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World Refugee Day 2026 | What the 
Numbers Leave Unsaid 
Summary 
For World Refugee Day on 20 June 2026, the UN Refugee Agency UNHCR reports an 
unfamiliar figure: 117.8 million people were forcibly displaced worldwide at the end of 
2025 – around five million fewer than a year earlier, and the first decline in a decade. In 
the EU, first-time asylum applications fell by 27 percent; in Germany, by more than half. 
Behind the decline lie mainly higher return figures, the fall of the Assad regime in Syria, 
and shifting European border policy – rather than a tangible improvement in countries of 
origin. This article places the new figures in context, breaks them down across the world, 
the EU and Germany, and asks what a falling statistic actually reveals about the situation 
of the displaced – and what it does not.


Statistics have the agreeable quality of seeming unambiguous. A number rises or it falls, 
and with it a verdict about the world appears to settle into place. The report the United 
Nations Refugee Agency presents punctually for World Refugee Day contains, this year, a 
number that falls – for the first time in a decade. 117.8 million people were displaced 
worldwide at the end of 2025, some five million fewer than twelve months before.


It is a figure one can read in two ways. The first reading is one of relief: after years of 
steady increase, a curve seems to be turning. The second is more cautious. It asks what, 
exactly, has fallen there – and why.


A Statistic Turns 

The decline is real, and it is measurable. Reading the UNHCR's Global Trends more 
closely, it is explained above all by a movement largely absent in previous years: return. 
Around 4.4 million refugees went back to their countries of origin in 2025, most of them to 
Afghanistan, Syria and Sudan.


That sounds like good news, and in some respects it is. Yet the UNHCR attaches to its 
own figures a qualification that rarely reaches the headlines: many of these returns took 
place under difficult circumstances, and the conditions for lasting reintegration remained 
precarious in most cases. Return is not the same as arrival. A person who goes back to a 
country whose war has only just paused appears in the statistics as a success – whether 
they experience it that way is another matter.


This is clearest in the case of Syria. With the fall of Bashar al-Assad in December 2024, 
the situation changed almost overnight for millions of displaced Syrians. The number of 
Syrian asylum applications in Europe dropped sharply as a result – by 73 percent across 
the EU within a single year. Whether this marks the end of one story of flight or the 
beginning of the next remains to be seen. For now, it is above all a number that falls.
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The European View 

On the continent, the pattern repeats. 669,400 people lodged a first-time asylum 
application in the European Union in 2025 – 27 percent fewer than the year before, when 
there had been over 912,000. The geography of reception has shifted: Spain now leads, 
followed by Italy, France and Germany.


More interesting than the total, perhaps, is the question of who is arriving. For the first 
time since 2013, Syrians no longer head the list of countries of origin, but Venezuelans, 
with Afghans behind them. These are, in other words, the crises that find no place in the 
European news cycle just now. About most of these countries the public knows little; they 
appear briefly and disappear again.


One order of magnitude often goes unmentioned. Europe is not, even in 2026, the world's 
principal place of refuge. More than 73 percent of all refugees live in low- or middle-
income countries. The largest host countries are Iran, Colombia, Türkiye, Uganda, 
Pakistan and Chad – a country where one in sixteen people is now displaced themselves. 
The debate conducted in European parliaments as a question of burden concerns a 
comparatively small section of the whole.


The German Case 

Nowhere in Europe is the decline as pronounced as in Germany. 168,543 asylum 
applications were lodged here in 2025, against 250,945 in 2024 and 351,915 in 2023. 
Looking at first-time applications alone, the movement is even more striking: they fell by 
50.7 percent – from 229,751 to 113,236. In absolute terms, more than 116,000 applicants 
disappeared from the statistics, the largest absolute decline of any EU state. It is the 
lowest level since 2020, the year of pandemic travel bans.


Part of this movement has an administrative cause: since 9 December 2024, the Federal 
Office for Migration and Refugees has decided applications from Syrian nationals only in 
individual cases. Yet beneath the large, falling number lies a smaller one pointing the 
other way. While first-time applications collapsed, the number of follow-up applications 
from Afghan women rose sharply – many times over compared with the previous year. 
The reason lies not in Germany but in Kabul: since the return of the Taliban, the situation 
of women and girls in Afghanistan has deteriorated considerably. Such movements vanish 
into the overall sum. They sit in the footnotes, not the headlines.


Cause and Reason 

When flight is discussed, two terms that do not mean the same thing are regularly 
confused: cause and reason. The reasons for a movement of flight are visible and 
concrete – the boat, the smuggler, the forged passport, the closed or open border. They 
are the means and ways by which flight happens, and they can be argued over endlessly. 
The causes lie further back and are less comfortable: war, hunger, climate change, 
poverty, corruption.
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This distinction is more than academic, because it explains how falling numbers and 
unchanged causes can exist at the same time. A statistic measures how many people 
arrive or return – not whether the reasons they set out have vanished. When fewer 
displaced people are registered, it may mean they are better off elsewhere. It may equally 
mean that they can no longer cross a border, that support was cut, or that they returned 
to a country whose situation has calmed only in appearance. The number alone does not 
reveal which of these explanations applies.


That the wealthy countries play a part in the underlying causes – through arms exports, 
through the terms of world trade, through their share in global warming – is no new 
insight. It is neither confirmed nor refuted by a falling statistic. It simply persists, 
regardless of whether the curve points up or down in a given year.


Behind the Number 

Perhaps the real difficulty of World Refugee Day lies in making countable something that 
resists counting. 117.8 million is a figure no one can picture. What can be pictured is the 
particular: the friends left behind, the flat, the school, the work, all that is familiar, seen 
one last time.


There is a word in German that is hard to translate: Heimat – home, belonging. It means 
more than the place where one lives. The roughly 118 million people to be remembered 
on 20 June have lost exactly that, and 40 percent of them are children – a higher share 
than children hold in the world's population.


A falling number is therefore not bad news. It is only incomplete. It says that something 
moved in the past year, and it does not say in which direction the lives of individuals 
shifted as it did. World Refugee Day reminds us, at best, that both can be true at once: 
that the statistic falls, and that little has changed in the reasons people set out. Whoever 
looks only at the curve easily overlooks what lies beneath it.
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