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Introduction

The modern international legal order is predicated on the assumption that every individual is
entitled to legal recognition and protection by a sovereign state. Yet, for millions of stateless
persons and refugees worldwide, this foundational guarantee remains elusive. Statelessness—
defined as the condition of not being considered a national by any state under its law—deprives
individuals of legal identity, access to rights, and often basic human dignity. When compounded
by forced displacement, the condition becomes even more precarious, blurring the line between
legal categorization and humanitarian catastrophe (Islam et al., 2022). Despite the existence of
international legal instruments such as the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless
Persons, the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness, and the 1951 Refugee
Convention with its 1967 Protocol, protection remains inconsistent, fragmented, and at times,
wholly inadequate. This article seeks to investigate the effectiveness of existing international legal
frameworks in addressing statelessness and refugee rights. It explores the hypothesis that current
regimes fail to provide comprehensive and enforceable protections due to limited ratification,
inadequate enforcement mechanisms, and the primacy of state sovereignty over nationality law.
Central research questions include: (1) To what extent do international legal instruments
adequately address the intersectional vulnerabilities of stateless refugees? (2) What structural and
normative reforms are required to ensure effective protection under international law?

Methodologically, the research employs doctrinal legal analysis, comparative case studies (notably
the Rohingya, climate-displaced populations, and gender-based nationality restrictions), and
critical engagement with UNHCR data and reports. The findings underscore significant legal and
practical gaps in the current framework, particularly concerning non-refoulement, gender
discrimination, and climate-induced displacement. The article is structured as follows: Section two
provides a foundational overview of the relevant legal definitions and frameworks. Section three
discusses the intersectional vulnerabilities of stateless refugees. Section four critiques the structural
weaknesses of the international legal framework. Section five explores emerging normative
developments and advocacy efforts. Section six offers targeted legal and policy reforms. The
concluding section synthesizes the findings and calls for a recalibrated international response to
these enduring challenges. Statelessness—defined as the condition of not being considered a
national by any state under its laws—affects an estimated 4.4 million people globally, though
actual numbers may be significantly higher due to underreporting. Simultaneously, the world is
witnessing unprecedented levels of forced displacement, with over 110 million forcibly displaced
persons, including refugees, as of 2024. Statelessness and refugeehood, though conceptually
distinct, often intersect, compounding the legal and humanitarian vulnerabilities of affected
individuals. This article explores how international law addresses these dual crises, and where it
falls short.

Research Methodology

This research adopts a doctrinal legal methodology, analyzing primary international legal
instruments—including the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1954 and 1961 Statelessness
Conventions—alongside relevant human rights treaties, national laws, and judicial decisions to
examine the legal framework governing statelessness and refugee rights. Supplemented by
qualitative analysis of UNHCR reports, policy documents, and scholarly literature, the study
employs comparative techniques to assess the alignment of national practices with international
standards, particularly regarding gender discrimination and discretionary nationality laws. The
inclusion of emerging issues such as climate-induced displacement is supported through review of
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recent case law and soft law instruments. This approach enables a comprehensive understanding of
both the normative legal obligations and their practical enforcement challenges, providing a critical
evaluation of the capacity of international law to address the evolving crisis of statelessness and
refugee protection.

Legal Definitions and Frameworks
Statelessness in International Law

Statelessness is recognized in international law as a severe violation of human dignity and a
fundamental obstacle to the enjoyment of basic rights. A stateless person, as defined by Article
1(1) of the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, is “a person who is not
considered as a national by any State under the operation of its law.” This legal invisibility affects
access to education, employment, healthcare, property rights, and legal redress, often resulting in
systemic marginalization and human rights abuses the 1954 Convention was the first
comprehensive international instrument to address the legal status and rights of stateless
individuals. It obligates contracting states to grant stateless persons rights similar to those of
refugees, including identity papers, travel documents, and freedom from discrimination. However,
while the Convention outlines minimum standards of treatment, it lacks robust enforcement
mechanisms and is limited in reach due to its relatively low ratification rate. The 1961 Convention
on the Reduction of Statelessness complements the 1954 framework by seeking to prevent
statelessness at birth and during nationality transitions. It obligates states to confer nationality to
children born on their territory who would otherwise be stateless and restricts the ability of states
to withdraw nationality arbitrarily. Despite these safeguards, enforcement remains dependent on
domestic incorporation, leaving significant gaps in protection (Salman et al., 2025).

Additionally, other international instruments intersect with statelessness. The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (Article 15) asserts that “everyone has the right to a nationality.”
Regional human rights instruments—such as the American Convention on Human Rights (Article
20) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child—reinforce this right. However,
these norms are often interpreted through the lens of state sovereignty, limiting their practical
effect. Statelessness is perpetuated by a range of causes, including discriminatory nationality laws
(particularly on the basis of gender, ethnicity, or religion), state succession, conflict and
displacement, and administrative barriers to registration (Kanwel et al., 2024). Moreover, climate
change introduces new complexities, as populations of disappearing island nations risk becoming
de facto stateless due to the potential loss of their territorial state. Despite efforts by international
organizations, particularly UNHCR’s statelessness mandate, progress has been slow. The #IBelong
Campaign, launched in 2014, set an ambitious goal to end statelessness within a decade. While it
has succeeded in prompting some legislative changes, its non-binding nature has limited its impact,
especially in regions where political will is absent or discriminatory practices persist. In sum, the
international legal framework on statelessness reflects a commitment to human rights and legal
identity, yet remains constrained by state-centric implementation and a lack of binding
enforcement mechanisms. Without significant reforms to promote universality, accountability, and
inclusiveness, millions will continue to live without the recognition or protection of any state. The
1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons provides the primary definition of
statelessness and outlines the rights of stateless individuals. The 1961 Convention on the
Reduction of Statelessness complements this by setting standards for nationality laws to prevent
statelessness. However, these conventions suffer from limited ratification and lack of enforcement
mechanisms (Farooq et al., 2023).
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Refugee Rights under International Law

Refugee law occupies a central position in the international human rights regime, aiming to protect
individuals who are forced to flee their countries due to persecution, conflict, or violence. The
cornerstone of the international legal framework governing refugee rights is the 1951 Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees, as modified by its 1967 Protocol, which removed the
Convention’s original temporal and geographic limitations. Under Article 1A(2) of the 1951
Convention, a refugee is defined as a person who, “owing to a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or
political opinion,” is outside their country of nationality and is unable or unwilling to avail
themselves of that country’s protection (Kanwel et al., 2024). This definition has guided
international refugee law for over seven decades but has been critiqued for being narrowly
construed in the face of evolving global displacement causes, such as environmental degradation
and generalized violence. The Convention establishes key rights and principles, most notably the
principle of non-refoulement under Article 33, which prohibits states from returning refugees to
territories where their life or freedom would be threatened. Additional rights include access to
courts, employment, public education, and freedom of movement. These rights are rooted in the
principle of equity of treatment, which seeks to ensure that refugees are not discriminated against
relative to nationals or other foreign residents (Kanwel et al., 2024).

Despite these legal guarantees, the implementation of refugee rights remains highly uneven. The
Convention’s obligations are contingent upon state ratification and domestic incorporation, and
there is no global enforcement mechanism akin to a supranational court for refugee matters. As a
result, states often invoke national security, public order, or sovereignty to justify restrictive
asylum practices, detention, or externalization of asylum procedures. To address some of these
limitations, regional legal instruments have expanded and adapted refugee protections. The 1969
OAU Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa broadens the
definition of a refugee to include individuals fleeing generalized violence, foreign aggression, or
events seriously disturbing public order (Kanwel et al., 2024). Similarly, the 1984 Cartagena
Declaration in Latin America incorporates those displaced by massive human rights violations and
internal conflict. These instruments reflect a more contextual understanding of forced displacement
but lack binding force unless transformed into national legislation. In addition to legally binding
frameworks, soft law instruments such as the Global Compact on Refugees (2018) aim to enhance
burden-sharing and provide a more holistic, coordinated response to refugee movements.
However, the Compact is non-binding and relies on voluntary pledges, limiting its legal authority
(Kanwel et al., 2024).

The UNHCR plays a pivotal role in refugee protection by overseeing the application of the
Convention and providing humanitarian assistance, but it too lacks coercive power over sovereign
states. Moreover, countries with limited resources or political instability may struggle to fulfill
their obligations, exacerbating protection gaps. In conclusion, while international refugee law
provides a foundational framework for protecting displaced persons, it is often undermined by
political resistance, lack of enforcement mechanisms, and narrow interpretations of refugee status.
As displacement drivers become more complex and interlinked—such as with climate change and
statelessness—there is a pressing need to reinterpret and expand legal norms to ensure that refugee
rights remain robust, inclusive, and adaptable to new global realities. The 1951 Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol establish the definition of a refugee and
set out rights such as non-refoulement, access to courts, education, and work. Regional
instruments, including the 1969 OAU Convention and the 1984 Cartagena Declaration, expand on
these protections, particularly within Africa and Latin America (Kanwel et al., 2024).
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Overlapping Vulnerabilities: Stateless Refugees

The distinction between stateless persons and refugees is well-established in international law;
however, in practice, these categories frequently intersect. Stateless refugees—individuals who are
both stateless and forcibly displaced—face compounded legal and humanitarian challenges, often
falling into protection gaps not adequately addressed by either statelessness or refugee frameworks
alone (Kanwel et al., 2024).

Statelessness can be both a cause and a consequence of forced displacement. In some cases,
statelessness precipitates flight due to systemic discrimination, denial of basic rights, and threats to
life or freedom. In other cases, individuals become stateless following displacement due to loss of
documentation, state succession, or the inability to confer nationality to children born in exile.
Regardless of origin, the overlapping status often results in heightened vulnerability, prolonged
displacement, and barriers to durable solutions such as voluntary repatriation, resettlement, or local
integration. A prominent example is the Rohingya population of Myanmar, who have long been
denied citizenship under Myanmar’s 1982 Citizenship Law, rendering them stateless. Facing
decades of persecution, mass displacement into neighboring states such as Bangladesh has left
them in legal limbo—stateless, confined to camps, and denied refugee status or legal recognition
by host states. The intersection of discriminatory nationality laws and forced displacement
demonstrates how international law has struggled to provide cohesive protection to such
populations (Kanwel et al., 2024).

Legal instruments often treat statelessness and refugeehood as distinct regimes. The 1951 Refugee
Convention does not explicitly recognize statelessness as a ground for refugee status, although
persecution resulting from statelessness may fall under the broader refugee definition. Likewise,
the 1954 Convention outlines the rights of stateless persons but does not address the particular
needs of those who are also displaced or in flight. This fragmented approach creates a double
exclusion, wherein stateless refugees may be denied access to both sets of protections. The
procedural challenges for stateless refugees are also acute. Many are unable to register as refugees
due to lack of identity documents, and host states may be reluctant to formally recognize them,
fearing long-term settlement obligations. Without nationality, they face difficulties in accessing
legal pathways, securing asylum, or enjoying socio-economic rights in host countries. Stateless
refugees often experience prolonged or indefinite detention, limited mobility, and obstacles to
family reunification. Children born in displacement face a particularly dire risk of inherited
statelessness, especially in countries that do not confer citizenship by birth. Where nationality laws
are gender-discriminatory, children of stateless fathers and national mothers may also be denied
citizenship, perpetuating cycles of legal invisibility (Kanwel & Shah, 2024).

The UNHCR recognizes the overlapping vulnerabilities of stateless refugees and has urged states
to adopt holistic protection strategies. However, operational and legal coordination between
statelessness and refugee regimes remains limited. The absence of formal procedures for
determining stateless status in many countries further exacerbates the problem, leaving affected
individuals in prolonged uncertainty. Addressing the needs of stateless refugees requires a more
integrated legal and policy response. This includes adopting broader interpretations of persecution
to encompass statelessness-related discrimination, establishing statelessness determination
procedures, and ensuring that refugee status determination processes account for statelessness as
an aggravating factor. Host states must also be encouraged to provide birth registration, legal
identity, and paths to naturalization for stateless refugees, particularly for children born in exile
(Kanwel et al., 2023). In essence, the plight of stateless refugees exposes the limitations of
compartmentalized international law regimes. Bridging this gap is critical to upholding the core
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principles of human rights and ensuring that no individual remains without the protection of a state
or the law. Many refugees are also stateless, often due to discriminatory nationality laws, state
succession, or birth in exile. The Rohingya crisis exemplifies this intersection, where Myanmar’s
1982 Citizenship Law effectively renders Rohingya stateless while denying them refugee
protection upon displacement. Such dual exclusion exacerbates their marginalization and limits
access to durable solutions (Lin & Song, 2024).

Key Challenges in the Legal Framework
Non-Universal Ratification and Weak Enforcement

Despite the normative strength of international instruments addressing statelessness and refugee
rights, their effectiveness is fundamentally limited by non-universal ratification and weak
enforcement mechanisms. These structural deficiencies allow states to circumvent their legal
obligations, resulting in inconsistent protection, policy gaps, and impunity for rights violations. A
significant number of states—particularly in regions facing acute displacement crises—have not
ratified the key treaties, including the 1954 and 1961 Statelessness Conventions. As of 2025, fewer
than 100 states are parties to each. Similarly, although the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967
Protocol enjoy wider ratification, several countries hosting large numbers of refugees, such as
India, Pakistan, and Lebanon, are non-signatories, thereby creating substantial protection voids
(Khan & Usman, 2023). Even among states that are parties, reservations to key provisions—
especially those concerning economic rights, freedom of movement, and access to courts—
undermine the uniform application of these norms. Enforcement of treaty obligations relies heavily
on state cooperation and political will, as international law lacks a centralized enforcement
authority. The UNHCR, while instrumental in monitoring compliance and providing humanitarian
support, lacks coercive power to compel state action. Its supervisory role under Article 35 of the
Refugee Convention is dependent on states' willingness to report, cooperate, and implement its
recommendations (Hussain et al., 2023).

Additionally, domestic incorporation of international norms is uneven. Many states fail to integrate
treaty obligations into national legislation or do so in a restrictive manner. This results in de facto
non-compliance, where international commitments exist in form but not in function. Stateless
persons and refugees often face legal uncertainty due to bureaucratic inefficiencies, restrictive
asylum systems, and discriminatory practices embedded in domestic laws. Judicial enforcement at
the international level is also limited. Unlike human rights violations, statelessness and refugee
protection rarely come before international tribunals. While some regional courts, such as the
European Court of Human Rights and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, have advanced
refugee and nationality rights through jurisprudence, these are confined to specific regions and
jurisdictions (Khan et al.,, 2022). There is no equivalent global judicial body with binding
authority over refugee or statelessness issues. Moreover, states often invoke national security,
public order, and migration control as justifications for failing to comply with international
standards. The securitization of migration policies, especially in response to terrorism and irregular
migration, has led to practices such as pushbacks, externalization of borders, and prolonged
detention—frequently in violation of non-refoulement and other core obligations (khan et al.,
2021).

The weakness of enforcement is compounded by the non-binding nature of complementary
frameworks. Instruments like the Global Compact on Refugees (2018) and the #IBelong Campaign
on statelessness rely on voluntary commitments and soft law principles. While they have played a
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valuable role in raising awareness and coordinating responses, their lack of legal force limits
accountability and follow-through. In conclusion, the lack of universal ratification and the absence
of robust enforcement mechanisms seriously undermine the protective ambitions of international
law regarding statelessness and refugee rights. Addressing these structural weaknesses requires
renewed political will, greater harmonization of domestic laws with international standards, and
the development of more effective monitoring and accountability mechanisms at both the global
and regional levels Despite the normative strength of the conventions, their effectiveness is
hampered by limited ratification—particularly of the 1961 Convention—and a lack of
accountability for states that violate their obligations. Enforcement mechanisms such as periodic
reporting and soft law recommendations by UNHCR lack binding force (Khan et al., 2020).

Discretionary Nationality Laws and Sovereignty

One of the most persistent structural barriers to resolving statelessness and protecting refugee
rights is the continued dominance of state sovereignty over nationality laws. International law
recognizes the sovereign right of states to determine who qualifies as a national, a principle
codified in Article 1 of the 1930 Hague Convention on Certain Questions Relating to the Conflict
of Nationality Laws, which states: “It is for each State to determine under its own law who are its
nationals.” While this principle is foundational to the international legal order, it creates significant
tension when exercised arbitrarily or discriminatorily, leading to statelessness and exclusion. Many
states retain broad discretionary powers to grant, deny, or withdraw nationality without adequate
safeguards. These powers are often exercised in ways that reflect political, ethnic, religious, or
gender biases (Khan et al., 2020). For instance, discriminatory nationality laws in some countries
prevent women from passing nationality to their children or spouses, a practice still observed in
parts of the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. This entrenches gender-based statelessness, particularly
for children born to stateless fathers or in cross-border contexts. Moreover, states may manipulate
citizenship as a tool of political exclusion or ethnic persecution. The denial of citizenship to the
Rohingya in Myanmar under the 1982 Citizenship Law is a striking example, where the state's
discretionary control over nationality was used to institutionalize statelessness and justify broader
human rights abuses. In such contexts, sovereignty is weaponized, allowing states to escape
international scrutiny by claiming domestic jurisdiction over nationality matters (Khan et al.,
2020).

International legal instruments attempt to limit abusive exercises of sovereignty, but their impact is
constrained. The 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness imposes obligations on states
to prevent statelessness, especially among children and in cases of arbitrary deprivation of
nationality. However, the Convention requires domestic implementation and provides no
enforcement mechanism, leaving compliance to the discretion of individual states. Similarly, while
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 15) affirms the right to a nationality and
prohibits arbitrary deprivation, it is a non-binding instrument and lacks direct legal effect. The
principle of non-discrimination, embedded in numerous human rights treaties—such as the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)—has
been invoked to challenge discriminatory nationality laws. However, these treaties often lack
effective enforcement mechanisms or allow states to enter reservations, thereby diluting their
normative force. Efforts to balance sovereignty with international legal obligations remain
contentious. The UN Human Rights Council and treaty monitoring bodies have issued General
Comments and Concluding Observations urging states to harmonize nationality laws with
international standards. Yet, many states resist such guidance, asserting that citizenship remains a
matter of exclusive domestic competence (Kingston, 2013).
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The persistence of arbitrary, opaque, or discriminatory nationality regimes contributes not only to
the proliferation of statelessness but also to the erosion of refugee protections. Refugees who
cannot reclaim or acquire nationality due to exclusionary laws are often trapped in protracted
displacement without legal status or prospects for durable solutions. This undermines the
effectiveness of repatriation, resettlement, or integration—the three traditional pillars of refugee
protection. To address this challenge, international law must evolve to place substantive limits on
state discretion over nationality. This includes establishing jus soli (birthright citizenship)
safeguards, mandating gender-equal transmission of nationality, and prohibiting arbitrary
denationalization in law and practice. Ultimately, the tension between sovereignty and human
rights must be recalibrated to ensure that no individual is denied a legal identity or excluded from
the protection of nationality on unjust grounds. International law respects state sovereignty over
nationality matters, allowing wide discretion that often results in arbitrary deprivation of
nationality. The tension between state discretion and international obligations remains unresolved,
creating legal limbo for many (Van Waas, 2014).

Climate-Induced Statelessness and Displacement

The accelerating impacts of climate change—rising sea levels, desertification, extreme weather
events, and environmental degradation—are rapidly becoming key drivers of displacement, posing
unprecedented challenges to the international legal regimes governing statelessness and refugee
protection. While traditionally understood as separate phenomena, climate change and
statelessness are now converging in complex ways, threatening to create new categories of
displaced persons who fall outside the protection of existing legal frameworks. One of the most
profound threats is climate-induced statelessness, particularly for small island developing states
(SIDS) such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, and the Maldives, which face the existential risk of becoming
uninhabitable or even disappearing entirely due to rising sea levels (Darling, 2009). In such
scenarios, entire populations could lose not only their homes and livelihoods but also their
territorial connection to a nation-state, potentially rendering them stateless in the legal sense if
their nationality is tied to a physical territory that ceases to exist. International law currently lacks
specific provisions to address this eventuality. The 1954 and 1961 Statelessness Conventions, as
well as the 1951 Refugee Convention, do not explicitly contemplate environmental causes of
statelessness or displacement. Although individuals displaced by climate change may suffer human
rights violations or loss of state protection, they often do not meet the legal threshold of a "well-
founded fear of persecution™ required for refugee status. This leads to what scholars term a
“protection gap”, whereby climate-displaced persons remain without legal status, access to asylum,
or durable solutions (Van Waas-Hayward, 2008).

Furthermore, slow-onset environmental degradation, such as desertification and resource
depletion, is triggering internal and cross-border displacement in regions like the Sahel, South
Asia, and the Pacific. When displaced individuals come from marginalized or stateless
communities, such as nomadic tribes, indigenous peoples, or de facto stateless groups, the
intersection of climate vulnerability and legal invisibility compounds their exclusion. These
populations often lack legal identity documents, access to citizenship, or recognition by the host
state, leaving them in a precarious legal and humanitarian situation. Efforts to address climate-
induced displacement have thus far relied on soft law and policy instruments. The 2010 Cancun
Adaptation Framework under the UNFCCC recognized climate displacement as a concern but
lacked concrete enforcement mechanisms (Stapczynski, 2018). The 2018 Global Compact for
Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and the Global Compact on Refugees also acknowledge
environmental factors but do not create binding obligations. Similarly, the Platform on Disaster
Displacement (formerly the Nansen Initiative) advocates for improved protection for those
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displaced by disasters, yet remains non-binding and under-resourced. Notably, regional human
rights courts have begun to grapple with climate-related displacement. In Teitiota v. New Zealand
(2020), the UN Human Rights Committee acknowledged that climate change can, under certain
circumstances, engage non-refoulement obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR). While the Committee did not find that the applicant's return to Kiribati
violated his rights, the decision marked a significant step toward recognizing the human rights
implications of climate-induced displacement (Vimalarajah, 2016).

Preventing and mitigating climate-induced statelessness requires proactive legal and policy
responses. These include the development of pathways to migration and naturalization for
populations at risk, ensuring birth registration and legal identity for displaced persons, and
incorporating environmental factors into asylum and complementary protection frameworks.
Additionally, the international community must work toward securing nationality rights
independent of physical territory, particularly for populations of disappearing states, through
bilateral agreements, regional frameworks, or UN-led compacts. the threat of climate-induced
statelessness and displacement challenges the adequacy of existing international law. It demands
an anticipatory, rights-based approach that bridges the gap between environmental justice, human
rights, and migration governance—ensuring that the emerging "climate displaced" are not left
without legal protection, identity, or a place to belong. Climate change is expected to displace
millions, yet the current legal frameworks do not recognize environmental displacement as
grounds for refugee status. Similarly, statelessness may arise due to disappearing territories, as in
the case of small island states threatened by rising sea levels, posing unprecedented legal questions
(Krakow, 2020).

Gender Discrimination in Nationality Laws

Gender discrimination in nationality laws remains a pervasive obstacle to achieving universal
protection against statelessness and displacement. Despite progress in international human rights
standards, many countries continue to maintain legal frameworks that deny women equal rights to
confer nationality to their children or spouses, resulting in significant numbers of stateless or at-
risk individuals, primarily affecting women and their offspring. Nationality laws that restrict
women's ability to pass citizenship derive from patriarchal norms embedded within domestic legal
systems and cultural traditions. For example, in several countries across the Middle East, North
Africa, and parts of Asia and Africa, nationality transmission is patrilineal, granting men exclusive
rights to pass citizenship to their children and foreign spouses. Women married to non-nationals
may face hurdles in securing citizenship for their children or spouses, exposing these family
members to statelessness or precarious legal status. This gender-based discrimination
disproportionately impacts children born to stateless fathers or fathers unable or unwilling to
confer nationality. These children risk becoming stateless unless the mother has the legal capacity
to pass her nationality. In contexts of forced displacement, such vulnerabilities are exacerbated by
lack of documentation, disrupted birth registration, and limited access to legal remedies,
perpetuating cycles of legal invisibility and marginalization (Bradley, 2014).

International human rights instruments explicitly condemn gender discrimination in nationality
laws. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) mandates states to grant women equal rights with men in acquiring, changing, or
retaining nationality and the nationality of their children. The Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women, in its General Recommendation No. 21 (1994) and subsequent
observations, has called on states to eliminate discriminatory provisions and harmonize nationality
laws accordingly. Furthermore, the 1954 Statelessness Convention and the 1961 Convention on the
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Reduction of Statelessness implicitly require non-discriminatory nationality laws to prevent
statelessness, while the UNHCR’s #IBelong Campaign has prioritized the eradication of gender
discrimination as a key strategy to reduce statelessness worldwide. Despite these normative
frameworks, progress in eliminating gender discrimination remains uneven. Some states continue
to resist reform due to political, religious, or societal opposition. Even where laws have been
amended, implementation gaps persist, particularly in rural or marginalized communities where
women face barriers in accessing civil registration or legal assistance (Gould, 2019).

The consequences of gender-discriminatory nationality laws extend beyond statelessness. They
also impact women's broader rights to family unity, freedom of movement, and access to social
services. The inability to confer nationality restricts women's agency and exposes families to legal
precarity and socio-economic marginalization. Addressing gender discrimination requires
multifaceted approaches: legal reform to guarantee equal nationality rights, strengthened birth
registration systems, public awareness campaigns, and capacity-building for civil servants and
judiciary to ensure compliance with international obligations. International cooperation and
advocacy play vital roles in supporting national efforts to dismantle discriminatory nationality
regimes. gender discrimination in nationality laws perpetuates statelessness and exacerbates
vulnerabilities among displaced populations. Eliminating such discrimination is not only a matter
of legal equity but a critical step toward ensuring inclusive protection for all individuals under
international law. More than 20 countries still maintain nationality laws that prevent women from
passing citizenship to their children on an equal basis with men, a key driver of statelessness
among children. This discriminatory practice directly contravenes the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) but persists due to weak
international enforcement (Maguire & Elton, 2018).

Emerging Normative Developments
UNHCR’s #IBelong Campaign

The UNHCR’s #IBelong Campaign represents a global initiative launched in 2014 aimed at ending
statelessness within a decade by 2024. Recognizing the profound human rights implications of
statelessness, the campaign seeks to mobilize governments, civil society, and international
organizations to take concrete, coordinated action to prevent, reduce, and ultimately eradicate
statelessness worldwide. Preventing new cases of statelessness by encouraging states to reform
nationality laws and policies that discriminate or create legal gaps leading to statelessness.
Protecting stateless persons through legal recognition, access to civil documentation, and
safeguards against arbitrary detention or deportation. Resolving existing statelessness by
facilitating naturalization and ensuring stateless persons can acquire a nationality. Improving
identification and data collection on stateless populations to inform policy and targeted
interventions. Enhancing cooperation among states and stakeholders to share best practices and
coordinate responses (Foster & Lambert, 2019).

The campaign underscores the importance of aligning national laws with international legal
standards, particularly the 1954 and 1961 Statelessness Conventions, and promotes universal
accession to these instruments. It also emphasizes the need to address gender discrimination in
nationality laws, support birth registration, and create statelessness determination procedures.
Since its inception, Several countries have amended nationality laws to remove gender
discrimination, introduced statelessness determination procedures, and granted nationality to long-
term stateless populations. For instance, in recent years, nations like Dominican Republic, Kenya,
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and Thailand have made legislative reforms influenced by the campaign's advocacy. Despite these
successes, challenges remain. Many states have yet to accede to the core statelessness treaties or
implement comprehensive reforms. Political sensitivities, lack of resources, and limited public
awareness hinder progress. The COVID-19 pandemic also disrupted civil registration and
nationality services, complicating efforts to reduce statelessness. NGOs, and UN agencies,
facilitating knowledge exchange and capacity building. Its high-profile advocacy elevates
statelessness as a global human rights priority, fostering momentum for international cooperation.,
the UNHCR’s #IBelong Campaign represents a landmark effort to close the protection gaps faced
by stateless persons, urging the international community to translate legal commitments into
tangible change. Its integrated approach highlights that ending statelessness is both a legal
imperative and a practical necessity for upholding human dignity and the right to a nationality.
Launched in 2014, the #IBelong campaign aims to end statelessness within a decade. While it has
raised awareness and prompted some legal reforms, it remains a non-binding initiative without
coercive power over states (Fripp, 2016).

Expanding Interpretations of Refugee Law

The traditional framework of refugee protection under the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967
Protocol is primarily based on the concept of a “well-founded fear of persecution” due to race,
religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. However,
evolving global realities—such as climate change, generalized violence, and statelessness—have
prompted calls for broader interpretations of refugee law to encompass new categories of displaced
persons who currently fall outside its scope. One significant area of expansion involves
recognizing climate-induced displacement as a potential ground for refugee status or
complementary protection. Although climate change is not explicitly included within the 1951
Convention’s grounds, some legal scholars, courts, and UN bodies argue that severe environmental
degradation can cause conditions tantamount to persecution or serious harm, warranting protection
under existing frameworks or through their evolution. The 2020 decision of the UN Human Rights
Committee in Teitiota v. New Zealand—where the Committee acknowledged the human rights
implications of climate change displacement—signals a tentative expansion of interpretation, even
if it stopped short of granting refugee status (Frelick & Lynch, 2005).

Another dimension is the recognition of stateless refugees, individuals who face compounded
vulnerabilities due to lack of nationality and forced displacement. Stateless persons fleeing
persecution or conflict may not neatly fit traditional refugee definitions if their statelessness is not
acknowledged or if states refuse to consider their claims. The UNHCR has advocated for a more
inclusive approach that integrates statelessness status into refugee determination processes,
promoting tailored protection strategies that address overlapping legal and humanitarian needs.
Additionally, the concept of persecution itself has been revisited to include non-state actors, such
as armed groups, and to consider factors beyond immediate physical harm, including systemic
discrimination, gender-based violence, and forced recruitment of children. This broader
understanding helps bridge gaps where state protection is absent or inadequate. Regional
instruments have also contributed to expanding refugee protections. For example, the Organization
of African Unity (OAU) Refugee Convention (1969) includes persons fleeing “events seriously
disturbing public order,” thereby widening protection beyond persecution. Similarly, the Cartagena
Declaration (1984) in Latin America recognizes additional grounds such as generalized violence
and massive human rights violations (Tas, 2016).

Despite these advances, the international refugee protection regime remains challenged by states’
restrictive asylum policies, border securitization, and politicization of migration. Many countries
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maintain narrow interpretations to limit obligations, resulting in protection gaps for emerging
categories of displaced persons. Efforts to adapt refugee law through soft law instruments, such as
the Global Compact on Refugees (2018), emphasize responsibility-sharing and flexible responses
but lack binding legal force. The ongoing debates around “climate refugees” and “complementary
protection” signal a dynamic and contested field where normative boundaries are being
renegotiated. In conclusion, expanding interpretations of refugee law reflect a pragmatic response
to complex displacement drivers in the 21st century. Legal evolution—whether through judicial
decisions, treaty amendments, or customary practice—is essential to ensure that international
refugee protection remains relevant and effective amid changing global challenges. Courts and UN
bodies have begun recognizing broader interpretations of persecution under the 1951 Refugee
Convention, including gender-based and climate-related grounds. These developments signal
potential pathways for more inclusive protection but require broader legal codification (Khan,
2016).

Conclusion

The crisis of statelessness and the evolving challenges to refugee rights underscore profound gaps
and tensions within international law. This research has highlighted how entrenched sovereignty
over nationality laws, weak enforcement of international treaties, and emerging phenomena such
as climate-induced displacement collectively hinder effective protection for millions worldwide.
Statelessness remains a persistent human rights issue that strips individuals of identity, legal
security, and access to fundamental rights, while the traditional refugee protection regime struggles
to accommodate new categories of vulnerable displaced persons. Addressing these complex
challenges requires a holistic and forward-looking approach. First, there is an urgent need to
harmonize national laws with international standards, eliminating discriminatory nationality
provisions—especially those based on gender—and ensuring robust safeguards against arbitrary
deprivation of citizenship. Second, international cooperation must be strengthened to close
enforcement gaps, including expanding universal ratification of statelessness conventions and
enhancing monitoring mechanisms. Third, refugee law must adapt to contemporary realities by
broadening protection to those displaced by climate change, generalized violence, and other
emerging threats.

Future research should explore innovative legal frameworks that reconcile state sovereignty with
universal human rights imperatives, particularly in the context of disappearing states and climate-
induced statelessness. Investigating effective regional models, the role of non-state actors, and the
impact of technological tools in identity documentation may offer practical pathways forward.
Additionally, empirical studies on implementation challenges and the lived experiences of stateless
refugees can deepen understanding and guide policy reforms. Ultimately, this research matters
because nationality and refugee protections are fundamental to human dignity and international
justice. The international community’s ability to innovate and cooperate in this area will define
how well it safeguards some of the most vulnerable populations amid an increasingly complex
global landscape. Statelessness and the precarious status of refugees represent some of the gravest
human rights challenges of the 21st century. While international law provides a foundation for
their protection, it suffers from fragmentation, under-enforcement, and a growing gap between law
and reality. Bridging this gap requires a reinvigorated international commitment, both normative
and institutional, to ensure that no individual is left without the protection of the law.
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