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Problem

Forced displacement originates from the immediate need to find safety 
from a threat. According to the United Nations Refugee Agency, around 1 million 
individuals have asylum requests in 158 countries or territories during the first 
half of 2019, where the U.S. Department for Homeland Security reported about 
85,800 cases (UNHCR, 2020). Moreover, species such as the koalas 
(Phascolarctos Cinereus) are suffering from multiple human-made experiences 
that end up decreasing their population. Although both communities, wildlife 
refugees and U.S. immigrants, experience similar traumatic circumstances, 
these issues are dealt with using different facilities, which, in contrast, provide 
distinct habitat and resources.

Thesis 

This paper explores comparative treatment of refugees, using wildlife
refugees from the 2019 Australian wild fires as the nonhuman comparator and 
U.S. undocumented immigrants as an example of a human comparator of 
societal differences and differential treatment. 

Background
U.S. Immigrants

During the Fiscal Year 2019, 1,148,024 
immigrants were retained or found inadmissible, 
meaning that they were ineligible for a visa or 
admission to the country (ICE, 2019). The two 
major agencies that come in contact with immigrants 
in the United States are the U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE). CBP is in charge 
of the initial processing and retention of immigrants 
in the borders. At the same time, ICE focuses on 
enforcing immigration law inside the U.S. 
Moreover, U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection recorded 859,501 retentions 
in both southern and northern borders 
during 2019, showing an increment of 
apprehended compared to 2018, when 
CBP retained 404,142 immigrants (ICE, 2019).

Australian Wildfires

Even though wildfires are frequent in Australia, the fires during 2019 and 
2020 severely affected the country at a more substantial level. From June 2019 to 
February 2020, around 46 million acres of ground were burned (“2019-2020 
Australian Bushfires,” 2020). The fires had various effects on the Australian 
economy and tourism, but it also affected their biodiversity. More than 1 billion 
animals killed (“2019-2020 Australian Bushfires,” 2020). 

Various endangered species, such as the 
koala, lost an immense proportion of their 
population and unique habitat. During these 
fires, animals (E.g., kangaroos, koalas, 
opossums, quolls, blossoms, wombats, etc.) 
were rescued by firefighters or civilians, and 
then taken to rehabilitation centers for further 
medical treatment, rehydration, and shock.

Conclusion

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, tourism comprised 3 
percent of Australia’s Gross Domestic Product in 2019, of that 
approximately $4 billion is attributable to ecotourism and wildlife tours. 
During the Australian wildfires of 2019 through February of 2020, WIRES 
Australian wildlife rescue received 60 million in donations to support the 
wildlife refugees from the fires.  

Search for safety under life-threatening situations is a trait that humans 
and non-human animals have to survive. However, the facilities 
constructed to deal with the migration process of wildlife refuges and U.S. 
immigrants differ in various points such as length of stay, friendly 
environments, and health care availability. Overall, the length of stay of 
wildlife refugees in rehabilitation centers is shorter than those immigrants 
under detention by ICE. Due to Australian animals' sensitivity to unknown 
environments and to help them acclimate to the facility while healing, 
centers work to create habitats to which wildlife is familiar. When it comes 
to retention facilities, they do not adapt to the environmental needs of 
immigrants, since most immigrants in the U.S. are currently apprehended in 
jails or state prisons. Furthermore, the available resources such as medical 
care for wildlife refuges are a priority since their initial admission is mostly 
associated with health conditions. In contrast, health care is usually scarce 
in immigration facilities, and there is limited care access for immigrants that 
are not under custody as well. U.S. immigration detention centers have a 
vast space for environmental and resource improvement. As suggested by 
the United Nations High Commissioner Refugee, possible alternative 
detention programs could help to diminish the burden that comes from 
immigration detention centers (UNHCR, 1999). 
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Why Is this Comparison Important?

Psychological Effects of Displacement

Migration is is part of evolutionary history. Even though the reasons for forced displacement 
vary across individuals and species, the need is result of a drive for safety and welfare. In 
essence, this includes safety from unexpected threats like hunger, natural disasters, and 
repression, but could also be protection from sudden disruptions in daily routine such as war. In 
the case of immigrants, they are usually classified as voluntary, refugees or asylum seekers, and 
undocumented. No matter what status or species is forced to migrate, the process of 
displacement requires the abandonment of an individual’s known environment to pursue safety.

Moreover, pre and post immigration experiences have adverse effects on the mental health of 
individuals. Huijts et al. (2012) studied the impact of human-made trauma in the Netherlands' 
refugees. They found that immigration experiences influence emotional distress after several 
years of resettlement. The sampled refugees' outcome was low life quality as measured by the 
World Health Organization Quality of Life (WHOQOL-BREF) survey. As well, refugees showed 
severe symptoms of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Huijts et al., 2012). Furthermore, 
early childhood traumatic experiences can also have adverse effects on psychological aspects 
like stress reactivity, emotion dysregulation, and personality traits associated with depression and 
anxiety (Roy, 2002; Weltz et al., 2016).

Differences in Facilities for Human and Non-human Animal Displacement

The facilities in charge of treating wildlife refugees such as Koala Hospital Port Macquarie 
NSW made public the supplies they have available to complete treatments. These amenities 
include a treatment room with an incubator for neonatal care, rehabilitation yards that can receive 
up to 100 koalas, and intensive care with eight internal ICUs cater units to treat specific medical 
conditions (Franklin, n.d.). These medical instruments help to provide the treatment to koalas 
while they stay in a rehabilitation center. Moving an animal away from their habitat is already a 
stressful situation for wildlife, and prolonged stay length in the facilities can interfere with survival 
after the release to their natural habitat (Burton & Tribe, 2016). Because of this, centers and 
hospitals have environments that imitate wildlife’s known environment and provide immediate 
care to ensure the animals' survival.  

In contrast, due to the increase in the demand for space, immigrants in ICE custody are 
mostly held in local and state facilities such as jails and prisons (Bosworth & Kaufman, 2011; ICE, 
2019). An undocumented immigrant should be deported to their country of origin after 90 days; 
however, they can be under ICE custody under no restriction of time if found necessary (ICE, 
2019). Gómez Cervantes et al. (2017) interviewed eleven immigration lawyers and asked them to 
describe the different immigration detention facilities they visited. They described them as “jail-
like,” “prison camps,” who are “indistinguishable from a prison.” Moreover, it is usually difficult for 
families and lawyers to get in contact with immigrants since most facilities are situated in remote 
areas (Gómez Cervantes et al., 2017). In the systematic review by Martinez et al. (2015), it was 
determined that immigration laws and policies could provide or restrict the availability of health 
care for immigrants. These are essential because of the fear of deportation and the lack of 
medical care in detention facilities.

Refugee: Someone forced to leave their home in order to escape war, persecution, 
or natural disaster (www.dictionary.com).


