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Background 
 
The countries of East Africa, particularly Somalia, Ethiopia, northern Kenya and Djibouti, are currently 
facing a major food crisis. 
 
Some 12 million people, a huge majority of whom are women and children, are now threatened with 
food shortages and even famine. On July 20, a state of famine was declared in two regions of 
southern Somalia, followed by another three on August 3. There is now a very definite risk that this 
disastrous situation will spread to neighboring districts unless a large-scale operation is quickly 
organized. 
 
According to the United Nations, this is the worst food crisis the world has known since 1991. 
 
Every week, thousands of people leave Somalia to take refuge in camps in Kenya and Ethiopia. In 
early August, Handicap International deployed a dedicated emergency team to the region, where it 
has been present for almost 20 years, to provide back-up to staff already working in the field. At the 
end of August, the teams present on the ground reported that around 1,000 people were still arriving 
every day in Dadaab. 
 
The organization decided to respond to this crisis by extending its emergency response. The projects 
put in place will continue for at least one year. 
 
 
Dadaab camps: 
 

 
 
 
● Located 49.7 miles (80 km) from the border with Somalia, Dadaab is the largest network of refugee 
camps in the world. 
 
● This network of camps consists of three structures managed by the U.N. High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR): Dagahaley, Hagadera and Ifo. To cope with the influx of refugees, the Ifo camp 
has been expanded, and a fourth camp, Kambioos, was opened a few weeks ago. 
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● According to the UNHRC, more than 70,000 Somali refugees arrived in Dadaab in June and July. A 
total of 400,000 people live in these camps1, which were initially designed to accommodate 90,000 
people. Refugees continue to arrive into the camps every day. 
 
● Refugees in the camp must travel long distances within the camp (between 3.1 and 9.3 miles [5 and 
15 km]) to access water, food, hygiene facilities and the Handicap International rehabilitation center, 
presenting major difficulties for the elderly and/or the disabled. 
 
 
● It is estimated that, among the 80,000 people who arrived recently, 10 percent have one or more 
disabilities; 8,000 additional persons with disabilities are expected before the end of the year 
despite the fact that conditions are worsening by the day. 
 
● Only 500 of the refugees who arrived in July were registered as persons with disabilities. This is well 
below the actual figure and people suffering from severe disabilities have not been identified. Only two 
wheelchairs have been provided.  
 
It is estimated that 7,500 recently arrived refugees with various disabilities need immediate 
consultation, mobility aids, psychological aid and rehabilitation. 
 
● In addition to being exhausted, hungry and dehydrated, new arrivals are reduced to setting up 
shelters outside the camps without any sanitary facilities. They are building makeshift shelters in the 
shade of a few trees, using branches and plastic sheeting.  
 
● Often the new arrivals have covered 186 to 249 miles (300 to 400 km) under the hot sun. Many 
children with disabilities are transported in wheelbarrows.  
 

 
 
Handicap International has been working in the field for 15 years to aid people with disabilities and the 
vulnerable.  
 
The association has already carried out evaluations to identify the most urgent needs of vulnerable 
individuals and to provide them with an adapted response.  

                                                 
1 U.N. HCR data, August 23, 2011 
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OUR ACTIONS 
 
Emergency Response  
 
The magnitude of the situation has prompted Handicap International to adapt its emergency 
response in Kenya by setting up a dedicated emergency team. Seven expatriate staff, soon to 
be joined by their Kenyan team members, are already in situ in Daadab, in the areas inhabited 
by the refugees.  
 
 
In coordination with other humanitarian aid operators present in the region, Handicap International 
focuses its actions on the following areas: 
 

• Identifying and referring the most vulnerable individuals (people with disabilities, the elderly, 
the sick, etc.). 
 

• Providing vulnerable individuals with reception facilities and support to ensure they benefit 
from humanitarian aid. 
 

• Setting up stationary and mobile Disability and Vulnerability Focal Points (DVFPs) to provide 
specific and responsive aid. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Aid effort 
 
In addition to staff present in Dadaab since 2007, Handicap International has dispatched a team of 
emergency specialists to the area to provide a far-reaching response to the needs of the most 
vulnerable individuals. Our emergency response team will eventually number around 100 people 
(expatriate and national staff).  
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• Identifying and referring the most vulnerable individuals 
 
Handicap International is present in three reception centers for refugees located in three established 
camps (Dagahaley, Hagadera and Ifo). The organization will work with other aid operators in Dadaab 
to identify the most vulnerable individuals and refer them to NGOs that are able to case-manage them 
according to their field of expertise. The aim is to ensure everyone has access to aid according to their 
needs. Disability and Vulnerability Focal Points (DVFPs) are able to perform this referral role (see 
below). 
 

• Reception and support of the most vulnerable individuals 
 
Located at the entrance to the camps, Handicap International’s teams are responsible for identifying 
the most vulnerable individuals and registering them within two to three days of their arrival, rather 
than several weeks, as is currently the case. They also provide them with the immediate emergency 
aid to which they are entitled from international agencies (food, blankets, plastic sheeting, etc.). 
 
Handicap International is providing walking aids, if necessary. Our team ensures the weakest 
individuals, including people with disabilities and the elderly - no longer able to move around and 
exhausted after travelling for days on end to flee Somalia - are case-managed immediately.  
 
In this crisis situation, with more than 1,000 people arriving every day at the entrance to the camps, 
the organization intends to monitor the most vulnerable individuals to ensure they are not forgotten by 
aid workers simply because they are not visible or cannot move around.  
 
These vulnerable individuals will be case-managed, taken to the registration center by Handicap 
International, then transported to the camp where they will be given help with settling in.  
 

• Disability and Vulnerability Focal Points 
 
Two members of the team sent to provide extra support on the ground are responsible for setting up 
four Disability and Vulnerability Focal Points (DVFPs), offering responsive aid to the most vulnerable 
individuals.  
 
These four stationary DVFPs located in the new camps (Ifo registration center, Kambioos, Ifo II and Ifo 
III), will offer: 
 

- Direct aid in response to the needs of vulnerable people (walking aids, anti-sore producing 
mattresses, etc.);  
 

- Psychosocial activities (discussion groups, etc.) to help refugees overcome the trauma caused 
by their precarious situation; 
 

- Rehabilitation care performed by physiotherapists to prevent any deterioration in the state of 
health of the weakest individuals; and 
 

- Information on the services provided by the various aid operators present in Dadaab to ensure 
people visiting the DVFPs know where to find the aid they need. They are then referred to 
these operators and followed up to ensure they have access the services in question. 

 
This aid effort includes six mobile focal points. These teams travel around the outskirts of the camps 
where a large number of refugees who have not yet been registered and who have still not been able 
to find shelter are concentrated. The teams identify the weakest individuals (the elderly, disabled or 
the chronically ill) who do not have access to aid, before directing them to the relevant facilities. Once 
again, the idea is to protect isolated people (some of whom arrived in the camps several weeks ago) 
from the dangers of living on the outskirts of the camps, simply because they have not been identified.  
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Handicap International supplements these operations by: 
 

• Building on actions performed before the crisis 
 

Handicap International has been present and active in Dadaab since 2007 (see below). To meet new 
needs arising from the significant growth in the population of the camps, the emergency team will 
provide logistical support for activities performed to aid refugees. 
 
 

• Awareness and advocacy to ensure the needs of people with disabilities are taken into 
account 

 
Handicap International aims to raise the awareness of humanitarian aid operators (NGOs and 
international agencies) to account for the needs of the most vulnerable individuals in their emergency 
response, particularly people with disabilities. This includes awareness-raising and training for aid 
operators with regard to  accessibility and inclusion issues (reception and identification of the most 
vulnerable individuals, improving the accessibility of reception and registration centers, water points, 
distribution points, sanitary facilities, etc.).   
 
Current activities 
 
Present in the region for almost 20 years, the organization has been working in Dadaab since 
2007. There are currently 23local staff members who are active in the Dadaab camps, and 13 
local staff members are working on other projects in Garissa. 
 
In each camp, the association has a rehabilitation center to provide physiotherapy care and 
psychosocial support to persons with disabilities. 
 
The association also has a small orthopedic-fitting workshop that supplies wheelchairs, crutches, 
splints and bicycles adapted to persons with disabilities. 
 
In these workshops, we produce technical aids to improve the daily lives of people with disabilities, 
such as games for children with cerebral palsy, commodes and wheelchairs adapted to the desert 
environment of the camps.  
 
The association’s orthopedic-fitting centers do not have electricity and the deplorable conditions 
require teams to work with extremely basic materials (plastic bottles, boxes, etc.).  
 
To date, the centers in Kenya supplying the wheelchairs that Handicap International adapts have 
reached full capacity and many people 
with disabilities in the camps are unable 
to benefit from these assistive devices. 
 
In each camp, a mobile team from 
Handicap International assists persons 
with disabilities and their families. Each 
team aids 120 families per camp.  
 
The lack of available vehicles requires 
our teams to move around by foot, 
despite the fact that the camps cover 
several acres. This reduces our capacity 
to assist people in need. 
 
At the entrance to the camp, Handicap 
International has set up a “vulnerability 
desk” from which it supplies basic aids (crutches, for example) to persons with disabilities who have 
just arrived in the camp.  
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 At Ifo camp, Handicap 
International is also based at 
the registration center at the 
entrance to the camp to identify 
vulnerable persons and persons 
with disabilities.  
 
Today, more than 27,000 
people are currently waiting to 
be registered. The heat and 
dehydration are unbearable for 
these people who are already 
exhausted after the long journey 
they have just made.  
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Testimonials 
 
Antoine: Focusing on the most vulnerable individuals 
 
Antoine Larochette, head 
of Handicap 
International's 
emergency mission in 
Kenya, has been 
travelling across the 
camps of Dadaab for 
several weeks. In that 
time, he has witnessed a 
constant increase in the 
number of refugees 
arriving at the camp. 
They include very 
vulnerable individuals 
who need special case 
management.  
 
 
“I was in Ifo, in one of the Dadaab camps, on Thursday morning with some of the emergency team,” 
explained Antoine Larochette, Handicap International's head of mission in Kenya. “The refugees 
continue to arrive at a rapid rate - well over a thousand a day.” 
 
“They are exhausted. Some have travelled by bus to the border. Others have been walking for days. 
They are mostly women, children and the elderly. They are given basic aid, including food, when they 
are registered, but because of a lack of space in the camps, which are filled to overflowing (they are 
designed to accommodate 90,000 people and are currently home to 400,000), the families have to set 
up shelters on the edge of the camp in insecure areas, often far from supplies of water and food.” 
 
“So imagine how the most vulnerable individuals live in these conditions - the distress of isolated 
women with children and the destitution of people with disabilities who are unable to move around. 
When a distribution point is several kilometers away, they are sometimes completely unable to access 
international aid.”  
 
“We have decided to expand our teams to tackle this situation. A team of emergency specialists is now 
ready to get down to work to supply the most vulnerable individuals with responsive aid.”  
 
(Interview performed on August 12, 2011)  
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Ulrike Last: “We are not able to help everyone immediately.” 
 
Ulrike Last is Handicap International’s regional Disability Technical Coordinator and works in Kenya, 
Somalia, Ethiopia and South Sudan. She has just completed her first evaluation of the situation on the 
ground in Dadaab refugee camp. 
 
“The situation in Dadaab is tragic. We are encountering so many people with harrowing stories but we 
are not able to help everyone straight away. Handicap International, as many other organizations, was 
not prepared for the sudden dramatic increase of refugees. At the moment there is a lack of both 
manpower and specific emergency relief items. You can see that the new arrivals are strongly marked 
by the loss of their livelihoods and the signs of malnutrition are written on their faces; especially 
mothers, elderly people and children, also people with disabilities, many of whom are the most 
vulnerable of all among these refugees. 
 

One such refugee is Farah, a 24-year-old man whom I 
met at a Handicap International vulnerability desk at 
one of the entrances to the camps in Dadaab. His 
movements seemed really slow, as if it was in slow-
motion. He is temporarily in a wheelchair, which we 
provided him with at the main reception point. It is most 
likely that he suffers from polio but at the moment there 
is no time for a full examination. He says that he 
urgently needs his own wheelchair as he is too weak to 
stand on crutches and cannot get around. He is worried 
as he is not able to carry water on crutches, nor the 
food ration he just received from the World Food 
Programme. He only survived his three-day long 
escape with help of other Somalis, who helped him 
cross the sandy 80 kilometers between the border and 
Dadaab camp. His immediate family stayed in Somalia. 
He is grateful to them, as without their help he would be 
even weaker - they gave him the money he needed to 
make it to the border.  
 
Now he needs the support of the Handicap International 
team as well as many other people so he can recover 
his strength and start to look after himself in his new 

situation.  We note where he is going to stay within the camp, with distant relatives, so that we can 
provide further support. We will organize a wheelchair and bring it to him. And when he has recovered 
from his journey, our mobile team plans to visit him in order to examine him more closely and to assist 
him in rebuilding his strength. 
 
There are so many stories like this and also many stories of survival which is encouraging….” 
 
(Interview performed on August 4, 2011)   
 


