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INTRODUCTION

Figure 1 Map of Registered Refugees & Asylum-Seekers in Kenya, March 2015 1
1.1
BRIEF OVERVIEW OF CONTEXT
Kenya hosts the 10th largest population of refugees in the world. 2 Of the more than half a million registered
refugees hosted by Kenya, 32 percent are housed in the Kakuma refugee camp, 57 percent in the Dadaab refugee
settlement, and 11 percent live in Nairobi.3
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Since the early 1990s refugees in Kenya have been accommodated in camps, denied the right to work with
limited movement outside of camps. This policy is reinforced by the UNHCR’s inability to provide sustenance
and housing to those who leave the camps. Further to this, Kenyan labour law does not allow refugees working
in the camps to earn salaries; instead, they are only permitted to receive ‘incentives’ from UN agencies and
NGOs which are well below the norm for an equivalent Kenyan member of staff’s salary. Additionally, urban
refugees who are not in possession of their Refugee Identification Pass have no right to work and therefore seek
employment in the informal economy.4
However, the degree to which refugees are successfully integrated into the labour market and able to access
other public services is highly differentiated at a sub-national level, despite a consistent and fairly restrictive
national level policy. Betts et al5 describe this as follows:
“Although Kenya’s 2006 Refugee Act places limitations on refugees’ right to work and freedom of movement,
there is significant variation in its implementation. In practice, Dadaab, Kakuma, and Nairobi represent different
regulatory environments for refugees. Put simply, there is de facto legal pluralism. Different levels and types of
socio-economic participation are tolerated across these three contexts partly because of local politics and partly
because of the difficulties with enforcement. In Kakuma, there are specific restrictions placed on refugees such
as the ban on firewood collection and ownership of livestock, for example, but refugee employment with UNHCR
and NGOs is tolerated, and refugees are usually allowed to run small businesses. In Nairobi, both Somalis in
Eastleigh and the Congolese in other neighbourhoods have a high degree of economic autonomy. The policy
implication is clear: look beyond the national level policy or legislation in order to recognise sub-national
variation in practice.”
Kakuma
Since its establishment in 1992, in response to the crisis in South Sudan, Kakuma has hosted one of the longestlasting refugee populations in the world. In addition to Sudanese refugees, Kakuma camp is home to refugees
from Somalia, Ethiopia, Burundi, Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. The population in Kakuma
represents about 15% of the total population of Turkana County. 6 It is approximately 2.5 times the size of
Kakuma town.
Figure 2 Country of Origin Composition of Kakuma Camp Population7
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Dadaab
In 1991 thousands of Somalis escaping violence flooded into Kenya’s barren North East, occupying the Dadaab
refugee camp. The initial influx was prompted by the collapse of the Somali Government, followed by the
prolonged civil war that followed. Two decades later, the Dadaab refugee complex, designed for 90,000
inhabitants in 1992, is bursting at the seams. Between 2000 and 2010 the numbers of Somali refugees increased
dramatically as a result of famine and conflict in Somalia, leading to overcrowding. Many Somalis moved to
urban areas, in particular Nairobi, in pursuit of wider opportunities and work in the informal sector.
The figure below shows data on the length of stay in the camp. It reflects two surges – long term refugees who
arrived in the 1990s following conflict in Somalia, and newcomers who mainly arrived at the height of the 2011
drought.8 It is interesting to note that the spike in need in Dadaab in 2011 was due to the drought exodus, while
Dadaab historically and more systematically houses refugees from conflict – so the two are difficult to separate.

Figure 3 Length of Stay in Dadaab Camp9

8 Kamau, C and J. Fox (2013). “The Dadaab Dilemma: A Study on Livelihood Activities and Opportunities for

Dadaab Refugees.” DRC, UNHCR
9 Ibid.
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Nairobi
A 2014 study by the United Nations University 10 provides a breakdown of the refugee population in Nairobi, as
well as the states of origin of that population.
Table 1 Nairobi Refugee Statistics

Figure 4 States of Origin of Refugees in Nairobi

1.1.1

T i m e S e r i es D a t a o n N u m b er o f R ef u g ee s

The following graphs show 1) time series data on the number of refugees in Kenya mapped against returnees;
and 2) the number of refugees as a percentage of the total population of Kenya. The data reflects the 1992
influx due to both South Sudan and Somalia, as well as the subsequent surge in 2011 following the drought. The
percentage of the population represented by refugees has been increasing overall, with a surge in 2011.
This is followed by data on trends in reported funding.

10 Struge, G (2014). “Migrant and Refugee Integration in Global Cities, the Role of Cities and Businesses, A

Case Study from Nairobi Kenya.” The Hague Process on Refugees and Migration, United Nations University.
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Figure 5 Refugees and Returnees in Kenya, 1990-201711
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Figure 6 Refugees as a Percentage of the Total Population in Kenya, 2007-2017

11 UNHCR
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Figure 7 Population of Kakuma Refugee Camp, 1990-201512

The number of refugees in Kenya is expected to surge this year with ongoing conflict in South Sudan. UNHCR
estimates of the growth in the refugee population are presented below.
“In January 2018, 5.3 million people were already at risk of going hungry and, without humanitarian support,
that number could increase to more than 7 million in the coming months. If it does, it would be the highest
number of people ever to face food insecurity in South Sudan.” 13

Figure 8 Refugee Population Trends in Kenya, 2015-201814

12 Sanghi, A, H Onder and V Vemuru (2016). “Yes in My Backyard: The economics of refugees and their social

dynamics in Kakuma, Kenya.” World Bank, UNHCR
13
https://www.mercycorps.org/articles/south-sudan/quick-facts-what-you-need-know-about-south-sudancrisis
14 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/61894
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“The 2018 South Sudan Regional RRP anticipates that Kenya will host a total of 140,000 South Sudanese
refugees by 31 December 2018. This projection is based on an expected 120,000 South Sudanese refugees
registered by the end of 2017. RRP partners anticipate an increase of 20,000 new refugees across 2018. No
significant returns to South Sudan from Kenya are projected at this stage.”15

1.1.2

T r en d s i n R e p o r t ed F u n d i n g f o r K en y a

The following two figures show the trends in reported funding, as well as the total amount received as a
percentage of the amount requested for Kenya over the last ten years.
It should be noted that this, and all following data unless specifically noted as refugee related, were only available
for all humanitarian assistance. It was not possible to separate out refugee assistance, and therefore this data also
represents funding flows for natural and other disasters.
Figure 9 Trends in Total Reported Funding for all Humanitarian Assistance, 2008-2018, US$Billion16

Figure 10 Trends in Requested vs Funded Amounts for all Humanitarian Assistance Appeals, 2008-201517
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16 https://fts.unocha.org/countries/116/summary/2012
17 FTS
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1.2

RETROSPECTIVE EXPENDITURE ANALYSIS

This section summarizes available data on historic expenditures related to refugee financing flows, specifically:
>

Who paid for displacement;

>

When did they pay;

>

Who did they pay funds to; and

>

What did they pay for?

1.2.1

Who paid for displacement?

The following figure shows who paid for displacement over the last five years, and demonstrates that the
majority of funding came from international government funding sources, with the vast majority coming from
bi-lateral governments (classified as “Government” by FTS), followed by multi-laterals (classified as “Intergovernmental by FTS).

Figure 11 Funding Sources for Humanitarian Assistance in Kenya, 2012-201718
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The top donors in 2012 (selected as an example from a year with high levels of funding) were the USA, EC,
Japan, Germany and the UK.

18 FTS
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Figure 12 Top Donors, Kenya, 201219

1.2.2

W h en d i d t h ey p a y ?

The first graph for Dadaab compares annual UNHCR budgets with the total population in need, and the second
graph compares similar data for the whole of Kenya. It’s interesting to note that the budgets do seem to
correspond with an increase in need, though this is likely to hide potentially significant intra-annual variations.

Figure 13 UNHCR Budget Compared with the Refugee Population, Dadaab, 2009-201520

19 https://fts.unocha.org/countries/116/summary/2012
20

UNHCR (2016). “Kenya Comprehensive Refugee Programme 2016: Programming for solutions”
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Figure 14 UNHCR Budget Compared with the Refugee Population, Kenya, 2012-201721
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W h o d i d t h ey p a y f u n d s t o ?

The following table shows the amount of financial support that was channelled through different categories of
actors, including Government funds, UN, NGO, Red Cross and the private sector, and demonstrates that the
vast majority of funds are directed towards the UN and NGOs, with a very negligible portion targeted to host
country government.

Figure 15 Destination Organization for Humanitarian Assistance, Kenya, 2012-201722
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The top five organisations responsible for delivering funding in 2012 were: UN World Food Programme (WFP);
UNHCR; UNICEF, Oxfam GB; and UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 23

1.2.4

W h a t d i d t h ey p a y f o r ?

The most funded sectors in 2017 for all humanitarian assistance were food security, coordination and support
services, nutrition and health.

Figure 16 Humanitarian Assistance by Sector in Kenya, 2017 24
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More usefully, and in contrast to the above figure which shows humanitarian assistance by sector, the following
charts show spend by location for refugees only. It is interesting to note the very different spending profile with
refugees in camps - where there is a strong focus on health and nutrition and education - as compared with an
urban context – where the primary categories of expenditure are registration, legal aid, and child protection. It
is also interesting to note that spending on durable solutions is almost negligible across all contexts.

23
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Figure 17 Refugee Assistance by Sector, and by Location, 2016 25

25 UNHCR (2016). “Kenya Comprehensive Refugee Programme 2016: Programming for solutions”
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