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Introduction

Freedom of movement involves individuals being able to travel within and across borders.The right to travel to all regions and areas of one’s country, choose a place of residence, and leave and enter countries are all applications of freedom of movement in daily life. Outlined in Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the freedom of movement is considered a core right that should be guaranteed for all peoples. Movement and migration can affect access to safety, economic opportunity, family unity, and personal autonomy, so it is crucial to ensure this right can be accessed. 
Freedom of movement is not absolute and can be subject to certain restrictions, usually set by individual states and approved by external moderators. These restrictions can be for the prevention of crime, maintenance of public order, or the protection of indiividuals. However, the circumstances must be lawful, necessary, proportionate. Once these restrictions surpass the boundaries of necessity, they can be considered infringements of human rights. Situatoins of isolate, siege, and forced displacement are all examples of unlawful impediments to mobility, requiring intervention to ensure the protection of human rights of involved peoples. An important aspect within mobility-related policymaking is guarantee equity in movement – in other words, the potential of restrictions to movement to affect a certain group disproportionately, such as minorities, refugees, or stateless persons – as unequal access to mobility can result in inequities in economic opportunity or social protection. 
It is imperative to protect the right to movement of individuals while recognizing each state’s sovereignty in deliberating their own regulations. While governments can be entitled to regulate migration on recognized and valid bases, the Human Rights Council and other organizations must continue to set standards and monitor violations to address unlawful discrimination or abuse in policymaking. 

Definition of Key Terms 
Freedom of Movement 
The right ensuring individuals have the ability to travel, reside, and work freely within and across borders without undue restrictions 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

Published in 1948 by the United Nations, this document outlines rights and freedoms that all human beings are entitled to 

Asylum Seeker

A person who seeks international protection and requesting refugee status 
Free Migration 
The notion that people should be able to migrate to whatever country they choose with few restrictions
Forced Displacement
The involuntary movement of people due to armed conflict, unfair persecution, human rights violations, natural disasters, and environmental degradation. 
Regular Migration 


The movement of peoples across borders in line with the relevant countries’ rules and procedures 

Stateless Person 

A person who is not considered as a national by any state under the operation of its law 

History & Developments 
Establishment and evolution of the right to free movement 
The right to free movement is included in early legislative texts, such as Article 42 of the Magna Carta in England outlining the right to travel and return to one’s own kingdom. Meanwhile, other early states maintained this right as a moral principle despite not directly framing it within their legislations. Over time, the concept of free moviblity evolved from an abstract concept to a legal right protected by universal constitutions. 

Post WWII involvement in the right to free movement 
The universal legal establishment of free movement began in 1948 with the UDHR. Previously, the Second World War had driven unprecendented levels of displacement, forced migration, and statelessness due to the increased scale of conflicts across the globe. Within these populations, there were also thousands of Jewish refugees who did not want to return to their country of origin due to the consistent Anti-Semitism they had faced during the war. In 1943, the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) was temporarily established to assist in the repatriation processes of displaced persons – this was the first time the world had actively planned for an expected refugee crisis, demonstrating the widespread effects of the Second World War on the freedom of movement. 

Additionally, the Second World War also illuminated problems with the legislations at the time and the need to formally establish the standards of free movement, which had previously been regarded on a more intuitive basis. For example, most parties involved in the war were heavily involved in the forced detention and expulsion of certain populations, particularly the Nazi regime against the Jewish population. These conditions led to the freedom of movement being placed as an essential component in future human rights laws. 

The UDHR formally defined and laid out the conditions for freedom of movement as the right to travel freely within the borders of each state, leave any country, including his own, and return to his country. Succeeding treaties such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in 1966 further extended on this principle. Through these actions, the right to freedom of movement transitioned from varied definitions within each state to a unified standard following the atrocities of the Second World War. 

COVID-19 
The COVID-19 pandemic from 2020 to 2023 also marked a turning point in the right to free movement. The global spread of the disease led to the establishment of travel bans, border closures, quarantine requirements, and within-state movement restrictions to attempt to prevent citizens from being affected. For example, the previously free-movement based European Union (EU) imposed a ban on non-essential travel and a quarantine requirement for cross-border travel. While the regulation of movement on a public health basis is lawful, the scale and duration of these measures impeded upon the lives of countless individuals. This crisis raised the dilemma of whether or not the prevention measures adopted by most states were in compliance of past human rights establishments, especially the right to free movement. 
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Figure 1: Map depicting countries with complete or partial border closure during the COVID-19 Pandemic (Source: Pew Research Center)
Overview of restrictions on free movement 
In practice, states commonly place restrictions on free movement through visa regimes, border controls, surveillance systems, and travel permits. International law allows certain restrictions to be placed for the purpose of public health, public order, and safety, but attaches strict requirements to ensure that this human right is ultimately ensured. In this sense, the right to freedom of movement differs from completely free migration, though some advocates of the right to free movement also advocate for free migration. States possess the sovereignty to choose which policies and restrictions they should place on migration, with some governments being more open than others. However, when these restrictions do not abide by the aforementioned standards, it can be viewed as an infringement of human rights. 

These measures, which can be discriminatory towards a certain minority group or applied generally within a state, create a drastic disparity on who is able to travel safely and reguarly, which can then impact individuals’ exposure to economic opportunity and their individual dignity. Unfair restrictions are commonly placed by authoritarian governments to stabilize rule and prevent the spread of information. For example, following a controversial election in 2024, the Venezuelan government confiscated passports of activists and journalists to trap them inside the nation. In Feburary 2023, the Nicaraguan government expelled some 200 political prisoners and cancelled their citizenship. Additionally, in 2024, the Belarusian government prohibited consulates from renewing passports, leaving activists trapped with no means of traveling to other countries but unable to return home in fear of potential imprisonment. Sometimes, these regulations are stated to be temporary, while more permanent regimes like the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) have effectively been restricting freedom of movement for decades. 

While organizations strive to protect the right to free movement in all contexts, they often face difficulties in approaching unfair restrictions on movement. In the end, the legislative power for each state lies in mainly in their own government, who are often the ones becoming corrupt and placing these regulations knowing the consequences. Activists may also find it difficult to obtain testimonies or enter certain countries because the lack of mobility rights keep citizens isolated from other populations.  

Stateless persons 

Another core issue surrounding the freedom of movement is its applicability to stateless persons – people not considered a citizen of any nation by its laws. There are also people who lack the ability to prove their nationality or face discrimination even if they possess legal documents, often referred to as de facto stateless, or stateless in practice. Statelessness may occur for a variety of reasons. States could cease to exist while individuals cannot obtain citizenship in successing states, political considerations could exclude populations from citizenship, or a group could live in border areas with both sides denying them citizenship. They could also simply not be able to acquire legal documents due to extreme poverty. 

Because most border regulations require legal identifications such as passports to travel out of and into a state, the lack of nationality for stateless individuals causes them to effectively be denied the right to free movement. They could also face within-border restrictions in movement and prolonged detentions. 

Statelessness is also often passed generationally, as the root causes of statelessness are hard to overcome in the short-term. This is especially when considering that stateless people are often even more disadvantaged due to the lack of access to basic services such as education and job opportunities. 
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According to the UN, 4,4 million people around the world live in a state of complete uncertainty
because they lack a passport or other document to prove they belong to a particular state.
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Figure 2: Map depicting the number of stateless people in each country (Source: Voronoi)
Forced displacement  
Forced displacement also ties into the issue of free movement, as these individuals are unable to choose to leave their country or where to go. Forcefully displaced individuals move with more urgency and insecurity, often having to resort to irregular migration. They also largely cannot return to their country of origin in a safe and dignified manner, further restricting their mobility. These individuals often become refugees and asylum seekers in neighboring countries. 
Displaced individuals commonly face restrictions in entering states, such as denial of entry, limited access to asylum procedures, or restriction of movement inside the state such as placement in detention or encampment. In times of large displacements, the host countries can face difficulty in accomondating everyone, and the accepted refugees can face resistance from other citizens. As of June 2023, more than half of refugees worldwide originated from just three countries – Ukraine, Afghanistan, and Syria, who are all facing conflicts or have minorities facing oppression. The host countries of these refugees would have to secure funds and spaces to provide residency, which may be infeasible due to the sheer number of refugees and asylum seekers. 
Displaced individuals also have increased vulnerability to lack of legal documentation, exploitation, and social exclusion due to their eviction and denial of entry into other states. Specifically, their lack of documentation can make it harder for them to obtain humanitarian aid or travel freely within and across borders, creating a legal challenge for the protection of displaced peoples. 

Other vulnerable groups 

Movement controls can also often influence some minorities disproportionately more than the general population. These populations include migrant workers, ethnic minorities, internally displaced persons, and those living in poverty. For example, the Rohingya ethnic minority in Myanmar face systemic discrimination and are denied a national identity, which then denies them the right to travel freely within and out of state. Legally, restrictions placed on movement cannot disproportionately affect one population more than others, yet some states act against this legal code and create groups more vulnerable to travel restrictions. 

Major Parties Involved 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) focuses specifically on the protection of refugees, asylum seekers, and stateless persons. They work to ensure the freedom of movement of these populations, encouraging the formation of elaborate asylum plans and policies targeting effective resettlement of refugees, establishing long-term systems that guarantee access to the right to free movement.  
International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM), or UN Migration, is the United Nations branch responsible for facilitating safe, orderly, and regular migration for all populations. They focus on management of migrants, providing technical assistance and guidance to member nations as needed. The primary goal of this organization is to guarantee the rights of migrants and facilitate cooperation between member states. 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) 

The DPRK severely restricts freedom of movement within and outside borders for citizens and non-citizens. Even travelling between provinces requires prior approval from the government, and border guards are ordered to “unconditionally shoot” anyone trying to leave the country through the Northern border. This policy, implemented to allegedly protect people from COVID-19 in 2020, has not beem lifted as of 2025. The government has voiced its plans to open the nation up for tourism, but access to North Korea remains extremely limited. For most citizens, the only way out of the DPRK is to resort to irregular migration, yet the number of North Koreans fleeing the nation has also decreased. This is partially due to larger surveillance from China, its Northern neighbor and ally, seeking to return any irregular migrants back to the DPRK. Many North Korean refugees choose to flee to the Southern Republic of Korea, with a total 33,981 North Korean defectors entering South Korea since 1998.   
Palestine 

The Israeli occupation of Palestine also heavily restricts freedom of movement for Palestinian citizens. The Israeli government imposes strict border controls and requires permits to move within and out of the nation. However, even these rights are becoming increasingly restrictive, with 100,000 Palestinian workers from the West Bank having their work permits to Israel cancelled, as well as 3,500 Gazan children scheduled to get medical treatment abroad. The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs found that there were 793 roadblocks and checkpoints in the West Bank region alone, obstructing mobility within Palestinian territories. The Israeli government is also involved in forcibly transferring Palestinians by demolishing villages in the creation of new Israeli settlements. 
Syria 

Syrian freedom of movement is heavily restricted due to ongoing combat and the establishment of militia checkpoints across the nation. The prolonged conflict in Syria has led to large-scale displacement - the UNHCR found that there were more than 7 million Internally Displaced People in Syria as of 2024, with another 6 million seeking refugee status aborad. While there were more returning Syrians in 2025, the process remains constrained by national security and the government. 
Myanmar 

In Myanmar, movement restrictions disproportionally affect minorities, primarily the Rohingya populations. The Rohingya people are denied the right to nationality in Myanmar, which then restricts their access to many human rights including the right to mobility. Meanwhile, the persistent conflicts in the region have led to increasing internal displacement, with villages and homes burning down and leaving civilians with nowhere else to go. Many Rohingya people have chosen to flee to nearby Bangladesh, where they live in harsh conditions in refugee camps. 
European Union 

The European Union is a notable example of internal free movement between member states. Any person, citizen or non-citizen, can travel bewteen Schengen countries without needing border checks. The Schengen area encompasses most EU nations and some non-EU nations. This policy guarantees free movement for more than 400 million EU nationals. However, accompanying the freedom of internal travel is a tighter control on common external borders of the Schengen area to “ensure the security of those living and travelling in the Schengen area”. 
Timeline of Events
	Date
	Event Name
	Description

	September 1, 1939 – September 2, 1945 
	World War II 
	World War II displaced over 65 million civilians, raising awareness for the need to establish mobility rights to ensure safety during wartime. 

	December 10, 1948
	Adoption of the UDHR 
	The UDHR is established as the foundational guideline of human rights, involving the freedom of movement as Article 13. 

	1950s – 1960s
	Legal Codification 
	Following the UDHR, many other guidelines were imposed such as the Refugee Convention in 1951 and the Convention telating to the Status of Stateless Persons in 1954 to handle various infringements upon the right to movement 

	2015 – 2016
	European Migrant Crisis 
	An increasing number of asylum seekers arrive into Europe, mostly from the Middle East. This incident highlighted the inequalities in mobility and the need for strengthened asylum systems to accommodate refugees.

	2020 – 2023 
	COVID-19
	The global COVID-19 lockdown created healthcare-related mobility restrictions across the globe, raising concerns about human rights and disparities in economic opportunity across regions. 


Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue


Ever since the establishment of the United Nations in 1945, ensuring the freedom of movement has been a point of focus for member nations. The topic has consistently been included in early United Nations such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the 1951 Refugee Convention. These frameworks are aimed to create common goals and standards for each member state and serve as guidance in the formation of individual countries’ policies, laying the foundation for the protection of the right to movement. The right to freedom of movement has also been subsumed in recent human rights related resolutions such as the 2010 HRC resolution 15/21. 

 Currently, many attempts set out by non-governmental organizations to maintain the right to freedom of movement are tied to the monitoring of state policies. With the recommendations set out by the UDHR, organizations such as the United Nations Human Rights Council and the High Commissioner on Refugees have assessed individual member nations’ distinct approaches and policies regarding migrants, asylum seekers, and border control. Thse interventions have increased the pressure for compliance towards United Nations regulations while documenting any violations of human rights regulations to be further intervened upon.  

Within states, Free Movement Regimes (FMRs) are also a medium to ensure the right to movement. They aim to facilitate mobility of citizens through minimizing the legal barriers tied into cross-border movement, granting people more freedom in choosing which places they can go to and ensuring they utilize regular, safer passages of travel. An example of an FMR is the European Union, where residents are guaranteed to move freely within the EU’s various member states, as stipulated in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union. Other than the Eu, the Free Move Project has identified, as of 2024, 55 total FMRs involving 111 countries out of 193 United Nations member states. Once an FMR is established, it is also very rare for nations to terminate the agreement. The establishment of such policies is often arbitrated by individual states, set out bilaterally or multilaterally, in the best interest of their own citizens. As a result, the impact of FMRs can be limited for more politically vulnerable countries with less connections to other states, leaving some migrants without as much legal protection. 
Relevant UN Treaties and Events

· Universal Declaration of Human Rights, December 10th 1948 (Resolution 217A) 

· International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, December 16th 1966 (Resolution 2200A) 

· 1951 Refugee Convention, July 28th 1951 (Resolution 2198 (XXI)) 
· 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, September 28th 1954 (Resolution 526A (XVII)

· Resolution on the Rights to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and of Association, June 10th 2010 (A/HRC/RES/15/21) 
Possible Solutions


Addressing the issue of ensuring the free movement of all peoples need to balance the sovereignty and decision-making differences in each region and government with the need to guarantee access to mobility across the globe. That said, proposed solutions should be flexible and adaptable to the unique circumstances and motivations of governments to ensure compliance. 


One important solution would be to strengthen legislative regulations on the free movement of all peoples, preventing loopholes in lawmaking. The conditions for legality, necessity, and proportionality when restricting movement should be tightened, only applying restrictive laws when the situation requires it, and each new law should be thoroughly analyzed by third moderating parties before being applied. Third parties can also screen existing restrictions on movement within various regions to distinguish unlawful impediments and repeal them as necessary, targeting current legislative loopholes and ensuring that the guidelines set out by the UDHR are followed. Delegates can also consider implementing legal consequences for member states who fail to comply to these legislative regulations and infringe upon the right to movement.  

Another solution can be to foster regional and multilateral cooperation in migration aimed to decrease inequities in mobility across regions. Through offering mediums of communication such as annual forums, FMRs across the globe can be strengthened and initiated. Third parties can also mediate to ensure that nations previously lacking FMRs can begin establishing new regimes. Member states can also share any relevant information and conduct data analysis to ensure the equitable access to information and adequate preparation to accommodate for mobility trends within and across borders. In terms of handling refugee crises, multilateral cooperation to provide funding,resources, and informatino towards and across host countries ensures more mobility and flexibility for asylum seekers instead of being turned away. 


Solutions should also address the protection of vulnerable groups such as displaced and stateless individuals, who may have inequitable access to mobility. Through documentation and increasing access to naturalization or citizenship, the legal status of stateless individuals can be reinforced, and their access to their right to movement can be reinforced. For refugees and asylum seekers, ending arbitrary detention of such populations and ensuring freedom of movement within host states can safeguard their rights. 

Measures to ensure access to safe and regular migration pathways are also essential in handling this issue. To reduce reliance on dangerous irregular migration routes, member states could simplify and standardize asylum status determination procedures while expanding the availability of humanitiarian visas. 

Finally, the root causes leading to mass displacements and forced migrations should be targeted. Investment in peacebuilding and conflict prevention, promotion of economic development and reducing wealth and opportunity disparities across regions, and legislations preventing systematic discrimination and exclusion of certain populations can all contribute to ensuring every person has the right to move within and outside of their country.  
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