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Overview
• There is an inherent tension between the fundamental 

human right to freedom of movement and the widespread 
practice of establishing camps to provide temporary 
housing and humanitarian assistance to migrants

• International law allows states to restrict freedom of 
movement for a narrow set of lawful purposes subject to 
important limitations: restrictions must be proportional, non-
discriminatory, and time-limited

• But in practice, states are increasingly violating these 
requirements by establishing “closed camps” that in some 
cases resemble open-air prisons in all but name



The Increase in Closed Camps Over Time
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Figure 1. Countries Operating “Closed Camps” Over Time17 
 

 
 

The U.N. discourages closed camps but recognizes that they may sometimes be necessary 
in contexts such as Syria and Iraq, in which large waves of mixed migrants may include individuals 
who present legitimate national security threats to states. U.N. agencies have provided some 
general guidelines on the human rights and humanitarian conditions that must be satisfied in order 
for closed camps to comply with international law. Those rights and conditions include access to 
education, healthcare, documentation, and courts, as well as communication and contact with 
family. However, in the absence of oversight and accountability mechanisms, the states and non-
state actors who manage such camps (sometimes with funding or other assistance from the U.N.) 
can and have violated these conditions with impunity.  
 

This article uses a case study of Al-Hol—one of many examples of closed camps that have 
been established in diverse contexts including the United States (where Guantánamo Bay was used 
as a closed camp for Haitian refugees with HIV),18 Thailand,19 Tanzania,20 and Greece21—to 
illustrate how such camps can become open-air prisons by another name in the absence of 
accountability mechanisms to enforce their compliance with the U.N.’s guidance on minimum 
human rights and humanitarian conditions. Closed camps inherently threaten human rights and 

 
17 Figure 1 is based on a work-in-progress dataset on closed camps currently being developed by the author and is not necessarily 
complete, but nonetheless provides qualitative evidence of an increase in such camps over time.  
18 See, e.g., Michael Ratner, How We Closed the Guantanamo HIV Camp: The Intersection of Politics and Litigation, 11 HARV. 
HUM. RTS. J. 187 (1998); Harold Hongju Koh, America's Offshore Refugee Camps, 29 U. RICH. L. REV. 139 (1994). 
19 See Ad Hoc and Inadequate: Thailand’s Treatment of Refugees and Asylum Seekers, HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH 2 (2012), 
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/thailand0912.pdf. 
20 See JAMES C. HATHAWAY, THE RIGHTS OF REFUGEES UNDER INTERNATIONAL LAW 863 (2021). 
21 Greece Inaugurates its First “Closed” Camp for Asylum Seekers, AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE (Sept. 18, 2021), 
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210918-greece-inaugurates-its-first-closed-camp-for-asylum-seekers. 
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Factors Contributing to the Rise of 
Closed Camps

• Increased frequency of subnational conflicts since 
the end of the Cold War, which tend to result in high 
levels of displacement

• Increased securitization of systems and policies 
for managing large transnational flows of “mixed 
migrants,” a term used to describe diverse 
populations that may include asylum seekers, 
economic migrants, victims of human trafficking, and 
(potentially) criminals.



Conclusions
• Some residents of Al-Hol may have committed crimes for 

which they should be held accountable, but the collective 
confinement of large populations of mixed migrants 
over security concerns about some individuals is 
inconsistent with international law

• Closed camps may worsen the security risks that they 
seek to contain by creating new grievances with unmet 
basic needs and violations of dignity and human rights

• Closed camps were intended to serve as temporary
transit sites for screening and verifying the identities of 
migrants in preparation for onward movement but are 
becoming increasingly permanent sites for containing 
or “warehousing” migrants who have nowhere else to go


