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and epistemologically approach, the article adopts a mixed methods approach, and emphasises 
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disjuncture between international institutions’ state-centric livelihoods programmes and 

refugees’ own cross-border economic strategies.  
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Transnational Blindness: International Institutions and 

Refugees’ Cross-Border Activities 
 

 

Introduction 
Between 2009 and 2011, five new refugee camps, known as the Dollo Ado camps, were opened 

within 100km of the Ethiopian-Somali border. Created to house 160,000 Somali refugees, 

fleeing a combination of conflict, famine, and drought, they were located in an arid region, 

with limited infrastructure, and few natural resources. Furthermore, the camps were 

economically isolated from much of the rest of Ethiopia due to an internal armed conflict 

between Oromia and the Somali region of Ethiopia. During the next decade, the United Nations 

Refugee Agency (UNHCR) collaborated with the national government and the private sector 

to build refugee and host community livelihoods for the region.1 

 

The Dollo Ado camps benefits in particular from the largest ever private sector investment in 

a refugee-hosting region, with the IKEA Foundation contribution over $100 million to support 

infrastructure and livelihoods opportunities for refugees and the host communities. Together, 

UNHCR and the IKEA Foundation created a ‘cooperatives’ model of income-generating 

groups in sectors such as agriculture, livestock, and retail commerce.  These investments have 

made a measurable difference to improving levels of employment, income levels, and social 

cohesion among refugees and Ethiopian citizens.2  

 

Despite these improvements, the overall proportion of the adult population employed in these 

target sectors remained below 10%, and the majority of the refugee population earned incomes 

below the poverty line.3  Meanwhile, several of the cooperatives failed or had limitations 

because they were unable to establish adequate market linkages within the wider Ethiopian 

economy. And yet, our research revealed that for many refugees found other ways -- beyond 

humanitarian aid or the UNHCR livelihoods programmes – to make a living, support 

entrepreneurial activity, and access additional sources of aid. In particular, many relied upon 

their own cross-border activities and strategies – either moving back and forth across the 

Ethiopian-Somali border themselves or relying upon the mobility of others to create 

opportunities.  

 

The importance of cross-border exchange should be unsurprising. The Somali region of 

Ethiopia was long perceived as part of Greater Somalia,4 and the Ethiopian border town of 

Dollo Ado is connected to Doolow by a bridge that crosses the Dawa River. Dollo Ado itself 

is a market town buying and selling goods imported mainly from South-Central Somalia, or to 

                                                           
1  UNHCR, Briefing Note on Melkadida (UNHCR: Melkadida, Ethiopia, 2018); UNHCR, Ethiopia Country 

Refugee Response Plan (UNHCR: Geneva, 2018); Desert Rose Consulting, Consulting Report: UNHCR, Kobe 

Camp, Dolo Ado, (Addis Ababa: Desert Rose Consulting, 2012). 
2 Alexander Betts, Andonis Marden, Raphael Bradenbrink, and Jonas Kaufmann, ‘Building Refugee Economies: 

An evaluation of the IKEA Foundation’s programmes in Dollo Ado’ (Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, 2020). 
3 Alexander Betts, Leon Fryszer, Naohiko Omata, and Olivier Sterck, ‘Refugee Economies in Addis Ababa: 

Towards Sustainable Opportunities for Urban Communities?’ (Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, 2019); Betts et 

al. ‘Building Refugee Economies’. 
4 Mohamud Khalif and Martin Doornbos, ‘The Somali region in Ethiopia: a neglected human rights tragedy’, 

Review of African Political Economy, 91 (2002); Safia Aidid, ‘Pan-Somali Dreams: Ethiopia, Greater Somalia, 

and the Somali Nationalist Imagination’. Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, Graduate School of Arts & 

Sciences (2020) 
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a lesser extent brought from Kenya across the Mandera border. Our research reveals that 

refugees regularly cross the Dawa River, access assistance in internal displacement camps in 

Somalia, return to tend farms and livestock in their homeland, or participate directly and 

indirectly in cross-border trade.  

 

And yet these cross-border activities and strategies are systematically and strategically ignored 

by the United Nations organizations that seek to serve refugees and to create sustainable 

livelihood opportunities for refugees and the host community. It is not that United Nations staff 

are individually unaware of the importance of cross-border and transnational activities; many 

acknowledge and speak openly about them. It is that, at an institutional level, there is systematic 

unwillingness and inability to recognise and take into account transnational economic activity 

within the design of livelihoods programmes.  

 

These observations lead to an important empirical puzzle: how and why do United Nations 

humanitarian organizations systematically and strategically ignore refugees’ cross-border 

activities? Exploring this question in the context of the Ethiopian-Somali border offers a case 

study for analysing the broader issue of how humanitarian and development programmes 

become institutionally blind to transnational activities, despite their clear relevance to stated 

organisational objectives such as improving livelihoods and socio-economic outcomes for 

refugees.   

 

Exploring these questions has broader theoretical implications for the study of international 

institutions. Related questions have been explored by the so-called ‘post-development’5 and 

‘post-humanitarian’ 6  literatures to examine the work of development and humanitarian 

organisations from a broadly Foucauldian perspective.  

James Scott’s Seeing like a State highlights how modern nation-states adopt a particular lens 

for viewing their subject populations.7 He highlights the techniques that states use to render 

their populations ‘legible’ for the purposes of governance, such as the census, standardised 

measures, and uniform language. However, these techniques often disregard the contextual and 

local knowledge that are critical for managing the complexities of socio-cultural life, 

sometimes leading to counterproductive or even disastrous consequences for people’s daily 

lives. Such ideas have been applied to international development to consider the how ‘top-

down’ development practice distorts organisational perspectives relating to subject 

                                                           
5 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, ‘After post-development”, Third World Quarterly, 21:2 (2000), pp. 175-191; Samer 

Frangie, ‘Post-Development, Developmental State and Genealogy: condemned to develop?’ Third World 

Quarterly, 32: 7 (2011), pp. 1183-1198; Andy Schouten, ‘The Critical Period Hypothesis: Support, Challenge, 

and Reconceptualization’, Studies in Applied Linguistics & TESOL (SALT) 9:1 (2009), pp. 1-16; Aram Ziai, 

‘Postcolonialism and Development: Disparate Tales Reconsidered’, Development and Change 42:5 (2011), pp. 

1297–1305. Majid Rahnema and Victoria Bawtree, The Post Development Reader (London: Zed, 1997); Arturo 

Escobar, Encountering Development, The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 2011); Wolfgang Sachs, The Development Dictionary. A Guide to Knowledge as 

Power (London: Zed Books, 2010). 
6 Mark Duffield. Post-Humanitarianism: Governing Precarity in the Digital World. (Cambridge and London: 

Polity, 2018); Lilie Chouliaraki, ‘Mediating vulnerability: cosmopolitanism and the public sphere’, Media, 

Culture & Society, 35: 1 (2013), pp. 105-112; Kate Pincock, Alexander Betts, and Evan Easton-Calabria, The 

Global Governed? Refugees as Providers of Protection and Assistance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2020) 
7 James Scott, Seeing like a state: how certain schemes to improve the human condition have failed (New Haven; 

London: Yale University Press, 1998) 
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populations.8 James Ferguson’s Anti-Politics Machine,9 which through an ethnography of the 

World Bank’s work in Lesotho, revealed the sources of repeated failure to achieve stated 

objectives. This failure, Ferguson attributed to the Bank’s inability to understand local-level, 

context-specific dynamics. While Scott is interested in the ‘top-down’ gaze of the nation-state, 

Ferguson shifts our attention to international organisations.  

 

However, studying the interaction of international organisations and their subject populations 

has generally been marginal to the mainstream study of international institutions, particularly 

within International Relations. For example, there has been relatively little empirical 

exploration of how international humanitarian organisations’ programmatic assumptions relate 

to the lived realities of crisis-affected communities.  

 

Our findings show intriguing parallels with Ferguson’s Anti-Politics Machine. While the cross-

border activities of refugees are widely documented in forced migration scholarship,10 we 

demonstrate that the international refugee regime, represented by UNHCR primarily, generally 

does not recognise such movements and rarely incorporates them into assistance policies or 

programmes. Meanwhile, Ferguson’s ethnography of the World Bank’s programmes in 

Lesotho reveals the inability of an international organisation to recognise a population’s cross-

border and transnational activities with South Africa. The Bank’s dominant analytical and 

programmatic tools imply that livestock activities represent the local population’s most 

important livelihood activities when, in practice, livestock mainly represents a savings 

mechanism. We show likewise that UNHCR’s livelihoods focus in Dollo Ado systematically 

sidelines the centrality of the cross-border practice embedded in this border area. As in 

Ferguson’s account this has distorting effects on the effectiveness of international programmes 

and is rooted in state-centric discursive frames.  

 

However, our case study provides additional insights that critically engage with Ferguson’s 

ethnography. Specifically, we end up with a different interpretation of the disjuncture between 

UNHCR institutional blindness and the practical reality of refugees’ socio-economic strategies. 

Ferguson’s approach is structural in orientation; adopting a Foucauldian approach he regards 

the World Bank’s perspective as driven by a dominant discourse.11 In doing so he is widely 

critiqued for under-playing the role of agency.12  In contrast, the Dollo Ado case reveals 

particular UNHCR field staff are fully aware of the importance of cross-border dynamics. 

However, they are unable to formally institutionalise these observations within programming 

because of a combination of the organisation’s relationship with a government concerned to 

                                                           
8 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, ‘Global Rebalancing: Crisis and the East–South Turn’, Development and Change, 42:1 

(2011), pp. 22–48; Trevor Parfitt, “The ambiguity of participation: a qualified defence of participatory 

development”, Third World Quarterly, 25:3 (2004), pp. 537-555; John Rapley, ‘End of development or age of 

development?’, Progress in Development Studies, 8:2 (2008), pp. 177–182 
9 James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: Development, Depoliticization and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990)  
10  Alessandro Monsutti, War and migration: social networks and economic strategies of the Hazaras of 

Afghanistan (Oxford: Routledge, 2005); Alessandro Monsutti, Afghan Transnational Networks: Looking Beyond 

Repatriation, Synthesis Paper (Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, Afghanistan, 2006); Anna Lindley, 

The Early Morning Phone Call: Somali Refugees’ Remittances (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2010); 

Ingres Brees, ‘Refugees and transnationalism on the Thai–Burmese border’, Global Networks, 10:2 (2010), pp. 

282-299; Lacey Gale, ‘Livelihoods in the region: Sustaining relationships across borders: Gendered livelihoods 

and mobility among Sierra Leonean refugees’, Refugee Survey Quarterly 25: 2 (2006), pp. 69–80. 
11 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine.  
12 Sam Hickey, ‘The Politics of Protecting the Poorest: Beyond the Anti-Politics Machine’ Political Geography, 

28 (2009), pp. 473–483. 
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discourage cross-border movement, and an organisation that is structurally compartmentalised 

on a nation-state level basis.  

 

In that sense, we go beyond Ferguson's view that international institutions' misperception of 

their subject populations can be explained by 'discourse' because the source of the ‘anti-politics’ 

lies not simply in discourse, but also within agency of aid workers as well as bureaucratic 

politics and political economy. This requires us to explore the range of actors and their interests 

that underlie the systematic and strategic blindness to transnationalism and also necessitates 

methodological tools that go beyond Ferguson's reliance on discourse analysis. Through the 

empirical findings, we contribute to the debates within Development Studies relating to the 

post-development literature and particularly James Ferguson’s analysis of international 

institutions.  We further contribute to the vast International Relations literature on international 

institutions, which has seldom engaged with the post-development literature nor considered the 

ways in which international organisations may systematically and strategically fail to recognise 

or engage with the activities and behaviour of the populations they ostensibly serve.13  

 

In order to make these contributions, we draw upon qualitative and quantitative to explore 

Somali refugees’ cross-border movements in Ethiopia-Somalia border camps and sheds light 

on international organisations’ responses and perspectives to refugees’ socio-economic 

strategies that span across international borders. Methodologically, our approach moves 

beyond the discourse analysis-based approach of the post-development and post-humanitarian 

literatures, in order to embrace a mixed methods approach. We collected both first-hand 

qualitative and quantitative data – including an original survey of over 5,000 refugees and host 

community members.  

 

After this introduction, first, we present an overview of relevant bodies of literature on refugees’ 

cross-border movements and aid agencies’ perspectives on such mobility. Second, we explain 

the context of Dollo Ado and our research methodology. Third, we demonstrate how refugees 

strategically use cross-border mobility to improve their current socio-economic situation and 

to make plans for the future. Fourth, we explore the international organisation perspective, and 

the reasons underlying institutional ‘blindness’. Finally, we conclude by discussing key 

implications for theory and practice.  
 

Literature and Contributions  
As one of the defining features of globalisation, the increased spatial mobility of goods, capital, 

people, and information across national borders and state jurisdictional boundaries has attracted 

significant attention from scholars in the last few decades. There is a substantial volume of 

literature on a range of informal activities taking place in border areas, especially in the Global 

South where the national borders are frequently less strictly controlled by states.14  

                                                           
13 The few rare examples of International Relations work that engages with the disjuncture between ‘top-down’ 

institutional perspective and the ‘bottom-up’ perspectives and activities of affected populations, include: Séverine 

Autesserre, The Trouble with the Congo: Local Violence and the Failure of International Peacebuilding 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).; Séverine Autesserre, Peaceland; Conflict Resolution and the 

Everyday Politics of International Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Emily Rhoads, 

Taking sides in peacekeeping: impartiality and the future of the United Nations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2016); Susanna Campbell, Global Governance and Local Peace: Accountability and Performance in 

International Peacebuilding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
14 Brenda Chalfin, ‘Border Zone Trade and the Economic Boundaries of the State in North-East Ghana’, Africa, 

71: 2 (2001), pp. 202-224; Christophe Shon, ‘The Border as a Resource in the Global Urban Space: A Contribution 

to the Cross‐Border Metropolis Hypothesis’, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 38:5 (2014), 
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Relatedly, forced migration scholarship has identified various examples of refugees’ 

international cross-border movement in their day-to-day lives in exile. 15  Cross-border 

movement of forced migrants in this case does not refer to the one-time crossing of a border 

from a home country in order to flee from conflict or persecution, but usually refers to regular 

circulatory movement between a country of refuge and a country of origin.16 By circulating 

across borders, refugees often pursue or diversify livelihoods, maintain family and other social 

ties, check on properties or even evaluate the possibility of return.17  

 

Amongst existing studies on refugees’ multi-directional movements, Monsutti’s pioneering 

research sheds light on complex patterns of movements amongst Afghan refugees across 

Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran. According to Monsutti, pre-war mobility often continues 

during displacement as a survival strategy; border movements of Afghans are neither definitive 

nor temporary, but rather cyclical and ongoing.18 Through cross-border movements, refugees 

aim to set out strategies that improve their access to opportunities, welfare and protection for 

themselves. 19 
 

Outside of forced migration studies, which thus far has primarily consisted of ethnographic 

work with a focus on individual- or household-level perspectives, Ferguson’s Anti-Politics 

Machine offers an institutional perspective on similar cross-border strategies in the 

development sector.20 Ferguson’s ethnography of the World Bank’s work in Tsaba Tseka, 

Lesotho revealed the sources of repeated failures of ‘development’ projects in the country, 

examining the paradox of how – despite repeated failure – ‘development’ is able to retain its 

conceptual legitimacy, and repeatedly reinvent itself.  

 

The book comes to two main conclusions. First, the distinctive discourse and conceptual 

apparatus of development experts effectively screens out and ignores the political dynamics 

and historical contexts surrounding beneficiary populations, even in cases where the realities 

suggest that little can be accomplished by apolitical ‘development’ interventions. Second, the 

‘development apparatus’ unconsciously selects for approaches in which it appears possible for 

development agencies to deliver the goods and services. Because development agencies must 

                                                           
pp. 1697-1711; Piet Konings, ‘The Anglophone Cameroon-Nigeria boundary: Opportunities and conflicts’, 

African Affairs, 104:415 (2005), pp. 275–301; Estrella Gualda, António Fragoso, and Emilio Lucio-Villegas, ‘The 

border, the people and the river: development of the cross-border area between southern Spain and Portugal’, 

Community Development Journal, 48:1 (2013), pp. 23–39.  
15 See Bram Jansen, ‘Humanitarianism as buffer: Displacement, aid and the politics of belonging in Abyei, 

Sudan/South Sudan’, African Affairs, 117: 468 (2018), pp. 370–391; Graeme Rodgers, ‘Everyday life and the 

political economy of displacement on the Mozambique–South Africa borderland’, Journal of Contemporary 

African Studies, 26:4 (2008), pp.385-399; Naohiko Omata, ‘Who takes advantage of mobility? Exploring the 

nexus between refugees’ movement, livelihoods and socioeconomic status in West Africa’, African Geographical 

Review, 37:2 (2017), pp. 98-108; Daniel Kronenfeld, ‘Afghan Refugees in Pakistan: Not All Refugees, Not 

Always in Pakistan, Not Necessarily Afghan?’ Journal of Refugee Studies, 21:1 (2008), pp. 43–63; Gill Loescher, 

‘UNHCR and Forced Migration’, in Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Gill Loescher, Kate Long, and Nando Sigona (eds), 

The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)     
16 Monsutti, War and migration.  
17 Géraldine Chateland, ‘Cross-border mobility of Iraqi refugees’, Forced Migration Review, 34 (2010), pp. 60-

61  
18 Monsutti, Afghan Transnational Networks; Elca Stigter and Alessandro Monsutti. ‘Transnational networks: 

Recognising a regional reality’, in Promoting Livelihoods and Coping Strategies of Groups Affected by Conflicts 

and Natural Disasters, (ILO: Geneva, 2005), pp.267-286 
19 Monsutti, War and migration; Monsutti, Afghan Transnational Networks 
20 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine. 
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operate through existing national governments, these agencies inherently favour 

representations which promotes the power of national policy instruments, and have little use 

for representations which emphasise the role of extra-national determinations.21 Critically, 

Ferguson shows how and why transnational economic strategies often appear invisible to the 

international organisations due to a state-centric framework that fails to see that the Lesotho 

economy is based upon transnational migrant labour, which is intertwined with the economy 

of South Africa.  

 

The empirical examples above demonstrate how the connection between the abstract concept 

and the concrete, physical reality of a border is often contested. Particularly in refugee 

producing regions, borders have often been of little real importance to citizens on either side 

prior to the eruption of conflict and the arrival of international actors in the region.22 On the 

other hand, even if borders are viewed as abstractions by refugees, the boundaries do matter to 

the humanitarian community, whose actions reflect the ‘assumed primacy of the nation-state’.23 

Because the international refugee regime only ‘sees’ refugees within a bounded nation-

states paradigm, historically, UNHCR has treated irregular movement by refugees as being 

problematic 24  and occasionally questioned the ‘authenticity’ of these mobile refugees, 

suggesting that they may be undeserving of international protection.25   

 

UNHCR’s approach to refugee cross-border movement draws strong parallels with James 

Scott’s concept of ‘legibility’. In Seeing like a State, Scott describes the ways in which as states 

emerge they seek to attain legibility: the ability to render their populations transparent and 

knowable through various forms of standardisation, from currencies to weights and measures 

to language to freehold tenure, as part of an approach to enable effective governance.26 Put 

differently, states – or in some cases, other large bureaucratic organisations – tend to view 

human activity that is of interest to them primarily through simplified and static abstraction as 

a means of control, governance, and management.  

 

Attempts to increase institutional legibility by the international refugee regime over the past 

decades have led to accusations of ‘paternalism’.27 Paternalism here is defined as interference 

with a person’s liberty on the grounds that it is in his or her best interests. Of course, this notion 

is inherent to the idea of humanitarianism. The urgency generated by characterising something 

as a ‘threat to life’, and the presumption that a community cannot self-govern, legitimates the 

role of an outside ‘protector’. In refugee assistance, the dominant model is usually premised 

upon a provider-beneficiary relationship: international organisations are the protectors and 

refugees are the protected. 28  The underlying assumption for justifying organisational 

paternalism is that UNHCR or its partner agencies know ‘what is the best interests of 

                                                           
21 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine. 
22 Kate Long, ‘In Search of Sanctuary: Border Closures, ‘Safe’ Zones and Refugee Protection’, Journal of Refugee 

Studies, 26:3 (2013), pp. 458–476. 
23 Jennifer Hyndman, ‘A Post-Cold War Geography of Forced Migration in Kenya and Somalia’, The Professional 

Geographer, 51:1 (1999), pp. 104-114. 
24 Jeffrey Crisp and Dessalegne Damtew, ‘Refugee protection and migration management: the challenge for 

UNHCR’, UNHCR Working Paper No.64 (UNHCR, Geneva 2002) 
25 Stephen Lubkemann, Culture in Chaos (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008) 
26 Scott, Seeing like a state 
27 Michael Barnett, ‘Humanitarianism, Paternalism and the UNHCR’, in Alexander Betts and Gil Loescher (eds), 

Refugees in International Relations, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp.105-132.  
28 Pincock et al. The Global Governed? 
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refugees’.29 For instance, refugees’ movements to their country of origin can be interpreted as 

a potential threat to their own security and protection in that refugees should be protected from 

forcible return to their homeland.  

 

However, the state-centric gaze of the refugee regime, reinforced by both paternalism and the 

desire for greater legibility, has implications for refugees’ wellbeing, aspirations, and 

livelihoods.  First, this perspective fails to understand the dynamic interaction of space, place 

and mobility embedded in the everyday lives of refugees. Similar to Ferguson’s account of the 

‘anti-politics machine’ as putatively apolitical organisations, humanitarian agencies often fail 

to recognise how historical and political dynamics play out in local contexts and shape people’s 

strategies.30 This can lead to de-historicised and de-contextualised understanding of refugees’ 

lives and livelihoods.  

 

Second, the state-bounded view limits the scope and attention to the defined border, and 

simultaneously sets out ‘the limit of the known world’ 31 in terms of its coverage and inclusion. 

Consequently, it may even end up failing to capitalise on existing socio-cultural assets across 

national borders in aid programming. These points are especially relevant for the Somalia-

Ethiopia border where mobility and interconnectedness across borders have been extensively 

embedded in their day-to-day social and economic practices. 32    

 

Third, state-centric thinking can neglect refugees’ agency and alternative forms of refugee-led 

self-protection or mutual aid. As ample evidence shows, in assessing the often-limited range 

of options open to them, refugees tend to choose strategies that increase access to opportunities 

and protection – and these strategies are frequently set up over multiple sites beyond the 

national border. This is particularly relevant in protracted refugee situations in which the life-

saving mandate of UNHCR plays a more limited role and refugees are instead encouraged to 

devise their own livelihoods and seek self-reliance.  

 
While current scholarship provides useful insights into the cross-border movements of refugee 

individuals or households, research which explores institutional-level perspectives remains 

rather scarce. Whilst it is essential to understand the ways in which refugees develop their own 

mobile strategies to actively contest the national boundaries, equally important is to shed light 

on how the humanitarian organisations, adhering necessarily to state-bounded principles, direct 

their gaze to the border activities of refugees whom they are mandated to protect, and what the 

consequences are on the ground.  

 

In addition to making an obvious contribution to the sub-field of Refugee Studies, examining 

how international organisations perceive and interact with the strategies of their subject 

populations has wider implications for the study of international institutions, particularly within 

International Relations. The focus of institutional approaches to International Relations has 

long been at the intergovernmental level.33 The autonomy of international organisations has 

                                                           
29 Barnett, ‘Humanitarianism, Paternalism and the UNHCR’, p. 105 
30 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine. 
31 Richard Zapata-Barrero, ‘Borders in Motion: Concept and Policy Nexus’, Refugee Survey Quarterly, 32:1 

(2013), pp. 1–23 
32 See Lauren Carruth, ‘Kinship, nomadism, and humanitarian aid among Somalis in Ethiopia’, Disasters 42:1 

(2018), pp. 149-168 
33 Robert Keohane, After hegemony: Cooperation and discord in the world political economy (New Jersey: 

Princeton university press, 2005); Barbara Koremenos, Charles Lipson and Duncan Snidal, ‘The rational design 
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often been understood purely through the lens of principal-agent theory. 34  And while 

international organisations have been gradually understood from organisational sociological 

and bureaucratic political perspectives,35 a focus on international organisations’ activities at 

the ‘field-level’ and particularly their interaction with ‘subject populations’ remains relatively 

rare.36  

 

However, several pockets of literature within International Relations suggest this is gradually 

changing. First, there has been an ‘ethnographic turn’ in the study of international institutions, 

especially in policy fields such as peacekeeping, using qualitative methods to explain the 

behaviour of UN organisations in ‘local’ context. 37  Second, there has been a growing 

recognition of the strategies adopted by subject populations, as autonomous actors in world 

politics, notably in relation to civilian self-protection in armed conflict.38 Third, there has been 

a broader call to understand and explore what global governance looks like ‘bottom-up’ from 

the perspective of the ‘globally governed’.39 

 

Despite this, the insights of the post-development literature have remained largely estranged 

from the mainstream study of international institutions within International Relations. This is 

surprising given that the core interest of Ferguson in particular is to study how international 

organisations interact with their subject populations.40 Ferguson’s Foucauldian approach to 

international institutions is paralleled in work that integrates governmentality and global 

governance. However, the key insights of the post-development literature, we suggest, lie not 

in a particular epistemological (post-positivist) or methodological (discourse analytical) 

disposition, but in its three-part empirical research agenda, with its aim to understand: 1) how 

international organisations understand their subject populations; 2) whether there is a 

disjuncture between the analytical lenses of such organisations and the lived experiences of 

subject populations; and 3) why such gaps exist and endure even when revealed and highlighted 

                                                           
of international institutions’, International organization, 55:4 (2001), pp. 761-799; John Mearsheimer, ‘The false 

promise of international institutions,’ International security 19:3 (1994), pp. 5-49. 
34  Darren Hawkins, David Lake., Daniel Nielson, Daniel, and Michael Tierney, Delegation and agency in 

international organizations. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Kenneth Abbott and Duncan 

Snidal, ‘Why states act through formal international organizations’, Journal of conflict resolution, 42:1 (1998), 

pp. 3-32. 
35 Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the world: International organizations in global politics. 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004). 
36 Outside International Relations, especially in Anthropology, Sociology and Development Studies, there are 

several studies that shed light on the field-level interactions of international aid organisations and their beneficiary 

populations. These include, for example: Monika Krause, The Good Project: Humanitarian Relief NGOs and the 

Fragmentation of Reason. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014); Lauren Carruth, ‘Peace in the clinic: 

rethinking “global health diplomacy” in the Somali region of Ethiopia’, Culture, Medicine, and Psychiatry, 40: 2 

(2016): pp.181-197; Liisa Malkki ‘Refugees and exile: From "refugee studies" to the national order of things’, 

Annual Review of Anthropology, 24 (1995), pp. 495-523; Miriam Ticktin, Casualties of care: Immigration and 

the politics of humanitarianism in France. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 
37  Autesserre, The trouble with the Congo; Autesserre, Peaceland; Rhoads, Taking sides in peacekeeping; 

Campbell, Global Governance and Local Peace  
38 Erin Baines and Emily Paddon, ‘This is how we survived’: Civilian agency and humanitarian protection’ 

Security Dialogue, 43:3 (2012), pp.231-257; Oliver Kaplan, Resisting war: How communities protect themselves 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Betcy Jose and Peace A. Medie, ‘Understanding why and how 

civilians resort to self-protection in armed conflict’, International Studies Review, 17:4 (2015), pp.515-535. 
39  Thomas Weiss and Rorden Wilkinson, ‘The globally governed—everyday global governance’, Global 

Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International Organizations, 24:2 (2018), pp. 193-210; Pincock et 

al. The Global Governed? 
40 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine. 



10 
 
 

to the relevant organisations. To us this is a valuable and neglected research agenda within the 

study of international institutions, but there is no axiomatic reason why we need study these 

kinds of ’top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ interaction from an exclusively post-positivist perspective.  

 

 

Research Context  
The five Dollo Ado camps -- Bokolmanyo, Melkadida, Kobe, Hilaweyn, and Buramino -- are 

located in Somali Regional State, one of the nine regional states that constitute the Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Dollo Ado is one of 47 woreda (districts) of the Somali 

region. With 300-500 mm annual average rainfall and 20-45 degrees celsius range of 

temperature, the Somali region climatically falls in either semi-arid or arid zones.  

 

The Somali region is politically and economically marginalised from Addis Ababa, but has 

important historical connections to neighbouring Somalia.41 The region was incorporated into 

the Ethiopian Empire at the end of the 19th century during the imperial partition.42 The vast 

majority of the host community in this region identify as ethnically Somali, Muslim, and having 

Somali as a first language. Dating back to the imperial state expansion at the end of 19th century, 

Somali inhabitants in the region have experienced state-led violence, mass atrocities, and 

human rights violations. During the Ethio-Somali war in the 1970s, refugee fled the region into 

Somalia.43 Since the introduction of ethnic federalism and the redrawing of administrative 

boundaries in early 1990s, the Somali region, especially border areas with Oromia, remains 

unstable. While Somalis and Oromos are often aligned politically, economically, and through 

marriage and kinship ties, the ethnonational governance changed inter-ethnic relationship 

between two neighbouring groups and resulted in increased resource conflicts and political 

tensions between Somali and Oromo communities.44 Even today, there is an ongoing internal 

armed conflict between Oromia and the Somali region, which resulted in mass killing and 

displacement on both sides. On the other side of border in Somalia, there are several areas 

where Al-Shabaab maintains a presence and exerts control over the territory and roads between 

Dollo Ado and Mogadishu.  

 

The Ethiopian Government and UNHCR opened Bokolmanyo camp in 2009 and Melkadida 

camp in 2010 as a response to Somali refugees fleeing across the border from violence and 

insecurity. A severe drought in 2011 led to a new influx and the creation of three more camps: 

Kobe, Hilaweyn, and Buramino. The camps are geographically sequenced in age order, with 

the oldest, Bokolmanyo, being the furthest from the border with Somalia, and the newest, 

Buramino, being the nearest (see Map 1). A single dirt road, running parallel to the Genale 

River, connects the camps and leads to Dollo Ado town at the border. To the north of 

                                                           
41 Tobias Hagmann, ‘Fast politics, slow justice: Ethiopia’s Somali region two years after Abdi Iley’ (Briefing 

Paper, London: LSE, Conflict Research Programme, 2020); Tobias Hagmann, ‘Punishing the periphery: legacies 

of state repression in the Ethiopian Ogaden’, Journal of Eastern African Studies, 8:4 (2014), pp. 725-739; Tobias 

Hagmann and Benedikt Korf, ‘Agamben in the Ogaden: Violence and sovereignty in the Ethiopian-Somali 

frontier,’ Political Geography, 31 (2012), pp. 205-214. 
42 Mohamud Khalif and Martin Doornbos, ‘The Somali region in Ethiopia: a neglected human rights tragedy’, 

Review of African Political Economy, 91 (2002), pp.73-94; Safia Aidid, ‘Pan-Somali Dreams: Ethiopia, Greater 

Somalia, and the Somali Nationalist Imagination’. Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, Graduate School of 

Arts & Sciences (2020). 
43 Desert Rose Consulting, Consulting Report: UNHCR, Kobe Camp, Dolo Ado, (Addis Ababa: Desert Rose 

Consulting, 2012). 
44 Tobias Hagmann and Mustafe Mohamed Abdi, ‘Inter-ethnic violence in Ethiopia’s Somali Regional State, 

2017-2018’ (Briefing Paper, London: LSE, Conflict Research Programme, 2020) 
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Bokolmanyo town, the small market town next to Bokolmanyo refugee camp, the road leads 

to the Oromia-Somali Region border, which is beset by internal armed conflict. At the time of 

our research, Ethiopian legislation required refugees to remain in camps, with very rare 

exceptions for health, education, or resettlement reasons.45 In 2019, new refugee legislation 

was passed expanding refugees- socio-economic rights, but it remains to be implemented. 

 

 

 
 

Map 1: refugee camps and communities in Dollo Ado 

 

 

The Dollo Ado area is generally considered to have unfavourable conditions for socio-

economic development. The region has few natural resources and little industry. Despite the 

presence of the Genale River, agriculture has historically been limited by the arid climate and 

occasional flooding. Economically, pastoralism is the backbone of the economy and the major 

livelihood of local dwellers. Commercial activity exists but generally on a small-scale. It is 

therefore an ongoing challenge to create a sustainable economy for refugees in the Dollo Ado 

camps.  

 

The trajectory of humanitarian interventions in the camps has gone through three main phases. 

Between 2009 and 2011, the focus was on stabilisation and emergency response, ensuring the 

camps had basic infrastructure and services. Between 2012 and 2014, the focus shifted to 

shelter and site planning, with a greater focus on the environment, energy, water, livelihoods, 

and education initiatives. Due to the ongoing conflict in Somalia, together with the prolonged 

stay of the refugees in Ethiopia, humanitarian agencies called for a departure from the 

traditional humanitarian aid model. Between 2015 and 2017, their focus shifted towards self-

reliance and the creation of innovative approaches aimed at providing more sustainable 

opportunities for refugees and the host communities.46 

 

Throughout this time, a unique and defining feature of Dollo Ado has been the unprecedented 

role of the private sector. In particular, the IKEA Foundation invested 75m Euros in the five 

camps over a seven-year period between 2012 and 2018 – the largest private sector investment 

                                                           
45 Alexander Betts, Leon Fryszer, Naohiko Omata, and Olivier Sterck, ‘Refugee Economies in Addis Ababa: 

Towards Sustainable Opportunities for Urban Communities?’ (Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, 2019). 
46 UNHCR, Briefing Note on Melkadida (UNHCR: Melkadida, Ethiopia, 2018)  
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in a refugee-hosting area in the history of the international refugee system. Its aim was to 

transform the lives of refugees and host communities living in Dollo Ado, in collaboration with 

the UNHCR, based on a long-term vision in which ‘addressing needs goes beyond care and 

maintenance, considering self-reliance from the beginning, to prevent dependence on aid, and 

looking to long-term sustainability, where refugees and their hosts thrive side-by-side, where 

refugee inclusion stimulates peaceful co-existence’.47  

 

The investment of IKEA has significantly increased the scale and scope of UNHCR activities 

in the camps. It has also led to a significant emphasis on innovation relating to market-based 

approaches and refugee self-reliance. For example, in each of the camps ‘cooperatives’ have 

been created to create livelihood opportunities for both refugees and the host community in 

sectors such as agriculture, livestock, and energy. These cooperatives have been complemented 

with the construction of complementary infrastructure. Retrospective impact evaluations reveal 

that these interventions have had a generally positive impact on both the refugee and host 

communities, particularly on the approximately 3,000 direct beneficiaries.48  

 

However, on a structural level, it is clear that significant challenges remain. Although there is 

a considerable amount of international aid, refugees living in the camps have few economic 

opportunities. Most refugees report that they do not have any income-generating means. 

According to our survey results, only 21% of refugees report having an income-generating 

activity. The majority of these are employed by aid agencies as so-called ‘incentive workers’ 

– those who work for humanitarian NGOs and international organisations or government 

agencies like the Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA) with significantly lower 

payment compared to host employees.  

 

Our aim is not to criticise the achievements that have been made by UNHCR and its partners 

within a very challenging environment. Rather, it is to highlight one of the key findings from 

our research: that there has been a ‘gap’ between the analytical lenses used by international 

organisations to understand the economic lives of refugees in the region, and the lived 

economic experience of refugees in the region. In particular, the state-centric approach of the 

United Nations, coupled with the absence of adequate baseline studies,49 has led the United 

Nations to neglect and marginalise one of the population’s most important economic assets: 

the cross-border economy.  

 
Given their location, the camps are heavily influenced by their proximity to Somalia. There are 

several distinct and long-established trade routes through and beyond Somali Region that 

connect the region with the outside.50 In particular, Dollo Ado town is a large and busy market 

centre near the border between Ethiopia, Somalia and Kenya. Through this border town, money, 

goods and information flow back and forth across the border at a tremendous rate.51 While the 

                                                           
47 IKEA Foundation. Dollo Ado (Leiden: IKEA Foundation, 2018). 
48 For an impact evaluation of the programmes, see: Alexander Betts, Andonis Marden, Raphael Bradenbrink, and 

Jonas Kaufmann, ‘Building Refugee Economies: An evaluation of the IKEA Foundation’s programmes in Dollo 

Ado’ (Oxford: Refugee Studies Centre, 2020).  
49  UNHCR commissioned some ‘baseline’ studies, such one by the consultancy company FHI-360 but the 

methods used meant that the data could ultimately not be used as baseline data to evaluate any of the specific 

programme interventions. Within our interviews, many of the UNHCR staff involved in Dollo Ado acknowledge 

an under-investment in research, data collection, and monitoring and evaluation planning throughout the design 

of the Dollo Ado programmes.  
50 Stephen Devereux, Vulnerable livelihoods in Somali region, Ethiopia (Brighton: University of Sussex, 2006)  
51 Desert Rose Consulting, UNHCR, Kobe Camp, Dolo Ado. 
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majority of exports from the Somali Region are live animals and perishable produce, most 

imports are non-perishable food items and durable goods (clothes, utensils, electronic goods). 

Almost all of these imports are informal and considered ‘contraband’ by the Government of 

Ethiopia. The federal government’s hostility to informal cross-border trade, both into and out 

of Somali Region, is a major source of contention and risk for livelihoods in the Somali 

region.52 

 

Methodology and Methods 
In contrast to Ferguson53 and most of the existing literature on the cross-border economic 

strategies of refugees,54 we adopted a mixed-methods approach. The general presumption is 

that the post-development literature is epistemologically post-positivist and methodologically 

grounded in discourse analysis, and therefore relies upon mainly qualitative data collection 

methods. By adopting a mixed-methods approach, which includes the use of quantitative data, 

we unsettle that assumption, and aim to show that it is possible to engage with a critical 

theoretical agenda using a broadly positivist epistemology and a combination of first-hand 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods.  

 

Our fieldwork in and around the five Dollo Ado camps took place between October and 

December 2018. The data collection was designed and spearheaded by an interdisciplinary 

team of three researchers from different disciplinary backgrounds, including political science, 

anthropology and economics. An anthropologist took a lead of qualitative research strand. Our 

qualitative data was collected through focus groups and semi-structured interviews. In each 

camp, we began fieldwork with focus group discussions, each of them with around 10-14 

refugee participants. In order to nurture a good contextual understanding of their camp lives, 

we always included refugee representatives of each camp in focus group discussions. Across 

five camps, we organised a total of ten focus group discussions with refugees. Then, the lead 

anthropologist conducted 43 one-to-one semi-structured interviews, comprising 16 refugees, 

15 staff members of relevant UN agencies and NGOs, 7 host community members, and 5 local 

and national government officials in charge of refugee affairs. In order to maintain the 

consistency and quality of data, the lead anthropologist conducted all of these qualitative 

interviews by himself with translation support by research assistants. In addition, taking 

advantage of living inside the UNHCR compound, we were able to use ‘hanging-out’ as a 

means to engage in informal discussions and participant observation.  

 

Our quantitative research, led by an economist, draws upon data collected during a household 

survey with a total sample size of 5,643 adults, constituting of 2,712 Somali refugees and 2,931 

Ethiopians (Table 1). To maximise synergy of different strands of methodologies, the lead 

anthropologist worked closely with the lead economist to inform the development of 

quantitative survey and was also involved in training of enumerators and survey 

implementation.  

 

Table 1: sample size 

 

Camp Refugees Hosts Total 

                                                           
52 Devereux, Vulnerable livelihoods. 
53 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine. 
54 Monsutti, War and migration. 
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Bokolmanyo 497 598 1,095 

Melkadida 593 684 1,277 

Kobe 605 596 1,201 

Hilaweyn 482 564 1,046 

Buramino 535 489 1.024 

Total 2,712 2,931 5,643 

 

 

Our objective was to interview 250 households in each of the five camps, and 300 households 

in each of the five host communities adjacent to each camp. Within each household, we aimed 

to interview up to three adult members (aged 18 to 65) – the head of household, the main food 

preparer and one other randomly selected member – in order to also explore intra-household 

dynamics. For the refugee community, our sampling frame was based on a list of households 

provided by UNHCR. Households were sampled at random from this list in each of the five 

camps. ARRA’s community health teams worked with us to provide updated block-level 

information and to facilitate our initial interaction with the community. For the host community, 

a census of host communities surrounding the camps was undertaken by enumerators to create 

a comprehensive list of host households; a random sample of households was then selected 

from the list. In households with three or fewer adults, all adults were interviewed. When the 

number of adults was higher than three, we interviewed the household head as well as the main 

food preparer, and one other randomly selected adult. In cases where the household head was 

also the main food preparer, we selected two other adults to be surveyed, giving a total of three 

adults per household. 

 

We used a participatory approach. In total, we worked with more than 60 refugees and members 

of the host community, employed as peer researchers and enumerators across the five refugee 

camps and the surrounding areas. Based on consultation with aid organisations, we selected 

individuals with previous research experiences, extensive networks within and across the 

research sites, and proficiency in both English and Somali. Before we embarked on data 

collection, we provided them with several days of intensive training on social research methods, 

particularly sampling and survey implementation. Also, during the training sessions, we 

provided guidance on research ethics and emphasised the importance of informed consent, 

confidentiality, and anonymity for respondents in order to avoid harm.  

 

Throughout the research period, our research assistants played an active role in data collection. 

They assisted us in contextualising and refining our survey questionnaire and semi-structured 

interview questions. They also helped us to appropriately interpret the meaning of responses, 

triangulate findings, and develop an emic understanding of the realities, challenges, and 

opportunities faced by the communities.   

 

Furthermore, it is important to note a major challenge that we experienced in the context of 

researching refugees’ cross-border movement, with particular implications for our quantitative 

research. While border-crossing activities are an ‘open secret’ within the Dollo Ado camps, 

refugees are not allowed to cross the international border with Somalia without written 

permission from the Ethiopian authorities (and such permission is rarely provided). Due to the 

illicit nature of such movements, many of those who crossed the border were initially reluctant 

to discuss their cross-border activities. Even though the survey was conducted by refugee 
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researchers working within their own communities, our quantitative estimates of cross-border 

movement are likely to be underestimates. 

 

In anticipation of the possibility of under-reporting, we carefully prepared our qualitative 

interviews on cross-border movement. In order to select refugee interviewees, we relied on pre-

existing connections and trust of our research assistants. In addition, Somali-Ethiopian staff of 

UNHCR, who are also well-trusted by the refugee communities, ensured the camp residents 

that the interview information would not be shared with UNHCR and ARRA. For each 

interview, we rented a room at one of the camp facilities in order to maintain privacy. We asked 

our refugee research assistants to work as translators during interviews, and all interviews were 

undertaken without the presence of UNHCR or ARRA officials. Thanks to these preparatory 

efforts, we were able to interview refugees who had recently visited Somalia. Given the 

sensitivity of this research, all names of respondents are pseudonyms in order to protect their 

privacy and security. 

  

Refugees’ Socio-Economic Lives Across Borders  
The socio-economic lives of refugees in the camps should not be separated from the regional 

and historical context of Dollo Ado area. In particular, Dollo Ado town plays a key role in 

connecting refugee camps with wider regional economy. The town is the biggest commercial 

centre in the area, and its economy is based on a three-country nexus between Ethiopia, Somalia, 

and Kenya. It is only 500 km away from Mogadishu, the Somali capital. On the Kenyan side, 

Mandera town is only 37 km away.  

 

Dollo Ado Town: a Commercial Hub 

According to Somali-Ethiopian elders who have been living in the area for decades, Dollo Ado 

town has long been an important economic hub. After the camps were established, the town 

became more active and larger as many people moved to this area, including both Ethiopian 

and Somali traders. Elders echoed that the border between Somalia and Ethiopia is quite 

permeable, given the historical and ethnic bonds that traverse it. The livelihoods officer of an 

NGO explained the established trade networks that intersect in Dollo Ado town: 

 

From Mogadishu, many electronic items such as mobile phones, televisions and 

fridges are imported [to Dollo Ado], since it is cheaper than importing them from 

Addis. Food items such as rice, pasta, soft drinks, as well as clothing and shoes 

are coming from Mogadishu… Also, there is a trade of livestock like goats and 

sheep from Ethiopia to Somalia. Khat is brought from other parts of Ethiopia like 

Negele and taken to Somalia. Some khat comes from Mandera [Kenya].  

 

Refugees and the host population living around the camps visit Dollo Ado town regularly for 

various purposes. As many as 25% of refugee households and 59% of host households had at 

least one member who had travelled to Dollo Ado the year preceding the survey (Figure 1). 

These rates are very high compared to the fact that only 2.6% of refugee households and 17% 

of host households had a member travelling to another city in Ethiopia. 

 

In Dollo Ado, refugee shop owners purchase commodities unavailable in the camps – sugar, 

wheat flour, iron sheets, hardware, construction materials, electronic items, sim cards, and 

clothing – from Ethiopian traders and sell them inside the camp. One such shop owner, 

Abdulahi, is a Somali refugee who started a small retail shop in Kobe camp five years ago 

dealing with food items and other household materials, travels frequently to Dollo Ado town. 
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He notes, “I visit Dollo Ado two times per month. [In Dollo Ado town] I buy rice, pasta, flour, 

sugar, stationary, and soap. I buy items from [Somali Ethiopian] wholesalers there.” He initially 

worked as a casual labourer, shining shoes and working on construction projects both in and 

outside the camp, which enabled him to save the capital needed to open the shop. 

 

 
Figure 1 - Proportion of households with at least one member who travelled to Dollo Ado the 

year preceding the survey 

 

 

Some refugees draw upon pre-existing business connections with Somali Ethiopians who are 

now based in the town. For instance, a Somali male refugee runs a clothing shop in Melkadida 

camp explained: 

 

I have a Somali Ethiopian friend in Dollo Ado town. He runs a wholesale clothing 

shop… I knew him from Mogadishu. I was running a clothing shop in Mogadishu 

and he was one of the regular customers at my place… He was living in Dollo 

Ado but often travelled to Mogadishu to buy from my shop there… When I met 

him here, I asked him to help my clothing business in Dollo Ado. He gave me 

clothing on credit to start a business in the camp. 

 

Some refugees informally stay in Dollo Ado town to engage in economic activities. In focus 

groups with refugees in Melkadida camp, we learned that some rent a small house in the town 

and work as casual labourers in the local markets. By residing there, they save the cost of 

transportation between Dollo Ado and the camp. For instance, we met one female refugee who 
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owns a retail shop in the town. She is officially registered in Hilaweyn camp but works with a 

Somali Ethiopian partner who regularly does business in Dollo Ado town. 

 

In addition to commercial links, Dollo Ado town serves as a communications gateway between 

Ethiopia and Somalia. Across all five Dollo Ado camps, the only mobile network access is 

Ethio-Telecom, which cannot be used to reach contacts in Somalia. But nearby Dollo Ado town, 

refugees can access Hormuud, the major telecommunications network service in Somalia, and 

make international calls to their relatives and friends living in Somalia. Only 5% of refugee 

households living in Bokolmanyo and in Melkadida made a phone call to Somalia the month 

preceding the survey (Figure 2). These two camps are the furthest away from the border. By 

contrast, 62% of those living in Hilaweyn and 39% of those living in Buramino made a phone 

call to Somalia the month preceding the survey. These latter two camps are situated only 20-

30km from the Somali border. Calls from the host community to Somalia are much less 

frequent.  

 

Access to Hormuud services enables refugees to use Somali money transfer services to send 

and receive remittances to and from Somalia. According to one Ethiopian money transfer agent 

in the town, many refugee customers in the area receive money via this service. In this way, 

Dollo Ado town is an integral hub where even national communication infrastructural systems 

cross over. 

 

 
Figure 2 - Proportion of households who made at least one phone call to Somalia the month 

preceding the survey 
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In addition, Dollo Ado town gives refugees access to needed social services and contacts, as 

the following comment of Abdizak and Abdifata, both male refugees in their early 20s living 

in Buramino camp indicates: “We go to Dollo Ado town for education because there is no 

university and high school in the camp. Some visit friends. We made Ethiopian friends or 

schoolmates living in Dollo Ado.”   

 

Due to these benefits of proximity with Somalia, refugees in Dollo Ado camps prefer to live 

closer to this border town. At one group interview with several UNHCR staff members, the 

participants echoed: “Requests of transfer from other camps to Buramino camp [the camp 

located nearest to Dollo Ado town] are very frequent. Many want to have easy access to Dollo 

Ado town”.  

 

Cross-Border Livelihoods 

Since Dollo Ado town has been a commercial conduit with established trade routes across 

Ethiopia and Somalia, for those native to Dollo Ado area crossing the border into Somalia is 

part of their day-to-day lives. Yusuf, a Somali Ethiopian local chief who was born and raised 

in Dollo Ado town, notes:  

 

Many [local people] are pastoralists so they move back and forth across the 

border. Many visit Dollo Somalia. This is a daily scenery here…It is common to 

have relatives on the other side [Somalia]. Some people even work there [Dollo 

Somalia]…There is no need to use passport [when crossing the border]. We know 

people on each side by faces…Dollo Ado is part of wider Somalia, not a different 

country.  

 

Similarly, refugees in Dollo Ado camps also take trips to Somalia, although it is officially 

prohibited by the camp authorities. During a series of focus group discussions with refugee 

representatives across five camps, it was revealed that many refugees visit Somalia, for a 

variety of reasons. This was triangulated by UN aid workers whom we spoke to. Based on 

experience working with refugees as both an IOM and UNHCR staff member in Hilaweyn 

camp, one Somali-Ethiopian staff member suggested three reasons for such border-crossing: 

 

First, they want to keep and cultivate their land in Somalia. Many residents here 

are displaced due to drought, so they were concerned about their land. In fact, 

many refugees go back to their land during farming seasons in Somalia. Second, 

many people feel that there are insufficient livelihood opportunities in the camp. 

Only a small number of refugees enjoy meaningful livelihoods. Outside the camp, 

they have no right to work and their movement is restricted. Third, some people 

want to check the security situation in Somalia.  

 

While most refugee interviewees admitted that such movement is regularly happening, the 

illicit nature of cross-border movements makes it difficult to calculate the frequency and scale 

at which it is happening across the broader camp populations. One UNHCR staff suggested 

that to openly discuss about border-crossing is discouraged amongst refugees:   

 

Many return Somalia but fear to express real reasons for returning. Some ARRA 

staff have very negative view to cross border movement so refugees tend to hide 

their travels…This is understandable given ARRA’s concern over security.  
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However, numerous sources corroborate the high frequency of refugees’ border-movements. 

During our survey, a substantial proportion of refugee households reported that at least one of 

their members travelled to Somalia the year preceding the survey (Figure 3). Such behaviour 

appeared to be much more prevalent in camps that are closer to the border: only 0.5% for 

households living in Bokolmanyo, the camp which is the furthest away from the Somali border, 

but 19.2 % for households from Buramino, the camp which is the closest from the Somali 

border. About half of those who travelled to Somalia did multiple round trips. But these rates 

are likely to be underestimates, and other sources indicate higher frequency of cross-border 

movement of refugees.   

 

IOM in Dollo Ado used to monitor the number of people crossing the border bridge connecting 

Somalia and Ethiopia, which is the sole route between two sides. We interviewed a former staff 

member, who commented: “For each day, we have about 1,000 movements crossing border, 

including both refugees and non-refugees coming from both sides.” While IOM did not check 

nationality, based on his observation, this former staff member estimated that refugees 

constituted about 20% of those crossing. In addition, according to Chris Eweillar, MSF’s 

operations manager in Dollo Ado,  

 

While many of the refugees will remain permanently in the camp, many others 

will travel back across the border when the drought and security situation calm 

down. Very often, women come across with their children to the other side of the 

border while their husbands stay and look after their homesteads. When things 

improve, word will be sent to the camp that the family should return.55   

 

                                                           
55 Médecins Sans Frontières, ‘Refugees in border town of Dolo Ado escape drought and insecurity of Somalia’, 

2016, available at {https://www.msf.org/ethiopia-refugees-border-town-dolo-ado-escape-drought-and-insecurity-

somalia} accessed 6 November 2019 
 

https://www.msf.org/ethiopia-refugees-border-town-dolo-ado-escape-drought-and-insecurity-somalia
https://www.msf.org/ethiopia-refugees-border-town-dolo-ado-escape-drought-and-insecurity-somalia
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Figure 3 - Proportion of households with at least one member who travelled to Somalia the 

year preceding the survey 

 

Thanks to support from our research assistants, refugee representatives in each camp, and 

UNHCR local staff who are well-trusted by refugee communities, we interviewed refugees 

who had recently visited Somalia about the reasons for their trips, under the condition of strict 

confidentiality.   

 

Despite restrictions on visiting Somalia, a considerable number of refugees in Dollo Ado camps 

confirmed that they did undertake cross-border movement to their country of origin. Given 

scarcity of economic opportunities in the camp, one of the common reasons given by 

interviewees was that they went to Somalia to access livelihood opportunities. The following 

is an excerpt of interview with a Somali male refugee who recently visited Somalia:  

 

I went there between May and November 2018. I just came back 5 days ago.  I 

went to my hometown to see my relatives…[During this period] I also went to 

Dollo Somalia and made money by doing construction labour. There was major 

construction happening there.  

 

As he highlights, many of those who undergo cross-border movement to Somalia point to a 

dearth of economic opportunities as one of the main reasons of movements. Other refugee 

interviewees echoed that due to scarcity of meaningful livelihoods in the camps, it was 

inevitable for them to exploit ad-hoc economic opportunities in Somalia. When we triangulated 

this observation with the local UNHCR/IOM staff member who works as a ‘Return Help Desk’ 
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officer in Bokolmanyo camp since 2017, he confirmed: “One of the major reasons for return is 

the lack of livelihoods [inside the camps]. They say they cannot make enough income to meet 

basic needs. Some said to me: ‘we have no work here so we go back’”.   

 

Several refugees told us that they went to Somalia to access economic opportunities provided 

by aid agencies supporting internally displaced persons (IDPs). For example, the Kabasa IDP 

camp was set up near Dollo, Somalia in May 2018. Unlike the refugee camps in Dollo Ado in 

Ethiopia, Kabasa provides cash assistance for beneficiaries, which attracted many refugees. A 

male refugee from Hilaweyn camp described his trip to Kabasa IDP camp in October 2018:  

  

I visited Kabasa IDP camp. I wanted to register myself to access cash support in 

order to assist my family. I learned they give 100 USD per household…Food 

rations in Dollo Ado are too small. Alternative livelihoods [in the camp] are few. 

I can only do casual labour like farming and construction work, which pays little 

money.    

 

However, these mobile strategies appeared to beyond the imagination of country-based 

operation system of international aid organisations. One expatriate UNHCR staff in Dollo Ado 

camps frankly told us: “I heard about this IDP camp. But I have not had much communications 

with them [aid workers in charge of Kabasa camp].” For some aid organisations operating in 

Dollo Ado camps, refugees’ cross-border movements to Kabasa came as a ‘surprise’. The head 

of IOM in Dollo Ado explained the inflationary impact of Kabasa’s cash assistance model: 

 

The provision of cash [in Kabasa camp] caused many issues. In Dollo Ado 

Ethiopia, suddenly the price of animals went up sharply. One goat here is usually 

between 500-800 birr [around 18-28 USD]. 800 birr is the maximum I have ever 

seen but at one point, it went up to 1,200-2,000 birr [around 42-70 USD]. The 

price of chickens was 70-80 birr [around 2.5-2.8 USD] but it went up to 200 birr 

[7 USD]. The cash offered in IDP camps was flowing here and used in Dollo Ado 

town. 

 

As the existing literature indicates, while refugees’ economic strategies transcend the border, 

UN agencies’ programmes struggle to take into account these cross-border movements. One 

WFP employee told us:  

 

When food rations are reduced in [Dollo Ado] camps, more refugees move to 

Somalia to seek cash benefits offered in Kabasa camp….[But] UN agencies in 

Somalia and Ethiopia operate separately so if refugees are doubly registered in 

two sites, there is nothing we can do. For WFP, these are two different operations 

and we don’t exchange such information.  

 

While we came across several refugees who visited Kabasa camp, none of them intended to 

remain in the IDP camp. Another refugee in Buramino camp who went to Kabasa camp 

explained that there is a trade-off: 

 

Buramino gives us peace, good education and health facilities, as well as food 

rations. Kabasa gives people cash support, but there is no peace there. Al-Shabaab 

is still active in that area. I prefer peace over cash. Many refugees who went there 

were attracted to the cash programme, but most of them came back [to Ethiopia]. 
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As these examples demonstrate, the Dollo Ado economy and linkage with Somalia play a vital 

role in refugees’ economic lives in the camps.   

 

The Camp as a Site for ‘Social Security’ 

However, in contrary to our expectations prior to our research, economic purposes were in fact 

not the most frequent reason for visiting Somalia. According to our interviewees, the most 

popular reason for traveling to Somalia was to visit family members. We discovered that many 

refugees in Dollo Ado camps left behind some of the immediate relatives, in particular elderly 

parents, in Somalia when deciding to flee (Figure 4). We interviewed one of them – a 35-year 

old male refugee who came to Hilaweyn camp in 2011 and now lives with his wife and 8 

children. He recently returned to Somalia. Following is an excerpt of our interview with him.  

 

Interviewer: When did you visit Somalia?    

Refugee: From April to May 2018. I stayed about 1 month.  

Interviewer: Where did you go?    

Refugee: My home village 

Interviewer: Why did you go there?    

Refugee: I visited my father. He was very ill. He asked me to come and see him. 

He is already 70 years old.  

Interviewer: Why did he stay in Somalia?    

Refugee: He was too old to take a long journey. He stayed with my sister’s family.  

 

Whereas these refugees who went to Somalia were aware of the illicit nature of border-crossing, 

most of them expressed that certain personal situations, such as visiting family members with 

serious illness or attending funerals of immediate family members, made their cross-border 

trips imperative. Refugee representatives across all camps also implied that to conduct these 

family duties is understood as ‘justifiable’ reasons for breaking the official restriction on 

crossing the border in order to maintain familial bond and obligations.  

 

Others visited family in order to borrow money. A widowed refugee who visited her village in 

Somalia between June and August of 2018, explained:  

 

I needed to borrow some money from my family. I had to pay debts... [In the 

camp] I bought clothing for my children and food items like pasta and milk 

powder on credit from the shops... In total, I had debts of 20,000 birr [around 700 

USD].  
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Figure 4 - percentage of households with family members living in Somalia 

 

 

Through our interviews, we learned that the refugees who visited Somalia claimed to have 

informed their (refugee) camp representatives in advance of their trip and immediately reported 

their return. These camp representatives were fully aware of who is travelling at any given time 

and for what purposes. They were also reporting these cross-border trips to ARRA. This 

internal monitoring system by refugees themselves seems to function both as a form of indirect 

government surveillance but also as a way to avoid criminalisation of these illicit activities. Put 

simply, practices of open collaboration with ARRA are viewed as a quid pro quo for low-level 

governmental official tolerating such activities.  

 

Our interviews also revealed that a considerable number of refugees deliberately keep a dual 

foothold in both the Dollo Ado camps and Somalia and occasionally move between two sites. 

Of those who move back and forth between Somalia and Dollo Ado camps, most retain some 

family members in their home villages in Somalia to maintain their properties, especially 

farmland.56  

 

While refugees undertake frequent cross-border movement, it is interesting to note that none 

of our interviewees intended to repatriate to Somalia in the foreseeable future despite retaining 

homes and connections across the border. One reason is that the refugee camps are valued by 

                                                           
56 Alex de Waal’s work highlight similar points, for instance, see Alex de Waal, Evil Days: Thirty Years of War 

and Famine in Ethiopia (New York: Human Rights Watch, 1991); Alex de Waal, ‘Why Humanitarian 

Organizations Need to Tackle Land Issues,’ in Sara Pantuliano (ed.), Uncharted Territory: Land, Conflict and 

Humanitarian Action (Rubgy: Practical Action Publishing, 2009), pp. 9-26 
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refugees as a place to access social services. Across all the camps, most refugee interviewees 

valued better access to education and health facilities compared to Somalia. Children and 

women are more likely to remain in the camps, where they can access to such services.  One 

Somali refugee who lives in Bokolmanyo camp with his wife and 10 children, recently went 

back to Somalia alone to see his relatives but returned to the camp. He explained his long-term 

residency plans: 

 

One day, I would like to go back [to Somalia]. But now my children are getting 

access to education in the camp. Until they finish schooling, we should stay in 

the camp…Education in the camp is better than in my village in Somalia. In fact, 

there is no primary and secondary school in my village…Another reason to stay 

here is security. For my children, the camp is more peaceful. 

 

Another source of evidence for the commonality of so-called ‘family-split strategies’ is the 

demographic profile of refugees who were actually in the camps at the time of the survey. In 

particular, there was a disproportionately low percentage of male refugees in the age groups of 

25-30 and 30-35, especially when compared to the demographic profile of men in the host 

community (Figure 5) and when compared to the demographic profile of female refugees 

(Figure 6). These findings suggest that a substantial proportion of young men from these 

families are not living in the camps.  

 

  
Fig 5: Age profile of refugees and host community 
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Fig 6: Age profile for refugee adults 

 

 

UNHCR data on the number of refugees living in the five Dollo Ado camps also provide 

indirect evidence of refugee movements. Around December 2019, a massive verification 

exercise (‘L3 registration’ in UNHCR organisational terminology57) was undertaken in the five 

Dollo Ado camps. The objective of the exercise was to update and improve UNHCR internal 

data system, which, ultimately, should facilitate access to a broader range of complimentary 

services and opportunities for all refugees while allowing humanitarian actors to increasingly 

tailor assistance to their specific needs. 58  Figure 7 shows that about 70,000 refugees 

‘disappeared’ from UNHCR listing following the verification exercise. Many of these missing 

people had probably moved temporarily or permanently to Somalia without notifying UNHCR 

and ARRA, to avoid reducing the food rations of their family members remaining in the camps. 

                                                           
57 UNHCR. Emergency Handbook. 4th digital edition, 2015, Geneva, available at {https://emergency.unhcr.org/}, 

Accessed 26 October 2020 
58 UNHCR data portal, available at {https://data2.unhcr.org/en/dataviz/58}, Accessed 27 October 2020  
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Figure 7: Number of refugees living in one of the five Dollo Ado camps according to UNHCR 

progress data 

 

ARRA and the local government staff, who are mostly Somali-Ethiopians from Dollo Ado, are 

aware of refugees’ movements to Somalia as they collect information from appointed refugee 

representations in the camps. One ARRA staff member in Kobe camp explained how the 

government views refugees’ cross-border movements: 

 

We are aware that many refugees visit Somalia. The main reasons are family 

visits and keeping their properties there. They also have to attend some important 

family ceremonies and events, like funerals…For ARRA, security is the biggest 

concern due to Al-Shabaab movements near the border areas. But if people’s 

reasons for visiting Somalia are not security related, we allow them to go, 

although with a warning. 

 

Contrary to refugees’ fear of being accused of crossing border, local government officials with 

a Somali-Ethiopian background recognise the historical ties that precede and transcend the 

border. The head of IOM in Dollo Ado, who has worked in the area since 2012, confirmed the 

informal practice of tolerating movement: 

 

Refugees need a pass permit at the border, in theory. But border officials do not 

enforce this very rigorously, as long as they don’t see security concerns. If 

travelers show refugee documents, the officials usually let them go. These are 

‘tacit rules’ here [due to a long history of cross-border movement]…I see Dollo 

Ado town as part of Greater Somalia. Many residents here don’t have the same 

sense of international borders as expatriates. This is indeed ‘Somali Land’. 

 

The significance of this local sense of being part of a ‘Greater Somalia’ was emphasised even 

more when we interviewed Somali-Ethiopian village authorities in Dollo Ado camp areas. In 

one of the focus group interviews with them, they resonated:   

  

In this area, Somali bond is more important than nationality differences like 

Somali or Ethiopian…King Abdille is the Somali king in Leban area. He made 

the order to us to treat refugees well. He said ‘refugees are our Somali people, 
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don’t disturb them’…Leban zone is in Ethiopia but is part of Greater Somalia. In 

this area, the king is our leader and we follow his instructions.59   

 

In Dollo Ado area, hosts and refugees, as well as Somali-Ethiopian staff members of UNHCR 

and ARRA, acknowledge the same socio-cultural and political structures, which are run by 

‘Somali’ people. They also share the similar understanding of ‘borders’ situated within the 

historical context of Greater Somalia. These factors seem to be functioning as ‘mediating 

factors’ for refugees’ border-crossing activities and to give some space for refugees to move 

back and forth, unless imminent security issues are present.  

 

 

‘The Eyes Refuse to See’: Institutional Blindness to Cross-Border Strategies  
As discussed above, UN humanitarian workers generally acknowledge the fact that refugees 

move back and forth between Somalia and refugee camps. In particular, Somali-Ethiopian staff 

who are familiar with the regional context view refugees’ movements without surprise. At the 

time of our survey, UNHCR staff in Dollo Ado knew that the number of refugees actually 

living in the camps was much lower than the number of refugees listed in their registration data 

(Figure 7). They were also aware that a significant proportion of households registered in the 

camp were not actually collecting their food rations because they had moved temporarily or 

permanently to Somalia. Nevertheless, these individual understandings are not reflected – and 

indeed are completely absent – at institutional and policy levels.   

 

To the best of our knowledge, no publically available UNHCR documents Ethiopia or Dollo 

Ado explicitly discuss refugees’ cross-border strategies with Somalia, even while seeking to 

highlight the significance of promoting refugees’ self-reliance and sustainable livelihoods. For 

example, in one of UNHCR’s key strategic documents, entitled Working Towards Inclusion of 

Refugees Within the National Systems of Ethiopia,60 whenever the term ‘border’ appears, it is 

always related to border control and surveillance for security reasons. Similarly, 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework: The Ethiopia Model,61 the other crucial policy 

document of UNHCR, has no mention of border activities at all as a means of impacting 

refugees’ livelihoods or development.  

 

In addition to these national policy documents, local documents relating to the Dollo Ado 

camps also remain silent on refugees’ border activities and linkage with Somalia. UNHCR 

Briefing Note on Melkadida does not include anything relating to cross-border activities of 

refugees and in fact does not even acknowledge linkages with Somalia although it emphasises 

the need for creating ‘new opportunities’ for refugees to improve living conditions.62 In the 

Dollo Ado area, proximity to Somalia is one of its most salient features; yet none of the 

UNHCR documents highlight this as a regional asset or recognise cross-border movements as 

socio-economic assets. Instead, solutions are considered and compartmentalised within a 

bounded national context.   

                                                           
59 Somali region has 9 zones. In each zone, there is an inhabiting ethnic leader who controls the area. In Liban 

zone, it is king Abdilee.  According to local authorities in Dollo Ado town, in this Somali-Ethiopian area, the king 

is not the regional government of Somali region. Rather he is a tribal leader who represents customary clan and 

ethic structure.     
60 UNHCR, Working Towards Inclusion of Refugees Within the National Systems of Ethiopia (UNHCR: Geneva, 

2017) 
61 UNHCR, Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework: The Ethiopia Model (UNHCR: Geneva, 2018) 
62 UNHCR, Briefing Note on Melkadida.  
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More importantly, UNHCR’s scope of livelihood support for refugees in Dollo Ado camps 

does not account for socio-economic ties with Somalia. Instead, the UN refugee agency has 

chosen to focus on three main pillars – farming, livestock, and retail commerce – in their 

programmes to support livelihoods. One staff member of UNHCR in charge of livelihoods 

explained: 

 

In agriculture, we are providing 1,000 hectares of farmland to produce 2,000 jobs 

(1,000 for refugees and 1,000 for hosts). There is an MoU with the hosts about 

usage of land for farming. Crops are onions, maize, watermelon, etc… The main 

livestock are goats, donkeys, camels, and cattle. We provide support for animal 

health workshops and hygiene training for refugees and hosts. Local hosts are 

mostly pastoralists so they are more active in this area… For business activities, 

we target retail shops, hotels, restaurants, and theatres. We provide access to 

group loans to encourage refugee entrepreneurship. 

 

In one of UNHCR’s documents, the UN refugee agency highlights the need for innovative and 

creative approaches to generate ‘new opportunities’ and ‘introduce new business models’ in 

this ‘remote and ardent part of the country’.63 In reality, the UN refugee agency has ended up 

with traditional sedentary support areas, which do not leverage the close proximity of the Dollo 

Ado camps to the Somali-Ethiopia border.  

 

More problematically, the areas in which there has been investment may, by themselves, have 

limited scope for expansion. In terms of agriculture, very few refugee households are engaged 

in agriculture: 1 to 4% across all the camps, except Hilaweyn, where it is 9% (Figure 8). The 

combination of an arid climate and seasonal flooding risks from the river makes farming 

unpredictable. In some camps, like Bokolmanyo camp especially, because of the lack of access 

to river and alternative water sources, farming is not suitable at all.   

 

                                                           
63 UNHCR, Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework. 
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Figure 8: Percentage of households involved in agriculture 

 

Regarding livestock, many refugees keep small animals like chickens, goats, and sheep. 

Although there is some variation across the camps, an average of around 55% of refugee 

households have animals (Figure 9). For most households, however, livestock ownership is not 

viewed as a commercial activity; it is rather a savings mechanism or a source of food. 

According to our survey data, only 1.7% of the refugees see animal husbandry as a primary 

economic activity.   
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Figure 9: Percentage of households with animals 

 

 
Interestingly, the fact that livestock is not a major source of income but viewed as a form of 

wealth storage resonates with Ferguson’s observation about development agencies’ 

programming in Lesotho. The World Bank’s programming models failed to understand that 

the role of cattle in Thaba-Tseka is not primarily to provide income but is rather a source of 

savings and an overt sign of status.  

 

Compared to farming and livestock, commercial retail shows greater uptake; 28% of refugees 

with an income-generating activity identify themselves as a self-employed entrepreneur. But, 

that is still only 5% of the overall adult population. Most business owners are operating on a 

small-scale in the informal sector. One of the biggest reported barriers to entrepreneurship is 

the lack of access to start-up capital. Few refugees have bank accounts in Ethiopia. Even 

participation in informal savings schemes is low. More importantly, UNHCR’s support for 

refugee commerce does not capitalise on and makes no strategic linkage with cross-border 

movements and the trade routes within which Dollo Ado is socio-economically embedded.  

 

Meanwhile, cross-border movements are well-known amongst local staff, especially Somali-

Ethiopian members of UNHCR. However, institutionally, UNHCR is unable to recognize such 

regional cultural assets. Behind this, what emerges is a view analogous to Ferguson’s notion 

of ‘anti-politics’. The head of the UNHCR Dollo Ado office explained:  

 

It [border economy] is well established here. Many items are traded from and to 

Mogadishu and Mandera to Dollo. So many people here rely on this informal 

economy. This is the lifeline of locals and camps. Addis is far away from here so 

Dollo Somalia (and Somalia) is more important for this area.  
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While he was emphatic about the importance of cross-border movements in the Dollo Ado area, 

he also warned the sensitivity of the findings.  

 

This area [The Somali region] gets so much attention nationally and globally due 

to Al-Shabab’s presence…In academic arena, you can write and publish whatever 

you want but in official public sphere you should understand the findings [on 

cross-border activities] can be very sensitive and even damaging to this area. For 

instance, all know many items are from Mogadishu but there is no proper tax or 

custom on these items collected at borders. 

 

He wanted to avoid making the cross-border activities of refugees more visible, particularly 

given the volatility of the Somali region and its tense relationship with the federal government. 

He was concerned that any news about informal cross-border mobility could exacerbate this 

tension and give more reason for the central government to discriminate against the Somali 

region. In fact, during our fieldwork, he had concerns about our research exploring cross-border 

movement and requested a meeting to share our findings with him. His responses highlight the 

priority that UNHCR places on evading political involvement and a strong desire to avoid 

provoking political scrutiny from a central government preoccupied with maintaining security 

and control within the Somali-Ethiopian border region.  

 

 

Implications   
Drawing upon the findings above, our analysis has several implications for theory and practice. 

First, our analysis of UNHCR’s livelihoods work in Dollo Ado resonates with but also 

challenges Ferguson’s analysis of the World Bank’s role in Lesotho.64 In Ferguson’s case study, 

development agencies are largely unaware of connections with neighbouring South Africa; in 

the context of Dollo Ado, several UNHCR staff members, especially those originally from the 

region, recognise patterns of cross-border movement. Yet individual awareness has not been 

reflected in institutional policy and practice. While Ferguson’s largely structural analysis 

identifies the source of the sedentary bias and the inability to recognise the cross-border 

economy as lying in the dominant discourse of the Bank, our account places greater emphasis 

on bureaucratic politics and political economy.  

 

Individual staff are aware of the importance of refugees’ cross-border strategies. However, they 

are unable to act upon them in ways that shape policy and programmes. One UNHCR staff 

member explained: “UNHCR pays less attention to this phenomenon. It [the lack of attention] 

may be related to the way our work is defined based on national borders and the country-based 

approach.” In addition, since UNHCR’s access to refugees and provision of support within this 

area are largely contingent on permission from the state and regional government, it is 

important for UNHCR as a humanitarian agency to stay away from issues or debates that are 

politically sensitive for these governmental stakeholders. Institutional blindness to cross-border 

activities can be understood as the result not only of a predominantly state-centric approach 

but also the ‘non-political’ character of the organisation’ creating an institutional inertia to 

formally recognise dynamics that the host government prefers to ignore.   

                                                           
64 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine. 
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Second, this institutional state-centrism in turn contributes to the creation of particular forms 

of ‘conceptual and institutional apparatus’65 that shape livelihoods programmes. Similar to the 

World Bank in Lesotho, UNHCR selected economic sectors that are largely sedentary and have 

weak foundations for success in Dollo Ado, such as agriculture, which is severely affected by 

climatic conditions, and livestock, which is largely viewed a savings device rather than a 

primary income source. In fact, our survey shows that the three main focus areas for livelihoods 

support – agriculture, livestock, and retail commerce – employed less than 10% of refugee 

adults at the time of our research. Given heightened security and border politics at Ethiopia-

Somali, UNHCR is largely constrained by the government’s desire to limit or sideline cross-

border movement, and its ‘non-political’ character restricts its capacity to formally recognize 

the key socio-economic role of the cross-border activities. Consequently, this leads to de-

contextualised and de-historicised programme designed to avoid transgressing areas of 

potential political sensitivity.  

 

Third, and relatedly, this anti-political and state-centric modus operandi risks sidelining 

refugees’ own activities. In practice, UNHCR and its implementing partners struggle to 

incorporate dynamic regional economic flows or the transnational socio-cultural assets of 

Somali refugees into aid programming,66 in ways that clearly have the potential to strengthen 

livelihoods and self-reliance opportunities for refugees. A further risk is that a state-bounded 

approach leaves little space for refugees’ self-protection initiatives or their own networks to 

play a meaningful role.67 The cross-border strategies employed by Somali refugees represent a 

form of agency; for instance, using camps as avenues for accessing ‘social security’ which are 

not available in Somalia while retaining assets and ties with other family members in their 

homeland through cross-border movements. These should be viewed as rational strategies to 

maximise asset portfolios and improve future prospects, since current assistance for refugees 

from international organisations have extremely limited prospects for leading to increased 

development and self-reliance for refugees in the Dollo Ado camps.   

Fourth, humanitarian agencies have largely under-estimated the importance of refugees’ 

kinship bonds spawning beyond the national borders. Despite the official restriction on cross-

border movement, Somali refugees travel to attend funerals and visit elderly parents or 

members with illness as they try to meet these familial duties in Somalia. Amongst refugees, 

these trips are perceived as ‘justifiable’ reasons to breach the movement restriction. This, in 

turn, implies that for Somali refugee households, preserving kin networks and meeting familial 

obligations remain crucial despite physical separation. While some Somali-Ethiopian aid 

workers are aware of such aspects of border-crossing, at the institutional level, UNHCR and 

other humanitarian NGOs are largely blind to the significance of kinship bonds across the 

border.    

Finally, neglecting the border with Somalia can consequently end up reinforcing institutional 

mechanisms of paternalism and organisational legibility within UNHCR and other 

international humanitarian agencies. The international humanitarian regime aspires to relieve 

suffering and improve the welfare of those in needs, and generally claims to do so on the ground 

                                                           
65 Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine, p.87. 
66 See Neil Carrier, Little Mogadishu (London: Hurst & Co. Ltd., 2016); Lindley, ‘The Early Morning 

Phonecall’; Cindy Horst, Transnational Nomads. How Somalis cope with refugee life in the Dadaab camps of 

Kenya (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2006) 
67 Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, South-South Educational Migration, Humanitarianism and Development: Views from 

Cuba, North Africa and the Middle East (Oxford: Routledge, 2015); Pincock et al. The Global Governed?; Baines 

and Paddon, ‘This is how we survived 
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that they know best and that those who need help are unable to help themselves. As Barnett 

warns, however, humanitarian organisations are increasingly perceived by local populations as 

being paternalistic.68 If UNHCR aims to enhance welfare and promote economic conditions of 

refugees, it must consider recognising more emic forms of protection, which includes giving 

recognition to cross-border strategies of refugees.  

 

Conclusion  
In the decade since their creation, the Dollo Ado camps have evolved from a predominantly 

humanitarian setting to include a significant focus on sustainable development. In particular, 

UNHCR has focused on creating ‘innovative solutions that will create new livelihood 

opportunities for refugee and host communities in the area’, including through its collaboration 

with the IKEA Foundation.69 Many of these livelihoods programmes have had a measurably 

positive impact on the direct project beneficiaries, increasing employment and income levels, 

and improving levels of social cohesion between refugees and hosts.  

 

However, the proportion of the overall refugee population served by these international 

livelihood programmes has been relatively small. Moreover, the approach adopted by the 

United Nations and its partner organisations has tended to marginalise refugees’ own socio-

economic strategies. Most notably, international institutions’ predominantly state-centric 

approach to considering livelihoods has systematically rendered refugees’ cross-border 

activities invisible, and in some cases hindered those activities, despite their significance for 

refugees’ socio-economic outcomes.  

 

In addition to empirically highlighting the disjuncture between international institutions’ state-

centric livelihoods programming and refugees’ own transnational economic lives, the article 

has tried to explain the reasons underlying this. One of the striking features of the case study 

is that humanitarian organisation staff have often been aware of the importance refugee’ cross-

border activities and yet this has not translated into institutional recognition. Rather than 

finding the explanation purely in discursive accounts, as much of the post-development and 

post-development literature tends to do, the article has also pointed to bureaucratic politics and 

political economy as key elements of the explanation.  

 

These findings have policy implications for international institutions in general, and 

humanitarian organisations in particular. In order to develop truly innovative approaches, UN 

agencies and their partners need – to paraphrase James Scott – shift from ‘seeing like a 

humanitarian’ to also ‘seeing like a refugee (and/or host community member)’. International 

institutions such as UNHCR cannot and should not be detached from the local realities and 

historical and cultural context of the regions in which they operate. Our analysis suggests that 

UN agencies’ programmes need to move beyond state-centrism and instead have greater regard 

for transnationalism, kinship ties, and cross-border socio-economic networks, whether within 

the Dollo Ado area or elsewhere. Of course, there are legitimate government security concerns 

relating to cross-border movement due to Al-Shabaab presence and its control parts of the road 

network between Dollo Ado and Mogadishu. However, following the developmental principle 

of ‘build upon what there is’, interventions that aim to promote refugees’ sustainable 

                                                           
68 Barnett, ‘Humanitarianism, Paternalism and the UNHCR’. 
69 UNHCR, Briefing Note on Melkadida  
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livelihoods should be based on existing socio-economic structures within which refugees are 

already making a living.  

 

Our findings have wider relevance for other regions of Ethiopia. The majority of the country’s 

refugees live in camps in peripheral border regions. In 2019, the Ethiopian Parliament passed 

a new Refugee Proclamation, giving refugees to right to work and freedom of movement. 

Although this is expected to be implemented gradually, it can offer an opportunity to think 

beyond long-term encampment for refugees in Ethiopia’s peripheral border regions, including 

in Dollo Ado. Our research reveals that Somali refugees in the Dollo Ado camps regularly 

employ mobility between the camps, and visits to Dollo Ado town and villages in Somalia as 

part of broader familial socio-economic strategies. These dynamics are not unique to Ethiopia 

or even Somali refugees, and can be seen in other refugee-hosting border regions from Turkana 

County in Kenya to the North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan. From an academic 

perspective, it is important not only to recognise and describe these cross-border strategies but 

also to account for how and why they are systematically invisible to and marginalised within 

the programming of international organisations.  

 

Our analysis also has theoretical implications for International Studies, broadly conceived, on 

two levels. First, it contributes to the sub-field of Refugee Studies by showing the value of 

connecting the literatures on post-development, refugee livelihoods, and transnationalism. 

Second, it reveals the potential for drawing the post-development literature – and particularly 

the work of James Ferguson – into the mainstream study of international institutions in 

International Relations. Although Ferguson’s work is epistemologically post-positivist and 

methodologically based on discourse analysis, our analysis show that it is possible to fruitfully 

adapt a post-development research agenda to engage with a range of questions relating to 

international institutions’ interaction with their subject populations and the ways in which it is 

mediated by power, without axiomatically following a Foucauldian approach. From a 

practitioner perspective, our analysis shows that work on refugee livelihoods should consider 

an approach that systematically incorporates a deeper understanding of refugees’ own 

strategies, and in particular regional-level analysis of the role of transnational and cross-border 

strategies.   

 


