yet, the Chinese government announced that 

the Convention will continue to apply for Hong Kong, a special administrative region under the country. 

 

India 

Being the second-most populous country in the world, India lacks the ability to sustain a strong level 

of border security and controlled migration. With the long-lasting Kashmir dispute occurring between India 

and Pakistan, the government of India has taken certain actions to secure its borders and its people. In 

2018, the Indian government released a list named National Register of Citizens, including the people who 

can prove they came to the country by 24 March 1971, a day before neighboring Bangladesh declared 

independence. 32 million people living in Assam, one of the bordering states of India, have applied by the 

documents proving their presence in the country since the given date, yet, 4 millions of people failed in 

proving their legal presence and were officially stripped from all sorts of rights. The government stated that 

no harm was to be given to those stateless groups, however, the problem is still in existence, with them not 

obtaining any citizenship whatsoever. 

 

Pakistan 

Pakistan has been hosting Afghan refugees for decades. Even though the county is not a signatory 

to the 1951 Convention of the Status of the Refugees and its respective 1967 protocol, Pakistan was 

respecting the international merits and principles of the refugee situation. Regarding the recommendation of 

UNHCR, Pakistan approved the Management and Repatriation Strategy for Afghan Refugees in Pakistan. In 

2016, Pakistan took action to repatriate hundreds of thousands of Afghan people. It was referred to as the 

“world’s largest unlawful mass forced return of refugees in recent times” by the Human Rights Watch 

(dawn.com). Even though the people are granted refugee status, still thousands of newborns are not given 

Pakistani citizenship. This leaves the children deprived of their right to a nationality. Prime minister of 

Pakistan Imran Khan assured that the newborns will be allowed to get their citizenship, yet no action was 

taken upon this issue. Therefore, numerous children are subject to being stateless as they are not promised 
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Afghan citizenship either. Both UN conventions on stateless people and the reduction of stateless people 

aren’t signed nor ratified by either of the countries. Thus, they legally aren’t accused of their respective 

crimes. Besides, the sustainable development goals don’t clearly state the issue of statelessness.  

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

The unlawful nature of being stateless creates a mass blind spot in taking a comprehensive look at 

the global aspects of the issue; as can be seen through the definition, the legal term “statelessness” is the 

consequence of either the absence of birth registration or a government legally neglecting a certain group 

based on unethical notions. In most cases, numbers are uneasy to predict, as such records of neglection 

policies or mass migration are either unrecorded due to political instability, or kept private in government 

databases.  

In order to evaluate all assets of the growing problem of statelessness in the world, it is important to 

take both aspects into account: domestic factors and foreign affairs. Without tackling both, any form of 

solution to be created will result insufficiently, as it requires the inclusion of neighboring countries into 

cooperation as well as global governance and related intergovernmental entities through the process. 

 

1. Domestic Factors  

While the issue of statelessness has to be addressed through intergovernmental platforms by its 

interconnective nature among nations, most cases require an emphasis on the internal affairs of related 

countries. The complementary nature of international law always obligates governments to bring such 

international problems into national legislative organs, as to draw their own lines regarding their 

interpretations of international legal principles. 

 

Syria is definitely subject to a comprehensive case study in understanding the concept of 

statelessness. The refugee and statelessness crisis in Syria can be analyzed by being divided into two main 

sections both of which being caused by the civil war starting in 2016. The overwhelming majority of persons 

displaced by the conflict in Syria hold Syrian nationality, and they do not face an immediate risk of 

statelessness. Since Syrian nationality is transmitted jus sanguinis, through the paternal line, any child of a 

Syrian father should automatically acquire Syrian nationality at birth, even if born into exile. When children of 

a Syrian father lack proof of paternal descent, they may be denied recognition as Syrian nationals. As most 

of the population of Syrian men were dead during the war, many cases of stateless children occurred in 

Syria, a very high number of children were left stateless. The second reason is that many Syrian people’s 
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individual identity documents perish, burn, or are lost during the war, and children born do not have their 

birth certificates, which is an important obstacle since birth certificates are crucial whilst applying for 

citizenship, they are unable to provide documentation of their own. Therefore, the UNHCR has proposed 

the international right to birth registration to prevent statelessness in the future.  

 

India, being one of the countries that hold the highest amount of stateless people, has not shown 

their best efforts regarding the stateless people, especially against Muslim statelessness. Since the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJT) took office in 2014, the inter-communal tension between Muslims and the 

Hindu has increased drastically, especially in Kashmir where the majority of the population is Muslim. When 

the BJP took away the autonomy of Kashmir in August 2019, the statelessness in India worsened 

significantly. Another critical area that contributes to India’s statelessness numbers in Assam. 

Understanding the history of the Bengali people is crucial to grasp the current situation in Assam. With the 

British conquering the region in 1826, East Bengali people were deported to work in construction sites. 

Their arrival and stay caused a wave of anti-immigration sentiments by Assamese nationalists, and that 

wave has been present ever since. Bengalis are being discriminated against due to their nationality and 

religion, Islam. Hundreds of Bengali Muslims were killed in 1983 by Assamese people in a massacre in 

central Assam. There has been a heavy dispute between the two ethnic groups ever since. In 1985, the 

government signed an agreement named the National Register of Citizens (NRC) with Assamese nationalists 

declaring that people who entered India after the midnight of March 24, 1971, would be considered as 

foreigners. This left out 4 million Bengalis as non-citizens. Those left out Bengali people who would like to be 

a citizen have to go through a highly bureaucratic and hefty investigation in order to be even considered as 

an applicant. The NRC process leaves millions of people in India stateless, and the government has not 

been active on the subject.  

 

Pakistan’s case is also a poorly controlled example of stateless people. The Afghani people fleeing 

from the war sought refugee in Pakistan, and the Pakistani government granted refugee status to them. 

However, the children of the Afghani refugees who were born in Pakistan were not given Pakistani 

citizenship, although they legally should’ve been, or any kind of status. Thus, they were considered 

stateless.  Additionally, the Pakistani government decided to repatriate thousands of Afghani refugees in 

2016. Pakistan returned those refugees and stateless children due to security reasons, stated by 

government officials. The officials even announced that “all Afghans must leave.” This left the returned 

Afghan people joining expanding armed conflict. The government of Pakistan is still resistant to their policy, 

despite the persistent efforts of the UNHCR and the Human Rights Watch.  
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2. Foreign Affairs 

Although statelessness is an issue stemming from the government of each stateless person, the 

conditions created around the issue and possible solutions have to be met through international attention 

and effort. Thus, leading into the foreign affairs aspect is a vital approach. The millions of stateless people 

around the world need the cooperation of nations at least to be classified as immigrants and to be heard. As 

the foreign minister of the French government stated regarding the Rohingya genocide, the nations must 

work in cooperation to reach “the cessation of violence against the civilian population who have been forced 

to flee in huge numbers and [we] demand that the Burmese security forces ensure their protection and 

guarantee the restoration of safe humanitarian access.” Furthermore, he stated that France has been 

supporting NGOs and other humanitarian organizations in the region. The French president Emmanuel 

Macron even described the situation as “genocide” and “ethnic purification”. If every government would take 

the French government as a role model, encouraged and got in contact with the faulty governments, and 

helped the regional and international organizations on the road to solving statelessness for different groups 

around the world, the problem would not exist.  

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Statelessness: The term “statelessness” could be briefly defined as ‘’lacking nationality’’; it refers to the 

situation of not belonging to any country by not having a citizenship ID because of several reasons such as 

but definitely not limited to not having or losing a birth certificate, being orphan and administrative obstacles. 

Legal insights of the term may differ through domestic laws of countries, however, the definition of “the state 

of not being considered as a national by any State under the operation of its law” was given through the 

Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, under customary international law. 

 

Immigration: Being defined as “the process by which people come into a foreign country to live there, or the 

number of people coming in”, immigration refers to moving a country to live there permanently, which is one 

of the major causes of statelessness and it often depends on the abandoned country’s stance political, 

economic and social spheres. 

 

Citizenship: Citizenship is the legal position of people being a member of a particular country or just 

belonging to a nation and having rights as a consequence. According to ‘’active citizenship’’ philosophy, 

people should collaborate to create a better and developed environment for the community and as this 

could only happen if the citizens reach the necessary public services, politicians who are elected by the 

public work harder on the laws related to these issues, more than obtaining new citizens. 
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Jus soli (birthright citizenship): Jus soli, a principle of international law, is the right of a child to be a citizen of 

the country where he/she was born in. This principle is often addressed as one of the options for countries 

to prevent statelessness; all signatories of the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness are 

obligated to grant nationality to those who were born on its soil. 

 

Jus sanguinis (blood right): Jus sanguinis, which is another principle of law, is the situation of citizenship 

depending on the children’s parent’s nationality. Since jus sanguinis could differ by gender in some 

countries, it leads to a lot of people ending up as stateless. Jus sanguinis is commonly valid in most of the 

states through Europe, Asia, Africa, and Oceania, and these countries generally aim to keep their citizens in 

their own community and know them as their own citizens although they migrate to other countries. 

V. Important Events & Chronology 
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Date (Day/Month/Year)  Event 

10 December 1948 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) ran into 

force, emphasizing that everyone has the right to have a 
nationality. 

19 December 1950 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees was 

established by the UN General Assembly. 

28 September 1954 
Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons was 
adopted, giving the term “statelessness” a legal definition 

and concrete recognition. 
30 August 1961  Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness was adopted. 

1980 
Chinese government initiated the establishment of the 

infamous “one-child policy” among the country, leading to 
stateless populations arising.  

15 October 1982 
The Myanmar government passed a new citizenship act, 
which excluded Rohingya from the recognized minorities 
and caused one of the biggest refugee crises in history. 

2014 

UNHCR launched the #IBelong campaign in order to reduce 
statelessness globally by 2024. Since then, many concrete 
steps were taken at regional levels with the help of regional 

UN agencies. 

9 October 2016 - January 
2017 

Myanmar initiated the first phase of systematic persecution 
of Rohingya people, and large groups of people escaped to 

India, Bangladesh, and other neighboring countries. 



 
 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- A/RES/49/169 (1994) 

The resolution called out all Member States to provide assistance to UNHCR with respect to the 

reduction of statelessness, especially regarding the international instruments and multilateral documents 

addressing the problem. 

 

- A/RES/50/152 (1995) 

 UN General Assembly encouraged all Member States to “demonstrate their international solidarity” through 

helping countries that admitted large numbers of refugees into their soil, as well as inviting them to adopt 

national legislation in means of reducing statelessness in domestic assets. 

 

- A/RES/61/137 (2006) 

The resolution once again invited the Member States which so far have not considered acceding to 

the 1961 Convention, noting with concern that only 33 Member States were parties to the document at the 

time. 

 

- A/RES/68/141 (2013) 

The resolution addressed the need for alternatives to arbitrary detentions for asylum seekers, 

refugees, and stateless persons. It further noted that “the lack of civil registration and related documentation 

makes persons vulnerable to statelessness and associated protection risks”, and reminded that the 

insurance of birth registration to all children is crucial in combating the issue of statelessness. 

 

- 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons 

1954 Convention is the first concrete step in the recognition of the concept of statelessness and the 

addition of the term into international law. It gave a legal definition to “stateless person”, by stating in Article 

1 that “A stateless person is a person who is not considered as a national by any State under the operation 

of its law.”, and further elaborated the boundaries of the definition, through defining the exceptional 

circumstances and so forth. To this day, the Convention is still the most comprehensive work attempted at 

the intergovernmental level, however, only 94 Member States of the United Nations are parties to the 

document, and countries that are most relevant to the problem, including China, Myanmar, and India, are 

yet to sign the Convention. 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 
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The most critical two conventions done in the past are the 1954 and 1961 Statelessness 

Conventions. These conventions were especially focused on statelessness and what could have been done 

internationally to solve the situation in peace. However, these conventions have not been successful 

because every member state didn’t sign it, and the ones that signed it failed to implement it due to national 

benefits. Another attempt to bring a solution to statelessness is the Statelessness Conventions Campaign 

done by UNHCR. This campaign is an encouragement to the member states for them to sign and 

implement the 1954 and 1961 Statelessness Conventions. The campaign focuses on setting global 

standards for stateless people, making changes in national laws (especially citizenship requirement laws), 

and preventing forced displacement to asylum seekers in the first place that they enter a nation’s border. 

This campaign is still in action and has been getting more attention each year. The UNHCR has prepared 

another campaign, in addition to this, with the aim of ending statelessness by 2024 by the visions of the 

Statelessness Conventions Campaign.  

VIII. Possible Solutions 

Cases like Syria and Myanmar show that little to no political stability among a nation is likely to end 

up in the escalation of such crises, as the reasons behind issues are mostly universal phenomena; 

xenophobia and related intolerance, public distress, and brutal domestic policies being a few instances. 

With this assumption at hand, diplomats should acknowledge that some other element that is relatively 

more dimensional should be questioned, and resolved, in advance. Global cooperation is one of the key 

factors that can actually make significant changes, as the problem, at all levels, requires negotiations on 

immigration and naturalization first and foremost. Naturalization and citizenship are two complex legal terms, 

and the international law often remains obscure; a common ground on such terminology to be standardized 

across the globe could make significant changes, of course, if only governments participate in the 

lawmaking with their utmost enthusiasm. Certain countries have taken concrete steps in granting refugees 

necessary registration and identification documents, However, countries that admit refugees in their 

territories may remain inactive in their inclusion into the society, which may lead to a bigger humanitarian 

crisis that would escalate racially discriminatory acts. Political stability always plays a key role in a healthier 

process, it, therefore, should be noted that not all countries have the optimal capacity to accept 

asylum-seekers or refugees, and such decisions with different political motives should be considered as 

threats to the goal of reducing statelessness. Offering access to one country is not exactly granting 

populations all fundamental rights one should enjoy, hence, mass migration should be supervised by 

intergovernmental entities, either through creating new advisory organs or through using the already-existing 

regional programs. 
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IX. Useful Links 

- This is an introductory text into the topic of statelessness from two journalists from two international 

organizations tackling the problem, through giving statistics from different parts of the world: 

Frelick, Bill, and Maureen Lynch. “Statelessness: a Forgotten Human Rights Crisis.” 

Migraciones Forzadas Revista, University of Oxford, 

www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/sudan/frelick-lynch.pdf. 

- This text, prepared by Amnesty International, tackles the issue of statelessness through analyzing 

the example of the crisis in the Dominican Republic and evaluates certain actions taken by the 

government that led to the crisis escalating: 

“What Does It Take to Solve a Statelessness Crisis?” Amnesty International, 

www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/05/what-does-it-take-to-solve-a-statelessness-crisis

/. 

- This body of text includes a comprehensive analysis of the statelessness problem in India, through 

defining the concept in the context, as well as elaborating the actions taken at both domestic and 

international levels: 

Raj, Vatsal. “Statelessness in India – Seeking Solutions in International Law.” Cambridge 

International Law Journal, 11 Feb. 2020, 

cilj.co.uk/2020/02/11/statelessness-in-india-seeking-solutions-in-international-law/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 
 

http://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/sudan/frelick-lynch.pdf
http://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/05/what-does-it-take-to-solve-a-statelessness-crisis/
http://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/05/what-does-it-take-to-solve-a-statelessness-crisis/
http://cilj.co.uk/2020/02/11/statelessness-in-india-seeking-solutions-in-international-law/


 
 

X. Works Cited 

“Assam Register: Four Million Risk Losing India Citizenship.” BBC News, BBC, 30 July 2018,  

www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-45002549.  

Biswas, Soutik. “What Happens to India's Four Million 'Stateless' People?” BBC News, BBC, 30 
July 2018,  

www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-45002670.  

Chen, Lily, et al. UNHCR, 2019, UNHCR Statistical Reporting on Statelessness, 

https://www.unhcr.org/5d9e182e7.pdf. 

Duraisingam, Tamara Joan. Chronology of Policies Affecting Potentially Stateless Persons and 

Refugees in Malaysia. Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion (ISI), Dec. 2016,  

files.institutesi.org/WP2016_07.pdf. 

“International Reactions to the Rohingya Genocide.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 7 Dec. 2020,  

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_reactions_to_the_Rohingya_genocide. 

ISCG Situation Report: Rohingya Refugee Crisis, Cox's Bazar - 14 January 2018 - Bangladesh. 15 

Jan. 2018, 

reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/iscg-situation-report-rohingya-refugee-crisis-cox-s-bazar-14-january-2018. 

Khan, Themrise. “Stateless Millions.” DAWN.COM, 26 Nov. 2019,  

www.dawn.com/news/1518883. 

“Pakistan Coercion, UN Complicity.” Human Rights Watch, 27 May 2020,  

www.hrw.org/report/2017/02/13/pakistan-coercion-un-complicity/mass-forced-return-afghan-refugees.   

Raj, Vatsal. “Statelessness in India – Seeking Solutions in International Law.” Cambridge 
International Law Journal, 11 Feb. 2020,  

cilj.co.uk/2020/02/11/statelessness-in-india-seeking-solutions-in-international-law/ 

Shahid, Rudabeh. “Will India Become the Home of the Largest Number of Stateless People?” – The 

Diplomat, For The Diplomat, 30 Aug. 2019,  

11 
 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-45002549
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-45002670
https://www.unhcr.org/5d9e182e7.pdf
http://files.institutesi.org/WP2016_07.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_reactions_to_the_Rohingya_genocide
https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/iscg-situation-report-rohingya-refugee-crisis-cox-s-bazar-14-january-2018
http://www.dawn.com/news/1518883
http://www.hrw.org/report/2017/02/13/pakistan-coercion-un-complicity/mass-forced-return-afghan-refugees.
http://cilj.co.uk/2020/02/11/statelessness-in-india-seeking-solutions-in-international-law/


 
 

thediplomat.com/2019/08/will-india-become-the-home-of-the-largest-number-of-stateless-people/.  

“What We Do: Asylum and Migration.” The UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR, 

www.unhcr.org/asylum-and-migration.html.  

 

 

 

12 
 

https://thediplomat.com/2019/08/will-india-become-the-home-of-the-largest-number-of-stateless-people/
http://www.unhcr.org/asylum-and-migration.html

