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Policy 
pointers
The UN’s refugee 
agency, UNHCR, needs to 
update its 2009 urban 
refugee policy to reflect 
the wealth of experience 
gained in towns and cities 
over the past ten years.

Donors, academics and 
NGOs should support the 
generation of evidence 
and data on the urban 
refugee experience. 

UN agencies, NGOs and 
local governments should 
work with refugees and 
their organisations as 
producers of highly 
relevant community- and 
city-level data. 

Municipal authorities 
need to collaborate with 
development and 
humanitarian actors to find 
‘win-win’ solutions that 
achieve positive results for 
urban development and 
service provision, 
promoting the ‘right to the 
city’ for all residents 
regardless of status. 

Cities for all? Rethinking  
urban displacement
The number of refugees living in towns and cities has greatly increased 
since the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) released its urban refugee policy 
in 2009. The agency should reflect on its role in urban settings, and provide 
practical guidance to its country offices on engaging with municipal 
authorities. This should be based on improved evidence and recognition of 
how urban refugees navigate formal and informal systems to meet their 
basic needs. This type of evidence is critical to refining targeting and 
establishing resource requirements. As new IIED research shows, refugee 
organisations themselves can generate data that provide more nuanced 
understanding of urban poverty; the process can help them develop 
stronger networks and thus contribute more effectively to local democracy. 
Equally important is understanding the needs of local authorities 
responding to displacement, and incentives that drive a positive response. 
Key actors should take a pragmatic stance to urban displacement, 
promoting the ‘right to the city’ for all.

Where are we on urban refugee 
policy?
The past two decades have seen a number of 
shifts at the global policy level with regards to 
urban refugees. Until the UN Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR) released a new urban policy in 2009,1 
its official position was that refugees did not 
belong in towns and cities. The events of the 
2000s meant this had to change, with hundreds 
of thousands of Iraqi refugees settling in urban 
centres in countries in the Middle East where, for 
historical reasons, there was little desire to 
establish camps. Equally, many Iraqi refugees 
were educated urbanites who had no intention of 
living in camps.2 UNHCR has stressed the 
importance of gathering information on location, 
noting that it assists with identifying protection 
gaps and improving resource allocations and so 

the efficient delivery of refugee support 
programmes.3 But the policy itself has been 
described as little more than a ‘bill of rights’ and 
does not clearly set out how the agency needs to 
change its approach to adapt to urban contexts.

In addition, this attention to the location of 
refugees seems to have been diminished by the 
introduction of UNHCR’s ‘alternatives to camps’ 
policy in 2014, which has drawn focus away from 
the 2009 urban policy. This newer policy 
explicitly aims to refocus attention on camps and 
to emphasise that refugees should be supported 
to exercise their rights wherever they live. 
Although a minority — around 30% — of 
refugees live in camps,4 and this is recognised in 
the policy, the agency continues to use the label 
‘out of camp’ to describe the majority refugee 
population, showing how deeply entrenched the 
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camp model is. Unfortunately, this newer policy 
does not make clear distinctions between rural or 
urban areas, and as a result does not 
acknowledge the specific challenges and 

opportunities of these 
different contexts. Many 
staff may feel more 
comfortable operating in 
rural areas than in the 
complex environment of 
towns and cities and this 
policy does not encourage 
them to work in a different 
way or take up the 
challenge of focusing on 
urban refugees. The 
development of a 
diagnostic tool to measure 

the extent to which country offices are promoting 
‘alternatives to camps’ has also led to public-
facing progress reports that give no assessment 
of the agency’s capacity to work at the city scale 
and with the relevant authorities.5 

It is now estimated that around 60% of refugees 
are located in towns and cities.6 Ten years on 
from the urban policy, it is time for UNHCR to 
revisit its role in urban contexts, and update its 
policies and guidance. A frank conversation is 
needed on what UNHCR can contribute, along 
with how it can support the growing number of 
urban refugees and the local authorities who are 
on the frontline of responding to their needs. 
Much has changed since 2009, with a wealth of 
evidence generated by the Syrian refugee crisis 
that has seen millions of refugees seeking 
sanctuary in towns and cities in the region, and 
an increasing population of urban refugees in 
East African urban centres. In December 2018, 
for the first time UNHCR focused on urban 
refugees at its annual ‘protection dialogue’. This 
was a welcome step, and a new experience for 
UNHCR, with mayoral participants from around 
the world sharing their experience of hosting 
refugees. The next step needs to be a 
commitment to review its policy and a concerted 
effort to support country offices to implement it. 

What do we know about the urban 
refugee experience?
Knowing where refugees are located — in rural, 
urban, camp and peri-urban areas — is critical 
for enabling donors and implementing agencies 
to assess where to allocate resources and what 
types of programming are appropriate. But 
being an urban refugee is more than just about 
location. Urban centres are generally 
characterised by their size, density and 
institutional complexity. It can be helpful to 
conceptualise them as running on a series of 

systems — such as governance, infrastructure 
and market systems. Individuals must navigate 
these systems to meet basic needs, find work, 
move around and engage in democratic spaces. 
They may draw on social networks to help them 
do this. In many countries, particularly in the 
developing world, formal systems are often 
complemented by informal ones — informal 
economies, housing markets, jobs, and other 
forms of governance, sometimes described as 
‘traditional’. Urban refugees, who often gravitate 
towards informal settlements, may struggle to 
navigate these systems without functioning 
social networks, lacking familiarity with local 
languages and culture, and perhaps facing 
stigma, harassment or abuse. 

Bridging the evidence gap
Urban refugees are not a new phenomenon. 
Their presence has been documented in towns 
and cities for decades.7 Only recently has the 
body of evidence begun to grow substantially, 
with researchers and agencies responding to a 
series of crises in the Middle East and to the 
change in UNHCR’s policy regime. A balance 
needs to be struck, however. Much research 
currently focuses on producing actionable 
recommendations for humanitarian 
organisations working with refugees. This can 
lead to an exclusion of other vulnerable people, 
whether citizens or non-nationals. It also serves 
to make visible those refugees who may 
choose to remain hidden.2 An alternative 
approach would be to incorporate experiences 
of displacement into research on low-income 
settlements, generating a more nuanced 
understanding of urban poverty and barriers to 
service provision. This would examine how local 
populations are affected by inflows of 
refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
and others, and how displacement intersects 
with urban poverty. But this would only provide 
a partial picture of the urban refugee 
experience. Such an approach should be 
complemented by research at the municipal 
level to understand the drivers behind the 
behaviours and practices that impact on 
displaced populations — both negative and 
positive. It is only by understanding the 
experiences and needs of displaced people, 
their hosts and the authorities that govern 
them that targeting can be refined, appropriate 
resources allocated and locally tailored 
responses developed. 

How can refugee organisations  
be part of the solution?
Relatively little research has been undertaken 
on how refugees organise in urban areas and 

Only by understanding the 
experiences and needs of 
displaced people, their 
hosts and the authorities 
that govern them can 
locally tailored responses 
be developed
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what this can achieve. IIED conducted research 
in Kampala working with a refugee organisation 
whose members gathered data on how 
refugees access healthcare, shelter and other 
services in the city. Young African Refugees for 
Integral Development (YARID) is an NGO 
founded in 2007 by a group of young refugees 
from the Democratic Republic of Congo living in 
Uganda.8 This engagement builds on IIED’s 
history of working with low-income groups in 
urban areas around the world, which has 
documented the benefits of the creation of 
local networks of residents of informal 
settlements. Amongst IIED’s partners, Shack/
Slum Dwellers International and its affiliates 
stand out for their emphasis on collecting data 
about the urban centres they live in. Their ‘know 
your city’ campaigns, in which local residents 
gather data on access to services, have had 
significant impact on municipal authorities 
across the world.9 These successes 
demonstrate that with knowledge comes 
influence, and these methods and forms of 
organisation are also of relevance to refugees 
and other displaced people. 

Not all refugees will be comfortable joining an 
organisation or engaging with networks of the 
urban poor. But for YARID, the process of data 
gathering has opened up new possibilities. It 
has helped to shed light on the specific barriers 
faced by refugees of different nationalities, 
generating knowledge that the organisation 
can use as it begins to engage with the 
Kampala Capital City Authority, which has 
demonstrated some willingness to respond to 
the challenges faced by displaced people in 
the city.10 The research process created new 
connections between YARID and the 
Burundian refugee community in Kampala, and 
has attracted the attention of other donors, 
leading to new institutional relationships for the 
organisation. YARID has trained refugee 
community leaders in research and 
participatory methods, which may have helped 
refugee respondents to open up about their 
experiences. Having a space to organise brings 
benefits to refugees: enhancing the networks 
that contribute to their welfare and security2 
and potentially contributing to local democracy 
as they begin to challenge discrimination and 
barriers to services at the city scale. In 
summary, this methodology has the potential to 
add important nuance to understandings of 
urban poverty and to support the institutional 
development of refugee organisations. Over 
the coming years, displacement into urban 
areas is likely to increase globally in response 
to environmental changes. This type of 
evidence on how displacement and 

urbanisation intersect, and the vulnerabilities 
that these processes can create, will be critical 
to urban poverty analysis and will inform 
appropriate responses from local, national and 
international actors.

How can we rethink our approach 
to urban displacement?
Humanitarian advocates are often concerned 
with the national policy environment for 
refugees, particularly on ensuring freedom of 
movement and the right to work. Clearly these 
rights can have an impact on livelihood 
opportunities and wellbeing, but research has 
increasingly shown that the policy and 
regulatory environment is just one of many 
factors creating a positive or negative 
environment for urban refugees. The 
behaviours and practices of urban authorities 
and service providers are of paramount 
importance. Indeed, some researchers see 
these as having a greater bearing on outcomes 
for refugees.11 

Other researchers suggest that using a 
discourse of refugee rights to promote access to 
protection, shelter and services can have 
unintended negative consequences, creating a 
backlash against an identifiable population who 
can be accused of straining resources.12 This 
has led researchers to suggest taking a 
pragmatic approach and looking for solutions 
that constitute a ‘win-win’, drawing on an 
understanding of the local political context.13 An 
example could be demonstrating to a civil 
servant that their personal targets could be 
reached by enrolling refugees in a local health 

Box 1. The ‘right to the city’
The ‘right to the city’ is a concept that originated with the French 
philosopher Henri Lefebvre in the 1960s. It has had appeal ever since as 
an aspirational idea and a call to action and has been taken up by urban 
social movements that organise for better urban services and well-located 
housing for low-income groups, particularly in Latin America. At heart, it 
promotes the idea that all urban residents should have the right to a 
decent standard of living within the city, and to enjoy the benefits of urban 
life. In addition, Lefebvre promoted the idea that through participation, city 
residents should be shaping the city so it more closely resembles the one 
they want to live in. The concept is of relevance for those working with 
refugees and displaced people in urban areas, as it is about promoting a 
better urban life for all residents, regardless of their nationality or ethnic 
origin. Traditionally, agencies working with refugees take the specific 
protection concerns and basic needs of refugees as their starting point, 
and then may also extend services or other forms of assistance to host 
communities. An approach based on the ‘right to the city’ would start with 
a consideration of what the city can offer to everyone, and where services 
need to be strengthened. This could be combined with targeted support 
to particularly vulnerable refugees and measures to remove barriers that 
prevent displaced people from accessing services.14 
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insurance scheme.12 Or at a larger scale, 
municipalities can be encouraged to unlock 
donor finance available for refugee response, 
and use it to also benefit the wider community by 
improving provision of services for all residents. 

Another effective approach to engaging with 
local authorities could be to align humanitarian 
strategies more closely with local authorities’ 
priorities.12 Moving away from an emphasis on 
refugee rights and starting to think at a city 
scale will be challenging for some institutions. 
Working in the urban environment is still 
relatively new for many humanitarian actors, and 
high-level policy changes can take time to filter 
through to implementation. For city actors, 
extending overstretched public services to 
non-nationals can be a difficult political decision. 

But taking an approach based on the ‘right to 
the city’ (see Box 1) — the right (generally not 
enshrined in law) for all to enjoy what the city 
and urban life have to offer — and recognising 
refugees and other displaced people as urban 
residents deserving of this right is one step in 
this direction. IIED will be developing new 
research projects on urban displacement over 
the coming years, building the evidence on how 
humanitarian and development agencies and 
municipal authorities can jointly work towards 
realising this right for all urban residents. 

Lucy Earle
Lucy Earle is a principal researcher in IIED’s Human  
Settlements Group. 
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