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Key Findings 

Background 
• As of March 30, 2020, Ethiopia was hosting 758,199 

registered refugees and asylum seekers, making it the 
second largest refugee-hosting country in Africa. Most 
of these refugees (about 99 percent) come from four 
countries: South Sudan, Somalia, Eritrea, and Sudan. 

• Ethiopia is in the process of making far-reaching 
changes to its refugee policies. In 2016, it made “nine 
pledges” at the Leaders’ Summit on Refugees held in 
New York aimed at helping refugees gain greater mobil-
ity; improving access to services, especially education; 
expanding access to livelihoods, jobs, and irrigable 
land; and facilitating the local integration of long-term 
refugees. 

• In February 2019, the Ethiopian parliament adopted a 
new refugee proclamation (no. 1110/2019) to facilitate 
the implementation of its pledges. Secondary legisla-
tion that will give effect to the proclamation is under 
preparation. This report, commissioned during this 
changing policy context, examines the social impacts of 
protracted displacement on the lives of refugees and 
host communities. 

Context Is Critical 
• The social impacts of displacement differ across and 

within each refugee-hosting region. They are shaped by 
each region’s history of displacement; by how different 
communities have settled, traded, and interacted; and 
by the development and humanitarian responses to 

displacement. The impact on individuals and commu-
nities is further shaped by markers of identity such as 
class, age, nationality, ethnicity, and gender. 

• The social and political context in Gambella is excep-
tionally complicated due to a long history of conflict 
among groups over land and political power. The pres-
ence of refugees is a significant component of these 
dynamics. 

Refugees and Hosts 
• It can be difficult to distinguish between refugee 

and host in Ethiopia due to cross-border cultural 
and economic connections; common ties of kinship, 
language, and ethnicity; and relatively fluid attach-
ments to national identity. This is true for almost all of 
its refugee-hosting regions, which are, other than Addis 
Ababa, situated at or near the country’s border. 

• In many places, “Host” communities have emerged in 
response to the arrival of refugees and related human-
itarian operations, creating new opportunities for 
commerce and trade. 

• Intragroup conflict among hosts (and to some extent 
refugees) can be a significant determinant of the social 
impact of displacement. This is particularly true in 
Gambella, Benishangul-Gumuz, and the Somali Regional 
State (or “Somali Region), where there are preexisting 
tensions among various ethnic groups and among resi-
dents treated as “indigenous” and those perceived to 
be later migrants from the Abyssinian highlands.
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• There remain significant differences between refugees 
and hosts. Refugees are, on average, poorer than hosts, 
live in inferior housing, and have less access to electric-
ity. However, refugee households have access to water 
and sanitation, health, and education services that is on 
par with—or better than—host community households. 

• An individual with better social networks is usually 
more able to take advantage of displacement-associ-
ated changes; this is true for both refugees and hosts. 
In some areas—such as Gambella and, to a lesser 
extent, the Somali Region—some host communities 
and households may be more deprived than refugees. 

Economic/Material Impacts 
• Although the economic impacts of displacement have 

been disparate across the refugee-hosting areas, the 
arrival of refugees—as well as the associated relief 
operations—has generally been associated with the 
expansion of commercial activity and trade. 

• The arrival of refugees has also led to cultural changes; 
and refugees bring to the hosting areas their skills in 
the construction, interior-decoration, and information 
technology sectors, among others. 

• Accessing reliable income-earning opportunities is 
a challenge for refugees and hosts across the refu-
gee-hosting areas, although there are significant differ-
ences between urban and rural areas. Of the areas 
studied Addis Ababa is the most economically dynamic 
context, while camp settings have varying degrees 
of deprivation. Refugee livelihoods are the most 
constrained in Gambella and Benishangul, which in 
turn spurs contestation over resources, environmental 
degradation, localized insecurity, and theft. Refugees 
are more likely to rely on aid than are hosts, whose 
primary source of livelihood is from agriculture and 
wage-earning employment.

• The presence of refugees has increased pressure on 
the local environment, as refugees cut down trees and 
grass and collect firewood for use as cooking or heating 
fuel. Environmental degradation has led to tensions 
between refugees and hosts, but refugees report 
having little alternative given their highly constrained 
livelihoods. 

• Livelihood patterns are highly gendered across the 
different refugee-hosting areas, with women and girls 
involved in petty trade, as well as collecting wood and 
materials from forests, making them disproportionately 
vulnerable to gender-based violence. 

• Remittances received by refugees create demand 
for local businesses, but some hosts perceive remit-
tances to be inequitable (since they are not “earned”) 
and believe that they have caused local inflation, price 
increases, and increased khat and alcohol consumption, 
especially in Addis Ababa. 

• The economic relationships between refugee and host 
communities are delicately balanced. The old/existing 
refugee regime creates precarity among the refugees 
but is also the basis on which economic co-dependen-
cies have been created between the refugees and the 
hosts. Changes to the legal regime will likely transform 
these dynamics.

Social Impacts 
• Generally, refugees and hosts enjoy positive relation-

ships, but there are significant differences between the 
groups. Somali refugees report having the best rela-
tionships with host community members, while South 
Sudanese are least likely to report positive relationships 
with hosts. 

• During periods of social tension, ethnolinguistic and 
gender identities have become more salient. During 
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interethnic tensions in Addis Ababa, Eritrean refu-
gees reported feeling targeted based on their ethnic-
ity rather than on their identity as refugees. Similarly, 
gender-based violence affects women from host and 
refugee communities alike. 

• Refugees and hosts interact while conducting trade; 
at religious ceremonies; at social occasions such as 
weddings and funerals; at sports events; and when 
they access shared social services. Both groups note 
that relationships of trust are constructed through 
repeated social and material exchanges. 

• Trade and meetings in markets is the single most 
important form of social interaction for refugees and 
hosts in camp contexts, but it is less important in Addis 
Ababa. 

• Intermarriage plays an important role in creating social 
connections between communities (although its role is 
complex in Gambella). It can also have material signif-
icance for individuals in terms of their access to live-
lihoods and services. The Somali Region reported the 
highest number of mixed marriages, probably due to 
common culture, language, and religion.

• Instances of localized insecurity, including petty theft 
and some violence, were noted in each of the study 
sites. The most significant and widespread issues are in 
Gambella, where attacks and retaliatory violence struc-
tured along ethnic lines has led to insecurity; but petty 
theft (often attributed to economic precarity) was also 
observed in Benishangul. 

• Almost all the impacts of displacement are gendered, 
with differentiated impacts on men and women with 
respect to access to services, including health and live-
lihood opportunities. Violence and insecurity are also 
gendered, with women disproportionately affected. 
Notably, the presence of refugees and relief opera-
tions is sometimes associated with improvement in the 
access to services for women. Further, nongovernmen-
tal organizations and international organizations seem 
to have raised community awareness about women’s 
rights, child marriage, and early pregnancy. 

Access to Services 
• The presence of refugees is associated with improve-

ment in access to services—especially education and 
health—across the research sites, but there are local-
ized tensions around perceived inequities in access to 
and quality of services for refugees and hosts, except in 
Addis Ababa where both groups use integrated public 
systems. 

• None of the three types of services provided to refu-
gees—water, education, and health—are fully inte-
grated across the research sites, but to varying degrees, 
hosts and refugees can access services such as schools, 
hospitals, and water sources that are meant for the 
other group. Refugees would like greater access to 
electricity, finance, and justice. 

• Even as hosts recognize the role of refugees in the 
expansion of service delivery, inequities in the quality 
of services that can be accessed by hosts and refugees 
remain sources of tension, especially because of the 
real and perceived environmental, economic, and social 
pressures associated with hosting refugees.
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1. Introduction 

Ethiopia is the second largest refugee-hosting country in 
Africa. As of March 31, 2020, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that the 
country had 758,199 registered refugees and asylum 
seekers.1 Almost 99 percent of these refugees come 
from four countries (figure 1.1): South Sudan (338,250); 
Somalia (198,670); Eritrea (171,876); and Sudan (42,119). 
The majority of refugees in Ethiopia are in situations of 
protracted displacement—that is, they have been displaced 
for five or more years. Most live in camps located in five 
regional states: Afar, Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, the 
Somali Regional State (or “Somali Region”), and Tigray, near 
the borders of their respective countries of origin (Carver, 
Gebresenbet, and Naish 2018) (see map 1.1).2 Apart from 
Tigray, the other four refugee-hosting regional states are 
designated as “emerging regions” and are 

“the least developed regions in Ethiopia, character-

ized by harsh weather conditions, poor infrastructure, 

low administrative capacity, a high level of poverty 

and poor development indicators.” (UNHCR 2020b) 

Refugee camps tend to be in the least-developed areas of 
these states. 

1. Data are available at “Operational Portal: Ethiopia,” https://data2.unhcr.org/en/
country/eth. See also UNHCR 2020a. UNHCR estimates that Ethiopia was the 
second largest refugee-hosting country in Africa (after Uganda) based on data 
from mid-2018; time series data are available at “UNHCR Population Statistics” 
at http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series. It is generally quite difficult to accu-
rately estimate the number of refugees in a country. Refugees may choose to 
avoid registration or may assimilate into local communities, drawing on ties of 
ethnicity and kinship (see Crisp 1999, which remains relevant). In Ethiopia, the 
exercise of counting refugees is particularly complex due to the existence of 
highly mobile groups with a very fluid connection to national identity, whose 
kinship and livelihood networks extend across national boundaries (Carver, 
Gebresenbet, and Naish 2018). 
2. Ethiopia, a federal democratic republic, comprises nine regional states: Tigray, 
Afar, Amhara, Oromia, Somali Region, Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, Harari, 
and Southern Nations Nationalities and Peoples Region (SNNPR), as well as 
two administrative regions: Addis Ababa city administration and Dire Dawa city 
council. In November 2019, the Sidama (the largest ethnic group in the SNNPR) 
voted to establish their own regional state.

Background to the Report 
Ethiopia has a long history of hosting refugees, but 
it is in the process of making far-reaching changes to 
its refugee policies. In September 2016, the Ethiopian 
government cohosted the Leaders’ Summit on Refugees 
in New York, where it outlined a new strategic approach 
toward refugees in “nine pledges” (Nigusie and Carver 
2019). Among its aims are to expand Ethiopia’s existing 
“out-of-camp policy,” issue work permits to refugees, 
especially in areas open to foreign workers, increase the 
enrolment of refugee children in education, expand the 
provision of basic services to refugees, and allow for the 
local integration of refugees (UNHCR 2018—see box 1.1). 

Ethiopia is in the process of making policy changes to 
support durable solutions for refugees. These changes 
are in line with the global Comprehensive Refugee 
Response Framework (CRRF). The Ethiopian government 

Figure 1.1. Refugees by Country of Origin 
(percent of total)

44.61%

26.20%

22.67%

5.56%
0.78% 0.18%

South Sudan
Somalia
Eritrea
Sudan
Others
Yemen

Source: UNHCR’s Operational Portal Ethiopia at https://data2.unhcr.org/en/
country/eth.

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/eth
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/eth
http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/time_series
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was one of the champions of the framework and made 
these pledges a day after the adoption of the New York 
Declaration for Refugees and Migrants.3 CRRF implemen-
tation was initiated in February 2017, and the Ethiopian 
government has since outlined a strategic approach aimed 
at improving rights and enhancing services to benefit both 
refugees and host communities.4 This process is supported 

3. See UNGA—United Nations General Assembly, 2016, New York Declaration 
for Refugees and Migrants, Resolution adopted by the UN General Assembly, 
October  3, 2016, A/RES/71/1, www.refworld.org/docid/57ceb74a4.html.
4. The CRRF was officially launched in Ethiopia in November 2017. See UNHCR 
2018. 

by a new legal framework, the Refugee Proclamation 
1110/2019, which was adopted by parliament in February 
2019.5 Broadly, the Ethiopian government seeks to move 
away from a purely camp-based approach toward a 
more sustainable response aimed at enabling refugees to 
become more self-reliant and integrated into society and 
the economy—toward “durable solutions.” The approach 
includes providing wider support to host communi-
ties through effective service delivery and by delivering 

5. See Refugees Proclamation (1110/2019) at https://www.refworld.org/coun-
try,,,,ETH,,44e04ed14,0.html. 

Map 1.1. Refugees and Refugee-Hosting Regions in Ethiopia 

Source: UNHCR’s “Operational Portal Ethiopia” at https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/eth.

Source: UNHCR’s Operational Portal Ethiopia at https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/eth.

https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,ETH,,44e04ed14,0.html
https://www.refworld.org/country,,,,ETH,,44e04ed14,0.html
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Box 1.1. Ethiopia’s Nine Pledges

Out-of-camp pledge
1. To expand the existing out-of-camp policy 

to benefit 10 percent of the current total 
refugee population.

Education pledge
2. To increase enrolment of refugee children in 

pre-school, primary, secondary, and tertiary 
education without discrimination and within 
the available resources.

Work and livelihoods pledges
3. To provide work permits to refugees and to 

those with permanent residence identification.
4. To provide work permits to refugees in the areas 

in the areas permitted for foreign workers.
5. To make 10,000 hectares of irrigable land 

available, to enable 20,000 refugees and host 
community households (100,000 people) to 
grow crops.

6. To work with industrial partners to build indus-
trial parks to employ up to 100,000 individu-
als, with 30 percent of the jobs reserved for 
refugees.

Documentation pledges
7. To provide other benefits, such as issuance of 

birth certificates to refugee children born in 
Ethiopia, and the possibility of opening bank 
accounts and obtaining driving licenses.

Social and basic services pledge
8. To expand and enhance basic and essential 

social services for refugees.

Local integration pledge
9. To allow local integration for refugees who 

have lived in Ethiopia for over 20 years.

support to hosts as well as refugees, promoting peaceful 
coexistence and greater inclusion of refugees in national 
development plans, and coordinating with and involving a 
broader array of stakeholders. 

The nine pledges are being elaborated into four key 
pledge areas: (1) livelihoods; (2) education; (3) energy/
environment; and (4) and protection/capacity; and they 
are being translated into a national strategy (World Bank 
2019). Work is also underway to develop secondary legis-
lation to assist with the implementation of the new law, 
and subnational governments have made progress toward 
establishing cross-government coordination structures for 
CRRF implementation, which are reportedly functioning at 
the regional and woreda levels in the Somali Region (for 
refugees based around Jigjiga). 

The 2019 Refugee Proclamation could be at the root of 
a complete overhaul of Ethiopia’s refugee policies, but it 
is uncertain how it will be implemented. For instance, the 
law provides refugees with freedom of movement, but also 
states that the Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs 
(ARRA) “may arrange places or areas within which refugee 
and asylum-seekers may live”—which could result in the 
retention of some elements of the encampment-based 
policy. Similarly, in most cases, refugees will have the right 
to work only in line with the “most favorable treatment 
accorded to foreign nationals,” which will require signifi-
cant governmental coordination and the simplification of 
complex bureaucratic procedures.6 

This report was commissioned in response to this chang-
ing policy context. It aims to help the Ethiopian govern-
ment in its efforts to promote the self-reliance and socio-
economic integration of refugees by examining the social 
impact of displacement on the lives of refugees and 

6. The only exceptions to this are “rural and urban projects jointly designed by 
the Ethiopian government and the international community to benefit refugees 
and Ethiopian nationals, including in environmental protection, industry and 
small and micro enterprises,” where refugees will have the same rights and enti-
tlements (‘equal treatment’) as Ethiopian nationals.
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host communities. It tries to answer the following broad 
questions: 

• How has displacement changed the lives of refugees 
and host community members? 

• How do refugees relate to and interact with host 
community members? 

• How has the presence of refugees changed refugee- 
hosting areas? 

Ethiopia is going through a complex political transition; 
and sustaining the very rapid pace of economic growth 
and increased service delivery has proved challenging. 
Levels of unemployment, and more crucially underem-
ployment and precarious employment, are high, especially 
among youths (see Ronnås and Sarkar 2019). Answering 
these questions may help reveal how revised refugee poli-
cies could be rolled out in the current context. 

The overarching goal of the research is to empower 
refugees and host communities in Ethiopia to live lives 
of dignity. This report forms part of broader research 
commissioned by the World Bank on forced displacement 
in Ethiopia. The findings from this report will inform and 

enable development and relief experts, policy makers, 
and social scientists to better understand the evolution of 
refugee–host relationships in Ethiopia. It also holds lessons 
for other parts of the world confronting similar challenges. 

Structure and Organization 
The remainder of this report briefly discusses the method-
ology used to conduct the research; situates displacement 
within its local geographic, political, and historical context 
across the refugee-hosting regions; analyzes the cate-
gories of refugee and host; discusses the economic and 
social impacts of displacement; briefly touches on access 
to services and developmental responses; and concludes 
with some implications for policies aimed at promot-
ing refugee self-reliance and integration. In each of the 
substantive sections, key findings are highlighted. 

Four background papers based on field research findings 
have provided the empirical basis for this report. Where 
they are referenced, they are referred to as the Addis 
Ababa, Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, and Somali case 
studies. They are presented in part II of this report. 
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2. Methodology and Limitations 

Defining and Measuring  
Social Impact 
What does social impact mean? How can it be measured? 
Although these questions can be answered in several 
ways, in this report, the term social impact analysis refers 
to the assessment, evaluation, and analysis of the complex 
interactions between refugees and host communities 
(Vemuru et al. 2016: 5).7 These interactions have both 
positive and negative outcomes, and take place within a 
much broader setting that includes: (1) the existing socio-
economic context; (2) the complex political context and 
developmental history of refugee-hosting regions; and 
(3) relief operations and governmental responses. Diverse 
groups of refugees enter into an existing set of dynamics in 
Ethiopia, adapting to and transforming it in multiple ways, 
at the same time host communities adapt and respond to 
the presence of refugees and aid operations. This report 
focuses on these adaptations and transformations, as well 
as the relationships and interactions between refugees 
and hosts. These issues were investigated through a series 
of subthemes and subquestions, described in table 2.1. 

Since the early 1980s, there have been numerous efforts 
to measure the costs and benefits associated with hosting 
refugees, especially in the policy arena (Deardorff Miller 
2018). Early research into the topic can be very broadly 
categorized into two groups—that which highlights the 
burden placed on host country resources and infrastruc-
ture and that which claims that the benefits and oppor-
tunities accompanying refugee flows generally outweigh 
such burdens (Kibreab 1991; Whitaker 1999: 6). Refugee-
related research has since moved away from trying to 

7. The complexities around classifying people as “refugees” or as “hosts” are 
explored in the next section. 

calculate the impact of refugee populations on host coun-
tries as a whole (Milner 2016), instead acknowledging 
that displacement has both positive and negative conse-
quences: while refugees might impose a burden on local 
infrastructure, the environment, and resources, they also 
provide inexpensive labor, bring new skills and networks, 
expand consumer markets, and result in increased foreign 
aid (Betts et al. 2014; Whitaker 2002; Chambers 1986). 
Refugees can have different impacts on diverse classes, 
genders, sectors, and regions within a country, depending 
on the context (Deardorff Miller 2018; Chambers 1986). 
The key, then, is to disaggregate the question: Who bene-
fits and who loses from forced displacement, and why? 

The impact of refugees varies greatly over time, with mark-
edly different short- and long-term impacts. Pioneering 
research from Western Tanzania suggests that over longer 
periods, some hosts are able to draw on the movement 
of refugees and the resources from humanitarian aid to 
improve their economic positions, while others become 
increasingly impoverished (Waters 1999; Whitaker 2002). 
Displacement can have implications for social, economic, 
and political organization in the host countries and 
regions where the refugees are hosted (Landau 2003; 
Jacobsen 2002; World Bank 2018; Segatti and Landau 
2011). Further, displacement crises are shaped by, and 
in turn shape, development and humanitarian responses 
(Ward 2014). Such crises result in environmental degra-
dation (Berry 2008), affect livelihood patterns, and impact 
markets for food and shelter (Porter et al. 2008; Alix-
Garcia and Saah 2010; UN-Habitat and UNHCR 2018).8 

8. Some papers find that economic changes can be attributed more to broader 
macroeconomic changes than displacement or humanitarian policies (see, for 
example, Landau 2004). 
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Table 2.1. Research Questions 

Questions Subthemes/Subquestions
Who are the 

refugees? Who 

are the hosts?

Identity and aspirations. Where are the refugees from? When and why did they arrive? What are their intentions for 

the future? 

Where are the hosts from? How long have they been living in this community/region? What does it mean to be a 

“host community”?

Self-reliance. What are the means of livelihood, access to capital, skills training, and markets for the hosts and refu-

gees? How have they evolved? What are the characteristics of vulnerable households? Who is better and worse off 

among hosts and refugees? 

Services. What access to services (e.g., education, health, water, and energy) do hosts have? Which services are 

integrated? 

How do refugees and hosts feel about integrated service delivery? 

Coping mechanisms. What do the hosts need? What positive and negative coping strategies have they adopted?

How do 

refugees, host 

communities, 

and local actors 

interact? 

Impact on local actors. What are the implications of the presence of refugees on local actors, whether public or 

private, formal or informal? 

How have social organizations and structures changed in the host community? In what ways have the arrival and 

protracted stay of refugees impacted this evolution? What changes have been triggered by the arrival and presence 

of refugees?

Conflict-sensitive analysis. Who sees the refugees as essential? Who stands out as a main obstacle to refugees?

What are the existing frustrations and tensions that require mitigation? What conflict-resolution and peacebuilding 

mechanisms and institutions currently exist? How effective are they? What recent changes have been implemented 

in the prevalent rules, incentives, and social norms that govern interactions?

Social organization. How and where do refugees and hosts interact? What are the “places of connection” for refu-

gees and hosts? How are refugees and hosts spread out or organized? What formal and informal leadership struc-

tures exist? What are the roles and functions of community organizations? What is the level of interaction among 

groups and with key stakeholders (e.g., kebele development committees)?

Economic interactions. What trade systems and organizations are in place between hosts and refugees? What formal 

and informal livelihood activities do refugee and host communities pursue? Do they complement or compete with 

each other? What are the constraints to economic participation? How do refugees and hosts access financial services 

and resources? How do refugees and hosts save; how do they borrow?

What is the 

context in which 

refugees and 

hosts interact?

Security. What is the recent history of forced displacement in the local area? What are the major events and drivers?

What is the overall security situation for the host community, given the geographic location? What types and how 

prevalent is conflict and violence between communities? What are the causes and drivers? How do these drivers fit 

into historical, political, and conflict dynamics?

Governance and programming. What do the hosts and refugees know of and how do they perceive the different pol-

icy measures and actors on refugee integration? What expectations do the hosts and refugees have of development 

interventions?

Ecosystem. What does the microsystem, mesosystem, and macrosystem look like around communities? Who are the 

most relevant stakeholders? What is the dominant discourse around refugees?
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Building on this body of research, the World Bank has taken 
a disaggregated approach to understanding the social 
impact of displacement. The report “Refugee Impacts on 
Turkana Hosts: A Social Impact Analysis for Kakuma Town 
and Refugee Camp, Turkana County, Kenya” (Vemuru et 
al. 2016) uses such an approach;9 and this this study uses 
an adapted version of that methodology. This study uses 
qualitative methods to examine the ways in which social 
and cultural context shapes decision making, choices, and 
interpersonal relations; and how motivations, perceptions, 
and agendas shape responses to and impacts of develop-
ment interventions. 

Fieldwork and Preparation of  
Case Reports 
Field research for this report was carried out in four differ-
ent refugee-hosting regions—Addis Adaba, Benishangul-
Gumuz, Gambella, and Somali Region—using a combi-
nation of qualitative research instruments. Except for 
Benishangul-Gumuz, data were collected in each region 
from multiple refugee-hosting areas to allow for the 
broadest comparison possible within and across regions. 
In Addis Ababa, the field research focused on two neigh-
borhoods: Gofa Mebrat Hail, where a large Eritrean 
refugee community lives, and Bole Michael, to reach the 
Somali refugee community. In Gambella, research was 
carried out at two camps, Kule and Nguenyyiel, both 
located in Itang woreda, and both of which are relatively 
close to the town of Gambella, as well as at Pinyudo, the 
oldest refugee camp in the region. In Somali Region, field 
research was carried out at Aw Barre and Sheder refugee 
camps; in Benishangul-Gumuz, research was carried out 
at one location: Sherkole refugee camp. At each location, 
data were collected using semistructured interviews (SSIs), 
focus group discussions (FGDs), key informant interviews 
(KIIs), and a collection of life histories (lifeline interviews, 
or LLIs) (see figure 2.1). Community consultations were 
also carried out to verify the data collected, and a total of 

9. See also Sanghi, Onder, and Vemuru 2016.

152 interviews were conducted. Four case studies were 
prepared based on the field research; they are published 
as part II of this report. This report draws extensively 
on those case studies, on primary data collected by the 
Ethiopian government and various multilateral organiza-
tions, and on other secondary materials collected as part 
of a targeted literature review. 

Limitations and Caveats 
Research on forced displacement poses unique ethical chal-
lenges (see Block et al. 2013; Jacobsen and Landau 2003). 
Refugee-related research is often undertaken in a fraught 
political landscape with conflicting interests of host and 
home governments, humanitarian agencies, and research 
institutions, all of which can shape access to populations. 
Refugees may have experienced significant trauma and 
may have to navigate persistent vulnerabilities, such as 
precarious legal status and extreme poverty. Challenging 
settings—from refugee camps to urban locations— 
means that the research process can create or increase 
risks for research participants in unintended ways. Further, 
unequal power dynamics between researchers and 
subjects must be recognized, understood, and considered 
to remove or, at minimum, reduce bias.

The context in Ethiopia is no different. Refugee issues are 
closely connected to foreign policy and security concerns, 
and can be sensitive. Further, fieldwork was undertaken 
in Ethiopia in the latter half of 2019, during the continued 
national-level political transition, which briefly resulted in 
sporadic and localized violence and the internal displace-
ment of many Ethiopians.10 Due to the sensitive nature 
of the questions and volatility of some research areas, 
respondents were selected using snowball sampling. 
Finally, researchers encountered “research fatigue” in 
some of the fieldwork locations: it was clear that refugee 
communities are used to being approached for research 

10. Internal displacement falls outside the scope of this report. 
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purposes by third parties due to the length of their pres-
ence in Ethiopia. 

These risks were mitigated using a combination of methods. 
First, procedures were followed for informed consent 
and voluntary participation and protection of informants. 
The risks of within-group bias resulting from snowball 
sampling were mitigated by drawing respondents from 
different ethnic, religious, social, political, and economic 
groups. Throughout the fieldwork period, the quality of 
the responses was checked by verifying responses within 
and between groups. Where respondents are quoted in 
this text, their original statements have been adhered to 
as closely as possible.

A final caveat about the specificities of each camp and 
settlement: previous research on refugees in Ethiopia 
suggests significant differences between various camps in 
the same region—for example, Sheder and Kebrebiyah in 
the Fafan Zone of the Somali Region (see Carver, Gedi, 
and Naish 2018). Field research reaffirms this finding. 
In this report, therefore, references to empirical findings 
from a refugee-hosting region should be understood as 
references to the specific contexts of the camps where 
data were collected. With these caveats, the next section 
turns to a discussion of the context of displacement and 
refugee-hosting regions in Ethiopia. 

Figure 2.1. Life History Collection of a Sudanese Refugee Living in Addis Ababa 
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3.  A Brief History of  
Displacement in Ethiopia and  
Its Refugee-Hosting Regions 

Over the last 50 years, Ethiopia has been a country of 
origin for significant numbers of refugees as well as a 
country of destination for the region’s displaced.11 Each 
wave of displacement is closely connected to periods of 
political turmoil within the country, or to regional insta-
bility and conflict, as well as climatic crises. This history 
of periodic displacement, the response of humanitar-
ian and development organizations, and the responses 
of various Ethiopian governments form an integral part 
of the contemporary context of refugee–host relation-
ships in Ethiopia. Because most of the refugee-hosting 
areas in Ethiopia were absorbed into Ethiopia in the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, the dynamics of displacement 
have been overlaid onto the broader history of Ethiopian 
state formation, governance, and center-periphery rela-
tionships. The history of Ethiopian state formation is, of 
course, relatively well researched, but remains deeply 
contested and is still a part of the country’s contemporary 
political debate. Understanding this intertwined history of 
state formation and displacement is essential to making 
sense of the contemporary political context of Ethiopia’s 
refugee-hosting regions. 

The overview that follows is divided into two parts. The 
first provides a schematic outline of displacement in 
the Ethiopian context, and the second sets out a more 
detailed history for each of the study regions and sites. 

11. Ethiopia has not, however, been a country of origin for significant numbers 
of refugees since the early 1990s. 

A Brief History of Displacement  
in Ethiopia 
Statebuilding and displacement in the  
imperial era 

The imperial Ethiopian state originated in the northern 
highlands,12 but most refugee-hosting regions in Ethiopia 
were only absorbed into the empire in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries. In the 19th century, Emperor 
Menelik II (1889–1913) expanded his territory through 
the conquest of vast areas to the south, to the east, and to 
the west of the highlands (Berhe and Gebresilassie 2017; 
Markakis 2011). Territorial expansion allowed the impe-
rial Ethiopian state to compensate for the loss of territory 
to colonizers in the north and provided it with a much 
broader economic base, including control over export 
crops, such as coffee (Clapham 2019; Zewde 2001; 
Donham and James 2002). As a result, Ethiopians of the 
Abyssinian highlands remember Menelik as the ruler who 
preserved their country’s ancient sovereignty, while many 
from the southern parts of the country categorize him as 
a colonizer who overran and seized their lands and main-
tained them in subjugation through outposts of highland 
riflemen (neftegna)13 (Berhe and Gebresilassie 2017). For 
many who were absorbed into the Ethiopian state during 
this period, Ethiopia was “invented” in that era in the 
same manner as other states that had been conquered by 

12. Multiple other state-like political forms are associated with other regions 
that make up contemporary Ethiopia; however, the Abyssinian highlands were 
the heartland of empire.
13. The term neftegna remains pejorative. 
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European colonizers (Hassen 1990; Holcombe and Ibssa 
1990). See figure 3.1 for a timeline of selected events.

Control over land was central to the imperial political 
economy, which was dominated by an ethnically defined 
ruling class into which some other elites assimilated 
(Vaughan and Tronvoll 2003: 82). The imperial regime rein-
forced perceptions of cultural superiority by suppressing 
the identity of subordinate ethnic groups situated in polit-
ically peripheral areas. The government took some steps 
to modernize the economy during this period, including 
through foreign direct investment in commercial agricul-
ture, but was focused on attracting external expertise and 
funds, often based on the belief that politically peripheral 
lowland areas constituted “virgin lands” that were suitable 
for state-directed, top-down development. Development 
schemes were therefore inconsistently implemented, and 
with little concern for the interests of indigenous residents 
or their land-use techniques. This trend continued, giving 
rise to local resentment in some areas (Ronnås and Sarkar 
2019; Clapham 2018; Feyissa 2011, 2015). 

This history contributes to three major tensions in the 
refugee-hosting areas.14 First, it contributes to control 
over land/territory remaining a major source of contention. 
Second, the history of border formation through conquest 
and annexation means that each of the refugee-hosting 
border regions is closely connected to territories outside 
the Ethiopian state through strong economic, social, and 
cultural ties sustained by migration across national bound-
aries (see, for instance, Carver et al. 2020). Third, the 
specific histories of each of the refugee-hosting regions 
can complicate notions of who should be considered an 
outsider. In Gambella, both highlanders15 and refugees 
may be considered outsiders; while in the Somali Region, 
highlanders are more likely than refugees to be considered 
outsiders (see Gambella and Somali case studies).16 

14. The point here is not that the history of imperial governance is solely or 
directly responsible for these tensions but that they form the basis on which 
multiple Ethiopian governance regimes have formulated their policies. These 
governance techniques are, in turn, responsible for the contemporary form of 
the tensions. 
15. Highlander is an amorphous category that includes multiple groups associ-
ated with the Ethiopian highlands. In practice, the term includes the Amhara, the 
Oromo, the Gurage, and the Tigray, among others. 
16. There is a long history of conflict in eastern Ethiopia between the Somali and 
highlanders. The former often refer to the latter as “Amhara” or “habeshi,” even 
though they include a variety of groups (see Hagmann and Abdi 2020). 
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Figure 3.1. Displacement in and from Ethiopia: A Timeline of Selected Events

SPLM/A = Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army
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Displacement during Derg rule (1974–91) 

In 1974, the imperial government in Ethiopia was over-
thrown by a military regime known as the Derg. Although 
the rule of the Derg began as a popular reaction to an 
autocratic ruler, it rapidly transformed into a brutal military 
dictatorship accused of extrajudicial executions, torture, 
and disappearances (ICG 2009; Clapham 2002; Africa 
Watch 1991). The Derg regime had several major impacts 
on displacement: two longstanding regional conflicts 
with Eritrea17 and Somalia18 escalated (Bariagaber 2012: 
113–14); and within Ethiopia, armed opposition move-
ments emerged, notably in Tigray and Oromia, but also in 
other regions (Berhe 2020). 

During this period, conflict in the Horn of Africa region 
caused an increase in refugee flows. Refugees fled 
southern Sudan and Somalia into Ethiopia while fighting 
between the Derg forces and rebel movements in Tigray 
and Eritrea, compounded by drought and famine, espe-
cially in 1984–85, led scores of Ethiopian refugees to 
seek shelter in Sudan (Hammond 2004).19 The Derg also 
continued a policy of treating politically peripheral regions 
as “virgin lands.” In the aftermath of the 1984–85 famine 
in the north, it forcibly resettled peasants in those regions, 
including some 60,000 in Gambella (Carver, Gebresenbet, 
and Naish 2018: 9). Even though these “new settlers” 
were impoverished peasants (unlike earlier settlers in the 

17. Eritrea had been an Italian colony from 1890 to 1941, and a British 
Protectorate from 1941 to 1952. It then became an autonomous unit within 
the Ethio-Eritrean Federation from 1952 to 1962, before being formally incor-
porated into Ethiopia in 1962. Many Eritreans thought this incorporation to be 
illegal, and the Eritrean Liberation Front began a struggle for independence after 
1961. The Ethiopian People’s Liberation Front was formed in the early 1970s, 
and the struggle escalated post-1974 (see Kibreab 2009; Tesfagiorgis 2017). 
18. The conflict in Somalia, however has its roots in the division of Somali-
speaking areas in the Horn of Africa by European powers and the occupation of 
part of the Somali peninsula by Emperor Menelik of Ethiopia. In 1960, when Italian 
and British Somaliland achieved independence, uniting to form the Republic of 
Somalia, Somali nationalists immediately laid claim to the other Somali-speaking 
regions—Djibouti, the Ethiopian Ogaden, and Somali-speaking regions in Kenya. 
(For a detailed discussion, see Hagmann 2014a; de Waal 2015.) 
19. The most visible and convenient culprit of the 1984–85 famine was the 
absence of rainfall, but careful examination of how the famine unfolded—which 
areas were worst hit and when—reveals a close association with the offensives 
mounted by the Ethiopian army, including its forced displacement of people, 
destruction of crops and villages, and looting of livestock (de Waal 2018: 139).

imperial period), indigenous populations perceived them 
as outsiders to whom they were losing resources.20 

Displacement in the post-1991 era 

The Derg were overthrown in 1991 by the Ethiopian 
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front. Political insta-
bility, recurring conflict, and climatic crises in the Horn of 
Africa has meant that refugees, especially southern/South 
Sudanese and Somalis, continue to flee to Ethiopia at peri-
odic intervals. 

The largest group of refugees in Ethiopia is South 
Sudanese. In the mid-1980s, refugees from southern 
Sudan fleeing conflict between the Sudanese govern-
ment and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army 
(SPLM/A) moved to camps in Gambella and Benishangul-
Gumuz. Some of these refugees returned to southern 
Sudan after the fighting ended with the signing of the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005. Another wave 
of fighting broke out in 2013 after South Sudanese inde-
pendence and a famine, largely caused by conflict, was 
declared in parts of South Sudan in 2017 (see Boswell 
et al. 2019; UN News 2017). These events led to wide-
spread displacement: the largest group of refugees in 
Ethiopia today are South Sudanese, mostly residing in 
Gambella (although some have since been moved to 
camps in Benishangul-Gumuz due to overcrowding). 
Their presence has profoundly altered the region’s social, 
economic, and demographic context. 

Somali refugees began to move to the Somali Region 
in Ethiopia in significant numbers after the 1987–88 
outbreak of civil war in Somalia, and then again after 
the collapse of Siyad Barre’s regime in 1991. Since then, 
periods of increased fighting and humanitarian crises, 
including drought and famine in 2011 and 2017, have 

20. Highland settlers in lowland regions during the imperial territorial expansion 
were not a homogenous group—they comprised administrators, governors, and 
soldiers, as well as fortune seekers, tenants, peasants, and slaves (Donham and 
James 2002: 3). Nonetheless, they were identified with the ruling class of that 
era. 
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been the primary drivers of displacement from Somalia 
(see Lindley 2010, 2013; Hammond 2014; Maxwell and 
Majid 2016). 

Ethiopia also hosts many Eritrean refugees who have 
been fleeing to Ethiopia since the 1998–2000 Ethiopia–
Eritrea border war. They are seeking to escape the 
program of mandatory conscription into national service, 
originally for 18 months, which has reportedly been 
extended to an indefinite length in recent years, as well 
as restrictions on movement (see Feyissa and Mohamed 
2018). Most Eritrean refugees live in camps in Tigray or 
Afar, or reside in Addis Ababa as part of the government’s 
out-of-camp policy. Finally, a smaller number of Sudanese 
refugees who have fled periodic fighting between the 

Sudanese government and rebel movements in the Blue 
Nile region remain in camps in Benishangul-Gumuz.

Displacement and the  
Refugee-Hosting Regions 
The impact of refugees and the dynamics of refugee–
host relationships vary between and within regions. In 
each of the refugee-hosting sites, the presence of refu-
gees interacts with broader structural factors, including 
social, economic, and political tensions and fault lines 
(see map 3.1 for refugee camps in Ethiopia). Nowhere are 
these factors more significant than in Gambella. 

Source: https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/76841.

Map 3.1. Refugee Camps in Ethiopia 



I–14 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART I

Gambella 

Gambella, a region in southwestern Ethiopia along its 
border with South Sudan, is among the country’s most 
remote peripheral regions. It is a hot, lowland area with 
a mixture of dense tropical forest, savannah, grasslands, 
and marshes. State infrastructure is poor, and access 
to services limited. The region has five ethnolinguistic 
groups that are categorized as “indigenous” in post-1991 
Ethiopia: the predominantly agropastoralist Nuer, the 
primarily agrarian Anywaa,21 the Majangir, the Opo, and 
the Komo. Many “highlanders,” a category defined by skin 
color and ethnic origin, also live in the region (Feyissa 
2006; Markakis 2011). Unemployment and underemploy-
ment are widespread, but indigenous groups are dispro-
portionately affected compared with the highlanders. 

A history of communal conflict rooted in  
contestation for land/territory 
The two largest ethnic groups in Gambella, the Nuer and 
Anywaa, have a long history of connection and intermar-
riage as well as conflict and contestation, primarily over 
territory. After the border between Sudan and Ethiopia 
was demarcated in 1902, most of the Nuer and a section 
of the Anywaa found themselves in Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, 
while most of the Anywaa were placed in Gambella, 
Ethiopia (Feyissa 2010; Young 1999). Over time, the Nuer 
treated the border as a material resource, crossing it to 
escape British campaigns and access weapons, and even 
opportunistically claiming (and changing) citizenship to get 
better access to services. Between the 1940s and 1970s, 
for example, when Sudan provided better health and 
education services, the Nuer oriented themselves toward 
Sudan (Feyissa 2013). Militarily, territorially, and demo-
graphically threatened, the Anywaa have campaigned to 
make the border less permeable, arguing that anyone who 
moved to the region after the 1902 border agreement is 
a “foreigner.”22 

21. Also referred to as the Anuak, or the Anyuak. 
22. In political discourse among the Anywaa, the 1902 border was instrumen-
talized to further the claim that the Nuer are not native to Gambella, regardless 
of how many moved across the border since 1902. This argument is used by the 

These differing attitudes around territory reflect the 
underlying social organization of the Anywaa and the 
Nuer. The social and political organization of the Anywaa 
is highly linked to specific land or territory, and those resid-
ing outside their village of birth are permanently treated 
as guests (Gambella Case Study; Feyissa 2015). Self-
identification is therefore linked to ownership of land and 
to ancestry. Nuer identity, on the other hand, is crafted 
around mobility and is highly assimilationist—individuals 
are actively encouraged to cross tribal boundaries (Feyissa 
2010: 325). The Anywaa thus see the border between 
Sudan/South Sudan and Ethiopia as strictly defined and 
bounded, while the Nuer treat it as permeable. Figure 3.2 
provides a historical perspective of these tensions. For 
various geopolitical and strategic reasons, successive 
regimes in Ethiopia have encouraged border crossings, 
complicating the dynamics between these groups (Feyissa 
2013). Refugees and humanitarian operations have further 
exacerbated these dynamics. 

Refugees in Gambella 
The first wave of refugees into what is now the Gambella 
regional state crossed the border from southern Sudan 
into Ethiopia in the early 1960s, a few years after the 
outbreak of the first civil war in Sudan in 1955 (Thomas 
2015: 116).23 When the war ended, many of the refugees 
returned to Sudan, but some remained and established 
permanent settlements (Bayissa 2010: 103).

Gambella began to host many refugees after the second 
Sudanese civil war began in southeastern Sudan in 1983. 
Ethiopia’s Derg government and the nascent SPLM/A saw 
the regime in Khartoum as a common enemy. As a result, 
southern Sudanese rebels operated freely in Gambella 
and established it as their most important training base 

Anywaa to counter Nuer claims of greater political representation based on their 
demographic majority.
23. Although initially framed in racial and religious terms, the first civil war in 
southern Sudan was also about resources. Geopolitics also played a role in 
attracting refugees to Gambella; toward the end of the 1960s, the imperial 
Ethiopian government began to support the Anyanya I rebels in response to the 
government of Sudan’s political and military support for the Eritrean liberation 
movements (Feyissa 2013: 115).
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(Carver et al. 2020). Refugee camps such as Itang became 
a critical part of the local political and economic infra-
structure, with nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
providing some social services, such as health care and 
education, at the camps. 

There are several documented examples of refugees 
becoming Ethiopian citizens and of Ethiopian citizens  
claiming refugee status. This was made easier by the diffi-
culties in distinguishing between residents and refugees, 
especially because of their common language (Feyissa 
2013; Carver, Gebresenbet, and Naish 2018). The threats 
and opportunities associated with different national iden-
tities over time have driven this fluidity. For instance, 
the deterioration of the security situation in Gambella’s 
border regions in the mid- to late-1980s, as well as better 
access to education and resettlement programs, led to 
multiple cases of Ethiopian Nuer moving to the camps 
and claiming refugee status.24 

Displacement from South Sudan has fundamentally trans-
formed the sociopolitical context in Gambella, contribut-
ing to a narrative of marginalization among the Anywaa in 
three ways. 

1. Demographic changes. The arrival of refugees from 
South Sudan has tilted the demographic balance toward 
the Nuer. Nuer-speaking peoples have been the largest 
refugee group since the 1980s, and especially since the 
start of the 2013 civil war. Between 1984 and 2007, 
the number of people identifying as Nuer-speaking 
increased more than twice as quickly as the Anywaa 
(GoE 1984, 2007; Carver et al. 2020). Combined with 
the resettlement of famine-affected highlanders from 
Oromia, Amhara, and Tigray (and others from southern 
Ethiopia), this means that in 2007, about 46 percent of 

24. It is difficult to know how widespread this process was, but regardless, it 
appears to have decreased over time. Cases of Ethiopian Anywaa claiming 
refugee status has also been documented, although the practice appears to be 
more widespread among the Nuer. 

Source: Markakis 2011; Feyissa 2010, 2013; Carver, Gebresenbet and Naish 
2018; Young 1999.

SPLM/A = Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army
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the population were Nuer, 27 percent were highland-
ers, and only about 21 percent were Anywaa. 

 This had serious implications in terms of who holds 
political power in Gambella (and associated bene-
fits such as jobs) under Ethiopia’s system of ethnic  
federalism.25 When Ethiopia was reorganized on 

25. The advent of ethnic federalism in 1991 created new political space for 
local empowerment and the inclusion of previously marginalized regions of 
the country, such as Gambella, into the state apparatus. However, it also had 
the effect of complicating tensions by politicizing the conflict between the two 
communities. The new system, which could be described as a form of ethnic 
federalism, created a new local bureaucratic class, and ethnic identity became 
the sole logic of political competition. Moreover, political control of regional 
administrative units (especially woredas) meant access to food aid (in some 
cases), jobs, and other state resources. Power over these administrations was 
distributed based on the size of the respective ethnic groups, therefore giving 
demographics new saliency in local politics.

ethno-federal lines, political space in the newly created 
regional state of Gambella was dominated by the 
Anywaa (Feyissa 2013: 119). By the early 2000s, the 
balance had shifted again, with the introduction of a 
new power-sharing agreement that tried to balance the 
historic claims of the Anywaa with the demographic 
majority of the Nuer.

2. Educational disparities. Since the Nuer were able to 
access the educational opportunities in the refugee 
camps more easily than the Anywaa in the 1980s, the 
former soon surpassed the latter in educational attain-
ment. However, highlanders are perceived as the most 
economically powerful group in the region. 

Box 3.1. Changing Citizenship

A 28-year-old man in Gambella recounted how he 
had spent most of his adult life in a refugee camp 
because of the economic challenges faced by his 
family. This is not merely opportunistic; it points 
to the difficulties faced by the region’s residents in 
accessing services. 

“In 2004, we moved to the refugee camp to stay 

there permanently. It was my parents, especially 

my father, who decided that we should move to 

the refugee camp. He thought since he couldn’t 

provide us with school materials, it was better if 

we went to stay in the refugee camp where food 

and other items are available for free.”

The man benefited greatly from the provision of free 
food, education, and school materials, allowing him 
to pursue an education and become an assistant 
lecturer at the university: 

“The teaching in refugee schools helped us 

tremendously because their curriculum was good 

and English was the medium of instruction.”

However, there were psychological trade-offs that 
highlight the difficulties associated with giving up 
one’s own citizenship: 

“The weird thing about this was the fact that I 

gave up my Ethiopian citizenship status to be a 

refugee in my own country, which is not good 

and also affects your mind.” 

The man no longer lives in the refugee camp and 
considers himself a member of the host community. 

“Yes, of course. I identify with the host commu-

nity because that is where I belong. No feeling of 

exclusion at all. I only chose to live like a refugee 

in the camp because of economic hardship, but I 

am still a host though.” 

Source: Gambella Case Study 
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3. Increased insecurity. The operation of the SPLM/A 
in Gambella in the 1980s coincided with an increase 
in insecurity across the region—with the SPLM/A 
accused of attacking Anywaa villages and killing many 
(Tadesse 2007). 

The relationship beteween the groups has continued 
to deteriorate ever since, but particularly since 2016. 
Competition over resources and environmental degrada-
tion caused by displacement has been exacerbated by a 
proliferation of weapons and a cycle of retaliatory attacks 
and killings. The context has been further complicated by 
the acquisition of land for commercial agriculture in the 
region and projects aimed at “villagization” (Meckelburg 
2014; Hammond 2008). 

The camps and the region today 
Field research was conducted at three camps in the 
region: Kule, Nguenyyiel, and Pinyudo-I (see map 3.1). 
Kule and Nguenyyiel are in Itang woreda. Kule, set up in 
2014, hosts 44,745 refugees; Nguenyyiel, set up in 2017, 
hosts 82,758 refugees (UNHCR 2020a, as of February 
2020). In times of peace, travel from and between the 
camps was possible, but since 2016, and especially since 
the spurts of violence in 2018 and 2019, movement has 
been restricted due to insecurity. Pinyudo-I, opened in 
1993, is the oldest existing refugee camp in Gambella. 
It currently hosts 42,297 refugees and other persons of 
concern (UNHCR 2020b, as of February 2020). Its two 
sections house South Sudanese Nuer and Anywaa refu-
gees, with the Anywaa located closer to Pinyudo town 
(a 10- to 15-minute drive—i.e., walking distance) and the 
Nuer living further away (about a 30- to 40-minute drive 
from Pinyudo town), separated from the town by forest 
(Gambella Case Study). This layout and spatial configura-
tion affect the area’s social dynamics, as explored in more 
detail later. 

The Somali Region 

The Somali Region in southeast Ethiopia, formerly known 
as the Ogaden, has a challenging climate and living 
conditions. The region was absorbed into the Ethiopian 
nation through military campaigns in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, which was met with fierce local resis-
tance (Hagmann 2014a, b). The region finally came under 
Ethiopian administrative control in 1927, only to be subse-
quently annexed by Italian forces. After World War II, it was 
handed over to Ethiopia in two stages between 1948 and 
1954 by the British, who had defeated the Italians in the 
region. The region’s political history is complex: it was the 
fulcrum of geopolitical competition between Ethiopia and 
Somalia (in the 1960s and 1970s), and it has witnessed 
multiple armed rebel movements,  most significantly the 
longstanding armed movement of the Ogaden National 
Liberation Front (ONLF), which ended when it signed a 
peace agreement with the Ethiopian government in 2018 
(see Conciliation Resources 2018). 

The region’s terrain is diverse, with most of it classified 
as semiarid, although cultivation is possible and is prac-
ticed in the region around Jigjiga. In general, there has 
been limited government intervention in the region, and 
droughts regularly result in the internal displacement of 
those unable to meet their basic needs.26 Infrastructure, 
including roads, economic opportunities, and resources, 
are limited because the private sector is underdeveloped. 
Unemployment and underemployment are therefore high, 
especially among educated youths who migrate to other 
countries in substantial numbers. 

Refugees in the Somali Region 
The region has hosted refugees since the 1977–78  
border war between Ethiopia and Somalia over the 
Ogaden region. Those most affected were people living 
close to the contested border where the fighting was 
concentrated, and an estimated 650,000–1,000,000 

26. However, there has been significant development in Jigjiga (see Hagmann 
2020). 
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Ethiopian Somalis sought shelter in Somalia as a conse-
quence (Hammond 2014; Samatar 1985). The Ogaden 
War proved to be disastrous for Siyad Barre’s regime 
in Somalia: civil war broke out in the mid-1980s, and 
hundreds of thousands sought shelter in Ethiopia and, to 
a lesser extent, Djibouti. In 1988, the Hartisheikh camp 
(in the plains surrounding Jigjiga) hosted around 400,000 
people, and for a brief period was the world’s largest 
refugee camp (Ambroso 2002b; Hammond 2014). By 
1991, when Siyad Barre’s regime finally collapsed, there 
were 628,526 registered refugees in Ethiopia. 

At various times, both Somali refugees and Ethiopian 
Somalis have claimed refugee status. Camps have been 
organized largely along clan lines, with smaller numbers of 
“self-settled” refugees in local settlements due to the close 
clan affiliations among the displaced Somali populations 
and the Ethiopian Somalis. Significantly, many destitute 
Ethiopian Somalis have reportedly moved into the camps 
and registered as refugees to access services and food aid, 
and the camps have received Ethiopian Somalis displaced 
to Somalia during the Ogaden War, now being displaced 
again back to Ethiopia (Ambroso 2002b). 

Such fluidity reflects the close cultural and genealogical 
affinities and longstanding trade links among groups. 
The Somali-speaking regions in eastern Africa have long 
operated as a single economic and cultural space even 
though they are divided by national boundaries (Hagmann 
and Stepputat 2016; Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018; Betts 
et al. 2019b). This claiming of refugee status reflects the 
intertwined reality lived by many Somali families, a reality 
that does not neatly map onto the labels or categories of 
the refugee protection regime in international law (see Van 
Brabant 1994: 59). In addition to its history of hosting refu-
gees, therefore, the region has a long history of mobility— 
many Somali families move back and forth across the 
region in search of refuge and livelihood opportunities, 
making the task of distinguishing between refugee and 
host extremely difficult. 

Between 1994 and 2005, all camps in the region, except 
Kebrebeyah, were closed due to a combination of repa-
triation and “dispersal” into local areas.27 However, the 
number of refugees from Somalia increased again after 
2006, with persistent instability and recurrent climate 
crises acting as primary drivers. These refugees have been 
settled in two parts of the vast Somali Region: first in 
camps in the Fafan zone around Jigjiga28 and, once these 
were deemed full, in the south, close to Dollo Ado. 

The camps and the region today 
The camps from which data were collected (Aw Barre and 
Sheder) are both in the Jigjiga area; they were reopened 
in 2007 and 2008, respectively. They host similar groups 
of refugees who are originally from urban areas in south-
ern and central Somalia. Some of the refugees were moved 
into these camps from other camps due to overcrowding. 
Most have been living in the region for almost a decade, 
living in situations of protracted displacement (see Somali 
Region Case Study). 

The broader political context in the Somali Region has 
changed dramatically over the past two years. Between 
2010 and 2018, President Abdi Mohamoud Omar 
“Iley” governed the region, exercising highly centralized 
control over the Somali Region’s economy and politics. 
His removal in August 2018, as part of a broader political 
transition in Ethiopia, has led to an opening of the political 
and economic space but has also coincided with a broader 
political reorientation in the region, which has led to large 
numbers of people being internally displaced, especially 
along the long border between the Somali Region and 
Oromia. The continued reorganization of the region’s and 
national-level politics has resulted in the region witness-
ing increased interethnic violence, including between 

27. When Aisha camp, situated near the Djibouti border, was closed, residents 
were given the option of being dispersed throughout local areas or being repatri-
ated because there was a recognition that many Ethiopian citizens in the camps 
were likely ineligible for repatriation. In practice, this became a form of local 
integration (da Rugna 2005, c.f. Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018).
28. The broader Jigjiga area is more economically integrated into the Ethiopian 
state and has a longer history of agropastoralism and farming than other parts 
of the Somali Region.
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Somali and “highlanders”—a catch-all term that can 
include the Amhara, the Oromo, the Gurage, the Tigray, 
and others.29 Similar group-based conflict driven by reori-
entation within Ethiopia’s political system has also been 
visible in other regions of Ethiopia, including Gambella, 
as well as another of the study sites: the regional state of 
Benishangul-Gumuz. 

Benishangul-Gumuz 

The Benishangul-Gumuz region has long been the shift-
ing and historic borderland between the highlands of 
Ethiopia and the plains of Sudan (James 2013). Today, it 
marks the tri-border between Sudan, South Sudan, and 
Ethiopia. Like Gambella, Benishangul-Gumuz witnessed 
underdevelopment and limited governmental intervention 
until the advent of the Derg, despite having substantial 
gold reserves. As in Ethiopia’s other “peripheral” regions, 
this underdevelopment was due to the limited capacity of 
the central imperial state as well as the difficulties in build-
ing transport systems to and in such remote and inhospi-
table areas (Young 1999: 323). 

Benishangul-Gumuz is ethnically mixed. The main 
ethnic groups are the Berta (25.4 percent), the Amhara 
(21.69 percent), the Gumuz (20.88 percent), the Oromo 
(13.55 percent), and the Shinasha (7.73 percent). Of these, 
the Berta, the Gumuz, and the Shinasha are considered 
“indigenous” to the region, which means that they receive 
a degree of preferential treatment under Ethiopia’s federal 
system, such as in the appointment to official positions. 
The region has a history of insecurity and violence (see 
Abbink 2011), significantly constraining development. In 
recent years, tensions over land use and investments have 
proved to be major drivers of conflict. 

29. Most interethnic conflict emerged from a combination of resource-related 
and political issues, which are closely intertwined in the Ethiopian lowlands. In 
recent years, scholars and commentators have argued that conflict has been 
driven by political entrepreneurs who strategically mobilize collective identities 
for political gain within the broader national political transition (see Hagmann 
and Abdi 2020). 

Since the end of the 2000s, the lowlands of Benishangul-
Gumuz have been considered by some federal author-
ities to be suitable areas for large-scale agricultural 
investment. Authorities consider unfarmed land to be 
“free” (a continuation of the broader “virgin lands” trend 
in Ethiopian development planning); this contradicts the 
land-use patterns of the Gumuz, who practice a form of 
shifting cultivation. Land investment therefore plays into 
existing tensions between the Berta and the Gumuz 
on the one hand, and various highland populations on 
the other (Moreda 2017).30 In 2018, large-scale internal 
displacement resulted from interethnic violence (Davison 
and Sew 2018). The dynamics of hosting refugees are 
largely subsumed under these broader regional tensions. 

Refugees in Benishangul-Gumuz 
The Benishangul-Gumuz region has always been a zone 
of refuge for those escaping the Blue Nile areas of Sudan, 
and it has seen waves of cyclical displacement since the 
late 1980s. The first group of refugees fled to the region 
in 1987–89, escaping fighting between the SPLM/A and 
the Sudanese forces, only to have to flee again as tensions 
escalated in the region during the uprising against the 
Derg (James 2013). After the end of the Sudanese civil 
war in 2005, many were repatriated to Sudan, and by 
2007–08, those who wished to return had done so. 
However, the provisions of the peace agreement that 
ended the civil war were not implemented in the Blue Nile 
region (nor in Abyei or Southern Kordofan). Conflict broke 
out again after South Sudanese independence in 2011, 
with refugees fleeing sustained aerial bombardment to 
Benishangul. Most took shelter in the reopened Sherkole 
camp, where interviews were conducted for this study. 
The life history of B___, a 47-year-old female refugee (see 
box 3.2) illustrates how complex the life histories are of 
some of these refugees and how important is their access 
to services, especially education and health care—themes 
that arose across all study areas. 

30. There were reported conflicts between Gumuz and highland populations, 
particularly in Oromo in 2007, 2009, and 2011 (Labzae 2019).
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The camp 
Originally established in 1997, Sherkole is among the 
oldest remaining refugee camps in Ethiopia. Although it 
was originally set up to accommodate Sudanese refugees, 
in 2005, the Ethiopian government decided to relocate all 
asylum seekers and refugees from the Great Lakes (primar-
ily fleeing fighting in the Democratic Republic of Congo) to 
Sherkole (JRS 2005). Post-2011, displacement also led to 
the establishment of two additional camps in Benishangul-
Gumuz: Bambasi and Tongo. Since 2017, large numbers 
of South Sudanese refugees have been relocated from 
overcrowded Gambella camps to Benishangul-Gumuz to 
a new camp—Gure-Shembola—established in May 2017 

for this purpose. As of March 2020, Sherkole camp was 
housing 10,598 refugees from Sudan, South Sudan, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Uganda, and 
other African countries.31 Sudanese refugees originating 
from the Blue Nile and South Kordofan State, and belong-
ing to the Funj, Uduk, or Nuba tribes, make up the majority 
of the camp’s population. Only the South Sudanese refu-
gees, who have stayed in Ethiopia since 1997 have tech-
nically experienced protracted displacement.32 

31. See UNHCR’s “Ethiopia: Comprehensive Registration” data at https://data2.
unhcr.org/en/dataviz/58?sv=0&geo=160. 
32. See KII28 (Benishangul-Gumuz Case Study). Sherkole has also hosted 
Congolese refugees since 2004. 

Box 3.2. “Double” Refugees

Sherkole camp is unique because it hosts individu-
als who arrived from Sudan as refugees in the late 
1980s, returned to Sudan in the early 2000s, and 
then returned again to Ethiopia as refugees after 
2011. B___, 47 is one such person. 

“We ran away to Ethiopia in 1987 from Sudan. 

We stayed in Ethiopia from 1987 to 2003. In 

2003 we went back to Sudan and we stayed up 

to 2011, and in 2011 we ran away again and 

came back to Ethiopia.” 

Sudanese refugees, who have similar paths of circu-
lar migration, are exceptional in that they have lived 
in more than one refugee camp in Ethiopia. B___ 
first settled in Sore camp, before fleeing to Itang, 
and then finally settling in Sherkole in 2011. She 
recounted how, upon returning to Sudan, the limited 
educational opportunities prompted her desire to 
return to Ethiopia. 

“When we returned back to Sudan our children 

were not getting an education. Also the country 

was politically unstable, our government would 

make an agreement today only to change it 

tomorrow.” 

She herself has benefitted from the education 
provided at the camp, enrolling in school as an adult 
which allowed her to work for NGOs. 

“Something which makes me happy is that our 

children get more education and if they get their 

education the NGOs here can also give you the 

work for training for HIV AIDS, training to work 

in the health center to work at IRC [International 

Rescue Committee] and UNHCR … These things 

make me happy … if you are finished with training 

you can help your community.” 

Source: Benishangul-Gumuz Case Study.

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/dataviz/58?sv=0&geo=160
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/dataviz/58?sv=0&geo=160
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Addis Ababa 

The capital city of Addis Ababa has witnessed rapid 
growth and significant inward migration over the previ-
ous decade. In general, urban centers in Ethiopia are char-
acterized by better infrastructure and access to services; 
this is also the case for Addis Ababa. On average, house-
holds are better off, and both male and female literacy 
and education rates are higher. Labor force participation 
rates are lower than in rural areas, but this is because of 
the predominance of agricultural livelihoods in rural areas. 
Wage employment in Ethiopia is concentrated in urban 
areas, especially Addis Ababa, but at the same time, large 
numbers of the newly urbanized earn their livelihoods in 
the informal sector in occupations such as mobile street 
trading, shoe shining, and coffee vending, or as informally 
contracted workers in the construction sector (Ronnås and 
Sarkar 2019). The urban landscape has been extensively 

overhauled in recent years as the government tries to 
provide housing for the rapidly expanding urban popula-
tion (Planel and Bridonneau 2017).33 

Refugees and the city 
As of March 2020, Addis Ababa was hosting 27,000 regis-
tered refugees, although this is likely an undercount. As 
with other refugee-hosting urban centers, some refugees 
do not receive (or seek) assistance from UNHCR, relying 
instead on personal networks, remittances, and informal 
trade activities, preferring invisibility because legal status 
and documentation might only offer limited protection in 
their informal environments (see Polzer and Hammond 
2008; Landau 2014). It is therefore difficult to research 
or provide differentiated services to these populations. An 

33. The last available statistics (from the 2013 National Labour Force Survey) 
suggests that 44.4 percent of the total population in urban areas were migrants 
(Central Statistical Agency 2014).

Urban Refugees Resource Centre, Bole Michael, Addis Ababa
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unknown number of unregistered refugees live in Addis 
Ababa (Addis Ababa Case Study; Betts et al. 2019a; Brown 
et al. 2018). 

Addis Ababa has hosted refugees for over 40 years, begin-
ning with those fleeing the collapse of Zaire (present- 
day Democratic Republic of Congo). Since then, the 
refugee population in the city has grown, predominantly 
due to the arrival of Eritreans and Somalis, but also due 
to other nationalities, such as South Sudanese, Yemenis, 
Syrians, Congolese, and others from the Great Lakes 
region. The refugees who live in Addis Ababa can be 
divided into three categories: (1) those who fall under the 
out-of-camp policy; (2) those who are part of the Urban 
Assistance Programme; and (3) others. The last category 
includes refugees who are unregistered, those (such as 
Syrians or Yemenis) who do not have designated camps, 
refugees benefiting from an educational scholarship, and 
those visiting to process visas or other paperwork (see 
Addis Ababa case study). 

The out-of-camp policy is a legal framework developed 
by the Ethiopian government in 2010. It aims to build 
self-reliance among Eritrean refugees. To be considered 
under the policy, a refugee must have a sponsor who 
guarantees covering the refugee’s living expenses in the 
relevant city. The sponsor is usually a relative (and an 
Ethiopian citizen) and must sign an agreement with the 
Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA). The 
process continues with a check by ARRA to confirm that 
the sponsor can provide for the refugee and ultimately to 
approve the city of residence. In exchange, refugees under 
the out-of-camp policy cannot access formal wage labor 

or access assistance services provided to urban refugees 
by UNHCR (see Samuel Hall 2014; see also Mallett et al. 
2017). Refugees registered under the Urban Assistance 
Programme are also not allowed to work, but they do 
receive a monthly allowance from UNHCR. They are 
usually individuals who have been permitted by ARRA to 
live in an urban area, generally Addis Ababa, for security, 
medical, or family reunification reasons (see Addis Ababa 
case study). 

Neighborhoods studied 
Data were collected for two areas: Bole Michael and 
Gofa Mebrat Hail. Both are home to poor and middle-
class Ethiopians, and both have experienced inflation and 
rapid population growth in recent years. These areas have 
also witnessed a broader process of gentrification, which 
is pushing some in the host community further out to the 
suburbs of Addis Ababa, although it is difficult to disag-
gregate the impacts of refugees from that of inflation and 
rising living costs. Bole Michael is predominantly known as 
a Somali neighborhood. It is located in woreda 1 of Bole 
subcity (near the international airport), with both refugees 
and Ethiopian Somalis. Gofa Mebrat Hail is considered a 
predominantly Eritrean neighborhood—it has long been a 
hub for both Eritreans and Tigrinya-speaking Ethiopians. 
Research was conducted at a time when tensions in the 
city were relatively high, reflecting the broader tensions 
of the national transition. This affected the ability of the 
researchers to conduct mixed focus group discussions. 
Nonetheless, the findings from Addis Ababa both compli-
cate and reaffirm the findings from the other research sites. 
The next section turns to the first set of these findings—
the complexity of defining the terms host and refugee in 
the Ethiopian context. 
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4.  Understanding Refugees and  
Hosts in the Ethiopian Context 

The definition of the term refugee is clearly specified 
in the 1951 Refugee Convention34 and in the 1969 
Organization of African Unity Convention Governing the 
Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa. There is 
no equivalent definition of the term host under interna-
tional law, but for the purposes of this report, the follow-
ing formulation provided by UNHCR will suffice: 

“A host community in this context refers to the 

country of asylum and the local, regional and 

national governmental, social and economic struc-

tures within which refugees live. Urban refugees 

live within host communities with or without legal 

status and recognition by the host community. In 

the context of refugee camps, the host community 

may encompass the camp, or may simply neighbor 

the camp but have interaction with, or otherwise 

be impacted by, the refugees residing in the camp.” 

(UNHCR Resettlement Service) 

34. Article 1(A)(2) of Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951, 
defines a refugee as a person who “owing to well-founded fear of being perse-
cuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable 
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 
country.” Recognizing the specificities of Refugee Crises in Africa, Article 1(2) of 
the Organization of African Unity’s Convention Governing the Specific Aspects 
of Refugee Problems in Africa, 1969, states that the term refugee “shall also apply 
to every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domi-
nation or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of 
his country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his place of habitual 
residence in order to seek refuge in another place outside his country of origin or 
nationality.” In this report, the term refugee is also used to refer to unregistered 
refugees and asylum seekers. The distinction between these categories is less 
relevant to this research because Ethiopia grants prima facie refugee status to 
most refugee groups resident in the study areas. There is a broader and contin-
ued debate on the strict bifurcation between forced displacement, and other 
forms of mobility, but that is beyond the scope of this paper (see Turton 2003; 
Bakewell 2010; Van Hear, Bakewell, and Long 2017).

Ethiopia’s refugee policy continues to be based on the 
2004 Refugee Proclamation, which requires encamp-
ment. Although the 2019 Refugee Proclamation will 
potentially provide for greater freedom of movement and 
livelihoods among refugees, there is need for secondary 
legislation for its implementation. This policy depends on 
being able to distinguish between refugees and hosts—
which then determines how individuals are categorized; 
what rights and services they have access to; and, more 
broadly, what legal regime they are governed by. This is a 
complex task.35 

It can be difficult to distinguish between 
refugees and hosts because of cross-border 
connections and common ties of language, 
kinship, and ethnicity.

Each of the refugee-hosting regions in Ethiopia have a 
long history of mobility and cultural connections to other 
communities across regional borders, and relatively fluid/
flexible attachment to national identity. In both Gambella 
and the Somali Region, there have been many documented 
instances of refugees claiming Ethiopian citizenship, and 
of Ethiopian citizens claiming refugee status. Interviews 
suggest that the practice has become less prevalent over 
time, and UNHCR has recently completed a large-scale 

35. Others have reached similar conclusions. See studies by Carver, Gebresenbet, 
and Naish 2018; Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018; and Feyissa and Mohamud 2018, 
which were commissioned as part of a single research project. 



I–24 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART I

refugee-registration (and verification) process,36 which 
may further deter the practice. Nevertheless, common 
ties of language, kinship, and ethnicity make distinguishing 
between refugees and citizens difficult. The local politics 
of each of the refugee-hosting regions further complicates 
matters. In Gambella, some Anywaa elites have branded all 
Nuer, whether Ethiopian or from southern/South Sudan, 
as “foreigners,” while in the Somali Region, clan divisions 
and preexisting patterns of social exclusion (targeted at 
some occupational groups) remain salient, notwithstand-
ing cultural affinities. 

Some “host” communities only emerged 
in response to the arrival of refugees and 
related humanitarian operations.

There were instances across the case study sites where 
the identity of an individual as either refugee or host is 
subsumed by other forms of identity.37 In Addis Ababa, 
for instance, during the increase in tensions on the 
Somali–Oromo border, ethnic identity acquired primacy, 
and Somali refugees felt that non-Somali Ethiopians were 
targeting them: 

“They [locals] view them [refugees] as Somalis and 

do not care that they [refugees] were Somalis from 

Somalia and not the Somali Region.” (FGD10, Addis 

Ababa Case Study) 

Similarly, and also in Addis Ababa, Tigrinya-speaking 
Eritrean refugees felt that they were being profiled on 
the basis of ethnicity rather than their status as refugees 

36. This registration process resulted in a large decrease (of about 200,000) in 
the numbers of refugees thought to be hosted by Ethiopia. 
37. It long been accepted in academic literature that ethnic identities are socially 
constructed and strategically used by both elites and common people (see 
Fearon and Laitin 2000, generally; and for the Ethiopian context, see Hagmann 
and Mulugeta 2008). Ethnic conflict is not, therefore, to be understood as the 
manifestation of primeval differences but instead contestation and competition 
driven by multiple structural and political factors, such as cross-border move-
ment, settlement, and access to resources. 

during recent tensions between the Tigrayans and the 
Amhara and Oromo. 

“You see we speak Tigrinya, and they [Amharas and 

Oromos] really can’t differentiate who is the local 

and who is the refugee. So, they confuse us with the 

local Tigrinya speakers. And they don’t see us in good 

terms. There is the tendency for the locals to confuse 

us with Tigrayans.” (SSI8, Addis Ababa Case Study) 

A host community suggests a preexisting setting into 
which refugees have inserted themselves.38 In many 
of the fieldwork sites however, the host community in 
its present form was a direct result of displacement and 
the accompanying humanitarian operation. In the Somali 
Region, Somali refugees have contributed to the financial-
ization and commoditization of the local economies due 
to their access to finance, urban backgrounds, and skills 
(see also Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018). Both Sheder and 
Aw Barre used to be small villages with only a few houses 
and shops and limited services. Now they have grown 
to become business centers, attracting others from the 
region and beyond. Local traders and business owners 
have especially benefited. 

“Aw Barre was a small district before the refugees 

came; now it’s hugely increased after the arrival 

of these refugees. This has benefited local traders 

who have accumulated wealth because of the many 

people buying their items and have expanded their 

business.” (SSI20, Somali Region Case Study) 

This is not to say that all the impacts of the refugee pres-
ence have been positive, merely that many in the “host 
community” had not actually resided in the area prior to 
the arrival of refugees. 

38. The word host derives from two historical roots: one connotes “master of the 
house” (in a male-gendered sense), and another suggests the notion of hospital-
ity (see Benveniste 1973: 74). 
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On average, refugees are poorer than hosts, 
live in worse housing and have poorer access 
to electricity. However, refugee households’ 
access to water and sanitation, health, and 
education services are on par with, or better 
than, host community households. 

Similarly, in Gambella, the creation of refugee camps 
(Kule, Nguenyyiel, and Pinyudo 1) have transformed their 
neighboring areas—Pinyudo town and Pulkot (Tharpam) 
kebele.39 In fact, the arrival of refugees transformed Pulkot 
kebele from a small village into a town with much more 
economic clout than the larger Itang woreda (district), of 
which it is a part. 

“It [only] became a town now because of [refugees].” 

(FGD27, Gambella Case Study) 

While Pulkot is struggling to provide services to its 
burgeoning population, by contrast, Itang town, which 
is the capital of the woreda, has languished due to its 
distance from the refugee camps. Similar dynamics are 
visible in Addis Ababa, and perhaps to a lesser extent near 
Sherkole camp in Benishangul-Gumuz. 

Neither refugees nor hosts are a monolithic category. In the 
Somali Region, Gambella, and Benishangul-Gumuz, conflict 
between different groups of “hosts” is as significant (if not 
a greater) concern, than conflict between refugees and 
hosts. In other regions, there are tensions between differ-
ent groups of refugees, divided by factors such as when 
they arrived in Ethiopia, their ethnic identity, their class, 
or their perceived wealth. In Sherkole camp, for instance, 
the Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA) has 
organized refugees into separate zones to manage conflict 
among ethnic groups. One refugee explains: 

39. A kebele is the smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia. It is similar to a ward, 
a neighborhood, or a localized and delimited group of people. 

“My tribe, we are living in zone ___ … with another 

tribe from Dinka, Funj … Before, we were living there 

in zone ____, every day we had fighting, but now we 

are living by peace.” (SSI 59, Benishangul-Gumuz 

case study)

This does not, however, mean that there are no differ-
ences between refugees and hosts, or that these cate-
gories are irrelevant. As an interviewee in Gambella 
noted (see box 3.2), even where individuals switch 
between statuses of “refugee” and “citizen,” they generally 
self-identify as one or the other. And, for the most part, 
even where the two groups have frequent and amicable 
interactions, their social institutions remain separate (with 
some exceptions). 

Socioeconomic disparities among refugees and hosts 
are significant (based on World Bank data from 2017—
see Pape, Petrini, and Iqbal 2018). On average, refugee 
households are significantly poorer than host commu-
nity households, with female-headed households poorer 
across both groups. About two out of three refugees 
live below the international poverty line of US$1.90 per 
day per person at 2011 PPP, compared with about one 
in four host communities. There are also major differ-
ences between the different groups of refugees: Eritrean 
refugee households have the lowest incidence of poverty 
(38 percent); South Sudanese refugees have the highest 
(72 percent). Many more refugees depend on food aid, an 
expected result of the existing legal restrictions on their 
working;40 fare worse on housing indicators; and have far 
less access to electricity. On the other hand, access to 
services such as water and sanitation, health, and educa-
tion among refugees is on par with or in some cases better 
than that of host community households (see also Guyatt 
et al. 2018). 

40. The 2019 Refugee Proclamation will likely allow refugees greater freedom to 
access livelihoods, but it is not yet in effect. 
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5. Economic/Material Impacts 

The economic impacts of displacement have been heter-
ogenous. Nonetheless, some common themes emerge 
from the case studies. Overall, the presence of refu-
gees and the humanitarian responses to displacement 
has transformed refugee-hosting regions, although the 
precise impact depends on several factors, including the 
regional political context, intergroup dynamics, patterns 
of trade, and the geography and the spatial layout of the 
camps themselves. In contexts characterized by persistent 
underdevelopment, humanitarian and development oper-
ations have added economic dynamism and created some 
job opportunities. 

The arrival of refugees has transformed 
the refugee-hosting areas—creating new 
opportunities for commercial activity and 
trade, but also increasing pressure on the 
local environment. 

These material and economic impacts have not been 
evenly distributed: those—whether host or refugee—
with better social networks and access to resources have 
benefited while the poorest have, for the most part, 
seen their economic situation deteriorate. The impacts 
of changes to economic activity include inflation, envi-
ronmental degradation, competition for low-skilled jobs, 
and pressures on existing patterns of land use, affecting 
some members of the host community more than others. 
The case studies also point to the relatively fragile nature 
of the economic relationships among refugees and hosts, 
which can be described as a form of “legally created 
codependence.” The underlying legal regime governing 

refugees prohibits them from accessing most forms of 
formal employment. In many areas, therefore, refugees 
and hosts enter into economic relationships with roles 
based on what each is allowed to do; refugees may have 
greater access to skills or capital, while hosts are more 
easily able to travel and comply with legal requirements. 

These themes manifest themselves in various ways 
across regions. In Gambella, political tensions overshadow 
economic dynamics, although some localized trade still 
exists. By contrast, the economic relationship between 
refugees and hosts in the Somali Region is characterized 
by mutual interdependence, and driven by different skills 
and capacities. Benishangul-Gumuz has witnessed some 
competition for resources driven by precarity, but refu-
gees and hosts have generally complementary economic 
roles under the current legal system. Addis Ababa is char-
acterized by a predominance of informal livelihoods. There 
are, of course, variations within each region, as well as 
some tensions among refugees and hosts. The remainder 
of this section expands on each of these themes, including 
implications for the future self-reliance of refugees. 

Economic Transformation of the 
Refugee-Hosting Areas 
Each of the study sites has been economically trans-
formed by refugees and large-scale humanitarian oper-
ations. These effects are most clearly visible in the Somali 
Region, where the presence of refugees has increased 
economic and trading opportunities and expanded settle-
ments. Interviewees pointed out that Aw Barre and Sheder 
looked very different before 2007/08, when the first wave 
of refugees arrived: both areas were primarily inhabited 
by agropastoralist groups and had only a few shops and 
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houses. Sheder was a particularly small agricultural village 
characterized by extremely limited money circulation: 

“In Sheder, when we arrived … it was a very small 

village. The buildings that you have seen here were 

not previously here, there were [only] old buildings 

and … just plants growing everywhere … you could 

count the number of shops, it was a small number, 

there was only one marketplace with a limited 

number of goods, and if you were to buy you might 

not receive change. For example, if you were to buy 

a [packet of] biscuits whose price was Br 5 and you 

gave Br 10, you couldn’t get the change because 

they rarely had that much cash flow. You’d have to 

come back the following day to get your change 

or you’d have to buy more goods.” (SSI32, Somali 

Region Case Study)

Some of these changes were a result of refugee-related 
operations, but refugees have also played a crucial role in 
transforming the region. Unlike the local rural community, 
many refugees come from urban backgrounds, originating 
from cities such as Mogadishu and Baidoa. As part of the 
broader Somali diaspora, they are able to draw on social 
networks as well as capital, contributing to increased 
economic activity in the area. Refugees are more skilled 

in sectors such as construction, electrical maintenance, 
and plumbing; have transferred their knowledge to hosts; 
and provide essential services (KII6, Somali Region Case 
Study). Local producers have adapted and diversified their 
production to grow different fruits and vegetables to meet 
the consumption habits of refugees. Refugees have even 
been a source of sartorial innovation. As one local busi-
ness owner points out: 

“They have really opened our eyes to new ways of 

making dresses (dira). Before, the community would 

all have their clothes tailored the same way. When 

I see them sometimes, I try to copy their clothing 

designs.” (SSI26, Somali Region Case Study) 

Similar dynamics are visible in the other refugee- 
hosting regions. For instance, before refugees arrived, 
Bole Michael (in Addis Ababa) was a largely residen-
tial area with open tracts of farmland interspersed with 
low-quality and often unsanitary housing. It has since 
been transformed into a dynamic commercial area, with 
many refugees opening guesthouses, shops, and restau-
rants to support themselves (see figure 5.1).41 Refugees 

41. The circumstances in Gofa, the other neighborhood where data were 
collected, are quite different. Gofa Mebrat Hail has long been a lower- to middle-
class neighborhood with condominiums, which for a long time provided a less 
costly housing alternative in Addis Ababa. 

Figure 5.1. Bole Michael (magnified—bottom left) showing changes between 2004 and 2020 

Source: European Union/ESA/Copernicus.
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have drawn on diaspora connections to increase trading 
opportunities and have been the motivation for landlords 
to construct better housing. In Benishangul-Gumuz, too, 
the arrival of refugees has been accompanied by substan-
tial investments in the region around Sherkole camp 
(Benishangul-Gumuz case study). These economic trans-
formations have been mediated by the political context 
and by distance; places closer to the refugee settlements 
are more likely to benefit than others. In Gambella, the 
presence of refugees has spurred economic development 
in the areas closest to the camps, with greater availability 
of goods; while urban centers further from the refugee 
settlements have languished. 

Spatial design and geography also matter. Consider 
Pinyudo I camp, which is divided into two sections. The 
section closest to Pinyudo town is where the Anywaa 
refugees are located; it is a 10- to 15-minute drive (in 
other words, walking distance) from the town. The camp 
has essentially been absorbed into the town. The second 
section of the camp hosts Nuer refugees. It is about 
a 30- to 40-minute drive from Pinyudo town, and the 
two sections are separated by a stretch of forest. During 
periods of insecurity, access to town is limited for refu-
gees. Even when they can travel to town, only those able 
to afford transportation can engage in trade. Economic 
development that is dependent on trading opportunities 
for both refugees and hosts decreases in situations of 
increased insecurity.

Accessing reliable income-earning 
opportunities is a challenge for both 
refugees and hosts across the refugee-
hosting areas, although there are differences 
between the rural and urban contexts.

Not everyone benefits from these economic trans-
formations. As the next three sections (on livelihoods, 
remittances, and inflation) demonstrate, it is those who 
have access to capital or other resources through social 
networks (whether refugee or host) who are more able to 
benefit than others. 

Livelihoods, Jobs, and Trade 
Refugees are much more likely to make a living through 
aid than hosts who have other opportunities. Eighty-
three percent of refugees derive their livelihood from 
aid, in stark contrast to host populations, who mainly 
derive their livelihood from agriculture (39 percent), or 
wages and salaries (28 percent), with one in five occupied 
in services or the retail industry (see figure 5.2). Among 
refugees, richer households and households headed 
by men are slightly more likely to depend on wages and 
salaries for their livelihood (each group with an estimated 
15 percent) than the poorest quintile and women-headed 
households (2 and 4 percent, respectively). With respect 
to nationality, all groups overwhelmingly depend on aid, 
except the Somalis: 66 percent of Somali refugees are aid- 
dependent; one in five obtains their livelihood from sala-
ries and wages; and 15 percent earns a livelihood from 
other sources, including services, retail, and agriculture) 
(see Pape, Petrini, and Iqbal 2018: 31). 

Women refugees are less likely to participate in the labor 
force. Few working-age refugees (ages 15–64) are in the 
labor force, but the gender differences are striking, with 
most women being classified as inactive (see figure 5.3). 
This trend is true for all four of the major refugee groups, 
ranging from 47 percent of South Sudanese refugee women 
who are inactive and not attending school or college to 
72 percent of Eritrean refugee women in the same situa-
tion (Pape, Petrini, and Iqbal 2018: 32). The implication is 
that this trend also makes it less likely that refugee women 
will participate in the labor force in the future. 
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Figure 5.2. Sources of Livelihood Currently and Before Displacement
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Figure 5.3. Labor Force Participation and Employment Status

Source: Pape, Petrini, and Iqbal 2018.
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Relatively few people in Ethiopia are formally employed, 
especially in refugee-hosting areas.42 As a result, a 
consistent challenge facing all the groups living in these 
regions is a lack of reliable income-earning opportunities.43 
Refugees are especially disadvantaged because the 2004 
Refugee Proclamation, which will remain in effect until 
the 2019 Refugee Proclamation is implemented, prohibits 
them from taking up most forms of formal employment. 
Instead, they resort to several different (gendered) strat-
egies to earn livelihoods and income over and above the 
food aid that they receive. 

Somali Region 

In the Somali Region, the local economy relies very 
heavily on cross-border trade—and refugees and hosts 
sometimes have complementary economic roles. 
Refugees have greater access to capital and have skills 
that are in high demand, such as construction, decorating, 
and even tutoring in English, allowing them to earn addi-
tional income. On the other hand, hosts have historically 
been able to travel through the region more easily—partic-
ularly to key border trading posts, which allows them to 
dominate the trading of goods and materials into towns. 
Refugees therefore tend to partner with hosts to bring 
products from Wajale (located at the border with Somalia) 
or from Jigjiga. 

In the Somali Region, refugee and 
host livelihoods have been historically 
interdependent. That may be changing, and 
tensions have emerged around competition 
for low-skilled jobs such as construction. 

42. Only 10 percent of the total number of employed persons in 2013 (when 
the last labor force survey was conducted) were wage workers. Only 3.9 percent 
were in rural areas. (See table 5.3; Ronnås and Sarkar 2019: 40). 
43. This was recognized by interviewees across all the study sites. 

Refugees and hosts commonly start livestock businesses 
together because the former rely on the latter for access 
to land. Refugees and hosts with better access to land, 
capital, and social networks are better able to capitalize on 
such opportunities. 

“The people in the area are … socially interlinked … 

refugees stay at the camp and there are some of 

them who own small businesses in the camp, these 

businesses have connections with local businesses 

in Sheder town. Refugee business owners have 

no permission to buy goods from Jigjiga or Wajale 

towns, they depend on what the local people bring 

in Sheder and then refugees will take goods from 

them, as second-hand. Host community members 

are wholesalers and refugees are connected to their 

stores.” (SSI29, Somali Region Case Study) 

Refugee livelihoods are constrained and 
highly gendered—but vary widely between 
the different refugee-hosting areas. 
Economic precarity contributes to tensions 
with hosts, for example, due to an increase 
in deforestation and petty theft. 

This dynamic of economic interdependence may be 
changing. Since being issued identity cards by UNHCR in 
2018, refugees have begun to travel more widely across 
the region. At the same time, a new market has emerged 
in the refugee camp over the past five years, driven by 
the demand for goods. This provides refugees with a local 
market for their daily needs, but also creates competition 
with the host community’s market and undermines host 
traders’ existing business model. Other livelihood strat-
egies involve the trading of food rations or working in 
lower skilled or unskilled jobs. Some refugee women work 
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as domestic workers in the households of local residents, 
while some refugee men seek out work as daily laborers, 
especially in the construction sector. 

Job scarcity has led to competition over low-skilled jobs, 
such as those in construction, and even for some compar-
atively skilled jobs, such as teaching, emerging as a source 
of tension. 

“It causes tension yes, there have been some inci-

dents, some fights in the construction area because 

they feel that this is a threat to the host community.” 

(KII6, Somali Region Case Study) 

Intrahost rivalry also manifests itself in the competition for 
the highly coveted jobs with humanitarian organizations 
or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Local resi-
dents believe that most of these jobs go to highlanders 
because these positions are recruited at the headquarters 
in Addis Ababa. A respondent at the community consulta-
tion opined: 

“There are many graduates from national universities 

sitting around with no employment opportunities. 

Organizations are based in Addis Ababa and hire staff 

from the highlands—Oromos and Amharas and other 

non-Somalis. There are many employment opportu-

nities in humanitarian organizations. Opportunities 

are given to people from the highlands. We share 

this problem with the refugees. Drivers are brought 

from the highlands where local drivers are not given 

[a] chance.” (CC2.21, Somali Region Case Study). 

Gambella and Benishangul-Gumuz 

Refugee livelihoods in Gambella and Benishangul-Gumuz 
are even more constrained than in the Somali Region. In 
Gambella, refugees primarily engage in three livelihood 
activities: (1) cutting down wood or collecting grass for 
sale; (2) brewing local alcohol; and (3) selling/trading 

items that they receive in their rations (see Gambella 
Case Study). Deforestation is a major source of tension 
with the host community, and refugees are often accused 
of destroying the environment. For their part, refugees 
contend that even though they understand the need for 
environmental protection, they are compelled by their 
precarity: firewood is both a form of fuel and a source of 
income that enables refugees to cook and buy goods not 
found in their rations.44 In Itang, the collection of firewood 
and grass for sale has become increasingly less viable with 
an increasing refugee population, and refugees also report 
being increasingly concerned about security threats when 
they go on these trips. Respondents cite incidents of 
assault, murder, and rape (see Gambella Case Study; see 
also Carver, Gebresenbet, and Naish 2018). 

Brewing alcohol to sell in local towns is another popular 
livelihood source for female refugees at all three camps in 
Gambella. Even though the activity is taxed in the camps, 
it allows women to acquire essentials and lets them avoid 
confrontation with the host community over allegations 
of deforestation. Refugee women go to Mazoria in Itang 
or Pinyudo town to sell alcohol to the host community, 
typically selling 1 liter of alcohol for Br 20. In Itang, host 
community members capitalize on the limited mobility 
of refugees and resell the alcohol in other woredas, such 
as Lare. Female Nuer refugees have been barred from 
accessing Pinyudo town for the past three years; this 
form of livelihood is therefore currently only practiced by 
female Anywaa refugees. Limited mobility due to insecu-
rity has thus had a disproportionate impact on Nuer refu-
gees—who have found their sources of income dwindling. 
Finally, even the trading of rations has become more chal-
lenging after UNHCR decreased the quantity of rations 
provided to refugees, although some trade does still take 
place with the host communities. 

44. Note that the Anywaa are allowed to cut down trees in Pinyudo, unlike Nuer 
refugees in Kule and Nguennyiel.
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Other existing income opportunities in Gambella relate 
either to the refugee operation through formal employ-
ment with ARRA or one of its implementing partners or 
through trade at economic hubs. Both sectors are domi-
nated by highlanders, who not only are the major traders 
in the region but who own the majority of shops, restau-
rants, banks, and commercial buildings, and occupy most 
positions in UN agencies, NGOs, and federal institutions. 
Some refugees are able to access small amounts of capital 
through their social networks to create businesses inside 
the camps, including small shops which sell goods or 

provide cell phone or other power-charging facilities. Even 
fewer refugees engage in cross-border trade for textiles or 
bracelets. NGOs and ARRA sometimes employ refugees 
as incentivized workers—as teachers, health workers, and 
social workers. This scheme is a major point of contention 
for refugees, even though it provides important livelihood 
opportunities in the camps’ straitened circumstances. This 
is because refugees are severely underpaid as incentive 
workers compared with Ethiopian citizens, even if the 
job and qualifications are the same. Wages are capped at 
Br 700–800 per month. One interviewee points out: 

Shop offering power charging facilities in Kule camp, Gambella
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“Their (refugees) salaries are Br 700 only. They are paid 

all equally, it is the same even if you have a masters, 

even if you are PhD holder. And that is the case for all 

organizations.” (SSI46, Gambella Case Study) 

Across the region, members of the indigenous host 
community (which, to be clear, includes the Nuer and 
Anywaa as well as others) may have less overall access to 
economic opportunities than refugees despite having the 
right to work and own land. Refugees may have greater 
access to social networks and remittances due to their 
long histories of displacement and some resettlement 
programs that have operated in the camps; they also 
make greater use of the local natural resources, while 
highlanders dominate the formal economic sector. As a 
result, some indigenous hosts have found themselves 
increasingly economically marginalized. 

In Benishangul-Gumuz, refugees face similar challenges 
as in Gambella, although some earn a living from artis-
anal gold mining.45 For refugees, gold mining is an activ-
ity fraught with danger; because refugees are not legally 
allowed to undertake this work, they are often exploited. 
Interviewees report being robbed of their earnings by a 
network of mine owners and local authorities (Benishangul-
Gumuz Case Study). Some refugees also report working as 
daily laborers for food and wages on local farms or leasing 
small plots of land from local farmers. Cross-border trade 
plays an important role in Benishangul-Gumuz; refugees 
and hosts living in and around Sherkole benefit from it. 
Hosts, in particular, have access to more dynamic markets 
in Sudan as a consequence of trade with refugees. 

Notwithstanding some localized tensions, refugees and 
hosts share a largely amicable relationship. This is perhaps 
because, unlike Gambella, there is no history of commu-
nal animosity that maps onto “refugee” and “host” identi-
ties. As a result, there is a great deal of trade between the 
two groups. Excess demand generated by refugees has 

45. All mining in Benishangul-Gumuz is currently artisanal, since large-scale 
mines in the region have been closed since 2018. 

benefited local merchants who have seen prices for their 
goods increase. Further, the NGO sector employs both 
highlanders and locals, even though highlanders tend to 
dominate the sector. 

Addis Ababa 

Refugees are most economically active in Addis Ababa, 
where, like other regions, refugees and hosts depend on 
each other for their livelihoods. Nonetheless, refugees 
struggle to find work and to survive in the city. Since refu-
gees cannot comply with most of the legal requirements 
for starting businesses or obtain business licenses, they 
must either enter into partnerships with Ethiopians or pay 
them to obtain the licenses to start a business, such as 
an Internet center, a restaurant, or a butcher shop (see 
Addis Ababa case study). Refugees engage in a range of 
other livelihoods as well. They run small businesses such 
as roadside kiosks, beauty salons for women, shoe shops, 
and other small stores that sell everyday goods. Some work 
as laborers in urban construction, as nurses in clinics, or as 
translators assisting others in overcoming language barri-
ers. In Bole Michael, refugees import goods from Somalia, 
such as specific Somali cultural clothes, cosmetics, perfume, 
and shoes.46 For the most part, however, refugee women 
report being largely marginalized from economic activities. 

Refugees often struggle to negotiate the bureaucratic 
procedures required for them to earn livelihoods. This 
is not merely because the legal provisions proscribe the 
economic participation of refugees: as the narrative in 
box 5.1 demonstrates, obstacles can emerge from non- 
uniform implementation of legal provisions. This suggests 
that the success of the 2019 Refugee Proclamation will 
depend not only on the content of secondary legis-
lation but also on the ability of government actors and 
development agencies to coordinate their approaches to 
implementation. 

46. It should be noted that the Somali community in Addis Ababa is not 
composed primarily of refugees, but the distinction between migrants and refu-
gees is often blurred. 
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Remittances and Inflation 
Remittances play a critical role in the lives of refugees, 
especially in Addis Ababa and the Somali Region. In 
Gambella and Benishangul, they are less important but 
still significant. A recent study estimated that 32 percent 
of Somali refugees and 69 percent of Eritrean refugees in 
Addis Ababa receive remittances, a “lifeline” to help cope 
with the cost of living in the city (see Betts et al. 2019a).47 
On average, more Somali and Eritrean refugees receive 
remittances than do South Sudanese or Sudanese (Pape, 
Petrini, and Iqbal 2018).

Remittances are seen to have both positive and nega-
tive effects, resulting in inequity and inflation but also 
providing capital for refugee businesses and generating 

47. These figures are rounded to the nearest percent. 

demand for local goods and services. The same applies to 
financial support from UNHCR. As one respondent notes: 

“The refugees use transport, they buy food items 

from the community, they rent from the local host 

community. We are useful to the hosts and to the 

government, thanks to the money we bring.” 

However, some respondents see remittances as encour-
aging drug and khat use, commonly as part of a narrative 
that paints refugees as living off others’ money while hard-
working hosts toil to earn a living. Significantly, even as 
some hosts blame inflation on remittances, others recog-
nize that remittances received by refugees only play a 
minor role in the increasing cost of living in the city. 

Box 5.1. A Codependence Underpinned by Legal Status and Bureaucratic Obstacles

An Eritrean refugee woman explains that even when 
changes were made to ostensibly increase self- 
reliance among refugees, poor implementation and 
bureaucratic confusion made it difficult for her 
to earn a livelihood. Initially, she worked as a hair 
stylist in a salon owned by an Ethiopian, but she felt 
isolated at her workplace. She later heard about new 
guidelines issued by ARRA for refugees to work or 
start businesses, but she was unable to negotiate 
the procedures required to take advantage of the 
opportunity.

“I don’t think most of them are forthcoming in 

helping you out with your situation as a refugee. 

Later I tried to open my own hair salon follow-

ing new guidelines issued by ARRA for refugees 

to work. Even though I obtained the proper 

supporting letter from ARRA, when I got halfway 

through my application, it was denied. Imagine! 

I wasted time and energy navigating through 

these bureaucratic offices and got to a dead end. 

Apparently, the law isn’t that clear cut. The laws 

passed by a certain agency is completely alien to 

another office. So, when that didn’t work out, I 

had to lease a license from an Ethiopian and that 

costs a lot of money—you have to bribe your way 

to get it. That’s why most Eritreans stay home all 

day long—because of this problem, not because 

they hate work. I have spent a couple of months 

without a job the first time I got here.”

Source: Addis Ababa Case Study.
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Remittances are seen as having both positive 
and negative effects. Some see remittances 
as driving inequity and inflation and fueling 
khat and alcohol-consumption, while others 
see them as a source of capital which creates 
demand for local goods and services. 

Remittances are thought to drive inflation through 
various mechanisms. Those who do focus on refugees 
and remittances as a source of inflation argue that one 
cause is a lack of awareness among refugees of the cultural 
context, which leads them to simply accept inflated prices 
without negotiating. As one interviewee observes:

“They do not know how to haggle with prices at the 

market—they simply hand over whatever is asked 

by the merchant—but again money is remitted to 

them from abroad, but we haggle with prices at the 

marketplace. This usually affects prices during the 

holiday season and the effect isn’t exactly the same 

for both of us.” (FGD2.R3, Addis Ababa Case Study) 

Remittances to refugees may play a role in some local-
ized price increases. The willingness of many Eritrean 
refugees to share housing is perceived as having contrib-
uted to rent increases in Gofa Mebrat Hail (see box 5.2). 
However, these effects are difficult to disentangle from 
the broader macroeconomic context in Ethiopia, which 
has experienced relatively high inflation in recent years, 
including due to periods of currency depreciation and 
political turmoil (see Ronnås and Sarkar 2019: 19–20). 

Box 5.2. Refugees and Addis Ababa’s Housing Market

The presence of refugees in Bole Michael and Gofa 
Mebrat Hail has resulted in each area becoming a 
“heaven for landlords,” benefiting property brokers 
at the expense of local residents. Alongside rapid 
economic growth, refugees are perceived as having 
contributed to increasing rents, resulting in some 
hosts 

“moving to the suburbs and newly emerged neigh-

borhoods like Bole Arabesa and more peripheral 

neighborhoods. An individual who earns Br 4,000 

monthly salary, must pay Br 3,000 for rent, and 

the remaining Br 1,000 is not enough for food 

and transport. Thus, the only option to the indi-

vidual is to leave Bole Michael and find relatively 

affordable rent in the suburbs.” 

In Gofa Mebrat Hail, the willingness of refugees to 
share accommodations is seen as having contributed 
to the exorbitant rents in the area. 

A housing broker, 36, himself a migrant to the city, 
told us about how his primary clients were refu-
gees. Brokers play a crucial role in securing access to 
housing for both hosts and refugees. For refugees, 
they offer a solution to two major constraints: poor 
access to information and lack of social networks—
two resources necessary to secure housing in a city 
struggling to accommodate its residents. At the 
same time, brokers are seen as agents of gentrifica-
tion, pushing out locals who cannot afford to match 
the price that refugees are willing to pay.

Source: Addis Ababa Case Study.



I–36 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART I

Perceptions of the role played by refugees are important 
because they shape local attitudes toward refugees and 
the opportunities refugees have for self-reliance. Poorer 
hosts and refugees without access to remittances are simi-
larly affected by these inflationary pressures. 

The findings from the Somali Region were similar. The 
arrival of refugees is associated with the opening up of 
financial services, especially money transfer agents and 
mobile money services. For many refugees, remittances 
are the main source of livelihood and capital. Critically, the 
pattern of remittances received in the region has changed 
over time: a recent study noted that the volume of remit-
tances around Sheder had fallen substantially, with many 
refugees having moved or been resettled. While remit-
tances were initially used as capital to fund trade or set 
up small businesses, in more recent years, the role of 
remittances has changed to livelihood support, suggesting 
that those who remain in the camp have far less access 
to cash. Even in the Somali Region, refugees are seen as 
driving inflation because they have more money and do 
not bargain: 

“The refugees [have] had a negative impact on the 

market prices and the destruction of the forest. 

There are price hikes, for example, the sack of rice 

or pasta is now much more expensive. 1 kilogram of 

rice was Br 5, and it is up to Br 20 now. One kilogram 

of sorghum was Br 1.50; it is now Br 10. A cup of 

milk was Br 1, now it is Br 15 … Everything went up. 

[This is because] the refugees are better off in terms 

of income sources, some get remittances and do not 

even bargain [over] prices and pay whatever they are 

told.” (SSI27, Somali Region Case Study) 

In Gambella and Benishangul, where remittances play a 
less important role, those with access to remittances are 
still better off, able to trade and start small businesses. 
The presence of refugees and the increased economic 
dynamism and circulation of goods is associated with 

increasing prices in both areas, affecting poorer locals, and  
is indirectly seen as benefiting highlanders at the expense 
of the indigenous hosts. 

Pressures on Land and 
Environmental Degradation 
Environmental degradation associated with the pres-
ence of refugees is a commonly reported theme across 
the study areas. In Gambella and Benishangul, this is 
associated with refugees’ extremely constrained livelihood 
opportunities; while in the Somali Region, where camps 
are not connected to the national electricity grid, refugees 
are associated with deforestation due to their gathering of 
wood to provide for lighting, cooking, heating, and some-
times construction needs (see figure 5.4). NGOs have 

Figure 5.4. Environmental Degradation  
Between 2015–20 Around Nguenyyiel  
Refugee Camp, Gambella

Source: European Union/ESA/Copernicus.
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provided refugee households with cooking gas, but supply 
is irregular, and refugees argue that they sometimes have 
no other option than to cut down trees. As in Gambella 
and Benishangul, this has created tensions between 
refugees and hosts. Refugees report feeling compelled 
to gather firewood from any available source, including 
private farms, despite the risk of violence (Somali Region 
Case Study). A related issue in Addis Ababa and the Somali 
Region is environmental degradation due to accumulation 
of waste around refugee settlements, with local residents 
calling for projects to rehabilitate the local environment. 

Competition over land was reported in each of the study 
sites, indicating that the land pledge in the new refugee 

policy is likely to increase social risk. Refugees commonly 
report wanting greater access to land despite the risk of 
aggravating existing tensions. In Gambella, the agropas-
toralist lifestyle of the Nuer is likely to be incompatible 
with the largely sedentary lifestyle of the Anywaa, and 
some local residents have already been relocated to make 
space for the refugee settlements. Tensions around land 
ownership also have implications for implementing the 
new refugee policy because one of the pledges relates 
to making land available to refugees for cultivation. It is 
unlikely that the pledge can be implemented equally in 
each of the refugee-hosting areas without causing and/or 
aggravating local tensions. 
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6. Social Impacts of Displacement 

Existing survey data suggest that refugees and hosts enjoy 
broadly positive relationships. Only a small proportion 
(17 percent of refugees and 11 percent of host commu-
nity members) describe the relationship as negative (see 
Pape, Petrini, and Iqbal 2018). Somalis report having the 
best relations with host community members, followed by 
Eritreans and Sudanese, although over 85 percent of all 
three groups report having generally good relations (see 
figure 6.1). Among the four largest groups of refugees, 
South Sudanese are least likely to report good relations, 
with nearly one in three believing that the relationship is 
negative. 

The social impact on individuals and 
communities are different in each of 
refugee-hosting regions; it depends on the 
specific context of interactions, patterns 
of settlement, trade, and history, as well as 
individual markers of identity such as class, 
age, nationality, ethnicity, and gender.

Figure 6.1. Interpersonal Relationships Between Refugees and Host Communities

Source: Pape, Petrini, and Iqbal 2018. 
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These data seem to suggest that common ethnicity deter-
mines the degree of social cohesion among groups, but 
they mask extreme heterogeneity. Across the refugee- 
hosting sites, the social impact on individuals and rela-
tionships also depends on the specific context of inter-
actions as mediated by broader structural factors, such as 
patterns of settlement, trade, and history, as well as indi-
vidual markers of identity, such as class, age, nationality, 
ethnicity, and gender. 

Refugees and hosts interact most frequently through 
trade; when accessing services; and during socio- 
religious activities, which are sometimes structured 
along gendered lines. Intermarriage is common, including 
in Gambella, with material and cultural implications. Each 
study site is characterized by local insecurity and oppor-
tunistic theft (which host respondents perceive as being 
motivated by economic precarity), with only Gambella 
experiencing more widespread violence. Finally, host 
community members think the presence of refugees has 
led to social changes—usually negative, such as the rise of 
youth gangs—although it is difficult to disentangle whether 
these have been caused by the presence of refugees or by 
broader societal changes. 

Overall Relationships Between 
Refugees and Hosts 
Relationships between refugees and hosts are largely 
amicable, except in Gambella. In Benishangul-Gumuz 
and in the Somali Region, incidences of community-wide 
violent conflict between refugees and hosts are rare to 
nonexistent. A long history of displacement, shared ethnic 
identity, and shared cultural ties, along with other structural 
factors,48 have fostered some forms of solidarity between 
the groups (see box 6.1). In Benishangul, the majority of 
refugees and host community members are proud of the 
peaceful reputation that Sherkole camp has compared 
with camps in neighboring Gambella (Benishangul-Gumuz 
Case Study).49 

Nevertheless, refugees and hosts sometimes perceive 
each other negatively. For example, refugees complain 
about the unwillingness of hosts to lease land to refugees 

48. It is not only shared ethnicity that creates the conditions for peaceful coex-
istence; multiple instances of conflict within the same ethnic group were docu-
mented during the course of data collection. 
49. It is worth noting that refugees from the Democratic Republic of Congo 
in Benishangul-Gumuz report feeling extremely marginalized due to differences 
with language, food, and culture, even as they report having generally positive 
relationships with hosts. 

Box 6.1. Cultural Proximity in the Somali Region

In the Somali Region, cultural proximity, shared 
language and religion, and—crucially—long periods 
of interaction and exchange have helped facili-
tate peaceful existence among refugees and hosts, 
despite their different socioeconomic backgrounds. 
One respondent notes: 

“There is no cultural problem since there is 

no difference between the host and refugee 

communities in terms of culture, religion, color, 

and language. They are Somalis. That is why the 

integration is good … we also intermarry. I hope 

as time goes by, this integration will continue and 

there will no longer be refugees. The people who 

arrive as refugees but stay a long time become 

part of the community, and you cannot differen-

tiate unless you ask someone whether they have 

a refugee card or not. They integrate and they 

become families. There are children aged 10 who 

have one host and one refugee as parents.” 

Source: SSI27, Somali Region Case Study.
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for cultivation and the fact that some hosts act violently 
toward refugees when they try to work informally as arti-
sanal miners. In the Somali Region, a consultation process 
helped allay the fears of the local communities, and a 
ceremony was organized to welcome refugees upon their 
arrival. Refugees in the Somali Region camps note that 
they had been warmly welcomed and helped in settling 
down and starting businesses in the area (Somali Region 
Case Study). 

In Addis Ababa, conflicts exist, but they are mostly 
between individuals rather than communities. This is 
peace as the absence of conflict: some host commu-
nity members express their disapproval at the lifestyles 
of some recent refugees, including their frequenting of 
bars; the inequities created by remittances, which are 
not thought as being “earned,” and the transient nature 
of refugees’ relationships to the city. Refugees in Addis 
Ababa are seen as temporary residents; and indeed many 
refugees treat the city as a waystation on their journey 
to the United States or Europe. These observations are 
consistent with studies of urban displacement in other 
African cities that show how refugees and residents 
create “communities of convenience” (Landau 2018). 
In Addis Ababa (as in Nairobi and Johannesburg), these 
communities are also characterized by latent tensions 
over, for example, refugees being accused of being unsan-
itary. Such complaints appear largely focused on recent 
arrivals rather than longstanding community members. As 
with the other regions, shared cultural, linguistic, and reli-
gious ties, as well as a long history of settlement, can help 
ameliorate potential tensions. 

“[T]here is an impact on tranquility and sanitation. 

They are not accustomed to our waste disposal 

system. They drop waste materials on the road. They 

don’t put it in the garbage tin. Moreover, they don’t 

participate in communal cleaning initiative. Most 

of them consider it as if it doesn’t concern them.” 

(FGD3, Addis Ababa Case Study) 

Even in Gambella, most refugee and host community 
respondents point out that, during times of peace, the 
Anywaa and Nuer have positive relations with each other. 
They trade and visit each other, intermarry, and display 
forms of solidarity. Insecurity emerges out of a long history 
of mutual grievances and broader structural factors and 
processes, including national-level changes and state-level 
contests over access to resources (Gambella Case Study).50 
This, however, varies markedly by area, with the relation-
ships between refugees and hosts particularly troubled in 
Pinyudo, less so in Itang. 

Patterns of Interaction 
Refugees and hosts report predominantly interacting 
in the context of trade, religious ceremonies, or cele-
brations, and during social and sports events. Another 
point of contact is if the two groups share access to social 
services.

Trade and meetings in the marketplace represent the 
single most important form of social interaction for refu-
gees and hosts in camp contexts, but it is less important in 
Addis Ababa. A complex set of relationships have evolved 
around these economic interactions, including both coop-
eration and competition in making a profit, as well as the 
provision of credit by shopkeepers to refugees waiting 
on remittances or rations. Refugees and hosts alike note 
that relationships of mutual trust are constructed through 
repeated exchanges. As a result, insecurity and movement 
restrictions in Gambella, especially for Nuer refugees in 
Pinyudo camp, not only result in a loss of economic oppor-
tunities but may also exacerbate existing cycles of mistrust. 
It is likely that implementation of the new refugee procla-
mation will alter these dynamics, at least over the short 
term. Depending on the precise formulation of secondary 
legislation and how it is enforced, competition between 
the groups may increase, or they may simply interact less 
often with one another. 

50. The regional politics in Gambella also do not necessarily neatly map onto 
ethnic lines. 
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Refugees and hosts interact at religious events and 
ceremonies across all the study regions. In the Somali 
Region, the arrival of refugees has resulted in the signif-
icant upgrading of religious buildings; while in Gambella, 
church has become a major site of connection, especially 
in Itang. Refugees and members of the host community 
in Itang have held joint prayer conferences, both in Kule 
camp and Mazoria, which are organized with the permis-
sion of ARRA. 

“Both communities also interact through religion. 

They interact through joint prayer programs in the 

form of [a] conference. Refugees can go to the host 

community and the host community can also come 

to Kule here to have conferences in the refugee 

camp. Church leaders can simply ask for a permis-

sion letter from ARRA and join refugees in the 

refugee camp until their conference is over.” (KII11, 

Gambella Case Study) 

The overwhelming majority of the Nuer are Protestant 
Christians, but refugees celebrate with highlanders on 
special Orthodox holidays. 

“On the occasions of Timkat (Holy Baptism) and 

Mesqal celebrations, refugees accompany host 

communities and celebrate with us. Specifically, 

this year Timkat was special in that many refugees 

celebrated the festivity until 12:00 a.m. They spent 

the night dancing and playing alongside the host 

communities. This indicates that our interaction is 

very strong and our needs are similar. We eat and 

drink together. We invite them for food, and they 

invite us some other day in return.” (SSI43, Gambella 

Case Study) 

In all locations, respondents saw sports, notably soccer, 
as a major forum for interaction. This applied across 
genders: encouraged by the success of soccer compe-
titions for boys, organizations have started organizing 

similar games for girls. Refugees and hosts also interact 
for social events, such as weddings, funerals, and births; 
through savings associations, including those which help 
cover costs for funerals and deaths; and by going to inte-
grated schools. Despite these interactions, though, social 
organizations for refugees and hosts remain separate, with 
the notable exceptions of the customary dispute resolution 
mechanisms established in the Somali Region and Unity—
the one social organization formed by refugees and Nuer 
host community members. Unity seeks to promote cohe-
sion between the two groups. It includes leaders from the 
refugee community who organize cultural celebrations for 
all four subgroups of Nuer from both refugee and host 
communities. 

Refugees and hosts interact in the course  
of trade, religious ceremonies, social 
occasions (weddings, funerals, etc.), sports 
events, and when they access shared 
social services. Both groups noted that 
relationships of trust are constructed 
through repeated social and material 
exchanges.

In some locations, women have formed their own associ-
ations to address gendered challenges specifically. Near 
Sherkole camp, women’s associations for refugees and 
hosts have come together to raise awareness about the 
dangers of child marriage and early pregnancy. 

Intermarriage 
Intermarriage is both symbolically and materially import-
ant to creating connections between the refugees and 
the host community. Cases of mixed marriages are found 
in all research locations, but with clear differences among 
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them. The highest number of reported mixed marriages 
is in the Somali Region, probably the result of common 
culture, language, and religion. In Jigjiga, participants 
recounted how intermarriage helped develop stronger 
bonds between the two communities.

“At the beginning we were a little isolated, after  

a while, when we stayed here for a while and  

understood each other, we see people getting 

intermarried, when marriage happens between us 

people, we became … family.” (SSI33, Somali Region 

Case Study)

In Gambella, marriages between refugees and hosts from 
the same ethnic group are common; marriages between 
the Anywaa and the Nuer are less frequent. There are 
more cases of Nuer men marrying Anywaa women than 
Anywaa men marrying Nuer women for several possi-
ble reasons, including that Anywaa men lack the cattle 
needed to pay a dowry and that children born through 
these intermarriages are more likely to be considered 
Nuer given the Anywaa’s purist sense of lineage. As 
tensions have increased between the Anywaa and Nuer 
communities, intermarriages continue but have become 
more secretive. Within the Anywaa group, Anywaa refu-
gees easily marry Anywaa from the host community 
without losing their refugee status, and such marriages 
provide strong economic benefits for refugee men. 
Meanwhile, in Sherkole, intermarriage mainly happens 
between Sudanese refugees and the host community 
because of the common culture. However, there were no 
reported accounts during the research of refugees from 
the Congo or the Great Lakes marrying someone from 
the host community. There are several reported cases of 
mixed marriage In Addis Ababa, although mostly between 
refugees and hosts who speak the same language.

Insecurity and gender-based violence 
Instances of localized insecurity, including petty theft 
and some violence, were noted in each of the study 
sites. The most significant and widespread issues are in 
Gambella, where attacks and retaliatory violence struc-
tured along ethnic lines has led to a vicious cycle of inse-
curity. In Itang, diverging conceptions of land and conflict 
over natural resources, particularly firewood, are the main 
catalysts for the attacks committed by the Anywaa. Forms 
of insecurity are deeply gendered as many of the attacks 
have been committed in forests where women go to 
collect firewood.51 Refugees report instances of killings, 
assault, and rape, but despite these attacks, cannot avoid 
the forest—the collection of firewood remains one of their 
only available forms of livelihood and sources of energy. 

Insecurity is deeply gendered. In some  
cases, it is a direct consequence of  
economic precarity (petty theft). In other 
cases, it is a consequence of livelihood 
choices made by refugees to cope with 
economic precarity (e.g., firewood  
collection and artisanal gold mining)

In turn, this has led to closer links between Nuer hosts and 
Nuer refugees, with Nuer men forming informal militias to 
patrol the forests around camps. 

“It is like that on both sides. Anywaa themselves do 

not sleep at their homes at night. They sleep in the 

bush because we do not trust each other. At night, 

you can’t be sure you are safe unless you see the 

daybreak.” (FGD28.R1, Gambella Case Study) 

51. This is also a function of the demographic imbalance at these camps. An 
assessment of Itang woreda found that 80 percent of the South Sudanese refu-
gees in the area were women (see BDS Center for Development Research 2018). 
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Anywaa refugees and the host community also report 
suffering from frequent attacks committed by Nuer refu-
gees. To mitigate this, the Anywaa host community has 
pressed for restrictions on the movement of Nuer refu-
gees, who are now barred from accessing Pinyudo town 
and the surrounding forest. These measures have not 
been successful in quelling the violence, and certain zones 
in the Anywaa section of Pinyudo have been abandoned 
due to insecurity. In fact, hosts and refugees alike suggest 
that relocation may be the only way to actually end the 
violence. Given the Anywaa’s cultural attachment to land, 
this provides an insight into how pervasive and debili-
tating insecurity has become. This will have significant 
implications for the implementation of the new refugee 
policy that may include some relaxation of the require-
ments for encampment and increased access to livelihood 
opportunities. 

The region has also witnessed a significant increase in 
theft, especially of money, goods obtained from refugee 
rations, and livestock. Livestock theft is a main source 
of intraethnic tension within Itang woreda. Cattle are 
extremely important to the Nuer community for their live-
lihoods as well as for cultural processes such as marriage. 
With a large number of young Nuer men in the area seeking 
to get married, the demand for cattle to be used for dowry 
is likely to increase, further exacerbating livestock theft 
within Itang. As a result, the region has also witnessed 
significant waves of conflict among Nuer subgroups. 

Similar forms of petty theft can be observed in 
Benishangul-Gumuz. Around Sherkole, the increase in 
theft is usually attributed to increased food insecurity 
among the refugees, who have seen their rations reduced 
and sometimes receive them irregularly. The conse-
quence, however, is that theft has become a major point 
of contention for the refugee and the host communities. 
Some—but not all—hosts acknowledge and recognize that 
refugees steal because of their economic precarity. 

“We have a good relationship with the refugees but, 

even so, most of them disturb us with theft. They 

steal our maize, goats, and all our property. The 

reason is because the ration is not given to them 

on time.” (FGD38, Benishangul-Gumuz Case Study) 

Ration sizes are insufficient. One host community member 
explains: 

“… the food that is given to them is only 7 kilograms. 

That is not enough for a whole month, and sometimes 

it is not brought on time. So that is why sometimes 

they steal things so that they can find something to 

eat to save their lives.” (SSI66, Benishangul-Gumuz 

Case Study) 

Since deforestation (and the struggle over forest resources) 
is a major issue in Benishangul-Gumuz as well, the forests 
are perceived as being very insecure. Refugees report 
facing violent attacks while cutting down wood in the 
forest; and women from the host community report inci-
dences of rape. Some refugees who try to take part in 
artisanal mining have also reported being robbed of their 
earnings.

Theft is not mentioned as an issue in the Somali Region, 
although firewood collection is a point of tension 
between refugees and hosts. Most refugees report that 
the Jigjiga area is largely peaceful, although there have 
been sporadic acts of violence against refugees. Among 
the study camps, Aw Barre is thought to be insecure 
because of the presence of youth gangs in the area, espe-
cially in the valley between the camp and the town. This 
sense of insecurity is greater among women and girls, who 
are particularly at risk when they walk around the camp 
collecting firewood. Several women refugees mentioned 
cases of harassment and rape. 
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“The host youth are a big safety issue for us young 

girls living in the camps. We fear for our lives because 

they are always hanging around in gangs around the 

valley. This makes me feel unsafe. There are so many 

girls who have been chased from the valley when 

they are going to collect wood.” (FGD13, Somali 

Region Case Study) 

This does not only apply to refugees—host community 
members have also been victimized by some of these 
groups: 

“The insecurity caused by the young violent groups is 

a general issue; it is not specific to one group—refu-

gees or hosts. They [gangs] are composed of refu-

gees and host communities, and they are harming 

both sides in the same way.” (FGD13, Somali Region 

Case Study) 

This could also be related to the general increase in inse-
curity after the removal of the former regional president, 
who was said to have exercised strong, if repressive, 
control over the region.52

In Addis Ababa, the insecurity associated with the politi-
cal upheaval due to the the national transition was more 
salient than refugee-host violence, which was mostly indi-
vidual, not community-wide. In general, tensions between 
refugees and host groups appear to have increased over 
time, subsumed within the broader trend of increasing 
urban crime in Addis Ababa. Women report instances of 

52. Notably, former President Abdi Iley was accused of heavy-handed/authori-
tarian security measures as well as human rights abuses (see Hagmann and Abdi 
2020). 

sexual harassment, but this appears to be connected to 
gendered insecurity in Bole Michael at night rather than 
refugee-host dynamics.

Changing Forms of Social 
Organization and Gender Roles 
In some regions, refugees are associated with societal 
change. In the Somali Region, hosts note that the arrival 
of refugees led to local society becoming more complex. 
Changes associated with refugees, such as the trans-
formation of Aw Barre into a significant town, also have 
consequences for safety and security. Referring to the 
youth gangs mentioned above, one respondent notes: 

“[t]hese youth gangs are a new phenomenon here in 

Aw Barre. We did not have this culture previously, 

and our youth never acted in groups. You’d always 

find individuals (youth) who acted alone, but now 

this is something we have observed. We have some 

of the host communities who have formed their 

own gangs, and now as we speak, we have a few of 

them in jail. These gangs commit all kinds of crimes, 

and there is also an equally notorious gang from the 

refugee camp.” (FGD12, Somali Region Case Study) 

In Gambella, too, urbanization and economic growth 
associated with the presence of refugees is thought to be 
responsible for Anywaa youth abandoning their educa-
tion and seeking opportunities for quickly earning money 
(Gambella Case Study). 
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Displacement is a highly gendered phenomenon. For 
instance, about 80 percent of the South Sudanese refu-
gees are women and children, with attendant impacts on 
livelihoods and services. This study thus examines the 
effect of displacement on gender roles. Most respondents 
in the study sites refer to the differentiated impacts on men 
and women with respect to access to services, including 
health, livelihood opportunities, and the particular margin-
alization of women. In Benishangul-Gumuz, however, 
interviewees speak about changes in gender roles associ-
ated with the presence of refugees from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. Respondents note, for example, that 
the way Congolese women dress and interact with men is 
slowly beginning to influence locals (Benishangul-Gumuz 
Case Study).

Local women also associate improvements in women’s 
education with the presence of refugees. Respondents 
perceive nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and 
international organizations to have raised community 
awareness of women’s rights, child marriage, and early 

pregnancy. Women from the host community are inspired 
by the skills brought by refugee women, especially in tailor-
ing. None of this is to suggest that traditional gender roles 
have been upended: refugee women argue that women 
are still largely marginalized and relegated to domestic 
roles. In the Somali Region, too, respondents note that, 
although livelihoods and jobs are still largely structured 
along traditional gender lines, women have acquired a 
greater degree of independence by default, since they 
have either arrived alone to the camps or have to fend 
for themselves when men migrated elsewhere in search 
of livelihoods. 

“The change that we are seeing now is that, for 

example, women, long time ago, we were not 

allowed to learn, but nowadays there are opportuni-

ties for women to go to school. For example, … even 

though I am old, I am learning three days a week. 

Which means in a month I may learn for 12 days.” 

(SSI65, Benishangul Gumuz Case Study) 
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7. Access to Services  
 and Development Responses 

Consistent with the broad picture of access to services 
set out in section 4, host community members at all 
four research sites perceive refugees as receiving better 
services than they do. But the impact of displacement  
on services has two elements. The growth in services in 
some of the study sites is clearly a consequence of the 
humanitarian and development response to displace-
ment. At the same time, real and perceived inequities in 
access to services remain a driver of tension between 
refugees and hosts, even though it is not the only, or even 
the most important, source of intercommunity tension in 
the study areas. The government remains a key actor, 
especially the Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs 
(ARRA), as well as other agencies such as the police and 
regional security forces. 

Increase in Access to Services  
as a Response to Displacement 
In each of the study sites, the response to displacement is 
critical to the expansion of access to services, even though 
the services themselves are reportedly of uneven quality. 
In Gambella, for instance, educational opportunities have 
expanded significantly as a result of NGO intervention. 
Plan International and the Development and Inter-Church 
Aid Commission (DICAC) collaborate in the provision of 
education. Plan provides pre- and primary school educa-
tion, and DICAC provides secondary school education. In 
fact, refugees interviewed in Kule and Nguenyyiel refugee 
camp constantly mentioned education as a crucial service 
motivating refugees to remain in Ethiopia. Hosts also 
benefit significantly from these services, with expanded 
educational opportunities. The World Bank-supported 

Development Response to Displacement Impacts Project 
(DRDIP), in particular, has been credited with improving 
education services in Pulkot kebele (box 7.1). 

Historically, the Sherkole area in Benishangul-Gumuz 
has been characterized by extremely poor service provi-
sion, and the presence of refugees is perceived as having 
a positive impact. There were no education or health 
facilities prior to the arrival of the refugees. 

“The benefit that we have got from the stay of refu-

gees is that before, our children would walk kilome-

ters to go to school, but when the refugees came 

here, a school was built for them and one was built 

for the host community. This is one thing that we 

have benefited from. The second thing is the health 

center. The health center here was constructed 

because of refugees. The third is we were told that 

if there is a woman that wants to deliver, or a child 

with a nutrition problem, we have to take them to 

the refugee health center.” (SSI66, Benishangul-

Gumuz Case Study) 

The presence of refugees is associated with 
improvement in access to services across the 
study sites, but there are localized tensions 
around perceived inequities in access to, and 
quality of services for refugees and hosts 
(except in Addis Ababa where integrated 
public systems are used by both groups). 
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Similar dynamics are observed in the Somali Region, 
where schools and health services increased dramati-
cally after the arrival of refugees. Addis Ababa is some-
thing of an outlier in this regard, pointing to the differ-
ences between urban and rural contexts. In Addis Ababa, 
integrated public systems are used by both refugees and 
hosts, and both complain about the lack of quality of these 
systems. Nonetheless, hosts note that the presence of 
refugees has led to an increase in schools and hospitals in 
the refugee-hosting areas across the regions. 

Despite this expansion of services, some respondents 
are dissatisfied with some elements of service delivery. 
In Sherkole, for instance, refugees complain about the 
state of health centers, the difficulties faced by refugee 
students in accessing secondary and tertiary educa-
tion, and the quality of schools compared with camps in 
neighboring Gambella. In reality, the context of insecurity 
and constraints on movement in Gambella have made it 
extremely difficult for Nuer refugees to access secondary 
education. Similar issues exist for access to health care, 
with refugees only able to cross over to the Anywaa side 
of town with escorts. 

Inequity in Access 
None of the three types of services provided to refu-
gees—water, education, and health—are fully integrated 
across the research sites. Even as hosts recognize the role 
of refugees in the expansion of service delivery, inequities 
in the quality of services that can be accessed by hosts and 
refugees remain sources of tension, especially because 
of the real and perceived environmental, economic, and 
social pressures associated with hosting refugees. These 
tensions must be understood within the broader context 
of inequality and economic deprivation in Ethiopia.

To varying degrees across the research areas, hosts and 
refugees can access services such as schools, hospitals, 
and water sources meant for the other group. Numerous 
interviews speak of host community members obtaining 
refugee ration cards and accessing rations in a similar way 
to how Eritrean refugees in Addis Ababa access coupon 
schemes that allow Ethiopian citizens to obtain subsidized 
goods. 

Box 7.1. Development Responses to Displacement

The World Bank’s Development Response to Dis- 
placement Impacts Project (DRDIP) focuses on 
addressing the impact of the protracted presence 
of refugees on host communities in four countries: 
Djibouti, Ethiopia, Uganda, and Kenya. The project 
invests in historically underresourced, marginal areas 
that are hosting refugees by promoting shared pros-
perity focused on human capital, resilience, income 
enhancement, and rehabilitated environments. 

The effort is based on the perspective that this 
approach is more holistic and sustainable than a 
purely humanitarian approach that creates parallel 

service delivery systems. The DRDIP, by contrast, 
recognizes the protracted nature of the refugee situ-
ation by adopting an area-based, community-driven 
development approach led by local governments 
and communities. 

Beneficiaries belong to both refugee and host 
communities. Local communities identify and priori-
tize investments, meet regularly, discuss outstanding 
issues, resolve problems, jointly devise solutions, and 
monitor progress. As a result, all DRDIP investments 
are directly identified, procured, managed, and used 
by the intended beneficiaries.
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Clear inequities in the quality of services, however, can 
be a source of grievance. For instance, in Sherkole, locals 
voice specific dissatisfaction regarding the fact that refugee 
schools have a feeding center while schools in the host 
community do not. Members of the host community find 
this disparity incomprehensible. 

“They provide exercise books while the host commu-

nity have no exercise books. So, even sometimes 

during break time, because they all break at the 

same time, our children may decide to go through 

a fence and watch while the refugee children are 

being fed. We requested several times from the 

organizations that because we are near the refu-

gees and our children are always watching refugee 

children feeding … we also want to be fed, why not 

also give our children a chance to be fed like the 

refugee children? We get no reply from the orga-

nization because they said this is only for refugee 

children and the budget is only for the refugees not 

the host community.” (FGD39, Benishangul-Gumuz 

Case Study) 

Across the areas, most members of the host community 
are aware of the 70/30 services split to be provided to  
refugees and hosts by development and humanitarian 
organizations. Although most host respondents believe 
that they receive 30 percent of services, they do not feel 
that this is adequate. Further they feel that NGOs favor 
refugees, especially in the delivery of vocational and skills 
training. For their part, refugees resent their exclusion from 
financial services; their inability to access justice delivery 
mechanisms, especially in Addis Ababa, where refugees do 
not feel “protected” by ARRA as they are at the camps; 
and that they are not connected to the national electricity 
grid. Here again there is a substantial difference between 
urban and rural contexts: in Addis Ababa, because the 
system is common to refugees and hosts, improvements 
and shortages affect both groups equally. Improvements 
to the electricity supply in Bole Michael are therefore 
widely praised, while access to water remains uneven in 
both Bole Michael and Gofa Mebrat Hail. 

Context matters. Beyond these broad generalities, the 
role of service delivery in shaping the relationship between 
refugees and hosts can only be understood by appreciat-
ing extremely localized contextual specificities. If there is a 
single thread that runs through this report, it is this. 

Primary School operated by ARRA, in Aw Barre, Somali Region
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8. Policy Implications 

From the perspective of developmental interventions—
the key refugee pledges made by the Ethiopian govern-
ment are those related to work and livelihoods, including 
access to land; increased provision of social and basic 
services; and local integration for protracted refugees. 
This concluding section points to key implications for 
policy makers as the new refugee regime takes shape 
in Ethiopia. These pledge areas are interrelated. As this 
report has already demonstrated, policies on livelihoods 
and access to services are closely connected to issues of 
local integration and security. 

Clear consultation and communication with refugees and 
hosts is critical. An overarching point emerging from the 
report is that clear communication and consultations are 
critical to shaping intergroup dynamics between refugees 
and hosts. Across the study sites, however, a common 
finding was that neither refugees nor hosts seem to have 
a clear sense of what the policy changes under the new 
refugee proclamation will entail—this should be remedied 
even as the policy changes take effect. 

Work and Livelihoods 
Increasing refugee self-reliance may be at odds with the 
facilitation of local integration in the study sites. In some 
areas, increasing self-reliance through expansion of liveli-
hood opportunities, settlement patterns, and access to land 
will upend the current economic roles and dynamics and 
lead to a fundamental reconfiguration of economic rela-
tionships. In the Somali Region, for instance, the increased 
ability of refugees to engage in cross-border trade has 
meant that economic codependence between refu-
gees and hosts has decreased and resulted in increased, 
although still relatively amicable, competition over trade. 

There may be increased competition for lower-skilled 
jobs. There are relatively few formal employment oppor-
tunities in the refugee-hosting areas. As a result, there is 
already significant competition among different groups of 
hosts for the highly coveted jobs with humanitarian orga-
nizations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and 
between refugees and hosts for jobs in sectors such as 
construction (as in the Somali Region) or tutoring. These 
tensions are exacerbated by perceived discrimination 
between refugees and hosts, and between “indigenous 
hosts” and “highlanders” in the hiring and payment poli-
cies of humanitarian and development agencies. Some of 
these tensions could be somewhat mitigated by ensuring 
that both refugees and hosts receive equitable livelihood 
training and, if the legal regime permits, by restructuring 
hiring practices in the areas. Humanitarian and develop-
ment agencies need to be mindful of the local context and 
dynamics while making staffing decisions. 

Giving refugees access to land for cultivation may exac-
erbate competition for land, especially in Gambella but 
also to some extent in Benishangul-Gumuz.53 The history 
of conflict around access to land in those areas means 
that the pledge related to making irrigable land available 
to refugees (and others) will require carefully calibrated 
responses, which may include a phased rollout of policies 
(perhaps starting with the Somali Region) and targeted 
support programs for economically marginalized groups. 
The risks of such a policy are that it could exacerbate 
regional inequalities and rivalries and possibly intensify 
intraelite competition. There is a case for an especially 
calibrated response in Gambella, given its specific history 
of conflict and violence, which could include a much 

53. Implementation of this pledge currently appears focused on the Dollo Ado 
area of the Somali Region. 
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broader and political consultation process to help defuse 
existing tensions. 

Refugees and hosts across all study sites have pointed 
out that creating greater and more extended opportu-
nities for interaction and exchange is likely to help build 
intergroup trust. The new refugee policies could be imple-
mented with a view toward facilitating such connections, 
especially intercommunity trade, which is how refugees 
and hosts most commonly interact. 

Constraints on refugee livelihoods have exacerbated 
localized conflict and insecurity. In turn, conflict and 
insecurity have negatively affected livelihoods. In 
Gambella, for instance, a lack of livelihood opportunities, 
combined with a lack of access to fuel sources, has led 
to environmental degradation as refugees have sought to 
access resources from forests. This has aggravated inter-
community tensions. Policy responses, such as cutting off 
refugees’ access to the forest—a site where attacks often 
occur—without creating alternate livelihood opportunities, 
could lead to other maladaptive livelihood choices. 

Facilitating refugee livelihoods will require govern-
ment agencies and development actors to act together. 
Legislative changes are will likely be only the first step 
toward transforming the current refugee regime. Giving 
full effect to such changes will require significant coordi-
nation between and across government agencies as refu-
gees and hosts seek to navigate complex bureaucratic 
procedures around starting businesses, obtaining permits, 
and accessing credit, among other concerns. 

Provision of services 
Increased and improved access to services as well as the 
pledges related to expanding educational opportunities 
remain critical areas for policy intervention. Across the 
study sites, the presence of refugees is credited with an 

expansion in access to services, particularly educational 
institutions and health facilities. None of the three types 
of services provided to refugees—water, education, and 
health—are fully integrated across the study sites, even 
though hosts and refugees can, to some extent, access 
services meant for the other group. Clear inequities in the 
provision or quality of services can be a source of griev-
ance for both groups—and is the single clearest area for 
continued developmental involvement and intervention. 
Research in Addis Ababa, where refugees access public 
services, albeit in much lower numbers than in rural camp 
settings, suggests that integrated systems could reduce 
perceived inequities and grievances around differential 
access to services. 

Refugees would like greater access to justice deliv-
ery mechanisms, electricity, and financial services; in a 
similar vein, hosts do not believe that they have adequate 
access to services. These are possible areas of interven-
tion that could also have implications for intergroup rela-
tions and local integration. Lack of access to electricity, 
for instance, is one reason why refugees have sought to 
use forest resources as fuel or for cooking. Improving their 
access to electricity could help slow environmental degra-
dation and positively impact refugee–host relationships. 
Refugees are also excluded from social protection services 
in Ethiopia, although it may be difficult to extend these to 
refugees unless all eligible hosts are also covered. 

Shared services facilitate social interaction between 
refugees and hosts and can be a factor in improving 
intergroup relationships. Across the study sites, respon-
dents note that hosts and refugees interact in the course 
of accessing common services, and that this led to better 
relationships between the two groups—especially among 
children who attend school together (with exceptions). 
This has implications for moving toward more integrated 
service delivery under the new refugee proclamation. 
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Local Integration 
Local integration involves three interrelated processes. 
There is a legal process through which refugees attain a 
wider range of rights in the host state, an economic process 
of establishing sustainable livelihoods, and a process of 
social and cultural adaptation in the host country (ReDSS 
2018). Each of these processes is closely related to the 
implementation of the other pledge areas. 

The legal frameworks that would relate to local inte-
gration have yet to be elaborated. Refugees are notably 
enthusiastic about the prospects of increased mobility, as 
well as increased access to livelihoods, but there is greater 
ambivalence around losing their legal status, especially 
if they believe that their chances of resettlement would 
likely be affected. In Addis Ababa, for instance, many refu-
gees note that they view the city as a point of transit as 
they wait to move elsewhere. From a policy perspective, 
this could mean that there is a need to craft policies that 
allow for multiple degrees and forms of integration. 

There are clear differences between the contexts within 
which integration might take place. Among the study 
areas, the context for local integration is most conducive 
in the Somali Region, followed perhaps by Addis Ababa, 
and then perhaps to a lesser extent, Benishangul-Gumuz. 
The context for integration is most fraught in Gambella, 
where both refugees and hosts note that relocation of 
refugees might be the only possible response. 

Policies need to be sensitive to the particular “winners” 
and “losers” created by displacement. It is critical that 
some policies specifically target the group with the lowest 
access to resources and social networks, whether refugee 
or host. This could take the form of a differentiated rollout 
of the pledges in the different areas or area-based devel-
opment programming driven by community-based needs 
assessments. More generally, the needs of refugees and 
displacement-affected communities must be integrated 
into national and local government development planning, 
something which is not currently taking place. 
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A. Addis Ababa 

Displacement in Addis Ababa 
Addis Ababa counts an estimated 15,000–30,000 refu-
gees out of a national refugee population of 1 million.54 
The Eritrean population, with an estimated 17,000 people, 
represents the majority. They are followed by Somalis 
(5,000), Yemenis (1,300), and Congolese (400) (Betts et 
al. 2019a). However, these numbers only reflect Somalis 
who are registered as refugees; in reality, Somalis repre-
sent the second largest group, but many are unregistered 
with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR).

Urban refugee figures are only indicative of actual 
numbers because the registration process is ongoing; offi-
cial updated figures have not yet been released. A UNHCR 
representatives explains: 

“The number of refugees in Addis increases every 

day because of referrals for medical reasons, protec-

tion-related concerns, and newcomers like Yemenis 

and Syrians who do not have camps, so they are 

here in Addis.” 

In the past, the government designated specific areas for 
refugees; as a result, Eritreans are located in Shire, Somalis 
in Melkadida, and the South Sudanese in Gambella. 

There is a historical dimension to the refugee presence 
in the capital city of Addis Ababa, with the temporal 
nature of the presence of urban refugees highlighted in 
many of the collected stories and viewpoints, notably in 
the perceptions that hosts hold of refugees. Addis Ababa 

54. All figures are preurban registration estimates based on a key informant inter-
view with a UNHCR representative.

has been home to refugees for over 40 years: beginning 
with the collapse of Zaire (before it became known as the 
Democratic Republic of Congo) and continuing with the 
Somali influx from the 1960s to the 2000s. Since then, 
various nationalities have joined the refugee popula-
tion—predominantly Eritreans and Somalis, but also South 
Sudanese; Yemenis; Syrians; Congolese; people from the 
Great Lakes, and even refugees from Cote d’Ivoire, Cuba, 
and Afghanistan. The Eritreans and Somalis comprise the 
majority and are the focus of this case study.

Beyond its temporality, another key feature of Addis 
Ababa is its transient nature: it is seen by some refugees 
as a transit point: a step out of the camp and a precursor 
to resettlement. Some refugees just pass through Addis 
Ababa, some have a medical condition and cannot pursue 
their journey further, and many—if not most—hope to 
resettle (Mallett et al 2017). The transient nature of Addis 
Ababa is highlighted in interviews by hosts, who link this 
to an ambivalence toward refugees who are not economi-
cally or socially committed to their host environment. 

“Most of the refugees come here not to establish a 

livelihood. Rather, they consider Ethiopia as a transit 

country. They don’t want to invest and maintain a 

life here. Refugees have no long-term plan to live 

here. They spend the money they get through remit-

tances and aid for consumption. But you don’t see a 

Somali refugee after a year.” (FGD7.R5) 

UNHCR staff have a different view regarding the pres-
ence of refugees in the urban landscape of Addis Ababa, 
explaining that they are still a minority, with limited impact: 
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“In Addis Ababa, there are around 6 million people, 

and there are 25,000 refugees, out of which half 

of them are working, so the number is insignificant 

compared with the host population. They are not 

going to have an impact on livelihoods.” (KII with 

UNHCR Addis Ababa) 

This case study report synthesizes the data collected 
across 17 semistructured interviews (SSIs), 10 focus group 
discussions (FGDs) and five key informant interviews (KIIs) 
in Addis Ababa to understand the social dynamics that 
bind refugees and hosts and to illustrate the types of 
impacts refugees have had on their host environments. 
Men, women, and youth from both groups—refugee and 
host—were interviewed at two locations: Bole Michael and 
Gofa Mebrat Haile. These locations are the largest Somali 
and Eritrean-hosting areas of the capital city, respectively. 
Key characteristics of the urban refugee population and of 
the study locations is provided below. 

Three “types” of refugees 
There are three legal/administrative categories for refu-
gees living in Addis Ababa: 

1. Refugees registered under the out-of-camp policy. 
Under this legal framework, developed by the govern-
ment of Ethiopia in 2010 and aimed at building self- 
reliance among Eritrean refugees, each refugee must have 
a sponsor who guarantees that he or she will cover any 
living expenses the refugee might need in the chosen city. 
Sponsors are usually relatives; they must be Ethiopian citi-
zens, and they must sign an agreement with the Agency 
for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA). ARRA then 
confirms that the sponsor can provide for the refugee 
and finally approves the city of residence. Refugees under 
the out-of-camp policy cannot access the formal wage 
labor or assistance services provided to urban refugees by 
UNHCR. They do maintain the option of returning to the 
camp (Samuel Hall 2014). 

2. Refugees registered under the Urban Assistance 
Programme. Refugees under this scheme receive a 
monthly allowance from UNHCR but are not permitted 
to work. There are currently about 2,700 refugees under 
this program who are authorized to live in an urban area, 
generally Addis Ababa, for reasons related to security, 
medical, or family reunification purposes.55 Once the 
reason for the initial authorization has lapsed or has been 
resolved, refugees are then expected to return to living in 
one of the refugee camps. 

3. Other refugees, including refugees from countries 
without designated camps, such as Yemen and Syria 
(Brown et al. 2018); refugees benefiting from an educa-
tional scholarship (e.g., UNHCR’s DAFI program—a higher 
education scholarship program), although their numbers 
are restricted; unregistered refugees; and refugees who 
come to Addis Ababa to process visas with referrals from 
the camps.

“One of the reasons why we have so 
many refugees is because we have this 
out-of-camp policy, a measure taken by 
the government in 2010 benefitting only 
the Eritrean refugees; taking into account 
their cultural background, it is presumed 
that they can easily integrate with the host 
community. We also have refugees coming 
from the camps for various reasons: medical 
referral, security issues; they can be referred 
to the urban refugee program until the issue 
ceases to exist.” (UNHCR)

55. See “Ethiopia Refugee Program Urban Health Sector Strategic Plan 2014–
2018” at https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/62626.

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/62626
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The first hope of many refugees in Addis Ababa is reset-
tlement. Registered refugees receive a monthly stipend 
of Br 3,000–5,000 (US$102–172) from UNHCR to cover 
their rent and food, and additional support for return 
for those who possess refugee cards from UNHCR. In 
addition, refugees receive free health services through 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church Development and Inter-
Church Aid Commission (DICAC), with specific care for 
pregnant women and their children.

“I joined the refugee camp in 2014 with  
two children, one of whom was sick with 
nerve paralysis. ARRA referred me to Addis 
Ababa to get better health care for my 
paralyzed kid. I left the other child with my 
mother.” 
 (A Somali woman living in Bole Michael benefiting  
 from the Urban Assistance Programme, SSI16)

Two study areas, two groups 
Bole Michael and Gofa are home to poor and middle-class 
host community members (table A.1). Inflation and rapid 
population growth are common features of both loca-
tions, alongside a process of gentrification that is pushing 
some of the host members further out into the suburbs 
of Addis Ababa. 

Both areas have become denser with central markets, and 
have become “heaven for the landlords,” who reap the 
most benefits from the higher housing demand. 

“Bole Michael is the most inconvenient place for 

poor host community members. Refugees have 

enough money to fulfill their basic needs, whereas 

most of the host communities have fundamental 

problems meeting their basic needs.” (FGD8.R3) 

While refugees are seen as having generated rapid 
economic growth at Bole Michael, benefiting landlords, 
shopkeepers, and restaurant owners, among others, some 
also see refugees as the reason for some of the challenges 
facing host communities. 

“People are moving to the suburbs and newly 

emerged neighborhoods like Bole Arabesa and more 

peripheral neighborhoods. An individual who earns 

a monthly salary of Br 4,000 must pay Br 3,000 for 

rent and the remaining Br 1,000 is not enough for 

food and transport. Thus, the only option to the 

individual is to leave Bole Michael and find relatively 

affordable rent in the suburb.” (FGD6.R2)

While Gofa is considered a predominantly Eritrean 
refugee neighborhood, and Bole Michael a Somali refugee 
neighborhood referred to as “Little Mogadishu,” there are 
also refugees from other African countries, such as the 
Democratic Republic of Congo and even as far as Yemen 
and Syria. 

For almost 25 years, refugees from different parts of 
Somalia, fleeing the civil war, have settled in Bole Michael, 
located in Bole subcity, woreda 1. The area used to be 
mainly residential, with farmland and poor infrastruc-
ture. The presence of Somali refugees has turned Bole 
Michael into a dynamic commercial area, with many refu-
gees opening guesthouses, shops, and restaurants as a 
means of livelihood. Most of the Somali refugees living 
in Addis Ababa are unregistered (Brown et al. 2018) and 
thus do not receive assistance from UNHCR. They rely 
on the Somali community—including hosts—and personal 
networks, remittances, or informal trade activities, and 
can be considered as being under a de facto out-of-
camp policy (Brown et al. 2018). Because Bole Michael is 
predominantly inhabited by Somalis—not just those from 
Somalia but also Ethiopian Somalis—the level of integra-
tion and social relationships differ by community. 
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“I think the relationship is challenging but overall a 

positive one. I say this because sometimes we do 

feel like we really are refugees the way some of the 

hosts talk to us. I am not speaking of the Somali 

hosts. I was talking about the other hosts. The 

Somalis have been very welcoming, that is why we 

like living in Bole Michel. They are our brothers and 

sisters who have supported us through giving us 

money.” (FGD10.R6) 

In fact, the presence of a large Ethiopian Somali community 
makes it difficult to distinguish refugees from nationals, 
which can be perceived as a form of protection, according 
to the refugees themselves. 

Gofa Mebrat Hail is an area with a high concentration of 
Eritrean refugees, hosting some of the oldest condomini-
ums in Addis Ababa; and it is a historical hub for Eritreans 
and Tigrinya-speaking Ethiopians. During the pre-Eritrean 
independence period, the main road leading to Gofa 
Mebrat Hail was lined with garages operated by Eritrean 
mechanics. Moreover, condominiums were initially 
cheaper than other housing options in Addis Ababa, and 
this, combined with the historical familiarity of the area, 
presented an ideal place for Eritrean refugees to settle.

Over time, Gofa Mebrat Hail has established itself as a 
relatively expensive middle-class area, and has seen an 
increase in Eritrean refugees since the peace deal between 
Eritrea and Ethiopia. 

“We pay around Br 4,500 for a studio flat and Br 

6,500 for a single room flat. If you want to live 

around here, you really need money.” (SSI17) 

Despite the rise in the cost of living across Addis Ababa, 
the increase in the price of rent in Gofa is often associated 
with the presence of Eritrean refugees. 

“There are rumors we hear. I mean the locals accuse 

us of being the cause of the increase of house rent. 

They say everything increased when you came.” 

(FGD1.R2) 

The spatial-demographic structure of condominiums in 
Gofa exacerbates the increase in rent: rooms and apart-
ments are shared by groups of young, single, male and 
female Eritrean refugees. This demographic group, while 
being the most dominant in the area, receives significant 
sums in remittances, allowing them to pool their resources 
and offset the cost of rent more easily than Ethiopian 
families living in the same condominiums. 

Table A.1. Economic Indicators for Addis Ababa: Comparison Across Groups 

Somali Refugees Eritrean Refugees Host Community
Monthly income (Br) 1,400 1,500 4,000

Unemployment rate (%) 79 93 23.5

Proportion of individuals who completed  

vocational training (%)

13 51 22

Start-up capital for the self-employed (Br) 2,000 16,500 70,000

House rent, including water and electricity (Br) 1,500–3,000 4,500–6,000 3,000

Remittances, monthly average (Br) 5,874 2 735 N/A.
Source: Betts 2019a.

Br = Ethiopian birr
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Integration is not cited as a source of conflict or security 
in Gofa. Due to the shared cultural, linguistic, and religious 
ties, Eritreans and Ethiopians are considered parts of a 
common group. 

“To begin with, the Eritreans were part of Ethiopia 

before, not more than thirty years ago. Most of the 

refugees are part of Eritreans who were living here in 

Ethiopia before the 1998 border conflict.” (FGD2.R5) 

“The Eritreans I feel, do maintain their ‘Eritrean-ness’ 

in this situation and losing that is not something that 

is desirable.” (KII3) 

Both areas are marked by internal migration and popu-
lation growth, with a positive sense of overall security. 
This is partly due to the capacity of the various groups to 
coexist. 

“Everyone from each corner of the country and all 

the refugees are coming and living peacefully.” (SSI9) 

It is also partly due to efforts by the police in Bole Michael. 

“Nowadays, the police are more effective than they 

used to be before, two years ago no one used to 

care about our security.” (FGD2.R3) 

But while positive police-led efforts are noted, so too are 
concerns regarding harassment in Gofa.

“[t]he police are supposed to ask you to produce 

some sort of identification instead of hastening to 

beat you up. There are Eritreans beaten up without 

being asked for any identification card.” (FGD1.R3)

A key concern among both host and refugee respondents 
are the recent episodes of Ethiopian political instability. 
One refugee notes: 

“The hardship is getting intense. We have growing 

worries of the current situation [the recent assassi-

nations of military generals, a mayor, and his assis-

tant]. We are second-class citizens, and we really 

don’t know what will come of us if things keep wors-

ening. When I converse with my husband, I tell him 

that if something goes wrong, those with two feet 

will skip town, all that remains will be us.” (FGD 10)

In addition, Somali refugees living in Bole Michel felt the 
impact of the August 4, 2018, clashes between Oromos 
and Somalis in Ethiopia’s Somali Region. They say they 
were profiled and that there were tensions in their inter-
actions with non-Somali Ethiopians during this period. 

“They [locals] view them [refugees] as Somalis and 

do not care that they [refugees] were Somalis from 

Somalia and not the Somali Region.” (FGD10)

Limitations and Constraints 
Selection of research location. Gofa Mebrat Hail was 
selected because of the history of settlement and the large 
population of Eritrean refugees. However, toward the end 
of the fieldwork, it was noted that Gofa Mebrat Hail is a 
predominantly middle-class neighborhood; other Eritrean 
refugees have settled in other, more affordable areas of 
the city, such as Lafto and Jomo Condominium. Shifting 
or expanding the research to other Eritrean settlements 
could have increased this study’s propensity to capture a 
wider range of socioeconomic statuses and vulnerabilities. 

“Types” of refugees and disparate access to services. Our 
research questions focus on the differences in access to 
services between refugees and host communities. While 
this difference exists; there is an even greater discrep-
ancy between the services refugees under the “legal” 
out-of-camp policy or the Urban Assistance Programme 
can access compared with refugees living in Addis 
Ababa without proper documentation who therefore are 
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considered “illegal” by authorities. However, refugees with 
“illegal” status prefer not to be identified, and delivering 
services to them remains a major challenge. 

Neglect of other refugee groups. By focusing on the two 
largest refugee populations with the longest history of 
settlement and interaction with the host community; our 
sampling excluded other refugee populations of interest 
(Syrian, Congolese, South Sudanese, and Yemini refugees), 
which have different histories of displacement and differ-
ent levels of interaction. Syrian and Yemeni refugees have 
a relatively recent history of settlement in Addis Ababa, 
yet Yemenis are far more integrated. South Sudanese 
and Congolese refugees have a longer history of settle-
ment, but they are arguably highly discriminated against 
and tend to be less visible in both urban demographic 
and policy planning. There is room for further research on 
these other refugee populations.

Sensitivities of host community in Addis Ababa. Due 
to the security situation and political context in which 
the fieldwork was conducted, it was impossible to hold 
focus group discussions that included both refugee and 
host community members. Moreover, the team also 
experienced research fatigue and cultural barriers among 
prospective participants, both in Gofa Mebrat Hail and 
Bole Michael. Participants demanded greater compen-
sation for their time; and Eritrean women were particu-
larly reluctant to be interviewed, especially if they were 
married. The research team often had to seek the permis-
sion of a husband before conducting an interview. 

Identifying and understanding host communities in Bole 
Michel. Considering the main population groups, specifi-
cally in Bole Michel, the research team had to be partic-
ularly careful when identifying host communities because 
unregistered refugees self-identify as members of the 
host community. It was also difficult for the host commu-
nity to clearly differentiate between their interactions with 
Somali Ethiopians and Somali refugees.

Understanding informal gatekeepers. Members of the 
Refugee Central Committee (RCC)56 can easily mobi-
lize refugee participants, and their past experiences with 
refugee studies in Addis Ababa, which may have offered 
compensation in response for such mobilization, created 
unrealistic expectations of the research team. Also, with 
RCC members being viewed as strong informal leaders, it 
was key for our research team to successfully manage this 
relationship.

Context of Displacement 
While the government of Ethiopia is committed to tran-
sitioning from strict encampment policies to self-reliance 
among refugees, the reality for urban refugees in Addis 
Ababa is challenging. As rapid urbanization progresses 
unabated across African cities, and as policy discussions 
progress at global, regional, and national levels, under-
standing the local challenges that urban refugees face and 
how best to cater to their needs is extremely timely. Cities 
offer better livelihood opportunities, access to informa-
tion, and transnational networks, but there are trade-offs, 
notably in terms of direct assistance provided by nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs). The geographic spread 
of refugees, the fact that they are embedded within host 
communities, and the magnitude of needs across refugee 
and host communities makes it difficult for NGOs to assist 
or protect urban refugees (UNHCR 2012). A broader, area-
based, and rights-based approach is needed to mitigate the 
situation. Studies show that in major African cities, urban 
refugees are vulnerable to exploitation, systemic discrimi-
nation, and detention (Campbell 2005). 

The challenges faced by refugees are the same as those 
faced by the urban poor: insecure housing, limited access 
to services, and high levels of unemployment. This is espe-
cially the case in Addis Ababa, where the urban popula-
tion is expected to triple by 2037 (UN-Habitat 2017) and 

56. The RCC is a representative organization that is consulted on issues affecting 
refugees. 
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where unemployment is the highest in the country—at 
around 23.5 percent (RSC 2019). The city is struggling 
to contain urbanization, collect revenue, and overcome 
resource constraints (EC 2016). 

Urban refugees in Addis Ababa are a heterogeneous group 
with different socioeconomic profiles, histories of displace-
ment and settlement, and social networks upon which they 
can draw (Buscher 2003). Eritrean and Somali refugees 
are the largest refugee group and have the longest history 
of settlement in the city. Social networks play a pivotal 
role as a source of information as well as emotional and 
material resources, determining where refugees decide to 
settle. For Eritrean and Somali refugees, their respective 
histories of displacement and settlement are an additional 
factor impacting their decision to settle predominantly in 
the two research locations for this study. 

Ethiopian Somalis have been settling in Bole Michael 
for generations (Mena 2017). This made it an attractive 
place for Somali refugees to settle and tap into existing 
social networks for their survival. The majority of Eritrean 
refugees settled in Gofa Mebrat Hail prior to a series of 
deportations that occurred between 1998 and 2000 
during the Eritrean–Ethiopian War (Mena 2017), making 
it an attractive place to settle for Eritreans returning home 
after the war and for new refugees fleeing indefinite mili-
tary service and an oppressive political environment. This 
history and the presence of social networks continue to 
play a role today, evident in the reported influx of Somali 
refugees into Bole Michael during the conflict between 
Oromo and Somali Ethiopians in 2018 (RSC 2019). The 
same pattern applies to the time after the peace deal was 
struck between Ethiopia and Eritrea: there was a rise in 
the number of Eritrean refugees entering Ethiopia to settle 
in neighborhoods such as Gofa Mebrat Hail (The New 
Humanitarian 2018). Most Eritrean refugees live under the 
out-of-camp status; most Somali refugees are unregistered 
asylum seekers (The New Humanitarian 2018). Under 
article 13 (6) of the (older) Refugee Proclamation, the 

Ethiopian government grants refugees without appropri-
ate documentation freedom from arbitrary arrest (Webster 
2011). Freedom of movement is still strictly controlled by 
the Ethiopian government. 

Most of the literature concerning urban refugees in 
Addis Ababa focuses on refugee economies because 
the ability to work is a crucial feature of refugee self- 
reliance (Crisp 2004). Refugees are currently not permit-
ted to work, yet there exist no punitive legal restrictions 
on refugees engaging in informal work (Brown et al. 2018). 
The Ethiopian government does not grant work permits 
or issue business licenses, making it extremely difficult for 
refugees to start and own enterprises (Zetter and Ruaudel 
2016). However, such restrictions have not dampened 
the economic contributions of refugees in neighborhoods 
such as Bole Michael, where they are cited as identifying 
niche markets, spurring innovation, and establishing trans-
national value and supply chains.

Beyond economic engagement, local integration is 
a process that includes legal and social dimensions. 
Socioeconomic conditions among the host community 
can hinder or enhance the integration of African refu-
gees in urban settings (Salem 2013). Therefore, under-
standing the social dynamics between refugees and host 
communities is paramount to the aims of increasing self- 
reliance among refugees and integration with the host 
community in Addis Ababa. 

Governance and programming 

What do inhabitants of the area know of and how do they 
perceive the various policy measures regarding and actors 
involved in refugee integration? What are the expectations of 
the hosts and refugees regarding development interventions? 

Nationality is considered a key marker of integration 
and differentiation among refugee groups. Stakeholders 
recognize that host–refugee relationships depend on 
countries of origin. There is a difference in how Eritreans 
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and Somalis are treated and their relationships with the 
hosts; within each of those groups there is also variation 
between old and new refugees. These dimensions—of 
nationality and time—are reflected in the nine pledges 
of the Ethiopian government, as well as in existing legal 
frameworks targeted at Eritrean refugees living in Ethiopia 
for 20 years or longer, such as the out-of-camp policy. 
Interviews with refugee practitioners reiterate a common 
assumption. 

“Eritreans are more integrated because they were 

Ethiopians, they know the culture, they speak the 

language and so it is easy for them to integrate. 

… The Congolese and Yemenis claim that they are 

discriminated because they come from specific 

nationalities. For instance, the Eritreans, they used 

to be Ethiopian so it is a lot easier for them to live 

with Ethiopians, some of them moved to their orig-

inal neighborhood in Addis Ababa so it is easier for 

them to integrate.” (KII5)

The potential for future conflict will rise if effective aware-
ness raising is not in place to accompany legal changes. 
Key informants raised concerns over potential conflict 
or an increase in social tensions in the aftermath of the 
new refugee proclamation. UNHCR staff members share 
the concerns that once the revised refugee proclamation 
comes into force, it will give refugees more rights and 
bring about more competition over jobs, while unemploy-
ment remains high in Addis Ababa. This cycle of rights 
and competition could lead to insecurity in the host 
community. 

“So far since the number of refugees living in Addis 

is very small compared with the host population, 

(tensions) are not visible, but in the future, the urban 

refugee population is expected to rise with the out 

of camp policy which is one of the pledges, and if 

we have more refugees competing for jobs, it will 

definitely create competition with the host commu-

nity.” (KII5) 

The conclusion for practitioners is that, in the process of 
implementing the new proclamation, programs will need 
to increase their efforts at effective communication about 
the inclusion of the host community, ensure awareness, 
and remain informed of the benefits that will also reach 
them (Abebe 2018). 

“I don’t think the majority of the people know the 

new proclamation” (KII5). 

The focus groups and semistructured interviews with 
refugees and hosts echo this sentiment.

Organizations note that problems have arisen due to the 
gap between implementation and refugee expectations 
[KIIs with the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) and 
UNDP], illustrated by the Syrian refugee populations’ 
attempts at accessing driver’s licenses. In theory, a Syrian 
refugee should be able to obtain a license but, in practice, 
they are unable to, which curbs their capacity to conduct 
business. Eritrean refugees interviewed in Gofa express 
ed that government officials are not sufficiently informed 
about the content of legal decisions made at the national 
level. 

“After the peace deal, when you go to various offices 

to have your paper done, upon examining your 

refugee ID card they tell you … “oh you are no longer 

a refugee!” (FGD1.R5)

To what extent is the new framework being implemented? 
Respondents claim that local authorities and the commu-
nity at large have a minimal understanding of the new 
framework (KII4). One respondent explains that, while 
mass media has spread the word, 

“While I heard that refugees will be allowed to sell 

and buy property, have their very own bank book 
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account, and the right to have business license 

among other things, in reality, nothing has changed 

… It will make a big difference for those refugees who 

are already in the business world and who already 

are successful. But I don’t think everyone will benefit 

from such schemes—some will lose and some will 

gain. Some will employ this scheme to a greater 

advantage, mostly those who have a half-brother or 

sister through an Ethiopian mother or father. Since 

these people tend to be more integrated and know 

the ins and out of business bureaucracy, their busi-

nesses will flourish.” (SSI7)

A refugee in Gofa explains:

“You come and get information, then what?”  

(FGD4.R5). 

Refugees mention hearing about the new proclamation 
from organizations such as the NRC, but they have not 
seen any tangible progress. 

“I have observed many organizations doing similar 

research, maybe they can make financial support for 

starting a business. But, they don’t follow up on it.” 

(FGD4.R5) 

Can ARRA bring about change? Refugees express some 
apprehension about ARRA’s capacity to bring about 
needed change. When refugees try to access vital docu-
ments, such as birth certificates, they are faced with 
governmental staff already under pressure to respond to 
a climate of changing laws. This, in turn, makes them less 
welcoming than the general host community, and makes 
it difficult for refugees to obtain the services they need. 

The host community is largely unaware of the changing 
governance on refugee issues in Ethiopia. Of the minority 
who are aware, some hosts are ready to back the new 

proclamation, others are concerned about opportunities 
for hosts. At one focus group discussion, respondents 
shared mixed views, some supportive of a government that 
can create a conducive situation for refugees, seeing it as 
an indirect benefit to hosts as well, and others concerned 
about the future for the country’s youth. 

“When the government gives more opportunity to 

the refugees, what is going to happen to the youth 

of the country?” (FGD3.R3) 

Refugees recognize this tension and are sensitive to what 
host community members will think and how they will react. 
Beyond the implementation gap, refugees are concerned 
about the possible backlash of such a proclamation. 

“I even heard some people talking on mass media, 

asking the question: ‘How come refugees will be 

given opportunities to work while there are so many 

locals who can’t find jobs?’ I guess the government’s 

policies might have changed but the changes the 

new administration is trying to implement hasn’t 

sunk in the psyche of the general population. I hear 

there is a lot of opposition from within the host 

community regarding such plan.” (FGD5.R3)

The new government in Ethiopia and the peace deal 
between Ethiopia and Eritrea are seen as opportunities but 
also as a potential source of problems. During focus group 
discussions, Eritrean refugees highlighted that “Eritreans 
are flocking in and, obviously, tensions will increase,” 
noting that those arriving after the peace deal will not 
be able to benefit from the same sort of schemes that 
prior groups of refugees have (FGD1.R5). They highlight, 
for instance, that they will not benefit from the coupon 
scheme, get access to public services such as medical 
care, or have the same bonds on an individual level with 
neighbors that would allow them to access water or sugar 
in times of need. 
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“Overall, there are not the types of social provisions 

for them in Gofa.” (FGD2.R4) 

Eritrean refugees who have been living for years in Ethiopia 
speak of the changes they have seen since the coming 
to power of Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed and the peace 
agreement that followed. Changes toward Eritreans, in 
their view, are noticeable. 

“Before we weren’t even allowed to rent a house 

under our name. So, we used to rely on Ethiopians 

for their ID card. It had even reached a point that 

some hosts refused to rent us their house and told 

us that we had no right to do so because we were 

refugees. But, now refugees can rent a house. Things 

have changed for the better. In previous years, we 

didn’t even have a meeting among ourselves, let 

alone with Ethiopians. There were really very few 

gatherings I could remember.” (FGD2.R4) 

Another respondent from Gofa details the changes seen 
in the transition from the previous government to Abiy 
Ahmed’s accession to power: 

“The previous government had not brought much 

change in regard to condominium developments. 

The new government has already initiated programs. 

Each condominium has been given the go-ahead to 

build fences. There are greening initiatives, sanitary 

programs, and other developmental initiatives. If a 

tenant lives for more than six months he is obliged to 

participate in these initiatives. Though we have the 

support of the leadership in the district and subcity 

administrations, in previous years, all efforts to bring 

those initiatives to fruition failed. The compound 

is still full of garbage. The compound is still used 

by people to relieve themselves. Now, there is no 

reason why this type of condominium couldn’t be 

better than Bole [an upscale neighborhood].” (SSI2)

NGOs are seen as a crucial but inaccessible, and at times 
misinformed, actors (SSI7). The formal mode of commu-
nication is facilitated through ARRA and NGOs. But most 
NGOs are seen as being unapproachable or inaccessible 
to most refugees because they are physically removed 
from where refugees reside. In Gofa, the teams observed 
that participants lack information on the services provided 
to refugees in general and youth and women in particu-
lar. Refugees mentioned services provided by one or two 
NGOs known to them (e.g., the Jesuit Refugee Service). 
Even in those cases, however, they lack knowledge of 
where the NGO offices are and are only receiving assis-
tance passively.

NGOs also do not seem to well understand the changing 
policies. One respondent described attending a five-day 
seminar in 2019 on business and integration for 20 Somali 
refugees and 50 Eritrean refugees, led by PLAN interna-
tional and the European Union. At the seminar, they were 
told that refugees would be given Br 25,000 (US$855) to 
run a business. 

“After a while, without response, we contacted 

the seminar team, and they told us that the plans 

changed. They told us to organize ourselves in 

groups, open one bank account, rent a house, and 

bring a valid business license. When we finished all 

these steps, the business license office refused to 

give us a license in the absence of a national ID card. 

We want NGOs to give the support they promised, 

and if it doesn’t work, we need feedback.” (SSI7)

A key question in refugees’ discourse relates to the impact 
of the proclamation on resettlement. 

“The only thing that I am very much concerned with 

is if the new opportunities are going to affect the 

plans and processes of resettlement of refugees to a 

third country.” (SSI6) 



II–12 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

Refugees are concerned about how proposed plans of 
increased integration by the Ethiopian government might 
affect plans and processes for refugees to travel abroad for 
family reunification or third-country resettlement.

Ecosystem 

What does the microsystem/mesosystem/macrosystem look 
like around communities? Who are the most relevant stake-
holders? What is the dominant discourse about refugees? 

Unlike refugees living in camps, NGOs do not feature as 
prominent actors for urban refugees. 

“Most NGOs are unapproachable or inaccessible to 

most refugees as they tend to base themselves far 

from where most refugees reside.” (SSAE) 

This speaks to the challenges related to service provision 
to refugees in an urban context. As a key informant inter-
viewee from UNDP explains: 

“Service delivery and policy and program interven-

tion toward refugees in an urban setting is much 

more difficult than would be the case—or if not 

much more expensive—if one was to do it in a rural 

set up.” (KII with UNDP representative)

This can be attributed to the geographic spread of recipi-
ents; the invisibility of vulnerable groups, such as unregis-
tered refugees; and the need to address structural rather 
than isolated problems. The six main actors influencing 
refugees’ lives in Addis Ababa are described below (see 
also figure A.1). 

Figure A.1. Refugee Ecosystem Model, Addis Ababa

ARRA = Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs; NGO = nongovernmental organization; reps. = representatives; UNHCR = United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees.
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1. ARRA. Refugees have no link to the local administration, 
and ARRA remains the sole authority in charge of refugee 
affairs. Refugees view ARRA as responsible for their needs 
and safety.

“If any issues arise, we go straight to ARRA.” (SSI8) 

ARRA is responsible for administering identification cards 
to refugees and provides access to essential services, 
such as health care. ARRA is the institution to which all of 
the refugee respondents petition for their needs and to 
resolve any disputes with the host community. However, 
despite the omnipresence of ARRA in the life of refugees 
in Addis Ababa, many doubt its capacity to administer to 
all of their needs. 

2. UNHCR. Refugees view UNHCR as the international 
counterpart to ARRA that is responsible for the protection 
of refugees. 

“The responsibility of our safety and protection falls 

on UNHCR, we are under the umbrella of UNHCR.” 

(FGD5.R3) 

There are two main reasons why UNHCR is such an 
important stakeholder in the lives of refugees in Addis 
Ababa: 

• It determines the eligibility of refugees for the Urban 
Assistance Programme. Refugees registered under this 
program are granted permission to stay in Addis Ababa 
for a limited amount of time for security, medical, or 
family reunification purposes; they also receive a 
monthly allowance of Br 3,000–5,000 (US$102–172).

• The vast majority of refugees aspire to relocate to Europe 
or North America, and UNHCR is the stakeholder in 
charge of third-country resettlement applications. 

“I have already started the process to go to Canada 

on the family reunification scheme. Here I cannot 

have a stable life.” (SSI6) 

3. Landlords. Housing rentals are cited as the main chal-
lenge for refugees participating in this study. On average, 
refugees pay more in rent than hosts, especially those who 
have fled Eritrea. Landlords dictate both the amount of 
rent and the services available to refugees. Respondents 
provided examples of landlords barring them from using 
electricity to cook or from using the washing machine and 
clothesline, despite their paying utility bills (SSI16). The 
high cost of rent has resulted in refugees living in groups 
to offset the financial burden. This is particularly the case 
in Gofa Mebrat Hail, where the dominant demographic 
group are young, single, male, and female Eritrean refu-
gees. The host community claims that this coping mech-
anism increases the cost of living by making it easier for 
landlords to set higher rents, therefore, increasing tensions 
with refugees both in Bole Michael and Gofa Mebrat Hail. 

“What I feel aggrieved about is livelihood has 

become very expensive after the arrival of the refu-

gees. Poor people are suffering beyond what I can 

explain.” (FGD3.R1) 

4. Relatives abroad support refugees in Addis Ababa in 
several ways, most notably with financial support. As most 
refugees are unable to work, and only a limited number 
are registered under the Urban Assistance Programme, 
the majority of refugees in Addis Ababa rely on remit-
tances as a lifeline. 

“Except your relatives [family abroad who remit 

money], there is really no one around to help you. I 

mean how can they [host friends] give you monetary 

assistance when they can’t even secure you a job!” 

(FGD5.R3) 
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Remittances are cited as a source of inflation because they 
enable refugees to accept—willingly or unwillingly—the 
artificially raised rents and prices of other goods set by 
landlords and business owners. This results in the percep-
tion among host community members that refugees are a 
gentrifying force. 

“Generally speaking, life for a refugee revolves 

around remittance, pubs, and residential homes.” 

(FGD5.R5) 

5. The market is an important site for refugee–host inter-
actions. However, the two refugee groups engage in the 
market in different ways. In Bole Michael, Somali refugees 
are heavily involved in the informal market and are seen as 
drivers of the local economy through their engagement in 
various forms of trade. In Gofa Mebrat Hail, Eritrean refu-
gees contribute to the market with their spending power 
rather than their business acumen—they often represent 

the largest customer base for Ethiopian businesspeople in 
the area. 

6. Religious leaders play a pivotal role in the integration of 
refugees into the host community. Refugee respondents 
for this study consistently rank churches and mosques as 
the primary spaces of interaction with host communities. 

“There is a strong interaction between host and 

refugees in religious settings regardless of national-

ity differences.” (FGD6.R3) 

For some refugees, religious spaces offer the only mean-
ingful interaction they have with hosts, although most of 
these interactions do not extend beyond such spaces. 

Turning now to the host community ecosystem, there five 
main actors for the host community, described in turn (see 
also figure A.2).

Figure A.2. Host Community Ecosystem Model, Addis Ababa
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1. The government. Host community members perceive 
the government as the sole institution responsible for 
service provision covering their needs and those of 
refugees. 

2. Landlords and brokers are cited for the increase in the 
cost of living and rent. 

“I heard that the existence of the refugees has only 

benefited the landlords and created a big problem 

on the poor hosts.” (FGD8.R5) 

In fact, brokers are a unique feature of the host commu-
nity ecosystem, and they are viewed as interfering in the 
market and raising the cost of living. 

“Here comes the role of the brokers. The Ethiopians 

cannot afford to pay the house rent they are asked 

to pay by the brokers.” (SSI4)

3. Religious leaders contribute to improved relations 
between hosts and refugees. Participants cite churches 
and mosques as the most important sites of interaction. 
One of the main reasons is the use of mixed languages 
within these religious spaces to accommodate both the 
host and refugee communities. 

“You can go to church and congregate like any other 

local. I mean there is no issue in this regard and, as 

I understand this, is all due to the religious elders 

who are working hard to bring these two societies 

together.” (FGD5.R3)

4. Market actors from the host community play the dual 
role of price setter and employer. Both refugees and host 
community members often refer to shrewd businessmen 
and women who take advantage of refugees by exploit-
ing their limited access to information and the language 
barrier to arbitrarily set higher prices for goods. This has 

the knock-on effect of increasing the cost of living for the 
host community. 

“I suggest refugees to have their own market.” 

(FGD6.R4) 

Refugees are denied the right to work and are barred from 
accessing business licenses. This means that refugees 
have to partner with Ethiopians to open their own enter-
prises. Local entrepreneurs can capitalize on cross-border 
value and supply chains that refugees offer, and set up 
partnerships with more favorable terms for themselves. 
Moreover, refugees willing to be informally employed are 
a cheaper source of labor, therefore increasing tensions 
between refugees and unemployed locals. 

5. Traditional Ethiopian social organizations for loans and 
financial assistance—Okub and Edir—are pivotal safety nets 
for the host community. They do not restrict refugees, but 
most do not engage with them, possibly due to the short-
term nature of most refugees’ stay in Addis Ababa, which 
inhibits the formation of the deep social bonds necessary 
to practice Okub or Edir. 

“Personally, Edir is a long-time commitment: it takes 

time and energy. And you need to stay put for 

long, but I move from house to house looking for a 

cheaper rent.” (FGD5.R5) 

The police are relatively benign actors toward both refugee 
and host communities. Respondents feel police are rela-
tively inactive, or that refugees perceive political instability 
as the greatest threat to their overall safety. 

“Yes, I feel unsafe. I mean their [Ethiopians] political 

situation is in disorder. You really don’t know what 

tomorrow will bring-especially if you have young 

ones. I always live in worry. Life might be going on 

as normal, but we have worries.” (FGD5.R2) 
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A dominant discourse? Host perceptions of refugees 
range from those suggesting that “refugees should not 
be living amidst society” but rather should remain only in 
designated refugee camps (SSI2), to those suggesting that 
Eritrean refugees are family and that Somalis are change-
makers in their communities. There is no dominant urban 
discourse but rather a range of discourses on refugees. 
Common features, however, include the fact that most 
Ethiopians and refugees seem to agree that Ethiopia is 
a refugee-welcoming nation and that Addis Ababa—and 
specific neighborhoods such as Gofa Mebrat Hail and 
Bole Michael—have significantly changed in recent years 
thanks to the activities and presence of refugees in these 
areas. Benefits include market and economic activities; 
trade; and the availability of clothing, cosmetics, and other 
imported products (Mena 2017). Hosts also note changes 
in rent and inflation that have adverse effects, notably on 
the poorest; the link between the economy and the pres-
ence of the refugees needs to be clarified.

Some hosts believe they should learn to speak Somali to 
better communicate and improve their interactions with 
refugees. 

“They stay here for a short time and have no inter-

est to speak Amharic. I don’t know why they lack 

[knowledge] in our language and culture. This needs 

research. Until they adapt to the environment, 

service providers should serve them in Somali. I put 

this forward because of their significance for the local 

economy. Government offices of this area should 

also have Somali-speaking employees who can facil-

itate and serve refugees. Somebody should listen to 

them. In the next five years, either the government 

or NGOs or individuals or in collaboration should 

consider the above points in order to improve the 

relationship between hosts and refugees. They are 

part of us; you cannot ignore them. Thus, inclusivity is 

very important to improve the relationship between 

hosts and refugees.” (FGD7.R3) 

Some host participants spoke of the need to extend care 
and integration to all refugees—not only Eritreans and 
Somalis. 

“Somali and Eritrean refugees are living a good life 

compared with Congolese and Syrian refugees. 

Congolese and South Sudanese refugees have no 

source of income. So, we must assist them too. I 

suspect no one helps Congolese and South Sudanese 

refugees either from abroad or inside. I doubt their 

refugee status and rights are protected. I give money 

and buy them tea—specifically for Congolese refu-

gees.” (FGD7.R1)

Some hosts are concerned that refugees want to keep to 
themselves and do not want to integrate. 

“First of all, the refugees prefer to interact with their 

own people. But the Ethiopians don’t hate them. We 

meet at work, in the market, in recreation centers, 

in churches, and we have friends. But, usually, the 

refugees prefer to live together in some places. As 

a result, their interaction becomes within their own 

community.” (SSI13)

Public figures—such as police representatives in Bole 
Michael—consider refugees as “family.” Tensions are often 
seen around the lack of language skills. 

“At first, there might be some language problems 

and hesitation among each other. But, after the 

refugees and the hosts do start communicating and 

know each other, they have very good interactions. 

They consider each other as a family. We invite each 

other during wedding ceremonies, ritual ceremo-

nies, coffee ceremonies and at the religious places 

etc. The refugees start to support you much better 

than what your real brothers and sisters can do for 

you.” (SSI9)
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Ethnicity is an important marker in relationships in these 
areas. Discussions around tensions between Tigrayans 
and others illustrate internal ethnic tensions. One Eritrean 
refugee explained how the animosity she experienced was 
over her perceived ethnicity, not her refugee status. 

“You see we speak Tigrinya, and they [Amharas, 

Oromos] really can’t differentiate who is the local 

and who is the refugee. So, they confuse us with 

the local Tigrinya speakers. And they don’t see us in 

good terms [racial tension is brewing between local 

Tigrinya speakers and Amhara or Oromo]. There 

is the tendency for the locals to confuse us with 

Tigrayans.” (SSI8; further examples: A2.FGD4.hosts.

q7 and FGD1.bole.female-hosts.R1) 

Ethnic similarities also play out in the relationships 
between hosts and Somali refugees. 

“The Harare Oromos and the Ethiopian Somalis are 

very similar to the Somali refugees. Even you cannot 

identify them. They speak the same language. 

Besides, they have similar religion, dressing styles, 

marriage ceremony … They share the same mosques. 

That is why they do have similar needs. We are also 

adapting and sharing our cultures, feeding styles, 

and other experiences.” (SSI11) 

Tensions that occurred last year in Ethiopia’s Somali Region 
affected Somali refugees in Bole, with similar reports of 
animosity claimed by a Somali refugee whose greatest 
concern is that refugees are all seen as Somalis and not 
Somali refugees. Refugees see Ethiopians as being hospi-
table and subject to their own hardships. 

“Ethiopians are really hospitable, and we really don’t 

have an issue living with them. The main problem for 

refugees is securing livelihood. I find young and old 

Ethiopians friendly. But I am aware of the upheavals 

and the hardships they are going through and I don’t 

think it is appropriate to expect more for refugees.” 

(SSI7) 

Refugees even feel protected by the hosts during volatile 
times such as the insecurity experienced in 2019. 

“The majority of the people we interact here are good 

people, they are even better than the UN agencies 

who claim to support refugees. For example, last 

year during the time of clashes between the Somali-

Ethiopians and the other Ethiopians, a committee 

in our village protected us, they said contact us if 

anyone harassed you in any way, we felt so special. 

No one was harmed.” (SSI15)

The ecosystem of each location. 

Respondents often turn around the question of refugee 
integration, to speak instead of hosts learning to integrate 
with refugees in the Somali community. 

“We live among them in Bole Michael” (SSI11). 

The question no longer becomes whether refugees have 
integrated, but whether hosts are able to integrate in a 
changing environment. 

“I feel like I belong to the Somali community. I have 

lived here for 13 years with the Somali people, all my 

customers are Somali, I speak the Somali language 

perfectly, and I have very close relationships with 

them. They come to my home and I usually go to 

their home. We do share and eat everything except 

meat. They do not eat meat in my home because I 

am orthodox Christian by religion. I do not eat meat 

in their home because they are Muslims. Some of my 

previous customers who are now living abroad are 

sending me gifts. Now we became like family. That is 

why I feel as if I am Somali.” (SSI11)
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At the same time, refugee youth still speak of traumatizing 
exchanges with hosts, specifically in schools. 

“There was a time me and other Somali kids were 

staying in school and discussing a religious cere-

mony and the school principal just came and yelled 

at us for doing nothing and told us ‘you Somali boys 

are plotting something and you are not good people’ 

so he stopped us from interacting with each other. 

Another example: me and my other classmate did a 

project together. When I stood up to answer a ques-

tion from the group, the teacher told me to sit down 

and said, ‘you are Somali so you don’t know anything, 

don’t bother.’ So that was a very heart-wrenching 

moment for me. I was demoralized by my teacher’s 

speech.” (SSI13)

The complex ecosystem of each location has to be under-
stood before delving into the relationship between hosts 
and refugees or on the impact of refugees on hosts. As 
explained by a Danish Refugee Council staff member 
when speaking of the make-up of Bole Michael: 

“The informal economies in Bole Michael go way 

beyond their relationship to refugees. It is a place 

where you can get a passport for all of the Somali-

hosting nations. It is a place where remittances from 

Australia are sent and you can pick it up before 

banks were very popular. The informal underground 

aspect of it is significant; it is a place now where 

Yemenis are starting to trade. So, it’s no longer a 

Somali refugee hotspot, it’s where nationalities and 

statuses all meet. It is not a place where being a 

refugee makes you distinct from a poor Ethiopian 

Somali; because they have their own networks and 

systems of doing things, they issue their own IDs, 

have their own schools, own travel agents. It’s a mini 

state.” (KII1)

In Bole Michael, the lens of refugee versus host is not the 
most important one. The distinction between host and 
refugee does not lead to better analysis there. 

“If the person has three passports; like there are 

people that have Djiboutian, Kenyan, Somali, and 

Ethiopian—four passports in their pocket because 

they are all arbitrary once you have a certain amount 

of money, you can obtain those things. So, the 

distinction breaks down and their usefulness of 

analysis goes with it.” (KII1) 

A host representative in Bole Michael agrees, explaining 
that residents of Bole Michael have learned to live in a 
diverse community made up of Somalis, Arabs, Oromos, 
and other ethnic groups. 

“I worked with diverse identities on various occa-

sions. I don’t like the perspective that narrows a 

person to a certain group or identity. I respect their 

identity. I have many friends, born from Gurage 

mother and father in Addis Ababa. I have also Oromo 

grandparents. My son is from Gurage and Oromo 

family. Where do you locate me? It is very difficult to 

have one identity and be part of it.” (SSI10) 

On the other hand, the distinction is relevant in Gofa 
Mebrat Hail. Although on the surface contradictory, as 
Ethiopians and Eritreans share a stronger past, the distinc-
tion between them is more visible. This is because in Bole 
Michael, integration is mediated by clan-ethnic-linguistic 
markers, rather than nation-state status. In Bole Michael, 

“if you are Somali you are Somali right?” (KII3) 

This notion does not carry the same weight in Gofa Mebrat 
Hail, because there is a perceived reluctance by Eritreans 
to fully integrate with the host community. 
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“We [host and refugees] live together like brothers. 

But, they [Eritreans] have this unique manner which 

seems out of place.” (FGD2.R5) 

“The Eritreans, I feel, do maintain their ‘Eritrean-

ness’ in this situation, and losing that is not some-

thing that is desirable.” (KII3) 

In Bole Michael, refugees are seen as running the central 
market and as having a monopoly over certain trades or 
certain areas of that neighborhood. The consensus is that 
Bole Michael has developed because of the presence 
of the Somali refugees. It has become a business center 
where landlords are benefiting and where shopkeepers 
and restaurants have more customers. 

“Somali refugees own cosmetics and sweets shops. 

There is a place called Somale Tera (synonym with 

beat) that only Somali-speaking people sell commod-

ities.” (FGD7.R4) 

However, they are also engaged in selling commodities 
that the hosts consume, like halwa and sweets. 

“They occupied Bole Michael. Now Bole Michael 

is like Mercato (the largest open marketplace), 

however, the majority of buyers and sellers are refu-

gees. They own most of the butcheries where only 

halal meat is available.” (FGD7.R1) 

The research team observed that differentiating and iden-
tifying Somali refugees and hosts (Ethiopian Somalis) was 
challenging. Shop owners are therefore assumed to be 
Somali refugees.

In Gofa, Eritreans have given names to streets in the area, 
such as “Godena Harnet” (SSI6), which is emblematic of 
the close cultural ties between the two groups and the 
history of Gofa serving as a hub for Eritreans and Tigrinya 
speakers. The formal economy is less established in Gofa 
Mebrat Hail; therefore, refugees play a different role in 

the local economy. Rather than engaging in trade or busi-
ness ownership, their impact is their spending power. As 
a local business owner in Gofa Mebrat Hail commented, 

“We have many Eritrean customers. More than 

85 percent of our customers are Eritreans. If you 

can give satisfactory service, there are good oppor-

tunities … The positive side of the change is the fact 

that there is good economic activity in this area. The 

Eritreans, contrary to the economic slowdown in 

our country, get remittances. For instance, I know 

an Eritrean who used to eat his breakfast, lunch, and 

dinner in our restaurant. You can imagine how diffi-

cult it is to frequently eat in a hotel.” (SSI1) 

The dominant demographic group in Gofa is young, single, 
male, and female refugees. Remittances therefore play a 
dual role. First, local business owners (especially landlords) 
can capitalize on a group with a high degree of purchasing 
power; and second, host community members often feel 
gentrified, associating the increased cost of living with the 
presence of refugees in the area. 

Rural to urban migration, particularly among youth, can 
partly explain the poverty and criminality in some areas. 

“Recently, there has been an influx of youth and 

children [from the adjacent countryside] into Addis 

Ababa, and it is beyond the government means to 

take care of all the needs of these children with 

regard to education, shelter, and employment. 

People with means should pitch in to accommodate 

the youth’s needs. It gives me great distress watching 

those youngsters doing menial jobs, chewing khat, 

smoking shisha, drinking, and ultimately growing up 

without education. People ultimately resort to theft 

and other vices if they are needy or lack education 

to get employed. So, effort must be exerted by the 

government and other stakeholders to get them to 

school and finding them employment.” (SSI2)
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The missing actors of the ecosystems are aid organiza-
tions. This perspective is shared among youth as well as 
the elderly. An older sick Somali man explains: 

“There is no visible intervention from the NGOs 

because they are the ones who are ruining my life. 

I have lived here in Ethiopia for nine years, they are 

wasting my time, because every time I ask them to 

help me they say to wait and that they will help but 

they are not.” (SSI14) 

Some refugees even claim that most of their prob-

lems stem from miscommunication by aid organiza-

tions that are not “honest about the support issue.” 

(SSI15) One refugee participant explains: 

“[UN agencies] say that they will support the refu-

gees in the area of skill building; they promised to 

give the refugees trainings on business management 

and entrepreneurship, financial support for the new 

business, and help the refugees to get licenses for 

their business, but until now there is no action taken, 

it is just word of mouth. They want to entertain the 

refugees on such activities, but the reality is that 

they don’t want to do anything for the refugees.” 

(SSI17) 

One Eritrean refugee expressed concerns over the lack of 
information provided to them, 

“Where do you get the information? You go to the 

ARRA office to have your identity card renewed or 

for marriage issues and things like this. The same is 

with the UNHCR office but, who gives you the infor-

mation about job opportunities, educational oppor-

tunities … ? Basically, organizations such as UNHCR 

don’t give you information. How can the refugee 

know the existence of opportunity? Four-five years 

ago meetings were organized and notices were 

posted where we live. You need to have a person or 

an organization to inform you about the existence of 

employment and educational opportunities. Most of 

the refugees have no information.” (FGD4.R5) 

Frustrations over the lack of relevance of the UNHCR 
refugee card compared with a citizenship card brings to 
the fore the lack of progress and change. 

Gender and youth issues transpire in both locations. 
Women feel unsafe at night. 

“Currently in Bole Michael, a girl or a woman can’t 

freely move after 9:00 pm. This is because many 

youths are sexually harassing them.” (FGD6.R4) 

“I am a nurse by profession. Sometimes drunkards 

might sexually harass the nurses while they are 

providing them professional support. One night, I 

was treating a drunkard guy [patient] who had an 

accident. He holds my hand and he tried to force 

me to have sexual intercourse with him. Fortunately, 

because of my friends I escaped. Besides, some of 

the patients came to our bedrooms and try to abuse 

us. So, in general, the environment is not safe at all 

for girls and women.” (FGD6.R5) 

Key themes 
Identity and aspirations 

Where are the refugees from, when/why did they arrive? What 
are their future intentions? Where are the hosts from? How 
long have they been living in this community/region? What 
does it mean to be a “host community”? 

“In early years, there was more affinity between 

Eritreans and Ethiopians.” (FGD1.R3) 

Generally speaking, the memory of unity and camarade-
rie toward Eritreans remains but is stronger with older 
generations. 
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“Let alone Eritreans with whom we share cultural, 

language and religious commonalities we consider 

Somali to be part of us.” (FGD2.R5) 

Refugees as temporary guests 
The transient nature of refugees’ stay reveals a critical 
feature of their intentions: refugees are seen as temporary 
residents (FGD4.R1). The aspiration to leave the country 
might lead some refugees not to invest in their lives in 
Ethiopia, whether in business, education, or relation-
ship-building (Betts et al. 2019a). 

“This creates bad feelings in the hosts. I mean, I may 

go back home or continue to another country as I 

wish. This understanding doesn’t create good feel-

ings in the hosts. They feel as if you are misusing 

them.” 

According to a recent study, over 90 percent of refu-
gees aspire to move onward, mainly to Europe and North 
America (Betts et al. 2019a). Resettlement remains the 
key aspiration for Eritrean and Somali refugees in Ethiopia 
(Samuel Hall 2014). One interviewee speaks of resettle-
ment, even at the age of 62: 

“My plan is to move to Canada through UNHCR’s 

resettlement program. When I came to this country, 

my plan was to leave this country, and now I have 

the chance.” (SS12)

Hosts speak of the temporariness of refugees’ stay and 
the coming and going of refugees, a sentiment often heard 
in Bole Michael: 

“Most of the businesses that are owned by the 

Somalis are Ethiopian Somalis. Most of the refugees 

have left, only few are remaining, and those remain-

ing are here to go to other countries.” 

A key informant speaks of Addis Ababa and Ethiopia being 
part of refugees’ exit strategy. 

“They use Addis for transitory purpose, their interest 

is not to live in Addis, but to spend some time in 

Addis, in Ethiopia and to go abroad. I think for the 

Somalis, they use Ethiopia as an exit strategy, not as 

a final destination.” (KII5)

Time is prevalent in the host discourse, pointing to differ-
ent integration pathways between 

“those who stayed here for a long time [and who] 

have become familiarized. I have even forgotten that 

they are from another country. Though we don’t 

have interaction, they are agreeable in what we tell 

them. The new ones, maybe because of their short 

stay, they tend to isolate themselves. They don’t 

give you a chance to interact. Moreover, due to their 

huge numbers, they want to limit their interaction to 

their own society. I haven’t seen them participating 

with the locals. I think they need time.” (FGD3.R5)

Although Ethiopians often consider “refugees as members 
of society” (FGD3.R1), they speak of differences in behav-
ior and cultural differences between hosts and refugees: 
hosts often speak of Somalis and Eritreans speaking loudly, 
shouting in a way that disturbs Ethiopians. Refugees 
explain that although Ethiopians are welcoming, “a refugee 
is always aware of his status as a refugee” (FGD4.R5), with 
the continuous feeling that they will remain as “guests” 
in Ethiopian society (FGD2.R3) and that they will strug-
gle more in terms of accessing financial services, land, and 
work. (FGD2.R3)

The tension between these aspects—the hope for reset-
tlement and transient nature in Ethiopia, as well as the 
self-perception that the refugee label is permanent—
are related to the psychological impact of protracted 
situations. 

“Well I can say two things. One is, if the stay here 

[Ethiopia] is protracted and you really can’t secure 

a job and pursue your education, then in effect it 
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becomes mental torture. It makes you dull and 

numb. Secondly, considering the place where we 

came from; where expression of thought is curtailed, 

we [refugees] feel relieved as we have found heaven 

on a temporary basis. As your children and wife are 

around you; you start to spend your days being 

quite hopeful, awaiting resettlement schemes to a 

third country. But if your stay protracts, it makes you 

mentally numb.” (FGD.R3)

Ethiopian identity 
Refugee presence influences the identity and aspirations 
of hosts. One 45-year-old Ethiopian respondent and his 
wife are contemplating becoming refugees themselves 
in the United States. Have they been influenced by living 
among refugees in Gofa? 

“In the earlier days, I had no intention to go abroad. 

But the instability we are witnessing these days in 

this country doesn’t make you feel comfortable, 

especially when you have children. It is horrifying. 

Even our small children are worried. If the situation 

had not been so threatening, our country, Ethiopia—

where we were born and brought up—is unparal-

leled. To go abroad means to become a refugee.” 

Hosts also note the impact of refugees on practices, 
notably on Ethiopian women and girls. In Bole Michael, 
the arrival of Somali refugees has been accompanied by 
new commodities, such as cosmetics. The hosts explain 
that most Ethiopians were not heavy users of cosmetics, 
but now they are, even though the quality of the imported 
cosmetics is low (SSI11). 

The presence of refugees has also led to instances of 
mobilization among the host population. 

“Somali and Eritrean refugees are better off, they 

buy groceries and pay high rents. Eritrean refu-

gees drink and get in trouble with the host. People 

in Addis Sefer [a neighborhood adjacent to Bole 

Michael] have now decided not to rent their houses 

to Eritrean refugees. Host communities there held 

a demonstration to ask the government to expel 

Eritrean refugees from their neighborhood. Eritrean 

refugees have political sentiments, and when they 

get drunk, they bring out their country politics. They 

blame Ethiopia for their problems.” (FGD7.R2) 

Eritrean refugees feel they may be misunderstood, noting 
that the urban landscape of condominium living limits 
their interactions with the host community. 

“You don’t interact with Ethiopians if you are living 

in a condominium … The reality is different when 

you are living in compounds. In condominiums, you 

don’t have much to share. For instance, you have 

your own toilet. On the contrary, if you are living in a 

compound, you share a lot of things such as common 

oven, common toilet, common working area in the 

compound, and the like. Hence, your interaction 

increases significantly. So, as a resident in a condo-

minium, I can only identify myself with the Eritreans.” 

Self-reliance and access to services 

What are the characteristics of vulnerable households? Which 
refugees are better and worse off? What access to services 
(e.g., education, health, water, and energy) do refugees have? 
Which are integrated services? Are services spaces/sources of 
interaction or conflict between refugees and hosts? 

The internalization of status and legal procedures 
Access to services is determined by status. Refugee 
status determines the type and level of access one has 
to services, as well as the expected level of self-reliance. 
While the urban refugees under the Urban Assistance 
Programme are resettled in Addis Ababa on the basis 
of particular needs, where they are granted access to 
services, especially health care, but others, such as urban 
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refugees under the out-of-camp policy, are expected to be 
self-reliant, forgoing any type of support so they can live 
in Addis Ababa. Since they are permitted to live in Addis 
Ababa, they can access municipal services, but they must 
pay their own medical bills. They must declare themselves 
self-reliant—whether or not it is true. Additionally, there 
are refugees who are directly registered in Addis Ababa, 
such as Yemenis and Syrians, part of an eclectic collection 
of refugees of 21 nationalities (KII1). Unregistered refu-
gees have no access to services.

Access levels to health care are widely disparate across 
groups, while access to education is fairly equal: anyone 
except undocumented refugees, can access schools. 
UNHCR used to pay for the education of the registered 
and special populations in private schools, but this ended 
in 2017. The support provided has been homogenized 
into assistance to public schools.

Refugees note differences in treatment between them 
based on nationality. 

“When it is time for a holiday, we are given Br 500 by 

DICAC, but Syrian and Eritrean refugee community 

receive Br 800. I don’t understand how we can be 

different from one another.” (FGD2.R3) 

Syrians are rarely viewed positively, compared with beggars 
who ask for money from the host community, thought of 
as not being officially registered, and under suspicion for 
potentially carrying out terrorist activities (SSI11).

Refugees depend on hosts for access to coupon stores 
(which allow Ethiopian citizens to buy essential goods at 
subsidized prices). The coupon scheme is seen by many 
as a normal feature of refugee life, but others say it limits 
self-reliance among refugees. By law, refugees cannot 
access the coupon store without a coupon card given only 
to Ethiopian nationals. 

“It is hard to get sugar and other basic commodities as 

we are not allowed to access the coupon store without 

having the coupon card; and to have the coupon card 

you need identification cards, which obviously we 

lack. It would go a long way to mend relations and 

alleviate the sense of tension if we were allowed to 

access the coupon store with our own refugee cards. 

There is also the case where some Ethiopian landlords 

don’t want to rent their homes to Eritreans; and we 

have to go back and find an Ethiopian who can sign 

the contracts as a guarantor on our behalf with the 

house owner. This issue would be resolved if refugees 

were allowed to rent a house with their own ID cards. 

Now, I believe this would give me a sense of balance 

when compared with the local community. 

A coupon is like documentation. Some refugees say that  
coupons have become a crucial legal and economic card. 

“If you don’t have the identification given by the 

local administration, you cannot secure a coupon 

for yourself. Refugees don’t have any problem with 

water and the like, which is connected to the house 

they rent. But if they go to the consumer’s associ-

ation without the coupon, they simply don’t get 

services. They buy sugar at double the price outside 

the consumer association. Here, lies the difference 

between refugees and hosts.” (FGD3.R1) 

Landlord and coupons. Other refugees have internalized 
the fact that, as refugees, they must have intermediaries 
through whom they can—indirectly—have access. 

“There is equal access of services provided both to 

host and local community. For example, my landlord 

lends me his coupon card, and I simply have to go 

to the kebele57 to take out the subsidized goods. 

Whatever I need be it sugar, oil, I stand in queue like 

the rest of the people and get what I want.” (SSI7) 

57. A kebele is a local administration unit.
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Legal procedures set refugees and hosts apart. ARRA 
handles all aspects of refugee issues and documentation, 
with no linkage to the local administration. It not only 
prevents further interactions, it also prevents the local 
administration from being able to plan or include refugees 
in public service delivery and resource allocation for the 
municipality and its neighborhoods. Identification is a local 
issue: ID cards are given based on the location of resi-
dency. A new ID card is issued to nationals who change 
their residence. However, that is not the system for refu-
gees who receive their IDs from ARRA; regardless of 
where they live, ARRA determines their access to services. 

Equity and access to basic services 
Hosts speak of improved access to services resulting from 
the presence of refugees: 

“Because of refugees, there are now a lot of new 

services like hospitals, schools, and formal jobs for 

the host community.” (SSI1) 

Many refugees have come to Addis Ababa to access health 
care, directly impacting health service provision but also 
creating a general demand for shops. One interviewee 
explains that 

“host women can get work opportunities near to the 

refugees places.” (SSI1)

Services mentioned include health care, education, secu-
rity (police), water, loans, and Internet/communications. 
Access to these services is the same for refugees and 
hosts in Bole and Gofa in Addis Ababa, these remain 
public services administered by the government. The 
privately run services are also accessible but dependent 
on the financial capacity of the particular group. While 
equal access is recognized, refugees question the quality 
of services. 

“The government services are not well integrated. 

Hospitals, for instance, I took my young sick daugh-

ter to a government hospital; the Tukur Hambasa 

hospital. The issue is that the doctors we were 

meeting at the hospital are interns or students from 

public universities who are still in the learning phase. 

I have seen eight doctors already for my sick daugh-

ter. It has discouraged me: I wanted to meet special-

ist doctors.” (SSI7) 

Those who can afford it will rely on private services, which 
are administered equally to refugees and hosts alike. 

The housing lottery system. The “condo lottery” is part of 
the Ethiopian Integrated Housing Development Program’s 
response to the uncontrolled growth of urban centers and 
lack of decent housing. The government constructed thou-
sands of condominium houses in multiple towns across 
the country with the aim of transferring houses to citi-
zens at affordable prices. Nearly one million people regis-
tered during the 2005 and 2013 campaigns, and an esti-
mated 150,000–200,000 houses were constructed. Due 
to financial problems and lack of construction manage-
ment skills, the program has been deemed a disaster, with 
soaring prices and considerable delays. Some of the host 
members interviewed for this study explain how they 
won a housing lottery—the Ethiopian government draws 
names to determine who receives the condominiums with 
a very low mortgage rate paid over a long period of time. 
This lottery is not available to refugees.

Electricity has improved in Bole Michael. Alongside the 
rise in other services, one of the most visible changes 
noted by host members is access to electricity. 

“In the past, the government used to cut the power 

from the Bole Michael section, where the refugees 

and the majority of Somalis people live. After the 

power cuts, the police would start arresting people 

in Bole Michael. These actions used to make us 

feel unsafe. These issues thankfully don’t exist any 

longer today, there is permanent electricity in Bole 
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and it’s peaceful with different communities living 

here peacefully.” (SSI17)

On the other hand, access to water is still uneven for all, 
with reported water shortages at both locations because 
water is still supplied in shifts to refugees and hosts alike. 
Both hosts and refugee raised the issue of insufficient 
water wells. 

Access to justice remains a significant—and often over-
looked—challenge to refugees. In principle, refugees are 
entitled to access the same protections and rights afforded 
citizens under the justice system. In practice, however, 
this is an area that is difficult for a refugee to navigate. As 
a staff member of NRC explains: 

“We know so many refugees with issues of crimi-

nal cases, they cannot access lawyers, therefore 

with the language barriers and not knowing how the 

court systems work and the court structures … they 

cannot access it. Yes, access to justice is available for 

refugees, but how they access it is not supported by 

any of the implementations. (KII1) 

The question of quality and access to services is closely 
tied to one of identification and contributions. “Refugees 
should contribute to services” and “NGOs should disburse 
services equally across the host community” are senti-
ments that were echoed during focus group discussions 
with host community members in Bole Michael. 

“Refugees should benefit the host community. They 

should help in setting up schools and hospitals. In 

order to get services equally, they should also contrib-

ute. The government should provide them with iden-

tification cards, which allow them to work and live 

anywhere. In support of the government, NGOs 

should also support the establishment of schools and 

hospitals that both refugees and hosts can use equally. 

With their presence, the host community must also 

get benefit. NGOs should also engage in availing 

groceries both for refugees and host communities.” 

A 45-year-old Ethiopian restaurateur in Bole Michael 
explained the existing committee-led community work, 
whereby everyone contributes money to the local commit-
tee. Through the community funds, improvements have 
been made to security, infrastructure, and roads, includ-
ing the building of cobblestone roads, fencing, and other 
activities run by the committees. However, these commit-
tees require more support. 

When it comes to education, one constraint is the lack 
of report cards or equivalent documents for refugee chil-
dren. While refugees do have access to public schools, 
some Eritrean families are unable to enroll their children 
or have been denied access because they were unable 
to produce report cards for their children’s schooling. A 
respondent notes that “most refugees get here without 
their educational credentials and certificates of their vital 
events” (FGD1.R5). This is confirmed by hosts who are 
concerned about the lack of schooling for some Eritrean 
refugee children. 

“While our children are learning, there are Eritrean 

kids who waste their time by playing in the vicinity. 

This is the time when they have to attend school. 

Sometimes, I try to approach them and they tell me 

that some of them are waiting to go abroad, they 

have come here dropping their education … I feel sad 

because I have children at their age. This is the age 

that they should attend school. Missing this opportu-

nity could result in moral failure later on.” (SSI1) 

Despite these difficulties, hosts noted that refugee chil-
dren are among the best ranked students in the local 
schools. One interviewee explains that in Bole Michael, 
his child attends a school where the majority of students 
are from Somali-speaking families. 

“Most high scorers in the school are children of refu-

gees and Ethiopian Somalis.” (SSI10)
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In terms of vocational training and skills building, on the 
other hand, NGOs are seen as giving refugees preferential 
treatment.

“[The centers] are following the 70/30 principle. 

This means the NGO is providing 70 percent of skill 

training for the refugees and 30 percent for the host 

communities. I recommend the NGOs should give 

equal opportunities, particularly skill training for the 

unemployed youths of the host communities. This 

would help the refugees and hosts to live together 

peacefully.” (FGD6.R2)

Constraints surrounding financial services. Access is 
harder for refugees at formal markets and to financial 
services. Ethiopians’ mobility is seen as an advantage in 
this regard. 

“The Ethiopians can buy from other places because 

they know the language and the places so they can 

buy cheaply, but the refugees can’t go to far places.” 

(FGD2.R4) 

Another participant at the same focus group disucussion 
confirms this. 

“The hosts can access banks, they have access to the 

market, they can sell anything, but the refugees are 

not allowed to have those. The refugees buy from 

the cheap corner of Bole Michael for groceries.” 

(FGD2.R3)

The most uneven access issue surrounds banks and 
financial services. Refugees do not have access to finan-
cial institutions and cannot open savings accounts. They 
speak of applications for savings accounts being rejected 
by banks after seeing their refugee IDs. For banks in 
Ethiopia, the refugee ID is insufficient, equal to a travel 
document, not an identification document (FGD1.R5). 
During some interviews and focus group discussions, the 

NRC was mentioned as an NGO that has worked with 
refugees to help them open bank accounts (FGD6.R2). 
NRC acknowledges the issues they have met in their 
work, confirming that 

“some banks recognize IDs, and some don’t. They 

do not allow refugees to open bank accounts.” (KII3)

Extensive work is needed to sensitize local stakeholders, 
such as service providers and banks, to the pledge and 
the new proclamation in terms of recognizing and provid-
ing legal identification to refugees, and to inform these 
providers about the types of entitlements, rights, and obli-
gations that come with these new identity documents. In 
parallel, refugees need to be made aware of the rights and 
services that they can demand of these actors. 

“We don’t borrow from each other. Even the 
identity paper we have doesn’t enable us to 
get bank services. Now things are improving. 
We can have a savings account at Wegagen 
Bank. We have a bank account with the 
commercial bank that we secured with the 
identity paper we have. We were able to 
do this at one area, known as Atlas. But we 
can’t withdraw money from any branch of 
the commercial bank. We are supposed to 
use only the branch at Atlas. How can I go 
there every time I want their service? The 
only thing that I could do is just to leave my 
money where it is in the bank. We aren’t 
allowed to borrow money from the bank 
anyway.” (SSI5) 
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New initiatives are also mentioned, such as a revolving fund 
for unemployed youth that resembles a microfinance initia-
tive by the government. However, the services of this fund 
are not availed to refugees, only to local youth. Overall, 
refugees are barred from joining community-led or social 
saving schemes. To be granted access to the Edir or Okub, 
they need to show title deeds of cars and houses or their 
permanent residency (FGD2.R3). As a result, refugees are 
often unable to access community groups. Host commu-
nity members can use their IDs as collateral to borrow 
money. Host community youth are now able to access loan 
services or group-based loan systems to set up small busi-
nesses. Refugees do not have such access but may receive 
in-kind loans from shops owned by Ethiopian Somalis or 
seed money, or in-kind support from NGOs. Most impor-
tantly, they rely on remittances from their friends and 
families living abroad (Mena 2017). Remittances are a key 
coping mechanism for refugees and fuel the local econo-
mies of Bole Michael and Gofa (FGD6; FGD10). 

Coping Mechanisms 

What are needs of the refugees and hosts? What positive and 
negative coping strategies have been adopted? 

Language and learning 
Language learning is happening among both groups: hosts 
in Bole Michael are learning to speak Somali, and in Gofa, 
refugees are learning to speak Amharic. Some hosts work 
as translators (locally called toorjuman) to help newly 
arrived refugees interact with the Amharic-speaking host 
community (Mena 2017). 

“Learning the language of the host has opened a way 

to improve my relationship with them.” (FGD2.R5). 

Hosts and refugees agree that the language barrier is the 
first source of conflict. As one of the host participants of a 
focus group explains, 

“The language barrier is the source of conflict. 

Refugees interpret our speech as an insult or as an 

intention on our part to marginalize them. They are 

hot-tempered. They carry knives. If they interpret 

our speech negatively, they point the knife at us. 

Thus, the language barrier is the cause of tension.” 

(FGD7.R5) 

Mixing children of refugee and host communities in schools 
is seen as bringing in many benefits. Somali schools in Bole 
Michael are considered, even by the host community, to 
provide a high-quality education. As a result, host parents 
are sending their children to these schools. One of the first 
barriers their children face is one of language. 

“I sent my daughter to a school dominated by 

Somali-speaking students. My daughter only speaks 

Amharic. My daughter and other Somali-speaking 

students fought in the school. How would she be able 

to communicate with other students? They accused 

my daughter as if she insulted the student. But she 

asked the student to leave her alone. The school is 

purposely set up for Somali-speaking students. We 

do send our kids to this school because they provide 

quality education.” (FGD7.R6) 

Language and the lack of social interaction are obstacles 
to scaling up trade between the groups. It is recognized as 
a barrier to economic participation. 

“I am a trader by profession, and I usually encounter 

situations where they [Eritreans] come to me; but as 

it gets difficult for all of us to communicate, they leave 

my shop to a nearby establishment where the shop 

keeper happens to be a Tigrinya speaker.” (FGD2.R2) 

To improve trade and economic interactions, hosts suggest 
using social management committees to strengthen social 
cohesion and economic interactions among groups to 
ensure that both communities adapt to each other and 



II–28 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

learn each other’s languages and preferences at events 
organized by a social management committee. 

“Refugees don’t have any social life with the locals. 

They feel that the country they are living in isn’t 

theirs and the host community considers them as 

refugees, and they don’t interact with us. But in 

marketplaces, they interact normally.” (FGD4.R5) 

The hosts are learning to adapt to the refugees. As seen 
previously in the testimony of the 45-year-old restaura-
teur and seen again in the testimony of a shop owner in 
Bole Michael: 

“I am a shopkeeper. The Somali refugees do busi-

ness with me. I have a good relationship with them. 

I provide services much better to the refugees than 

I do to the hosts because I do very good business 

with them. They do buy commodities with higher 

prices. They pay without creating any complexity. In 

general, they get priority of getting services in my 

shop. However, some Somali refugees have aggres-

sive behaviors. They easily get upset. So, I am taking 

care of them because I need to make my own busi-

ness.” (FGD8.R1)

Refugees also report that business owners can take advan-
tage of them by charging them more. Hosts and refugees 
alike report that landlords and businesses often increase 
the price of commodities when approached by refugees. 
They charge different prices to refugees and hosts for the 
same goods. Language is a limiting factor preventing refu-
gees from bargaining; and this is often used against them. 
At the same time, some business owners feel threatened 
by a growing refugee customer base. During a semistruc-
tured interview for this study, one refugee described how 
he has had to develop his soft skills and adapt the way he 
handles his customers when interacting with refugees. 

“If one Somali refugee hates you, all the others will 

similarly hate you and stop buying from your shop. 

That is why I usually treat all the Somali refugees 

with care. Even sometimes, some of the Somali girls 

try to steal from me. When I see them, I keep quiet 

because I do not want to lose the other customers.” 

(SSI11)

Social mobilization and support 
Host community members, supported by the police, have 
been calling local meetings to resolve sources of conflict. 
A focus group discussion in Gofa revealed meetings 
held with police staff at a local police station to address 
concerns over Eritrean youth defined as being “deviant” 
or having “manners that are out of place,” such as smoking 
shisha (FGD2.R2). One proposed solution is to put 
refugee youth in special camps to preserve the general 
public. Other solutions include setting a closing time of 
10:00 p.m. for the shisha sheds and pubs and limiting the 
number of tenants per house on a lease. 

Living in groups is one of the primary coping mechanisms 
used by refugees in Addis Ababa. “Clustering is viewed 
as a way of avoiding isolation” (Betts 2019a). However, 
hosts do not take a positive view of this; they link the high 
numbers of refugees in housing arrangements as a source 
of both inflation and chaos. 

“Refugees living in groups are more likely to make 

unnecessary noises that can cause tension. They 

don’t want us to bring together large groups over 

three to four persons.” (FGD4.R5) 

Some hosts living in the poorer neighborhoods of Gofa 
and Bole Michael see refugees as a potential source of 
money, which can distort their relationships with them. As 
one participant reports, the monetary value of refugee- 
host interactions is an obstacle to further interactions. 
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“In Eritrea, if you ask someone for help, he does it 

very willingly. But here, for every help you ask, you 

have to pay money. So, it is difficult to interact with 

them [the hosts].” (FGD4.R1) 

Landlords are seen as a source of access to services but also 
of restrictions. A refugee explains that her landlord does 
not allow her to use the electricity for cooking, forcing her 
to use a petrol-based cooking machine, which causes her 
respiratory problems. Similarly, he will not let her use the 
water to wash her clothes with a washing machine; she is 
only permitted to wash clothes by hand. So, although she 
pays rent, which includes electricity and water, she is not 
given full access to these resources (SSI16). A focus group 
in Gofa confirms similar mistreatment by landlords. One 
young refugee explains that he was not allowed to dry his 
clothes on the yard rope, being told to “dry it over your 
body,” which made him feel “like an animal” (FGD9.R5). 
Refugees think that most of the conflict between them-
selves and hosts arise from issues around the home, such 
as rental fees, broken materials, and the use of water and 
electricity. 

Refugees’ relations with host communities 
and other stakeholders 

The overall outcome of discussions shows that while refu-
gees and hosts meet in marketplaces, restaurants, on the 
street, and in building blocks, they do not have strong 
social relationships (FGD3.R5). They know and under-
stand one another, but the different groups keep to them-
selves socially. 

Impact on local actors 

What are the implications for local actors—public and private, 
formal and informal—of the refugee presence? How have 
the social organization and structures changed in the host 
community? In what ways has the arrival and protracted stay 
of refugees impacted this evolution? What changes have been 
triggered by the arrival and ongoing presence of refugees? 

Local urban and economic development 
Local urban development since the arrival of refugees is 
widely noted and, for the most part, has been positive. 
Hosts who have been living in Bole Michael for decades 
explain that with the coming of Somali refugees into their 
neighborhood, the locals began building houses to rent, 
setting up hotels, and contributing to a cleaner and more 
pleasant neighborhood setting. 

“This area was once a place for urination and waste 

disposal. With the influx of Somali refugees, big 

buildings, hotels, and malls have been built. The 

number of hotels in this neighborhood is countless. 

People who have appointment with Embassy use 

rooms in hotels.” (SSI10)

The changes happened across the last two decades, bene-
fiting hosts in terms of their living environment (cleaner 
and better kept) as well as economically. 

“I worked as a taxi driver and then set up a boutique. 

Of the 10 people I served, nine of them were Somali 

refugees. In my progress, the contribution of Somali 

refugees is enormous. The change is mostly positive.” 

The local economic development of “Small Mogadishu” has 
accompanied such urban development. The demand for 
services created by the hosts is closely linked to improved 
infrastructure and services. 

“Before any refugees came to this area; all members 

of the community had a low income. All the hosts 

had almost similar living standards. But, when the 

refugees came to this area, things completely 

changed. This area became more civilized and 

advanced. It became a market center in which many 

job opportunities have been created. Similarly, the 

living condition of the landlords improves. They build 

many, nicer houses. As a result, their income has 

increased.” (SSI9) 
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The presence of refugees also plays a role in international-
izing the local economy through diaspora links, as refugees 
engage in transnational networks (Brown et al. 2018). This 
is reflected in the presence of many imported products, 
such as clothes, cosmetics, electronic items, food, and 
beverages (Mena 2017). 

Host members have benefited from these developments 
at disparate paces. Discrepancies within the host popu-
lation highlight how landlords become richer while the 
urban poor become marginalized. While part of the host 
population has become “very rich, … poor host communi-
ties become the poor among the poorest” (SSI9). 

It has become more difficult for the poorest to meet their 
basic needs as prices of commodities increase, with a 
notably negative impact of population growth on infla-
tion and on the purchasing power of the poor. While Bole 
Michael has become a convenient place for the refugees; 
landlords; and those running shops, restaurants, and hotels, 
some are finding themselves pushed out of the area due 
to the rising cost of living. However, changes are over-
whelmingly seen as positive and benefiting a broad group. 
Economic benefits have led to peaceful coexistence.

Housing market and inflation 
Host communities mainly complain about the rise of rental 
prices and the shortage of housing. The main issue—
acknowledged by refugees and hosts alike—is that refu-
gees rent houses at higher prices—prices that Ethiopians 
cannot afford. Ethiopians are then unable to rent houses, 
while refugees can. 

“The worst impact of the refugees on the lives of the 

host community is related to the problem of house 

rent. Otherwise, the refugees don’t have a negative 

impact as they are self-sufficient.” (SSI3)

Refugees are known to pay more, as a broker in Bole 
Michael explains: 

“The Eritreans and Syrians, they can pay, whatever 

the amount they are given, it is ok because if they 

rent one house they share it with so many people … 

The Somalis are also like that, especially the Argesa 

Somalis, they don’t use beds, only mattresses, so 

they have all mattresses in the house and have so 

many of them in one room.” (SSI4) 

While this increases business for landlords and for service 
providers in the area, creating jobs, it is also changing 
the urban fabric in places such as Bole Michael, creating 
tensions. Both groups call for policy changes to regulate 
rental prices in refugee-hosting areas. 

Box A.1. Community Consultation 
Highlights Misunderstandings About 
Inflation

During the community consultation, hosts agreed 
that refugees are blamed for inflation. Such scape-
goating is often based on a misunderstanding. 

“Ethiopians think that Eritreans have money. 

That they can afford to pay expensive house 

rents, they can eat and drink as much as they 

like. Because of this, the host community 

says the Eritreans caused the inflation. But 

the Eritreans actually don’t work, and they 

don’t have any source of income. Most are 

educated and highly skilled people who can 

deliver services but are denied the oppor-

tunity. Eritreans only interact with their 

own people when they have social gather-

ings because they don’t have the opportu-

nity to work together with the Ethiopians.” 

(27-year-old host) 
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“If you could intervene in the increasing cost of 

living and house rent, I would be very glad. Why 

are we being asked to pay more as compared with 

the Ethiopians? If the locals are asked to pay say 

Br 4,000—I am talking about the earlier days, now it 

has reached up to Br 8,000—they will not agree to 

pay. On our side, we rent it in groups of five or six. 

This has also negative impact on the locals. They are 

being pushed away to the outskirts of the city where 

rent is cheaper as compared with the central part. 

They are going to areas known as Gelan, Summit.” 

(SSI5)

The reason refugees pay higher rents—and sometimes 
higher commodity prices as well—is threefold:

1. They can afford to pay more because they receive 
remittances in foreign currencies, such as the U.S. dollar. 
A female host shop owner explains that the Ethiopian 
government benefits from receiving foreign currency: 

“With the lack of foreign currency in earlier days, we 

were not receiving proper medication” (FGD3.R3). 

At another focus group, hosts explained that Somali refu-
gees receive remittances from abroad, which means that 
they are targeted with higher rent because they are seen 
as having more money than the Habesha (host) commu-
nity (FGD6.R6). The purchasing power of the Somali refu-
gees in Bole is seen as being higher than that of the hosts. 

“If the Habesha is able to pay Br 1,000, the Somali 

refugee will pay Br 2,000 or more.” (FGD6.R6)

2. They cannot bargain rental prices due to the language 
barrier and the lack of local knowledge. They end up 
agreeing to whatever price the landlords request of them. 
They are often also pressured and threatened by land-
lords, with forced eviction being a common threat if rents 
are not paid on time (FGD9.R3).

3. They live in groups and share rent, allowing them to pool 
funds, each individual paying a part. It puts less pressure 
on a single family or individual. The “group living” among 
refugees has an economic impact (on house rentals), but it 
is also seen as a practice that has negative social impacts. 
In Gofa Mebrat Hail, Eritreans rent accommodations in 
groups of four or five. They jointly rent studios, partitioned 
areas of businesses and stores, and apartments. Studios 
rent for about Br 1,000 and condominiums for about 
Br 4,500, while locals used to rent the latter for about 
Br 1,800 (FGD4.R3). 

“I am the auditor of the social committee here in 

Mebrat Hail, and when we call for a meeting, the 

house rent is listed as a major problem for the locals. 

The other issue is that, day is night and night is day 

for refugees. They are loud and roam the streets at 

night.” (FGD2.R4) 

Box A.2. A Focus Group Discussion on 
the Tensions Around Rental Prices 

“The locals accuse us of being the cause for the 

increase of house rent. They say everything increased 

when we came.” (FGD1.R2). 

“It is they [Ethiopians] who are the root cause of the 

rising house rent and stuff. I mean the first time I 

arrived here I didn’t know a word of Amharic. When 

I went out to the market to do my grocery, their 

merchants demanded high prices and as I really did 

not know the price and could not haggle, I just gave 

them whatever they asked for. I mean the merchants 

are Ethiopians, they should have called the right price 

to begin with.” (FGD1.R3) 

“In regards to house rent—we are not paying willingly 

… We have no other option than to give the house 

owner whatever he is asking as we got nobody to go 

to.” (FGD1.R4). 
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Hosts say they bear the greater financial burden because 
they live in nuclear family structures rather than in groups 
(FGD2.R3).

The shortage of housing has worsened since the recent 
peace agreement was signed between Eritrea and Ethiopia; 
landlords have been raising rents and asking tenants to 
vacate. Demand is rising, and costs are increasing. Poor 
host members complain of the unaffordability of rent in 
their own country. 

“The ever-hiking rent price, which is only affordable 

to refugees, is causing tension. Our people can’t 

afford to pay equally like the Somali refugees. Due 

to this, there is a tension. People raise a concern 

and get irritated that in their own country, they 

fail to get affordable rent while refugees are taking 

those houses. They feel as if their right is stripped 

off. I haven’t seen any other source of tension in my 

neighborhood than housing issues” (FGD2.R2). 

The poor are pushed further out to the city’s outskirts. 

“There is tension among the hosts and the refugees. 

This is mainly because of inflation created because 

of refugees’ presence. The poor … are leaving Bole 

Michael and renting houses in Bole Bulbula, where 

rates are lower.” (FGD8)

Another respondent confirms this.

“As a solution the hosts are leaving Bole Michael and 

renting houses in other periphery part of the city.” 

(FGD8.R3) 

For some, the competition over access to housing is an 
opportunity. The research team conducted a life history 
with a broker in Bole Michael that is illustrative. T___, a 
36-year-old industrious man, moved to Addis Ababa from 
Gondar when he was 13 years old to escape “dememe-
less”—the Amharic word for revenge. 

“My uncle killed someone, so he left to Welega, and 

the only family member left was my father, but he 

died, and I am the only son. After my father died, my 

mother had children with someone else. So, I was 

the only one left from this family. This is why I had 

to leave.” 

In Addis Ababa, T___ held numerous jobs while continuing 
with his education. 

“I started working in welding, they paid me Br 200, 

it was still very difficult but I needed the money so 

I took this job. I worked there for two years until I 

finished my studies.” 

Box A.3. A Semistructured Interview 

“The price of injera has risen to Br 7 or Br 8. The poor who 

live here are finding it hard to survive. Imagine! An injera 

worth Br 7 or Br 8 is not enough for a 10-year-old kid. 

The cost of 1 kilo of shiro has increased to Br 50. The cost 

of living has become unbearable. I have three children, 

and we all have stomachs to fill. As it is summer and the 

school year is over, I got my 15-year-old son a job so he 

could pitch in. We, the poor, can’t bear the situation. I hear 

people in other blocks discontent about those Eritreans 

who rent a house in group of seven and eight. They say 

they are the reason why house rent is increasing. I don’t 

know how this particular issue is seen by the government. 

But I don’t think this is appropriate [renting a house in 

groups]. There is also the disturbance issue: you can’t get 

to sleep even if you are sick.” (SSI3)
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His fortune began to change when he graduated from 
university and became a broker working to sell or rent 
houses. His profession is lucrative amid the housing crisis 
in Addis, and refugees are his primary customers. 

“I know if there are Ethiopians or refugees because 

normally when they come, the refugees don’t speak 

Amharic, so they come with a translator, for example, 

if they only speak Somali. … Yes, with the refugees, 

especially the Eritreans and Syrians, they can pay, 

whatever the amount they are asked.”

Brokers occupy a niche position in the social environment 
of Addis Ababa and are important actors for both the 
refugees and the host community. For refugees, brokers 
offer a crucial solution to poor access to information and 
lack of social networks, two resources necessary to secure 
housing in a city struggling to accommodate its residents. 
But brokers are also seen as agents of gentrification, 
pushing out locals who cannot afford to match the prices 
refugees are willing to pay. 

“They [the hosts] even tell brokers that after the 

refugees came to this area, it became more expen-

sive, some left the area and went somewhere else.”

In a city where youth unemployment is high, the presence 
of refugees has opened up opportunities for young gradu-
ates who are unable to rely on their degrees to obtain jobs 
or ensure their social mobility. 

“After I started working as a broker, I started making 

good money so financially it was a positive change 

in my life.” 

Changing social dynamics and social norms 
Changes in social dynamics and norms concern the host 
populations in Bole Michael and Gofa. Much of the 
tension seems centered around the preference of many 
Eritreans to be active at night. Hosts see refugees as 
living differently than they, and provide several specific 
examples, discussed below.

Figure A.3. Lifeline of a Host Community Member, Addis Ababa
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“Refugees live at night.” Due to the lack of daytime 
employment and livelihood activities, refugees tend to go 
to bars, pubs, and clubs while Ethiopians would prefer a 
more peaceful and quieter environment in which to rest 
and sleep after a day’s work. Urban development in such 
areas has been accompanied by more pubs than had 
previously existed in the middle of residential areas. Hosts 
worry about the impact on their children and on women. 

“Refugees are louder than Ethiopians” and “refugee 
youth drink alcohol and use khat.” Hosts see refugees 
as being more susceptible to becoming addicted to drugs 
or alcohol. In Gofa, for instance, members of the condo-
minium administration committee explain that residents 
complain of loud disturbances, drinking, and fighting. 

“Youth are unemployed. The status quo is not sustain-

able. The government must assist refugees and expe-

dite their resettlement program. Joblessness makes 

youth vulnerable to addictions, such as chewing khat, 

drinking, smoking shisha … These vices lead to fights 

and killings.” (SSI2)

“Refugees do not respect the local order.” Refugees 
acknowledge that idleness among youth is clashing 
with the local way of life. During a focus group, a young 
refugee explains:

“Ethiopians have jobs and go to bed early. Their chil-

dren go to school and get home early as their parents 

are waiting for them at home. But we [Eritreans] 

hover around like stray dogs and get home loud, 

drunk, and late. This situation tends to get us in 

trouble with our neighbors.” (FGD1.R5) 

The addiction rate among youth, the presence of night 
clubs, shisha houses, and khat users have increased the 
frequency of negative interactions between refugee and 
host youths (FGD6.R6).

These elements are seen as “disturbing Ethiopian society,” 
with practices that “do not go with the Ethiopian culture” 
(FGD3.R4). Hosts do not consider the refugees who have 
been living among Ethiopians for years to be the problem; 
they are instead focused on recent arrivals. Some refu-
gees feel that whatever they do, they will be negatively 
perceived and blamed as the source of all economic and 
social problems in their areas. 

“They blame us for the rising cost of living. It is diffi-

cult to understand their feelings; as a result, we 

don’t feel good.” 

“Everything has become expensive since the arrival 

of the Eritreans,” (FGD4.R4), 

Refugees often hear sentiments that diminish their sense 
of self and confidence. 

“You cannot be equal.” 

Some hosts defend the refugees, claiming “we are not 
added” (FGD4.R3), referring to an expression that has 
become common in Ethiopia since Prime Minister Abiy 
has come to power. It translates to the willingness among 
some to integrate refugees in the public discourse of unity.

“The recent influx has made a negative impact, 

especially in relation to sanitation. The problem that 

comes with the increase of population is obvious. 

There is an impact on tranquility and sanitation. They 

are not accustomed to our waste disposal system. 

They drop waste materials on the road. They don’t 

put it in the garbage tin. Moreover, they don’t partic-

ipate in communal cleaning initiative. Most of them 

consider it as if it doesn’t concern them.” (FGD3.R5)

Population growth and group living are seen by hosts as 
putting a strain on the availability of water and is linked to 
sanitation-related concerns (FGD4.R2). 
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Waste and waste management are seen as a rising 
source of conflict. Hosts have organized themselves to 
elect local representatives for each building. Refugees are 
not necessarily a part of this effort, but they are thankful 
that the host population is trying to coordinate with the 
entire community. Eritrean refugee interviewees explain 
that they do not feel that they will be listened to if they 
ask neighbors (members of the host community) to be 
mindful of waste. There is a business area on the ground 
floor of almost every building, which refugees and hosts 
care about, but waste products are sometimes found in 
such bases. While Eritreans cannot speak up to the locals, 
Ethiopians can do so easily. 

“When I see an Ethiopian spilling dirty water in my 

vicinity and I ask him why he does that, the response 

is not respectful. Such attitudes from the host 

community can generate bad feelings in the mind of 

a refugee.” (SS16)

Conflict-sensitive analysis 

Who sees the refugees as essential? What/who stands out 
as the main obstacle to refugees? What are the existing frus-
trations and tensions that require mitigation? What conflict- 
resolution and peace-building mechanisms and institutions 
currently exist? How effective are they? What recent changes 
have been implemented in the prevalent rules, incentives, and 
social norms that govern interactions? 

Individual—not community-wide—conflicts
Misunderstandings are frequent, with tensions rising 
between individuals more than groups (SSI6; SSI7). 
Common issues include the choice of played music in a 
bar. Such disputes do not rise to the community level, 
nor do they pit groups of refugees and hosts against each 
other. Frictions tend to be restricted to individuals, some 
of whom seem to pose specific threats. According to one 
host member in Bole Michael:

“Somali refugees are holding knives. So, if there 

happens to be conflicts, they attack the host commu-

nity in groups using the knives.” (FGD6.R1) 

Another respondent explained that he does not fight with 
Somali refugees because he knows the potential conse-
quences, as they are known for carrying knives and moving 
in groups (FGD6.R4).

Violence by hosts was also anecdotally mentioned by 
refugees. One focus group participant explained that, on 
the eve of a holiday, Somali women had returned to a 
shop to change the size of a dress bought for one of their 
children. The shop owner not only refused to serve them, 
but he beat them so badly that the ARRA ambulance had 
to be called, which took them to the hospital (FGD2.R3). 

Spillover violence and threats from various sides have 
been noted, mainly due to the political developments in 
Ethiopia over the last 18 months. The peace deal between 
Eritrea and Ethiopia has led to new refugee arrivals, creat-
ing new tensions. Young Eritrean youth, often between the 
ages of 13 and 20 are coming to Ethiopia on their own: 

“… without their family or moral compass, such as 

their fathers and mothers back home. These youth 

get hooked on khat, alcohol and other vices.” (SSI7) 

Similarly, there are concerns that the volatile political situ-
ation in Ethiopia could “flare up” and that police would 
then target refugees. More structural safety concerns 
relate to political instability and fear of recent upheavals 
and events, notably in the Amhara regional state where 
the head was killed. 

“I feel safe where I live. The time when I was afraid 

was last week with the killing of the Army chief and 

the regional government officials.” 
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Regional conflicts in the Oromo and Somali Region have 
reportedly created a sense insecurity among the Somali 
refugees. 

“Yes, I feel safe here now. But there was a lot of 

insecurity last year. Somalis, especially the Somali-

Ethiopians, were brutally targeted by the Oromo 

people, since we are all Somalis, these conflicts 

affected us, and we felt unsafe, but nothing 

happened here in Bole Michael.” (FGD9.R1)

Finally, conflicts within the host community are rising, 
linked to the presence of refugees, rising rents, and infla-
tion. While some landlords are seen as benefiting econom-
ically, others, particularly the urban poor, are growing 
increasingly tense. 

“Conflicts among the host communities have 

increased because of the refugees’ presence. As I 

observed in Bole Michael, the landlords are enforc-

ing the host renters to leave their home to rent to 

refugees. That is why conflicts are happening among 

each other.” (FGD8.R4) 

Remittances and language as sources of conflict 
Some refugees speak of a criminal practice, referred to 
as “hang,” which consists of beating people up and then 
robbing them. It is a common crime in Ethiopia and now 
also targets refugees in Addis Ababa. 

“Recently a crime known as ‘hang’ is being commit-

ted on Eritreans. This is done on the assumption that 

Eritreans are getting remittance. We Eritreans are 

seen differently. Even house rent increases differ-

ently on Eritreans. If you rent a house for Br 4,000 

per month, you are asked to pay more in the follow-

ing month or to leave the house.” (SSI5) 

“The tensions will remain until they speak our 

language or we learn their language.” (FGD7.R5) 

The mention of language as fundamental to refugee-host 
interactions was raised in all interviews, across groups and 
demographic profiles. Not only is language a common form 
of verbal exchange, but it is also important when handling 
disagreements. The role of mediators and interpreters is 
seen as positive. 

“The problem between my daughter and the boy at 

school was solved with an interpreter.” (FGD7.R6)

Others consider the problem to be more profound than 
only language. They speak of lower tolerance thresholds 
in places like Bole Michael today compared with the past. 

“These days conflict easily develops due to failure 

to understand each other. The emerging problem 

is the lack of tolerance. Previously, people listened 

to each other. We lost that patience, with trivial 

disagreements between individuals; from there, you 

will see later a group conflict developing. People are 

now flaming minor disputes. The other day, a violent 

conflict happened in this neighborhood. During 

those days, our revenue declined. The source of the 

conflict was a lack of tolerance, not other factors. 

One person was assaulted by a certain youth from a 

certain ethnic group, the next day the ethnic group 

of the assaulted person waged a group conflict on 

the ethnic group of the perpetrator.” (SSI10) 

Another focus group raised a similar issue, linking intoler-
ance with hosts’ lack of patience with refugees. 

“They really are growing impatient with us. One sister 

was telling me that they [Ethiopians] are getting used 

to saying that we are a constant figure wherever they 

go: in bars, coffee shops … and that they couldn’t go 

outside as they can’t stand watching us anymore. This 

wasn’t the case a couple of years ago. Back then, they 

used to tell us of wonderful memories they shared 

with our older brothers and sisters.” (FGD1.R5)
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Unresolved tensions facing all groups 
No effective solutions seem to be offered to address these 
tensions. The police are known to get involved in cases of 
theft and break-ins, some of which are caused by refu-
gees, others by hosts. However, focus group discussions 
reveal concerns over the activities of and indiscriminate 
use of violence by the police. 

“Now, there are police who take rounds at night, 

and I believe it is a good thing. However, the police 

are supposed to ask you to produce some sort of 

identification instead of hastening to beating you 

up. There are Eritreans beaten up without being 

asked for any form of identification. … Some police-

men threaten that they will take you if you don’t pay 

them bribes. This sort of thing is happening. I know 

a friend who, while on his way home, he came across 

these policemen who beat him up with a butt of a 

rifle, and they threatened to take him to prison if he 

did not pay them a bribe, so he did. I also know some 

friends just four days ago were beaten up and later 

sent home.” (FGD1.R3) 

Police inaction is another concern. The police are seen as 
being insufficiently reactive to fights and alerts. 

“They show up after you are beaten. … These days, 

you can’t walk at 10:00 to 11:00 p.m. We ask: ‘What 

are the police doing?’ People are dying during the 

day and nighttime. Recently, four men were beaten 

at 10:00 p.m. There are thieves from both the 

Eritreans and Ethiopians.” (SSI4) 

Insecurity is not attributed to one specific group but rather 
to a local problem of rising theft and beatings taking place 
day and night. At night, a lack of lighting and limitations 
on movement make neighborhoods particularly vulnera-
ble to crime. 

“There are places that are known to the community 

where these problems take place. At times, they 

beat you, but the aim is to just take your belongings. 

People are seriously injured in the process. No one 

exactly knows who the robbers are.” (SSI6) 

Respondents believe that communities should be able to 
solve problems, either with mediation through the elderly 
or a greater tolerance within and among groups. 

“NGOs can create the platform for dialogue among 

groups; they can work to strengthen interactions. 

They can do this by opening schools, health centers, 

and youth centers that all can get services equally. 

Host communities and refugees should participate 

in planting trees, cleaning their environment, and 

playing sports. This will strengthen our interaction 

and can serve as a good platform to solve problems. 

This will also minimize the likelihood of conflict. 

Largely, our relationship is restricted to trade. But 

life is not only about trade, there should be platforms 

that help to achieve better interaction.” (SSI10) 

There are also reports of gender-based violence occurring. 

“I know of an incident where an Eritrean girl hailed 

a taxi. He molested her. We took her to ARRA, and 

ARRA sent us to the hospital for check-ups. At that 

point, she was physically fine. But, five months later 

she came to know she was pregnant. There are inci-

dents like these.” (FGD1.R4)

Social organization 

How and where do refugees and hosts interact? What are 
the “places of connection” for refugees and hosts? How are 
refugees and hosts spread out and organized? What are the 
formal and informal leadership structures? What are the roles 
and functions of community organizations? What is the level 
of interaction among groups and with key stakeholders (e.g., 
kebele development committees)? 
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Civil society engagement constrains and limits  
local mobilization 
A semistructured interviewee in Bole Michael echoes 
comments that refugee–host interactions are limited 
to trade and the economic sphere. He encourages the 
research team not to assume that there is a specific mode 
of social organization between groups. 

“Honestly speaking, the interaction between the 

host and refugees is not so big, apart from some 

transactions in daily life, we cannot say these are 

socially interactive people, and there is no kind of 

community-based organization here.” (SSI15) 

One of the additional limiting factors is structural. Under 
the previous government, civil society engagement was 
constrained. 

“It will take many years to get that culture going 

again. There had been a cultural, social, and 

economic decimation of civil society organizations 

so there isn’t much of a culture for it as a form of 

mobilization. People keep to religious institutions 

and church groups, informal savings groups, and 

mosques. Community mobilization is very weak to 

nonexistent.” 

This explains why there is a complete absence of commu-
nity-based organizations in Bole Michael and Gofa 
Mebrat Hail. 

When respondents were questioned about social orga-
nization and mobilization in Gofa, their responses were 
the same. They are unaware of community-based orga-
nizations, only referring to condominium administration 
committees that hold regular residents’ meetings across 
a number of building blocks. While refugees are not 
barred from joining these meetings, the content is geared 
toward host community problems (not refugee problems) 
and communal activities, such as cleaning up campaigns 
that can benefit everyone (SSI6). Block representatives 

are seen as powerful sources of communication between 
refugees and hosts and within specific groups.

Events around clean-up campaigns that address concerns 
over sanitation are welcomed by all and are a good 
opportunity to strengthen interactions and relationships. 
Eritrean refugees also join these efforts. 

“The social sanitary campaigns we do around our 

block [picking and clearing garages] together with 

them [Ethiopians] strengthen relationships. We even 

contribute money so our neighborhood stays clean. 

Unfortunately, it seems these are the only events 

which the locals approach us as they need our help 

and money. I mean why shouldn’t they approach us 

other days to hear our concerns too?” (FGD1.R3) 

The issue of language is raised again in relation to social 
organization. The lack of language skills leads to insecuri-
ties and a lack of self confidence among refugees, which 
in turn limits social interactions. 

“I feel a bit insecure and not sure of myself when 

talking to a local person as I feel I am less eloquent 

when it comes to language, so I withdraw from 

expressing ideas in a conversation.” (FGD1.R3) 

“You tend to belittle yourself in the presence of locals, 

you are less sure of yourself, you feel less confident 

when talking to them [Ethiopians].” (FGD1.R2) 

“There is also the case where the locals assuming 

that you don’t speak the local language [Amharic] 

tend to gossip about you—this again puts you off. 

This is why we don’t build good relations with them.” 

(FGD1.R3) 

One opportunity to address the language gaps and 
create a safe space involves relying on the positive 
role of religious institutions as places of connection. 
Mosques use mixed languages—Amharic, Somali, and 
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Arabic—preaching and delivering messages in multiple 
languages (FGD7.R3).

Places of connection 
Due in part to the lack of other civil society organizations 
and community-based organizations, churches, mosques, 
and religious institutions play an important role in bringing 
together refugees and hosts. Meetings between groups 
happen in markets; at hospitals when receiving medical 
services at the same time; and in recreational spaces, 
particularly when playing soccer. Refugees and hosts also 
convene during specific times, such as holidays, births, 
and funerals. 

“They accept our cultural routines as their own and 

accompany us during our funeral and when a woman 

gives birth. We do the same when they encounter 

those vital events.” (FGD6.R5) 

Some Somali refugees report that, in recent years, the 
soccer field has become a place where refugees can be 
kicked, robbed, and have the shirt stolen off their back, but 
such instances are rare. 

The main locations and events for interactions are listed in 
order of importance:

• Bole Michael 
“We interact at the mosque, the market place and 

meet at the UNHCR office. We mostly meet at the 

churches or mosques when there are community 

meetings in the kebele.” 

“I think the refugees and the people interact more at 

the market but also when the youngsters play foot-

ball [soccer] at the football field.” (A2.FGD2)

• Religious institutions
“In religious institutions there is no discrimination.” 

(SSI13)

“Be they Protestants, orthodox Christian or Muslim, 

refugees maintain good relationship with host 

communities. There is a strong interaction between 

host and refugees in religious settings regardless of 

nationality differences.” (FGD6.R3) 

“I think it is good if churches, mosques and the like 

can help in educating refugees. Religious institutions 

such as churches and mosques can help in making 

them believe that there is no one who hates them: 

they have to know their rights and obligations and 

behave accordingly.” (FGD3.R5) 

“You can go to church and congregate like any other 

local. Religious elders are working to bring the two 

societies together.” (FGD5.R3) 

• School and sports (e.g., soccer), social events (e.g., 
weddings, funerals, and births), and holidays

“There is an annual religious holiday such as Mariam 

Ginbot58 where the whole block pitches in financially 

and we all gather at the grounds of the block and 

chat while having tea, coffee and bread. This is really 

exciting to me! I just love it! The money to celebrate 

such holidays is collected by knocking door to door.” 

(FGD1.R3)

• Coupon store; pubs, cafés, restaurants

• Transportation services, taxis

• Local administrative structure (kebele)

• Okub. A local savings association where each person 
contributes money and takes turns to take the whole 
sum at the end of a certain period of time. Okub runs 
at the household level. People save with people they 
trust. NRC explains: 

58. “Mariam Ginbot” is a religious celebration which falls on May 9. It is widely 
celebrated by followers of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. 
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“It is not possible to see who is entering to these 

venture as it depends on social ties. Refugees who 

have good social ties with their Ethiopian neighbors 

can loan money until their next remittance comes 

or until the next round of assistance comes from 

the UN, in the meantime, they have this supporting 

mechanism.” (NRC) 

“We have an Okub that consists of five members—

three of which are Eritreans. We contribute money 

once a week.” (SSI3)

• Edir—a traditional form of social organization whose 
members assist one another specifically during times 
of mourning. Monthly financial contributions are made 
to the Edir fund, and members are entitled to receive a 
certain sum. The rates vary based on the level of prox-
imity of the Edir member to the deceased. The support 
can be used to cover financial expenses associated 
with funerals and deaths. A refugee can be a member 
of an Edir alongside the host, however, none of the 
interviews from this study revealed the existence of 
mixed Edir groups. While refugees and hosts do partic-
ipate in joint Okub, they are usually not part of each 
other’s Edir (SSI10). 

Knowledge of these two forms of association—Okub and 
Edir—is not always present. Most refugees know of them 
but do not participate. 

“I haven’t come across refugee members. As far 

as I know, there is no rule that segregates refu-

gees. Personally, I haven’t seen refugees asking 

for membership in the associations I mentioned.” 

(FGD3.R5) 

Furthermore, the transient nature and temporary stay of 
refugees helps account for the limited refugee participa-
tion in Okub and Edir. Refugees confirm that their pref-
erence is for short- over long-term plans, such as savings 
agreements. 

“Refugees live here temporarily and expect to leave 

as soon as possible. This attitude doesn’t favor long-

term involvements. Okub is all about saving, and 

they can make savings starting from Br 50 in banks. 

In the case of Okub, I prefer to put my money in the 

bank.” (FGD3.R3) 

Another refugee respondent explains, 

“Because we don’t settle in one place, we are 

the least bothered in joining such associations. 

Personally, Edir is a long-time commitment: it takes 

time and energy. And you need to stay put for 

long, but I move from house to house looking for a 

cheaper rent.” (FGD5.R5)

The occasions where refugees participate in these groups 
are still rare. Limited social interactions and legal obstacles 
continue to constrain the economic well-being and further 
economic interactions of refugees. Their lack of access 
to financial institutions and loan mechanisms remains a 
barrier both in terms of social and economic participation 
(A2.FGD4.hosts).

Mixed interactions (mixed marriages, mixed schools) 
Some report that mixed marriages are common among 
Somalis, Eritreans, and Ethiopians. While interactions began 
in the marketplace and continued at school and through 
educational opportunities and further skills training, such 
links have also been consolidated through marriage. 

“Somali refugees open Internet centers, shops, 

restaurants and other shops like butcher shops by 

marrying with the hosts. Golis Hotel is one example. 

The owner is Somali. Currently, they are running a 

big business. Most refugees do eat and sleep at that 

Hotel.” (SSI9)

Another respondent explains that Ethiopians are increas-
ingly getting married to Somali refugees, affecting changes 
in the community. This market transition is seen as one 
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trend linked to mixed marriages between refugees and 
hosts.

“Their dress, food, and living styles have changed. 

The numbers of mosques and butcher shops have 

increased. Currently, there are many cosmetic 

shops, shisha shops and club nights in Bole Michael. 

Previously, these shops were not available in this 

area.” (SSI11) 

As for the younger groups, youths who attend mixed 
schools are better integrated. 

“The youth of the refugee and host have a good 

relationship with one another. They play football 

[soccer] with one another or use the Internet at the 

school cafeteria.” (FGD2.R2) 

Cultural differences are still strong, and while youths may 
attend school and play soccer together, the hosts are still 
wary of mixing their children with refugee children. 

“This is because, as I have mentioned, they have 

deviant behavior when compared with our children. 

If you offer to any of our children khat to chew, they 

would refuse; and if you want to take our children 

to shisha houses, they wouldn’t go. They just make 

groups among themselves and mingle around. They 

don’t want to join the social gathering of our youths. 

It is not that our youth are segregating them but 

they [Eritreans] don’t want it.” (FGD2.R2) 

Hosts who participated in a focus group discussion echoed 
this sentiment. 

“Children who are brought up here and the chil-

dren who come from there [Eritrea] are different. 

If a child from the host community interacts with 

the child from the refugee community, he is more 

likely to learn unethical behaviors. So, we prefer to 

keep away our children from the refugee children.” 

(FGD3.R1) 

A lack of youth centers that can embrace host and refugee 
groups in Gofa and Bole Michael is among of the gaps 
raised during this study. In Bole Michael, an Ethiopian 
youth explains that he meets Somali youth at game 
centers, where they play electronic games and ride motor-
cycle simulations, or on the soccer field. The opening of 
game zones happened with the influx of refugees: 

“Before their arrival, we had no access to game 

zones. It is after the refugees’ arrival that many 

game zones and Internet cafés opened. This created 

[recreational and employment] opportunities for 

Habesha youth.” (FGD1R4) 

The host community assumes refugee youth need support 
because many of them lack family structure. Discussions 
with the Danish Refugee Council confirm this.

“There are youths without the family structure to 

support them or even a community structure that 

replicates a family structure” (DRC)

This is especially the case in Gofa Mebrat Hail, where the 
dominant demographic group consists of young female 
and male refugees. This group often has its eyes set on 
resettlement to a third country and is unable to work. Idle 
and without family structure, many engage in what the 
host community deems deviant behavior—often cited as 
the main source of community tension. Providing jobs to 
young refugees has been touted as a solution by several 
host community members, according to a member of the 
neighborhood committee. 

“The refugees should be assisted by NGOs, the 

government, and the rich. This will delight me. How 

can they be beneficial to us when they can’t even 

earn a living! If they had employment and somehow 

were deviants, that would have been another matter, 

but these people don’t have any employment to 

begin with.” (SSI2) 
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Finally, there are concerns over the lack of diversity on 
women’s committees. The research reveals the existence 
of women’s development teams organized on the basis of 
ethnicity, including the Amhara team and the Tigray team. 
The teams hold monthly discussions that do not include 
refugees. 

Economic interactions 

What trade systems and organizations are in place between 
hosts and refugees? What formal and informal livelihood 
activities do refugee and host communities pursue? Are they 

complementary or competing? What are the constraints to 
economic participation? How do refugees and hosts access 
financial services and resources? How do refugees and hosts 
save; how do they borrow? 

Mutual benefits over competition 
Refugees and hosts speak of their economic interactions 
as the strongest link they share. The hosts have homes 
they rent to refugees and businesses where they hire and 
serve refugees. Some hosts act as intermediaries for refu-
gees to access goods at the coupon store. When trust 
binds the relationship, a host may lend money or other 
assets to a refugee. Many speak of a relationship that is 
noncompetitive and based on mutual interests (SSI17). 
One host restaurateur explains that he has adapted his 
business to better respond to the Eritrean population’s 
demands and tastes. As a service provider, he has to give 

“due consideration to the Eritrean culture. We work 

hard to make them satisfied. When we study the 

nature of our customers we came to know that they 

were Eritreans. Then, we tried to study what their 

preferences are. For instance, they like pasta. Some 

others prefer injera.59 So, by serving them accord-

ing to their preference, we have managed to build 

good relationships with them. The other thing is that 

they like football [soccer] very much, so we show 

them football games on the television. They like the 

premier league very much. I don’t think that they 

relax even in Asmara as they do here.” 

Not all nationalities have an equal chance to engage in 
informal employment. Very few refugees from South 
Sudan or the Great Lakes are employed; and those 
from Eritrea, Somalia, and Yemen have greater access to 
Ethiopian-owned and refugee-owned businesses (Brown 
et al. 2018). 

59. Injera is a sourdough flatbread with a slightly spongy texture. 

Box A.4. A Community Consultation: 
“There is no place where people do not 
interact”

One community consultation conducted for 
this study revealed that places for interac-
tion abound. Language is the main constraint. 
According to one older refugee representative: 

“Christians meet at the church. Muslims 

meet at the mosque. We meet inside trans-

portation services. We can say there is no 

place where people don’t interact. If there 

were work opportunities, there would be 

even more interactions. Another reason why 

there is less interaction is because of the 

language barrier. If I can only speak Tigrinya, I 

can only interact with people who can speak 

Tigrinya. If I only speak Amharic, I can only 

interact with people who can speak Amharic. 

If I can only speak Arabic, I can only interact 

with people who can speak Arabic. Even if a 

person goes to a bar, he can still only interact 

with the people that can speak his language. 

A person can’t walk around with a translator.” 

(54-year-old Eritrean man)
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Informal agreements bind Ethiopians and Eritreans in 
economic activities. They open businesses together, 
such as Internet centers, restaurants, and butcher shops. 
Partnerships are generally privileged over competition 
(SSI6). Refuges are engaged in many small-business activ-
ities, such as roadside businesses, beauty salons, petty 
trade, and the selling of shoes and other small items; but 
they also work as laborers in urban construction, as nurses 
in clinics, and as translators assisting others in overcom-
ing language barriers (Mena 2017). In Bole Michael, hosts 
recognize that refugees bring in cheap materials and equip-
ment from Somalia that they can purchase, such as Somali 
cultural clothes, cosmetics, perfume, and shoes. At the 
same time, Somali refugees buy Ethiopian cultural clothes, 
foods, and meals, among other items, from hosts. There 
is mutual benefit from this interaction, which increases 
at wedding ceremonies, ritual ceremonies, and places of 
worship (SSI11).

A representative sample of common questions that arose 
during this study include: 

“Why are we forced to pay money to Ethiopians  

in order to get a job opportunity?” (FGD1.R3;  

FGD1.R4). 

“How many times can you present your demands 

to the Ethiopians? They have sponsored us to come 

here from the camp. No, we can’t ask them to start 

business on our behalf too.” (A1.SSI2.Yohana) 

“We are working just to relieve our minds from 

stress. Otherwise we are not benefiting from it. … 

It is joblessness that creates friction with our neigh-

bors, and it is the reason why we live in [groups 

of] four so as to cope with the financial expenses.” 

(FGD8.R3)

“I have been working as a housemaid with the Somali 

refugees for the last 10 years. They have good 

manners. They do not like to lie or take somebody’s 

property … If they like you, they like you forever. If 

they hate you, they hate you forever. I am bringing 

up my child based on the income I get from these 

refugees.” 

“What she has been saying is correct. There should 

be some solution especially with respect to driving 

and business license. We should not have to lease 

business licenses from locals.” 

The forced cooperation between refugees and hosts 

is real, as there is no other choice for refugees until 

the new proclamation is implemented. 

“As Eritreans aren’t allowed to work, most of the 

small-scale jobs are done through cooperation: a 

business license on lease from an Eritrean, handling 

of paper works …” (FGD2.R5) 

In other cases, businesses are owned by Ethiopians but 
employ Eritreans. 

“We have a job and they have a job but I don’t feel 

there is competitive tendency among us.” (FGD2.R1) 

Hosts also work for refugees, notably taking on positions 
as domestic workers, washing clothes, or cleaning the 
houses of refugees (FGD7.R6). Host women explain that 
the presence of refugees has created job opportunities 
for women to work as domestic workers and for youth to 
work as taxi drivers (SSI10).

Isolation in the job market 
Women interviewees describe feeling insecure at their 
workplace due to their refugee status. One woman 
explains that when she used to work as a hairstylist in 
an Ethiopian-owned hair salon, she felt isolated. The first 
opportunity she heard of to set up her own independent 
salon, she was faced with barriers to entry. 



II–44 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

“I don’t think most of them are forthcoming in helping 

you out with your situation as a refugee. Later, I tried 

to open my own hair salon following new guidelines 

issued by ARRA for refugees to work. Even though 

I obtained the proper supporting letter from ARRA, 

when I got halfway through my application, it was 

denied. Imagine! I wasted time and energy navigat-

ing through these bureaucratic offices and got to a 

dead end. Apparently, the law isn’t that clear cut. 

The laws passed by a certain agency are completely 

alien to another office. So, when that didn’t work 

out, I had to lease a license from an Ethiopian and 

that costs a lot of money—you have to bribe your 

way to get it. That’s why most Eritreans stay home all 

day long because of this problem, not because they 

hate work. I spent a couple of months without a job 

the first time I got here.” (FGD1.R3)

Refugees also complain that they are not authorized to 
form cooperatives or to establish a business. To form a 
cooperative, a person must be a legal resident and have a 
resident identification card. To have that, they must rely on 
the support of Ethiopians. Otherwise, they cannot partici-
pate in economic activities, which often results in a sense 
of boredom and despair (Betts 2019a). Hosts see things 
differently. They do not believe that avenues are closed to 
those “who really want to work.” 

“Eritreans who open hair salons, barber shops, and 

snack bars, or work as a shoe shiner. For those who 

intend to stay on a permanent basis; an awareness 

campaign should be given on the importance of 

holding down a job, job ethics and social norms.” 

(FGD.R2) 

Discussions confirm that refugee women are marginalized 
from economic activities. 

“There is nothing to help incorporate women in busi-

ness ventures or otherwise.” (FGD2.R4) 

“There is an attitudinal problem among our own 

people too. If a Somali refugee woman engages in 

a coffee business—like operating coffee shop—no 

one drinks her coffee. They consider her as unclean 

and culturally inappropriate. I believe this attitudinal 

problem has constrained them from participating in 

economic activities.” (FGD7.R4)

The importance of remittances and aid money to  
the local economy 
A recent study by the Oxford Refugee Studies Center 
found that 31.89 percent of Somali refugees and 
69.12 percent of Eritrean refugees receive remittances 
(Betts et al. 2019a), a key source of income to cope with 
the cost of living in Addis Ababa. Refugees and hosts 
acknowledge that the remittances sent from abroad 
nurture the local economy. As one respondent explains, 

“When we [refugees] send money to Somalia 

through local money transfer we use their service; 

when we buy groceries, we buy it from them; when 

we use transport service, the ones that provide this 

service are the persons from the local host commu-

nity.” (A2.FGD2.R3) 

While remittances obtained in U.S. dollars are seen by 
some as the source of inflation and inequity between refu-
gees and the poorest of the urban hosts, others explain 
the positive impact of remittances on hosts. The same 
applies for money obtained by refugees through UNHCR. 

“The refugees use transport, they buy food items 

from the community, they rent from the local host 

community. We are useful to the hosts and to 

the government thanks to the money we bring.”  

(A2.FGD2.R5) 

The host community recognizes this. Some hosts point 
out that the acceptance by the community has increased 
because refugees are seen as having “good money” 
(FGD6.R6).
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Part of the money, however, goes to drug and khat use. 
Frustrations arise as refugees are seen as being depen-
dent on aid and remittances, while 

“the host wakes up early at 5:00 a.m., waits for the 

public bus, spends the day making a living. In Bole 

Michael, the majority of khat and drug users are 

refugees, not the host. This is because the money 

they have is not hard-won. Refugees sleep the 

whole day and go out for clubs and pubs. The hosts 

cannot do this. If you sleep the whole day you will 

die with hunger.” (FGD7.R3)

Money also goes into trade between refugees and hosts. 
Hosts note that refugees do not haggle or negotiate. This 
is among the real causes of inflation, according to partici-
pants of one focus group discussion (FGD2). While some 
blame remittances, aid money, and the growing refugee 
population, respondents in that group stressed that these 
factors are only partly to blame. 

“If we assume the whole population of Addis Ababa 

to be 10,000,000, they wouldn’t even account to 

100,000; so, I guess the effect of their stay here in 

regards to increasing living condition is really a drop 

in the ocean.” (FGD2)

Instead, they focus on the inflated prices that merchants 
give to refugees, who do not know the context and do not 
negotiate. 

“They do not know how to haggle with prices at the 

market—they simply hand over whatever is asked 

by the merchant—but again, money is remitted to 

them from abroad but we haggle with prices at the 

marketplace. This usually affects prices during the 

holiday season and the effect isn’t exactly the same 

for both of us.” (FGD2.R3) 

This is confirmed by a trader who explains that refugees 

“just pay whatever price is being asked by the 

merchant. They lack the basic skills on how to use 

money wisely and when you come to think of it—as 

they live in groups—they just share whatever is the 

cost. The money they spend is not hard earned, it is 

remitted to them. They spent it all and wait for the 

next batch to arrive.” (FGD2.R2)

One of the risks of these economic interactions is that 
the poorer hosts are discriminated against. Even when 
employed, their salaries are lower than the remittances 
and aid money that refugees receive. With their small 
salaries, they cannot afford the commodities and products 
that merchants sell at higher prices to refugees.  

“I was with my friend looking to buy clothes from 

a boutique. In the meantime, a refugee came and 

the merchant left us immediately. Since we are poor, 

merchants prefer them. The other thing is that they 

should learn to work and make a living on their own. 

This way, they understand how we make a living. If 

they use the remittance and aid to set up businesses 

we will also have the opportunity to work with 

them.” (FGD7.R5) 

Refugees understand the hardships that the urban poor 
hosts face and recognize the low wages given to them. 
One refugee explained that even if she wanted to work, 

“the payment they offer to us is very small due to the 

fact that we have no alternative. I can’t benefit from 

this kind of employment. It is futile. I tried to work in 

an Internet café. They offered me a monthly salary of 

Br 600 only. This can’t cover my expenses of house 

rent, clothing, etc. it is useless and tiresome.” (SSI2)
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One of the hopes for host youth is the rotating fund set up 
by the government, which allocates money to job oppor-
tunities for youth and women. Respondents report that 
they have not yet seen this being implemented. 

“Most of us, including myself, have a shortage of 

capital. There are ways of getting loans. But it would 

be fine had it been done without asking for collateral 

security to motivate businesses in due consideration 

of their performance only. There was a loan that my 

wife received. It was funded by the World Bank to 

assist women at a very low interest rate. But the 

government incorporated it with the microfinancing 

program, and the loan was given at a higher interest 

rate, so it would be good if NGOs could play a role 

in providing capital and giving professional training 

that is in building capacity. In the earlier days, when 

loans were given to the youth, they were not accom-

panied by training and consulting. Thus, they were 

using the money to go to South Africa. It is not only 

for lack of job opportunity that the youth is resorting 

to go abroad through illegal means. Mainly, we are 

lacking proper management of problems. If they are 

not trained to change their lives by working in their 

country, if they are not [taught] to love their country, 

the provision of loans is not sufficient.” (SSI1)

Conclusions 
While policy implications are critical and evolving, host 
and refugees alike lack preparation, information, and 
awareness regarding policy changes and activities of 
the government, United Nations, and NGO activities. 
Common statements made across the board include not 
seeing any development or any change in practice and not 
hearing of opportunities being offered by the government. 
Beyond resettlement, refugees’ interactions with NGOs 
are limited, and their expectations from those interac-
tions are mainly focused on their hopes for resettlement. 
Others have raised the need for local support in getting 

business and driver’s licenses. The volatile security and 
political context is a concern for refugees and hosts alike. 
Both groups highlight the fact that the next few years will 
be challenging for them and a test of the government’s 
ability to include refugees in its safety net programs while 
also controlling their impact on the country’s economy.

It is widely agreed that key programming elements are 
needed to support the ongoing processes of integra-
tion. Among these, both groups highlight how essential 
youth-based programming that goes beyond refugee/
host dichotomies and targets demographic groups is to 
the future of the relationship between their communities 
and local integration. A key demand from hosts is to find 
work and a sense of purpose for refugee youth to prevent 
jobless youth from roaming the streets at night. 

The need for more sources of information and more acces-
sible sources of information is highlighted. Refugees would 
like to be able to get information from a physical place situ-
ated in an area that they can access easily, with information 
on employment, education, and registration. Finally, hosts 
and refugees speak of the need to build health, education, 
and clean-up campaigns to get groups to work together 
more closely and to interact through their children and 
in their neighborhoods. The need to nurture feelings of 
togetherness by teaching children on another’s language 
is key to the future of integration. One crucial feature 
raised during multiple conversations is the importance of 
language as an obstacle to integration. Livelihoods and 
language are the two factors that all respondents agree on, 
and that the community consultation concludes are the 
two main obstacles to integration between groups. 

While social dynamics have been generally positive, respon-
dents are worried that patterns of exclusion are being 
formed. While some host community members consider 
refugees to be a threat, they may also suffer from a sense 
of injustice. Hosts benefit from the refugees’ presence but 
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also suffer from it as they are being pushed to the outskirts 
of urban areas, unable to afford higher rents. Refugees 
also feel a sense of injustice due to cases of forced evic-
tions. Both groups feel that the government is not hearing 
them, and both face challenges in accessing justice, which 
requires one to have information about one’s rights, where 
to go, and how to access remedies. There are additional 
barriers for refugees, including cultural and linguistic, that 
further constrains their access to justice. 

Host members suggest arranging monthly, biannual, or 
annual meetings with the government or concerned orga-
nizations to explain to hosts and refugees the benefits 
of interaction and integration. This space for dialogue is 
needed as part of integration programs As one woman 
explains: 

“The fact that we have a common social life has to 

be inculcated in the minds of both groups—the refu-

gees and the hosts. We don’t know each other. We 

have different perceptions. We could be afraid of 

approaching one another.” (FGD4.R2)
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B. Benishangul-Gumuz 

Study Areas, Groups, and Types  
of Refugees 
Sherkole camp is located in Benishangul-Gumuz, a 
40-minute drive from Assosa. The camp opened in 1997 
to accommodate Sudanese refugees fleeing conflict in the 
Blue Nile and Upper Nile states of Sudan. At that stage, 
the camp was mainly inhabited by three Sudanese ethnic 
groups: (1) the Maban; (2) the Uduk; and (3) the Funj 
(Watol and Assefa 2019). 

In 2005, refugees arrived from the Great Lakes region 
and Eritrea due to the anticipated available space at the 
camp following the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
that ended 21 years of war in Sudan and paved the way 
for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) to lead the repatriation effort of Sudanese refu-
gees (UNHCR 2006). From 2006 to 2008, the number of 
refugees in Sherkole fell from about 16,000 to 4,000 after 
the voluntary repatriation (UNHCR 2006). 

Conflict in North Kivu and South Kivu in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo in 2004 displaced many Congolese 
refugees, who fled into neighboring countries. A fraction 
of them made their way to Ethiopia. 

“Congolese arrived in this camp 15 years ago.”  

(KII25) 

Conflict between rebel groups in Kivu displaced more 
people in 2012; a new wave of Congolese refugees there-
fore arrived in Sherkole Camp. 

In 2011, following fighting between the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement North and Sudanese govern-
ment forces, Sudanese refugees fled into Ethiopia. 

Reports speak of 34,500 Sudanese refugees entering the 
Benishangul-Gumuz region, which added to the estimated 
4,000 Sudanese refugees already living in Sherkole camp 
since before the 2011 conflict (KII25). The South Sudanese 
civil war, which broke out in December 2013, also drove 
some South Sudanese refugees to settle in Sherkole. 

“For most of the refugees from Sudan and South 

Sudan, the history of displacement of refugees is 

war.” (KII27) 

Thus, the refugees in Sherkole camp predominantly come 
from three countries. From the most recent figures that 
we could find from 2016, there are 6,083 refugees from 
Sudan; 4,723 from South Sudan; 607 from the Congo; 
and a handful from Burundi, Tanzania, and Uganda (ARRA 
2016). There are an additional 14,123 refugees in Tsore 
refugee camp (ARRA 2018). 

The three groups have markedly different levels of inter-
action with the host community. Sudanese refugees have 
the most positive relationships with hosts due to histor-
ical cross-border, linguistic, and cultural connections. 
Even though Congolese are the third-largest refugee 
group, they have quite low levels of interaction with the 
host community. This is because Arabic—their dominant 
language—along with with a culture that is foreign to 
Congolese refugees, makes it difficult for them to form 
bonds with the host community. 

To get to Ethiopia, Congolese refugees must travel 
through Uganda and Kenya. There are two main factors 
that influence the decision of Congolese refugees to 
settle in Ethiopia. The first is information about Ethiopia’s 
refugee policy. 
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“When we interview the Congolese refugees, they 

know the Ethiopian government. They have informa-

tion. They settle in Kenya or some country but they 

choose Ethiopia because they have some informa-

tion on how Ethiopia treats refugees. So now they 

cross Kenya, Uganda, and come to Ethiopia.” (KII27)

The second is that there were elements present in the 
transit countries closer to the Democratic Republic of 
Congo that were similar to those that forced the Congolese 
refugees to flee in the first place. 

“Ethiopia is far from our country. And we fled our 

country because there are some people who would 

kill us. So that is why we fled. When we reached 

Rwanda, the same people are in Rwanda, if you cross 

to Burundi, the same people are there. If you cross to 

Uganda, even to Kenya, many Rwandese who made 

the genocide, they crossed to Kenya. that is why 

some who cross the Ethiopian border say, ‘this is a 

country far from our country, maybe those people 

who we fled from cannot reach us here.’ That is the 

main reason why we came to Ethiopia.” (FGD42) 

In Sherkole, refugees are divided into zones based on their 
country of origin. Ethnicities mix within the zones—and the 
Administration for Refugees and Returnees Affairs (ARRA) 
claims that this form of organization is more organic than 
premeditated. In cases of intraethnic conflict, groups may 
be separated into different zones. 

A novel feature of Sherkole camp is the fact that it is not 
enclosed, and management of the camp is more decen-
tralized than camps in the Gambella region. In each zone, 
there is a zonal leader who is annually elected by the refu-
gees. Zonal leaders coordinate with ARRA to manage the 
affairs of their respective zones. 

“The camp is not fenced. The reason being, we are 

nine zones, we are all structures, zone A, B, C, D. … 

All the structures administer themselves. We have 

leaders from every zone. They administer them-

selves, their protection, all activities, so the camp is 

not fenced.” (FGD42) 

The main road runs through the camp, and the host 
community is situated in close proximity to the refugees. 
The absence of any fence creates the perception that 
there is no formal boundary between the host community 
and the refugee camps. The positive relations with the 
initial arrival of Sudanese refugees played a role in that. 
In addition, the construction of infrastructure by UNHCR 
and the ability to trade with refugees means that increas-
ingly more host community members began settling closer 
to the camp (Watol and Assefa 2019). 

Limitations and Constraints 
The Samuel Hall team hired two local enumerators from 
Assosa after a vetting process that included conducting 
test key informant interviews. Once hired, the two enumer-
ators were trained, and a one-day pilot was conducted 
two days before the fieldwork was scheduled to begin. 
The pilot went well, and the team was scheduled to start 
the following day. However, on the first day of fieldwork, 
both enumerators failed to show up for work and were 
unreachable by telephone or text. The Samuel Hall team 
used their contacts and found two translators to work 
with: one from the refugee community and the other from 
the hosts. A brief training was held with both individuals. 
To ensure quality, a Samuel Hall staff member conducted 
all of the interviews with the help of live translation. This 
ensured that the interviews were conducted properly and 
that all pertinent follow-up questions were asked. A limita-
tion of live translation is that not all answers could be fully 
conveyed or translated, as the translator would summarize 
or edit parts during live translation. However, adequate 
measures were taken during the transcription period to 
ensure that no meaning was lost, including listening to the 
original audio files to complete the transcripts. 
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Context of Displacement 
Established in 1997, Sherkole is among the oldest 
refugee camps in the country. It was created to accom-
modate Sudanese refugees fleeing the civil war. In 2005, 
as a result of the influx of refugees from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, the Ethiopian government decided 
to relocate all asylum seekers and refugees from the 
Great Lakes to Sherkole camp (JRS 2005). In 2005 and 
2006, a significant portion of the refugees returned to 
Sudan and South Sudan with the support of UNHCR and 
International Organization for Migration after the signing 
of the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (IOM 
2013). But following South Sudan’s secession in 2011, 
new arrivals of Sudanese and South Sudanese refugees 
were recorded entering Ethiopia in search of protection. 
In addition to Sherkole camp, two additional camps were 
established in Benishangul-Gumuz: Bambasi and Tongo. 
The inward movement of South Sudanese refugees 
continued in December 2013, when violence broke out 
between factions aligned to President Salva Kiir and his 
former vice-president Riek Machar (Akwei 2017). Since 
2017, large numbers of South Sudanese refugees from 
overcrowded Gambella camps have been relocated to 
Benishangul-Gumuz. A new camp—Gure-Shembola—was 
established in May 2017 for this purpose. 

Today, Sherkole camp accommodates almost 12,000 refu-
gees from Sudan, South Sudan, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Burundi, Uganda, and other African countries.60 
The majority of the population consists of Sudanese refu-
gees originating from the Blue Nile and South Kordofan 
State of Sudan, who belong to the Funj, Uduk, and Nuba 
tribes (KII28, UNHCR). Most of them arrived in Ethiopia 
after 2011, fleeing the fighting between the Sudanese 
Armed Forces and the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement-North (SPLA-N). South Sudanese refugees, 
however, are protracted: originating from Jonglei and 

60. The figure as of January 31, 2018, was 11,826; see UNHCR, “Sherkole 
Refugee Camp, Camp Profile,” March 2018, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/
documents/details/62699. 

Upper Nile States, they have stayed in Ethiopia since 1997 
(KII28 UNHCR). 

In Benishangul-Gumuz, displacement is also internal. 
While there is a history of clashes between the Bertha 
and the Gumuz and between these two groups and 
their Oromo and Amhara neighbors, the multiplication 
of intercommunal conflicts over the past two years has 
reached new heights and has led to massive displace-
ment, especially along regional borders. In 2018, tens 
of thousands of people had to leave the Kamashi zone 
in Benishangul-Gumuz—situated at the Oromia border—
following the killing of several officials in Oromia in retali-
ation for alleged attacks on the Gumuz people (Protection 
Cluster 2019). The capital of the region Assosa was 
also affected by civil unrest and episodes of violence. In 
2019, clashes erupted in Metekel zone (along the Amhara 
border) and caused the death of dozens. According to the 
International Organization for Migration,61 those conflicts 
have displaced an estimated 19,752 individuals since 
September 2018. Due to ongoing conflicts and insecu-
rity, humanitarian actors had difficulties accessing several 
parts of the region at the end of 2018 and in 2019. In May 
2019, the Ethiopian government started rolling out its 
Response Plan to Internal Displacement and declared that 
72,593 internally displaced persons had been returned to 
the Kamashi and Assosa zones (OCHA 2019). 

Governance and programming 

Governance and programming at the camp is split 
between the government (ARRA), international organi-
zations (mainly UNHCR) and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). ARRA is the primary actor responsible for 
camp management, providing protection, food, water, and 
basic services; it also directly manages educational and 
health facilities. The agency ensures the camp’s security, 
including the resolution of conflicts among refugees or 
between refugees and hosts. However, when it comes to 

61. IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, March 2019, available at https://displace-
ment.iom.int/route?requestType=country&id=ETH. 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62699
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62699
https://displacement.iom.int/route?requestType=country&id=ETH
https://displacement.iom.int/route?requestType=country&id=ETH
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interactions between refugees and hosts, ARRA’s role is not 
limited to conflict management. It also plays an important 
role in enhancing social cohesion: by giving locals access 
to education and health facilities, ARRA contributes to 
fostering interactions between the two communities. 
While refugees do not speak much about ARRA, hosts 
express discontent with its recruitment policy, wondering 
why they are not given leading positions but are instead 
relegated to low-skilled jobs: 

“An example is ARRA, who only hire us as guards; 

guards are not important. We have an education, we 

are educated people, and we have youth that can 

work. Why are we not benefiting from these oppor-

tunities so that we can be given job vacancies and 

opportunities to work since we are educated people 

and well experienced people?” (FGD39) 

UNHCR is the government’s main partner on refugee 
protection and service provision. Involved in all aspects 
of camp management, UNHCR plays a key role in 
refugee status determination. Under its refugee protec-
tion mandate, UNHCR also manages the resettlement 
program, which represents the greatest hope for most of 
the refugees, although their chances of being resettled are 
extremely limited. As detailed later, the program is a major 
cause of frustration for refugees waiting for their opportu-
nity to resettle, especially for the Congolese, who feel they 
are discriminated against. 

“We wonder, because every day the Sudanese are 

getting support for resettlement, but us, Congolese, 

we are forgotten. But I think if we were Sudanese, 

they would come to pick us up in our houses, they 

would enter, even they would beg us to get this 

chance of resettlement. But for Congolese, this does 

not happen. There are people who have completed 

15 years here in Sherkole camp, including myself, I 

have stayed about 8 years here: nothing!” (FGD41)

NGOs operating in the camp are key players in the every-
day lives of refugees. Locals also benefit from activities 
such as trainings, although respondents from the host 
community often complain about being left behind. 
NGO interventions range from basic service provision to 
livelihood and environmental protection. Respondents 
also positively mention projects implemented by the 
International Rescue Committee (IRC) targeting women 
and children. While the positive impact of NGOs on the 
area is widely acknowledged, there is strong resentment 
over the lack of opportunities for local residents, who 
often speak of highlanders being preferred: 

“From my understanding, the NGOs maybe are 

not from abroad, maybe they are just from around 

Ethiopia, one when you look at ARRA, it is led by 

Oromo people, when you go to Norwegian Refugee 

Council [NRC], it is led by Tigray people, when you 

look at UNHCR, it is led by Amhara people, and we 

the Benishangul with black color, we have no job 

and the camps and the organizations are in our land.” 

(FGD39) 

In the host community, the kebele gets little support to 
implement projects that improve the lives of the host 
community. The only program targeting the host commu-
nity in the Assosa area is the World Bank-supported 
Development Response to Displacement Impacts Project 
(DRDIP). DRDIP comprises three investment compo-
nents: social and economic services and infrastructure; 
(2) sustainable environmental management, and (3) live-
lihoods. It follows a community-driven approach with a 
fourth component on project management. 

Security 

Relations between the host community and refugees is 
predominately peaceful. Incidents of community-wide 
violent conflict between the two communities are rare 
to nonexistent. In fact, the majority of refugees and host 
community members are proud of the peaceful reputation 
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that Sherkole camp has compared with the neighboring 
region of Gambella. The Ethiopian government has begun 
to implement a policy of transferring South Sudanese 
refugees who arrive in Gambella to Benishangul-Gumuz 
as a mitigation strategy for alleviating the ethnic tension 
between the Nuer and the Anywaa. In this context, it is 
worth noting that South Sudanese refugees are far better 
integrated with the host community in Benishangul-
Gumuz than in Gambella (ODI 2019). 

However, this does not mean that tensions do not exist 
between the host community and refugees. Theft is a major 
point of tension because refugees are often perceived as 
the culprits. 

“They are always stealing our property. Stealing our 

goats, stealing our chicken, stealing everything that 

we have. Even sometimes they steal our clothes. But 

who can we blame? We can’t blame them; we blame 

our government that brought them here.” (FGD38) 

Even though theft is a burden on the host community, 
there is an acknowledgement that refugees steal because 
rations have decreased and are often delayed. 

“We are having a good relationship with the refu-

gees, but even though we have a good relationship, 

most of them are disturbing us with theft. They steal 

our maize, goats, and all the property that we have. 

The reason is because the ration is not given to 

them on time.” (FGD38) 

Furthermore, the size of the rations is not enough for 
refugees to sustain themselves, as one host community 
member explains: 

“For example, the food that is given to them is only 

7 kilograms. That is not enough for a whole month, 

and sometimes it is not brought on time. So that is 

why sometimes they steal things so that they can 

find something to eat to save their lives.” (SSI66) 

Not all host community members are understanding. For 
some, theft has become a point of contention that forms 
the basis of resentment against refugees. 

“From my side, I am not seeing any benefit because 

the arrival of refugees here has caused destruction 

because nowadays you cannot farm. Whenever you 

farm, they will come and steal everything that you 

farm. So, I don’t see any benefit that comes from 

staying of refugees here.” (FGD38) 

Incidences of theft are so common that some members of 
the host community have been discouraged from rearing 
livestock—an expensive investment—as an alternative 
means of livelihood. 

“Long ago, before the arrival of refugees, we were 

keeping our property safe, but nowadays when they 

come, we cannot keep those things. If we keep, we 

know that we will lose them in the future or in a 

short period of time. That is why we are no longer 

keeping those animals again.” (FGD39)

If theft occurs, it is reported to ARRA and the kebele. 
However, both institutions have been unable to stop theft 
in the area. Some host community members blame the 
lenient punitive measures imposed on refugees who steal, 
which do not serve as a sufficient deterrent. 

“For example, we can give them to ARRA so that 

they can talk to them. But if you give them, they 

will only be arrested for two days, instead of giving 

them some punishment in two days’ time, they will 

be released and tomorrow they will come back again 

and steal our things.” (SSI63) 

Such lenient punishments have also instilled fear in some 
members of the host community, particularly women, 
about going into the forest due to incidences of rape by 
refugees. 



II–54 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

“Yes, as women, we have unique safety concerns. I 

feel like I am not safe. Sometimes we walk in a group; 

if I am alone, I have to be careful and always turn my 

back when someone is coming. To the forest, we go 

in groups or I will go with my husband. I don’t go 

alone because I am afraid. I am afraid because some 

of us have experienced rape from refugees. That is 

why I am afraid.” (FGD38) 

Refugees are also victims of attacks by the host commu-
nity. Most refugees cite incidents of violent attacks by the 
host community when they find refugees cutting down 
wood in the forest. Moreover, some refugees often go 
gold mining in the nearby woreda, only to be robbed of 
their earnings as they return. 

“In 2014, I encountered violence, at that time I was 

out of the camp, I was going to the host community 

to buy charcoal, and I experienced violence there 

in the host community outside the camp. Not even 

that, those who go to the mines, they face violence 

there, that is why they came without anything.” 

(FGD41) 

Refugees also allege that they have sometimes faced 
abuse from officials. 

Ecosystem 
In Sherkole, the three main actors for refugees are ARRA, 
UNHCR, and the National Resource Development and 
Environmental Protection Department (NRDEP). ARRA 
protects refugees, coordinates with NGOs for service 
delivery, and issues permit passes. ARRA is also respon-
sible for the distribution and storage of rations along with 
UNHCR, and it is the main body responsible for the settle-
ment of disputes. 

“When a conflict occurs, there is a committee from 

ARRA, the police, host, and refugee elders. We all sit 

down and we agree.” (KII27)

UNHCR is in charge of rations and holds a crucial posi-
tion in the ecosystem of refugees. This is particularly the 
case because the size of rations has decreased and due to 
significant delays in delivery. This has forced some refu-
gees to steal from the host community, increasing tensions 
between the two groups. 

“Before, they were giving them 16 kilograms for a 

month, but gradually they cut it down until they 

reached 8 kilograms. With 8 kilograms, you cannot 

survive unless you have an extra income, and refu-

gees do not have an extra income.” (LLI 6) 

The National Resource Development and Environmental 
Protection Department is a government agency mandated 
to protect the forests around refugee-hosting areas by 
taking punitive action against perpetrators found in the 
forests. Due to limited livelihood opportunities, energy 
deficiencies, and a lack of alternative means of self- 
reliance, refugees often go into the forest and cut down 
wood to use as fuel and as a source of income. 

“For example, NRDEP and those people from the 

local police, they don’t want anyone to cut wood 

so they will catch people in the forest. Some are 

good, but some will beat them and take their goods.” 

(FGD40.R3)

The market is an important place of interaction between 
refugees and the host community. In Sherkole, the most 
important day of the week is Monday because host 
community members bring in goods from Assosa and 
trade with refugees. Refugees can also place orders with 
hosts to acquire goods from Assosa, which are also deliv-
ered on Mondays. 

“The host community will come to our market, the 

refugee market side, and the refugees will also 

go to their side, so they mix this together with 

refugees. They will bring their property, and the 
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refugees’ property will be there in the market. We 

will exchange with each other; we will buy from the 

host community, and the host community will come 

and buy from the refugees.” (SSI59)

Refugees are placed in different zones, usually based on 
the different tribes or ethnicity of different refugee groups. 
Zonal leaders are refugees themselves and are elected. 
They liaise with ARRA, UNHCR, and other NGOS in the 
settling of disputes and to represent the needs of refugees 
in their respective zones. 

“If conflicts happen in our zone with the host 

communities, our leaders may send a letter to the 

leaders of the host, then they come. If it is a big 

issue, ARRA will be involved, if it is not a big issue, it 

will be solved by leaders of zones.” (SSI59) 

Refugees cite education as one of the services with the 
most positive impact. They note the changes in education 
resulting from NGOs building schools that accommodate 
higher grade levels. In the past, refugees walked several 
kilometers to attend secondary school. 

“The area has changed for the better, because I was 

a student at the time when we succeed from grade 8 

to 9, at that time grade 9 was not yet here, it was in 

Komacha. We used to go on foot, for two years. We 

always used to request UNHCR and ARRA to bring 

grade 9, 10, 11, and 12 to Sherkole, but now it has 

already been around for three years. This is a good 

thing.” (SSI59)

Remittances do not play as important a role in Sherkole 
as they do in Addis Ababa. However, some refugees have 

Figure B.1. Refugee Ecosystem Model, Sherkole
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had family members who have been resettled to a third 
country and receive remittances from them. 

“Some of my family members are abroad, in America 

and Canada. One called J___ is in Canada, he is my 

brother in law, and also my sister from my mother’s 

sister is in Canada. Her name is A___. Sometimes, 

I receive money from them, but it has been a long 

time, also it has been three or two months before 

receiving from America.” (KII25)

The host community reports benefiting from the pres-
ence of NGOs even if they are not their primary benefi-
ciaries. Further, most members of the host community are 
aware of the 70/30 percent split between the services 
provided to refugees and those provided to hosts; and 
although most believe that they do indeed receive around 
30 percent, some still find this inadequate. 

“There is not much relationship between us and the 

NGOs except when they want assistance, so they 

will come to us and ask for us but there is not much 

relationship, even the service delivery we are not 

getting any service from them.” (SSI64)

There is only one program that targets the host community 
as the main beneficiaries: the World Bank’s Development 
Response to Displacements Impacts Project (DRDIP).

“The other new building was built by DRDIP, this 

project is run by the World Bank, and both of them 

are schools. Not only schools, the other building 

here is a clinic, health center.” (SSI64)

Although ARRA is a state agency dedicated to refugee 
affairs, it is a prominent stakeholder for the host commu-
nity because of the many incidences of theft in the area 
caused by high levels of food insecurity among refugees. 

Host community members report perpetrators to ARRA 
before they consult the police. 

“If refugees commit a crime, we take them to ARRA, 

and ARRA will take them to the court, and they will 

be disciplined.” (FGD39.R4) 

Most host community members credit the area’s develop-
ment to the presence of NGOs, However, the government 
is still a key actor. Most of the interviewed host commu-
nity members are aware of the government’s intentions 
regarding the integration of refugees in line with the nine 
pledges, and were generally positive about the set of 
policies. 

“What the government is thinking about is good 

because when refugees are given opportunities and 

their lifestyle changes, we as the host community 

will also see change.” (FGD39.R1) 

Many host community members also blame the govern-
ment for the prevalence of theft in the area and look to it 
for solutions. 

“The biggest challenge that we are facing is theft, the 

refugees steal our things, if it is possible, the govern-

ment should look for a solution for these types of 

thieves.” (FGD39.R1) 

Unlike refugees, the host community has access to finan-
cial services from which they benefit. 

“Yes, we are practicing all these things, like banking 

and microservices, microservices are done in 

Hamasha, you may take your money there and keep 

it and protect it from being stolen by thieves or 

being destroyed, and also you will get profit on your 

money.” (FGD39.R1)
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Key Themes 
Identities and aspirations 

Who are the refugees? 
Refugees in Sherkole refugee camp are predominantly 
from three countries: Sudan, South Sudan, and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. The common denominator 
between all three groups is that war has been the primary 
driver of displacement and all have had a protracted stay 
in Sherkole camp. Of particular note is that Sherkole camp 
is home to refugees who were once repatriated from the 
camp and since returned. This group consists primarily of 
Sudanese refugees due to the oscillation of peace and 
conflict in Sudan since the early 2000s. A refugee from 
Sudan explains their migration history: 

“We stayed in Ethiopia from 1987 to 2003. In 2003, 

we went back to Sudan. We left Sudan in 2011, and 

we entered the border in Ethiopia, and our life here 

is good. In 2003, we returned back to Sudan, we 

stayed up to 2011, and in 2011 we ran away again 

and came back to Ethiopia. In 2011, we arrive here 

again. Since 2011, we stay here in Sherkole, it’s been 

8 years now in Ethiopia.” (LLI 17) 

This is not a unique case among Sudanese refugees due 
to the close proximity of the border. Most Sudanese refu-
gees therefore know the area and the host community 
well. This close link is fostered by a common culture and 
language. 

Congolese refugees have experienced a protracted stay 
at Sherkole camp, with most having lived in the camp for 
over 10 years, yet their level of integration is low compared 
with South Sudanese refugees who are the latest to 
arrive at the camp. The main barriers to integration for 
Congolese refugees are language, cultural practices, and 
religious practices. Arabic is the main language spoken by 

Figure B.2. Host Community Ecosystem Model, Sherkole
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our children, and we are 
now rese led with peace.

Yes, NGOs make an impact 
here, like IRC, it has changed 

the whole community.

If it is not a big issue, it is 
solved by zonal leaders.

We have a 
health clinic 
that is free 

for both 
refugees and 

the host 
community

Some	mes, I receive money
from them, but it has been a
long 	me, also it has been 

three or two months before 
receiving from America.

NRDEP and those people 
from the local police, they don’t 

want anyone to cut wood.

ARRA = Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs; NGO = nongovernmental organization; NRDEP = National Resource Development and Environmental Protection 
Department; UNHCR = United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
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Sudanese refugees and the host community, which makes 
it difficult for Congolese refugees to communicate with 
them or feel as if they are well integrated. 

“Arabic language is the main language. So, all of the 

refugees speak Arabic, except some Congolese and 

Burundians.” (FGD42) 

The language barrier has material consequences for 
Congolese refugees, limiting their ability to effectively 
engage in trade with the host community. Their ability to 
fetch a fair price as a consumer or as a supplier is under-
mined by their inability to negotiate. What is striking is the 
limited availability of language programs provided by NGOs 
and the host community to help Congolese refugees learn 
the common language. Further, most Congolese refugees 
do not want their children to learn Arabic in school, prefer-
ring for them to be taught in English. 

“Our children are taught in English. We wouldn’t like 

them to be taught in the local language.” (FGD42)

As a result of these barriers to integration, Congolese 
refugees do not feel as if they are or could be integrated. 
This perception fosters a sense of rejection of govern-
ment plans to integrate refugees and the host community. 

A common sentiment among Congolese refugees is to 
either be relocated to another camp or be repatriated back 
to their country. 

“Congolese in this camp, we don’t need to be inte-

grated in this country. I think, if we Congolese are to 

be integrated in this camp, it is better to be back in 

my country and die there.” (FGD41) 

Low integration levels among Congolese refugees 
stems from cultural and religious differences. First, most 
Congolese refugees are Christian, but Islam is the reli-
gion practiced by the vast majority of the population in 
Sherkole woreda (EUTF 2016). While there have been no 
incidents of religious altercations, Congolese refugees are 
unable to use religion as a catalyst for positive social inte-
gration as other refugees have in the other study areas. 
Furthermore, Congolese refugees have different diets, 
which are incompatible with the rations they receive. 
Sorghum is the main grain included in the rations deliv-
ered to refugees. Sorghum is completely foreign to the 
diet of Congolese refugees. Despite their requests for 
a substitute, Sorghum continues to feature in refugee 
rations because it is the staple food of Sudanese refu-
gees—the predominant group. 

Figure B.3. Lifeline of a Host Community Member, Benishangul–Gumuz

Born in
South Sudan

Fled from Sore to 
Itang refugee camp in

1989 and stayed
for 1 year

Returned to 
Ethiopia as a refugee 

in 2011
Became a member 
of the RCC in 2016

Eleted chairlady 
of the 

Woman’s Associa�on 
in 2018

Son graduated 
in 2012

Voluntarily 
returned to Sudan 

in 2003

Fled to Ethiopia 
as a refugee 

in 1987

Par�cipant marked as nega�ve moment in life

Par�cipant marked as posi�ve moment in life
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Box B.1. The Trajectory of Double Refugees in Sherkole

Sherkole is unique because it has individuals who 
arrived from Sudan as refugees in the late 1980s, 
who returned back to Sudan in the early 2000s only 
to return to return again as refugees to Ethiopia in 
2011. B___, age 47 is one such example, recounting 
her path of circular migration:

“We ran away to Ethiopia in 1987 from Sudan. 
We stayed in Ethiopia from 1997 to 2003. In 
2003, we went back to Sudan and stayed, we 
stayed up to 2011, and in 2011, we ran away 
again and came back to Ethiopia.” 

Sudanese refugees with similar paths of circular 
migration are interesting because they have lived in 
more than one refugee camp in Ethiopia. B___ first 
settled in Sore camp before fleeing to Itang, and 
finally settling in Sherkole in 2011. The movement 
of Sudanese refugees to Itang reflects how unstable 
the country was after the fall of the Derg regime. 

“[In] 1989—that was the time we ran from Sore 
to a place called Itang. This is because in 1987, 
1988, and 1989, Ethiopians began to be displaced 
therefore we ran away searching for a place to 
hide. We went up to the place called Itang, and 
we stayed there for one year.” 

This group of Sudanese who have twice been refu-
gees in Ethiopia have positive relationships with 
the host community. B___ recounts how the host 
community were their means of support at differ-
ent stages of her trajectory as a refugee and as a 
returnee. The Ethiopian army provided the initial 
support when they first arrived in Ethiopia. 

“They said: ‘don’t run, don’t run, we are from 
Ethiopia, we are not from the North.’ In our mind 
we are thinking that our government is following 
us, but when we met them, they would tell us to 
‘sit down put the children under the shade, and 
we will get some biscuits to feed them.’” 

The host community provided for their basic needs 
in Sore. 

“The Ethiopian people tried to bring us maize; 
after maize they would bring powder; after that 
they would bring lanterns—different things to 
help us, and ARRA facilitated their repatriation 
through the radio and Ethiopian people who take 
care of us and they take us back by car back to 
our own home.” 

B___’s story shows how essential education is in 
attracting refugees to Ethiopia. She recounts how, 
upon returning to Sudan, the limited education oppor-
tunities prompted her desire to return to Ethiopia. 

“When we returned back to Sudan, our children 
were not getting an education, also the country 
was politically unstable, our government would 
make an agreement today only to change it 
tomorrow.” 

B___ herself has benefitted from the education 
provided at the camp, enrolling in school as an adult, 
which allowed her to work for NGOs and feel as if 
she is giving back to her community. Her story illus-
trates the material and psychological importance of 
increasing employment opportunities for refugees in 
the NGO sector. 

“Something which makes me happy is that our 
children get more education, and if they get their 
education, the NGOs here can also give you the 
work for training for HIV/AIDS, training to work 
in the health center, to work at IRC and UNHCR, 
to be a social worker, for anyone to be put in a 
different place, like myself, I am working with 
Plan International. These things make me happy. 
If you are finished with training, you can help your 
community.” 
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“Due to our culture, different language, different 

food, we really are discriminated against. Before, 

they gave us rice, but due to complaints from 

Sudanese, they took it back because Sudanese said 

they don’t need rice. Now we have sorghum, but if 

you try to complain, they will say that we are living 

here because of Sudanese. (FGD41) 

Such incidents contribute to the perception among 
Congolese refugees that they are a marginalized group. 
Congolese refugees feel as if they do not receive equal 
treatment to Sudanese refugees in terms of opportunities 
in trainings conducted by NGOs and even in cases involv-
ing the UNHCR resettlement program. 

“What we need to complain about is the issue of 

resettlement cases concerning the Congolese, for 

around six or seven years, no one is opening the 

cases of the Congolese, only last year did the cases 

open. Other tribes were receptive because we came 

from far to this country. But it has been difficult for 

us. We spent six years, no one went abroad, and this 

is what we used to complain about.” (FGD42) 

As a result, most of the Congolese refugees that we inter-
viewed advocated for their relocation, either to another 
area in Ethiopia, especially Addis Ababa, or back to their 
own country. Many Congolese refugees are disillusioned 
by the experience in Sherkole.

“For sure, it is very difficult for us as refugees, espe-

cially the Congolese. It is very difficult. As I came 

here, I was expecting maybe that I was going to 

get enough peace. But for sure, I totally regret this 

myself.” (FGD42) 

Despite feelings of marginalization among Congolese 
refugees, most report positive relations with other refu-
gees in the camp. Sudanese and South Sudanese refugees 

disagree with the notion that Congolese or any other 
refugee group are marginalized. In general, all the refu-
gees interviewed for this study report positive relation-
ships between refugee groups, with only minor incidents 
of reported conflict. 

“Here in this camp, we are having no differences 

between us, no discrimination between the refu-

gees. We are having a relation with other people 

of other countries. We are respectful together, no 

difference between us, we respect all of them and 

all of them respect us, other tribes of other countries 

like Burundians, Congolese, we don’t have any prob-

lems with them. They are our brothers and sisters 

and they respect us. So here, we don’t have anything 

like problems or issues, we don’t have any.” (FGD42) 

Several participants have highlighted the fact that 
Congolese refugees have passed on knowledge or 
changed behavioral traits among Sudanese refugees and 
the host community. 

“Before, when they saw some Congolese walking 

around here because some Congolese women used 

to wear trousers—because this area is a Muslim 

area—if they see a Congolese lady walking with a 

boy, it was a shame to them, but now they have 

changed, they start to do what they were seeing 

before.” (SSI62) 

Smartphone usage also increased with the arrival of 
refugees. 

“Even smartphones, most of the people were not 

using them by the time we came here. (SSI62) 

Most host community members think that refugees have 
more advanced skill sets and report having learned from 
them. 
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“Yes, refugees and host community might have 

similar experiences, but maybe refugees might 

be more talented than us because if we put it in 

percentage, maybe it can be 75 versus 25.” (FGD39) 

Who is the host community? 
The main ethnic groups in the host community of the 
Benishangul-Gumuz region are the Berta (25.4 percent), 
the Amhara (21.69 percent), the Gumuz (20.88 percent), 
the Oromo (13.55 percent), and the Shinasha 
(7.73 percent). Of these, the Berta, the Gumuz, and the 
Shinasha are considered indigenous (EUTF 2016). Due to 
the protracted stay of refugees in the area and the fact 
that Sherkole camp is open, the host community is well 
integrated with most of the refugees. Host community 
members report positive relationships with all refugee 
groups despite the prevalence of theft in the area. 

The host community is sympathetic to the plight of refu-
gees. They often lament the decreased size and deliv-
ery delays of rations. Host community members implore 
NGOs to provide better food security for refugees. 

“So, let the organizations that are responsible for 

refugees provide them enough food so that they do 

not steal because even if you want to take action, 

you cannot take action against a hungry person 

because he is stealing for a reason. He is lacking.” 

(FGD39) 

The host community also cites the lack of movement 
available to refugees as a limiting factor. Refugees cannot 
move freely to areas beyond Sherkole refugee camp 
without a pass permitting them to do so. 

“According to the law, refugees are not supposed to 

move more than 8 kilometers away from the camp. 

(SSI63) 

For example, refugees need a pass to travel to Assosa and 
can only stay for a maximum of three days. 

“The situations or challenges that the refugees face 

are difficult. One, we as the local people can move, if 

we have a problem, we can move to find something 

that we can solve our problem with. Once we have 

freedom of movement, we can go find work. But for 

refugees, movement is not free, and they are only 

depending on the rations; that is how their situa-

tion differs from the situation of the local people.” 

(FGD39) 

A history of cross-border movement and trade with Sudan 
means that the host community and Sudanese refugees 
share a common culture and language. For example, in 
2002, the Ethiopian and Sudanese governments issued 
permits and licenses to formalize and promote cross- 
border trade with border communities, such as Sherkole 
(FGD39). Moreover, the Berta, the largest ethnic group in 
Benishangul-Gumuz, can also be found across the border 
under the name Funj in Sudan. A history of seasonal migra-
tion and intermarriage has engendered positive relations 
with Sudanese refugees. For instance, there are various 
accounts of Ethiopian citizens crossing the border to work 
in Sudan before returning. As one participant recounts: 

“When I went to Sudan, I started working and sending 

money back to my family. My job in Sudan was a 

laborer worker for one year. After two years, I became 

an assistant for a construction company. After three 

years, I decided to become self-employed. I opened 

a salon at the age of 19. At that time, when I was 

working at the salon, I was going to a private school. 

While I was working, I was having classes in Arabic. 

Also in Sudan, I worked as an electrician for one year, 

connecting electric wires, I was 21 years old. First, I 

was working as a volunteer with them, then they later 

on gave me trainings for one year, then it became a 

full-time job, they gave me a certificate.” (LLI16) 
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Self-reliance 

Refugees have limited livelihood opportunities to attain 
self-reliance. They cut down wood in the forest to use as 
fuel and to sell in the marketplace to earn a living. Similar 
to other refugee-hosting areas, the forest is protected by 
the local community and NRDEP, and there are therefore 
punitive measures in place for refugees caught cutting 
down wood in the forest. However, firewood is critical to 
the survival of refugees, and many have no choice but to 
navigate the risks involved. 

“When I bring firewood from the forest, it may last 

three days, after that if it is finished, I will go to it the 

forest again. Even if I am not allowed, I still have to 

go.” (SSI60) 

Deforestation is a point of contention for the host commu-
nity and refugees. The host community feels as if refu-
gees are destroying the environment. Refugees perceive 
hypocrisy from the host community, often citing cases 
when the host community has either engaged in defor-
estation themselves or taken advantage of refugees by 
stealing their charcoal. 

“They don’t give us charcoal to cook this food. If you 

go to the host community to buy charcoal, it is not 

allowed. If we go at night to arrange how you can 

get it, if you come from the host community, you 

will meet other people hiding on the way then they 

will take that charcoal. You will be in loss; you will 

lose your money and charcoal. Look at the life we are 

living in this country.” (FGD41) 

Refugees also engage in gold mining as a source of 
income. Most of the gold mined in Benishangul-Gumuz 
is artisanal. Indigenous hosts often use gold mining to 
supplement their agricultural activities (EUTF 2016). 
However, there are currently no large-scale mines oper-
ating in Assosa or neighboring regions (Bullock 2018). In 

2018, the Ethiopian government suspended the opera-
tions of the Lega Dembi mine (Meleskachew 2018). For 
refugees, gold mining is an activity fraught with danger. 
Participants report incidents of refugees leaving the camp 
to mine gold and returning empty handed. Refugees are 
not legally permitted to participate in gold mining, but the 
host community allows it informally, taking advantage of 
the refugees’ skill set. 

“For the gold mining, we don’t have any problem 

because mostly we as the host community, we don’t 

know how to dig, so the refugees are the ones that 

are experienced to know where the gold is, even 

now you can see that the camp is empty, most of 

them are in the gold mines.” (SSI63) 

This is not always a benevolent act by host community 
members, as participants report refugees being robbed 
of their earnings by a network of mine owners and local 
authorities. 

“For example, we have our people who go to mine 

gold so they can assist their families here at the 

camp. But it is a serious and terrible issue, if they 

went there and used their energy, but after, they will 

come back and the Ethiopian citizens with the police 

and military will intimidate you. We have many 

people here who lose their gold, they left without 

anything so that they can leave alive.” (FGD41) 

Refugees cite the inability to utilize their skills as a major 
obstacle to their self-reliance. Many offer valuable skills 
and qualifications from previously held jobs. However, 
limited livelihood opportunities and freedom of move-
ment to larger economic hubs such as Assosa mean that 
refugees are unable to engage in the economic activities 
with which they are proficient. Moreover, their status as 
a refugee precludes certain occupations because of legal 
restrictions attached to the employment of refugees in 
certain positions and for certain wages. The incentivized 
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worker scheme caps the salary of refugees who work with 
NGOs at Br 700, an amount insufficient to earn a living. 
Furthermore, occupations outside of the NGO sector are 
closed to refugees due to their status; and even with the 
jobs available to refugees, participants cite their inability to 
gain employment at high-level capacities. 

“There are some who came from their countries as 

doctors, some are drivers, they have different expe-

riences, but because you are a refugee, we have 

limitations. Some are drivers but we are not allowed 

to drive a car. You will find a doctor who is not 

allowed to open a private pharmacy. So, it is difficult, 

even here working as a teacher in primary schools, 

any refugee is not allowed to teach above grade 6 

because they normally tell us that we are not quali-

fied—even if we have a university degree.” (FGD42)

Access to Services 

In an area where infrastructure is poor to nonexistent, 
the presence of refugees is perceived as having a positive 
impact on service provision. 

“The essentials are provided, children are going to 

school, electricity is there, and also there is water, so 

in terms of development, everything is going well.” 

(SSI65) 

Respondents were particularly vocal about education and 
health facilities but did not elaborate much on water and 
electricity. Yet one significant difference between refu-
gees and hosts in terms of services is the absence of elec-
tricity in the refugee camp: only the host community is 
connected to the power grid, forcing refugees—especially 
women—to collect firewood for lighting and cooking. 
Refugees have been given solar panels, but these do 
not seem function for most people. One refugee woman 
(SSI59) mentioned stoves using ethanol as a primary 
need for women living in the camp. Regarding access to 
water, refugees and hosts use separate water points, but 

infrastructure and supply appear to be of similar quality. 
There were no education or health facilities prior to the 
establishment of the camp. 

“The benefit that we have got from the stay of refu-

gees is that before, our children would walk kilome-

ters to go to school but, when the refugees came 

here, a school was built for them and one was built 

for the host community. This is one thing that we 

have benefited from. The second thing is the health 

center. The health center here was constructed 

because of refugees. The third is we were told that 

if there is a woman that wants to deliver, or a child 

with a nutritional problem, we have to take them to 

the refugee health center.” (SSI66)

The camp has more schools than the host community, 
which gives rise to complaints from locals. While the camp 
accommodates all levels, from preschool to high school, 
only primary school is available to hosts living around the 
camp: local children must walk eight kilometers to access 
secondary school. As a result, schools established for refu-
gees also cater to some of the host community children. 
The host community benefits from the materials and equip-
ment provided, such as school uniforms and textbooks. 

“The positive part that organizations have brought 

here is that they have built schools for our children 

and provided exercise books for them.” (SSI66) 

Therefore, locals acknowledge that the situation has 
improved as a result of refugee presence, especially as 
education infrastructure was nonexistent before the camp 
was established: 

“And even schools that were started for refugees, 

our children come from different corners of the 

area, and they go to refugee children schools, and 

they learn, so these things we are benefiting from 

because of refugees.” (SSI65) 
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Respondents also highlight the role played by shared 
schools to strengthen social integration: 

“That means in school, when local students and refu-

gees are learning in one school, they may develop a 

friendship. This high school that is built for refugees, 

it is also open for local students. They are integrated 

and are learning together.” (FGD40)

Education providers are numerous around Sherkole camp: 
NGOs, ARRA, and the Development and Inter-Church Aid 
Commission (DICAC) split the work by focusing on differ-
ent age cohorts, from preschool to the adult program. The 
latter, provided by NRC, targets adults who have never 
attended school and who lack basic knowledge, such as 
literacy and numeracy skills. The objective is to help bene-
ficiaries fill gaps and gain skills that they may need in their 
everyday life and for their livelihoods, as an NRC staff 
member explains: 

“The purpose of this adult education is not to pass 

good to great, but is to have basic knowledge like 

literacy that is key when they are supporting their 

livelihood, you know, the shortage of budget is what 

can make us fail. For instance, while we teach, we 

have agriculture, parental education, and social 

bridges, it is to make them functional. While we are 

having this, it is better to change them into practical. 

It is very interesting.” (KII26) 

However, residents lament the quality of education 
compared with the neighboring Gambella region. Refugees 
speak negatively about the schools around the camp: 

“If you visit you cannot say that this is a good school.” 

(SSI62) 

Local informants express concerns regarding the availabil-
ity and quality of teachers, poor infrastructure, and lack 

of essential materials—such as textbooks. Education lacks 
funding, and the budget is a constant challenge, jeopardiz-
ing the quality of education services. 

“We have one project called adult education, deliv-

ered by NRC, and education also for the small 

child. There is a plan for international delivery of 

a preschool, with ARRA from grade 1 to grade 8, 

and from grade 9 to grade 12 by DICAC. All of our 

teachers are crying because of quality of education. 

There is a shortage, like textbooks, and generally the 

school infrastructure is poor.” (SSI62) 

Some hosts complain of unequal treatment, pointing out 
that the quality of services is better in refugee schools. 
Specifically, locals voice their dissatisfaction over the fact 
that refugee schools have a feeding center while schools 
in the host community do not. This differential treatment 
is regarded with incomprehension and indignation by the 
host community. 

“They provide exercise books while the host commu-

nity have no exercise books. So, even sometimes 

during break time, because they all break at the same 

time, our children may decide to go through a fence 

and watch while the refugee children are being fed. 

We requested several times from the organizations 

that because we are near the refugees and our chil-

dren are always watching refugee children feeding … 

we also want to be fed, why not also give our chil-

dren a chance to be fed like the refugee children? 

We get no reply from the organization because they 

said this is only for refugee children and the budget 

is only for the refugees not the host community.” 

(FGD39) 

However, refugee students also face specific challenges 
that can lead to frustration. They mention difficulties they 
encounter compared with host community students if 
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they want to continue their education if they do not pass 
the grade 8 exam:62 

“Refugees, they are facing a big challenge because 

if you complete grade 8 there and you do the exam 

and fail, there is no other chance, you will stay in the 

camp, there is no other way to continue your educa-

tion. But if you see a member of the host commu-

nity who failed, he has a chance to do another exam 

again, but for refugees it’s not like that. Even if he 

doesn’t pass the exam, he has the right to have 

private school but for refugees how can you pay for 

this private school? No way.” (SSI62) 

Regarding health, most respondents describe the quality 
of services as mediocre. Here also, the host community 
benefits from health services provided for refugees, and 
locals can access treatment for free: 

“We are using this health center for free because of 

the refugees. If you are sick, you go to the health 

center and get treated and get medicine and then 

you come back.” (SSI65) 

However, many participants—from both communities—
complain about not receiving appropriate care: 

“Even for refugees, they don’t have good hospitals. 

We don’t know the problem. Because they are under 

the government, sometimes you go there, you are 

sick, they say ‘no you are not sick.’ Immediately, 

when you come back at home, you die. So that is 

why I talk about the treatment for refugees here, we 

don’t get treatment.” (SSI61) 

Although medical staff tend to use the fact that hosts 
should go to the local health center as an excuse, hosts 

62. The grade 8 exam is a regional examination at the end of primary education, 
which consists of two cycles (grades 1–4 to grades 5–8). Ethiopia primary school 
education consists of two cycles, from grades 1–4 and grades 5–8. Successful 
candidates are admitted into secondary schools.

and refugees are equally denied treatment, according to a 
community leader: 

“Forget about the refugees, even us—the host 

community—we were given the opportunity to go 

and get medicine and treatment at the health center; 

but now if we go, they will tell us to go back to your 

place, that we have our own health center and 

this is only for refugees, but even the refugees are 

complaining about not getting the services.” (KII25) 

Nonetheless, Congolese refugees accuse ARRA of discrim-
inating against them and report differential treatment at 
the health center: 

“If you go to the Sherkole health center, they will 

ask: ‘Is it a Congolese who is sick or where did that 

patient come from? Is it a Congolese or a Sudanese?’ 

They used to say that if he is a Congolese, he is not 

sick. The way they treat Congolese is not the same 

way they treat other refugees here.” (FGD41)

The inability to provide adequate care might be the result of 
understaffed units failing to deal with the influx of patients: 

“Sometimes, we might be sick or our children are sick 

and we go to the hospital, people who are working 

there might tell us to go back and come back in the 

afternoon. If you come back in the afternoon, they 

tell us that now there is no space for you, go back 

and come tomorrow.” (FGD39) 

The number of doctors is far below what is needed. 

“For example, you may find 100 patients in the hospi-

tal, but when the doctor comes, they will say they 

can only receive 10 patients because the doctor has 

another meeting and other jobs to do.” (KII25) 
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In such a context, the way the health center prioritizes 
patients is unclear. Referrals do not sufficiently meet 
their needs either, leaving patients with no medical care 
whatsoever. 

“In 2012, I got this referral abroad to get enough 

treatment, up to now I am here in the camp. If I go 

and ask, they tell me wait, wait—I waited for seven 

years. I think you understand this referral system. It 

is only in the document, in writing, but beneficiaries 

they are not receiving.” (SSI62)

As a result, refugees must find alternative options to 
access health care: some of them sell their belongings 
or borrow money from the community to access private 
health centers surrounding the camp. 

“If a refugee is sick and goes to the health center, they 

will not be given a good treatment. Sometimes they 

decide to work or sell the belongings that they have, 

and they decide to go for private health centers like 

Kurihamsa or they come to Homesha or they come 

here to Jimma kebele health center so that they can 

get a good treatment for their diseases.” (KII25) 

Pregnant women cannot find satisfactory prenatal care 
in Sherkole and have to travel to Assosa for pregnancy 
follow-up care. 

“Every woman who is pregnant here uses her own 

mechanism to go to ultrasound to Assosa to check if 

the child is in good condition inside the body. Many 

who used their own way to check themselves used 

to find that they have cancer, because here there 

is no progress at all. Even for a pregnant woman to 

get a mosquito net is not easy here in this camp. 

Sometimes, they refuse to treat us there.” (FGD41) 

Others travel all the way to Addis Ababa to receive 
adequate health care after attempting without success to 
receive treatment in Sherkole or Assosa. 

“For example, in 2016 I was sick. I tried to pursue for 

around one year, they refused to give me a letter to 

Assosa. We sat in our community, to contribute some 

money, they sent me to Addis Ababa, then in Addis 

Ababa I carried on myself because I don’t have a rela-

tive or a brother to send me money. I was depend-

ing on my community, to ask everyone to give Br 20, 

Br 50, Br 100, they sent me to Addis Ababa. I stayed 

in Addis Ababa for six months, when I came back, I 

became strong. But I know there are others who are 

sick here in Sherkole, we don’t have treatment, that’s 

why I stayed in Addis Ababa.” (SSI61) 

Another acute problem related to health services in 
Sherkole that most respondents mention is the lack of 
medicine. Refugees speak of medicine misuse, accusing the 
health center of selling medicine to pharmacies in Assosa. 

“There, they have their own car, which used to come 

and take the medicine inside the store. They took all 

medicine that had value, they take them to Assosa 

and sell them. For refugees, they will only give them 

medicine that is expired and available around, but 

the best medicine will be taken out of the health 

center. They will give the refugees medicine which 

they will see that won’t help them.” (FGD41) 

According to refugees, medicines are provided but all end 
up in Assosa: 

“I used my own way, and I got money and went to 

Assosa to buy medicine. They gave me quality medi-

cine in Assosa because they knew that I am using my 

own money. As I said before, they used to take good 

medicine to the pharmacy and sell them. There in 

Assosa, you may find medicine from refugee camps.” 

(FGD41) 

The lack of medicine may have serious consequences 
when refugees are not able to find their prescribed medi-
cation, which is common in Sherkole. 
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“In the time I was delivering my child, they oper-

ated on me, I lost blood and had blood deficiency 

problem. It was in Assosa, they told me to go back 

home, they wrote a paper of medicine that I will 

use at home. By the time I came here to the health 

center, I looked for the medicine, they didn’t have it, 

they sent me here to the camp, they checked for the 

medicine here but they didn’t have it. They only gave 

me a simple tablet to show me that they did some-

thing while they didn’t give me medicine.” (FGD41) 

Some report inappropriate distribution of medicine, 
regardless of the condition of the patient. 

“The refugees are just given amoxapine and parac-

etamol. This is the tablet we are familiar with in the 

health center. If you have common cold, cough, 

pneumonia, anything they will give you amoxapine 

and paracetamol.” (FGD41)

Finally, testimony from women indicates the existence of 
practices that constitute acts of gender-based violence. 
The infrastructure is inadequate for providing medical care 
to pregnant women, who must deliver in a public room. 

“If you enter the delivery room, you will not find a 

door, it is like a public room. This is a serious issue, 

and if we talk about it always, we used to tell them 

but there is no change. No one wants to hear us.” 

(FGD41) 

The situation is no better in the host community, where 
the local health center has no delivery room or appropri-
ate equipment. Several female respondents also complain 
about being denied sanitary pads, even though they are 
available at the health center. 

“There are pads for women, it is kept in a store. They 

keep it and it expires. If you go beg them, “please 

give me one,” they refuse, they will not give it to 

you. They will keep it until they burn it because it 

expired in the store. They will burn it in the dustbin 

because it expired … For example, they used to give 

us women three pads and say use these three pads 

in seven months.” (FGD41)

Overall, respondents from the host community express 
resentment over the imbalance in the support refugees 
get and what is provided to locals. Youth centers are 
mentioned as an example of services available for refu-
gees that do not exist in the host community. One host 
explains: 

“The services that cater to women and youth is not 

much, but it is better than nothing. For example, here 

there is a recreation center for youths; in the kebele, 

there is no recreation center. Here in the refugee 

camp, there are seven zones, in each zone there is a 

recreational center for youths. In the kebele, there is 

not even one recreational center. That is the differ-

ence.” (SSI64) 

While mentioning the informal measure of 70/30 split of 
services delivered by relief organizations to refugees and 
hosts, some suggest that hosts do not actually receive 
their share. 

“The refugees get 75 percent of the service, and 

the host community gets 25 percent. But that 25 

percent is not fully implemented. For example, here 

they give solar energy power, they distribute more 

to the refugees, but they distributed only one to the 

host. This distribution is not fair.” (SSI64) 

Hosts not only complain about the amount of support 
refugees get, they also indicate that refugees receive 
better quality services. 

“Always put priority to refugees of course. The best 

quality of things and services are for refugees, and 

some few of them will be for the host community. 

The refugees get the best quality.” (SSI65) 
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The poor quality of the local health center is a recurring 
complaint, although the refugee health center does not 
give satisfaction either, as previously noted. Here again, 
the common demands concern education (preschool, 
primary, and secondary school) and health (better quality 
of care and ambulances). They are addressed to the orga-
nizations active in the area as well as to the government. 

“They have to build schools for our children. They 

have to bring an ambulance for the health center 

because when someone is sick at night and needs to 

be transferred to the hospital or other health center, 

we need the ambulance. That is what we want the 

government to do for us.” (FGD38) 

In this regard, the World Bank-supported DRDIP provides 
an appropriate response. As part of the project, a new 
health center is being built, and a school has been estab-
lished in the host community. Host community members 
mention both facilities. 

Coping Mechanisms 

Marriage is a unifying force between refugees and the host 
community. Similar to other refugee-hosting areas, inter-
marriage is a powerful method for bringing together two 
communities. In Sherkole, marriage between a Sudanese 
refugee and a host community member is the most 
common and easiest to facilitate because of the common 
culture and cross-border kinships. However, intermarriage 
with host community members is not common among all 
refugees. For example, there are no reported accounts 
during this research of refugees from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo or Great Lakes marrying someone from 
the host community. Proposals of marriage between refu-
gees and the host community members are one-sided. 
There are many more refugee men proposing to host 
community women than there are host community men 
proposing to refugee women. One member of the host 
community explains: 

“The other thing that can strengthen the relationship 

between the refugees and host community is inter-

marriage, for example, we have marriages into each 

other, we have given them our women, they are 

married to us, but we cannot marry their women.” 

(FGD39) 

Refugees provide numerous accounts of acts of solidarity 
by the host community when refugees first arrived. When 
Sudanese refugees first arrived in Sherkole, there was not 
a single NGO operating in the area. The host community 
was the refugees’ first line of support. 

“I will start from the beginning that the refugees 

arrived, when they come, we give them a warm 

welcome, we give them shelter, some of us provide 

them with food, clothes, we treat them as brothers.” 

(SSI63) 

It helped that the first group of refugees arriving were 
predominantly Funj —the same ethnic group as the Berta, 
who are indigenous to Benishangul-Gumuz. Similar acts 
of solidarity were also displayed for other refugee groups 
despite their being of a different ethnicity. 

Because the size and delay of rations negatively affects 
relationships between the host community and the refu-
gees, some members of the host community have taken 
it upon themselves to provide food to refugees on credit. 

“My husband is doing business, but if sometimes 

the refugees’ rations are delayed, they go to my 

husband’s home and ask for assistance on credit. So, 

my husband will give them maize, sorghum, okra, or 

other things that can give them something to eat.” 

(FGD38) 

Host community members also allow refugees to work 
on their farms or to perform odd jobs for money or food. 
Most feel empathy toward refugees, taking a reflective 
attitude that drives their assistance. 
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“As human beings, life is not always permanent. 

Today, he may be a refugee, but tomorrow he may go 

back to his home and something might happen to me. 

So, we stay with them as brothers. Even though not 

all of them are doing these negative things, it is some 

of them. A few of them that are doing this.” (SSI63)

The host community also finds it in their self-interest to 
assist refugees, as a way of lowering the incidences of 
theft and potential violence. 

“Yes, when refugees are benefiting, we as the host 

community are also benefiting from them. Let’s say, 

for example, if the refugees are being given food, and 

they are safe and they eat, we also feel safe. Why? 

For example, theft will stop. They will not come for 

us and ask us or beg us for other things. Those are 

the benefits. If the refugees are benefiting, we as the 

host community also benefit.” (SSI63)

Other members of the host community have carved out 
a profession by only catering to specific needs that refu-
gees might have and capitalizing on the legal restrictions 
placed on refugees, such as limited mobility. As one host 
community participant explains: 

“Yes, I support them, especially when they ask for 

assistance with painting, construction, and other 

things. One example is, sometimes I work as a 

cameraman, and they need the passport photos, 

they will come and ask for assistance from me to 

take their photos, and I will take them and they pay 

me back. So, every time I take their photos, I take 

them to Assosa, print them, and bring them back to 

the owners.” (LLI16) 

The segregation of refugees into zones has the effect of 
managing relations among ethnic groups. Zones act as a 
way of ensuring that when refugees first arrive, they have 
the support systems they need. However, the compo-
sition of the zones is not permanent. Different refugee 

groups can be moved to other zones if conflict arises. 
Zones can include refugee groups from multiple countries 
living together, which supplements cross-cultural under-
standing. As one Congolese refugee explains: 

“My tribe, we are living in zone F. We are living with 

another tribe from Dinka, Fung, we are living in 

peace. Before, we were living there in zone G, every 

day we had fighting, but now we are living by peace.” 

(SSI61)

NGOs have engaged in awareness-raising and livelihood 
workshops as a way of increasing self-reliance and easing 
tensions. When refugees initially arrived, NGOs collab-
orated with the host community to assimilate refugees 
into the community and introduce measures for positive 
socialization. 

“Things have changed through awareness raising, 

some done by the organization and some by the 

host community to support the refugees to stop 

what they are doing and to change their lives into 

better lives. (SSI66) 

To combat theft, refugees engage in livelihood programs 
initiated by NGOs. These programs are also open to the 
host community. 

“What NRC was doing was giving me a chance to 

become a tailor. For example, there were a lot of 

projects like bee keeping, chicken-keeping, tailors, 

carpenters, constructors, and other things.” (SSI66) 

Impact on local actors 

The arrival of refugees has drastically changed the overall 
economy of the area. The establishment of the camp has 
fostered local development and led to the creation of 
new infrastructure that benefits locals, such as roads and 
education and health facilities used by both communities. 
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“I remember since mid-1997, even this road was not 

like that. The school where we learned in Homesha, 

UNHCR is the one that built those classes.” (SSI59) 

The circulation of basic commodities resulting from the 
refugee presence gives the host community access to 
products they could not otherwise find in the area, for 
which they had previously travelled to Assosa to obtain. 

“For example, during the distribution of rations, we 

as the host community we can go and buy things like 

cereal from them, we buy oil from them, that we can 

use for our own family. Even highlanders buy some 

things that are useful for them, so their staying here 

is benefiting the whole country.” (SSI65) 

Trade triggered by food distributions allow locals to buy 
food and basic products at low prices that they could not 
get from regular merchants: 

“Also, what we receive for our food, like oil, beans, 

we used to sell them, but it is not expensive, it is 

cheap, not like in Assosa. They used to go to buy 

there but it is very expensive. Some of them used to 

come to buy especially during distribution.” (SSI59) 

One of the main consequences of the establishment of the 
camp is the influx of NGOs and international organizations, 
which has two main effects on the local population. First, 
the development of services and implementation of proj-
ects can also bring benefits the host community. Although 
the priority given to refugees is a source of frustration for 
hosts, locals usually benefit from 25 percent of aid. This 
means that for activities such as trainings, a minimum 
number of beneficiaries must be from the host community. 

“Some NGOs have spent 18 years, for example, ZOA, 

IRC, UNHCR, and ARRA.] The organizations have 

benefited the host community a lot, for example, 

when there are things made for refugees also the 

host community would benefit. For example, when 

ZOA was here, they would give livelihood trainings, 

such as carpenter training, mason training, and those 

are the 25 percent that we were having.” (KII25) 

Job creation has been triggered by the arrival of new orga-
nizations and has resulted from the increased demand 
driven by the refugee presence. 

The arrival of refugees also has a social impact. First, 
it increases social and cultural diversity. Interactions 
and repeated exchanges among different communities 
encourage the development of new social practices, each 
community influencing the others. 

“Also, if there are celebrations, for example, if there 

are any weddings, we will go and celebrate those 

weddings with the refugees together. So, these are 

the things that we copy from the refugees and also 

the things that refugees have copied from us.” (SSI66) 

In addition, both refugees and hosts have learned new 
languages so they can communicate with each other. 
Being able to speak the same language is key to integra-
tion because it allows social interactions to happen and 
prevents disputes from arising. 

“If you speak their language [that of hosts], it is very 

easy and very nice for them and for us. Even if there 

is a big problem happening between them, they 

may not share with us something big because we 

don’t speak their language. They also learn Arabic 

from refugees. Now they are studying with refugees 

together.” (SSI59) 

Secondly, the refugee presence has led to changing 
gender roles. Seeing refugees from different cultures 
fosters tolerance toward social practices that the local 
population once thought unacceptable, particularly 
regarding the way Congolese refugee women dress and 
interact with men. 
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“Some Congolese women used to wear trousers; 

because this area is for Muslims … (pause) if you see 

a Congolese lady moving with a boy, it was a shame 

to them but now they change, they start to do what 

they saw them doing.” (SSI62) 

Local women speak with great enthusiasm about improve-
ments they have noticed in women’s education. 

“The change that we are seeing now is that, for 

example, women, long time ago, we were not 

allowed to learn, but nowadays, there are opportuni-

ties for women to go to school. For example, taking 

my example, even though I am old, I am learning 

three days a week. Which means in a month I may 

learn for 12 days.” (SSI65) 

In addition, the arrival of NGOs and international orga-
nizations was accompanied by the development of 
awareness-raising activities about women’s rights, child 
marriage, and early pregnancy. Furthermore, local women 
have been inspired by the skills brought by refugee women, 
especially in tailoring. 

“They know how to make hand clothes, they know 

how to do something by hand, but they don’t have 

some of the things that they need here. They would 

ask ‘why don’t they [NGOs] want to bring us tailor-

ing, we want to sew a handkerchief, we want to sew 

a sheet using colorful thread.’” (LLI17)

However, refugee women emphasize that women remain 
marginalized and relegated to domestic roles. 

“Women’s needs are not satisfied. Women need 

good health and, secondly, they need some work to 

be busy because you will see some girls, they are 

married early because they are jobless and they don’t 

have work to do. Then some don’t get the opportu-

nity to do anything because they are ladies … Maybe 

at the primary school where I teach, they find some 

four ladies, not men. They give opportunities to men, 

not ladies, so you will find many ladies at home just 

pregnant. They have to create many jobs for ladies, 

like they have to do like handwork, so that they get 

many jobs to do.” (FGD42) 

Hosts also speak of negative effects associated with the 
presence of refugees, particularly environmental degrada-
tion. Deprived of electricity and gas, refugee women have 
no choice but to cut wood for cooking, which contrib-
utes to the destruction of the forest and causes tensions 
between refugees and hosts—who perceive this as a 
threat to their own livelihoods. 

“Refugees are giving us a hard time because as 

you can see, all our forest is destroyed. They have 

destroyed our income because they come and take 

our animals, and nowadays we cannot release our 

animals freely to go and eat.” (LLI18) 

Conflict-sensitive analysis 

Relationships between hosts and refugees in Sherkole 
are mostly peaceful. According to ARRA, this peaceful co- 
existence is due to cultural similarities between the popu-
lations living there. 

“There is no more tension in refugee camps, as 

describing the area, because of the similar culture, 

there is no more tension.” (KII27) 

However, the reality is more complex, as Sherkole camp 
accommodates refugees of different nationalities, some 
of them with better relationships to the host community 
than others, while interactions among refugees are mostly 
peaceful. The peaceful coexistence among refugees is 
supported by the organization of the camp. Refugees are 
placed in different zones depending on the language they 
speak and their ethnic origin, which facilitates interaction. 
A Sudanese Funj refugee explains: 
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“The interaction is good between refugees. We are 

Funj, we are living in zone ___, in zone ___there are 

different groups, there is Funj, Jumjum, and Nuba, 

we communicate in Arabic.” (SSI59) 

However, despite this social arrangement, tribal conflict can 
happen, encouraged by the political situation in the refu-
gees’ country of origin. An ARRA representative explains: 

“Conflict occurs sometimes tribe against tribe. It 

does not happen often. The political situation in 

South Sudan influences the conflict. If in South 

Sudan there is conflict of clan against clan, some-

times it happens here because in some clans there 

are some accidents that they hide.” (KII27) 

Refugees living in the camp confirm this and single out 
specific communities as being involved in fights.

Asked about their interactions with refugees, hosts describe 
harmonious relationships sustained by regular interactions. 

“We live in an equal system, the host and refugees 

together. We cultivate with them together, we eat 

together with them, and anything that we have in 

life we share together with them. Like if we have two 

things, we share with them, one goes to the refu-

gees and another to the host.” (SSI65) 

This is particularly the case for Sudanese refugees’ rela-
tionships with local communities, as they share common 
cultural features. As these groups comprise the majority, 
interactions remain positive overall. However, relation-
ships can be rough between refugees of other national-
ities and Ethiopians with different ethnic backgrounds: 
Ethiopian highlanders consider cultural differences to be a 
challenge in their relationships with refugees. 

“The refugees moving from one place to another 

area is a problem. For example, the refugee 

culture is different from the national culture. The 

refugees don’t know the culture of the Amhara or 

other nationals so how they can manage? This is a 

problem.” (SSI64) 

Among refugees, Congolese tend to have the most diffi-
cult relationships with locals. This is reflected in the way 
Congolese refugees describe hosts. 

“Sometimes, you meet with locals, they ask you why 

you are here, it is difficult. There is no relationship 

with the locals. Five years ago, it was always like this. 

My relationship with the host has not gotten better.” 

(SSI61) 

Hosts also acknowledge that interactions with Congolese 
are less frequent because of the language barrier: 

“Yes, the Congolese refugees are present here. They 

do not interact as well with the host community as the 

Sudanese. Because they cannot speak the language, 

Congolese communicate in English.” (SSI64) 

Hosts do not, however, cite any problematic interactions 
with Congolese refugees, but they do speak of difficult 
relationships with populations from the Blue Nile. 

“Yes, they [refugees] are treated differently. Because  

we have never experienced problems from Congo- 

lese, or from Darfur, or from Dinka. Those who are 

disturbing us are especially from Blue Nile. They are 

the ones who are disturbing us, but as with other 

refugees, we are living peacefully with them. We all 

agree.” (FGD38) 

Despite overall peaceful relationships, conflict does 
sometimes occur between refugees and host community 
members, often over natural resources. Deforestation, the 
practice of cutting wood due to the absence of an alter-
native energy source, is a source of tension and conflict 
at the camp, consistently highlighted by hosts, although 
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some of them acknowledge that locals also participate in 
this activity. 

“The negative impact that they have had is on the 

resources, especially the forest. They have cut down 

the trees that should be kept for wildlife and other 

things. Not only refugees are doing this, but even 

the host community themselves.” (SSI63) 

Refugees also go in the forest to collect fruit, which is a 
source of income for locals. 

“They also destroy our forest, for example, they cut 

down our mangos, they cut down the bush. Even 

the mangos that we are supposed to get income 

from, like lemon and other things, before they are 

ready, they come and destroy it. So, this is another 

problem. We allow them only to cut down the dry 

ones, not the ones that have life.” (FGD38) 

Refugees speak of the tensions created by this practice, 
which puts women at risk because they are in charge 
of cutting firewood and can therefore be targeted by 
disgruntled locals. 

“If we go to collect firewood from the woods, they 

will capture us, and some of them will fight us, some 

of them will tell us to stop. Also, they will rape the 

women or the girls.” (SSI59)

Competition over land can also result in conflict. Although 
refugees do not have the right to own land, arrange-
ments with locals allow them to cultivate it so they can 
provide for their own needs and so they can earn addi-
tional income. This can lead to disputes, especially if a 
host decides to withdraw permission and deny a refugee 
access to the land. 

“There is the problem of, for example, if you ask 

them for a piece of land to cultivate, they may give 

you only one year to cultivate. But when they see 

that you are getting a good harvest, they may stop 

you. Also, they may take what you get from the land. 

Sometimes, some of them may say that you will 

divide the harvest. If you try to say no, it will cause 

problems.” (SSI59) 

Competition over gold can cause disputes as well. Conflict 
can erupt when refugees find gold while working in mines 
and locals force them to sell it at a low price. 

“Some of the refugees work in the gold mine here, 

when you find gold, they cannot let you go with it. 

They will take it from you, and they will give you just 

some small money. Because you are a refugee, how 

can you take the gold for yourself?” (FGD42) 

Repeated delays of food distribution causes refugees to 
steal from hosts so they can feed their families. An NRC 
staff member describes: 

“They even come and break the door of the host 

community and steal materials; this is what they tell 

us. They steal because of the delay; they don’t have 

something to eat. When we become hungry, we 

human beings become like that.” (KII26) 

This practice creates tensions between the host commu-
nity and refugees, but locals hold the government and 
NGOs responsible because the theft occurs due to the 
lack of food: 

“What will strengthen the relationship between the 

host and the refugees is help. The government and 

NGOs must bring their food on time so that they 

cannot come into our farms and our homes and steal 

our property. If they stop doing this kind of thing, we 

will live with them in a peaceful way, if their food 

comes on time. So, this will strengthen the relation-

ship between the refugees and host community.” 

(FGD38) 
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In addition, the lack of support from NGOs and interna-
tional organizations, coupled with the feeling that refugees 
are exhausting natural resources, could increase tensions. 
As one host explains: 

“What the organizations are doing here will cause 

other problems among the refugees and the host 

community because if the services that refugees are 

getting and the host community are not getting, then 

they come to our locality and destroy our forest, 

farm, and steal our things while we keep quiet and 

the organization cannot provide the simple services 

that are being provided to refugees or their children 

and, as human beings, sometimes you may feel upset 

and take all these thing in your heart and say: ‘Why 

am I bothering myself or suffering because of refu-

gees while their people don’t want to support me?’ 

This is also the thing that causes the hatred between 

refugees and host community.” (FGD39) 

Local resentment is exacerbated by the lack of job opportu-
nities, which tends to make hosts skeptical about strength-
ening the economic integration of refugees: 

“There will be some problems because, even right 

now, there are Ethiopians that are lacking jobs, so if 

the government provides land to refugees while the 

hosts lack jobs, it will bring problems. If this policy is 

implemented, there will be a problem because there 

are Ethiopians that are educated but don’t have jobs. 

Five years, six years since graduating, there is no job, 

they don’t have an opportunity to work.” (SSI64)

Mediation mechanisms are in place to deal with potential 
conflicts. While ARRA is the formal body for addressing 
disputes involving refugees, refugee leaders resolve many 
conflicts. Refugees from each camp zone select their own 
representatives for a zone-specific peace committee. The 
committees are tasked with solving all disputes, except 
for serious matters such as crimes, which ARRA handles. 
If conflicts arise between individual refugees, the rele-
vant zone leaders gather and organize a meeting with the 
involved parties. When conflicts arise between refugees 
and hosts, refugee leaders meet with representatives of 
the hosts, otherwise following the same process. 

Social organization 

In addition to regular meeting places, women and youth 
have their own ways of interacting, most commonly of an 
economic nature in the marketplace. Sherkole camp has 
its own weekly market, but refugees also rely on the local 
market for their daily needs. Coping mechanisms such as 
borrowing and buying on credit builds linkages to local 
merchants. Interactions also occur at businesses run by 
refugees, such as restaurants and cafés. 

“Right now, I do have my restaurant in the market. 

They will come and buy things like seeds and they 

will eat. We have five restaurants which are very 

small restaurants, the host communities come 

there.” (SSI60) 

Repeated economic interactions can lead to strong rela- 
tionships. 

Box B.2. Formal and Informal  
Conflict-Resolution Mechanisms 

“If conflicts happen in our zone with the host commu-

nities, our leaders may send a letter to the leaders of 

the host, then they come. If it is a big issue, it will be in 

ARRA; if not a big issue, it is solved by leaders of zones 

like zone C. If it happens in their area, their leaders 

go and solve the problem. … Because every zone has 

zone leaders, if it is not a big issue, the zone leaders 

will go and solve that problem. If it is a big, they may 

call the leaders of the zone and they will go together 

with ARRA; then they will solve the problem.” 

Source: SSI59.
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“I feel like I belong to both sides, both the host 

community and the refugees because sometimes I 

go to the refugees and also, I used to stay with my 

family in the village in the host community. What 

makes me a part of the refugees is because some-

times when they run short of food, they come to us 

and borrow something, so it makes us interact with 

the refugees.” (SSI66) 

Distance to the camp affects the strength of ties between 
the two communities, as interactions are more frequent 
between refugees and hosts when the latter lives in  
very close proximity to the camp. These hosts are the 
primary providers of essential goods to the refugees; 
in return, they rely heavily on refugees for their own 
livelihoods. 

“Some of them are also near us, they used to come 

to visit us or we used to go to visit them, and we 

used to buy some charcoal or firewood.” (SSI59) 

Places of worship allow for a different kind of interac-
tion based on a shared faith. In that sense, mosques and 
churches play an important role in social cohesion. Most 
refugees and hosts are Muslims; they gather on Fridays at 
mosques located inside the refugee camp or in the host 
community. 

“The religions are important because, for example, 

we have refugee Muslims that sometimes on Fridays 

or other holidays go to our mosque and pray with us 

together. And, also, we have some Muslims that are 

from the local area that also go to refugee complex 

for prayers. So, the relationship between the host 

community and the refugees in terms of religion is 

okay.” (FGD38) 

In addition, celebrations trigger social interactions between 
refugees and hosts. As put by a host, refugees and hosts 
share moments of happiness and sadness, revealing a 

strong sense of solidarity between the two communities 
despite their differences. 

“What we have learned from the refugees is the way 

of brotherhood or sisterhood because when there is 

someone who is in happiness or sadness, we will go 

together and stay for those days together with the 

refugees.” (SSI66) 

These shared moments are celebrated with traditional 
dances performed by host community members. 

“We have the Zumbara team, this is like a traditional 

team for dancing. If there is any occasion, they will 

organize and come and celebrate with the refugees.” 

(FGD38) 

Box B.3. Building a Relationship of 
Mutual Trust Through Refugee-Host 
Exchanges

“If you want to buy beans, you will ask her if she has 

more, maybe you will buy only from her. If she has more 

than that, because you don’t have money, if she can, 

you will discuss with her if she has more at home. You 

will introduce yourself to her, and she will also intro-

duce herself. If she is good, maybe one day you will tell 

her that ‘I will come to visit you,’ and if you want to visit 

her maybe you will take something to her, maybe what 

we receive like oil, beans, and if you go to her house, 

she will also give you some beans. After that, you will 

start your relationship with her. Whenever you have 

needs, you will go to her house and discuss with her, 

and when you need something, you also give. They are 

used to coming to our houses and zones.”

Source: SSI59.
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Activities organized by NGOs for the United Nations’ 
World Refugee Day also bring refugees and hosts together. 
This has become an annual ritual. 

“For example, on World Refugee Day, we come with 

our own traditional ways and we dance with them 

on refugee day; and also on women day, we cele-

brate with them [during events] organized by NGOs 

like IRC.” (SSI65) 

This highlights the ability of NGOs to mobilize commu-
nity members and the important role they play in fostering 
social cohesion. 

Critical life events, such as weddings and funerals, are 
also occasions for social gatherings supported by shared 
identity. 

“We are sharing together as we are coming from 

Africa, we have different tribes like Congo, Darforia, 

Mabaan, Fung, and Nuba, so if there is any cere-

mony like a wedding, they will invite us, and we 

will go there to sit together with them and eat food 

together.” (SSI60) 

As previously noted, a shared faith is a powerful driver 
for social cohesion. Connections between Muslim refu-
gees and Muslim locals are reinforced by multiple religious 
celebrations throughout the year. 

“For example, because most of the host community 

members here are Muslims and part of refugees are 

also Muslims, during fasting of Ramadan, they fast 

together with the refugees, and during dinner time, 

they dine together, and at the end of the fasting 

period is Eid, they celebrate Eid together.” (SSI63)

Ties between refugees and hosts have been strengthened 
by the multitude of mixed marriages, blurring the line 
between the two communities: 

“The hosts and refugees intermarry. I even have a 

sister who is married in the host community and has 

seven children.” (SSI59)

Youths have their own places of interaction, offering 
opportunities for them to develop strong relationships. 
Students from both communities meet in class because 
refugee schools also cater to local children. This leads to 
daily interactions that are sustained over several years. 
The parents also meet each other on “parent days.” 

“And also, during parent days at school, we also 

come and celebrate our children at the end of the 

year with them. The refugee and host community 

children are in school together in all grades.” (SSI65) 

Although the host community does not have its own 
youth centers, they can use the ones in the refugee camp. 
Although these recreation centers have limited equip-
ment, they remain a gathering place for youth, a place 
where they can play sports. As a result, youth from both 
communities spend extensive time together and develop 
common interests. One host explains: 

“Because the youth are mostly interacting with the 

refugees, the benefit that the refugee youth get, 

the host youth also get because they are always 

in competitions, they are playing together, sharing 

things together.” (SSI65)

Soccer (football), which is widely practiced and popular, 
provides an extremely powerful way to foster interac-
tions. Games take place at the refugee camp or in the 
host community, gathering young children and teenagers. 
Playing soccer is not restricted to boys and male youths. 
Encouraged by the success of soccer competitions at 
helping youths meet, organizations have started organiz-
ing similar games for girls. 
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“The same things to girls, our girls and refugee 

girls, being organized by the help of ARRA and 

other NGOs, sometimes they play football [soccer] 

together or do other activities for women together, 

so it is a form of interaction.” (SSI65)

Finally, women have their own sociability, bringing together 
refugee and local women. Whether they are locals or refu-
gees, women face similar challenges and share common 
interests. The women’s rights association has involved the 
refugee women’s association in its activities, which helps 
raise awareness of child marriage and early pregnancy. 

“We have achieved a lot in changing the lives of 

refugees in terms of ending early marriage or other 

things, for example. We always have meetings with 

other refugee women, including the refugee leaders. 

If there is any problem, we try to solve the problem 

with the host community and the locals, so these are 

our achievements.” (SSI65)

Economic interactions and impacts 

The protracted presence of refugees has reshaped and 
boosted the local economy, stimulating both demand and 
supply, bringing in new skills, and creating job opportuni-
ties. Many interactions happen in the marketplace, where 
refugees are buyers and sellers. For the host community, 
the demand triggered by refugees has created new busi-
ness opportunities. Hosts express positive views regard-
ing this impact. 

“Yes, the presence of refugees here has changed a 

lot of things. For example, business was very poor 

before, but nowadays, the presence of refugees 

here has improved the businesses. For example, 

the refugees have experience in business and the 

host community have less experience in business, so 

some businesses we copied from the refugees, then 

we adapted them into our own culture.” (SSI66) 

Hosts and refugees trade in two different spaces: a refugee 
marketplace and the local marketplace. On Mondays, 
sellers from the host community go to the refugee market 
in Sherkole to sell basic commodities and goods from 
Assosa. Locals are an indispensable intermediary for refu-
gees to access products from town. 

“Yesterday was market day. There is only one day 

when goods come from Assosa, so you order goods 

from Assosa and then you come and collect them 

at the market. You order from the host community.” 

(SSI59) 

Locals, for whom trade has not been a primary livelihood, 
do not see the development of shops run by refugees as 
competition by locals. 

“It is complementary because most of the local 

community depend on farming, they are not traders. 

Some refugees are traders. The local community buy 

from refugees things like shop materials, like salt, 

macaroni.” (SSI64) 

In fact, hosts have become dependent on the demand 
created by refugees. 

“Yes, there are benefits. For example, in income-gen-

eration time, I go and bring firewood from the forest 

and sell them to the refugee. This is part of the 

benefit because I get money so that I can put some-

thing on the table for my children.” (FGD38) 

Local merchants also benefit from refugee presence in 
their pricing. The extra demand has increased prices, 
increasing the profitability of their businesses. 

“The change that I experienced in these 40 years is 

the economy, a long time ago, things were cheap, 

they sold things in coins starting from 10 cents and 
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5 cents up to 25 cents, and sometimes we begged 

the buyers to buy things from us. … But now, the 

coming of refugees here has brought development 

for us because what we were selling at 5 cents and 

10 cents, we can sell at Br 5, Br 6, Br 10, so this is a 

positive change.” (SSI66)

Refugees can also access the local market where many run 
businesses, such as small shops, butcheries, restaurants, 
and cafés. 

“All of them, especially Sudanese, they access the 

market, they support themselves, they have small 

shops and even the host community comes to buy 

from here.” (KII25)

The products received by refugees during food distribu-
tions are the basis for trade. Refugees keep part of the 
rations and sell the rest to get cash for buying basic essen-
tial products. 

“When the refugees get the food, the ration, they 

share out. For example, if you are size 4, [you keep 

2] and you take money for size 2, it goes to the host 

community. Size 4 means four people, because we 

receive the ration according to size. When I say size 

1, it is one person. So, you take that and sell it out. 

If you take, for example, 2 liters of oil, in your house 

maybe you don’t have soap, you can sell 1 liter of oil 

and use only one. That’s how you can get money to 

go and buy soap.” (SSI66) 

This practice is highly appreciated by locals, who benefit 
from products that are hard to find in local markets at a 
good price, such as sugar. However, locals living around 
Sherkole are poor and have limited purchasing power. 
While some of the goods offered by refugees are too 
expensive for the host community, they also attract high-
landers, who can afford the higher prices. 

“We buy sugar, for example, because the refu-

gees are provided with sugar, salt, oil. We the host 

community we are interested in buying those things 

that refugees receive for example blankets, cooking 

materials, or solar lamps, but we have a shortage 

of cash in our hands. We have others coming from 

highlands with that money and they can come and 

buy at expensive prices, most goods of refugees go 

to the highlands, not to the host community.” (SSI65)

Such form of trade is a win-win for refugee and host 
communities, especially because resources are scarce for 
both. As agricultural production is weak, local farmers lack 
sufficient volume to sell in Assosa. Refugee demand is 
therefore their only possible outlet. 

“The reason we don’t take these things to Assosa 

is that we are only getting farm products and the 

farm products that we get are not much. It is not 

something that can be taken by sacks or cartons. It 

is only something that can be taken by bikes. It can 

only benefit refugees. So, because what refugees 

get from ration is small, so we decide to cultivate 

other thing like onions and sell in their markets so 

that they can also benefit from us and we can also 

benefit from them.” (FGD39) 

Receiving very small sums of cash, refugees are in the 
habit of borrowing money, which they pay back once food 
is distributed. This practice is common among refugees 
but also occurs between refugees and hosts. 

“They borrow from each other. For example, when 

the rations of refugees are delayed and they have 

seeds or crops in their home, refugees will come and 

borrow from them.” (SSI65) 

Borrowing is the primary coping mechanism when food 
distribution is delayed, making refugees heavily depen-
dent on their solidarity with hosts. 
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“Even yesterday, refugees said that when there are 

delays in food distribution, the host community 

is the one that takes care of them more than the 

organizations. … The only challenge is theft, but we 

are supporting each other. They come and borrow 

maize, sorghum, or other basics.” (KII26) 

Some hosts speak of the challenges that result from this 
practice, which puts their businesses at risk. A commonly 
mentioned challenge facing shop owners is theft commit-
ted by refugees.  

“The reason our business is not going forward is 

because, for example, if you open a shop today, some 

refugees will come and rob it. If it is not robbed, they 

will come and take things on credit. So, when they 

borrow, what is borrowed might not be brought back 

forever or at the right time. That is why we are always 

going back. So, if you start a business, you will decide 

to close, and it is the same circle.” (FGD39) 

On the economic front, another important effect of the 
refugee presence is the creation of job opportunities. 
Organizations supporting refugees hire highlanders as 
well as locals. 

“There are people from the host community who 

are employed by NGOs. For example, the manager 

of NRC is from the host community from Berta; 

the ARRA protection officer is also from the host 

community from Manji. He is called Abdul Kadi. So 

those are examples.” (SSI66)

Emerging issues, such as environmental protection, can 
also lead to the creation of jobs. 

“Even job opportunities, even if it is not us ourselves, 

some of our relatives or family members are working 

as forest keepers; there is an organization to keep the 

forest, so these are opportunities for jobs.” (SSI65) 

Although locals mainly engage in farming, some hosts 
have opened businesses, attracted by the opportunities 
triggered by the increased demand. However, the limited 
purchasing power of potential buyers, the scarcity of 
resources, and the lack of financial services are not condu-
cive to developing larger-scale businesses. 

Financial services are limited. Basic services exist but are 
not extensively used by the population. Although micro- 
financing is available, products are incompatible with 
Islamic principles, and most hosts are Muslim. 

“Yes, we are practicing all these things like banking 

and microfinance services. Microfinance services 

are done in Homesha, you may take your money 

there and keep it and protect it from being stolen 

by thieves or being destroyed, and also you will get 

profit on your money. If you put like Br 50, you may 

get like 50 cents on each Br 50. So, later on, when 

you want to withdraw the money, you will have 

some profit that you get from the money. But for us 

as Muslims, that is Haram, it is not allowed by the 

sharia that when you keep something you can get 

profit from it. So that is why sometimes it is difficult 

for us to use microfinance services. But saving the 

money in micro is very good.” (FGD39) 

For hosts as well as refugees, the most popular financial 
system remains saving groups, which allow people to 
contribute small amounts and to take out loans. 

“There are some groups where we contribute money, 

then after the contribution, we assign someone to 

put the money in a project. But not everyone is in 

these groups.” (FGD40) 

The arrival of refugees has enabled the development of 
new skills among hosts in two ways: 
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First, the presence of refugees from different nationali-
ties and ethnic groups has encouraged locals to learn new 
languages, especially English. 

“But now, the locals have more benefit, they start to 

speak English. I think the Maaban are the ones that 

started this camp. They came and started to teach 

the locals English, even now the locals have become 

open.” (SSI61)

Although refugees living in Sherkole have different back-
grounds, hosts consider them to be skilled and knowl-
edgeable. Locals benefit from the refugees’ knowledge of 
agriculture, crafts, and business. 

“Most of the refugees are very experienced people. 

I may have the money and the land, but I don’t have 

the knowledge, while the refugees have the knowl-

edge. So, I may call the refugee because they have 

experience maybe in agriculture and on other things 

that I want them to do for me. So, they will do for me 

in good quality and I will pay them.” (SSI63) 

Finally, refugees engage in informal economic activities 
because they do not receive enough aid to survive. Many 
refugees run small businesses, as previously noted, cater-
ing to their fellow refugees as well as to hosts. Locals, who 
do not traditionally engage in business and trade, do not 
perceive such activity as a threat. However, regulatory 
constraints are preventing refugees from developing busi-
nesses outside of the camp’s immediate surroundings. 

“Even if you have money, you cannot buy a motor-

bike or a car; because you are a refugee, that is a 

restriction. Another thing is freedom … you cannot 

go to any other village. You can only work here, you 

cannot go to Homesha or Assosa to open a shop to 

sell things, no. Only in Sherkole. You cannot move to 

any other village or city to open a shop to sell things. 

You can only use your money here.” (FGD42) 

Many refugees work as daily laborers on farms or in gold 
mines. Sometimes, rather than being paid for their work, 
they receive in-kind payment. 

“For example, in the rainy season, we are going to 

work there in the farm. If it is time for harvesting, we 

cut the maize, and then sometimes they will give us 

only a little, like 3 kilos of maize will come to refu-

gees.” (SSI60) 

Although refugees are not formally allowed to engage 
in such activities, locals have decided to let them work, 
recognizing that they receive an insufficient amount of 
food. 

“Because we have made good relationship with 

them … they will go up there for mining and get 

their gold and change it into cash and come back 

and feed their children because what is provided 

by UNHCR and ARRA is not enough. Before, they 

would be captured and brought back to the camp, 

but we have sat down with the government and we 

told them about the challenges that refugees face 

and now they allow refugees to go and work and at 

least get something for their children.” (KII25) 

However, refugees only receive small incomes; they are 
not allowed to receive proper salaries. The so-called 
“incentive” used to be Br 700; it was increased to Br 805. 
Even in Homesha, where the cost of living is low, this 
amount of money is just enough to buy food and does 
not allow refugees to purchase clothes or domestic items. 

“We are getting Br 805, this money, I start work in 

2015 up to now I can’t buy clothes with that money. 

I use that money to feed myself only. I think you 

understand how people are suffering, we are able, 

I can work but the payment I’m getting cannot 

support me with anything.” (SSI62) 
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In addition, this treatment is causing frustration among 
refugees, who see locals getting much higher salaries for 
the same work. 

“They say that ARRA decides. For example, I may 

work with you today as an interpreter. They will pay 

me only Br 70 per day and say this is because of the 

government. We see our brothers who … are getting 

US$45 per day.” (SSI62) 

Conclusions 
A review of the group-based dynamics between refu-
gees and the host community, the factors that aggravate 
tensions, and those that promote social cohesion, are 
presented below. These elements are key to understand-
ing the social dynamics between refugees and the host 
community, as well as the best areas for implementing 
interventions. Recommendations are then proposed for 
policy planners, followed by an examination of the effect 
of the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework 
(CRRF). 

Relations between the host community and refugees is 
generally positive. There are two factors behind this. One 
is the protracted stay of the refugees, with most having 
been in Sherkole more than 10 years. Moreover, Sherkole 
camp is unique in that it includes refugees who initially 
settled, then repatriated, and then years later returned to 
the camp. The long duration of stays has meant that both 
hosts and refugees have learned to adapt to one another. 
The second factor is the common culture and language 
that the hosts share with Sudanese refugees—the largest 
refugee group. However, this has the knock-on effect of 
leaving refugee groups from the Great Lakes region feeling 
marginalized. 

Congolese refugees constitute the third-largest refugee 
group but feel the most marginalized. Language and 
cultural differences have been difficult to overcome even 
though some Congolese refugees have lived in the camp 

for over 15 years. Congolese refugees claim they are being 
marginalized by NGOs in terms of the type of food avail-
able in the rations and the rejection of their claims for 
resettlement. What is striking is their perceived reluctance 
to improve integration. For instance, most Congolese refu-
gees cite the language barrier as the greatest obstacle to 
their integration, but most parents do not want their chil-
dren to learn in Arabic, preferring that they learn in English. 
This points to a common sentiment among Congolese: the 
desire to be relocated—either to Addis Ababa or in some 
cases back to the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

Deforestation and the delay and decrease of rations are 
the main contributors to tensions in the region. Refugees 
are not connected to the national electricity grid, nor 
are they provided with clean cooking fuel or appliances. 
Refugees therefore have no choice but to cut down wood, 
which they use as fuel and as to sell in the marketplace as 
an income source. Deforestation is a flashpoint between 
the two communities. Some host community members 
take punitive measures against refugees to prevent them 
from cutting down trees, but absent alternatives, many 
refugees will take the risk, which can spark conflict. The 
size of rations has decreased, and deliveries are frequently 
delayed, placing refugees in a desperate situation. Many 
refugees therefore steal from the host community to 
survive. Some choose to leave the camp to engage in gold 
mining in nearby woredas. Several reports from refugees 
indicate that this is a perilous journey, with most return-
ing empty-handed after being robbed of their earnings on 
their way back to the camp. Limited livelihood opportuni-
ties force refugees to take risks to sustain themselves. 

Refugees and the host community collaborate with each 
other during tough times. The host community is recep-
tive to the struggles that refugees face, especially the 
decreased rations and delivery delays—which can last up 
to two months. In response, members of the host commu-
nity often hire refugees as day laborers in exchange for 
food, or they allow refugees to take a small portion of land 
for cultivation. This improves relations between the host 
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community and refugees tremendously, and it also acts 
as a mitigation strategy to prevent incidents of theft—a 
primary aggravating factor for tensions between the two 
groups. 

The host community perceives the presence of refugees 
as beneficial due to the services provided by NGOs. 
Education and health services are cited as the most 
impactful change in the lives of hosts. Although most 
schools are located inside the refugee camp, children from 
the host community are allowed to access those services. 
The host community also credit the availability of basic 
commodities that used to be difficult to find on the market 
to the arrival of refugees. In Sherkole, every Monday is 
market day. This is when members of the host community 
come to the camp and trade with refugees.

The arrival of refugees has positively impacted gender 
roles in several ways. The host community has adapted 
to the ways in which Congolese women dress, and the 
general restrictions placed on the way women dress have 
been relaxed. Host community women find that they have 
expanded opportunities to receive an education. NGOs 
are also cited as improving gender roles by educating both 
refugees and the host community on women’s rights, child 
marriage, and early pregnancy. 

Implications for the Comprehensive Refugee Response 
Framework. The CRRF has a good chance of success in 
Sherkole due to the positive relationships between the 
host community and refugees, as well as the patterns of 
existing integration and exchanges between the groups. 
Integrating the two largest refugee groups from Sudan and 
South Sudan would not be difficult due to their common 
culture, language, and history of cross-border movement 

and kinship. Moreover, due to the open structure of the 
camp, refugees and the host community already interact 
on a daily basis. Therefore, further integration would not 
be a collective shock to either group. The only obsta-
cle would be tailoring integration programs to address 
the challenges of Congolese refugees. This would mean 
ensuring that they, as well as refugees from the Great 
Lakes, are included in conversations about the rollout of 
the framework. 

Providing work permits and allowing refugees to work 
and own land would not create tensions between the 
two communities because they already share a history of 
economic collaboration. Moreover, several host commu-
nity members believe that refugees possess high-level 
skills. Therefore, allowing refugees to work together with 
the host community can enhance the transfer of knowl-
edge. There have been accounts of host community 
members leasing out small tracts of their land to refugees, 
suggesting that land ownership is less of a security issue 
than it is in Gambella. 

However, the potential gains offered by the CRRF could 
be offset unless: 

• Refugees are provided adequate energy provision. 
The rollout of the CRRF should explore options for 
connecting refugees to the national grid or for using 
renewable energy to prevent further deforestation. 

• Improvements are made to social and basic services—
which also impact the host community. This is espe-
cially crucial in the education and health sectors to 
maintain the current positive relationships between 
the communities. 
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C. Gambella 

Displacement in Gambella 
Gambella hosts the largest population of refugees in 
Ethiopia: in 2018, it was home to 401,594 refugees, 
accounting for 44 percent of the total population of the 
country’s registered refugees and asylum seekers (Abebe 
2018). Displacement has played a crucial role in shaping 
the social, political, and economic life of the region. The 
protracted stay of refugees has not only occupied the 
center of Gambella’s political economy but has fueled 
conflict and insecurity in the area, involving different 
ethnic groups, environmental pressures, and historical 
grievances. As the patterns of conflict are long-standing, 
this section begins by providing a historical background 
before moving to the link between displacement, present 
day conflict, and economic and political configurations in 
Gambella.

Gambella, situated in the southwestern lowlands of 
Ethiopia, is roughly the size of Rwanda (HRW 2005). It 
covers one of Ethiopia’s longest international borders with 
neighboring South Sudan (Lie and Borchgrevink 2012). 
Cross-border kinships and economic ties have greatly 
influenced the region, with Gambella hosting the largest 
portion of South Sudanese refugees in the country. For 
instance, of the two regions in Ethiopia that predomi-
nantly host South Sudanese refugees, Gambella hosts 
98.5 percent (313,975) while the Southern Nations, 
Nationalities and People’s Region hosts the remaining 
1.5 percent (4,934). (UNHCR 2019b)63 At the center of 
the regional ties and the border between South Sudan 
and Ethiopia are two ethnic groups in Gambella: the 
Anywaa (also referred to as the Anuak/Anyuak) and the 
Nuer. Understanding the relationship between these 

63. Some have also been relocated to camps in Benishangul-Gumuz due to 
overcrowding. 

groups—and their relationship with other populations 
in Ethiopia—is central to understanding the context of 
displacement and conflict seen today.

The Anywaa’s claim to dominance. The 1902 Boundary 
Agreement between colonial Britain and Imperial Ethiopia 
demarcated the international boundary between Sudan 
and Ethiopia and defined the national identities of the 
Anywaa and the Nuer (Feyissa 2010). The majority of the 
Anywaa were placed within the borders of Ethiopia, and 
the majority of the Nuer were placed within the borders 
of Sudan (Feyissa 2010). This colonial outcome plays a 
role today in Anywaa’s perceptions of Ethiopian Nuer as 
“foreigners,” and supplements their claim for dominance 
in regional politics. The border between the two coun-
tries not only influenced the formation of group identities 
between the Anywaa and the Nuer but also represents the 
transnational dimension of the conflict between the two 
groups. Historically, Nuer men married Anywaa women, 
and the two tribes engaged in economic exchange of 
cattle, grain, and—later—ivory (Tadesse 2007). Gradually, 
the Nuer began to move eastward due to conflict with 
the Dinka in the west and during the colonial period to 
escape British taxation (Young 1999). This cross-border 
movement of people and goods (particularly weapons) has 
complicated the conflict between the two communities by 
introducing a regional dimension. 

In the 1980s, the Anywaa were Gambella’s dominant tribe 
in terms of population (Young 1999). This began to rapidly 
change with the onset of the civil war in Sudan and the 
political policy of the Derg regime. Beginning in 1984, the 
Derg regime’s resettlement program resulted in the migra-
tion of 60,000 highlander farmers, who took over land to 
capitalize on the region’s agricultural potential and as a 
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way of mitigating the effects of famine that ravaged the 
highlands of northern Ethiopia. The Sudanese Civil War 
extended the violence across the border and deteriorated 
the security and stability of Gambella. The war resulted in 
a large inflow of South Sudanese refugees. In the 1980s, 
the Itang refugee camp in Gambella was the largest in the 
world (Tadesse 2007).

The massive displacement of South Sudanese refugees 
into Gambella altered the region’s demographic and 
power balance. Due to the large number of refugees in 
Gambella—300,000 by the mid-1980s (Tadesse 2007)—
Nuer became the numerically dominant tribe. With the 
Derg regime’s support of the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Army (SPLA), which included a large portion of Sudanese 
Nuer, thousands of Nuer refugees settled and acquired 
citizenship in the 1990s (Erda 2017). The union between 
the Derg regime and the SPLA created discontent among 
the Anywaa. Resentment formed against the SPLA for the 
sporadic acts of violence in Anywaa villages. For instance, 
in September 1989, the SPLA forces attacked a village 
in Pinyudo, burning it down and killing 120 people (Erda 
2017). The massacre was the apex of a series of violent 
acts committed against the Anywaa. The Derg regime took 
little to no action against the SPLA, exacerbating anti-Derg 
sentiment among the Anywaa community. 

The movement of Sudanese Nuer refugees impacted the 
region’s stability. Most refugee camps have been built in 
Anywaa areas, such as Dimma, Bonga, and Pinyudo, with 
only one camp built in Nuer territory in Itang woreda 
(Erda 2017). The large presence of refugees disrupted 
the local economy as imported grain to feed the refugees 
depressed the local market. Violent encounters ensued 
between refugees and the Anywaa, with the Anywaa 
attacking and killing Sudanese Nuer, sparking retalia-
tory attacks by Ethiopian Nuer (Young 1999), a pattern 
that remains manifest today. Deep distrust and animosity 
for the Derg regime culminated in the formation of the 
Gambella People’s Liberation Movement. 

Once the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement and Army 
(SPLM/A) could no longer access economic and military 
support offered by the Derg regime, they were expelled 
from the area. Anticipating the fall of the Derg regime, 
the SPLA administration organized evacuations for South 
Sudanese refugees across the border (Young 1999). 
The ascension of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary 
Democratic Front in 1991 enabled the Anywaa to regain 
regional dominance as a reward for their loyalty and 
support for the ruling regime. Once in power, the Anywaa 
political elite denounced Nuer claims to land and political 
participation, often citing the 1902 Boundary Agreement 
as historical proof of the distinction of the Nuer as foreign-
ers in Gambella. However, the 1994 housing census 
revealed that the Nuer were the most populous tribe 
(40 percent); followed by the Anywaa (27 percent) and 
highlanders (25 percent) (Feyissa 2010). This led to two 
changes: (2) the Nuer elite pressed for greater political 
representation; and (2) the highlanders became the most 
economically dominant group, providing over 50 percent 
of skilled labor to the new regional administration (Feyissa 
2010). As a result, the Anywaa felt squeezed by both 
sides. They perceived the Nuer as a threat to their land 
and the highlanders as weakening their economic and 
political position. Conflict over political power took on a 
more violent dimension as the stakes were perceived to 
be higher, setting off a wave of violent massacres and 
ambushes between the Anywaa, the highlanders, and the 
Nuer between 1994 and 2003. 

The conflict in South Sudan has created a new influx of 
South Sudanese refugees that threatens to once again 
tip the balance in an already volatile area. In 2017, the 
refugee population outnumbered the host population, 
and this threatens to disturb the demographic balance 
as the overwhelming majority of refugees are ethnic 
Nuer (Adabe 2018). Despite the regional president being 
Anywaa, previous fears of being under siege from both 
the Nuer and highlanders have not abated. 
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This calls for caution in the rollout of integration policies 
targeting Nuer refugees that could aggravate regional 
tensions. Allocating irrigable land to refugees and integrat-
ing them into the local community may increase environ-
mental and economic pressures as well as ethnic conflict. 
Social dynamics must be well understood to align policy 
measures to the realities on the ground. 

Geographic Overview 
This section reviews the territorial configuration of the 
region. Such a geographic overview is central to any 
discussion of solutions, as territoriality is a basic principle 
of social organization among the Anywaa (Feyissa 2015). 
Although the Nuer are the most populous tribe in the 
region, its members live predominantly in two woredas 
covering a quarter of its land mass. The Anywaa are 
settled in a majority of Gambella’s woredas and lay claim 
to 70 percent of the total land area (Lie and Borchgrevink 
2012). 

Gambella has four major rivers running through it—Baro, 
Akobo, Alwero, and Gillo—with tributaries providing enough 
water to support the population and its irrigation activi-
ties. In fact, Gambella is among the most fertile regions in 
Ethiopia. with both average rainfall and temperature creat-
ing a conducive environment for agricultural activities. 
Despite its agricultural potential, Gambella remains one 
of the poorest regions of Ethiopia. Subsistence agriculture 
remains the primary economic activity, and 75 percent of 
the population live in rural areas. The Ethiopian government 
has classified Gambella as an underutilized area, a justifica-
tion used to lease out large tracts of land to private inves-
tors (Gebresenbet 2016). Population density in Gambella 
is also low, making it costly to implement social services. 
As a remedy, the Ethiopia government initiated a policy 
of villagization to “voluntarily displace” people and move 
them into administered areas so government services can 
be more easily provided. The Ethiopian government has 
come under severe criticism for this practice. 

Gambella landscape 

Photo: Obang Metho

https://twitter.com/ObangMetho/status/1174983876352958468
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Gambella is divided into three administrative zones, 
11 woredas, and one special woreda. The three zones 
are: (1) the Anywaa zone, comprising the five woredas 
of Gambella Zuria (Abol), Abobo, Gog, Jor, and Dimma; 
(2) the Nuer zone, comprising the four woredas of Lare, 
Jikawo, Wantewa, and Akobo; and (3) the Majang zone, 
comprising the two woredas of Godere and Mengeshi. 
Gambella is regarded as a city administration and has 
historically been the driver of economic and political 
developments in the region. 

Gambella 

As a part of the 1902 Anglo–Ethiopian agreement, the 
British were able to establish a port on the Baro River 
(Feyissa 2010). Gambella became the economic center 
for the first three decades of the 20th century, handling 
70 percent of Ethiopian foreign trade through Sudan 
(Bahru 1987). The port was used to import salt, cloth, 
and ivory from Sudan in exchange for coffee, hides, and 
beeswax from the Ethiopian highlands (Bahru 1987). 
The town’s role as the region’s economic and political 
hub has been a constant in an area that is persistently 
changing. The outbreak of civil war in 2013 put an end 
to the once-lucrative trade between Juba and Gambella 
through the waterways that connect them (Jeffery 2019). 
The refugee economy has offset the repercussions of the 
halt of trade with Juba. In 2018, the budget allocated for 
Ethiopia’s refugee population was $618 million (Jeffery 
2019). Gambella hosts the largest number of refugees in 
Ethiopia, and a large percentage of donor money flows 
through the town. 

Itang special woreda and the refugee camps 

In 2010, the Gambella administration gave Itang the status 
of a special woreda that belongs to none of the three 
zones (Seide 2017). Itang is home to three refugee camps 
that predominantly host Nuer refugees: Kule, Tierkedi, and 
Ngeunyyiel. According to local discourse, refugees refer 
to the three respective camps as Kule 1, Kule 2 (Tierkidi), 

and Kule 3 (Nguenyyiel), reflecting the order they were 
opened to handle the influx of South Sudanese refugees. 

“Nguenyyiel was established in 2017. Here we have 

Kule 1 established in 2014, while we also have Kule 

2 which was established in 2014.” (SSI40) 

In times of peace, movement between the camps is 
common among refugees, as most refugees have relatives 
living in one of the other camps. 

The arrival date of refugees is important in local discourse. 
For instance, in Kule camp, refugees designate the various 
zones of the camp with the months of the year that specific 
groups of refugees arrived. 

“The areas in the camp are divided based on the 

month in which buses arrived, and now I am living in 

area of June near the village of July.” (SSI36) 

Each camp is located under the jurisdiction of the Itang 
special woreda, however the Agency for Refugees 
and Returnees Affairs (ARRA) is responsible for the 

Source: UNHCR 2018.
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management of the camp. Each refugee camp has a camp 
chairperson, usually elected by fellow refugees, who 
serves as intermediary between refugees and ARRA. 

“Camps are divided according to my information, 

each having their own camp chairman. While all 

those three camps (Nguenyyiel, Kule 1, and Kule 2) 

are under Itang special woreda.” (SSI36)

Mazoria 

Mazoria, located in a predominantly Nuer area, is an 
important center of trade for both refugees and hosts 
in Itang. Highlanders, who dominate the economy, have 
a strong presence in Mazoria; they engage in trade with 
refugees and indigenous locals. 

“Those who live around Mazoria are Nuer. They are 

Nuer around Mazoria, together with highlanders, 

that means they mix themselves.” (SSI39) 

Refugees travel to Mazoria to buy goods that are not 
included in their rations. However, the trip to Mazoria is 
cited as being quite dangerous, especially in times of inse-
curity, as it requires passing through Anywaa and Nuer 
villages. 

“The shopping place is at Mazoria. We go from here  

to Mazuria on foot. We pass through their area.”  

(FGD21.R4)

Itang Town 

Itang town is the capital of Itang special woreda and 
the furthest town from the refugee camps. Due to its 
distance from the refugee camps, Itang town has not 
benefited from the positive economic and development 
spillover associated with proximity to refugee camps. 
Host community participants cite underdevelopment of 

Itang town as a point of contention, often referencing the 
lack of financial, educational, and health services available 
despite its status as the capital of the woreda. As one 
participant describes: 

“In Itang, conditions are poor. It has a shortage in the 

area of health, also there are not enough banking 

services; there is only one bank that is one Wegagen, 

and it is a woreda.” (SSI46, Simon) 

One telling sign of underdevelopment is the lack of private 
schools in Itang. 

“There are no private schools, only government 

school in Itang town here. Private schools are avail-

able at the kebeles. There is a school called Lutheran 

[um (paused)] and something called Trinity colleges 

they came to Pulkot kebele. These two colleges are 

in Pulkot kebele.” (SSI46 Simon) 

There is an interesting distinction made between Itang 
woreda (further away from the camps) and Pulkot kebele 
(closer to the refugee camps), with the latter experienc-
ing more benefit from the presence of refugees and hence 
being more developed despite the fact that it is a lower 
administrative unit. 

Pulkot (Tharpam) kebele 

The close proximity of Pulkot (Tharpam) kebele to the 
refugee camps has enabled it to absorb the positive 
economic and development spillover to a greater degree 
than Itang town. 

“Without refugees here, Tharpam can never become 

a town. It became a big town now because of them.” 

(FGD27.R5) 
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Refugees travel a short distance to Pulkot kebele from the 
refugee camp to engage in trade in Mazoria. 

“They come here to Tharpam/Mazoria and meet us 

here. They regularly come here because the distance 

between us cannot even take one hour.” (FGD28.R2) 

As a result of this economic activity, Pulkot has signifi-
cantly developed and outgrown its status as a kebele  
but without a shift in the allocation of state resources to 
reflect this growth. As a result, Pulkot kebele suffers from 
a deficit of needed resources to provide social services to 
its burgeoning population. 

“The issue with the kebele is that we are too many 

people, and one kebele is not enough, and the 

resources are not enough.” (FGD29.R2)

Insufficient resource allocation is creating conflict within 
the kebele. 

“They have only one kebele, which is not enough for 

them, so conflicts in that area are because resources 

are not enough.” (FGD28.R3) 

The host community in Pulkot, mostly comprising Ethiopian 
Nuer, was displaced from their land to accommodate refu-
gees. One key informants explains: 

“Well, refugees first arrived here in 2014, and 

their arrival resulted in huge displacement of the 

host communities, particularly Ciereng subclan of 

Gaatjaak in Ethiopia who owned Pulkot kebele. In 

fact, there was a displacement and many people 

were displaced because of the arrival of the refu-

gees.” (KII12, Thachar) 

Another participant also recounts the same incident. 

“Local government and the [United Nations] told us 

that refugees would come here and live together 

with us. The government ordered us to demolish our 

huts and houses that we built on the other side of 

the main road and we did that. We were displaced 

and our farmland was given to refugees. We moved 

from that side of the road to this side.” (FGD27.R1) 

The host community was willing to give up their land to 
accommodate refugees because of shared ethnic ties. 
Numerous Ethiopian Nuer recounted giving up their land 
voluntarily without conflict, albeit not without expectation 
of compensation. 

Pinyudo 

Pinyudo 1, built in 1993, is the oldest refugee camp in 
Gambella. Its two sections host South Sudanese Nuer 
and Anywaa refugees. Anywaa refugees are located in 
the section closest to Pinyudo town—a 10- to 15-minute 
drive (i.e., walking distance). 

“The camp is close to Pinyudo town. Hosts and 

refugees are connected as one because the hosts 

expand the construction of their homes till it is 

borderless with the refugees’ camp.” (SSI52)

The second section hosts Nuer refugees. This section is 
about a 30- to 40-minute drive from Pinyudo town and is 
separated from Pinyudo town by forest. Beyond the Nuer 
section of Pinyudo 1 begins Pinyudo 2. When refugees 
first arrived in Pinyudo, both groups could access Pinyudo 
town and travel to Gambella. However, movement to 
both locations is now restricted due to the deterioration 
of security. Violent attacks between the Anywaa and the 
Nuer have escalated since 2016. Moreover, both refugees 
and the host community are prone to attacks from the 
Murle—an ethnic group from South Sudan. 
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Two Major Ethnic Groups/ 
Types of Refugees and Hosts 
There are five ethnic groups that consider themselves indig-
enous to Gambella: the Anywaa, the Nuer, the Majangir, 
the Opo, and the Komo. The Nuer and the Anywaa are the 
two largest ethnic groups, the third largest is the “high-
landers,” a term used to refer to Ethiopians originating 
in the country’s northern regions who first migrated en 
masse to Gambella during the Derg regime. Highlanders 
dominate the local economy but are considered nonindig-
enous. In fact, the Anywaa see themselves as hosting two 
sets of foreigners: (1) South Sudanese Nuer refugees (and 
the Nuer in a broader sense); (2) and highlanders. 

The Anywaa 

The Anywaa have a special relationship to land and terri-
tory. The village is their principle marker of social iden-
tification. They are deeply attached to the land of their 
ancestors and to the borders surrounding them (Feyissa 
2015). Each village is delineated by a boundary referred 
to as a kew, which is known and respected by both inhab-
itants and other villages (Feyissa 2015). This conception 
of land, territory, and border is crucial to the formation 
of Anywaa identity and political organization. The Anywaa 
believe that you are a “guest” if you reside outside your 
natal village, and that this status is permanent unless one 
returns to it. This is why the Anywaa have repeatedly 
used the 1902 boundary agreement to mobilize politically 
and reinforce their cultural identity (Feyissa 2010). The 
international border resulting from the 1902 agreement 
established Gambella as the territory of the Anywaa and 
labelled the Nuer as permanent guests. Kew is an essen-
tial element of social cohesion for the Anywaa, because it 
enables communities to avoid conflict and keeps societies 
“pure.” As an Anywaa member of the host community in 
Pinyudo explains: 

“In this town, we are about four or five ethnic groups. 

Our home becomes impure. Lives become difficult in 

our home. We do not protect our hometown, and 

since we did not protect our hometown and leave 

the doors open, then it becomes impure. If a home 

is secured and stabilized then it remains clean. Now 

our home is open, and many ethnic groups came, 

and everyone is undisciplined, and this is mainly due 

to the indigenous’ lack of self-discipline.” (SSI54)

The Nuer 

The Nuer, a pastoralist ethnic group dependent on live-
stock, are found mostly in Akobo, Jikawo, and parts of 
Itang woreda. The Nuer migrate with their cattle annually. 
This migration pattern has led to a decentralized form of 
political organization and a less stringent form of cultural 
identification. For instance, unlike the Anywaa, Nuer iden-
tity is not territorialized (Erda 2017). The Nuer have a 
different conception of land: land ownership involves the 
active use of the land—“if no one uses it, no one owns 
it.” This is markedly different to the Anywaa conception 
of land ownership, which is regulated by ancestral ties 
regardless of whether or not the land is in use (Lie and 
Borchgrevink 2012). The different conception of land use 
creates tensions during the migratory patterns of the Nuer 
pastoralists, particularly when cattle are moved down to 
Anywaa territory by the riverbank during the dry season. 

The majority of South Sudanese refugees are members 
of the Nuer, which include four subclans: (1) the Eastern 
Jikany Nuer; (2) Lou Nuer; (3) Fangak (Central Nuer); and 
(4) and Bentiu (Western Nuer). A common ethnic link 
creates cohesion within the camp. 

“Nuer are locally known as ‘Nuer ka Nguaan’: we 

are one family even though we are category of four 

subclans.” (FGD24.R1) 
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However, this does not exclude moments of intraclan 
fighting. Participants cite conflict between two subclans 
that disrupt both refugees and the host community living 
close to the camp. 

“In this camp, there are different subcommuni-

ties or clans, including people from Nasir, people 

from Akobo, and people from Maiwut or Gaatjaak 

subcommunity and for that they sometimes have 

conflict.” (SSI41)

Deterioration of Security 
The advent of the Sudanese Civil War during the 1980s 
deteriorated security in Gambella. The Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) was given license 
by the Derg regime to set up bases in Gambella from 1983 
to 1991 (Tadesse 2007). Their presence is associated with 
theft, cattle raiding, the rape of women, and destruction 
of the environment (Tadesse 2007). The Anywaa were 
on the receiving end of the majority of these attacks, the 
most notable being the alleged massacre of 120 people in 
Pinyudo in 1989 (Tadesse 2007).

The saliency of regional politics and the perception of the 
Anywaa that they were under siege from both the Nuer and 
highlanders resulted in an escalation of violence between 
1994 and 2003. Gambella was gripped by a series of 
attacks and counterattacks between the Anywaa and the 
highlanders, culminating in the region’s worst incidence of 
violence. On December 13, 2003, five highlander contrac-
tors were ambushed by Anywaa bandits, and their ampu-
tated bodies were displayed in the center of Gambella 
(Tadesse 2007). This sparked a three-day campaign when 
Anywaa villages and neighborhoods were destroyed, 
reportedly resulting in the death of 400 Anywaa (Erda 
2017).

Weak security systems resulting from multiple wars 
in Sudan and South Sudan have worsened security in 
the region. Arms left over from the Derg army and the 
SPLA have resulted in a proliferation of weapons within 
Gambella. Cross-border cattle raids have complicated 
security in the region. For example, in 2006, large-scale 
cattle raids led to ethnic conflict that spread all over the 
south of the region (Tadesse 2007). As a result, most 
villages close to the Ethiopian–Sudan border are unwilling 
to give up arms as they anticipate future cattle raids. 

A turning point in 2016. Incidences of violence in pockets 
of the region between refugees and the host community 
have escalated, especially in Pinyudo and Itang, due to 
tensions over scarce resources and the uneven distribu-
tion of services to refugees versus the host community. 
Conflict between the Nuer and the Anywaa was partic-
ularly rife in 2016. An official in Itang district blamed the 
inflow of weapons from the South Sudanese border for 
the 2016 spike in violence (Davidson 2016). In Pinyudo, 
participants mark 2016 as the year when the relationship 
between the Anywaa and the Nuer began to decline. 

Escalating tensions in 2019. On April 29, 2018, the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
suspended operations at all refugee camps following 
weeks of violence (UNHCR Ethiopia 2019). Four senior 
security officials were removed from the regional govern-
ment on July 15, 2018 (Borkena 2019) in response to the 
escalating violence. Roads between certain villages were 
closed and public transport suspended at various times 
between 2016 and 2019. United Nations (UN) agencies 
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) travelled 
by convoy to Itang to deliver services. On September 5, 
2019, two Action Against Hunger staff members were 
killed near Nguenyyiel refugee camp in Itang, resulting in 
the suspension of operations of all aid groups working in 
the area. Six days later, a member of the Anywaa militia 
was killed in Pinyudo town. 
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Ethnic conflict is the greatest security 
challenge 

In Itang, both refugee and the host communities claim that 
the Anywaa community is a security threat. 

“Actually, we still feel unsafe because of the Anywaa, 

not refugees. Refugees have adjusted the way they 

live.” (FGD27.R3) 

Diverging conceptions of land and conflict over natural 
resources—particularly firewood—are the main catalysts 
for the attacks committed by the Anywaa. Deforestation 
is seen as a major environmental consequence of hosting 
refugees. As a result, most attacks committed by the 
Anywaa are done in the forests. Women are particularly 
vulnerable because they are primarily responsible for 
collecting firewood to use an energy source, for cooking, 
or to sell at the market. 

“When our women go searching for firewood, they 

[the Anywaa] attack our women in the bush because 

they said the bush is their land too.” (SSI40) 

The risk of rape is reportedly high when women go and 
collect firewood. 

“We [women] face many challenges in this camp. We 

are facing these challenges because we are the ones 

who raise the children that need great efforts. We 

go to the bush to collect firewood and sell it on the 

market and when we go to the bush to collect the 

wood, there are groups who follow us to either kill 

us or rape us.” (FGD24.R3)

The attacks committed by the Anywaa have deepened the 
ties between the Nuer host community and Nuer refu-
gees in Itang. The two groups feel responsible for guar-
anteeing each other’s safety from the nondiscriminatory 
attacks committed by the Anywaa. 

“The refugees are in our hands.” (FGD28.R3) 

“We fight the Anywaa ethnic group together because 

they [the Anywaa] do not differentiate between 

Nuer who are refugees and Nuer who are citizens. 

They kill any Nuer they get.” (FGD27.R1) 

Insecurity has eroded trust between both ethnic groups 
and has created a deep sense of fear at night due to the 
unpredictability of the attacks. 

“It is like that on both sides. Anywaa themselves do 

not sleep at their homes at night. They sleep in the 

bush because we do not trust each other. At night, 

you can’t be sure you are safe unless you see the 

daybreak.” (FGD28.R1) 

Deforestation is a symptom of a confluence of challenges:  
Kule, Tierkidi, and Nguenyyiel have all reached full capac-
ity—adequate housing is in short supply. Moreover, refu-
gees are not connected to the national energy grid and 
do not have alternative methods of cooking other than 
charcoal. Lastly, institutions responsible for security in the 
area are struggling to contain the attacks and mitigate the 
sources of insecurity. 

“The Anywaa have finished refugees, they kill them 

every day. Even humanitarian workers who serve 

the refugees with food, Anywaa kill them, too. 

Something like that becomes a mystery for people 

of Gambella, nobody understands it. Nobody knows 

how to end this conflict.” (FGD21.R1) 

Nuer refugees in Pinyudo perceive the government and 
UNHCR as responsible for their safety but, at the same 
time, they do not feel that these two institutions are doing 
enough to protect them. As a result, Nuer refugee men 
patrol and guard the forest that surrounds Pinyudo 1 
during the day and night. While the federal police are 
supposed to assist in the protection of refugees, ARRA 
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protection officers informally admitted that there are not 
enough police to adequately protect refugees. The area 
that would need to be secured is large, and the federal 
police do not have the resources to run such an oper-
ation. Therefore, Nuer refugees are encouraged to form 
their own militias to patrol the forest and warn ARRA and 
the federal police of any suspicious activity in the areas 
surrounding the camp. 

For their part, Anywaa refugees and the host community 
report suffering from frequent attacks committed by Nuer 
refugees. To mitigate this, the Anywaa host community 
has pressed for restrictions on the movement of Nuer 
refugees, who are now barred from accessing Pinyudo 
town and the surrounding forest. These measures have 
not been successful in quelling the violence. Certain zones 
in the Anywaa section of Pinyudo, close to the main road 
and forest, have been abandoned due to the recent attacks 
on refugees. When the study team conducted interviews 
in Pinyudo 1, these three zones were desolate because 
the refugees had moved closer to on another at the center 
of the camp to increase their security. 

“This life is hard. As I speak right now, part of the 

camp is abandoned, particularly the part where I live 

in; zone 11, 10, 12 is empty at this time and even 

zone 8 too is empty right now because people are 

frightened by the recent attack on us where two 

persons were killed [by Nuer refugees].” (SSI52) 

Participants from all three interviewed groups (Nuer and 
Anywaa refugees and Anywaa hosts) have suggested relo-
cating to escape the violence. Incidences of violence have 
put such a strain on members of the host community that 
some are willing to move away despite the fundamental 
cultural attachment to their land. 

“In these past five years, aren’t we finished already? 

If you can’t go to the farm, you can’t collect firewood, 

and you can’t sleep without worry for your kids. If 

the government removes us from our land and lets 

us move like nomads, then let it be.” (FGD33.R5) 

Ethnic conflict is not always contained within the borders 
of Ethiopia, making it more difficult for the government to 
gain control over the region’s security. In 2015, the Murle, 
a group from South Sudan, allegedly engaged in cattle 
raiding in Pinyudo (Tadesse 2007). 

“In 2015, close to 2016, there was a crisis caused 

by Murle who were seen frequently in the bushes 

around the surrounding area, especially on the 

refugee site.” (SSI52) 

This was the precursor to the start of a period of conflict 
between Nuer refugees, the host community, and Anywaa 
refugees. Participants recount how some refugees 
attempted to return to South Sudan on foot to escape the 
violence. 

“Life became really hard, and we have tried to go 

back but some people reached Pochalla (a county 

in South Sudan near the border) as this safe haven 

became a place of death. Many people went back to 

Pochalla on foot until they were termed as return-

ees; they were supported by the Ethiopian govern-

ment.” (SSI52) 

Conflict is not only between refugees and the host 
community. Conflict among refugees is also a security 
challenge. Participants reported that intraethnic tension 
between factions of Nuer refugees in 2018 resulted in 
violent conflict that spread to the host community. 

“Last year, refugees fought among themselves, they 

came here to our community and hit some of our 

people and killed one person.” (FDG27.R1) 

The conflict between refugees in Kule camp was so 
severe that it caused the displacement of both the host 
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and refugee communities, with some host community 
members moving to Gambella and some refugees moving 
across the border back into South Sudan. 

“There were individuals who did not want to be here, 

they went to Gambella; there are individuals who 

went to South Sudan.” (SSI36)

Theft and deforestation aggravate instability 

In a region where resources are scarce and livelihood 
opportunities limited, theft has become a recurrent secu-
rity risk for both refugees and the host community. 

“Secondly, you must know that many people have 

come to this area, and so resources become scarce. 

(FGD29.R2) 

“Stealing is not a nature of human beings. It is an 

environmental influence.” (FGD21.R5) 

Theft is centered around money, goods obtained from 
refugee rations, and livestock. Host community members 
in Itang are the primary targets for livestock theft because 
of the location of refugee camps within traditional grazing 
areas. 

“The cattle that have remained in our hands, the 

grass that they feed on are the ones located there, 

in the area in which refugees are settled. If a cow 

happens to spend a night there, it would be killed, 

it would never return. These things became difficult 

for us.” (SSI44) 

This is among the main sources of intraethnic tension 
in Itang woreda. Cattle are extremely important to the 
Nuer community for their livelihood but also for cultural 
processes, such as marriage. With a large demographic of 
young men in the area seeking to get married, the demand 
for cattle to be used for dowry is likely to increase, further 
exacerbating livestock theft within Itang. 

Theft has increased insecurity in refugee-hosting areas 
and disrupted the movement of refugees. Refugees often 
move between camps to visit relatives, search for food, 
or trade their rationed goods at the market. Mobility, as 
this study shows, is highly predicated on perceptions of 
security. 

“The situation is challenging our movement for food 

from one camp to another. Robbers are snatching 

refugees along the road by force, and if you refuse 

to give, it may lead to murder, especially at night.” 

(SSI36) 

Participants in both Itang and Pinyudo believe that a 
network of thieves from both refugee and host commu-
nities are responsible for the region’s insecurity, taking 
advantage of the anonymity they gain from working 
together. 

“They steal goods here in the camp and sell them 

out to the hosts and in the same manner; they steal 

from the host community and sell the stolen goods 

here in the camp. Thus, there is a link or connec-

tion between these thieves, and they are creating 

so many problems in the relationship between hosts 

and the refugees.” (FGD24.R1) 

Deforestation is a flashpoint in the conflict between refu-
gees and the host community. The government has banned 
the cutting down of wood and has issued a mandate for 
the National Resource Development and Environmental 
Protection Department to protect the forests. The forest 
is a perilous but necessary place for refugees. Participants 
cite insufficient food or delay in rations as a primary 
reason for foraging in the forest. The selling of firewood 
is perhaps the only livelihood opportunity available for 
women to obtain goods not included in their rations, such 
as clothes. Therefore, despite the dangers posed by both 
Anywaa and highlanders, the forest is a place they cannot 
avoid. 
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“Here, highlanders have farms around their farms 

where our women go and collect firewood, there 

when they spot our women they will beat them, 

they will also torture women. Anywaa also attack 

our women around their farms, last year four people 

were killed.” (SSI38)

Insecurity has socioeconomic impacts 

Refugee participants in Itang note that security is mediated 
by purchasing power. If you can afford to use a bajaj (a tuk 
tuk), then travelling between camps is relatively risk-free 
because the main road is considered safe. However, if you 
cannot afford transportation, then your options are limited. 

“The safe road to other camps is to go to the main 

road, and use bajaj if you have the money. If you 

try to use the short-cut road through the forest, you 

may get robbed or beaten.” (FGD21.R3) 

Due to the limited purchasing power of refugees, a solu-
tion raised by participants is the construction of roads 
that connect all three refugee camps to ensure safety in 
numbers and increased visibility. 

“If the government constructed open roads between 

camps, it could minimize our problems. This is 

because the person can walk on the open road with 

many other people.” (FGD.21.R3)

“Previously, we paid Br 5, but now they increase 

the fare to Br 10. We do not have extra sources of 

income. They do not accept to reduce the fare. Why 

do they rob us while we are the refugees? We do not 

have places to get money. If you do not go to collect 

firewood to sell, you do not have a chance to get the 

money unless you get a job. The host community 

makes it difficult for us.” 

A participant explained how insecurity hinders develop-
ment in Itang. Despite Itang town being the capital of 

the woreda, it has far fewer services and a less vibrant 
economy than Pulkot kebele, which is closer to the refugee 
camps. As noted earlier, close proximity to the camp and 
the presence of the main market (Mazoria) could explain 
the disparities in development. Yet, it is also important to 
consider how cyclical patterns of insecurity and displace-
ment can explain the area’s underdevelopment. As the 
participant laments: 

“There are times in which some stability can be 

achieved, and people can resolve their differences, 

and it may look like peace has come, and people live 

together but after that, it will resume again. For the 

first time, there was development because people 

live together and there could be business activities 

in the market. At this time, development flourished 

again; but after that, the development that was about 

to flourish stopped after most of the population left. 

The Anywaa left and crossed to the other side of the 

river, part of the population also left from the Nuer, 

and they moved to this side (pointed) because of the 

conflict, that is what reduced the development in 

the area. In the recent past, although attempts were 

made to develop the area, but basically development 

comes because of the community.” (SSI46, Simon) 

Security dictates the nature and frequency of interactions 
between the host community and refugees. Refugees and 
the host community are not in a perpetual state of conflict. 
Positive interactions between the Anywaa, the Nuer and 
refugees are noted by participants and highlighted in the 
subsequent sections of this report. 

“The nature of our relationship with refugees is 

fluctuating. It changes depending on incidence of 

occurrence of the conflict. When conflict occurs, 

the frequent contact we usually have may change 

because we confront each other as refugees and 

citizens. Therefore, supporting each other with refu-

gees depends on peaceful coexistence.” (FGD27.R3) 
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Governance and Programming 
Gambella is among the poorest and most marginalized 
regions of Ethiopia despite its endowment of natural 
resources, and it has been historically marginalized. 
“Resolving the conflict between the Anywaa and the Nuer 
was not a priority of the Ethiopian government” (Tadesse 
2007). Previous interventions have largely been about 
finding a security solution rather than a political one 
(Tadesse 2007), relying on a military approach to contain 
conflict rather than targeting the root causes of insecurity. 

Solutions to the conflict cannot be derived unless special 
attention is paid to the specificities of the region. For 
instance, the issue has a regional dimension, and conflict 
resolution in Gambella relies on the economic-security- 
development architecture of the subregion. The advent 
of ethnic federalism in 1991 created new political space 
for local empowerment and the inclusion of the country’s 
previously marginalized regions—such as Gambella—into 
the state apparatus (Tadesse 2007). However, it also had 
the effect of complicating tensions by politicizing the 
conflict between the two communities. This is because 
the new system of ethnic federalism created a new local 
bureaucratic class, and ethnic identity became the sole 
logic of political competition. Moreover, political control 
of regional administrative units, especially woredas, means 
access to food aid in some cases, jobs, and other state 
resources. Power over these administrations was distrib-
uted based on the size of the respective ethnic groups, 
giving demographics new saliency in local politics. 

The question of which ethnic groups have legitimate claim 
for supremacy in the regional government and how power 
is shared among the indigenous groups of Gambella 
remains fiercely contested by the Anywaa and the Nuer. 

“The Anywaa have been leaders since the Derg 

regime. We get the presidency once since then. 

It was only Gatluak Tut very recently. Why not us, 

Nuer should lead. We are the majority based on the 

statistic.” (FGD28.R1) 

The role of the government 

The Ethiopian government’s Comprehensive Refugee 
Response Framework (CRRF) seeks to gradually shift the 
country’s refugee operation from one of encampment 
toward one of hosting refugees in village-style, develop-
ment-oriented settlements and other alternatives similar 
to the out-of-camp policy (ODI 2019). Two key factors to 
achieving the CRRF goals is increasing local integration 
and livelihood opportunities. In Gambella, this is partic-
ularly pertinent, as South Sudanese refugees are the 
poorest group of refugees along several indicators, includ-
ing food security, housing, and labor market participa-
tion (World Bank 2018). The 2019–20 Country Refugee 
Response Plan (UNHCR 2019a) sets out the government’s 
objectives to increase the livelihoods and integration of 
refugees through multiple actions: 

• Increase access to education at the primary, second-
ary, and tertiary levels by integrating refugees into the 
national education system, including technical voca-
tional education and training. 

• Integrate refugees who have lived in Ethiopia for more 
than 20 years. In the context of Gambella, this would 
primarily be refugees in Pinyudo, some of whom have 
been settled in the camp since it opened in 1993. 

• Expand environmental protection and the pursuit of 
renewable energy.

• Increase skills development and job matching by includ-
ing the private sector. 

Implementation of these policy objectives relies on the 
government’s coordination of a large group of donors 
and local and international organizations, which have only 
recently begun rolling out programs. It is difficult to identify 
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specific government policy directed toward refugees in 
Gambella due to the tension surrounding the involvement 
of the federal government. However, the recent increase 
of refugees as an outcome of the South Sudanese civil 
war and the pressure it has placed on the security in the 
region has prompted the national government to relocate 
new arrivals to Benishangul-Gumuz (ODI 2019). There are 
35,000 unaccompanied minors in Gambella region, most 
suffering from trauma; in response, the government has 
prioritized child protection and the delivery of psycho- 
social care in the refugee camps (ODI 2019). 

“There is a mental health center where mental health 

patients are treated, they get medicine there; there 

is a place where disabled people are assisted with 

bicycles, and there is a place where orphans are 

assisted with clothes.” (SSI39) 

According to a recent estimate, 80 percent of South 
Sudanese refugees are women (UNHCR 2018). As a result, 
the government’s National Strategy on Prevention and 
Response to Sexual and Gender Based Violence is focused 
on implementing programs and livelihood approaches that 
are gender-sensitive, including workshops and strategies 
to mitigate gender-based violence in the camp. In prac-
tice, ARRA, with the support of UNHCR, is responsible for 
achieving CRRF objectives. 

The Role of ARRA 

ARRA has been responsible for the management of the 
refugee operations since the 1990s, and it is part of the 
federal government’s security infrastructure (ODI 2019). 
However, ARRA does not take a blanket approach to the 
running of each camp. Implementation is context-specific, 
with different ad hoc agreements made with donors and 
implementing partners based on the conditions of the 
camp (ODI 2019). ARRA is primarily responsible for the 
safety of refugees in the camp, oversight of services deliv-
ered to refugees, and coordination of the implementation 
of the nine pledges and the CRRF (ODI 2019). This has 

had the knock-on effect of decreasing the role of local 
government in refugee affairs. 

ARRA involves refugees in the social organization of 
the camp, particularly working with the Refugee Central 
Committee (RCC), zonal leaders, and elders from both 
communities. 

“RCC is like government. People are organized based 

on subclan system and kinship system. But RCC and 

subclan organizations are guided by elders. There 

could be local community association leaders, but 

they are influenced by elders and the elders provide 

the final solutions for everything. RCC, zonal and 

community leaders deal with development activities 

and are also responsible for raising complaints to 

NGOs.” (KII11) 

ARRA utilizes all three groups when it engages in peace-
building efforts and conflict resolution, often facilitating 
formal meetings among the groups that are present. 

“In case, we need something from the refugees, 

what we always do is we write a letter to ARRA, that 

we want to meet with your people, then ARRA will 

call us together with them (refugees) and we will 

meet. Now, it can be decided that the venue of the 

meeting can be either ARRA offices around Mazoria, 

then all of us can attend the meeting—refugees and 

host community.” (SSI45) 

However, refugees in Pinyudo, Kule, and Nguennyiel feel 
that ARRA could have been more proactive in implement-
ing security measures. As a means of mitigation, refugees 
have deployed their own system of security. Shurtas are 
young refugees who take on the responsibility of main-
taining the safety of refugees within and around the camp. 
In Itang, they patrol the area to prevent refugees from 
bringing alcohol into the camp and committing other petty 
crimes. 
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“What we used to do is deploy these youths, that you 

see there now who have dressed in yellow uniforms 

those are the shurtas, they are the one who will be 

sent to the forest to find the criminals.” (SSI39) 

In Pinyudo, Nuer refugee men settle in the forests surround-
ing the camp as a first line of defense against attack. 

Perception of the Comprehensive  
Refugee Response Framework 

Awareness levels of the nine pledges and the CRRF among 
both refugee and host communities, neither having basic, 
if any, knowledge of the latter. Even among those partici-
pants with have a general idea of the intention to increase 
the integration of refugees, very few can outline what this 
concretely means in terms of policy interventions. 

However, members of the host community in Pinyudo, 
unlike the host community in Itang, feel that greater inte-
gration would increase insecurity. But some host members 
are skeptical about how successful the implementation of 
the CRRF and the nine pledges would be to improving 
relations with the host community. 

“In my opinion, I don’t want refugees to have all 

these opportunities and be equal with the hosts. I 

want them to be repatriated. Earlier, I talked about 

the problems that refugees cause for the hosts. So, if 

they are going to be integrated, these problems will 

increase and worsen, thereby completely sabotaging 

the security of this place.” (SSI53) 

Perception of NGOs 

Refugees generally have a positive view of NGOs working 
in the camps. A majority of refugees identified education, 
health care, and water as the services that most impact 
their lives. Gender-sensitive programs centered on tack-
ling gender-based violence exist, but there is a deficit 
of income-generating programs for women. Refugees 

cite livelihood programs as an area of service provision 
weakness. 

Moreover, refugees feel neglected by NGOs in terms of 
employment opportunities. It is a common sentiment 
among refugees and the host community that NGOs do 
not use local human resources, choosing instead to hire 
people outside the region. 

“If certain NGOs come and they specify the number 

of people that they may need: a specific number of 

people who are traders, a specific number of people 

from the community, and a specific number of 

people from the government, then there can be no 

complaints.” (SSI37, Jak Kong)

Incentivized worker schemes between refugees and 
NGOs is an issue that creates negative perceptions of 
NGOs among refugees. 

“People who were displaced, they are vulnerable, 

that is why they are displaced. But now NGOs use 

refugees (as incentive workers) but pay them less, 

what is that?” (SSI36) 

Ecosystem 
The most prominent actors for refugees in Gambella are 
ARRA, RCC, zonal leaders, and elders. ARRA is in charge 
of refugee affairs. It provides security for refugees, coor-
dinates with NGOs to ensure service delivery, and is the 
main arbitrator in the settlement of disputes. RCC, zonal 
leaders, and elders form the governance structure of refu-
gees. In Gambella, a subclan system is used to ensure that 
power is equally shared as a means of avoiding conflict. 

“RCC is like government. People are organized based 

on subclan system and kinship system. But RCC and 

subclan organizations are guided by elders.” (KII11) 
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While the RCC is in charge of liaising with ARRA and NGOs 
and advocating for the needs of refugees, when it comes 
to the settlement of disputes, the RCC is guided by elders. 

Actors that are highly relevant to both groups include 
the government, NGOs, church leaders, and schools. The 
government must consult with both host communities in 
Itang and Pinyudo for the settlement of refugees. 

“By the time refugees came, it was the people of 

this area with the government of the region, which 

permitted them. As a result, they came to this place. 

From there we began to treat them as the people 

who are part of the community in this area.” (SSI44)

Moreover, insecurity in Gambella also depends on local 
and regional politics. 

“Here in Itang, more and more, the town causes 

most of the Gambella problems. The main cause of 

the Gambella problem is that resources in Itang are 

not equally distributed.” (FGD22)

NGOs feature prominently in the lives of both refugees 
and the host community. Both groups have credited 
NGOs with the development and economic expansion of 
refugee-hosting areas. However, both host communities 
in Itang and Pinyudo feel that services could be better 
integrated and more equally distributed. 

“The relations with the host community can be 

strengthened if and only if there is equal access to 

the services provided by NGOs to the refugees and 

host community alike.” (SSI40)

Figure C.1. Refugee Ecosystem Model, Gambella
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Church leaders are powerful brokers for peace in the 
region. This is because religion is one of few unifying 
factors between refugees and the host community.

“Yes, from a religious perspective, we interact with 

the host community because it is the same God that 

we all believe in. The majority of the refugees believe 

in Christianity.” (SSI38)

Refugees highlight that education is the service with the 
greatest impact. 

“If schools are opened in my country in South Sudan, 

yes I can go there I can take my children there, 

however, there are no school which are opened, so I 

educate my children in this place.” (SSI39) 

Schools connect the refugee children and the host 
community. In both Pinyudo and Itang host communities, 

youth attend schools meant for refugees, and refugees 
attend schools in the host community. 

“Education connects us with the host community. 

Some of us go to Pulkot to learn there at the hosts’ 

school.” (FGD210)

Federal police are not a prominent feature in the ecosys-
tem of the host community. Despite long periods of inse-
curity, the host community feels neither the presence 
nor the impact of the police. Both communities feel that 
the federal police are best placed to stem the violence 
between the two communities but lament their inactivity. 

“When people are killed around here, or in the forest 

where they look for wood and wild vegetables, the 

federal police who should come. However, in this 

area, there are no federal police.” (FGD21) 

Figure C.2. Host Community Ecosystem Model, Gambella
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Shurtas are the refugee response to insecurity and the 
perceived neglect of security forces. They patrol the 
forests surrounding the refugee camps. 

“What we used to do is deploy these youths that you 

see there now who have dressed in yellow uniforms, 

those are the shurtas, they are the ones who will be 

sent to the forest to find the criminals.” (SSI39) 

Key themes 
Identity and Aspirations 

Who are the refugees? 
Gambella only hosts refugees from South Sudan. In the 
three refugee camps in Itang, refugees primarily come 
from Nasir, Akobo, and Maiwut, and are predominantly 
Nuer. Cross-border movement among the Nuer at 
the Ethiopian–Sudan border has created transnational 
kinships. Ethiopian Nuer and South Sudanese Nuer are 
related to each other. Nuer refugees therefore have deep 
and positive connections with the Nuer host community 
in Itang and are able to easily integrate and assimilate into 
Ethiopian society. In the past, transnational kinships have 
muddied the distinction between refugee and citizen. For 
instance, a large number of South Sudanese refugees were 
allowed to gain Ethiopian citizenship in the 1990s, only 
to later relinquish their newly acquired citizenship when 
the situation in Sudan had improved enough for them to 
return (Erda 2017). 

Anywaa refugees in Pinyudo 1 are from two regions in 
South Sudan: Pochalla and Akobo. The two groups have 
a good relationship with each other. To avoid intraethnic 
conflict, refugees make sure power is evenly distributed 
between the two groups in the organizational structure 
of the camp. 

“There are mainly two groups of refugees here: the 

Pochalla and Akobo groups. If you are from Akobo 

and you marry someone in Pochalla group, everyone 

comes together to celebrate. Even the chairmanship 

of the camp is based on rotation. If the chairperson 

of the camp is from Akobo, the deputy will be from 

Pochalla. When the term is over, the next chairper-

son will be from the other group. It has always been 

like this.” (SSI51) 

Refugees from the same ethnic group are highly inte-
grated. In Itang, members of the Nuer host community 
reportedly visit their relatives at the camp. 

“If there is somebody (from the host community) 

who has come (to the camp) this can only be some-

body who came to visit their relative who had been 

displaced.” (SSI35, Nyabiey) 

The same applies to Anywaa host community members, 
who visit and sometimes live with their relatives in 
Pinyudo 1. Refugees and the host community can often 
not tell each other apart absent obvious markers of distinc-
tion, such as the possession of ration cards, although such 
formal processes of identification are not so clear cut. 

Refugees assimilate easily with the host community in 
Itang. During clashes among refugees in Kule camp last 
year, some went to live with the host community. 

“All people are the same, both the host community 

and refugees cannot identify each other and some 

of our refugees escaped from camp to host commu-

nity village during our clash last year and they live 

there.” (SSI36 Nyakong)  

Sharing a common ethnicity and cross-border kinships 
have played vital roles in the positive relationship between 
refugees and sections of the host community in Pinyudo 
and Itang. For most participants from the same ethnic 
group, the term refugee is merely a legal term. For example, 
the Nuer host community does distinguish between 
citizen and refugee; instead, they perceive refugees to be 
part of the wider Nuer family. 
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“The name refugee is a world name. Because they 

become our people, we do not call any of them as 

refugees because they are people like us. They are 

Nuer like us.” (FGD28.R1) 

“Refugees are Nuer and we are Nuer. Some of us 

have blood relatives from refugees. I can see refu-

gees as brothers and sisters.” (FGD27.R1) 

Cross-border movement and kinships between the two 
Nuer communities is illustrated by the following example: 

“Mostly, when we come to Ethiopia, we come indi-

vidually from Lungichuk, maybe some can come to 

seek medical services, but the whole family remains 

there. We also share resources, for instance, if a 

relative gets married from Lungichuk, you can go to 

Lungichuk and collect cows from dowry and bring 

them to Ethiopia. The same if a girl gets married 

in Ethiopia, brothers from Lungichuk may come 

and collect their cows as their right and take them  

back to Lungichuk, in line with our cultural norms.” 

(SSI45). 

Even though refugees and the Nuer host community have 
positive relationships, refugee integration with the host 
community was not always a given due to the slight differ-
ences in culture between Ethiopian and Sudanese Nuer. 
In the initial stages of settlement, refugees had to adapt to 
Ethiopian society. They cite learning aspects of Ethiopian 
laws as instrumental to improving their relationship with 
the host community. 

“We were taught about some legal law of Ethiopia in 

order to improve our relationship with host commu-

nity. And, nowadays, the relationship is not like 

before. We are not living like strangers or foreigners; 

we are living like a family with the host community.” 

(FGD24.R1) 

Despite the shared ethnic identity, refugees are consid-
ered “guests” by the host community, giving way to more 
lenient treatment of refugees, with transgressions viewed 
as mistakes borne out of ignorance rather than malice. 

“Then we see even if they do bad things to us, we 

cannot consider them bad because they are guests 

to this area, they are not original people of this 

country they are people of South Sudan.” (SSI44) 

An example of this is the 2018 intraethnic conflict among 
refugees at Kule camp, which spread to surrounding 
villages, killing and displacing some members of the host 
community. Several participants cite a meeting held by 
the host community where they decided not to retaliate 
against the refugees but instead to forgive. 

“We came here and had a meeting concerning the 

killing. We told ourselves not to do anything about 

what had happened. We forgot it.” (FGD27.R1) 

This is significant because retaliatory attacks are a strong 
feature of Nuer and Anywaa culture, especially if a rela-
tive or loved one has been killed. It is important to note 
that during periods of peace, Nuer refugees in Itang and 
Pinyudo have had positive relations with other members 
of the host community, such as the Anywaa. 

“During the time of stability, it is possible they could 

have friends from other ethnic groups who are not 

Nuer, mostly Anywaa.” (SSI46 Simon) 

This reinforces one of the main points of this study: that 
conflict between the Anywaa and the Nuer does not 
stem from an intrinsic animosity toward each other but 
is instead driven and mediated by structural factors that 
intersect, such as the environment, the economy, and 
local and regional politics. 

Refugees are still suffering from trauma. Psychosocial 
services are prevalent in Kule, Nguenyyiel, and Pinyudo, 
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but participants note that recurring periods of insecurity 
have left some unable to recover. 

“People have not settled like we thought we would … 

they have not stabilized mentally.” (SSI36)

Who is the host community? 
In Itang, refugees consider the host community to be 
the Anywaa, the Nuer, the Opo, and the highlanders. In 
Pinyudo, both groups of refugees identify the Anywaa, 
and to a lesser extent the highlanders, as the host 
community. The identification of the host community is 
intrinsically tied to land ownership. 

“I think, the host community are the owners of this 

area.” (SSI35) 

Refugees also identify members of the host community by 
where they reside and whether or not they receive rations. 
For example, refugees in Itang know that the Nuer who 
live in towns such as Lare and Gambella or by the Mazoria 
in Pulkot kebele are citizens. 

“Lare it is not a refugee area and Gambella, those 

places, I think they are places for citizens. Because 

people who are in those places cannot receive 

rations. That is how we could know they are not 

people who belong to us.” (SSI35) 

However, there have been accounts of both Nuer and 
Anywaa members of the host community posing as refu-
gees. This is not uncommon, as vulnerable and poor 
members of the host community do so to obtain rations 
and other services. 

“Well, identifying citizens from refugees is some-

thing difficult because there are citizens who have 

ration cards like the refugees. There are different 

types of hosts or citizens, including Buny [highland-

ers], Nuer, and Anywaa.” (SSI38) 

Some host communities were formed recently, during 
the Derg regime. Such is the case in Pulkot kebele, where 
participants report that members of the Nuer host commu-
nity who originally originated from South Sudan were 
given the land by the Ethiopian government to establish 
the kebele. 

“The land that we do not buy is this kebele land 

which the government gives us because we orig-

inated from South Sudan historically. In Pulkot 

kebele, I have lived there for 24 years, and other 

people from Cie-reng have lived for more than 30 

years in this kebele.” (SSI46) 

This corresponds with reports of South Sudanese Nuer 
settling in pockets of Gambella during the Derg regime 
(SSI38). It also underscores the importance and prevalence 
of cross-border movement among the Nuer community. 

There is a distinction between hosts who are indigenous to 
Gambella and those who are not. In Pinyudo, the Anywaa 
host community members conceptualize highlanders as 
permanent guests. 

“We see highlanders as guests because they came 

from another part of the country, but the Majang 

people live here with us.” (SSI54) 

However, highlanders have heavily influenced the culture 
of both the Anywaa and Nuer host communities. This is 
apparent in the proliferation of coffee shops and restau-
rants serving food associated with the Abyssinian high-
lands, and the effect it is having in changing the eating 
and social habits of the indigenous host community. 

“The highlander culture has completely changed our 

culture, and we have their culture now, and ours 

is totally changed. These light-skinned Ethiopians’ 

culture is what Anywaa are practicing and behave 

accordingly now. (SSI54)
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Highlanders have a strong interaction with refugees due 
to their economic dominance. For instance, highlanders 
and refugees trade regularly at Mazoria, the main market 
in Pulkot kebele. Highlanders also dominate the market in 
Pinyudo. Refugees sell parts of their rations to highlanders 
and, in turn, buy goods from them that are not found in 
their rations, such as clothes. 

“We don’t have direct relationships with Opo, but 

we relate with highlanders because of the economic 

relationships based on refugee rations including 

maize, oil, pawpaw, and other types of refugee 

rations in Nguenyyiel are bought by them.” (SSI40) 

Highlanders also play a neutral role in the conflict between 
the Anywaa and the Nuer, choosing not to side with either 
ethnic group. Some participants have lamented the indif-
ference of highlanders. 

“No, they never unite together against us, but when 

Anywaa attack us, the highlanders will remain silent, 

they do not tell them that they are doing bad things.” 

(SSI38) 

However, it is strategically important for highlanders to 
maintain neutrality: it is key to maintaining their economic 
dominance in the region. 

A common sentiment expressed by the Nuer and the 
Anywaa from the host community is a sense of unity 
with refugees from their respective ethnic group due to 
cross-border kinships, common language, and common 
culture. The host community feels that they have a duty 
to protect refugees. In Itang, multiple participants recount 
the Ethiopian government, especially the former Regional 
President Gatluak Tut, speaking to the host community 
when refugees started to arrive in Itang in 2014, urging 
them to care and protect refugees. 

“The government tells us that refugees were accepted 

to be hosted here in Gambella Region by the Ethiopia 

government and the government of Gambella 

Regional State, so you should allow and treat them 

like your brothers. So, we as the Ceireng community 

were instructed by the government of Ethiopia and 

Gambella Region to take care for the refugees, and 

we accepted the responsibility, and from then on, we 

have lived peacefully with refugees.” (KII12) 

Ten leaders from the host community were selected with 
a mandate to protect refugees. 

“We were appointed at that time by Gatluak Tut 

[Former President of Gambella Regional State] 

and there was a time he came to this place and he 

appointed 10 people to be in charge of the refu-

gees.”( SSI44, Both) 

Even though some members of the host community 
were displaced from their homes to accommodate refu-
gees, there is not a collective sense of resentment toward 
refugees. 

“The people of Pulkot, we were informed that these 

refugees are settled here under your responsibil-

ity, then all people on that side of the road were 

displaced from their land, animal huts were demol-

ished.” (FGD29.R1) 

This sense of unity between Nuer refugees and the Nuer 
host community runs deep, and collective reluctance to 
abandon refugees exists, even if major transgressions are 
committed by them. As one participant explains: 

“This area belongs to us, and if anyone of us is being 

killed by the refugees—and we were the one who 

said that in front of the regional administration offi-

cials—that these people, let them stay with us. They 

are our people.” (SSI44 )
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Similar forms of solidarity are expressed between Anywaa 
refugees and the Anywaa host community. 

“They gave us land to live on. If we run out of 

food and have nothing to eat, they allow us to use 

the bush to collect something that can be sold to 

support ourselves. They have also allowed us to use 

their market, which has made a significant impact on 

our lives.” (SSI50) 

Anywaa refugees seek refuge in Pinyudo town during 
times of insecurity—a privilege that Nuer refugees do 
not have. This is synonymous with the sense of duty  
and protection the Nuer host community has with Nuer 
refugees. In the same vein, Anywaa host community 
members take it upon themselves to protect refugees 
from attacks. 

“Whenever something happens, we come and join 

other people living in the center or bring children to 

them while we stay back to watch over our things.” 

(SSI50) 

Moreover, vulnerable Anywaa from the host community 
are allowed to live with Anywaa refugees. 

“Anyone from the hosts can live with refugees if they 

want. There are a lot of poor widows from the hosts 

who have ration cards and are living together with 

us here.” (SSI50)

Seasonal weather patterns have historically influenced 
interactions between the Nuer and the Anywaa from 
the host community. The interaction between Nuer and 
Anywaa Ethiopians is infrequent but peaks during the dry 
season, when Nuer pastoralists move their cattle down 
to the river in Anywaa territory for grazing. One partic-
ipant described incidences of the Anywaa leasing out 
land by the river to the Nuer for one year in exchange for 
cattle. While this practice is not common, it does speak to 
some of the positive interactions that exist between the 
two ethnic groups and how traditional practices of both 
communities can be mutually beneficial. 

“It happens that if you have a friend who is Anywaa, 

they can give you small tracts of land to farm for a 

year for Br 500 and cattle.” (SSI45, Nhial)

Figure C.3. Lifeline of a Host Community Member, Gambella

Source: LLI 15.
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Self-reliance 

Refugee self-reliance is limited, as refugees engage in only 
three primary livelihood activities: cutting down wood, 
brewing local alcohol, and selling items that they receive 
in their rations. Deforestation is a major point of conten-
tion for the host community, and refugees are accused of 
destroying the environment. As a result, the forests have 
been protected by law. While refugees understand the 
need to protect the forest, the forest presents a major 
source of revenue, and without any alternatives in terms 
of livelihoods and resources, refugees will continue to 
exploit it. Firewood is both a source of fuel and a source 
of income that enables refugees to cook and buy goods 
not found in their rations. 

“As a refugee, if your child has no shoes, you can 

go to the forest to collect wood so that you can sell 

them and buy shoes for your child.” (FGD28.R1) 

Surprisingly, Anywaa refugees are allowed to cut down 
trees in Pinyudo. This is unusual as most refugees are 
prohibited from doing so, such as those in Kule and 
Nguennyiel. Anywaa refugees cite limited resources and 
livelihoods as leaving them no choice but to exploit the 
forest. 

“I can say that this area is good because the hosts 

have allowed us to chop wood and mow grass. In 

other refugee camps, a refugee is not allowed to cut 

trees or mow grass. We thank the government of 

this region for allowing us to do what is not allowed 

in other places.” (SSI50)

Incompatible modes of production and land use between 
the Anywaa and the Nuer are challenges that need to be 
confronted to increase livelihood opportunities for refu-
gees. The Nuer are predominantly pastoralists, whereas 
the Anywaa are farmers who also engage in fishing and 
hunting. Historically, “incompatible modes of production 
and clashing livelihoods has caused conflict between the 

Nuer and the Anywaa” (Tadesse 2007). This is because 
during the dry season, the Nuer migrate with their cattle 
toward the banks of the Baro River and encroach onto 
Anywaa territory. Nuer pastoralists continuously encroach 
or trespass on Anywaa land to maintain their main liveli-
hood. In fact, the initial migration of the Nuer to the east 
into Ethiopia was driven by the conflict with the Dinka 
in the west and shrinking pastoral areas (Young 1999). 
It is not easy for the Nuer to switch livelihood practices 
because pastoralism is deeply ingrained in their culture. 

Most Nuer refugees (apart from those in Pinyudo) do not 
engage in pastoralism due to the lack of livestock, but the 
majority of Nuer refugees would do so if they had the 
resources. Cattle theft is rife among refugees because 
cattle is a means of income, with few alternative forms 
of employment. If Nuer refugees engage in pastoralism 
as a means of being self-reliant, then the competition for 
already scarce land in Anywaa territory increases. When 
refugees are given irrigable land to farm, they settle in 
areas claimed by the Anywaa. Furthermore, due to the 
allocation of land to large agribusinesses, land that could 
be allocated is becoming even scarcer. Other forms of 
livelihood that are less land-intensive are needed to avoid 
exacerbating an already sensitive issue. 

Alcohol production is a popular source of livelihood for 
female refugees at all three camps, despite their having 
to pay a tax. 

“On the other hand, our camp administration, we 

pay Br 10 as tax and if you did not pay this money, 

they will not allow you to take to host community.” 

(SSI35)

Livelihood opportunities are scarce for female refugees; 
brewing alcohol offers them, particularly mothers, the 
opportunity to buy items not found in their rations. It also 
helps them avoid confrontation with the host community 
over allegations of deforestation. 
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Box C.1. Blurred Lines: Citizens and Refugees and the Acquisition of Services

Some vulnerable members of the host community 
pose as refugees to benefit from services provided to 
refugees. They are able to do this because it is diffi-
cult to distinguish between a refugee and a citizen 
who share a common ethnicity. A___, 28-year-old, 
recounts how he spent most of his life as a refugee in 
Pinyudo due to the insurmountable economic chal-
lenges faced by his family. 

“In 2004, we moved to the refugee camp to stay 

there permanently. It was my parents, espe-

cially my father, who decided that we should 

move to the refugee camp. He thought since he 

couldn’t provide us with school materials, it was 

better if we went to stay in the refugee camp 

where food and other items are available for free.” 

It is difficult to ascertain how common this practice 
is because it is very rare for participants to reveal 
their double status, but we can conclude that this 
practice is not widespread. “People don’t just enter 
the camp.” Family networks are important for the 
initial support individuals who decide to give up their 
citizenship and become refugees. Because hosts 
and refugees know each other well and are closely 
related, those from the host community who want to 
join the camp do so by going to stay with people they 
already know. The fact that vulnerable members of 
the host community willfully give up their citizenship 
to acquire services that they otherwise lack points 
to both the quality of services provided to refugees 
and the failure of the government to provide basic 
services to the most vulnerable. 

A___ benefited greatly from the provision of free 
food, education, and school materials, allowing him 

to pursue an education and become an assistant 
lecturer at the university. 

“The teaching in refugee schools helped us 

tremendously because their curriculum was good, 

and English was the medium of instruction.” 

However, there were psychological tradeoffs that 
highlight the difficulty associated with giving up 
one’s own citizenship. 

“The weird thing about this was the fact that I 

gave up my Ethiopian citizenship status to be a 

refugee in my own country, which is not good 

and also affects your mind.” 

There is limited discrimination among hosts who 
decide to become refugees, except when it comes 
to positions of power in the governance structures 
of the camp. 

“However, when it comes to job opportunities 

and appointment of camp chairpersons, real 

refugees discriminate against those from within 

the host community. They think they are the 

only ones who deserve to be appointed in those 

administrative positions.” 

It is still unclear how host community members 
who live as refugees regain their citizenship, this is 
because A___ no longer lives in the refugee camp and 
considers himself to be a host community member. 

“Yes of course. I identify with the host commu-

nity because that is where I belong. No feeling of 

exclusion at all. I only chose to live like a refugee 

in the camp because of economic hardship but I 

am still a host though.”
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“The only thing that we are able to do here is a very 

small thing, maybe what you can do is make wine or 

alcohol that you use to buy onion and other supple-

mentary food item.” (SSI35) 

Refugee women go to Mazoria in Itang or Pinyudo town to 
sell alcohol to the host community, typically selling 1 liter 
of alcohol for Br 20. In Itang, the host community profits 
off the limited mobility of refugees by reselling the local 
alcohol in other woredas, such as Lare. Because female 
Nuer refugees have been barred from accessing Pinyudo 
town for the past three years, this form of livelihood is 
practiced by female Anywaa refugees. 

Refugees perceive the host community as much better off 
because they do not have any livelihood restrictions. 

“They have everything here that we do not. They 

have livestock such as cattle, sheep, goats, and 

other things, and we came here with nothing. They 

[host community members] have farms for harvest, 

they have more money, and they have legal rights to 

operate business, and we lack of all these things as 

compared with them.” (FGD24.R2) 

Refugees face several barriers to being self-reliant, such 
as limited job opportunities, identification, and access to 
finances. For Nuer refugees in Pinyudo, limited mobility is 
the principle barrier to being self-reliant. Refugees cannot 
access the town or the forest, and they are prohibited 
from selling their cows in the market in Pinyudo town. 

Access to services 

Education and health services have the greatest 
impact on refugees and hosts 
In Itang, refugees cite education as a significant positive 
change in their lives. 

“These NGOs, they did a lot of things, they did good 

things for us that make us happy, and they provide 

school for our children; even if there is no place 

where they will work, that child gets school.” (SSI35) 

Plan International and the Development and Inter-church 
Aid Commission (DICAC) collaborate in the provision of 
education. Plan provides pre- and primary school educa-
tion, and DICAC provides secondary school education. 
Interviewed refugees at the Kule and Nguenyyiel refugee 
camps constantly mention education as a crucial service 
that persuades refugees to remain in Ethiopia. 

“I have no plans to go anywhere. Now, living here in 

the camp is good, and I cannot plan to separate or 

take back children to South Sudan where there is no 

school, and the country is still at war. During our clash, 

I did not even plan to go somewhere because refugee 

camps have schools. I plan to educate my children, 

and they can be helpful in the future.” (SSI36) 

Access to education is not only a privilege for children—
adult refugees also take advantage of the educational 
opportunities. 

Education has become a driver of migration for young 
South Sudanese children who cross the border and stay 
with relatives in Itang to access it. 

“Other children from Cie-reng come from Lungichuk, 

South Sudan, and they come to learn here from their 

relatives until they graduate and go back to South 

Sudan and hold a big position, which is a good 

change compared with the past.” (SSI45)

The host community in Itang also benefits from improved 
education services. The presence of refugees has expanded 
educational opportunities. In the past, Pulkot kebele only 
had schools for grades 1–5; now schools offer education 
for grades 1–10, and soon will offer it through grade 12. 
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UNDP and the World Bank Development Response to 
Displacement Impacts Project (DRDIP) are credited with 
the improvement of education services in Pulkot kebele. 

“UNDP constructed a school from grade 1 to 10 for 

Pulkot kebele. Additionally, there is a school called 

Koangdiew School constructed by DRDIP to Pulkot 

kebele, and it is up to grade 9. DRDIP recently 

constructed a preparatory school from grade 11 to 

12 and it is not yet finished, and it will be joint school 

of host and refugee students.” (SSI45) 

Refugees travel to Pulkot kebele to access host commu-
nity schools, particularly the new business college. This 
has had a positive effect on the relationship between the 
host community and refugees. 

“Education connects us with host community. Some 

of us go to Pulkot to learn there at the hosts’ school. 

They do not reject the refugees. They simply admit 

them. However, hosts do not come here to our 

schools because we get admission with our ration 

cards.” (FGD21.R4) 

Movement is heavily restricted for Nuer refugees in 
Pinyudo, so they cannot access the high school in the host 
community the way their counterparts can in Itang. To 
respond to their youth’s idleness, refugees suggest build-
ing a high school in the refugee camp so that Nuer refu-
gees are not denied an education. 

“So UNHCR can bring this school to the camp, 

because no students can go to town to get educa-

tion, this is the only thing. If there is a school here in 

the camp, there is no need of moving there to the 

town.” (FGD36.R4) 

The Anywaa host community benefits from the presence 
of refugees by enrolling in refugee schools. 

“They have benefited hosts on health services and 

education because now hosts are attending schools 

in the refugee camp because they lack the finances 

to afford buying exercise books and school uniform.” 

(SSI52) 

Schools on the Anywaa side of Pinyudo 1 only go up to 
grade 10. After this, refugee students have to enroll in host 
community schools to further their education to grade 12. 
This is much more difficult for Nuer refugees. 

“When a child from the refugee camp completes 

grade 10, s/he has no option to further their educa-

tion. Currently refugee students join host commu-

nity schools to get a chance beyond grade 10 to 

advance their education.” (SSI52)

Some claim refugees have access to better quality schools 
because they are free, the language of instruction is in 
English, and they have better facilities. 

“Refugees’ schools are better than our schools. They 

have libraries and recreation centers. Our school 

does not even have a fence. It becomes a grazing 

field for cattle and a playing ground for all people.” 

(FGD28.R1) 

Others claim that the host community has better educa-
tional services with schools that goes up to grade 12 and 
pathways to higher education, such as the business college 
in Itang. The construction of schools in Pulkot kebele has 
specifically benefited women. Host community girls are 
claiming their right to education and are taking advantage 
of the close proximity of the schools. 

“It has helped women in many ways. Women now 

begin to go to school because they are given their 

rights. They do not have challenges as in the past 

when women did not have right to go to school 

because they can work for families, no, now they can 

learn, they are given right to go to school.” (SSI46)



II–110 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

In Itang, refugees can go to the host community for 
health care with referrals, but they cannot easily access 
the Anywaa side of town unless they are escorted by the 
federal government. 

“Yeah, you can go to Itang, you can go and get health 

service there. You can also go, you can also go to 

Akule of the Opo and you can go and get medical 

service there. Sick people can be taken there, but 

they cannot go the Anywaa side.” (SSI39) 

The host community in Itang can access the health care 
facilities in the Kule and Nguenyyiel camps. Both refu-
gees and the host community in Itang complain about 
the shortage of drugs in their health centers. This means 
that patients from the host community are still referred to 
Gambella for treatment. 

“Concerning the health facility, it is an inadequate 

health center, it has a shortage of drugs. What we 

always do is to refer patients to Gambella, always.” 

(SSI46 Simon) 

Some refugees question how accessible the health 
services are in the camp and accuse ARRA of discriminat-
ing between patients. 

“ARRA is not serious about our health and our lives. 

It allows and treats only patients who are in critical 

condition and rejects the rest.” (FGD24.R1)

Refugees have credited Tierkidi (Kule 2) as having the 
best health care services due to Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF) clinic.

“We need standard clinic which provides similar 

services like the MSF health center at Kule 2, 

because the MSF health center at Kule 2, there is a 

standard health center, which offers a wide range of 

service.” (SSI39) 

In Pinyudo Nuer, refugees can only access the health 
center in their camp. Anywaa host community members 
often go to the Anywaa side of the camp to utilize the 
health services that are provided free of charge. However, 
for cases that require more advanced medicine, both 
Anywaa refugees and host community members prefer to 
use the health center located in Pinyudo town.

The Impact of the UN and other NGOs on  
service delivery 
The size of rations provided by the UN is a major point of 
contention for refugees, who feel that they do not receive 
enough food. 

“I feel tired of talking about improvement or help 

provided by NGOs, there is no improvement. In my 

opinion, improve our grinding mill, improve the care 

of orphans because they are living a poor life, and 

improve the kilogram of food in order to solve refu-

gees’ problems.” (SSI36) 

The delivery of rations depends on the security of the 
area. If conflicts occur, rations are delayed, and refugees 
have no other safety net but to rely on the host commu-
nity for food. 

“When something happens like this conflict, it 

causes ration distribution delay. For example, last 

month most of the refugees came here begging us 

for food because they spent 30 days without ration.” 

(FGD28.R1) 

Since 2016, Nuer refugees have been unable to access 
the host community in Pinyudo town. Highlanders there-
fore travel to the refugee camp and sell their goods. The 
UN built houses for the host community living nearby Kule 
camp, which has increased the hosts’ perception of the 
benefits refugees bring. 
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“The UN organizations that are operating in Kule 

refugees’ camp has launched a project that built 

houses for the host community. We realized that 

the presence of refugees here in our land has some 

benefits.” (FGD27.R1)

Women have services tailored to them through various 
NGOs. However not all women have the same access to 
these services. 

“Not the needs of all women that are being put into 

consideration. Women who have children or who 

raise orphans have more access to services than 

other women.” (FGD24.R5) 

Two NGOs are cited as being heavily involved in cater-
ing to the needs of female refugees. Plan International is 
credited with providing sanitary pads to women at their 
Women’s Affairs Office, and International Medical Corps 
provides workshops on gender-based violence in Kule, 
Nguenyyiel, and Pinyudo 1. However, providing clean 
cooking appliances for women is still a major challenge. 

“It would be better if the UN could provide char-

coal to every household as women face a lot of 

challenges whenever they go or move outside the 

camp to collect firewood. Providing the charcoal for 

cooking would reduce the problems that we face 

whenever we go outside the camp.” (FGD24.R3)

Refugees do not feel that services are integrated with 
the host community nor do they think services are on par 
because the host community has to pay for all the services 
they access, whereas refugees get their services for free. 

“We do not buy water, and also we do not pay for 

grains. Our services are given for free.” (SSI39) 

However, in Pinyudo, the Anywaa host community is 
allowed to access both the health service and the schools 

in the Anywaa section of Pinyudo 1. The same liber-
ties do not apply for the host community in Itang, who 
are restricted from accessing schools in refugee camps 
without a ration card. 

In Pinyudo, despite Anywaa refugees having additional 
privileges such as the freedom to travel to the market 
and cut down trees, Nuer refugees feel that the quality of 
services provided to both groups are equal. 

“The way they treat the refugees, the Nuer and the 

Anywaa, is the same. The services that are provided 

by the NGOs are the same, they are equal, for the 

Anywaa refugees as well as the Nuer refugees.” 

(FGD37.R4)

Coping Mechanisms 

Sharing of food and water as a form of integration 
between refugees and hosts 
Interactions between the host and refugees in Itang 
were initially centered around food. The host commu-
nity showed refugees the location of the grinding mill 
and brought vegetables to the refugee camp to sell. This 
began a complementary economic relationship. Refugees 
sell products from their rations that the host commu-
nity cannot get, such as lentils and chickpeas, and the 
host community sells fresh vegetables to the refugees. 
However, grinding mills have now been privatized, a point 
of contention among refugees. 

“Our grinding mills are owned by traders in the 

refugee camp when I thought that the grinding mill 

was given to us by NGOs; they increase the price of 

the grinding mill so we are not able to pay. When the 

grinding mill was brought here, refugees could use it 

for free.” (SSI36)

When rations are delayed in Kule, Nguenyyiel, and Pinyudo, 
refugees buy or beg for food from the host community. 
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“Also, when there are shortages of food, especially 

when our ration is delayed, we buy food or grain 

such as maize and other food items, including oil, for 

survival from the host community.” (SSI40) 

Participants in Itang have also noted that some refugees 
with good relationships with the Anywaa community can 
acquire seeds that they can use to cultivate crops. 

Refugees also play their part in supporting the host commu-
nity. Water is abundant in the refugee camps, and the host 
community often comes to fetch water from refugees, 
which serves as a crucial and positive point of interaction. 

“We used to get water freely, we did not pay them 

any money to get water, and it became clear to us 

that they [refugees] know we have a relationship 

with them.” (FGD29.R2) 

This is because the host community in Pulkot kebele have 
a recurring water shortage, and accessing the refugee 
camp to get water keeps them from having to walk long 
distances in search of water. 

“The second thing that we face is a shortage of 

water, especially coming March; all pipelines will 

stop working.” (FGD28.R5) 

In Itang, the Anywaa have considerable control over the 
water supply. Some participants consider the fact that 
they keep the supply of water open to the camp to be 
a sign of positive relations despite incidences of conflict. 

“For the Anywaa, water comes from them, if they 

closed the generator, water cannot come. That is 

what connects us, which enables us to believe that 

we are the same people because they are at the 

source of the water. If they hate us, they could not 

open water to us.” (SSI39) 

During periods of peace, the Anywaa allow Nuer refugees 
access to the river for fishing. 

“The river belongs to them because they are the 

ones who live on the riverbank; if they did not permit 

it, they can quarrel with us. Yes, if there is nothing 

which has happened that divides people, you can be 

fishing together and so there is no problem between 

you.” (SSI39)

Marriage is both symbolically and  
materially important 
Marriage acts as a unifying force between refugees and 
the host community. 

“Yes, it happens, there are marriages between hosts 

and refugees; if you like to marry someone from the 

host community, and because our culture is one, we 

share the same Nuer culture of marriage; it is only 

the border that divides Ethiopian Nuer and South 

Sudanese Nuer.” (SSI41) 

Intermarriage between the Anywaa and the Nuer exists 
but is uneven. There are more cases of Nuer men marrying 
Anywaa women than Anywaa men marrying Nuer women. 

“People also intermarry a lot, people [Nuer] marry 

many Anywaa ladies but for Anywaa it is less, they 

can be counted, the way I see it, there could be a 

handful of people. We [Nuer], we marry many ladies 

from them [Anywaa]. This imbalanced intermarriage 

is related to the issue of cattle.” (SSI41) 

The unequal marriage patterns may be due to Anywaa 
men lacking cattle to pay dowries. Another explanation 
is the fact that children born through intermarriage are 
almost always considered Nuer (Feyissa 2010) due to the 
Anywaa’s purist sense of lineage. A child would not be 
considered Anywaa unless both the mother and the father 
are from the group (Feyissa 2010). It has been argued that 
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the Nuer have used intermarriage strategically, knowing 
that the children would be considered Nuer (Feyissa 2010). 

Anywaa refugees can easily marry Anywaa from the host 
community and do not seem to lose their refugee status 
by doing so. 

“When I first came from my country to Ethiopia, I 

was 13 years old. When the first refugees arrived 

here, I was a young girl. Later, I got married to a 

host who took care of me and no longer lived in the 

camp. But when my husband died, I went back to 

live in the camp as a refugee, and it’s been 13 years 

now since I lived in this camp.” (SSI51) 

Marriage between Anywaa refugees and Anywaa host 
community members have strong economic benefits for 
refugees, particularly refugee men. 

“If you are a husband of a daughter of one of the 

hosts and have completed your diploma or degree 

then you can possibly get a job from the host commu-

nity since refugees are not offered any job after their 

graduation even if they have those credentials. And 

this is not about changing your citizenship rather 

you are giving back the service to the host commu-

nity and at the same time improving your life. These 

are the types of interactions we are noticing, and it 

is very important.” (SSI52) 

However, with increasing tensions between the Anywaa 
and Nuer communities, intermarriages have become more 
secret. 

“Unlike in the past, marriages were open and the 

community could hear, the marriage ceremony have 

been celebrated by people in Anywaa area; but now 

you simply go alone, and you will do your marriage 

alone secretly.” (SSI39) 

The dowry that refugees pay has been adjusted to reflect 
their limited resources and livelihood opportunities. Study 
participants cite this gesture as a measure that creates 
positive relations between refugees and the host commu-
nity. For instance, refugees pay only Br 700 in “stick 
money,”64 where as a host community member would pay 
Br 2,000–2,200. Decreasing the amount of dowry is not 
always enough to ensure a successful marriage; and the 
lack of cattle can be an insurmountable challenge. 

“We have intermarriage with the hosts but, in most 

cases, many of these marriages get divorced because 

of lack of dowries, particularly cattle from the refu-

gee’s community.” (SSI38)

Restricting movement and alcohol as a  
means of mitigating conflict 
In Itang and Pinyudo, the movement of refugees and the 
host community is predicated on the area’s security status. 

“The only thing that affects people’s movement is 

only what I said before, that means when some-

thing happens, then people would stop movements.” 

(SSI39) 

Mobility is essential for social cohesion, as most of the 
Nuer and the Anywaa have relatives in the refugee camp 
or in the host community. Moreover, refugees travel to 
Mazoria or Pinyudo town to trade or to access schools in 
the host community. Therefore, restrictions on movement 
can be destabilizing to both groups. 

“The government must grant free movement 

between refugees and hosts because as long as 

we are moving freely, we shall develop trust among 

ourselves.” (FGD27.R3) 

To prevent incidences of violence, alcohol has been 
banned in the refugee camps in Itang. 

64. Stick money refers to cash paid to the parents of a daughter who elopes. 
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“Our leaders stopped selling alcohol in the area at 

Nguenyyiel, in the camp, they said it is alcohol that 

kills people, it is what leads people to kill them-

selves.” (SSI39) 

The sale of alcohol has not been banned from the host 
community in Itang, however, so refugee women are still 
able to earn a meager profit from their smaller customer 
base. 

Impact on local actors 

The presence of refugees has resulted in  
significant economic benefits and development  
for the host community 
The arrival of refugees led to cheaper prices of goods 
and services because the host community will buy items 
included in the rations that refugees receive. Refugees 
sell their rations for prices below market value, with the 
cumulative effect of lowering the price of once-expensive 
goods, such as oil, maize, and wheat. 

“But I have seen some changes here in Itang because 

when I heard their situation was different before 

Nguenyyiel camp in 2017 was established. Since 

then our relationship with hosts has improved due 

to them benefiting from refugee rations for cheap 

prices such as 1 liter of oil for Br 20. A quintal may 

vary from maize to sorghum such as from Br 150 

to 120, or Br 300 to Br 200. I only know of them 

buying here from the refugee camps.” (SSI40) 

This positively impacts the relationship between refugees 
and the host community. 

“So, aid commodities regulate the market. For 

example, public employees of Itang come here to eat 

their lunch. Here food is less expensive than in other 

places” (SSI43). 

However, the presence of refugees has led to increased 
transportation costs. 

“Before refugees, we travel from Tharpam (Pulkot) to 

Itang town, which is a distance of 7 kilometers with 

Br 5 by Bajaj, but now it has increased to Br 10. Hence, 

the presence of the refugees has resulted in the 

increase of the price of services, especially services 

that are owned by the host community.” (SSI42)

Anywaa host community members benefit from the pres-
ence of refugees by having access to the ration center. 
One accusation made by refugees is that the ready avail-
ability of food has affected the productivity of farmers in 
Pinyudo. 

“Since there are a lot of local people who have ration 

cards, which allow them to freely get food, most of 

them stopped the work they used to do, includ-

ing farming, and chose to depend only on rations.” 

(SSI53) 

However, insecurity may have altered the farming prac-
tices and habits of the Anywaa host community, creating 
a misperception that ration cards are the cause of low 
engagement in farming. As one participant explains: 

“Hosts are worse off than refugees. Things that indi-

cate that hosts are having different levels of chal-

lenges compared with refugees is the lack of food 

in Anywaa community because one thing is going to 

farm, and the way we cultivate is not actually similar 

with the way our ancestors cultivated in the past. It 

is a kind of farming where you would constantly keep 

glimpsing around and until later that you hurt your-

self with the cultivating tool. When you gaze again 

later then you hear someone screaming there and if 

you check on them, you find them dead already and 
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these are the challenges host community are facing. 

These are it, I don’t know any more.” (FGD33.R5)

Highlanders have continued to migrate to Gambella, recog-
nizing the economic opportunities resulting from refugees’ 
presence in the area. Highlanders first started arriving in 
large numbers in the 1980s during the Derg resettlement 
program. Highlanders dominate the economy both in the 
provision of goods and services but also in terms of gaining 
employment with NGOs and UN agencies. 

“Habesha65 people from Amhara, Tigray, Oromia, and 

all other parts of the country came here because of 

them [refugees], just to work and change their life.” 

(SSI43)

The arrival of refugees began a process of economic expan-
sion and development in areas close to the refugee camp, 
particularly Pulkot kebele. The arrival of refugees meant 
that there was more economic activity within the areas 
closest to the camp. The arrival of highlanders introduced 
products not previously found in the market. Shops and 
restaurants opened, and refugees would come and trade 
their goods at Mazoria. New financial services became 
available due to the opening of banks. Transportation 
improved, and the host community felt the positive exter-
nalities derived from the presence of NGOs in the area, 
such as the availability of medicines, water pipelines, and 
the construction of metal roofs on houses. 

“When they came to this area it was small, but 

after they came, the area began to have a market, 

even somebody who was poor before started to 

get something. Most of the people who have come 

here have shops. After the refugees came here, we 

started to have iron sheet shelters. If refugees did 

not come, where would we get them if refugees did 

not come? Because we have been in this area for 30 

years and they were not there.” (SSI44) 

65.  Habesha is a word used to refer to “highlanders” as a collective, irrespective 
of their ethnicity or origin. 

Some participants have highlighted their concerns over 
host community youth trading education for economic 
opportunities brought by refugees. 

“Let alone Habesha youths, native youths are chang-

ing their life working with refugee youths. But local 

youths are getting short-sighted. They focus on 

fast means of earning money rather than focusing 

on their education. I get worried about them. They 

have the opportunity to grow up and enjoy the good 

things. However, daily opportunities created by 

refugees attract them most at the expense of their 

education.” (SSI43) 

This is not the case in Itang town, where the distance from 
the camps and conflict among citizens results in a decline 
in interactions with refugees. Itang town is farther away 
from the refugee camps, and insecurity has made it less 
desirable for refugees to visit. As a result, unlike Pulkot 
kebele, Itang town has neither been able to capture both 
the economic benefits that refugees bring nor the services 
provided by NGOs in the area. 

“Now, they do not come to Itang town very well as 

they used to do in the past, they do not come to 

town as it was. They come to town occasionally, 

sometimes they come to the market for a short time 

to buy fish. But the way they use to come and social-

ize in the town has stopped.” (FGD33.R5)

“Refugees are the right hand of the town. Refugees 

are the engine of this town. Their arrival has brought 

many changes to this town. The benefit refugees 

also transcend this town, it is also benefiting other 

places and the woreda as a whole.” 

Unequal or limited job opportunities for  
indigenous hosts 
An overwhelming majority of participants from the host 
community feel that there are unequal or limited job 
opportunities for indigenous people. It is an oft-cited 
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criticism that highlanders get privileged positions with 
NGOs and state agencies, while members of the indig-
enous host community who are equally qualified remain 
underemployed. 

“It could be good when our people work with UN. 

Now, when there is a vacancy, they bring employees 

from Tigray, Oromia, or Amhara regional states. They 

come to work here without knowing where the refu-

gees are coming from. The employees do not know 

the language of the refugees to understand their 

problems.” (FGD28.R1) 

Participants also highlight a bias toward people from 
Gambella, stating that even low-skilled jobs, such as secu-
rity guards and cleaners, are not filled by people from 
Pulkot kebele or Itang woreda. 

“For employment by NGOs, we have some doubt 

because all NGOs staff come from Gambella. We 

try to complain to them that even all the security 

guards come from Itang or Gambella while they are 

supposed to be from our kebele.” (SSI45)

Moreover, some members of the host community feel 
neglected when NGOs administer livelihood workshops 
and trainings only to refugees. 

“Our farmers are also marginalized when compared 

with other farmer groups in the region. The govern-

ment has expected that we are receiving some agri-

cultural inputs from the UN like refugees do because 

we are hosting them. Nevertheless, we never receive 

any agricultural training or agricultural input from 

UN.” (FGD27.R2) 

Job opportunities working with NGOs are scarce for the 
indigenous host community. Running a business or being 
employed by the government are areas where they find 
success. Host community members often combine both 
so they can get by. 

“The only way out is to do both business- and 

government-provided jobs. You usually borrow 

money to afford something to eat and then pay it 

back when the government salary is released and 

you continue just like that.” (FGD33.R1)

Migratory patterns of cattle grazing and  
the risks involved 
The Nuer are predominantly pastoralist: their annual 
migration during the dry and rainy seasons affects the 
levels of interaction they have with the Anywaa, and it is 
also a source of conflict between the two groups. This is 
because they spend the majority of the year living along 
the Baro River (Anywaa territory) during the dry season, 
October 15 to July 1. The Nuer from Itang face two 
seasonal threats to their cattle, one from refugees and 
one from the Anwyaa host community. Moreover, Nuer 
and Anywaa thieves working together to steal cattle can 
incite violence between the two communities in the form 
of retaliatory attacks. A member of the Nuer host commu-
nity explains the seasonal challenges they encounter. 

“During the rainy season, we come to Pulkot kebele 

with our cattle and refugees steal our cattle. During 

the dry season, we go for grazing along the Baro River 

and we also face the problem of the Anywaa stealing 

our cattle. During the rainy season, the government 

can negotiate our problems with the Anywaa and 

we live peacefully but when it is the dry season and 

we go for grazing, there will be clashes between us 

and the Anywaa until the government gets involved 

to resolve such clashes. The cause of our conflict is 

the presence of thieves who steal cattle and work 

together. For instance, a Nuer thief can steal a cow 

from the Nuer side and sell it to an Anywaa thief in 

the forest, who then takes it to the Anywaa side. If 

the owner of the cow hears the news, he may think 

to kill a person from the Anywaa side, and this is 

always the source of our problems with the Anywaa 

during the dry season.” (SSI45) 
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Feelings of disenfranchisement 
There is a sentiment that the host community is not 
adequately acknowledged for the sacrifices it has made 
to accommodate refugees. Some members of the host 
community feel neglected by the government and by 
NGOs due to the lack of adequate services they receive 
compared with the services administered to refugees. 

“We expected benefits from refugees. We expected 

government or the UN to construct schools, health 

services, and access to clean water for the displaced 

host community, but we earned or achieved nothing. 

They simply displaced us from our homes and 

nothing we benefit from them. In fact, we need to 

have access to the social services. We need to have 

access to school with sufficient facilities, we need 

to have access to health care, and we need clean 

water.” (SSI42)

Host community members in Pinyudo were displaced 
from their land to accommodate refugees. In Itang, there 
is collective resentment directed at refugees, and the host 
community there expects to be compensated for the land 
they have lost. 

“We say now, after you take our land, what are you 

going to give us? We told them that you can give us 

a hospital, we told them, but they did not [build] it. 

We told them you can give a school, they did not do 

any of these things.” (SSI44) 

According to a one key informant interviewee, 570 house-
holds were displaced in 2014 to accommodate refugees. 
The UN responded by building houses made out of alumi-
num sheets for some members of the host community. 

“The UN has compensated us with houses built of 

aluminum sheet for us.” (FGD27.R1) 

The host community complains of being more food inse-
cure than refugees and cites the lack of a social safety net 
as an additional burden. Host members urge NGOs to fill 
the gaps in service provision that the Ethiopian govern-
ment cannot cover due to lack of technical know-how or 
financial resources. 

“Refugees are better than us in terms of food secu-

rity. They regularly receive food rations from the UN. 

However, for us—the host community—we produce 

our food by ourselves. There may be an incidence of 

crop failure due to the erratic nature of the rainfall, 

but both government and UN organizations never 

come and solve this problem. We know our govern-

ment lacks financial capacity to intervene in hazard-

ous events that have been affecting our community.” 

(FGD27.R1) 

A common sentiment expressed by host community 
members in Itang is the feeling that they lack adequate 
health services and that they wish to benefit from the 
services provided to refugees by NGOs. 

“Finally, health service provision is also insuffi-

cient. Therefore, I would appeal to government and 

nongovernmental organizations to permit us to use 

the health service provided by nongovernmental 

organization to refugees.” (FGD27.R3) 

However, the host community is barred from accessing 
health services provided to refugees in Itang. As noted 
earlier, this is not the case for the Anywaa host commu-
nity in Pinyudo, which freely accesses the health services 
in the Anywaa side of the camp.

There is a recurrent shortage of water in the host commu-
nity. In Itang, this is not an accident. Participants highlight 
that water ponds once reserved for the host community 
have been allocated to refugees, who use them as baths. 
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“We could be provided with water because our 

drinking places, water ponds, that were dug, now 

they are used by refugees as bathing places, nobody 

can use them for drinking.” (FGD29.R1) 

The host community is pressing for water ponds to be  
constructed for old and vulnerable members of their 
community who cannot easily access Baro River to get 
water. 

“During the dry seasons, some of us are unable 

to migrate to nearby Baro River where we can get 

enough water. It becomes difficult for us to cope 

with the existing scarcity of water. (FGD27.R2) 

Deforestation is a point of contention for the host commu-
nity. Refugees cut down trees to use as fuel and to sell at 
the market. The Ethiopian government has protected the 
forests in Itang town and Pulkot kebele, but refugees still 
exploit the forest for wood. There are fears that deforesta-
tion is expanding closer to the host community. 

“Refugees are expanding to Pulkot kebele forest, 

and when the woreda government catches individ-

ual refugees in the forest, the government imprisons 

them for punishment.” (SSI45)

Conflict-sensitive analysis 

Socioeconomic inequalities contribute to  
insecurity among refugees 
Conflicts between refugees do occur in the camps. 

“There was a clash in the camp here, and people 

were killed among us, beginning from January up to 

March.” (SSI35) 

Unequal job opportunities and livelihood capabilities 
are a cause of tension. Not all refugees are employed 

as incentive workers, nor do all refugees have the same 
capacity to profit from the limited livelihood opportunities. 

“The conflict between refugees are caused by issues 

of resources, then once these people have no money 

that they can use to buy things for their entertain-

ment, they will be forced to take people’s properties 

by force.” (SSI38)

Host community youth are cited as a source of insecurity, 
stealing from refugees collecting firewood, or travelling 
between refugee camps. Shurtas were formed to combat 
the insecurity in and around refugee camps. Incidences of 
theft increase during the delivery of rations. 

“Host community youth are doing bad things to us. 

For instance, if you are going to collect firewood 

outside the camp, they will attack you in the bush. 

Then, if you have an axe or panga in your hand, they 

take it. The same if you came back from Nguenyyiel 

refugee camp from visiting a relative and carry some 

food grains, money, and many other items.” (SSI38) 

Theft is a worrying issue due to the wider implications it 
creates in the form of retaliatory attacks along ethnic lines. 
An individual transgression between two people from the 
Anywaa and the Nuer can quickly become a collective 
issue due to sentiments of collective justice. 

“The tensions between communities in this area 

usually occur when refugees or any host community 

member steals livestock. Anywaa and refugees are 

stealing livestock from the Nuer host community. 

When caught stealing, the host community would 

see the issue as a collective issue. They may beat 

them to death. At that juncture, the people who are 

refugees or the Anywaa may try to get revenge.” 

(FGD27.R2)
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Deviance from traditional practices of marriage  
are a source of conflict between refugees and  
the host community 
Marriage and adultery can produce conflict. Adultery 
across communities has been dealt with through meet-
ings between the communities, kebele leaders, ARRA, 
and the RCC. 

“Things that seem to cause tensions are issues related 

to girls; when a girl is impregnated or a woman commits 

adultery with another man, then the community sits 

together and meets with unity [community] leaders, 

and the issues are resolved.” (SSI37)

An important cause of conflict between Anywaa refugees 
and the host community is the scarcity of dimui beads for 
marriage. The traditional dowry among the Anywaa is not 
cattle but blue glass beads. (Feyissa 2015). The number of 
dimui one has determines individual or family status and 
are therefore powerful markers of prestige (Feyissa 2015). 
This is because there is a finite amount of beads that can 
be passed on from one family to another at important cere-
monies such as weddings (Feyissa 2015). Due to the two 
different political and social regimes experienced by both 
ethnic groups across the border, Ethiopian Anywaa have 
abandoned the practice of using dimui for dowry, choosing 
to use money instead. This change came about during the 
Derg regime, when traditional practices such as dimui were 
deemed antimodernist and were repressed (Feyissa 2015). 
As a result, the two ethnic groups can be at odds during the 
cultural process of marriage, and this confusion can cause 
conflict between the two. As explained by an Anywaa host 
member at the focus group discussion in Pinyudo: 

When young refugee girls get married to the hosts, we 
refugees demand dowry to be in the form of dimui, and 
this is one thing that I see hosts complain about, saying 
that refugees are the ones who bring these beads from 
Sudan, and if they demand dowry in the form of dimui, 

then we better take our children back to our home country 
because we the local people do not have this dimui, we 
demand money instead. (FGD32.R1) 

Avoiding retaliatory attacks as an effective  
peacebuilding mechanism 
Collective retaliatory attacks are a common practice in the 
region. Relatives will seek revenge for attacks or transgres-
sions committed against a family member. Similarly, the 
community will retaliate against acts committed against its 
members. The host community in Itang is aware of the 
risks placed on refugees when they have conflict with 
the Anywaa. As noted, neither community distinguishes 
between refugee and citizen in each respective ethnic 
group. Therefore, refugees are often caught in the cross-
fire during conflicts between Anywaa and Nuer citizens. 
To mitigate the risk posed to refugees, host community 
members try to minimize instances of retaliatory attacks. 

“If we kill them, they will go and kill people in the 

camp, and the camp is under our responsibility. We 

did not respond until now, it means that things have 

changed. Yes, we say, let us leave these things of the 

past, let people unite, let us unite with the govern-

ment.” (SSI43) 

Retaliatory attacks do not have to involve direct acts of 
violence. The Anywaa are situated by the riverbank and 
therefore have control over the main water pipeline that 
supplies water to the host community and refugees. As a 
result, the Anywaa use water as leverage during times of 
conflict between the Nuer host community. 

“Yes, another challenge they face, that we share with 

them, is whenever something happens [conflict], 

people on the other side of the river [the Anywaa] 

would not open the water pipeline, which is located 

on the river bank, so both refugee and we [the host 

community] would stay without water for some 

time.” (FGD32.R1)
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Anywaa refugees in Pinyudo are also caught in the middle 
of retaliatory attacks by Nuer refugees. Based on where 
the camp is located, Anywaa refugees may be easier to 
get to than the host community. It is therefore not surpris-
ing that Anywaa refugees withstand most of the attacks 
committed by Nuer refugees. The insecurity created from 
sporadic attacks has caused resentment over the settle-
ment of both groups of refugees. 

“The hosts started to blame us for the killings of 

which we are also victims. In fact, Nuer refugees 

don’t differentiate between us although we are refu-

gees together with them. Whatever they do to the 

local Anywaa, they also do to us.” (SSI51)

There is no natural animosity between the Anywaa and 
the Nuer communities. When peace prevails, the commu-
nities are tied closely enough to engage with each other 
on a daily basis. 

“When people do not clash, we are always good 

people. When there are no issues that occur, we 

can go there to get maize, mangoes, we also interact 

through religion.” (SSI39)

The role of government, regional politics, and unity 
leaders in peace and conflict 

“The government of Gambella do not want to 

protect the refugees. What does that mean? If we 

were not relocated from that area of Nguenyyiel to 

Tharpam, this killing could have not happened. Even 

a single nail of the refugees could never be broken. 

The former president Gatluak Tut told us to protect 

the refugee that was the reason why we had estab-

lished the settlement around Nguenyyiel. However, 

the Anywaa government wants the refugees to be 

killed.” (FGD28.R1)

The government uses accountability as a peacebuild-
ing mechanism. It holds the host community to a higher 

degree of responsibility for the area and the safety of 
refugees. The notion of the government “seeing us” is 
mentioned by both refugees and the host community, 
meaning that the government places blame and delivers 
punishment. The extra scrutiny on the host community by 
the government decreases retaliatory attacks, which keeps 
refugees safe but which also prevents a cycle of violence 
that is common to Gambella. 

“We see that the government only sees us [and our 

wrong doings], if anything happens the government 

blames us, so we decided not to take revenge.” 

(SSI44)

Access to the resources of the federal government and 
security have driven regional politics. Gambella is import-
ant to regional security as conflict between Nuer and 
Anywaa citizens can act as a catalyst for violence breaking 
out in other parts of the region. 

“This information is important in the sense that 

everything ends at Killil [the regional government].” 

(FGD29.R2) 

This has been highlighted by Nuer refugees located in 
camps in Anywaa territory, such as Pinyudo 1 and 2. 
Conflict between Nuer and Anywaa refugees in Gambella 
can have a domino effect, spreading to different parts of 
the region in the form of retaliatory attacks. Nuer refugees 
in Pinyudo are especially concerned about the precari-
ous position they occupy and how their personal safety is 
interlinked with stability in Gambella. 

“The cause of the tension started from Gambella, 

from the citizens, so the citizens, when the citizens 

of the country quarrel, the Anywaa adapt this thing 

then they repeat on refugees. So, when one Anywaa 

is killed from Gambella, also here they repeat this 

and they revenge, they kill one from the refugees. 

It always starts from Gambella, then Gambella to 

here.” (FGD36.R6) 
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Nuer refugees place their hopes in the government as 
the main arbitrator of peacebuilding between the Anywaa 
host community and Nuer refugees in Pinyudo. The fact 
that the current regional president is from the Anywaa 
community may be the best chance to negotiate a solu-
tion between the two groups. 

“The government facilitates all these things, they 

negotiate peace between Anywaa and Nuer, if they 

negotiate the peace, and maybe we will be comfort-

able.” (FGD36.R5) 

However, the government has been unable to stop the 
escalation of violence this year. It is important to note that 
regional politics are complicated in Gambella, and that 
politics do not always fit neatly into ethnically drawn lines. 
For example, despite the current president being from the 
Anywaa community, several protests against the president 
were launched by Anywaa youth during the course of the 
field research. 

Refugees utilize unity leaders as peace mediators during 
episodes of conflict at the camps in Itang. In each camp, 
unity leaders are derived from all four Nuer subclans, 
which fosters local ownership over conflict resolution 
mechanisms and negates perceptions of bias. 

Social organization 

Despite sharing a common culture, there are very few 
social organizations where refugees and the Nuer host 
community interact, possibly because of the lack of 
community-based organizations in the area or in the 
whole of Ethiopia. Church is an important site of connec-
tion for both groups. Refugees and members of the host 
community in Itang have joint prayer conferences in Kule 
camp and Mazoria, organized with ARRA’s permission. 

“Both communities also interact through the reli-

gion. They interact through joint prayer programs 

in the form of conference. Refugees can go to the 

host community and the host community can also 

come to Kule here to have conferences in the 

refugee camp. Church leaders can simply ask for a 

permission letter from ARRA and join refugees in the 

refugee camp until their conference is over.” (KII11) 

The overwhelming majority of Nuer are protestant 
Christians. However, refugees celebrate with highlanders 
on special Orthodox holidays. 

“On the occasions of Timkat (Holy Baptism) and 

Mesqal celebrations, refugees accompany host 

communities and celebrate with us. Specifically, 

this year Timkat was special that many refugees 

celebrated the festivity until 12:00 a.m. They spent 

the night dancing and playing alongside the host 

communities. This indicates our interaction is very 

strong and our needs are similar. We eat and drink 

together. We invite them for food, and they invite us 

some other day in return.” (SSI43)

In Itang, refugees and Nuer host community members 
have formed a social organization called “Unity,” which 
promotes cohesion between the two groups. It includes 
refugee community leaders who organize cultural celebra-
tions for all four Nuer groups—whether refugee or host. 
Unity is the closest example of a community-based orga-
nization in Itang. 

“Also, members of the host community came because 

all four sections of the Nuer were informed about 

the ceremony. They came, and people sat accord-

ing to their community. Gajiok were told ‘this is your 

place, Gajaak and also Fanjak and Bentiu here is your 

place, this is your place,’ like that, members of the 

host community joined according to their sections 

[in which they identified themselves], then you sing 

your songs—every section sings its own songs. Then 

when each section is invited to perform, the others 

would see how they manage their affairs, or the way 

they live would be seen.” (SSI37) 
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Events organized by Unity are vital because intra- 
ethnic conflict persists among the Nuer, as is evident in 
the conflict at Kule camp in 2018. 

Soccer (football) promotes social cohesion among youths-
from the host community and refugees. Matches are orga-
nized between the two groups. Participants in Itang report 
relatively few cases of conflict spillover into soccer games. 

“They play football [soccer] together, people come 

from Gambella itself, they come here and play foot-

ball. In this place, and there are no clashes between 

people.” (SSI39) 

However, soccer matches are not enough. Some partic-
ipants cite the lack of youth centers as a hindrance to 
building more positive relations with the host community. 
Plan International is the main NGO supporting soccer in 
the area. 

“There are lots of needs for youth to have their 

recreational centers, which have places to play foot-

ball [soccer], tennis and other things that could wash 

out of their minds of memories of a history they left 

behind back home.” (SSI40)

Funerals can build positive relationships with the host 
community. Collective mourning between refugees and 
the host community is a mirror of the positive relations 
that they have. 

“We interact in various situations. For example, when 

the person who established this town [who also 

served as chairman of the kebele] died, all refugees 

and locals went to the burial, attended the funeral 

ceremony, and mourned for a week together. Both 

in good and bad times, we are together.” (SSI43) 

Few refugees engage in Okub, a traditional way of saving 
money through group membership. People voluntarily join 

a group and pay the mandatory contribution, after a period 
of time the common fund is distributed to each individual 
member on a rotating basis. Although Okub is rare among 
refugees, they are not barred from the practice.

Economic Interactions 

Trade with the host community 
Refugees have both complementary and competing 
economic interactions with the host community. The 
host community supplies refugees with perishable and 
nonperishable goods, such as vegetables, milk, clothes, 
and shoes; and refugees sell to the host community items 
from their rations that are usually very expensive, such as 
oil and wheat, or that are not easily found. 

“For instance, chickpea was not available on the 

market, but now we easily get from the refugees.” 

(FGD28.R1) 

However, some refugees have become shrewd business-
people, buying vegetables readily available in Mazoria and 
reselling them in the camp, undercutting the highlander 
traders. 

“We now have business people who are refugees 

that always go and buy in bulk from highlander 

traders in order to resell them in the camp.” (SSI35) 

Refugees also brew local alcohol—a livelihood dominated 
by women at a much cheaper cost due to the grains that 
they receive from their rations. This makes it much harder 
for women from the host community to compete. At the 
same time, host community members buy traditional 
alcohol and other items from refugees and resell them 
at higher prices in areas where refugees find it difficult to 
access, such as Lare woreda. 

The presence of refugees has spurred economic activity 
in the areas closest to the refugee camps, such as Puklot 
kebele. Therefore, restrictions on movement during times 
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of insecurity have a significant economic cost for both 
refugees and the host community because the host 
community greatly benefits from the low price of goods 
sold by refugees. 

“You can buy a quintal of wheat (100 kilograms) for 

Br 1,000 or Br 500 if it is 50 kilograms of wheat from 

highlander and we buy a single liter of oil for Br 70. 

But if we buy these food items from refugees, we 

buy 50 kilograms of wheat for Br 400, Br 300, or 

Br 250, depending on the availability of the wheat 

in the market, and we buy oil for cheapest price like 

Br 40 per liter.” (KII12) 

Nuer refugees in Pinyudo are suffering from the move-
ment restrictions placed on them. No longer able to 
access the market in Pinyudo town to trade their rations 
and livestock, they face idleness and dwindling prospects 
for earning an income. Some highlanders travel to the 
camp to buy rationed goods in bulk to resell in Pinyudo 
town. Fish is a commodity in high demand among refu-
gees, and during times of peace, refugees trade with the 
Anwyaa, who are mainly located along the Baro River and  
who still dominate the fishing industry. 

“They also have fish, which if you need you can go 

and buy fish yourself. However, if anything happens 

there, then these things would not be available to 

get.” (SSI39)

Highlanders dominate the economy in multiple ways. 
They are the region’s primary traders and own most of 
the shops, restaurants, banks, and commercial build-
ings. Moreover, highlanders are usually less prone to get 
involved in conflicts between the Nuer and the Anywaa 
and therefore do not have any restrictions on their move-
ment or where they decide to relocate. In terms of employ-
ment opportunities, highlanders occupy the majority of 
the positions in UN agencies, NGOs, and federal institu-
tions such as ARRA. Highlanders are the main contributors 

to the region’s financial flows, and they are awarded large 
tracts of land for agricultural development. 

“We interact with highlanders because they have big 

farms or investors’ farms which we work in. We work 

manually at their farms, and they can pay us based 

on the work that we do.” (SSI38)

Job opportunities for refugees 
Some refugees have managed to take advantage of the 
burgeoning economy, particularly traders. The refugee 
traders are a tight-knit group. They meet and celebrate, 
pool resources, appraise their performances, and collec-
tively plan for the future. 

“Last year, all the traders had a celebration, including 

traders in the host community. We had a celebration, 

we contributed some money monthly, after 30 days. 

Then after 2 or 3 years, then we came together, and 

we asked ourselves if there is anything going wrong 

in our work. If we see any new ideas, then we could 

implement it.” (SSI37) 

Some refugee traders even engage in cross-border trade; 
however, this economic practice requires resources and 
connections and is not very common. 

“There are traders who are importers of clothes, like 

bracelets, those items from the Sudan. Those who 

have capacity always go there, to Sudan through 

border [Ethiopia–Sudan border], to bring them, 

when they sell them here, they always get some-

thing [money].” (SSI37)

The limited number of job opportunities is a challenge for 
Anywaa refugees, who feel frustrated that educated refu-
gees cannot get jobs that would impact their community, 
such as teaching positions. Creating employment oppor-
tunities for refugees could encourage students to stay in 
school. However, these positions are usually reserved for 
highlanders. 
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“We frequently raise this issue to ARRA and UNHCR. 

We would usually ask why our graduates holding 

diplomas and degrees aren’t employed to teach their 

own children in primary school for refugees?” (SSI43) 

Besides trading and brewing local alcohol, refugees engage 
in jobs such as drivers or shurtas. The success of refugees 
working outside the camp is also partly due to how diffi-
cult it is to distinguish a member of the host community 
from a refugee. 

“Yes, there are refugees who are working as the 

drivers, they are present. They are working together 

with host community. The risk may be politics, but 

for the people, there is no problem between the 

people, the refugee can do anything they are able 

to do.” (SSI43) 

It is a positive sign that refugees are working outside the 
camp in such a volatile and marginalized area, especially 
considering policy plans to increase economic participa-
tion of refugees under the CRRF. NGOs and ARRA some-
times employ refugees as incentivized workers. This status 
is a major point of contention for refugees. This is because 
refugees are severely underpaid as incentive workers 
compared with Ethiopian citizens—even if the job and 
qualifications are the same. 

“Their [refugees] salaries are Br 700 only. They are 

paid all equally, it is the same even if you have a 

Masters, even if you are PhD holder. And that is the 

case for all organizations.” (SSI46) 

Therefore, most refugees perceive NGOs as job creators, 
but very few feel that they benefit from the employment 
opportunities. 

“So, any refugee working with NGOs is being paid 

only Br 700, whether they are a teacher or nurse, 

while individual workers from the host commu-

nity are being paid more money than a govern-

ment worker. Their payment in NGOs started at 

Br 12,000.” (SSI41)

Barriers to the economic participation of refugees 
The greatest economic constraints for refugees are lack 
of identification and lack of capital, which prevent refu-
gees from owning and running businesses. In Pinyudo, the 
barriers to economic participation include mobility, partic-
ularly among Nuer refugees barred from accessing the 
forest to cut down wood, from accessing Pinyudo town 
to trade their cattle in the market, and from traveling to 
Gambella. 

In terms of borrowing, refugees have mixed practices. 
Some refugees are deterred by the concept of paying 
interest. 

“Here, if you borrow money from someone, like if 

you borrow Br 100, you will repay this money with 

Br 50 as a charge which we are not familiar with in 

South Sudan.” (SSI41) 

Other refugees are quite successful. 

“I know refugees who borrow up to Br 50,000 from 

Habesha people and return the money right on the 

date, keeping their word.” (SSI43) 

Some even engage in Okub. 

“We also share some cooperative membership with 

them. For instance, we collect some money from 

cooperative members who are from both refugees 

and citizens. The money collected from all members 

could be given to one member, and other members 

will wait for their turn. That is what I would like to 

add.” (FGD27.R4) 
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However, in general, borrowing is an individual rather 
than community-wide practice. This has less to do with a 
lack of trust and more to do with the limited resources of 
refugees. 

Borrowing is not as common in Pinyudo among Nuer 
refugees as it is for their counterparts in Kule and Itang. 
Movement restrictions into Pinyudo town is one barrier. 
Another is the weak connection with the host commu-
nity. International Rescue Committee (IRC) attempted to 
respond to the lack of available finance by running a cash-
based intervention in 2017. 

“Two years ago, there was one organization called 

IRC, they provided elderly people with money, 

Br 3,000, and they told them that ‘please, you go and 

trade that money, after a year you will bring Br 3,000 

back and you will get the benefit.’” (FGD.37.R1) 

Nuer refugees recognize the importance of finance in 
forging opportunities for youth. Some participants cite the 
benefit of a microfinancing scheme for security. 

“For the youth, like now, we do have the youth center. 

Also, they need something like a microfinance group, 

if they do have money, reduce the interest rate, or 

they may go and steal somebody else’s property.” 

Conclusions 
Three themes tie the data together: group-based dynam-
ics, conflict fault lines, and factors of social cohesion. 
These three elements are key to understanding the social 
dynamics between refugees and the host community as 
well as for intervention opportunities. 

Group-based dynamics 

It is crucial to understand that conflicts between the Nuer 
and the Anywaa communities are not because the groups 
have an intrinsic animosity toward each other. Most 

participants from both the refugee and host communities 
cite that, during times of peace, the two ethnic groups 
have positive relations with each other. They trade and 
visit one another, intermarry, and display forms of solidar-
ity. However, sustained periods of peace have been diffi-
cult to achieve because conflict between the two ethnic 
groups stems from inherent differences that have proven 
difficult to overcome. These differences, rooted in histori-
cal grievances, are mitigated or aggravated by exogenous 
factors that can easily upset the region’s balance and 
serve as a tipping point toward violence. 

Fundamentally, the two ethnic groups have conflicting 
conceptions of nativity and land ownership, which are 
central components of integration and social cohesion in 
Gambella. The Anywaa have historically viewed the Nuer 
as guests due to the international border established in 
1902 that put the two ethnic groups on opposite sides 
of a border. The status of guest is permanent in Anywaa 
culture, influencing political discourse and land owner-
ship. For the Anwyaa, land is intimately tied to ancestry. 
The Nuer, on the other hand, have a more utilitarian view 
of land. They believe that land belongs to God and owner-
ship is predicated on usage. This raises serious questions 
about how to implement the integration of refugees. How 
should land be administered to refugees in a manner that 
respects Anywaa claims? Furthermore, the two groups 
have conflicting modes of production. The Nuer are tradi-
tionally pastoralists while the Anywaa rely on agriculture, 
fishing, and hunting. The Nuer are inclined to encroach 
on Anywaa land in the search of grazing land—a pattern 
that has been a historic source of conflict between the 
two groups. 

Cross-border kinships between the two ethnic groups 
has engendered a sense of unity among host commu-
nity members with refugees from their same ethnic 
group. This has positive implications in terms of the host 
community feeling responsible for the safety and well- 
being of refugees and often employing acts of solidarity, 
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such as the sharing of food, water, resources, and infor-
mation. This means that refugee integration into an area 
where the host community is predominantly from the 
same ethnic background is highly successful. However, 
cross-border kinships and ethnic unity can contribute 
to the instability of the region in the form of retaliatory 
attacks, which are common to both cultures. Retaliatory 
attacks not only cause but prolong conflicts between the 
groups. Therefore, individual clashes can quickly become 
community-wide conflicts. 

This insight has increased the importance of Gambella in 
regional stability. Beyond its role as the seat of the regional 
government, insecurity that occurs in Gambella can spread 
throughout the region. Conflict between Nuer and Anywaa 
citizens in Gambella implicates refugees in Pinyudo and 
Itang and places them at the center of retaliatory attacks. 
This also lessens the willingness of some host community 
members to integrate with refugees. In Pinyudo, recurring 
retaliatory attacks between Nuer refugees and the Anywaa 
community have prompted some to reject the idea of inte-
gration of the two refugee groups. Members of the host 
community in this study, however, are aware of the impli-
cations of conflict between the host communities and 
refugees and express the need to minimize such conflict. 

Conflict fault lines 

Exogenous factors play a role in mediating or aggravat-
ing conflict between the groups. Deforestation is a major 
flashpoint of conflict between the host community and 
refugees but is neglected in policy planning. Limited 
livelihood opportunities and deficient sources of energy 
and clean cooking appliances, such as kerosene stoves, 
push refugees to exploit the forest for fuel and income 
sources. Deforestation has been a point of contention 
for the host community; and most refugees describe the 
forest surrounding their camps as the apex of insecurity. 
An overwhelming majority of attacks, rapes, and inci-
dents of theft occur in the forest. Moreover, the National 
Resource Development and Environmental Protection 

Department, tasked with protecting the forest, can issue 
punitive measures against refugees. Yet refugees cannot 
avoid utilizing the forest for their needs and continue to 
source firewood despite the present risks. 

Unequal job opportunities for indigenous hosts and the 
incentive worker scheme for refugees increase economic 
pressure and animosity. An overwhelming majority of 
participants cite unequal employment opportunities as a 
source of resentment against NGOs working in the area. 
Participants do not deny that NGOs have created posi-
tive changes in the area, particularly in terms of educa-
tion and health care. Yet host community members feel 
marginalized in terms of job opportunities. There are very 
few indigenous members of the host community that 
work for NGOs. Most of the higher and lower positions 
are occupied by highlanders. Indigenous members of the 
host community feel as if they are not rewarded for the 
sacrifices they made to accommodate refugees. Service 
provision alone is not enough—participants demand 
equal employment opportunities with NGOs. Refugees 
feel as if the incentive worker scheme is exasperating the 
economic constraints they already face. Refugees would 
like to see their earnings be on par with the host commu-
nity’s or at the very least significantly increased. 

Theft plays an instrumental role in aggravating conflict in 
the region. A decrease in rations and limited livelihood 
opportunities drive refugees and hosts to theft. Groups 
of thieves comprising refugees and host community 
members often work together to increase their success 
rate and to throw off perceptions by making it difficult for 
local authorities to identify the group at fault. This often 
leads to host communities acting against the wrong perpe-
trators, which can lead to incidences of retaliatory attacks 
and community conflict. Land distribution is a major fault 
line among the Anywaa, the Nuer, and highlanders. The 
Ethiopian government’s policy of leasing large tracts of 
land to agribusinesses is potentially decreasing available 
land to accommodate Nuer refugees and Nuer hosts, 
whose traditional livelihood is pastoralism.
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Factors for social cohesion 

The presence of refugees has engendered posi-
tive economic spillover for the host community. Kule, 
Nguenyyiel, and Pinyudo 1 have had a positive effect on 
the development of the host communities in close prox-
imity to the camps. In Pinyudo town and Pulkot kebele, 
the presence of refugees has increased economic activ-
ity in terms of trade and goods available on the market. 
Participants report that the arrival of refugees trans-
formed Pulkot kebele from a small village to a town with 
much more economic clout than Itang woreda. Therefore, 
enhancing the ease of doing business for both refugees 
and the host community can positively affect integration. 
Both communities can see each other as mutually bene-
ficial, and having adequate access to finance can supple-
ment local innovations to solve community needs. 

Integrating education and health services for refugees 
and the host community can increase social cohesion. 
Both refugees and host community members speak of the 
need for more schools and health centers. Filling this gap 
and making them available to both hosts and refugees is 
crucial. Finally, exploring ways for refugees and the host 
community to collaborate in community-based organiza-
tions could ease intraethnic tensions among refugees and 
the host community. 

CRRF: Risks and opportunities 

The rollout of the Comprehensive Refugee Response 
Framework will encounter fundamental challenges in 
Gambella. Chief among them is implementing pledge 
9, which allows for the local integration of refugees 
who have been in a protracted situation in Ethiopia for 
20 years or longer. Most of the refugees eligible for this 
are in Pinyudo 1—Gambella’s oldest camp—but most 
members of the host community in Pinyudo would prefer 
to see the resettlement of refugees over local integration. 

Members of the Anywaa host community doubt the 
benefits of integration. Their primary fear is that further 

integration would lead to more violence because the 
three communities would be closer to each other. As one 
participant explained, when the government engaged in 
discussions with the host community in Pinyudo about 
plans for integration, the host community rejected the 
idea as a policy that could further disrupt their lives. 

“When I heard about the plan, it breaks my heart 

because I thought if our lack of interactions happens 

while we are living separately then when we are 

integrated, death will be inevitable. You would just 

rise and kill your neighbor so easily. This has really 

brought something very difficult and the atmosphere 

has also changed in people’s lives.” (SSI51) 

Such a sentiment among the host community in Pinyudo 
is not representative of the entire community. In Itang, 
the sentiment is markedly different: the host community 
in Pulkot kebele and the town of Itang did not have such 
strong reservations about the integration of refugees. 
However, their knowledge of the CRRF is extremely poor. 
Misconceptions can work both ways: members of the host 
community can over- or underestimate the extent of inte-
gration planned by the government. Awareness should be 
raised to include local participation in the rollout of poli-
cies that are in line with integration attempts but molded 
to fit local contexts. Moreover, the politics of demography 
is a complicated issue that the framework must confront 
to avoid upsetting the political balance in Gambella.

There is an appetite among refugees for running and 
opening business and in upgrading their skills. Success 
depends on the implementation of livelihood programs 
under CRRF that focus on nontraditional forms of live-
lihood. The same is true for the host community, which 
would benefit from joint programs with refugees. In fact, 
allowing refugees and the host community to join or form 
joint business associations could go a long way toward 
improving relations between the two groups. Pairing live-
lihood programs with aspects of renewable energy could 
be a way of tackling two significant challenges at once. 
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Providing refugees with the proper documentation and 
financing to be self-reliant could ease tensions, even in 
challenging areas such as Pinyudo. Granting refugees 
freedom of movement could give them the choice to relo-
cate to areas where the host community is from the same 
ethnic group, giving them tools to be self-reliant and to 
successfully integrate into their new communities. 

References 
Abebe, T. 2018. Ethiopia’s Refugee Response: Focus on Socio-

Economic Integration and Self-Reliance. Institute for Security 

Studies.

Bahru, Z. 1987. “An Overview and Assessment of Gambella Trade 

(1904–1935).” The International Journal of African Historical 

Studies 20 (1): 75–94. 

Borkena. 2019. Gambella Regional State 

Removed Four Senior Security Officials.” Borkena, 

July 15. https://borkena.com/2019/07/15/

gambella-regional-state-removed-four-senior-security-officials/

Davidson W. 2016. “Ethnic Clashes in Ethiopia’s Gambella Kill 

Dozens, Official Says.” Bloomberg News.

Erda, F. 2017. Security Implications of Hosting Refugees: The Case 

of South Sudanese Refugees in Gambella, Southwestern Ethiopia. 

Kujenga-Amani blog. https://kujenga-amani.ssrc.org/2017/09/19/

security-implications-of-hosting-refugees-the-case-of-south-su-

danese-refugees-in-gambella-southwestern-ethiopia/ 

Feyissa, Dereje. 2010. “The Cultural Construction of State 

Borders: The View from Gambella.” Journal of Eastern African 

Studies 4 (2): 314–30. 

———. 2015. “Power and Its Discontents: Anywaa’s Reactions 

to the Expansion of the Ethiopian State, 1950–1991.” The 

International Journal of African Studies 48 (1): 31–49.

Gebresenbet, F. 2016. Land Acquisitions, the Politics of 

Dispossession and State Remaking in Gambella, Western Ethiopia. 

Africa Spectrum.

HRW (Human Rights Watch). 2005. Targeting the Anuak. 

Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/reports/2005/ethio-

pia0305/3.htm.

Jeffrey, J. 2019. “The Ethiopian City Lost in the Shadows 

of Sudan’s War.” http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/05/

ethiopian-city-lost-shadow-south-sudans-war/ 

Lie, J., and Borchgrevink, A. 2012. “Layer Upon Layer: 

Understanding the Gambella Conflict Formation.” International 

Journal of Ethiopian Studies.

ODI. 2019. The Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework: 

Progress in Ethiopia. Humanitarian Policy Group Working Paper. 

London: ODI.

Seide, W. M. 2017. “The Nuer Pastoralists: Between Large Scale 

Agriculture and Villagization: A Case Study of the Lare District in 

the Gambella Region of Ethiopia.” Current African Issues.

Tadesse, Medhane. 2007. “Gambella: The Impact 

of Local Conflict on Regional Security.” Occasional 

Paper. Addis Ababa; Pretoria: Institute for Security 

Studies. https://www.africaportal.org/publications/

gambella-the-impact-of-local-conflict-on-regional-security/. 

Young, J. 1999. “Along Ethiopia’s Western Frontier: Gambella and 

Benishangul in Transition.” Journal of Modern African Studies.

https://borkena.com/2019/07/15/gambella-regional-state-removed-four-senior-security-officials/
https://borkena.com/2019/07/15/gambella-regional-state-removed-four-senior-security-officials/
https://kujenga-amani.ssrc.org/2017/09/19/security-implications-of-hosting-refugees-the-case-of-south-sudanese-refugees-in-gambella-southwestern-ethiopia/
https://kujenga-amani.ssrc.org/2017/09/19/security-implications-of-hosting-refugees-the-case-of-south-sudanese-refugees-in-gambella-southwestern-ethiopia/
https://kujenga-amani.ssrc.org/2017/09/19/security-implications-of-hosting-refugees-the-case-of-south-sudanese-refugees-in-gambella-southwestern-ethiopia/
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2005/ethiopia0305/3.htm
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2005/ethiopia0305/3.htm
http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/05/ethiopian-city-lost-shadow-south-sudans-war/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2019/05/ethiopian-city-lost-shadow-south-sudans-war/
https://www.africaportal.org/publications/gambella-the-impact-of-local-conflict-on-regional-security/
https://www.africaportal.org/publications/gambella-the-impact-of-local-conflict-on-regional-security/


Case Study C. Gambella |  II–129

UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). 2018. 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework: The Ethiopian 

Model. UNHCR. 

———. 2019a. Additional Provisions within the Revised National 

Refugee Law in Ethiopia. UNHCR.

———. 2019b. Operations Portal: South Sudan Situation. UNHCR.

UNHCR Ethiopia. 2019. Bi-weekly Operational 

Update: 16–30 April 2019.” UNHCR Ethiopia. 

https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/

unhcr-ethiopia-bi-weekly-operational-update-16-30-april-2019.

World Bank. 2018. Informing Durable Solutions by Micro-Data: 

A Skills Survey for refugees in Ethiopia. Washington, DC: World 

Bank.



II–130 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

D. Somali Region 

Context of Displacement  
in Ethiopia and the Somali Region 
With 905,831 refugees (as of March 2019), Ethiopia is the 
second largest refugee-hosting country in Africa (UNHCR 
2019). Most refugees in Ethiopia live in the 26 camps 
located at the border in Tigray, Afar, Benishangul-Gumuz, 
Gambella, and the Somali Region. Since the nine pledges 
made by the Ethiopian government in 2016, the country 
has worked toward their implementation by rolling out the 
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) 
and adopting a new refugee proclamation. This lays the 
foundation for the out-of-camp policy and greater inte-
gration of refugees. In addition, Ethiopia has also experi-
enced an unprecedented internal displacement crisis over 
the past two years, with over 2,235,000 people internally 
displaced as of August 2019.66 

“Displacement in Somali Region dates back to 1991 

when the civil war started in Somalia. … Dynamics 

were quite complex but finally we had two refu-

gee-hosting areas: one in Jigjiga region, where there 

are three refugee camps [Kebribayah, established in 

1991; Aw Barre in 2007; and Sheder in 2008]. The 

total refugee population is close to 37,000. These 

refugees come from southern and central Somalia. 

Those who were coming from the Northern part of 

Somalia, Somaliland, they went back. Most of them 

are from central Somalia where the situation in terms 

of security is still very fragile: probably Al Shabab. 

We cannot guarantee the safety and security over 

there.” (KII17) 

66. See the International Organization for Migration’s Displacement Tracking 
Matrix (August 2019) at https://displacement.iom.int/system/tdf/reports/
R17%20National%20Dashboard%20V2.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=6412.

The Somali Region is among those affected by both conflict 
and disaster; it is also among the least-developed states in 
the country. Located at the border of Somalia, the Somali 
Region has received a large influx of refugees since the 
early 1990s due to conflicts and droughts. The camps are 
divided between the southeastern Somali Region (Dollo 
Ado)—with five camps accommodating 220,000 refu-
gees (Betts 2019b)—and the Fafan zone around Jigjiga, 
where 37,293 refugees live in three camps: Kebribayah, 
Sheder, and Aw Barre.67 While Kebribayah has been active 
for nearly three decades, Aw Barre and Sheder were 
established in 2007 and 2008, respectively. Both camps 
host more than 10,000 refugees, originating mainly from 
central and southern Somalia. 

The Somali Region is a territory of origin, transit, and desti-
nation. The harsh living conditions and limited opportu-
nities encourage local youths to leave the country, often 
through irregular migration. The region is also an area of 
transit for many refugees from Somalia, who see their stay 
in Ethiopia as a first step in their onward migration. 

67. See UNHCR, Kebrebiyah Camp Profile, January 2018, https://data2.unhcr.
org/en/documents/details/62682; UNHCR, Sheder Camp Profile, March 2018, 
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62683; UNHCR, Aw-barre Camp 
Profile, March 2018, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62691.

Table D.1. Somali Region: Demographics

Population (2007 census) 4,439,147

Population living in rural areas 3,817,937 (86%)

Population living in urban areas 621,210 (14%)

Pastoralist population 60%

Agropastoralist population 25%

Sedentary farmers 15% 
Source: SC-UK and DPPC 2008. 

https://displacement.iom.int/system/tdf/reports/R17%20National%20Dashboard%20V2.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=6412
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62682
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62682
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62683
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/62691
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“We—as the parents of the youth—also struggle to 

see our sons back home after four years of univer-

sity, you feel bad about their situation. It is really 

demoralizing and forces them to start chewing khat 

with others who have never gone to school. Some 

even try to illegally migrate, and we end up paying 

for them to be released from prison. It is really 

disheartening to be honest. I would like to see the 

youth being empowered on both sides.” (FGD11.R2) 

A characteristic of the in Somali Region’s displacement 
context is the cultural proximity between refugee and host 
communities. Although their socioeconomic backgrounds 
are different, both groups are Somalis and thus share the 
same language, culture, and religion, which has allowed 
peaceful coexistence between communities and greater 
integration compared with other displacement settings. 

“There is no cultural problem since there is no differ-

ence between the host and refugee communities in 

terms of culture, religion, color, and language. They 

are Somalis. That is why the integration is good since 

we share the same language, culture, and religion; 

we also intermarry. I hope as time goes by, this 

integration will continue and there will no longer 

be refugees. The integration has reached the point 

where people intermarry and you can’t differentiate 

between hosts and refugees. The people who arrive 

as refugees but stay a long time become part of 

the community, and you cannot differentiate unless 

you ask someone whether they have a refugee card 

or not. They integrated and they become families. 

There are children aged 10 who have one host and 

one refugee as parents.” (SSI27) 

Over the past few years, the internal displacement crisis 
has strongly affected the Somali Region. According to the 
International Organization for Migration’s Displacement 
Tracking Matrix, there were 1,166,878 internally displaced 
people identified in the region in February 2019. 
Conflicts between communities is the primary cause of 

displacement, followed by climate. Pressure on humanitar-
ian actors and local authorities has increased, giving rise to 
claims for more action in favor of host populations. 

“Humanitarian aid stakeholders always focus on refu-

gees as the most vulnerable. Locals also have displaced 

people, displaced because of drought and climate-re-

lated factors. So they need care and support, includ-

ing employment opportunities.” (SSI30) 

On the political front, the Somali Region has also been 
affected by the fall of its president, Abdi Mohamoud Omar, 
paving the way for greater democracy but also giving rise 
to instability. This political shift, which both refugees and 
hosts mention, occurred during the democratization of 
the country. 

“The difference between today and the time of Abdi 

is that at that time, people used to fear the president 

and look down. Now, both refugees and hosts are 

more open and have the courage to express their 

opinions.” (FGD16.R5) 

After years of closed politics, this new context provides an 
opportunity to work toward the operationalization of the 
pledges on local integration. 

Study Areas, Groups, and  
Types of Refugees 
The Fafan zone is a rural area, mainly composed of agro-
pastoralist communities. While Jigjiga is among the fastest 
growing cities of the Somali Region, the urbanization at 
the zonal level is recent and remains limited. The area has 
a semiarid climate and poor infrastructure, making living 
conditions challenging. Regional droughts regularly result 
in the internal displacement of people unable to meet 
their basic needs. Economic opportunities and resources 
are limited because the private sector is underdeveloped. 
In such a context, unemployment is high, and a large 
segment of educated youth remain jobless, resulting in 
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the irregular migration of youth looking for a better life 
abroad (IOM 2018). 

The area relies heavily on cross-border trade with Somalia 
and Somaliland for the provision of goods and livestock. 
Imported commodities from the ports of Berbera and 
Bossaso cross the border to supply the Somali Region, which 
is poorly integrated into Ethiopia’s economy (Abdurehman 
2014). Most livestock trade takes place through informal 
channels, connecting pastoralist communities on both 
sides of the border (Michelson 1999). Pastoralism and 
petty trade are the main sources of income for the locals, 
many of whom regularly go to Jigjiga in search of better 
job opportunities. The presence of the camps has signifi-
cantly changed the socioeconomic features of the area, 
with villages turning into towns and attracting business-
people from throughout the region.

“When the refugees arrived here in 2008, the 

area was rural, with poor livelihoods, and when we 

arrived here where the camp is located, the area 

was made of forest. (…) Before the refugees came, 

most of the people were ignorant, they couldn’t get 

education, all of them were pastorals who rear live-

stock.” (FGD11.R2) 

The refugee population is similar in Aw Barre and Sheder; 
they are originally from southern and central Somalia and 
mostly from urban areas. Many of them had assets and 
capital in their country (Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018) and 
have experienced a drop in their standard of living: 

“We came because of the insecurity in our country. 

We used to have better living standards; we used to 

live in better houses. We are here just because we 

feel peace and security.” (FGD16.R1) 

Most of the refugees interviewed came directly from 
Somalia and had no prior experience with displacement. 

Some were initially based in Kebribayah before being 
resettled in Sheder or Aw Barre when the camps were 
established. Transfers from one refugee camp to another 
also occurred, but in rare cases.

Among the respondents, the primary cause of displace-
ment is conflict.68 The repeated wars in Somalia since the 
1990s and the terror inflicted by Al Shabab have pushed 
thousands of families out of their country: 

“Since 1991, we have gone through a long period 

of instability; we have experienced many types of 

wars in Somalia. The violence created by the militia 

[Al Shabab] was the worst; our children could not go 

to school.” (FGD16.R1) 

Some refugees explain that they had to leave to avoid 
being enlisted by terrorist groups. 

“I have been here since 2007 until today. In 2019, 

I was young, I used to live in a hostile area. I have 

been at risk of being kidnapped by the terrorist 

groups there or [they would] force me to work for 

them. Many of our people were killed, I decided to 

be true to my people and ran away so that I am not 

influenced to join this terrorist group. I came here 

looking for peace.” (SSI19) 

Aw Barre and Sheder camps also accommodate climate- 
induced refugees, who left Somalia after recurrent 
droughts and episodes of famine (UNHCR 2018). 

The refugees in Aw Barre and Sheder are in a protracted 
situation, with no prospect for improvements in their 
country of origin and limited chances for resettlement. 
The refugee population has been living in the area for a 
decade. 

68. Drought was not mentioned during our interviews: most refugees in Shedder 
and Aw Barre come from central Somalia, usually urban environments, and most 
had left Somalia in the early 2000s.
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“in Jigjiga, the refugees are quite protracted, they 

have been here for a long period of time and because 

of the country, regional, and local refugee crisis, they 

have been underfunded.” (KII7) 

The implementation of the out-of-camp policy as well 
as programs that foster integration are crucial for such 
refugee populations. 

Given the regulatory restrictions on movement and formal 
participation in the labor market, refugees remain depen-
dent on food aid (Betts 2019b). Most therefore engage 
in informal economic activities to improve their living 
conditions. Refugees in Sheder and Aw Barre herd cattle, 
engage in petty trade, and work as day laborers. This is 
similar to the economic activities hosts engage in, except 
government jobs, which constitute a substantial part of 
the employment opportunities in Aw Barre, are only 
available to hosts. However, refugees tend to be better 
skilled (Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018) and thus benefit 
from teaching jobs at private schools. Hosts appreciate 
their tailoring, construction, home decorating, and elec-
trical skills. Most interactions between refugees and hosts 
happen as a result of such economic exchanges. 

Although they have different socioeconomic backgrounds, 
refugees and hosts share the same Somali culture, 
language, and religion. Both groups explain that refugees 
and hosts “are the same.” 

“We are all of the same community.” (SSI20) 

These cultural similarities facilitate interactions, especially 
as people regularly meet at mosques; however, it does 
not blur the boundaries between the two communities. 
Community organizations are specific to each community, 
and there is a strong sense among many of belonging to 
one community or the other. 

Most of the findings are equally applicable to both study 
areas, with the main difference being that Aw Barre is a 

larger town, and the distance between the camp and the 
town in addition to the lack of a bridge tend to limit social 
interactions, affecting social dynamics. 

Limitations and Constraints 
Access to the camps. Accessing the camps proved logis-
tically challenging due to the poor condition of the road 
connecting Jigjiga to Sheder and Aw Barre. The team had 
to be extremely careful about weather conditions as the 
road becomes impassable when it rains, including leaving 
the camp earlier than expected when necessary. 

Availability of respondents. Some interviews had to be 
rescheduled in both Aw Barre and Sheder because they 
conflicted with other activities, such as food distribution, 
registrations, and trainings provided by UNHCR and other 
organizations. 

Context of Displacement 
Security 

Refugees and hosts feel safe overall 
While insecurity appears to be the main driver of migra-
tion for refugees, this is not a problem reported in Jigjiga.
Most refugees there find that living in the camps is gener-
ally safe, and describe the area as peaceful, both in Sheder 
and Aw Barre. 

“We, as refugees, face a lot of problems regardless. 

But we are very grateful for the peace and security. I 

feel very safe here and have not had to worry about 

guns, attacks, and [fear of] any powerful clan [who 

would] come and cause harm to my family here.” 

(LLI5) 

Many speak about the hospitality of the locals as one 
of the positive aspects about living in this area. They 
acknowledge receiving support from the host community, 
who provide them with land and offer them food. 
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“When we came to Sheder camp, we were really 

very well received. We were given space to build 

a house inside Sheder camp, we were given good 

food including meat, good water and we really 

appreciated that. And Sheder was a good place to 

live, for instance it was peaceful. The people living 

here are very warm, and they took us in like their 

sisters and brothers. I particularly remember the 

women in Sheder, they cooked for us and made us 

feel comfortable.” (LLI7)

Refugees also state they can move freely out of the camp 
and go as far as Jigjiga despite the movement restrictions 
associated with their status.69 Their ability to move has 
improved since UNHCR gave them refugee ID cards in 
2018. 

“The refugees are not confined to stay and can freely 

move around at any time, and the host community 

plays a key role in maintaining the security of the 

town.” (SSI20) 

Both refugees and hosts in Sheder say that the number 
of violent incidents is limited, and they do not target a 
specific community. However, several refugees report 
attacks happening at night as well as tensions around 
accessing mobile networks, with refugees being stoned by 
hosts when going around the camp to find phone service. 
Refugees describe a sense of hostility from some hosts, 
who threaten refugees when they move around the host 
community. Refugees also lament the low priority given 
to security in the area by the Agency for Refugee and 
Returnee Affairs (ARRA) and the police. 

69. Refugees can move using their refugee ID card as far as Jigjiga and parts of 
Somaliland, mostly Borama. The only times this movement becomes restricted is 
when the government declares curfews, usually implemented due to perceived 
security threats. Other than that, the refugees are allowed to move about, 
provided they can produce their UNHCR-issued ID cards. These ID cards, which 
aid their mobility, were put in place in 2018.

“Locals are divided into two. [There] are those who 

keep refusing us to go anywhere and there are the 

others, who are good. The [first] ones do not allow 

us to go to their side to use the network because 

here in the camp the network is bad. The network 

is good around them, and people from the refugee 

community have disturbed them. That is why they 

keep stoning us, and that is why they don’t want refu-

gees to be around them. If you can’t have network 

at night, you will just have to wait until tomorrow. 

When Abdirisak [camp manager] was here at ARRA, 

things were better and federals were here, they 

didn’t allow people at night to go there. Now there 

is no federal police, and nobody cares about them, 

so they have the right to behave like that for their 

security.” (FGD17.R3)

A recent deterioration of the security situation 
Some speak of a recent deterioration of the security situ-
ation following the change of government in the Somali 
Region. The former regional president Abdi Mohamoud 
Omar exercised strict control over the region for more 
than a decade and allegedly violated human rights and 
maintained order using coercion. His fall was accompa-
nied by uprisings and a rise in crime, which seems to have 
affected refugees to some extent. 

“The security in the area is good. Nowadays, 

hosts have changed their habits, and refugees feel 

tensions coming from the hosts. Before [the fall of 

the former president] they were under pressure, but 

after the change of Ethiopia in general, particularly in 

the region, they have started to disturb the refugees 

in different ways, becoming hostile to them.” (SSI29) 

Although some refugees said they have recently expe-
rienced greater hostility from the host community, the 
overall security situation seems to have changed with 
both communities feeling less safe. 
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“Before, things used to be different, things were 

good, we used to go together and buy tomatoes for 

tomorrow’s breakfast and buy whatever we like at 

night and shops and butcheries were always open. 

Now they close at sunset. … So, before things were 

good and security was ok, we could go at night and 

buy what we need, now you can’t see any open 

shops at night. Even the hosts fear and close busi-

ness very quickly. During Abdi’s time, there were no 

groups and no nothing like what is happening now. 

Now freedom has been used in the wrong way. That 

is the problem.” (FGD17.R5) 

More security concerns in Aw Barre 
In Aw Barre, the security concerns are more acute, essen-
tially because of groups of youths in the valley. This area, 
located between the town and the refugee camp, is a major 
security concern that also limits interactions between 
refugees and hosts because people are afraid of crossing 
to the other side. This sense of insecurity is greater for 
women and girls, who are particularly at risk when they 
walk around the camp cutting down trees. Several women 
refugees cite cases of harassment and rape. 

“The host youth are a big safety issue for us young 

girls living in the camps. We fear for our lives because 

they are always hanging around in gangs around the 

valley. This makes me feel unsafe. There are so many 

girls who have been chased from the valley, when 

they are going to collect wood.” (FGD13.R1) 

This does not apply only to refugees, as the host commu-
nity members are also victims of these groups. 

“The insecurity caused by the young violent groups 

is a general issue; it is not specific to one group, 

refugees or hosts. They are composed of refugees 

and host communities, and they are harming both 

sides in the same way.” (FGD13.R2) 

Participants also mention youth groups taking drugs and 
attacking members of both communities. These groups, 
which are not associated with a particular community, are 
described as jobless and bored. 

“Some of the host youths came to my house, 

damaged my property, and it is by the grace of Allah 

I survived and was not killed. The youth are jobless 

and, as a result, have a lot of time to fight and cause 

havoc. I am not only speaking of the host youth—

even ours here are no better. Some of them are 

on drugs and cause all types of problems to both.” 

(FGD11.R5)

Governance and programming 

Ethiopian government’s perspective 
Refugee programming has been the exclusive terri-
tory of ARRA since its creation, while local government 
bodies have been kept at bay, with very limited knowl-
edge about refugee planning and funding (Carver, Gedi, 
and Naish 2018). When it comes to the ongoing reforms 
and the prospect of unified service delivery, local authori-
ties mostly have positive views because they expect such 
changes to benefit the host community. 

Limited knowledge of government plans 
The level of knowledge about the government’s plans 
regarding the integration of refugees is limited among refu-
gees as well as hosts. Some have no relevant information 
whatsoever; others have heard about job creation oppor-
tunities for both communities but without further detail. 
This limited information can be explained by the lack of 
clarity around the plans by the relevant actors themselves, 
as implementation has not yet started at the local level. 
While the national government has not issued any imple-
mentation guidelines, local actors are reluctant to share 
information with communities for fear of raising expec-
tations. As one key informant explains, the government’s 
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national-level commitments are positive, but there is a 
lack of clarity on how it will translate into practice: 

“The Ethiopian government has committed to the 

nine pledges, like offering jobs to refugees [around 

10 percent], access to education, free movement, 

allowing refugees to have their own businesses. 

They are very good, fantastic, but no action yet. 

They were endorsed by the parliament, but the law 

needs to be implemented.” (KII7) 

Lack of coordination among actors 
Despite the rollout of the CRRF, there is a clear lack of 
coordination between actors involved in the refugee 
community and the ones responsible for the host commu-
nity. As stated by a Danish Refugee Council manager in 
Jigjiga, 

“There is good coordination, but it is not success-

ful. We have key actors, refugee actors, and 

host community actors, all operating. Sometimes 

host community actors operate near the refugee 

camp, but the Bureau of Finance and Economic 

Development has nothing to do with UNHCR and 

ARRA. Those who are operating in the refugee 

camp, they have nothing to do with local actors as 

well. In the last interagency coordination meeting, I 

commented that UNHCR mainly focuses on imple-

menting partners [IPs] who are getting funds from 

them but they don’t care about the IPs active in the 

host community.” (KII7) 

A CRRF coordination meeting was established to bring 
together for the first time the various stakeholders 
involved with refugees and hosts, but there has yet to 
be a joint assessment, planning, or implementation. The 
coordination meetings have been limited to information- 
sharing regarding the projects and activities implemented 
by each “side.” Hosts and refugees highlight this issue. 

During community consultation organized in Aw Barre, 
one respondent expressed the wish to see local author-
ities and ARRA move toward joint planning for service 
delivery. 

“ARRA is responsible for refugees in terms of health, 

electricity, water supply, and so on. Public [local] 

institutions have the responsibility to take care of 

locals. Both communities require integrated services, 

but this can be achieved when these two start 

collaborating so that they are integrated first before 

providing services to the community.” (CC2.R10) 

Local administration representatives speak of a positive 
relationship with ARRA but acknowledge that capacity 
building is needed: 

“I would say that there is a good working relation-

ship between us and ARRA. We also have a relation-

ship with all the Refugee Central Committee [RCC] 

members brought here today. Isn’t this so? Our offices 

do require more support in building capacity, but I 

think our working relationships are good.” (CC2.R24)

Participants who have heard about the plans express posi-
tive views about them, as they acknowledge that both 
communities need to be equally supported. 

“I heard that some refugees will be brought here. I 

also heard that some [international nongovernmen-

tal organizations] are planning to create job opportu-

nities for refugees to minimize their dependence on 

humanitarian assistance. I have no details on when 

and how these plans are going to be implemented. 

I just heard this from other people living in Sheder. 

Yes, this is a good thing and is part of the changes 

we would like to see. But also, we would like to see 

similar support for the hosts as well.” (SSI30) 
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For local stakeholders, the CRRF is necessary to address 
the local communities’ complaints regarding the difference 
in treatment between refugees and hosts. 

“The government has started this new initiative 

CRRF because the locals were not happy with the 

service provided to the refugees in terms of health, 

education.” (KII10) 

However, tensions around refugee integration might arise 
as hosts face competition for job opportunities, which are 
already limited in this area: 

“It might be a problem because it will increase the 

exposure for the refugees to go here and there and 

there can be a sort of competition and the host 

community might not be ok. Unless the number 

of available jobs increases, unless there are more 

opportunities.” (KII8) 

Tensions already exist in sectors where refugees serve as a 
competitive labor force, such as construction.

“It causes tension yes, there have been some inci-

dents, some fights in the construction area because 

they feel that this is a threat to the host community. 

The danger is there, that is true, because the host 

community may become more aggressive.” (KII6) 

Hosts are also aware that refugees’ skills make them 
attractive to potential employers, such as for teaching 
jobs, as expressed by one host who referred to refugees’ 
English skills. 

“Being a tutor, I would say there is a lot of compe-

tition since a lot of the refugees usually go for the 

teaching jobs. Some of them have studied in other 

schools and have more teaching experience. For 

example, there is a man who is 40 years old and 

lives in the camp. He speaks very good English like 

you and your workmates. Of course, when there will 

be people like him in the community, there will be 

competition.” (SSI20) 

NGOs have been the subject of criticism  
from the host communities 
Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are key players 
for the refugees, as reflected in the ecosystem model, 
but they are perceived to pay less attention to the host 
community. This has created tensions over the past few 
years. In a location where the host community itself has 
limited opportunities, the support provided to refugees by 
NGOs has raised questions, including among local govern-
ment actors. There is widespread discourse about the host 
community feeling neglected, which has led to tensions 
around aid distribution. According to several participants 
from both communities, locals benefit from 25 percent of 
the interventions, while refugees receive 75 percent. 

“Fair distribution of resources is very important. IRC 

provides computer training skills. Locals are allo-

cated 25 percent. Last time, when we went to get 

the locals’ share, we were told to wait for the next 

round of support.” (FGD18.R4) 

As a result, there is a strong demand in the host commu-
nity for greater equality:

“The other difference is that NGOs here focus only 

on refugees. If they plan on creating jobs, they only 

focus on refugees. There are also needy households 

in the host community as well. They should support 

both communities equally and that is what we always 

suggest during meetings. To avoid conflicts between 

the two communities, they should be supported 

equally.” (SSI27)



II–138 |  Impact of Refugees on Hosting Communities in Ethiopia: A Social Analysis • PART II

Hosts feel disadvantaged, not only in terms of interven-
tions, but also when it comes to employment oppor-
tunities, as they feel that most of the jobs are given to 
highlanders (e.g., staff members from Addis Ababa, where 
the NGOs are based). This has fueled resentment in the 
host community, as expressed by a respondent during a 
community consultation:

“There are many graduates from national universities 

sitting around with no employment opportunities. 

Organizations are based in Addis Ababa and hire staff 

from the highlands—Oromos and Amharas and other 

non-Somalis. There are many employment opportu-

nities in humanitarian organizations. Opportunities 

are given to people from the highlands. We share 

this problem with the refugees. Drivers are brought 

from the highlands where local drivers are not given 

the chance.” (CC2.R21)

When asked about NGO interventions, respondents were 
very vocal about the trainings and in-kind support provided 
by NGOs. Beneficiaries show great enthusiasm for the 
trainings on business skills and entrepreneurship and 
evoke increased motivation as an outcome. Local author-
ities also express positive views of these activities, which 
they think have an impact on migration intentions because 
they keep youth busy and heighten awareness of local live-
lihood opportunities. According to respondents, the two 
weaknesses of these programs are: (1) the limited number 
of beneficiaries; and (2) the amount of aid granted. 

“We have been supported by IRC to create small 

businesses. First, IRC gave people training on 

computer skills and business. Then they support 50 

percent of the trainees based on their performances. 

The support is not a loan; [instead] they buy goods 

needed to do business. The amount was Br 17,000. 

That amount [is not enough to] be a good invest-

ment, but it is helpful to start a business. It is based 

on the person’s experience and hobby, some people 

opened restaurants, others were given sewing 

machines, and others made fast foods like biscuits 

or sweets.” (FGD16) 

However, community representatives criticize the organi-
zations for failing to provide skills that can be used locally. 

“I am an RCC member and I think before we break 

for prayers, I will tell you that our youth need job 

creation. They are just idle. We need to have more 

skills trainings provided to them. Sometimes they are 

taken to Jigjiga by some organizations to learn some 

skills, but these skills are not applicable here. Please 

help us make sure that the youth continue to grow 

their skills and are able to invest in Aw Barre and not 

move to other places.” (CC2.R20) 

In addition, a decline in funding has reduced the number 
of livelihood programs, including technical and vocational 
training (UNHCR 2018), although livelihoods are the most 
pressing concern. 

Development interventions to strengthen  
social cohesion 
Development interventions also play an important 
role in fostering interactions between the communi-
ties. The implementation of integrated approaches 
through programs such as The Regional Development 
and Protection Programme (RDPP) play a key role in this 
regard. It has addressed criticism that the NGOs only give 
attention to refugees, as the program was designed to 
address the needs of both communities. 

“They always feel the interventions from humanitar-

ian organizations are more focused on refugees than 

the host communities, so this has created a kind of 

thinking, you know refugees are settling on their 

lands, they ask questions, and even the government 

itself was asking these questions, and RDPP was 

designed to answer these questions.” (KII6) 
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As one RDPP implementing partner explains, beneficia-
ries are now from both communities. They attend train-
ings together and receive equal support. While a selected 
number of beneficiaries in the host community are 
provided with start-up capital to establish businesses, the 
regulatory framework makes it impossible to do the same 
for refugees, who are instead given in-kind support. 

“In the past, we would only focus on refugees but 

now, since the CRRF has been developed, in which 

the government has started to include the host 

community and the locals who live around the 

camps, in that regard we have started working with 

the hosts using funds from European Union with the 

project RDPP, it started in 2017. It only focuses on 

educational livelihoods, we created business-related 

livelihoods, we gave them three months trainings, 

and we offered start-ups [support] for them.” (KII10) 

As explained by a local in Aw Barre, training provided by 
NGOs are one of the places of interaction between refu-
gees and hosts. 

“People have interactions differently, during the 

conferences, trainings, and workshops that NGOs 

conducted.” (SSI24) 

However, the impact is reduced by the limited number of 
beneficiaries, especially in the refugee community. In Aw 
Barre, 1,200 hosts and 150 refugees benefitted from the 
trainings delivered by NGOs (Samuel Hall 2019). Similarly, 
the World Bank’s Development Response to Displacement 
Impacts Project (DRDIP) increases social cohesion by 
primarily focusing on host communities living around 
camps and thus addressing the recurrent complaints 
regarding the lack of support for locals.

Recognizing the scale of the need in host communities and 
the protracted presence of refugees, DRDIP was designed 
as a response to the request for support from local 

communities in areas where living conditions are partic-
ularly challenging.70 The project, which uses a communi-
ty-driven approach, has three components: (1) social and 
economic services and infrastructure; (2) sustainable envi-
ronmental management; and (3) livelihoods. Although the 
project targets host communities, refugees are the indi-
rect beneficiaries because they benefit from the improved 
infrastructure and services and the increased opportu-
nities. At the time of this writing, the project team was 
preparing to request funding for a second phase—as the 
project ends in December 2019—with the objective of 
targeting both host communities and refugees, in line with 
the CRRF. 

Ecosystem 

The ecosystem models for refugees and hosts presented 
below provide a representation of their respective social 
environments and display the different layers of relation-
ships around them. What stands out most prominently 
is the greater number of stakeholders for refugees than 
hosts. This reflects the lack of support evoked by hosts 
in the interviews compared with the refugees’ ecosystem, 
where we see multiple organizations and actors. Daily 
interactions in the local market play a key role in the social 
environment of refugees, but refugee-specific organiza-
tions play their part too. 

UNHCR. Refugees depend on UNHCR-provided housing 
and livelihood assistance, and express gratitude toward 
the organizations that help sustain their lives. 

“I am grateful for the humanitarian NGOs such as 

UNHCR for their hospitality, and they provided us 

with education, food, health, and shelter.” (SSI19) 

The provided allowance is often the main source of income 
for refugees, although many engage in informal economic 
activities to earn additional income. This impacts local 

70. DRDIP is implemented in the four developing regional states of Afar, 
Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, and Somali, as well as in Tigray.
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shop owners because refugees are only able to pay after 
they receive their allowance from UNHCR. 

“[With] my wife, usually when we do not get money 

from UNHCR on time, we go and borrow from the 

local merchants, bags of rice and sugar, and we pay 

him back once the money comes.” (SSI19) 

World Food Programme. Similarly, the monthly food 
distribution by World Food Programme punctuates refu-
gees’ lives as they rely on the rations, not only to eat but 
also to get cash by selling the products in the local market. 
Poor households in the host community witness the distri-
bution without being able to benefit. 

“Within the host community, there are poor house-

holds that are needy, and when there is a distribu-

tion, you need the ration card. They come to the 

camp, but the process of providing refugees with 

ration cards has procedures and the committee will 

examine. All refugees are from Somalia. [The poor 

households] go through the process and fail because 

they don’t know Somalia and refugee administra-

tions with the collaboration of ARRA will dismiss 

these needy people. And when the food distribution 

happens, they can’t get a single kilo of ration, but 

they stay around the distribution site every month.” 

(SSI31) 

NGOs. Refugees are aware of the achievements of NGO 
interventions, which allow them to access basic services 
as well as livelihood support. 

“NGO interventions and activities have made a huge 

change for the refugees, for example, basic services. 

They started from scratch and reached all the basic 

services available, whether this is education facili-

ties, health, water, and livelihood support.” (SSI31) 

Refugees and hosts see NGOs as potential job providers, 
and as bringing positive changes to the community. 

“NGOs are mostly the reason behind the positive 

changes, I would say. For example, IRC previously 

has given trainings to refugees only, but now they 

equally provide trainings and skills-building to both 

communities. … NGOs also provide awareness 

against harassment and harmful practices.” (SSI25)

ARRA. ARRA, which is responsible for camp management, 
is a key player in the environment of refugees, involved in 
all aspects of their lives. ARRA oversees service provision, 
is in charge of administrative processes such as documen-
tation, and acts as an intermediary with the host commu-
nity. It is involved in conflict resolution mechanisms and 
makes sure order is kept in the camp. ARRA is also on the 
frontline when it comes to information sharing and aware-
ness raising. As such, it provides information about the 
policies affecting refugees. 

“I heard different information regarding refugees 

because I participated in different workshops and 

trainings that have been conducted by ARRA and 

the administration, and there were also NGOs like 

NRC [Norwegian Refugee Council] present.” (SSI27) 

Refugee Central Committee. The main role of the RCC is 
to represent refugees in consultations and formal commu-
nications. The committee serves as the entry point to 
the camp and acts as a dialogue facilitator, including for 
conflict resolution. 

Another aspect of the social environment of refugees is 
the presence of relatives living abroad. Many refugees 
receive support from their families as remittances, which 
for some is their main source of income. 
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Regarding the ecosystem for hosts, most interactions 
happen as a result of economic interactions, with local 
merchants and livestock traders. Religious leaders and 
elders are key actors in their lives, which is true for refu-
gees as well. The local administration and NGOs are part 
of hosts’ ecosystem but were often described as potential 
employers rather than service providers. The police appear 
to be a distant actor, for refugees as well as hosts: this can 
be explained by the fact that conflicts in the host commu-
nity are usually resolved by elders and religious leaders. 
This is also true in the refugees’ ecosystem where ARRA 
and refugee representatives such as RCC play their part in 
conflict resolution rather than the police. 

Findings 
Who are the refugees, who are the hosts? 

The refugees interviewed for this study are mostly from 
the southern part of Somalia, coming from Mogadishu and  
Lower and Middle Shabelle. Most of the respondents had 
passed through Kebribeyah and were posted in Sheder 
and Aw Barre camps by UNHCR during a second phase. 
The refugees claim that their places of origin tend to be 
forgotten, as hosts only perceive them as “refugees”: 

“No, I think we are all the same to them. They look 

at us and have termed us ‘qaxooti,’ meaning refugee. 

So, they do not really care whether you are a refugee 

from Mogadishu or one from Bosaso—to them you 

are a ‘qaxooti.’” (FGD11.R2) 

Figure D.1. Refugee Ecosystem Model, Somali Region
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Refugees and hosts have different backgrounds. Most 
refugees in Aw Barre and Sheder come from urban settings 
and are educated, well-networked, and business-oriented 
(Carver, Gedi, and Naish 2018), while the host commu-
nity is mainly composed of pastoralists, including nomadic 
populations. The majority of refugees in the study area 
have skills and capital, making them an asset to the host 
community. Unlike refugees, hosts have always lived in 
rural settings with limited infrastructure and resources. 
In such a context, unemployment is the main community 
concern. 

“The area is good in terms of health, education. But 

unemployment is the biggest problem that young 

people face when they are qualified or completed 

their education.” (SSI31) 

As a result, the youth turn to irregular migration. This is 
true for hosts as well as refugees, as they are facing the 
same challenges in terms of job opportunities. 

In the host community, some clans tend to be margin-
alized and treated with contempt. This is true for 
Bantus, Madhibaan, and Gaboye (FGD17.R1; FGD17.R2;  
FGD18.R3). These clans are not only marginalized in 
the study area but in the Somali territories as a whole. 
Intermarriage with members from these clans is consid-
ered impermissible. 

“There are Madhibaan among the locals, they are 

marginalized everywhere in Somali areas, there is no 

intermarriage, they are despised.” (FGD17.R1) 

Some respondents speak of a greater tolerance toward 
these groups as a result of the increased diversity follow-
ing the arrival of refugees. 

“Marginalization was there in the host community 

before. People were divided in age and Goboye, we 

would never marry Gaboye. Now marginalization is 

limited. Here all the five regions of Somalia’s people 

are represented, and you can find every tribe of 

Somali.” (FGD20.R5)

to a large extent identities in the Somali culture are clan-
based  (Ambroso 2002a). In the study area, the host 
community mainly comprises Gadabursi, also known as 
Samaron, a subclan of Adan Yonis. These subclans are 
specific to the Sheder area (Ambroso 2002a). Although 
relatively homogeneous, the host community encom-
passes other clans, such as Gabooye, Jaarso, and Gari 
(SSI30). Refugees and hosts are not from the same clans. 
Although it does not constitute a major impediment to 
integration and social cohesion, they tend to claim their 
identity through their clan belonging.

“Every year, around 100 students graduate from 

schools or universities. Once a student finishes 

university he comes back to the camp. He feels 

wasted and migrates illegally. Just today, actually, my 

friend was calling me from France. Since he could 

not get a job, he went to Europe. He encouraged me 

to migrate using the same illegal route. He told me 

that he would support me. Not only him, there are 

many others like him who call me and encourage me 

to migrate the same way.” (SSI27)

The host community was consulted and gave its consent 
prior to the establishment of the camps. As one local 
explains: 

“The government of Ethiopia settled them here after 

eight months of discussion and consultation with 

us, finally we agreed to host the refugee community 

and warmly welcomed them to Aw Barre district.” 

(FGD13.R3) 
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The local administration also raised awareness of the 
potential benefits of the refugee presence prior to their 
arrival, and made sure the community was informed. As a 
former local administration representative explains: 

“I was in the administration when refugees came. We 

informed locals that our brothers from Somalia were 

coming, [we told them that] they will contribute a lot 

to our district, and they will contribute in the busi-

ness sector, in the local economy. We married each 

other, and this made us one community. I was part 

of the people who were involved in raising aware-

ness and preparing the rest of the community to 

mentally and physically be prepared for the arrival of 

the refugees.” (CC2.R1)

This explains the positive welcome consistently described 
by refugees. The local population gave refugees a warm 
welcome, both in Sheder and Aw Barre. A ceremony was 
even organized, with dances and songs, as explained by a 
host from Sheder, sharing his memories of the arrival of 
refugees, despite his initial fears. 

“I remember the day the refugees were brought 

here. It was a big ceremony, we had people welcom-

ing them very well. Let no one tell you otherwise. It 

was a very happy occasion for us, the people of Aw 

Barre. I remember I was part of the welcoming cere-

mony, we had songs and dances to welcome them. 

We really showed them how excited we were to 

have our Somali brothers and sisters living with us. 

Initially, if I am being honest, we were happy to have 

them but I remember a lot of the mothers including 

myself had this fear in our hearts. This fear was that 

these people might be Al Shabab and the people 

that were causing the harm in their own countries. 

So, we were afraid they would come with weapons 

and bring insecurity to us here in Aw Barre.” (LLI6) 

Refugees describe hosts as supportive and are grateful for 
their generosity. Some have been given food and water; 
others say hosts gave them access to land: 

“The people we found here initially they have 

welcomed us in a very humane manner. After this 

welcoming there have been connections and inter-

actions with them in different ways whether through 

lending us items from their shops. Actually, some 

also gave agricultural lands for whoever wanted to 

grow anything.” (FGD11.R5) 

Identity and aspirations 

The aspirations of refugees and hosts differ due to their 
divergent statuses and opportunities. The interviews 
express a mutual jealousy related to future prospects, with 
hosts expressing their sense that refugees have better 
opportunities because of resettlement, while refugees 
lament the lack of possibilities because of their status, 
which does not allow them to live outside the camp and 
start a new life.

Many refugees hope to resettle in a third country. Although 
aware of the limited opportunities to go to the United 
States, policies have a limited impact on the aspirations 
and plans of refugees (ODI 2017). Many hope for a better 
chance in Europe. 

“I am living in hope; my expectation is to get resettle-

ment in a third country. Even though Trump banned 

immigration to the USA, Germany has agreed to 

receive people in small numbers for resettlement. If 

this plan does not work, I will stay and live here.” 

(SSI29) 

Being resettled offers the prospect of “leading a better 
life” (FGD19.R3), as well as getting an education, a major 
concern among the refugees. 
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“For the future, I am really hoping we get accepted 

to settle in another country where my children can 

get the best type of education to make something 

of them. I never got the chance to study, but I have 

always been interested in education. Maybe one 

day, I will try and start learning English.” (LLI5) 

However, some refugees also express their wish to stay 
and live in Ethiopia and earn a living. There is interest in 
starting businesses, either with the help of relatives or 
with NGO support. This is true for young refugees, both 
male and female—which illustrates the impact of NGO 
livelihood support interventions on the mindsets and aspi-
rations of refugees: 

“My plan is to get a start-up grant, either from my 

relatives, those who are not here, or with the support 

from NGOs, I want to open a small business.” (SSI31) 

Some of the refugees who wish to remain are mothers 
hoping for a better life for their children. 

“I would like to continue building my shop and saving 

for my daughter’s life. I do not want to see her suffer 

the way I did, and I want to give her the best life.” 

(SSI18) 

Some of these women plan to live out of the camp: Jigjiga 
is an attractive place in this regard, perceived as a city 
offering more job opportunities. 

“I am trying to go to Jigjiga to have more job oppor-

tunities because I am good at butchery work and 

there is a need for this kind of job in Jigjiga. Here 

in the camp, my business is not doing well. As refu-

gees, our life depends on food distributions, and 

everything is based on that and we can only lend 

things because we are not able to pay for anything. I 

had decided to leave a long time ago and leave this 

place. Actually, I have decided to leave this place this 

month because I am a meat professional and I want 

to go to Jigjiga and find a place to sell meat, while my 

children continue their education in Sheder. I will do 

this to survive that is my plan.” (SS132)

Self-reliance 

Refugees are perceived as better off than the hosts 
because host communities in Aw Barre and Sheder include 
poor households that do not receive the support to which 
refugees are entitled. Even refugees make this point.

“We have our own hospital and have been given 

housing by organizations while some of the poor do 

not have a roof over their heads.” (SSI19) 

Opportunities are limited in Aw Barre and Sheder, where 
host communities mainly comprise agropastoralists. 
Infrastructure and services are few in number, and the 
private sector is not well developed, resulting in high 
unemployment rates and the presence of educated youth 
unable to find jobs. 

“The only problem I can mention is the unemploy-

ment rate is high, and youth don’t have working 

opportunities. There are many people who have 

different certifications who come back to the camp. 

Most of the refugees have different qualifications. 

Most of us have different qualifications, but they are 

of no use, so we just put them on a shelf. Challenges 

that we have faced here is just unemployment.” 

(SSI19)

With a local economy heavily relyiant on cross-border 
trade, a widespread coping strategy for both communities 
consists of travelling to the border to buy goods and sell 
them in town. A local explains: 

“When it comes to trade relations, both refugees and 

the host communities go to Wajale [town located at 

the border] for trade, they both transport goods in 

the same vehicles. They gather money, buy goods 

together, and transport them in the same vehicles, 
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and all of them get their merchandise. This is inte-

gration. This is to help them cope with hardships 

and make things easier for them and to trade like the 

host community.” (SSI27) 

Refugees are in a different situation because their status 
does not allow them to work formally. However, some 
refugees engage in income-generation activities because 
they do not receive enough support to make ends meet.71 
Some (especially refugee women) have precarious jobs, 
such as domestic workers for hosts. 

“The food we take as support from ARRA is not 

enough to pay our bills, we do other work such as 

domestic work like washing clothes, or men go to 

Jigjiga and work there. Just our life depends on when 

distribution of food happens here in the refugee 

camps, and we base everything on it.” (FGD16.R5) 

Others work as day laborers because refugees represent 
an inexpensive workforce. 

“Daily labor is one of the sources of income: refu-

gees are a cheap labor force. They are hired to work 

in the construction sector. For example, in Aw Barre, 

when there is construction, laborers are mostly from 

the refugee community because it is cheaper and 

also because the host community has other oppor-

tunities.” (KII6) 

Some refugees opt to partner with host community 
members to start businesses. Some such partnerships are 
livestock-oriented, as pastoralism is the dominant lliveli-
hood activity. Because refugees do not have land, they 
have no choice but to forge agreements with hosts. 

“I gave land to my friend who is from the refugee 

camp to grow because we are business partners. 

Refugees are motivated to raise livestock. They are 

71. According to respondents, an individual refugee gets a monthly allowance of 
Br 200 (US$6.80).

able to find someone in the local community who 

can assist them in raising livestock. Refugees inter-

acted with locals and established friendships with 

them. So, you can see refugees having livestock in 

the countryside.” (FGD20.R1) 

Refugees and hosts also build partnerships around petty 
trade, with hosts securing supplies and refugees selling in 
the camp. 

“People also partner in business, like one person 

lives in Jigjiga and agrees with one person in the 

camp. That one in Jigjiga will bring fruits and vegeta-

bles from the highland [Oromia region] and the one 

in the camp will sell and retail, when finished, the 

money will be sent.” (FGD16.R5) 

As a result of the multiplication of businesses in the refugee 
camp, a new market has emerged over the past five years, 
creating competition with the host community’s market 
and providing refugees with a local market for their daily 
needs. 

“Now refugees created their own businesses and 

come less often to the local markets, they have 

everything they need in the camp now, and that 

is why our interactions have decreased recently.” 

(FGD20.R5)

Another widespread practice is selling food rations to 
invest money.72 Such coping strategies contribute to 
increased self-reliance despite the restrictive regulatory 
framework.

Services 

The arrival of refugees significantly improved the services 
available to the host community, whose existing services 
prior to the camp’s establishment were limited. Hosts 
note that education is an example of a benefit that hosts 

72. However, food rations had recently been replaced as part of UNHCR’s deci-
sion to expand cash-based assistance (see UNHCR 2019b).
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receive because of the presence of refugees, as there are 
now more schools. 

“Before refugees [came], there was only a primary 

school, the locals used to send their children to 

Jigjiga and elsewhere to pursue secondary educa-

tion. Now there are two primary schools and one 

secondary school. We are also lobbying to get a 

college or technical school providing technical skills. 

Therefore, I can say locals have benefited a lot from 

refugees.” (SSI30) 

The same is true for medical facilities, which were virtually 
nonexistent prior to the establishment of the camps. 

“About health, there were no facilities before the 

refugees, even the pregnant woman delivering her 

baby used to have only traditional midwifery but no 

facility to deliver but now there are sophisticated 

materials.” (SSI31) 

Refugees and hosts express satisfaction with the educa-
tional and medical facilities in Sheder and Aw Barre but 
complain about lack of access to water and electricity. 

Access to water is insufficient in both communities. 
However, according to a local civil society organiza-
tion representative specializing in water, sanitation, and 
hygiene (WASH) activities, refugees are better off in terms 
of their water supply. 

“At least the refugees are getting more than 15 liters 

per person per day. It does not meet UNHCR stan-

dards, but when it comes to the host community, it 

is less than 10 liters per person per day. The main 

reason is because there are not enough storage 

tanks in the host community.” (KII6) 

As a result, host community members go to the camp to 
access water points, as several participants in Aw Barre 
confirm. 

“In our case, we do not have wells, we go to the camp 

water points to get water from their tanks since they 

have a better water supply which has been set up by 

IRC.” (FGD12.R4) 

As sources are shared, even water points become places 
of interaction between refugees and hosts.

Electricity is a major concern for refugees because camps 
are not connected to the power grid. As a result, only host 
communities are supplied with electricity, while refugees 
are left with torches and generators, which are costly and 
thus unaffordable for many. 

“We don’t have electricity from the government, 

but we do have private electric providers with small 

engines, which is very costly because if we compare 

to the host community, we pay Br 400/month while 

they pay less than Br 30/month.” (SSI18) 

Solar installations have been provided but are insufficient 
for powering the entire camp and require maintenance. 
This energy access disparity between refugees and hosts 
is a source of tension and insecurity. Refugees deplore the 
lack of response from the authorities despite their recur-
rent complaints. 

“They have a more reliable electricity source 

compared with us. At the camp, we do not have 

electricity. We use generators where we pay Br 400. 

We absolutely need electricity, this is very danger-

ous where we have dogs and oxen walking around 

at night and we are scared they will enter our houses 

and for those that have children, it is more danger-

ous for them. We have spoken to the authorities 

about this, ARRA in particular, we need someone 
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to help us and, honestly, we are not getting any 

support on this. Many times, we raised the issue 

about electricity. Some of the solar panels are not 

working, and these are outside the house. There is 

no maintenance, and they are all shutdown. There 

is no follow-up ever done by anyone.” (FGD15.R3) 

Electricity is also a concern of the host community. 
Respondents complain about the poor quality of the elec-
trical network. 

“It is true both communities need integrated services. 

It is said that the district has electricity, but refugees 

don’t. Even the electricity we have is not good. It 

is always on and off. There is no quality electricity 

service.” (CC2.R1) 

Noting the challenges faced by both communities, respon-
dents for the community consultation express the wish to 
see integrated services emerge. 

“We have the same challenges and need to see 

improved water and electricity services. We need 

integrated water supply, we need integrated elec-

tricity service, and we need integrated paved roads. 

We are one community, and we must have inte-

grated service.” (CC2.R1) 

Hosts and refugees share some services, such as educa-
tional and health facilities, although they are not inte-
grated. ARRA manages the school and medical facilities at 
the camp that cater to refugees. However, hosts can, to 
some extent, access the services. Similarly, refugees are 
free to use the services available in the host community. 
As a result, schools are mixed, and trainings for teachers 
are shared. A teacher from the host community explains: 

“Students from refugees go to local primary school. 

For example, grade five, there are six students from 

the refugee community, grade six, five students, 

grade seven, 10 students, grade eight, 10 students. 

There are a few, but they are found in every class. 

Students from local poor households are many 

in ARRA school because families get support for 

school uniforms and books. … When local teachers 

have trainings, teachers from ARRA attend and vice 

versa. We have other meetings as teachers where 

we discuss challenges and use school materials 

together.” (SSI28) 

In terms of education, the lack of teachers is the main 
concern for both communities. 

“Children go to school and play together, some of 

the refugee children go to the local community 

school and some local children go to the ARRA 

school, especially children from poor families 

because they get support from ARRA for school 

materials. There are challenges in terms of educa-

tion, like the lack of teachers, not enough to satisfy 

the schools’ needs. Teaching is the most abandoned 

job. Teachers look for other jobs and they quit and 

stop teaching because the salary is too low.” (SSI28) 

Nevertheless, there is a feeling in the host community that 
refugees get better services, which can be source of frus-
tration. A host from Sheder explains:

“I would really like to urge the government or organi-

zations here to support us as the host community to 

improve our basic services as they have done for the 

refugees. Yes, we understand that they are in need 

and run from their homes but what about us, the 

people that have generously given them homes and 

somewhere peaceful to stay? I do not want to say 

things that will make me sound like a bad person, 

but it hurts me inside to know that they enjoy better 

education services than our own here.” (LLI8) 

Although medical facilities on both sides cater to the 
needs of the two groups, ambulances belonging to ARRA 
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medical facilities are not allowed to carry patients from 
the host community. Such a difference in treatment is 
regarded with incomprehension and indignation by the 
host community. 

“One really painful point is that the authority such as 

ARRA does not allow the hosts to use some of the 

services benefitting the refugees. For example, the 

ambulance doesn’t cater to the hosts.” (FGD12.R6) 

The lack of infrastructure is a shared concern of both 
communities. In Aw Barre, the lack of a bridge across the 
valley between the town and the camp is considered a 
major safety problem. 

“Once we have an easier way for refugees to cross 

to us and us to them, we would be able to exchange 

more goods such as food items. The valley is danger-

ous when it rains, and this has become a popular spot 

where people get robbed by the gangs.” (FGD12.R1) 

This has an impact on social cohesion because the lack of 
bridge limits social interactions and reinforces the isolation 
of each community. 

“The bridge defines the two sides. When there are 

tensions, everyone automatically stays on its side 

and so does the other.” (FGD11.R6) 

Furthermore, the absence of a road connecting both Aw 
Barre and Sheder to Jigjiga represents a barrier to move-
ment and trade. 

Until recently, a significant difference between refugees 
and hosts was the inability of refugees to access financial 
services. Prior to their being provided identification (ID) 
cards in 2018, refugees were not allowed to open bank 
accounts or access loans. 

“We were given IDs, we can access the banks now. 

Before that, we used to access through someone 

else from the hosting community. We have sim cards 

to use Hellocash [a mobile transfer system] for the 

money that comes from UNHCR.” (SSI19) 

Nevertheless, a lack of collateral or savings remains 
a barrier to refugee access to banking services (Betts 
2019b). In addition, according to several RDPP benefi-
ciaries, existing financial institutions do not comply with 
Islamic finance. 

“Financial services are not there, you can only open 

an account and deposit your money in the bank. 

People here don’t try to get loans from microfinance 

institutions or from other banks. It has an interest 

and according to the Islamic religion, the interest is 

not allowed if the loan is paid with cash. So, people 

don’t even try it.” (RDPP beneficiary, Au Barre)

As a result, both refugees and hosts tend to prefer the 
informal savings and lending schemes, such as Iqub 
(savings groups) (RDPP beneficiary, Au Barre). 

Coping Mechanisms 

Staying in groups is one of the refugees’ primary coping 
mechanisms. One host explains that refugees tend to 
“walk together” in Jigjiga and Sheder. 

“Remember I mentioned when in Jigjiga the refugee 

would walk together. Even now when I came back 

to Sheder I have seen them do the same thing. I 

have seen them walk in groups, I do not know if it 

is a defense thing, but this is from my observation.” 

(LLI8) 

Indebtedness is common among refugees, according to 
interviews with members of both communities. Refugees 
go to shops, take what they need, and pay later after 
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they receive food rations or remittances from relatives. A 
refugee shop explains: 

“I have this small business, a kiosk, and all my custom-

ers don’t pay. They usually take goods on debt with 

the promises they will pay back at the end of the 

month. All the refugees take loans because they 

depend on the food rations [the food they get from 

ARRA]. All my customers come and take what they 

want and say ‘write it down.’ Once the customers 

pay me back, I go to the local shop where I borrowed 

the goods I needed, and exactly like my customers 

do, I pay back.” (SSI32) 

Although this practice may have consequences for shop 
owners, most allow refugees to pay them at a later date 
without asking for a guarantor or collateral. This is the 
result of greater interaction between communities, as this 
practice was not initially permitted. 

“Before, if you get some money from your relatives, 

you would have needed to go to Aw Barre, and you 

would have been asked to have a guarantor, and you 

may not get anything and come back with nothing. 

Today, there is no need for a guarantor, you have 

a full address and you just need to have a block 

number and a refugee ID.” (FGD16.R6) 

This reveals that a relationship of trust exists between 
refugees and hosts, allowing them to engage in economic 
activities. A key informant interview with a local civil 
society organization representative confirms this. 

“There is trust among Somalis: one of the assets is 

social networking, it is very important, Somalis can 

trust each other, even though someone is a refugee.” 

(KII6) 

Since the aid provided is not enough to live on, many 
refugees engage in informal economic activities. Refugees 

make investments proactively, either by going into debt or 
by selling their food rations.73 As one refugee describes, 
some brokers will lend livestock without any financial 
guarantee. 

“I started talking to a livestock broker named Aden, I 

introduced myself and told him about my plan which 

was lending one goat without guarantor (finan-

cial guarantee), he just asked me if I had a refugee 

card, and I said yes I do have and I showed him. He 

trusted me, then I took the goods I needed within 

a day I paid back the goods I took on debt.” (SSI32) 

Some earn income by selling their UN-provided food 
rations. 

“Initially, being a business-minded person, I had 

started off by going to the shops in town to sell the 

food rations that I was being given by UN officials in 

order to get money so that I invest. I thought of this 

idea of investing into something which will gener-

ate something to feed my children because the food 

that UN was offering was little and not very edible. 

Through this, I did become friends with a few women 

and men who owned stores in the town. Therefore, 

the money I started getting from here, I bought a 

goat then slaughtered. I kept some for my children 

then sold the rest of it. I realized how quickly this 

was becoming profitable.” (LLI 7) 

Furthermore, refugees organize themselves in savings 
groups to collect money and meet unexpected expenses. 
This practice is very common among Somali women in 
both communities: 

“There are people, particularly women, who collabo-

rate in savings, they agree to share a certain amount 

and contribute every Thursday, like Br 50 each or 

Br 100 if they can, then for three months, one of 

73. However, food rations had recently been replaced, as part of UNHCR’s deci-
sion to expand cash-based assistance (see UNHCR 2019b).
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them may need help, for example, if her family has 

a wedding or a funeral, then the amount is given to 

her.” (FGD19.R4)

However, savings groups are usually community-specific: 
refugees and hosts each belong to their own groups. 
Refugees also receive support from the host community, 
as a refugee in Sheder explains: 

“The host community supports the very poor house-

holds in the refugee community, for example, by 

collecting food for them. We encourage people to 

help them since they are not in their homeland and 

people give them what they can get.” (SSI27) 

This solidarity toward refugees is favored by the local 
culture. 

“In the Somali culture, you can’t eat while your 

neighbor is hungry, you may be affected by the evil 

eye. These days, it is like that, refugees are borrow-

ing and needs have been met by the local commu-

nity, because we receive Br 200, small borage and 

oil, that can’t sustain us for 30 days, so you may go 

to the shop and borrow while you have another loan 

pending, when you tell him that your children don’t 

have milk, the owner will say take, Allah will bring.” 

(FGD16.R5) 

Impact on local actors 

The establishment of the camps has significantly trans-
formed the area. Sheder and Aw Barre used to be small 
villages with only a few houses and shops and limited 
services. Changes include social composition: the area 
was once inhabited by local pastoralists who had limited 
contact with other communities. A member of the host 
community in Aw Barre claims that this has made the 
society more complex. 

“If I compare Aw Barre before and now, Aw Barre is 

a place that hosts refugees, when the first refugee 

arrived here, we were a simple society with similar 

needs such as basic education, health; and living 

standards were just basic. But when we hosted the 

first refugees, things gradually moved from simple to 

complex. I say this because there has been a forced 

integration between people who never knew each 

other, who have different types of behavior.” (SSI20) 

This change has required adaptation by locals, who now 
“share” their hometown with refugees. 

“The time I came back to live in Sheder, I found the 

refugee camp had been set up and now was here 

with the camp holding so many people. This is now 

where I had to get used to the fact that there were 

new people living with us here in Sheder.” (LLI8)

Moreover, most of the refugees in Sheder and Aw Barre 
are educated and come from urban settings as opposed 
to the host community, which comprises pastoralists from 
rural areas. As a result, the arrival of refugees has trans-
formed the area and fostered knowledge sharing. 

“Before the refugees came, most of the people were 

ignorant, they couldn’t get such education, all of 

them were pastorals who rear livestock. Since they 

met people from towns, they got a better knowledge 

and hosts benefited.” (SSI31) 

The differences in cultures and lifestyles among refugees 
and hosts can cause misunderstandings between them.

“Another impact is that we are more modern than 

the people in Aw Barre, they are just used to living 

here while we know a lot and have seen a lot consid-

ering we have come from big cities like Mogadishu. I 

usually tell them to change.” (SSI18)
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As a result, new practices have developed—some posi-
tive, some negative. For example, the arrival of refugees 
increases diversity and fosters innovation in the commu-
nity, but Aw Barre’s transformation into a town also creates 
security and safety concerns.

“These youth gangs are a new phenomenon here in 

Aw Barre. We did not have this culture previously 

and our youth never acted in groups. You’d always 

find individuals (youth) who acted alone but now this 

is something we have observed. We have some of 

the host communities who have formed their own 

gangs and now as we speak, we have a few of them 

in jail. These gangs commit all kinds of crimes, and 

there is also an equally notorious gang from the 

refugee camp. For those ones, we usually report 

them to ARRA who is responsible for either putting 

them in prison or providing the verdict on what 

happens to the ones caught in crime.” (FGD12.R1)

On the positive side, the refugee presence attracts NGO 
interventions that improve the host community’s access 
to basic services as well. 

“NGOs provided support to both host community 

and refugees, like water supply system, health, 

and others. It is NGOs like IRC who maintain our 

water supply, train plumbers, and also they support 

us from the education sector like school facilities, 

school feeding ….” (SSI20) 

These NGOs have also created job opportunities for host 
community members. 

“I would say the refugees have benefited the host 

community a lot. They all work in organizations that 

started functioning here because of the refugee 

presence. For example, where I work, there are 

not many refugees like me who work. There are 

more host community members who have been 

employed. It is the same case in the main hospi-

tal, schools, and everywhere else. So, you can say 

that us coming here, having all these amenities, has 

created job opportunities for their people. Honestly, 

I do not know why this is the case, but all I know is 

maybe it is because they are the hosting community, 

they are given preference over the refugees for most 

of the jobs available that serve the refugees.” (SSI19)

Both Sheder and Aw Barre have grown to become business 
centers, attracting locals from the region. Local traders 
and business owners benefit greatly from the economic 
opportunities associated with the additional demand. 

“Aw Barre was a small district before the refugees 

came; now it’s hugely increased after the arrival 

of these refugees. This has benefited local traders 

who have accumulated wealth because of the many 

people buying their items and have expanded their 

business.” (SSI20) 

“Before the refugees, the area was zero at everything; 

you couldn’t find a café, nothing was happening here, 

either in the economic field, business, or all other basic 

services. When the refugees arrived here, Sheder 

became a town, and now it is under competition to 

become a district, so the area has changed a lot over 

time, and it has grown a lot. The population increased, 

economic life improved, and the area became green, 

particularly in the camp because different trees grew 

and different schools have been constructed, espe-

cially high school, that did not exist before.” (SSI29)

Some in the host community also express concerns over 
the negative impacts associated with the refugee pres-
ence and the resulting changes in Aw Barre and Sheder. 
For example, some are alarmed that the rapid develop-
ment and increase in demand create high inflation, forcing 
low-income households to leave the area. 
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“There was an increase in construction of the Aw 

Barre resettlement. Two school campuses were 

built—one for the refugees and the other for hosting 

community. I have been living here all my life but, 

nowadays, living in Aw Barre is too costly. If this 

continues, I will move to another city which might 

have a lower cost of living than Aw Barre.” (SSI20) 

The inward population movement has also provoked 
tensions over land. 

“When refugees came here, this town was a very 

small village. People living here had to migrate to 

other areas. Refugees contributed to the growth 

and development of this town. Even those people 

who migrated came back. Refugees contributed to 

business growth, enriched social and cultural rela-

tions. This contribution has had an impact on the 

town. But for pastoral people, refugees had a nega-

tive impact. Farms and grazing lands were taken for 

people to reside, and they saw the degradation of 

lands.” (SSI28)

The environmental degradation caused by the refugee 
presence has forced pastoralists to leave the area. 

“Refugees contributed to environmental degrada-

tion. Farms where locals used to grow became habi-

tations. This has obviously caused the displacement 

of locals. These locals need assistance and support 

in income-generation activities for them to survive. 

Also, the environment needs to be rehabilitated.” 

(FGD20.R3)

Conflict-sensitive analysis 

Although conflicts are limited overall, hosts and refu-
gees speak openly about the causes of conflict between 
communities. Deforestation is the primary source of 
conflict, attributed to refugees cutting down trees around 

the camp for firewood. Refugees use firewood for light-
ing, cooking, and heating—a consequence of the camp’s 
lack of energy. 

“Here in Sheder, we have a problem of excessive 

deforestation because of refugees. Refuges are 

cutting the trees for different purposes, like making 

houses and cooking.” (SSI27) 

NGOs provide refugee households with cooking gas, but 
the supply is irregular, leaving refugees with no choice but 
to cut down trees. This creates tensions between refugees 
and hosts, especially when refugees cut down trees on 
privately owned farms. 

“We used to be given cooking gas, but it is no longer 

there. You may go out to collect firewood from 

surrounding farms, then you can be beaten and 

conflicts can arise as a result.” (FGD16.R5) 

Refugees are left in a situation where they have no choice 
but to steal, even as they are aware of the risks involved. 

“We have been given natural gas, and we use it, but 

when you miss gas, you may go to the farms in the 

camp’s surroundings to collect firewood. It is stealing 

someone else’s property; you may be harmed unless 

you beg the owner.” (FGD16.R1) 

Hosts also complain about the refugees’ impact on the 
environment, arguing that waste proliferates around the 
camp. 

“In the sanitation field, there has been a lot of prob-

lems recently. Before, there were organizations 

working in sanitation, but ARRA has taken over, it 

is not like before. Previously, we had garbage pits 

and we used to burn garbage. But now, as you may 

have seen, there are dumped wastes, plastics, and all 
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wastes are dumped around the camp. Rubbish are all 

around and this is causing problems, livestock may 

eat them, …” (SSI27) 

Community consultations made clear that the host 
community considers the environmental degradation 
attributed to refugees to be a major concern, and calls for 
rehabilitation projects. 

“We need projects for environmental rehabilitation, 

including galley controls, reforestation, and reserved 

parks.” (CC2.R2) 

Refugees and hosts also mention disputes over land used 
by refugees to graze livestock. Refugees are provided live-
stock, but they have no land and no way to feed it. 

“Well, nothing has happened to me personally in 

terms of conflict, but I have come across situations 

where refugees were given so many goats and they 

decided to graze on other people’s lands, and this 

caused chaos between them because they didn’t pay 

the land owners for the grazing of their goats.” (LLI7) 

The distribution of job opportunities is a recurrent source 
of tension between communities. Hosts feel disadvan-
taged and complain about what they see as the unfair 
distribution of jobs. 

“In terms of work opportunities, there was job 

creation for both communities. Most of the locals 

had no capacity at that time. The only opportuni-

ties available were teaching positions or watchmen. 

Locals complained about the distribution of employ-

ment opportunities, but this has been solved, and 

there were promises made to ensure the locals were 

given opportunities to get jobs.” (SSI28) 

A conflict of this type arose during the last census, as host 
community members felt aggrieved. Elders solved the 
problem by obtaining an equal repartition. 

“We have also seen some fights during the last 

census. Youth from the local community went to 

the census organizers. They were complaining about 

employment-sharing because they said locals were 

neglected. Locals wanted to have an equal share of 

available temporary jobs or more than refugees. Also, 

elders intervened and discussed with the youth from 

the local community. They have been given an equal 

share and the issue was solved.” (SSI30) 

Salary discrepancies remain another cause of tension. 
Refugees are very vocal about what they see as unfair 
treatment, when host community members receive 
higher salaries for the same jobs and same qualifica-
tions. Because their status does not allow them to work 
formally, instead of a salary, refugees are given a per diem 
of no more than Br 700. This is demoralizing to educated 
refugee youths. 

“While his classmates that are from the host commu-

nity have the chance and become employees either 

in government institutions or NGOs, occasionally 

there is a chance or opportunity that he becomes 

a staff of an organization working in this area. He 

may not be paid the same salary as the employees 

from the host community. For example, if the staff 

from the refugees and host community work in one 

organization for a similar job, they don’t receive the 

same payment per month. The refugee youth who 

have a certificate of first degree or Masters would 

receive an amount of Br 700 per month; whereas 

staff from the host community working in the same 

working environment would receive more than that. 

It resulted, most of the youth are demoralized, while 

some of them illegally migrated.” (SSI31) 
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However, host communities are the ones feeling neglected 
when it comes to NGO support. In the field of education, 
hosts denounce unfair treatment because the refugee 
students have easier access to higher education, do not 
pay university fees, and are provided school materials. 

“For the refugee girls, NGOs provided different kinds 

of support. For example, when the refugee girls 

don’t get good results at the grade 10 or 12 national 

exams, NGOs would send them to college, while the 

host community members would not be sent. It may 

cause tensions between the students. Similarly, at 

the high school level, NGOs would provide support 

like uniforms, books, pens, and solar lanterns used 

for reading; again, students from hosts would not 

receive the same, and this caused tensions. Group 

of youth from the host community attacked refugee 

youth and some people in the community claimed 

that they don’t want refugees to stay here and that 

they must leave to another place.” (SSI31) 

Hosts think they should receive support from NGOs to 
compensate for their contributions to refugees. 

“There are people whose farms have been turned 

to refugee houses in the camp; they have the right 

to be employed in the refugee camp or supported.” 

(FGD19.R1) 

This feeling is reinforced by some host community 
members who are experiencing more extreme poverty 
than the refugees. 

“I think it would be nice to extend support given to 

refugees to the poor families in the local commu-

nity. There are families with bad living conditions, 

even worse than refugees. They also need support, 

especially those displaced, whose land was given to 

refugees.” (FGD20.R4) 

To alleviate such tensions, hosts suggest that their commu-
nity should get 50 percent of the NGO support. 

“The locals have been used to get 25 percent of the 

support given to refugees. We recommend increas-

ing this support for local communities to 50 percent. 

This would ensure peaceful coexistence between 

refugees and hosts. If poor families in the host 

community don’t get support, it may create prob-

lems with refugees. Also, creating job opportunities 

for hosts will improve the relations with refugees.” 

(FGD20.R1) 

Hosts express frustration at seeing vacant positions at the 
NGOs being filled by staff from Addis Ababa rather than 
by locals. 

“Those people whose farms were taken have the 

right to have replacement land or compensation. 

Employment opportunities arise from humanitarian 

NGOs, and their staff is brought from Addis Ababa. 

We have employment rights; we would like this issue 

to be solved. Why is staff brought from Addis Ababa 

while locals are ready to work and have the capa-

bility. Poor people in the host community also need 

assistance.” (FGD19.R1)

Soccer games arose as a common practice, an activity that 
involves youths from both communities. 

“During the football [soccer] game between Sheder 

and Aw Barre, people were surprised about the way 

we integrated and said, Sheder has no refugees, all 

residents are locals. When we are asked “where are 

you from,” we reply from Sheder, and that is why 

they believed we don’t have refugees.” (FGD19.R7) 

However, games between teams that are segregated by 
group (refugee or host), can result in fighting. Several 
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participants say elders usually settle such disputes in Aw 
Barre and Sheder. 

“I remember once youth had a fight in the football 

[soccer] field because of a disagreement on the 

scores. They were playing as refugees versus host 

community. No big wounds, just slight injuries as a 

result of the fight. Elders came together, discussed 

the problem and its causes.” (SSI30Z) 

This shows that although soccer games are a powerful 
means of social integration for youth, they do not neces-
sarily lead to social integration. 

According to the Xeer system, elders are responsible for 
solving conflicts in the community, acting as mediators. 
Both refugees and hosts trust elders to deal with disputes. 

“For the other damages and conflicts that rise, this 

is usually solved through the Xeer system. This is 

the system by which the elders come together to 

solve problems. For example, when the former 

administration in the region collapsed, the refugees 

faced serious robbery and damages to their homes. 

Then elders came together from the hosts and all 

the materials that have been looted were replaced.” 

(SSI20)

Stakeholders and rules vary depend on the type of issue 
at hand, for example, religious or customary. Religious 
matters require the intervention of religious scholars, who 
will settle the issue according to Islamic principles. If the 
issue of concern is customary, elders are involved. 

“If there is a collision, there is a traditional system 

that we use to solve issues. If it is something related 

to religion, we call religious scholars from both sides 

and solve it according to the Islamic religion. If the 

issue relates to customary law, elders come together 

and solve it according to customary law. For example, 

youth from the two communities may fight because 

of games. It happened recently, we came together 

with elders from both sides, we went to their area as 

they are our guests, we sat there, reconciled youth 

and solved the problem.” (FGD19.R1)

To address conflicts between refugees and hosts, a 
conflict resolution committee was established. It involves 
the elders and is based on the model of the Xeer system. 
The common culture contributes favorably to this because 
Somali traditions and principles are used to solve issues 
between refugees and hosts. 

“In general, we have a dispute/conflict resolution 

committee. This committee is responsible for all 

kinds of disputes. The parties of the conflict will be 

called and solve disputes in accordance with the 

Somali traditions.” (SSI27)

Authorities are usually involved only as a second step 
or if the matter presents difficulties. If an issue cannot 
be solved by these traditional mediators, ARRA seeks to 
resolve the dispute. 

“If the mediation efforts don’t work or the issue is 

big, such as land disputes or divorces, then people 

go to administrations and ARRA.” (FGD13.R6) 

ARRA, which is responsible for maintaining good relation-
ships between the two communities, is also preferred as 
an arbiter when there are community-level tensions. 

“I have to make a criticism about them these days, 

we used to intermarry and integrate well in the past, 

but now, what happened is that they closed the 

water supply from us, they come, touch the soil and 

say this is our land, the people who are guarding the 

water points are from the host community and they 

force us to pay. It was just over the last few months. 

What we did is, we went to ARRA and [they] solved 

the issue.” (FGD17.R3)
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Due to the existence of these mechanisms, the police and 
justice are rarely involved—as reflected in the ecosystems, 
although the police are always informed, even if the issue 
is solved through the Xeer system. 

“Usually, people do not protest the ruling of the 

elders. They are trusted to make the right decision 

in a fair manner. Most people in Aw Barre prefer this 

than going to the police station to file complaints.” 

(FGD13.R3) 

A police officer confirmed that the police directly handle 
major crimes, such as murder and rape. 

“However, there are some crimes that do not go 

through the Xeer system but are directly forwarded 

to us and we use the Ethiopian regulation to 

sentence the person that committed the crime. For 

example, rape and murder.” (KII with former Sheder 

police officer) 

Social Organization 

The increase in population caused by the arrival of refu-
gees in Sheder and Aw Barre resulted in the establishment 
of community-based organizations representing various 
groups, including youth and women. Sheder and Aw Barre 
were small villages before the camps were established. 
Hosts speak of the impact of refugees on the social life of 
their communities, and of their inclusion in local consulta-
tion processes. 

“Social organization have changed in the course of 

refugees’ stay here, the population has risen, they 

have come with new ideas and new skills, new social 

life, they are part of the inhabitants, they have been 

included in local committees representing themselves, 

they contribute to decision making.” (FGD17.R4)

However, although there are many interactions between 
refugees and hosts, mostly triggered by religious and 
economic activities, the two communities do not share 
and are not part of the same organizations. 

“We do not have the same organizations working 

in the two places. We integrate when it comes to 

religion—we are all believers of Allah, and this has 

played a key role in strengthening or even allowing 

for a relationship to be shared between the host and 

refugees.” (SSI19) 

The refugee camp is akin to a society on its own in this 
regard, with its own representatives, committees, and 
organizations. The only organizations that are shared with 
the host community are the ones that play a role in the 
regulation of the relationship between communities. 

“There are community-based organizations in the 

refugee camps. There are youth organizations, 

women’s organizations, committees, and so on. They 

are different according to their focus. For example, 

youth groups focus on employment creation, sports, 

and entertainment. For women groups, they focus 

on women’s rights, female genital mutilations, and 

also women’s empowerment. There are common 

ones like conflict resolution committees, but most of 

them are community-specific.” (SSI30) 

Places of interactions 
Refugees and hosts meet on various occasions, but markets 
and mosques are the main places of interaction. Refugees 
regularly go to Sheder and Aw Barre local markets to meet 
their daily needs. Respondents from both sides explain 
that markets are the primary places of interaction. 

“People also meet at marketplaces where they inter-

act and buy from each other, markets are the most 

common places of interaction.” (FGD13.R3)
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Religion is a powerful driver of integration and religious 
spaces act as hubs for social interaction. 

“As my brother has just said, there are no programs 

that bring us together, but it is because of the faith 

we have and belief in the same God. When we go 

to the mosques, we meet each other, and you have 

to love your Muslim brother for the sake of Allah.” 

(FGD12.R1) 

When it comes to religion, there is no difference between 
refugee and host, to the point that refugees lead Friday 
prayers in the mosque located in the host community. 

“I do not have a shop, but I have interacted with a 

lot of refugees in the mosques. A sheikh—who is a 

refugee—leads the Friday prayers in Aw Barre in the 

main mosque. The religion we share has made us 

care about each other.” (FGD12.R6) 

Hosts say that refugees contribute to the development of 
madrasas, as most of the teachers are from the refugee 
community. 

“From the religion side, they have contributed posi-

tively by leading prayers at the mosques and teach-

ing madrasa.” (SSI24) 

Community events, such as weddings and burials, are 
also places where communities meet. A refugee woman 
explains: 

“We usually attend cultural events and wedding 

parties together and share special moments; if 

someone dies, we all attend his or her funeral and 

send condolences.” (FGD13.R6)

Because refugees and hosts share a religion, the popula-
tion increase has enabled considerable improvements to 

religious buildings. This is acknowledged by both commu-
nities and appears to be a source of pride. Locals explain 
that scholars from both communities worked together to 
build a tower on Sheder’s mosque: 

“In terms of religious occasions, religious elders 

assigned one place for Eid prayers, Fridays, we 

pray in one mosque. In the last Eidul Adha, reli-

gious leaders announced that the mosque requires 

a tower, because it is the sign of the mosques. The 

mosque did not have a tower and it was not differ-

ent from other buildings. All religious scholars from 

both refugees and hosts collaborated to build the 

tower, you can see now, the tower is complete, now 

we are collaborating in building a new mosque. Both 

communities are connected and collaborate and 

work together.” (FGD19.R4)

Social services are also crucial to fostering interactions; 
and integrated schools allow children from both commu-
nities to get to know each other. 

“Education is also where people meet and establish 

connections. Sharing social services also because 

both locals and refugees meet on water points, in 

health centers … I have many friends in the refugee 

camp. Refugees come to us here in the health center. 

We serve them just like locals.” (SSI30)

“Places where the community gather include water-

ing points, for example when some of the boreholes 

encountered damage and there was a water short-

age. If this shortage occurs, the community gathers 

where water is available—be it at the host commu-

nity side or refugee side.” (SSI20) 

Finally, NGOs and development actors bring both commu-
nities together for organized trainings and conferences. 
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“Social interactions occur during Eid festivity, during 

the conferences, wedding ceremonies, burials, train-

ings, and workshops that the government and NGOs 

conduct. People interact with refugees at Sheder 

markets, people also come together at mosques 

[masajidada] during the prayer times of Fridays and 

Eid prayers, and people come together during the 

day of refugees.” (SSI32) 

Distance to camp 
The distance between the host community and the camp 
is a key factor of interaction. Host community members 
living close to the camp rely on refugees more than they 
rely on the host community. 

“Hosts from that side don’t come in town, they buy 

from refugees and go back home, they depend on 

refugees in terms of business.” (FGD19.R2) 

However, hosts who live far from the camp interact less 
frequently with refugees. 

“The connection between the refugees and locals is 

there because now they have lived here for a very 

long time. Now you see them everywhere walking, 

working, or taking their livestock. I personally do not 

have that many connections with them because I 

work here at the control, the entrance of the town. I 

see them moving in numbers when they are leaving, 

but other than Assalamu Alaykum, we do not share 

anything else.” (FGD14.R5) 

Distance is a key parameter for service delivery as well. A 
host explains that geographic location rather than status 
determines the type of service one uses. 

“Both communities have equal access to some 

services. They have equal access to water, health, 

and education. No discrimination for refugees or 

hosts when using these services. It depends on 

the individuals, on what makes sense for them. If 

the health center is close to someone, no matter if 

the person is a refugee or a local, they can access.” 

(SSI30) 

In this regard, the valley between the town and the camp 
in Aw Barre is barrier to integration because the distance—
and the absence of a bridge—limits social interactions. 

Mixed marriages 
Many refugees have built families through marriage to 
hosts or other refugees, resulting in an internal increase 
of the camp’s population. 

“There are many like me who came here single but 

now have children—I just want you to understand 

the population increase doesn’t necessarily mean 

there are people coming from outside, but there is 

an internal population increase.” (SSI25) 

Mixed marriages have become common practice. Several 
participants report that refugees and hosts have become 
relatives and are now a family. 

“About social integration, at the beginning we were 

a little isolated, after a while, when we stayed here 

for a while and understood each other, we see 

people getting intermarried, when marriage happens 

between us people, we become blood related and 

family.” (SSI33) 

After a wedding, a couple usually lives in the host commu-
nity, resulting in a stronger integration. 

Gender roles 
While gender roles do not appear to have evolved due 
to the refugee presence, interviews with refugees indi-
cate that some women arrived and live alone in the camp, 
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sometimes with children. This puts them in a situation of 
limited support where they must provide for the needs 
of their families and themselves, which fosters a form 
of independence. To a great extent, jobs remain gender- 
specific for both communities. Women often turn to 
domestic work, such as laundry and housekeeping. Some 
also have small businesses, just like men, although the 
type of business may differ, with women more likely to be 
selling clothing items and cosmetics. In some cases, men 
leave for the major cities after arriving at camp, leaving 
women behind to look after their families using whatever 
money—if any—they are sent. 

Economic interactions 

Economic exchanges are the primary mode of refugee–
host interactions, described by refugees and hosts as the 
first step toward integration. Repeated daily interactions 
have enabled them to get to know each other. When 
referring to their relationships with hosts, refugees often 
mention shop owners as people with whom they have 
very frequent contact. 

Refugees and hosts are interdependent in terms of 
economic exchange. Refugees drive the demand for 
goods, and rely on hosts to supply them. In a region highly 
dependent on cross-border trade, hosts travel to the 
border to buy goods and sell them in town. Because of 
their status and movement restrictions, refugees tend to 
partner with hosts to import products, either from Wajale 
(located at the border with Somalia) or Jigjiga. 

“The people in the area living in the host community 

and the refugees are interdependent. For instance, 

people are socially interlinked, refugees stay at the 

camp, and there are some of them who own small 

businesses in the camp. These businesses have 

connections with local businesses in Sheder town. 

Refugee business owners have no permission to 

buy goods in Jigjiga or Wajale towns. They depend 

on what the local people bring to Sheder, and then 

refugees will take goods from them as secondhand. 

Host community members are wholesalers, and 

refugees are connected to their stores.” (SSI29) 

However, some respondents indicate that refugees can 
now travel to Wajale themselves because hosts now let 
them use their transportation services. 

“In terms of movement, refugees have already been 

given the freedom to go anywhere they like. They 

even go to Wajale town for business.” (SSI21)

Refugees depend on shop owners from the host commu-
nity to “borrow” goods and pay for them later, after they 
receive their food rations. 

“The refugees depend on the host communities in 

many ways. The refugees borrow vegetables, rations, 

and money from the locals. Sometimes, shops in the 

town give goods to a refugee who sells and then 

pays back the amount of the goods.” (SSI32) 

Hosts benefit from this arrangement because refu-
gees are their main customers. As a result, shop owners 
report that they are grateful for the presence of refugees. 
Refugees are considered valuable clients and are treated 
accordingly. A businessman from the host community in 
Aw Barre explains: 

“I have many customers who take food items from 

my shop worth Br 2,000 monthly, and they pay me 

back. I know them and trust them. It took a while, 

but that is what the situation is. There is no refugee 

who works for me, but I sell my products to shop 

owners in the camps. When I have new products 

that have come, I go and advertise in the camps too. 

I am grateful because my income has increased—I 

serve a wider population that is modern. We treat 

them like the host customers, if not better.” (SSI21) 
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Refugees also rely on hosts to graze livestock because 
they lack access to land, leaving them with only the 
option of informal agreements with hosts. Some refugees 
partner with hosts by offering to take the latter’s livestock 
for grazing. Others receive support from hosts to feed 
their cattle. These arrangements foster positive interac-
tions between refugees and hosts. 

“For example, when my plants grow, there is a man 

called Ali Abdi who is a refugee who lives in the camp, 

I give my plants to feed his livestock. He owns a few 

livestock given to him by—I believe—UNHCR, but 

there is nowhere for him to take his goats to graze. 

Therefore, since he doesn’t have the feed and I have 

more of this, so I give them. Ali looks for me because 

we have gotten to know each other by seeing each 

other trying to find places to graze, walking around 

the bridge (doox). He even sometimes sends his live-

stock to me so that I can add them to mine to go out 

and graze together. Ali doesn’t have children to take 

his goats for grazing therefore my children do this for 

him.” (FGD12.R4) 

Positive economic impacts 
The arrival of refugees has undoubtedly fostered 
economic development, created economic opportunities, 
and resulted in the expansion of both Sheder and Aw 
Barre. A main consequence to economic exchange is the 
circulation of money due to an increase in the number of 
transactions. Several hosts and refugees note how limited 
the number of shops and availability of cash used to be 
in Sheder. 

“In Sheder, when we arrived here it was a very small 

village. The buildings that you have seen here were 

not previously here, there were old buildings only 

and they were just plants growing everywhere and 

no buildings, you could count the number of shops, it 

was a small number, there was only one marketplace 

with a limited number of goods, and if you were to 

buy you might not receive the change. For example, 

if you were to buy a biscuit whose price is Br 5 and 

you give Br 10, you couldn’t get the change because 

they rarely had that much cash flow. You’d have to 

come back the following day to get your change or 

you’d have to buy more goods.” (SSI32)

The most significant impacts of the increased demand on 
the host community are the proliferation of shops, the 
development of services, and the increase in the supply 
of commodities. 

“Before the refugees came, Sheder was a very small 

village; there were very few people and houses in 

Sheder. But after refugees arrived, the population 

has increased here. After the refugees have adapted 

to this place, we started business exchanges; 

because the population had increased, the demand 

for goods increased and a number of businessmen 

came to open new businesses. The consequences 

were economic growth and expansion of the town.” 

(SSI26) 

The multiplication of businesses has made a variety of 
goods and services available to the host community, such 
as food products, clothes, cosmetics, hygiene products, 
electronic devices, and decorative items. 

“When we first came to Aw Barre, we could count 

the number of tea shops, clothes shops; and 

everything now has doubled. The community has 

expanded with more shops. We would say that they 

have benefitted from us being here.” (FGD11.R5) 

The host community also reports benefitting from the 
refugee presence in terms of services, including transpor-
tation, which was extremely limited before the establish-
ment of the camp. 
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“When the refugees came, in the first five years, 

refugees and hosts made great social interactions, 

business increased and expanded, business owners 

benefited double, and each business became twice 

as big as before. We got access to transportation 

services, which was limited before.” (SSI26) 

Financial services also became more available, including 
mobile transfer services. 

“On the economic side, the host community bene-

fited from refugees, you can easily get information 

about how this place was before refugees came, and 

the changes that have occurred. In terms of popula-

tion and economic growth, financial services opened 

for remittances, such as Hello Cash.” (SSI26) 

The arrival of refugees also boosted job creation due to 
the presence of NGOs and generally improved business 
opportunities. 

Refugees as a source of innovation and skills 
Many hosts say the refugees are a source of innovation 
and skills. Coming from an urban educated background, 
refugees settled in Sheder and Aw Barre have capital and 
networks, and tend to be business-oriented. According to 
Carver, Gedi, and Naish (2018): 

“In Sheder, the presence of a refugee camp in the 

area has, in effect, created its own host community, 

as what was a small village has grown significantly. 

People have been drawn there from different parts 

of the region to make the most of the new economic 

opportunities, opportunities associated with the 

operation itself as well as the capital and skills  

that well-networked, urban refugees have brought 

to the area.” 

The interior design skills of the refugees are particularly 
appreciated by many in the host community. 

“Refugees are people from major cities in Somalia 

and have their own skills and mindsets; they have 

contributed in many things, like home decoration, 

home materials, and appliances.” (SSI21) 

In terms of clothing, business owners are inspired by new 
designs introduced by refugees. 

“They have really opened our eyes to new ways of 

making dresses (dira). Before, the community would 

all have their clothes tailored the same way. When 

I see them sometimes, I try to copy their clothes 

designs.” (SSI26) 

Refugees’ skills fill some gaps. For example, hosts say 
they are fluent in English and proficient with information 
technology. 

“If you look at the schools and madrassas, you will 

see that the refugee children are always brighter 

than our students. Our mosques are led by refugee 

imams and even in language; some of their youth 

speak fluent English and are proficient in IT [infor-

mation technology].” (FGD12.R7) 

Because of these skills, refugees are hired to teach in 
private schools, which some hosts perceive as threatening. 

“They are causing a burden on jobs for the host 

communities because some of the refugees are 

more advanced in technology and language. They 

teach in private schools, some work in the hospitals, 

but the majority of them are daily casual laborers.” 

(SSI24)
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The refugee presence fosters knowledge transfer in crit-
ical sectors, such as construction and electricity. This 
contributes to the development of the towns and largely 
benefits the host community. 

“The host community was small, but refugees came 

from big towns, had good knowledge, now the host 

community is dependent on the refugees, on their 

skills, for construction, plumbing, electricity, main-

tenance. Then the knowledge was transferred, and 

many host community members have learned elec-

tricity, pipe installation, plumbing, or construction; 

this is also why the town grew up. Many people 

got knowledge thanks to these people. Especially in 

Kebribayah and Aw Barre, the people were skilled 

and trained. The host community will tell you that 

they were very lucky to have these refugees.” (KII6)

The needs and consumption habits of the refugees 
have encouraged local producers to adapt and diversify 
their production. While agricultural activities were once 
limited to animal products, locals now grow vegetables. , 
as explained by one refugee. 

“From 2008 and 2009 to 2011, we used to buy 

milk, charcoal, and trees used for construction from 

nomads in this area. Now they started to grow vege-

tables like pepper, cabbage, onion, and tomatoes 

and sell them to refugees. We used to bring from 

Jigjiga, but now it is brought from locals. They have 

been motivated by refugees’ needs, they changed 

their farms where they used to grow crops, from khat 

and maize to fruits and vegetables. We used to eat 

cabbage in southern Somalia, not even in Galkayo in 

central Somalia; when we found it here, we loved it. 

They have been motivated by the refugees to grow 

these things.” (FGD16.R1) 

Negative economic impacts 
Hosts complain of high inflation, which they attribute to 
the arrival of refugees. The cost of living was once low in 
these remote areas. 

“Food prices were low at that time, and a sack of 

charcoal, which costs Br 300 now was around Br 5. 

A leg of goat meat was Br 15; a cup of milk was Br 1. 

Even nomads were very close, and we used to go 

and take milk for free from them.” (FGD17.R5) 

This increase in prices has led to declining purchasing 
power, especially among pastoralist populations. Basic 
items have become unaffordable to a segment of the 
population. 

“Before refugees came, the price of one sack of 

sugar (50 kilograms) was Br 300 but today it is about 

Br 1,280. The income of the people is very low, and 

the cost of living has become very high, particularly 

basic food items.” (SSI27) 

Hosts claim that this inflation is caused by refugees who 
have more money and do not bargain. 

“The refugees had a negative impact on the market 

prices and the destruction of the forest. There are 

price hikes—for example, the sack of rice or pasta 

is now much more expensive. One kilogram of rice 

was Br 5 and it is up to Br 20 now. One kilogram of 

sorghum was 1.50 cents; it is now Br 10. A cup of 

milk was Br 1, now it is Br 15. That is the difference, 

as I told you, a sack which was Br 20 is now Br 280. 

Everything went up. Since the refugees are better 

off in terms of income sources, some get remittances 

and do not even ask/bargain prices and pay what-

ever they are told. Refugees do not bargain.” (SSI27) 
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Hosts also complain about competition following the 
recent establishment of a market inside the camp. 
Refugees have increasingly been opening small busi-
nesses, although they rely on the host community for 
supplies. A host from Sheder explains: 

“However, over the last three years, refugees 

opened small businesses in the camp, some of the 

refugee customers and local community members 

living around the camp use that market even though 

these small businesses depend on the local market.” 

(SSI26) 

Refugees are now able to travel to Wajale to purchase 
goods for themselves instead of having to rely on hosts 
to buy for them. Interviews with hosts reveal concerns 
about the impact this might have on local businesses. 

“Under the former government, refugees are not 

allowed to go out of the camp. Now they can go 

anywhere and access all places in the country. They 

are able to buy from as far as Wajale. This will have 

an impact on local businesses, because refugees 

used to buy from locals here only. Now they can do 

their own business, like locals.” (SSI28) 

According to hosts, the new market inside the camp has 
already impacted local business, which have witnessed a 
reduction in the number of their customers. 

“Now things are changing. Refugees started to have 

their own businesses in the camp. This has reduced 

the number of customers for local businesses.” 

(SSI30)

However, refugees say that the hosts maintain a monop-
oly on the market. 

“There is no competition on the market because 

there is a monopoly owned by the host community.” 

(SSI29) 

The establishment of a market inside the camp could 
reduce interactions and thereby lessen social cohesion. 

“Although the presence of refugees has been an 

opportunity to increase the volume of business 

transactions, now it seems that the market in Sheder 

is divided into two: the refugee camp business 

market and Sheder business market. It seems that 

there is a gap between the two business markets.” 

(SSI27)

Furthermore, outside of the camp, refugees are some-
times viewed as competitors for small jobs. 

“It is actually competing because as I mentioned to 

you earlier, I go to the hosts to wash their clothes 

so does my mother as well. We go together and we 

usually hear the ladies saying in the hosts that we are 

better at doing this casual labor as compared with 

the other hosts. I would assume the ladies who used 

to do these jobs do not like us very much because 

we are taking their jobs.” (FGD13.R3)

Conclusions 
Sheder and Aw Barre provide examples of peaceful 
coexistence between refugees and hosts, facilitated 
by their shared Somali culture, common language, and 
religion. However, most interactions remain economically 
driven: the camp and the hosts remain two communities 
living side by side, whose members meet regularly but do 
not share the same organizations and who have different 
support systems. As a result, there is a strong sense of 
otherness, revealing limited integration. To some extent, 
refugees and hosts share the same interests, including 
job creation and infrastructure investments, such as the 
road connecting Jigjiga to Aw Barre and Sheder and the 
bridge between the camp and the town in Aw Barre. Both 
communities consider these to be their main priorities. 
Both groups are concerned about instability in the region 
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and the country in general. The lack of electricity at the 
camps is a major problem for refugees and a cause of 
insecurity, while hosts are connected to the power grid. 

A community consultation in Aw Barre reveals a strong 
desire for an integrated approach. 

“I would like to conclude with something which is 

very important, as we have seen from the begin-

ning of this discussion, and I would like us to all 

vow and agree that from now on, any group that is 

approached by implementers, donors—should speak 

on behalf of the other. For example, if an organiza-

tion comes and asks us, the refugees, what our main 

needs are, we will speak of them but also speak on 

the behalf of the host community and whatever they 

have shared with us as their main needs. The host 

community will do the same. Therefore, when we 

start acting like a joint front, all these implementers 

will have no choice but to provide more integrated 

support.” (CC, Aw Barre, September)

All of the participants applauded in agreement. 

The host community undoubtedly benefits from refugee 
presence, which has fostered economic development 
and improved service provision. Nevertheless, one of 
the most important findings in this study is that there is 
widespread resentment among hosts toward NGOs and 
organizations focused solely on refugees while the host 
community faces major challenges related to livelihoods 
and access to basic services. Another source of tension is 
job distribution. Although the legal framework prevents 

refugees from working formally, they engage in trade; 
work as daily laborers; and fill skilled positions, including 
as teachers. As a result, hosts see them as a threat—a 
feeling reinforced by the fact that they also feel neglected. 
Because economic opportunities are limited in the area, 
the additional labor market competition—whether formal 
or informal—could spark tensions. 

Raising awareness on the policies and their benefits for 
both communities is crucial. To date, limited information 
has been shared by local authorities, NGOs, and UN agen-
cies, partly due to the many uncertainties regarding the 
implementation of the CRRF at the local level. However, 
only systematic sensitization and information campaigns 
will ensure that information is accessible to and under-
stood by all. The information delivered needs to consider 
the expectations and concerns of each community. 

In terms of programming, integrated approaches, as 
contemplated in the CRRF, are necessary to avoid 
tensions. The strong demand for greater equality 
confirms the need for integrated approaches and equal 
support. The Regional RDPP has been a precursor in this 
regard and has shown positive results in terms of social 
acceptance. 

Better coordination is needed among local-level stake-
holders, including organizations working with refugees 
and those supporting host communities. There has been 
progress in this area, especially through the establishment 
of the CRRF coordination meetings, but much remains 
to be done to ensure joint assessment, planning, and 
implementation. 
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