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Executive summary 

1. The UK’s response to mass atrocity crimes must extend beyond post‑hoc accountability 

(prosecution and reparations) to include protection duties under the 1951 Refugee Convention, 

notably non‑penalisation for irregular entry (Article 31) and non‑refoulement (Article 33). Safe 

and controlled routes are a practical means of giving effect to these duties. 

2. When a State forecloses safe routes, and individuals are forced into irregular, dangerous 

journeys or left in zones of high risk, the State may inadvertently contribute to prolonged 

exposure to atrocity conditions. Denying feasible safe routes risks leaving victims trapped in 

zones of persecution or forcing them into dangerous journeys and contributes to the 

maintenance of wrongful situations. 

3. As a Jewish human rights organisation, René Cassin underscores the Kindertransport as an act 

of remarkable civic generosity but also an insufficient response; it rescued children while most 

parents were denied entry and later murdered. The 1951 Convention was crafted to provide a 

rights‑based, universal framework beyond discretionary rescue in similar situations. 

4. UK programmes such as Homes for Ukraine demonstrate that safe routes are deliverable at 

scale when backed by political will, civil society mobilisation, and adequate resourcing.  

5. A multilateral approach grounded in the 1951 Refugee Convention and the Global Compact on 

Refugees should integrate atrocity prevention with protection obligations, expanding 

resettlement and complementary pathways and enabling humanitarian corridors (upstream 

processing) in high‑risk regions.    

6. Our recommendations are directed at the UK government and require collaboration between 

the Home Office and the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office. These 

recommendations aim to integrate the UK’s obligations under the Refugee Convention 1951 in 

policy response, engaging deeply with multilateral partners in addressing asylum as a key 

mechanism in addressing atrocity crime, and supporting those seeking asylum in the UK 

through community-based initiatives.  

Introduction 

7. René Cassin’s mission is to promote and protect universal human rights within the UK by 

drawing on Jewish teachings, values, and historical experiences, and to catalyse the British 

Jewish community's engagement with fundamental human rights and freedoms. Our work is 

rooted in the post‑War human rights architecture shaped by Jewish jurists—including our 

namesake, René Cassin, one of the principal drafters of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. We therefore approach the subject of atrocity crime with a particular historical 

consciousness: one informed both by the failures of States to protect Jewish refugees in the 

1930s and 1940s, and by the legal frameworks created afterwards to ensure such failures would 

not be repeated.   



 
8. The theme of responding to mass atrocity crime is often understood in sole regard to the 

prosecution of perpetrators. Justice and the ability for States to judicially respond to 

international crimes are vitally important. Yet the tendency for this to become the dominant 

focus means that atrocity crimes are framed primarily at an elite level. Justice is explored post 

hoc—emphasising reparations, investigations, and accountability—rather than the immediate 

obligations to protect victims in the moment of danger. 

9. This submission therefore explores the responsibilities that State Parties hold under the 1951 

Refugee Convention, alongside the moral responsibility the UK bears towards people fleeing 

conflict and persecution. It responds directly to the Standing Group’s consideration of State 

Responses to International Crimes. As the call for evidence asserts regarding State Responses: 

“Punishment of perpetrators, however, is not the sole obligation. There are obligations to 

provide reparations to victims/survivors and also broad duties on States to: not recognise as 

lawful a wrongful situation; not to aid or assist in maintaining an international wrongful act, 

and coordinate to bring a wrongful situation to an end, among many other duties under 

customary international law and treaty.” We argue that by denying safe refugee routes where 

they can be set up, States may “aid or assist in maintaining an international wrongful act”. 

Furthermore, although safe routes are not “reparations to victims/survivors” we interpret that 

the spirit of such measures – to ensure the best outcomes for victims/survivors - are also met 

be ensuring safe routes.   

10. As a Jewish organisation, we must also reflect on the historical lessons that inform our 

perspective. The Kindertransport of 1938–39, which rescued around 10,000 predominantly 

Jewish children, is rightly remembered as a moment of extraordinary civic generosity. We 

honour the families, communities, and volunteers who opened their homes and hearts to 

children fleeing Nazi persecution. Yet it is equally important to acknowledge its limitations. 

The Kindertransport saved children, but almost all were permanently separated from parents 

who were denied entry and later murdered. The scheme, while heroic, was discretionary, 

selective, and insufficient in the face of an unfolding atrocity. 

11. It was precisely this inadequacy that the post‑War international community sought to correct. 

The 1951 Refugee Convention was drafted in the shadow of the Holocaust, informed by the 

understanding that relying on charity‑dependent rescue would never meet the scale of future 

atrocities. The Convention transformed refugee protection from an optional humanitarian 

gesture into a system of rights and duties. It established that refugees must have access to 

protection, that they must not be penalised for irregular entry, and that States have positive 

obligations to ensure that those fleeing persecution have pathways to safety. 

12. For René Cassin, the legacy of the Kindertransport compels us to advocate for safe and 

controlled routes today. It demonstrates the profound human cost of treating refugee protection 

as a matter of political discretion. The Refugee Convention was created to ensure that future 

responses would be principled, predictable, and capable of meeting the realities of mass 

displacement in the context of atrocity crimes. 

International obligation to safe routes   

13. The post-War human rights system was largely introduced as a response to the Holocaust and 

other Nazi crimes. Major international crimes such as Crimes Against Humanity and Genocide 

were legal concepts developed by Jews who escaped the Holocaust – Hersh Lauterpacht and 

Raphael Lemkin, respectively – and introduced by prosecutors for the first time at the 
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Nuremberg Trials. It is viewed as relatively non-controversial that these frameworks should be 

taken into consideration when addressing atrocity crime; however, what has grown increasingly 

controversial is the consideration towards refugees that the same human rights system promises. 

14. States have obligations under international refugee law (1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 

Protocol), human rights treaties (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the 

European Convention on Human Rights), and customary law to ensure access to asylum. This 

includes creating safe pathways for those fleeing atrocity crimes. When sufficient safe routes 

are denied, states may, through omission or policy design, exacerbate harm by compelling 

dangerous movement or immobilising victims within atrocity contexts—undermining 

commitments to atrocity prevention. UK policy architecture recognises prevention as a strategic 

and moral imperative; it must be aligned with refugee protection instruments.   

15. As a note of nomenclature, we advocate for “safe” and “controlled” routes and not “legal 

routes”, which is a tautology implying that refugees who seek asylum are breaking the law. 

Under Article 31 of the Refugee Convention 1951, “States shall not impose penalties on account 

of their illegal entry or presence on refugees.” That refugees are not breaking the law when 

crossing borders without prior consent of State Parties is based on the principle that it is 

reasonable to accept that someone fleeing war and persecution will often necessarily have to 

break laws to guarantee their own survival. 

16. The debate around “legality” has distracted from the core obligations that States assumed when 

they ratified the Refugee Convention. Article 31 makes explicit that refugees should not be 

penalised for irregular entry when fleeing danger. In practice, this means that pathways for 

protection must be available in a way that recognises the realities of escape from atrocity 

crimes: flight is often chaotic, urgent, and undertaken without documentation or pre‑approval. 

To maintain a refugee protection system while denying feasible avenues to reach it is internally 

inconsistent. 

17. The use of the word “controlled” is helpful to break through the public debate around 

immigration, which is frequently portrayed through the language of control. Because arguments 

made to counter the obligations which States Parties hold towards refugees invariably resort to 

the implication that States Parties are unable to manage such refugee routes, the framing of 

these routes as ‘controlled’ gives policymakers more ability to explore sensible solutions. In 

short, refugee routes are legal by definition; what we advocate for is that they are safe and 

controlled.   

18. Safe and controlled routes are therefore not a matter of political discretion but a necessary 

structural component of ensuring access to asylum, as articulated under international law. The 

principle of international cooperation, embedded in both the Refugee Convention and the 

Global Compact on Refugees (2018), emphasises shared responsibility for those displaced by 

conflict, persecution, and mass atrocity crimes. Nothing in these frameworks anticipates a 

system in which those most at risk are prevented from reaching safety by geography, hostile 

border environments, or institutional barriers imposed by States of reception. 

19. From the perspective of atrocity‑crime prevention, this obligation becomes even sharper. When 

a State forecloses safe routes, and individuals are forced into irregular, dangerous journeys or 

left in zones of high risk, the State may inadvertently contribute to prolonged exposure to 

atrocity conditions. As the Standing Group notes, States must not “aid or assist in maintaining 

an international wrongful act.” Preventing escape from mass violence — whether deliberately 
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or through policy gaps — can amount to such assistance when safe alternatives are reasonably 

within the capacity of a State. 

20. Safe routes should therefore be understood as essential preventive tools. They do not replace 

accountability mechanisms for perpetrators, but they complement them by ensuring that those 

most at risk are removed from harm. The UK’s international obligations require that these 

routes be credible, accessible, and designed with an understanding of the dynamics of atrocity 

crime. 

 

Towards a multilateral approach 

21. The change of UK government last year brought a renewed commitment towards 

multilateralism, and with it a seeming acceptance that the answer to the question of asylum 

movements is to be addressed through a pan-European movement. This is a welcome shift from 

unilateral deterrence strategies that undermined the Refugee Convention, but multilateralism 

must not be limited to the management of secondary movements into Europe. The problem with 

this approach is that it conceptually separates those seeking asylum from the conditions that 

cause people to seek asylum. 

22. Atrocity crime does not occur in isolation from displacement; the two are structurally linked. 

War crimes, ethnic cleansing campaigns, and crimes against humanity frequently manifest 

through the forced movement of populations. To discuss refugee flows without addressing the 

conditions driving those flows is conceptually incomplete. 

23. Because the Standing Group’s mandate is focused on preventing and responding to 

international crimes, it is important to frame refugee protection as part of the same continuum 

of response. Safe routes and humanitarian protection mechanisms are tools that prevent 

atrocity‑related harm and reduce the incentives for irregular movement. A multilateral approach 

that addresses only the “consequences” — border pressures, irregular arrivals, or asylum 

processing — ignores the upstream causes: persecution, conflict, and systematic rights 

deprivation. 

24. The UK has an opportunity to shape a multilateral approach that is aligned with atrocity 

prevention. This includes early-warning coordination with UNHCR and regional bodies, 

harmonised humanitarian visa pathways, and commitment to shared responsibility for 

populations fleeing mass violence. Multilateralism, in this sense, must mean coordinated 

protection — not coordinated deterrence. 

Successes of existing safe routes 

25. It is not within the scope of this submission to provide a comprehensive blueprint for safe and 

controlled routes. However, the UK’s recent experience demonstrates that such schemes are 

workable, popular, and effective when implemented with political will and adequate resourcing. 

26. The Homes for Ukraine scheme is the clearest example. Launched rapidly in response to 

Russia’s full‑scale invasion, it allowed more than 200,000 Ukrainians to find sanctuary in the 

UK through a sponsorship model that mobilised civil society, local authorities, and private 

citizens. The scale of public engagement reflected a national commitment to providing refuge 

to those fleeing atrocity‑level violence. The scheme demonstrated three crucial factors: 
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- Speed of mobilisation: The UK was able to set up a functioning safe route mechanism 

in a matter of weeks. 

- Community involvement: Sponsorship created durable support networks, reducing 

isolation and improving integration outcomes. This also helped demystify the 

demonisation of refugees and garnered broader public support for taking in refugees. 

- Proof of concept: The UK demonstrated that political will, not capacity, is the primary 

limiting factor. 

27. This model is not without flaws - particularly around safeguarding and local authority burdens 

- but its success shows that the UK can design and sustain safe routes when the political 

environment demands it. Applying the same approach to other populations fleeing conflict or 

persecution would bring the UK into closer alignment with its obligations under the Refugee 

Convention. Safe routes are already part of the UK’s policy repertoire. The challenge is to 

extend their availability to those fleeing other atrocity contexts where political attention is 

weaker but humanitarian need is no less acute. 

Upstreaming safe routes to humanitarian corridors 

28. Humanitarian corridors offer a practical complement to traditional resettlement schemes. 

Rather than requiring individuals to reach the territory of a safe State before claiming asylum, 

humanitarian corridors allow applications to be made at designated centres along major 

migration routes or in neighbouring States. This model has been piloted successfully in Italy, 

France, and parts of Latin America, often in partnership with faith‑based organisations. 

29. For atrocity prevention, humanitarian corridors offer four key advantages: (1) Risk reduction: 

They remove the need for dangerous irregular journeys, reducing exposure to trafficking, 

exploitation, and violence; (2) Early intervention: Corridors can be established rapidly in 

response to escalating conflict, reducing the time individuals spend in high‑risk zones; (3) 

Burden-sharing: Processing can be coordinated regionally, ensuring that frontline States do not 

shoulder disproportionate responsibilities; (4) Alignment with international obligations: 

Allowing asylum claims outside UK territory ensures meaningful access to protection without 

undermining the Refugee Convention. 

30. Humanitarian corridors should not replace in‑country asylum processing - a fundamental right 

under the Refugee Convention - but they can supplement it by enabling safer, upstream access 

to protection. For populations fleeing atrocity crimes, such early pathways can be life‑saving. 

Recommendations 

31. These recommendations are directed at the UK government in general, as many of the 

recommendations require coordination between various departments of government, but most 

crucially the Home Office and the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office.  

32. Embed refugee protection in the UK’s atrocity‑prevention strategy. Recognise access to 

asylum and safe routes as core tools of atrocity‑prevention. Ensure that FCDO early‑warning 

indicators - such as escalating persecution, ethnic targeting, or mass displacement- trigger 

protection responses including route expansion, evacuation mechanisms, and resettlement 

planning. Integrate this with cross‑government risk assessment so that preventing harm to 

civilians includes providing concrete pathways to safety. 



 
33. Commit to a predictable, well‑resourced UK resettlement programme. Introduce a 

statutory resettlement commitment founded on protection needs rather than political discretion. 

This should include a stable annual baseline with the ability to scale quickly in response to 

atrocity risks or humanitarian crises. Annual reporting to Parliament should track unmet need, 

progress against commitments, and how UK resettlement contributes to global 

responsibility‑sharing. 

34. Expand and diversify safe and controlled routes for people at risk of mass atrocities. 

Develop safe routes that are responsive to contemporary crises. Expand community sponsorship 

models beyond Ukraine and ensure documentation barriers do not prevent access for those 

fleeing conflict and persecution. Safe routes should be accessible, timely and designed around 

the realities of flight. 

35. Engage multilateral partners in establishing processing centres along humanitarian 

corridors and major migration routes. In partnership with UNHCR, civil society and 

international partners, permit the processing of applications at designated hubs. Ensure that 

corridors include robust safeguarding, independent monitoring, and transparent evaluation, and 

that they complement—not replace—the right to seek asylum on UK territory. 

36. Reaffirm the UK’s commitment to the 1951 Refugee Convention and uphold its core 

principles. Publicly restate the UK’s commitment to non‑refoulement and the non‑penalisation 

of refugees arriving irregularly, in line with Articles 33 and 31 of the Refugee Convention. 

Ensure government terminology reflects international law by adopting “safe and controlled 

routes” rather than implying irregular entry is unlawful. Fully apply UNHCR’s 2024 guidance 

on protecting individuals who must cross borders without prior authorisation. 

37. Resource local authorities, community groups and civil society to deliver protection 

effectively. Increase and ring‑fence funding for local authority resettlement and asylum support 

functions, including housing, healthcare access, safeguarding and specialist therapeutic support. 

Expand and strengthen community sponsorship pathways, working closely with refugee‑led 

groups, diaspora organisations and faith‑based communities to ensure routes are equitable and 

sustainable. 

38. Strengthen multilateral cooperation with protection‑first objectives. Align UK‑EU 

engagement and Global Compact on Refugees commitments with Roadmap 2030 targets. Use 

diplomatic tools to support early‑warning, conflict prevention and humanitarian access in 

atrocity‑risk contexts. 

39. Replace arbitrary deterrence models with evidence‑based, protection‑centred policies.  

Commission an independent review of deterrence‑based measures to assess their compatibility 

with international refugee law, human rights standards and atrocity‑prevention obligations. 

Redirect resources into processing capacity, legal advice, community accommodation and 

integration infrastructure. 

https://globalcompactrefugees.org/sites/default/files/2022-08/Third%20Country%20Solutions%20for%20Refugees%20-%20Roadmap%202030.pdf

