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Abstract 
 

This paper reviews the evidence on the consequences of hosting forced migrants (i.e. refugees or 
internally displaced persons) in Africa. Overall, the presence of forced migrants is positive for 
local economies, but there are multiple consequences of hosting displaced populations and some 
could be negative (e.g. environmental damage, competition for resources, labour market 
displacement). The implications of hosting forced migrants are also likely to be different across 
sectors of the host population and several papers identify ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ among the host 
community members. Finally, the impacts of hosting forced migrants can have long-lasting 
consequences and change the hosting communities even after the forced migrants have left. The 
paper also identifies several key gaps in the literature. Among these gaps, the lack of research on 
the consequences of hosting internally displaced persons and the scarce evidence on the 
implications of refugee repatriation for communities of return standout as particularly important. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper reviews the evidence on the consequences of hosting forced migrants in Africa. This 

topic is of primary importance for the continent as it hosts close to one third of the displaced 

population worldwide. In fact, the number of displaced people in Africa doubled from 10 to 

20 million between 2011 and 2016 (UNHCR, 2016). There are multiple conflicts across the 

continent and some have lasted, in some form or another, for several decades (e.g. Burundi, 

DRC, Somalia). Some African countries are also among the poorest of the world and the least 

equipped to host large displaced populations. 

While research on the economic consequences of displacement is still relatively small, 

Africa is the region of the world in which more research has been conducted. The existing 

research covers topics that range from labour market outcomes and income to health and 

environmental factors. Many of these papers have been presented at the annual conference of 

Migration and Development or have been authored by participants in the conference. 

Reviewing the evidence on the consequences of displacement for Africa yields a number 

of insights. First, most of the evidence is about hosting international refugees and there is scarce 

evidence on the consequences of hosting internally displaced persons (IDPs). Second, there are 

some aspects of the impacts of hosting refugees in Africa that are not much different from those 

found in the broader literature on the impacts of immigration. Overall, the presence of refugees 

seems to be positive for local economies, but there are multiple consequences of hosting 

displaced populations and some could be negative (e.g. environmental damage, competition for 

resources, labour market displacement). Third, the implications of hosting forced migrants are 

likely to be different across sectors of the host population. Several papers identify ‘winners’ and 

‘losers’ among the host community members from a refugee shock. Fourth, the impacts of 

hosting refugees can have long-lasting consequences and change the hosting communities even 

after refugees have left. Finally, there is no much evidence on the consequences of refugee 

repatriation for communities of return. This is an important gap in the evidence given the major 
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emphasis on return policies at the moment in response to the increase in asylum applications in 

Europe. 

The rest of the discussion in this paper is as follows. Section 2 summarises the key 

statistics and trends on displacement in Africa. Section 3 explores the evidence about impacts on 

labour markets and economic activities. Section 4 discusses the evidence about impacts on 

prices, income and consumption. Section 5 presents the evidence on impacts on non-economic 

factors. Finally, Section 6 discusses the key remaining gaps in the literature. 

2. Displacement in Africa 

There were close to 20 million displaced persons in Africa in 2016, which accounted for about 

one third of the displaced population worldwide. This includes 5.6 million refugees, 13.2 million 

IDPs, and 715,000 stateless people (UNHCR, 2016). Most of the research on displacement in 

Africa has been conducted in countries either in Central Africa and the Great Lakes region or in 

the East and Horn of Africa region. Popular countries for research include Burundi, DRC, 

Kenya, Rwanda, Somalia, South Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda.  

The quality of the data on forced migration differs by type of displacement. Data on 

refugees (including those in “refugee” like situations) tend to be more precise than data on IDPs, 

as typically there is some form of registration process which involves international organisations. 

Therefore, we start the discussion looking at data and population dynamics related to refugees. 

To illustrate a common dynamic of refugee populations in Africa, we focus on two key displaced 

groups, Somalis in Kenya and Burundians in Tanzania. 

First, note from Figure 1 that there have been sudden movements in both refugee 

populations over time. For instance, the number of Burundians in Tanzania increased from close 

to 150,000 to close to 445,000 in one year (1992 to 1993). Likewise, the number of Somalians in 

Kenya tripled from 1991 to 1992. This is one key characteristic of refugee movements within 

Africa (and in many other regions). The changes in the flow of refugees are often sudden, which 

means that host communities are unlikely to be prepared to receive large numbers of refugees. In 
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contrast, in the “economic migration” context there tends to be a more gradual increase in the 

population. The sudden nature of refugee movements also has implications for other factors 

associated with large migration movements, such as remittances. Even if the displaced would like 

to start sending or receiving remittances soon after migration, remittances businesses can take a 

while to start operating (Vargas-Silva, 2017). Also, limited options for receiving/sending 

remittances in this initial stage and lack of competition among providers can result in higher fees 

for these services.  

[Figure 1] 

Second, in both situations, as it is often the case in Africa, most refugees had to travel on 

foot to the neighbouring country (Fransen et al., 2017; Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2015, 2016). This 

suggests that the trajectory and final location of refugees is largely determined by distance and 

other geographical factors (e.g. forests, mountains). Moreover, neighbouring host countries 

typically keep refugee camps as close to the border as possible (Jaspers, 1994; Whitaker, 1999). 

This facilitates repatriation later and it is cost effective given the expenses associated with 

transporting refugees to other regions (Maystadt and Verwimp, 2014). As seen in Figure 2, this is 

the case in Kenya and Tanzania. The Dadaab camp complex in Kenya is close to the border with 

Somalia, and the same goes for the current camps in Tanzania (i.e. close to the border with 

Burundi). Kenya also has a second large refugee complex in the Turkana region (Kakuma) that 

was established following the arrival of refugees from Sudan and it is also close to the border 

with South Sudan. 

[Figure 2]  

The implication of the two factors discussed above related to the timing of displacement 

and location of refugees, explains why many academic papers have taken refugee movements in 

Africa as quasi-experimental situations. This approach addresses many of the potential concerns 

about endogeneity in the traditional economics of immigration literature (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 

2013). Therefore, refugee flows in Africa are interesting, not only for their magnitude and the 
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nature of the countries involved, but also from a methodological standpoint as it is possible to 

explore the consequences of an ‘exogenous’ increase in the immigrant population. 

The story is somewhat different for IDPs. In most cases, these are much more difficult 

to identify as most of the time there is no formal registration process. Also, while factors such as 

distance still play a role in the ultimate location of the internally displaced, the location of IDP 

settlements is much more spontaneous and less restricted that in the case of refugees. Many of 

those internally displaced just move to other communities on their own or join family members 

in other parts of the country. They also move from rural settings into urban peripheries of large 

African cities (Alix-Garcia et al., 2013) or become refugees in urban settings possibly speeding up 

the urbanization process. This is one reason for which there is less empirical evidence on the 

consequences of hosting IDPs. This is a major limitation. As shown by Figure 3, many countries 

in Africa have had an estimate of over 500,000 IDPs at some point during the last three decades. 

Also, as mentioned above, the overall number of IDPs in Africa is estimated to be much larger 

than the number of refugees. 

[Figure 3] 

Figure 4 presents the number of refugees which return to African countries each year. In 

some of the years (particularly during the 1990s) the number was substantially above the 500,000 

mark. The number of refugees returning home decreased substantially during the 2000s. This 

was the result of an increase in the number of “protracted emergencies”, which has led to a 

historically high number of refugees worldwide (Crisp and Long, 2016). 

[Figure 4] 

3. Labour markets and economic activities 

3.1 Conceptual background 

The impact of refugees on host labour markets will depend on the degree of substitutability 

between natives and refugees as well as restrictions imposed by the host country on the labour 

market participation and movement of refugees. 
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The degree of substitutability between natives and refugees will be affected by linguistic 

and cultural similarities. It is common for individuals on opposite sides of an international 

border in Africa to speak the same language, belong to the same ethnic group and be otherwise 

similar. This largely reflects the arbitrary nature of borders in Africa (Michalopoulos and 

Papaioannou, 2016) and suggests that they could be close substitutes in the labour market (Ruiz 

and Vargas-Silva, 2016). 

It is also common for host countries to impose restrictions on the access of refugees to 

the labour market (Zetter and Ruaudel, 2016) or on refugee movements around camp locations. 

For instance, Ongpin (2008) explains that a few years after the arrival of the refugees, Tanzania 

introduced restrictive legislation that prohibited refugees from possessing farms or owning land 

within the camps and from seeking employment outside the camps. As such, many refugees in 

Africa will be mainly working informally in agricultural or other casual waged work. Given their 

vulnerable situation they might be likely to accept a lower wage than low-skilled native workers 

in order to do similar work and even accept food as payment. There is substantial anecdotic 

evidence that this is the case. For instance, Whitaker (1999) suggest that the wages of refugees in 

Tanzania were 20 to 50% lower than those of native agricultural workers and that after the 

arrival of the refugees, the wage paid to casual workers dropped by half in many areas. There is 

likely to be less participation of refugees in non-agricultural work outside the household, which 

include things such as government employment from which refugees are mostly excluded (Ruiz 

and Vargas-Silva, 2015).  

The evidence from displacement situations suggests that the demand for specific 

products and services in the affected region is also influenced by the presence of refugees and 

employees of non-governmental and international organizations assisting with the crisis (Alix-

Garcia et al., 2012). Natives have an advantage in establishing new businesses as they have more 

knowledge about the local customs and better access to key networks (Maystadt and Verwimp, 

2014). This could lead to a reallocation across economic activities on the part of natives 
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particularly to an increase in self-employment and, to some degree, into jobs at these 

organisations. 

Previous studies have also documented an increase in demand for different types of 

crops after the arrival of refugees (Alix-Garcia and Saah, 2009). Therefore, it is possible for 

natives mainly working on agriculture to remain in the same activity but to change the types of 

crops that they are cultivating (Ruiz and Vargas-Silva, 2016). The increase in demand for some 

agricultural products could also possibly bring about changes in the intra-household allocation of 

activities and labour. The increased in demand for subsistence food crops and the possibility of 

generating cash could mean that, in those communities in which cash crops are typically male 

dominated while subsistence farming is left to the women, males would take over what was 

traditionally managed by females in the household. 

3.2 Evidence on labour markets and economic activities 

The evidence found in the empirical literature, as described above, seems to point to some 

sections of the local population facing stronger competition than others. For instance, Maystadt 

and Verwimp (2014), using 1991 and 2004 data for the Kagera region in Tanzania - which was 

host to a substantial number of refugees from Rwanda and Burundi -, find a positive aggregate 

effect of the presence of refugees on native welfare. However, the impact of hosting refugees on 

natives was heterogeneous. They find that agricultural workers in Kagera suffered the most due 

to the increased competition in labour markets (and increased prices), while self-employed 

farmers benefit from the presence of refugees and the additional supply of a cheap labor force.  

Looking at the same region of Kagera, but focusing on the difference between 1991 and 

2010, Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (2015), find that greater exposure to the refugee shock resulted in 

Tanzanians having a lower likelihood of working outside the household as employees. However, 

the native employees that were more affected by the shock, had afterwards a higher probability 

of being in professional occupations and being part of a pensions program. Ruiz and Vargas-

Silva (2016), explored this result further and find that the lower likelihood of working outside the 
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household was particularly strong for Tanzanians doing casual work before the shock. This 

coincides with the anecdotal evidence explained above of refugees concentrating in casual waged 

work in Tanzania and competing directly with Tanzanians for those jobs. 

Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (2017) go further and explore whether the refugee shock in 

Tanzania altered the intra-household allocation of tasks across genders in the hosting population. 

They find that the refugee shock led to women being less likely to engage in employment outside 

the household and more likely to engage in household chores relative to men. This is probably 

the result of the environmental degradation that accompanied the arrival of refugees and the 

additional competition for natural resources such as wood and water. The authors explained that 

the arrival of refugees in rural areas often leads to greater demand for resources such as firewood 

and water, resulting in deforestation of areas close to refugee settlements (see Section 4.2 for 

further discussion of the environmental impact of refugees). In rural Tanzania it is common for 

households to collect firewood for cooking and fetch drinking water on a frequent basis—tasks 

that are typically the responsibility of women, and additional time spent on these tasks can 

restrict their involvement in income-generating activities. 

Using household data from Kenya, Alix-Garcia et al. (2018) also find a positive aggregate 

effect of the presence of refugees in the Kakuma camp on the host population (the Turkana 

region) in Kenya. When looking at the driving channels and the labour market dynamics, they 

find that on the aggregate, proximity to the camp is associated with additional low-skill jobs and 

waged labour. The increased population driven market-demand and the opportunities generated 

by camp activities seem to outweigh the competition in the labour markets. As was the case in 

Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (2017), the results of Alix-Garcia et al (2018) depend on educational level 

and seem to be specific to households with secondary education. 

Finally, Loschmann et al. (2017) look at the case of three Congolese refugee camps in 

Rwanda. They analyse the impact of the refugee camps on the hosting communities and find 

similar results to some of those highlighted above. Individuals living closer to the camps are 
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more likely to be involved in wage employment. They also find a strong gender component as 

women living closer to camps are more likely to be involved in self-employment in business both 

as primary and secondary activities.1 

4. Prices, Income, and Consumption 

4.1 Conceptual background 

An influx of refugees represents an increase in the total population of a region and, as such, it 

increases the total demand for (sometimes locally produced) goods and services. Refugees and 

non-governmental organisations often buy goods and services from the local host population 

and refugees have been reported to frequently engage in trade with and work for locals (Betts et 

al., 2014; Enghoff et al., 2010). This represents an increase in economic activity in the host 

region. The derived spillovers from such increase could be translated into an increase in income 

and welfare of the hosts, particularly those that are able to serve the new markets and to take 

advantage of the new job opportunities. In some cases, it has even been documented that there 

is an increase in immigration from entrepreneurs from other communities nearby the hosting 

areas to serve the new markets and take advantage of the new job opportunities (Maystadt and 

Verwimp, 2014). 

However, the increase in demand may imply subsequent demand driven increases in 

prices which may also yield negative wealth effects for those households that cannot serve the 

new market and compete effectively in the labour market. The increase in the population of 

refugees may also have an impact on prices which differs from that of an increase in the local 

population, as refugees may have different preferences. Also, previous studies have documented 

an increase in demand for the production of aid-related goods, including different types of crops, 

after the arrival of refugees (Alix-Garcia and Saah, 2009). For instance, there is evidence of 

                                                           
1 There is substantial research on the impact of refugees on labour markets in other regions of the world. See Borjas 
and Monras (2017), Del Carpio and Wagner (2015), Tumen (2016), Calderón-Mejía and Ibáñez (2016). 
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international agencies increasing the demand for wood and the price of tree farms (Whitaker, 

1999).  

The potential impact of refugees on prices is not limited to the demand side. As 

discussed in Section 3, refugees may affect the production process by providing a cheaper labour 

force. It is also possible that features which accompany the forced migration process such as 

foreign aid may impact the supply side. For instance, it is common for refugees to sell their food 

rations (Alix-Garcia and Saah, 2009). Alloush et al. (2017) even suggests that refugees typically 

sell food aid at prices well below market retail prices. Using data from three Congolese refugee 

camps in Rwanda they find that for the most commonly sold items, maize and cooking oil, the 

average ratio of the price at which refugees sell to the market retail price is 0.5 and 0.8, 

respectively. The selling of food rations for a low price increases the local food supply, reduces 

prices and could adversely affect local producers. 

Along the above lines, the aggregate income and welfare impact of refugees in hosting 

communities is an empirical question. As in the voluntary migration context, the aggregate 

impacts of forced migration in host communities can also mask potential dynamics in which 

there are winners and losers.   

4.2 Evidence on the impact on prices 

The evidence on the impact of hosting refugees on prices points to an increase in the price of 

certain products, mostly non-aid food products. The aid-food related products are not as 

affected, due to the increased supply of these products which ameliorates the upward push in 

prices due to increasing demand. 

An example of a study showing a demand driven increase in prices is Alix-Garcia and 

Saah (2009). Their study explores the impact of the refugee inflows from Burundi and Rwanda in 

agricultural prices in western Tanzania. Their analysis suggested that the increase in the refugee 

population led to price increases which are stronger the closer a specific market is to a refugee 

camp. They also show that there are significant increases in the prices of non-aid food items and 
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more modest price effects for aid-related food items. The authors suggest that food aid 

ameliorates (although it does not offset completely) the impact on prices of the population 

increase which results from the presence of refugees. 

In the case of displacement in Darfur, Alix-Garcia et al. (2012) found that an increase in 

the number of IDPs led to increases in prices (holding constant the amount of aid available). In 

particular, the authors find price increases in the food and housing markets near the cities where 

the IDP settlements were located. Their results point to differential impacts on prices, including 

a 4.2 per cent increase in the price of fava beans for a 10 per cent increase in the number of 

displaced people and a 3 per cent increase in the price of wheat for a 1 per cent increase in the 

number of displaced.  

Taylor et al. (2016) rely on simulations to explore the impact of Congolese refugee camps 

on host communities in Rwanda. They find a small positive impact of refugees on the consumer 

price index (i.e. one extra refugee leads to an increase in the consumer price index of close to 

0.0003%). This price effect has key implications for the multiplier effect of the presence of 

refugees on the host-community’s economy. In fact, the authors make the point that the 

spillovers from the presence of refugees are smaller when aid is in the form of food instead of 

cash, as there is a transaction cost of converting food to cash.2 Finally, in the Kenyan context, in 

the hosting region of the Kakuma camp, Alix Garcia et al (2018) finds that livestock prices are 

positively correlated with high refugee and aid presence.3 

4.3 Evidence on the impact on income and consumption 

As mentioned above, the impact on income and the welfare implications of hosting refugees are 

closely linked to the impact on prices. While the above indicates an increase in prices, the 

aggregate impact of hosting refugees on consumption seems to be positive as there are many 

other potential channels that lead to positive changes in welfare (for example, a reduction in 

                                                           
2 The microdata used in their study comes from three camps in Rwanda. In two of the camps aid was distributed in 
“cash” to refugees (via mobile phones) and in the other aid was distributed “in-kind”. 
3 For the impact of refugees on prices in other regions of the world see Balkan and Tumen (2016) and Depetris-
Chauvin and Santos (2016). 
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transport and trade costs). An example is the work by Maystadt and Duranton (2018) which 

looks at the case of western Tanzania. The authors find that there was a long term significant 

impact on the welfare of the local population. There was a positive and significant increase in 

real consumption per adult equivalent ten years after the inflow of refugees. A large share of 

refugees had left after eight years and therefore the results held even after the departure of 

refugees. The authors explore the possible channels driving these results and find that the 

transmission channel was possibly due to an improvement in infrastructure brought about from 

the activities of international organizations. They find a lowering of trade costs following road 

construction to serve refugee camps. 

Also, in the case of Tanzania, Alix-Garcia and Saah (2009) found positive wealth effects 

(in the form of higher household assets) of refugee camps for nearby rural households. The 

driving mechanism of this result was likely the increase in the price of agricultural products that 

were produced and consumed in the hosting population. The local households were argued to 

have been in a better position and benefited from selling agricultural products at higher prices. 

On the other hand, they find negative wealth effects in the case of households in urban areas. 

These households were likely only buyers of agricultural goods for consumption and therefore 

hurt by the price increases. 

Kreibaum (2015) looks at the case of Congolese refugees in Uganda. He uses three waves 

of the Uganda National Household Survey and finds that for the host population living near 

refugee settlements there is a positive and significant increase in household’s consumption and in 

the provision of certain public services (i.e. education but not health). He finds that increasing 

the number of refugees per one thousand inhabitants by 10, would on average increase the 

consumption of locals by 3%. While the channels are not explored, the author argues that 

possibly, the refugees bring new opportunities to trade and to create new entrepreneurial activity.  

Interestingly, there are findings in the literature that indicate that the positive impacts on 

consumption can be directly linked to aid disbursed by international organisations. Taylor et al 
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(2016) also looks at the case of Congolese refugees but in the case of those hosted in camps in 

Rwanda. The authors look at three camps, one in which aid was given in kind and the other two 

had shifted to cash-aid. The authors find that aid brings positive income spillovers to host 

country businesses and households. Their findings indicate that cash-aid given to refugees 

increases the annual inflation adjusted income of the local economy around two camps.4 

However, the impacts, although positive, are lower for in-kind food aid. A great majority of the 

refugees sold part of their in-kind items to the host market around the camps and, due to 

transaction costs, the value of the items and spillovers effects were reduced.  

In the Kenyan context, Alix Garcia et al. (2018) find a positive aggregate effect of 

refugees on the local economy. They find that the presence of the Kakuma camp incentivises 

agricultural production as agricultural activity in the Turkana region occurs almost exclusively 

near the camp and a general increase in labour market opportunities (as discussed above) and 

consumption. In general, they argue that these positive impacts are partly explained by, not only 

more job opportunities, but also price changes that encourage new production in the agricultural 

and livestock markets. They also suggest that a 10% increase in the refugee population is 

associated with 5.5% increase in consumption. 

5. Non-economic factors 

There are many important non-economic factors brought about by the hosting of refugees that 

are of importance and that have economic repercussions in the short and long term. Among 

those, we analyse the impacts on health, wellbeing, public service delivery, conflict and changes 

in the environment. 

5.1 Health, subjective well-being and public service delivery 

                                                           
4 The authors use survey data gathered inside and outside the camps to construct general equilibrium (GE) models 

of the economies inside and outside the camps (10 kms radius). The GE models simulate the economy-wide impacts 

of refugees at two camps in which refugees were given cash aid via cell phone accounts and one in which aid was 

given in kind. 
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An under-researched area on the consequences of hosting refugees is the impacts on health 

outcomes (including wellbeing) and public service delivery. Most of the current literature is 

qualitative and there are just a few studies showing aggregate quantitative impacts. As mentioned 

before, the scarcity of data is a main problem. In addition, theorizing about the potential effects 

is also relatively difficult.5 On one hand, the sudden influx of large populations can increase the 

risks of disease outbreaks (e.g. propagation of malaria or HIV) and competition for resources 

including potable water, schools and health care facilities. On the other hand, the inflow of aid 

and resources of international organizations may alleviate the potential overburdening of health 

care and educational facilities and locals may resort to sending their kids to schools in and near 

the camps if the service provided is of better quality. 

In one of the first papers to show evidence of the health impacts of hosting refugees, 

Montalvo and Reynal-Querol (2007) show that the arrival of refugees is strongly associated with 

negative impacts on the health of the hosting population. They show, at the macro level, that the 

hosting of refugees (coming from high incidence malaria countries) increases significantly the 

rate of malaria in the hosting region. The results are drawn from a panel of countries and for the 

1962-1997 period and indicate that each 1,000 additional refugees lead to between 2,000 and 

2,700 new cases of malaria in host countries. The magnitude of refugee related malaria disease 

during that period is estimated to be around 13% of the malaria cases reported by the World 

Health Organization (WHO).  

A main problem with the above study, however, is that it is difficult to establish whether 

the results refer to a causal impact of refugees or whether this is related to other conflict related 

factors. Baez (2011) overcomes these causality problems by looking at the Kagera region in 

Tanzania and shows that there is a substantial negative impact on health outcomes of residents 

living close to refugee camps. He finds that these impacts hold on the short and long run (i.e. ten 

                                                           
5 There is a literature for other regions of the world showing that refugees have poorer health than other 
immigrants (Chiswick et al., 2008; Giuntella et al., 2018). 
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years after the arrival of refugees). His study reveals a quantitatively significant deterioration of 

children's anthropometrics (a 0.3 standard deviation difference), an increase in the incidence of 

infectious diseases on the range of 15-20%, and a seven percentage points increase in the 

mortality for children under five. These results are sustained in the long run as he finds that there 

is reduced height in early adulthood of approximately 1.8 cm for those living close to camps. 

Baez (2011) also finds a statistically significant reduction in schooling and literacy (0.2 years and 

7 percentage points). 

While the above evidence points to negative impacts on health and educational 

outcomes, Kreibaum (2016) finds that in Uganda, for those living near refugee settlements there 

is a positive and significant increase in the provision of certain public services (i.e. education but 

not health). 

5.2 Environment 

The arrival of forced migrants is accompanied by an increase in the demand for resources such 

as land for cultivation, firewood and water. Forced migrants often cut down trees in order to use 

the wood for shelter and cooking and to clear space for cultivating crops. This leads to 

deforestation and land degradation. The presence of refugee camps has been associated also with 

soil erosion and the pollution of water resources nearby refugee camps (UNEP, 2008). In fact, 

forced migrants have often been categorized as ‘resource degraders’ (Jacobsen 1997).  

Berry (2008) has found this to be the case for Western Tanzania. Her findings indicated 

that the rate of deforestation in this area was higher than the national average. In fact, she 

reported that, due to the competition for resources, the distances travelled in order to collect 

firewood and wood were much higher than ten years prior the arrival of refugees. This 

subsequently led to the unlawful cutting of trees nearby and further deforestation (Berry, 2008). 

In a related literature, Alix-Garcia et al. (2013) links internal displacement to degradation 

in South Sudan. The authors use satellite data, statistics on IDPs, violent events and, food aid 

delivery, for the 2000-2007 period and they analyse how conflict leads to agricultural production 
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and changes in the patters of land use. They find that the presence of IDPs in the periphery of 

cities led to a decrease in vegetation due to more intense land use. 

7. Summary and remaining gaps 

With over 20 million displaced persons in Africa, understanding the impacts of refugees on the 

hosting economy is of high policy relevance. The current economic literature shows that the 

consequences of hosting refugees are not unidirectional but, instead, there are both positive and 

negative impacts on the economy and not all the individuals are affected equally. Having a 

deeper understanding of the channels by which refugees affect local communities remains a 

challenge and an objective of this line of inquiry. 

Overall, there are also many other factors related to the impact of forced displacement on 

host communities in Africa for which there is insufficient evidence and remain as a gap in the 

literature. We consider the following five areas to be particularly important areas for future 

research:  

 Mobility and out-migration: Communities in Africa could adapt to the presence of 

refugees in various ways, including out-migration. For instance, there is substantial 

evidence of out-migration movements from communities or cities in response to 

immigration flows for high-income countries (e.g. Borjas, 2006). This out-migration has 

been highlighted as one of the factors attenuating the empirical estimates of the negative 

labour market impacts of immigration on previous residents. A similar dynamic could 

occur in the case of low-income countries, in which communities with higher levels of 

return migration may experience higher levels of out-migration as a result of greater 

demographic pressure on limited resources like land and food. However, there is scarce 

research on this type of adjustment in the context of a low-income country and it is 

essential to have further evidence in order to truly understand the consequences of 

hosting refugees. 
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 Fiscal impacts: there is no evidence on the consequences of hosting refugees for public 

finances in African countries. This is in opposition to the case of high income countries 

where there are numerous analyses of the fiscal impact of immigration (Vargas-Silva, 

2015). This gap is very important as many African countries face serious financial 

challenges and the financial benefit or burden of refugees can play a big role. 

 Public opinion and voting: there is growing concern that hosting refugees may have 

implications for public opinion and support for different political parties (Dustmann, 

2016; Steinmayr, 2016). However, we know very little about the implications of refugee 

flows in the African context.  

 Impacts on communities of return: In the absence of resources and favourable 

conditions in areas of high return, a rapid population increase resulting from refugees 

returning home may lead to increased competition over valuable resources such as 

agricultural land and worse living conditions for all households. Existing research on 

return migration in a conflict context has mostly focused on the socio-economic 

conditions of returnees themselves (Fransen et al., 2017; Christensen et al., 2015; 

O’Reilly, 2015; Ruiz et al., 2015; Verwimp and Muñoz-Mora, 2017). These studies have 

shown that return populations are generally worse off relative to those who did not move 

during conflict. However, the effects of large-scale refugee repatriation on those who did 

not move are generally not addressed. This is an important omission as repatriation can 

have implications not just for returnees themselves but for other populations in areas of 

return as well. 
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Figure 1 – Stock of Somalian refugees in Kenya and Burundian refugees in Tanzania. 

 
Note: Includes refugees and those in refugee-like situations. 
Data source: UNHCR (2017).
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Figure 2 – Location of refugee camps in Tanzania and Kenya in 2017. 
Kenya 

 

Tanzania 

 
Note: In addition to these camps, these countries also host informal refugee settlements and refugees living in urban areas.  
Data source: UNHCR (2017).
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Figure 3 – Highest estimate of internally displaced population in several African countries and 
year of the estimate. 
 

 
Note: The years above the columns indicate the peak years. Please note that this is not 
necessarily the actual peak year for actual displacement (i.e. flow), but the highest value estimated 
(i.e. stock). Information is missing for different years in each country. 
Data source: UNHCR (2017). 
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Figure 4 – Number of refugee returnees to African countries 

 
Data source: UNHCR (2017). 
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