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Every year thousands of people flee their country or region of origin due 
to civil unrest. In 2012, the population of refugees throughout the world 
was estimated at almost 10 million, and the number of internally dis-

persed persons (IDPs) was nearly double that, at 18 million (UNHCR 2012). 
The majority of forced migrants were hosted in developing countries, with 
about 70 percent of the world’s refugees having been in exile for more than 
five years. While the total number of refugees did not grow significantly 
between 2007 and 2012 (from 9.68 million to 9.88 million), the refugee pop-
ulation in Africa south of the Sahara (SSA) increased by 20 percent (from 
2.27 million to 2.75 million), driven largely by drought-related emergencies 
and armed conflicts in the Horn of Africa and West Africa. A recent surge 
of forced migration outside of SSA has also occurred, driven by flows of more 
than 2.4 million refugees from Syria into Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, or 
Turkey (Zetter et al. 2014).

Refugees interact with their host economies in various ways and 
can have far-reaching consequences on their local hosts. One negative 
consequence—the one most often cited—is the threat that refugees pose to 
the food security of host countries. Because civil wars can be long lasting, 
most refugees are likely to reside in host countries for protracted periods, 
implying significant long-lasting impacts on host communities and their 
food security.

Furthermore, most refugees are hosted in neighboring countries that do 
not necessarily enjoy better economic conditions and often may be struggling 
with preexisting food insecurity. The weakness of the host economy may place 
a further burden on the host populations and erode their ability to withstand 
shocks and achieve food security over time.

This chapter was originally published as Enhancing Resilience for Food Security in Refugee-hosting Communities, 
2020 Conference Brief (Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research Institute, 2014).
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Little is known definitively, however, about the actual consequences that 
refugees have on food security and resilience in hosting communities. This 
chapter demonstrates why the relationship is not as clear-cut as it seems at first 
blush; presents and overview of the findings of Mabiso and colleagues (2014), 
who have reviewed the evidence that does exist on food security and resilience 
for hosting communities in protracted refugee situations and drawn implica-
tions for policymakers; and highlights key research gaps that offer promising 
areas for future research.

The Complex Relationship between Refugee Hosting  
and Food Security
At the World Food Summit in 1996, the heads of states and govern-
ments or their representatives declared that “major refugee movements can 
cause food-security problems both among the refugees themselves and in the 
receiving areas (FAO 1996).” 1

Developed countries have responded to the severity of refugee situations 
by allocating humanitarian aid—either to the country of origin, in the hope 
of addressing the root causes of forced migration; to the refugee host country, 
as an act of burden sharing; or to both. Paradoxically, both proponents and 
opponents of providing humanitarian assistance blame refugees for being a 
burden on their host country.

Such claims might be based on cross-country correlations between food 
security and refugees, which show that countries that receive a high number of 
refugees largely coincide with areas facing deteriorating food security. The data 
displayed in the left panel of Figure 6.1 suggest that hosting refugees is positively 
related with the prevalence of child stunting during the period 1960–2008.

It is not surprising, however, that we find a strong association between 
refugee hosting and negative socioeconomic outcomes, because the over-
whelming majority of refugees are hosted by neighboring states that are also 
developing countries. Since this correlation tells us little about the causal 
impact of refugees on the food security of the hosts, we need more refined 
analysis. The right panel of Figure 6.1 shows the correlation of the residu-
als of refugee population and the incidence of malnutrition in the host coun-
try, using country-demeaned values of each variable. This approach removes 
all unobserved effects that are fixed over time for each country (geographic 

1 Food security was defined as a situation “when all people, at all times, have physical and eco-
nomic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food prefer-
ences for an active and healthy life.” (FAO 1996, n.p.).
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location, historical ties, and so on). With this more nuanced approach, the 
positive correlation between the refugee influx and food security disappears.

It is important to note, however, that without further investigation at a 
more disaggregated level, it is difficult to assess whether the phenomenon 
uncovered in the right panel of Figure 6.1 points to a lack of systematic evi-
dence of the impact of refugee inflows on the food security of the local hosts 
or to a standard aggregation problem. This is because the impact of refugees is 
likely to be diluted in national statistics and cross-country analyses.

Taking Stock of the Evidence
What exactly do we know about the relationship between refugee popula-
tions and food insecurity? In their selective interdisciplinary literature review, 
Mabiso and colleagues took stock of the existing evidence and drew policy 
insights to move forward the agenda on food security and resilience in pro-
tracted refugee situations. The authors found that refugees interact in a com-
plex way with their host community and, in turn, affect food security through 
various direct and indirect channels.

FIGURE 6.1 Correlation between child stunting and natural logarithm of refugee population, 
1960–2008 
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Source: Based on calculations of Mabiso et al. (2014), using refugee population data from UNHCR and child stunting data 
from World Bank.
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For example, refugee inflows put pressure on the health system of the 
host community inasmuch as refugee movements may be associated with the 
spread of communicable diseases (Kalipeni and Oppong 1998), especially 
malaria (Kazmi and Pandit 2001; Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 2007). If ref-
ugee inflows increase the prevalence of communicable diseases, this is likely to 
lower the agricultural productivity and earnings of host households and may 
also increase healthcare costs, thereby suppressing food availability and access 
in refugee-hosting areas.

The role of markets for labor and goods as adaptation mechanisms is crit-
ical in refugee settings. While these markets can have a positive impact on 
food security, they can also have negative impacts for some subgroups of the 
host community. The positive impacts of these market-based mechanisms 
depend on the ability of local producers to respond to increased demand (in 
particular for food), the ability of traders to engage in trade (of both food and 
nonfood not produced locally), and the potential for learning and transfer of 
technical skills between refugee and host-community labor.

Evidence provided on the impact of refugees on the hosting communi-
ties in Tanzania and Kenya are cases in point (NORDECO 2010; Maystadt 
and Verwimp, 2014). As a result of the refugee presence, the markets moved 
closer to the local Tanzanian farmers, who then benefited from better access to 
trade opportunities. Furthermore, land availability in the northwestern part of 
Tanzania facilitated the expansion of agricultural production. Finally, the non-
farm sector also benefited from the increased demand from national and inter-
national humanitarian workers, although at the cost of driving the existing petty 
businesses out of the market due to fiercer competition. In Kenya, pastoralists 
have also taken the opportunity to sell livestock products to the refugee camps. 
Moreover, trade and employment opportunities have also emerged around the 
Dadaab camps in Kenya. Road infrastructure investments seem to have been a 
driving force in improving market efficiency.

However, market-related development gains are not necessarily equally 
shared among the hosting population and over time. For one, the inflows of ref-
ugees are likely to have profound consequences on the distribution of socioeco-
nomic outcomes among the host population. Overall, a number of factors (age, 
gender, class, occupation, and so on) determine the impacts on local households; 
they are also likely to determine the distribution of impacts, whether positive or 
negative, among the host population. In many settings, large refugee inflows are 
associated with increased demand from humanitarian workers and the refugees 
themselves, causing food prices to increase sharply (Alix-Garcia and Saah 2010; 
Werker 2007). As net consumers of food absorb a negative effect due to higher 

48 ATHUR MABISO ET AL.



prices, farmers who produce a surplus then benefit from an increased demand 
for agricultural products in local markets.

In terms of case studies, in Tanzania and Uganda the overall net impact 
was claimed to have been positive and persistent over time (Maystadt 
and Verwimp 2014; Kreibaum 2014) but with major distributional con-
sequences that require careful consideration in relation to refugee pol-
icy. Alix-Garcia and Bartlett have also highlighted similar distributional 
impacts in the case of IDP flows in Darfur (2014), but found evidence of a 
negative, though short-lived, overall impact. Nonetheless, the different con-
text (rural versus urban settings) and the importance of land availability to 
increase agricultural production and productivity may constitute a major 
explanation for the different study results.

All in all, it may be useful to differentiate between distributional impacts 
in terms of economic and social impacts of refugee inflows on host communi-
ties. The evidence suggests that poorer households in the host community are 
likely to benefit from increased public goods and services, such as health infra-
structure, yet they may fare less favorably in terms of market-based economic 
opportunities that arise from the inflow of refugees. Those households who 
initially have access to some capital—whether physical (such as land, housing, 
and livestock), human (education and health), or social (community ties and 
leadership)—are in a better position to capitalize on the economic benefits 
while minimizing the negative effects of an influx of refugees in their com-
munity. The likely result is that better-off households enter more reward-
ing economic activities (new businesses or work in the humanitarian sector, 
for example) or profitably expand existing activities, including agricultural 
production, while the worse off struggle in poverty (such as landless agricul-
tural laborers competing with cheap refugee labor). Therefore, policymakers 
could consider the potentially ameliorating impacts of safety-net policies 
targeted at the poor of the host community while researchers could under-
take impact evaluations of alternative safety-net interventions in host com-
munities to inform policy.

There is also a need to recognize the interdependencies between refugees 
and their hosts, including within the years after the refugees have left the 
host areas. Households and local communities may need some time to adjust 
to population shocks associated with refugees, both the sudden influx at the 
beginning and then the gradual or sudden departure of refugees to their coun-
tries of origin. In the short run, environmental degradation and disease prop-
agation are certainly risks that need to be controlled for. The risk of violence 
and crime cannot be understated. However, in the long run, humanitarian 
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assistance should pave the way for development efforts. In particular, develop-
ment efforts may have an opportunity to capitalize on investments—such as 
the improved road infrastructure and social networks formed during the ref-
ugee situation—by, for example, fostering trade between the repatriated refu-
gees and host communities.

Moving the Research Agenda Forward
In sum, our understanding of the impact of refugees on host communities 
is mainly based on the health channel and the markets for goods and labor. 
However, our broader understanding of food security in these refugee situ-
ations is still weak. We need to push the research agenda forward in several 
directions. Below are some key areas in which further research is needed.

Consider More Integrative Research

A more comprehensive view is needed, one that extends beyond the health 
focus. There are multiple and indirect channels through which refugees 
can affect food security in host communities. The impacts are also likely to 
change over time and space, and they have important distributional con-
sequences. This complexity calls for more complementary and integrative 
research approaches, including the innovative use of qualitative and quantita-
tive research methods.

Invest in More Case Studies

More case studies are needed to shed light on challenges encountered in other 
regions—such as Syrian refugees in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, or Turkey as well 
as Afghan refugees in Pakistan. Case studies could also clarify the differential 
impact that could be hypothesized between refugees and IDPs. Yet another 
area worth exploring is that of case studies on other refugee accommodation 
types, such as camps versus self-settlement approaches.

Undertake Deeper Analysis of Policy Options

More evidence is needed on the impact on food security of the three main 
solutions to protracted refugee situations advanced by the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and its partners: voluntary repa-
triation, local integration, and resettlement. These three policy options involve 
unique challenges—none is a one-size-fits-all solution. Weighing the costs 
and benefits of each policy option and the respective impacts on food secu-
rity requires a better understanding of the general impacts of these options 
on both the host population and the refugees’ countries of origin. We also 
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need to open the door to recently proposed hybrid approaches to dealing with 
the food-security problem in refugee situations and more explicitly incorpo-
rate the concept of resilience and the notion of transitioning from refugee 
assistance to development. For instance, little is known about the relative effi-
ciency of different interventions, such as conditional or unconditional cash, 
voucher, or food transfers, or their combination, in protracted refugee situa-
tions. Similarly, the impacts of infrastructure investments that take place in 
refugee situations and their implications for food security in the long run need 
to be understood to inform the possible approaches to linking humanitarian 
aid and development.

Examine Interactions of Refugees and Local Hosts

Given the importance of the quality of interactions between refugees and 
hosts in determining the impact on the hosting communities, we need a better 
understanding of the social interaction and perceptions between refugees and 
local hosts as well as the disparities between the two groups. This understand-
ing could suggest innovative ways to employ local integration as a viable policy 
option. For example, the resting point along the continuum of trust or social 
cohesion versus tension has been reportedly affected by structural changes in 
the local economy induced by refugee inflows and associated humanitarian 
interventions and government policies. Understanding how social constructs 
such as mistrust or tensions may change due to the advent of refugees and 
associated policies or interventions can be integral in enhancing resilience to 
conflict in the local communities and, hence, food security.

Better Align Incentives

From a more practical point of view, we need to better align the incentives of 
policymakers, practitioners, and researchers. The urgent nature of humani-
tarian activities often conflicts with time and control requirements that are 
inherent in high-quality research. Preparation of fast-track research in close 
collaboration with implementing partners (the World Food Programme and 
UNHCR) would be programmatically favorable but may not yield the needed 
rigor for empirical evidence to better inform policies and programs in the 
long run. Thus greater collaboration between researchers and practitioners is 
needed. This requires strong institutional partnerships to enable collaboration 
and long-term commitment by all stakeholders. Such cooperation is urgently 
needed if significant improvements are to be realized in enhancing resilience 
and transitioning from humanitarian refugee assistance to development.
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