
 

 

 

 

 

 

Conflict and insecurity remain the dominant drivers of WFP’s operations across Eastern Africa. In a new study, the 

WFP Regional Bureau for Eastern Africa in Nairobi (RBN) undertook to better understand the root causes of the 

humanitarian need and vulnerability to which the organization is responding. The findings of this study indicate that 

73 percent of WFP’s programmes and operations in the region are driven by conflict and insecurity, with 19 percent 

driven by natural disasters and climate change, while 9 percent are driven by socio-economic related shocks, including 

inflation and food price hikes, and other drivers. This complex interplay of hazards has recently been compounded by 

additional stress factors including COVID-19 pandemic and mitigation measures, the most severe desert locust 

infestation in decades and rapid urbanisation. 

Eastern Africa hosts one of the largest displaced populations in the world; with a total refugee population of 4.5 million 
and 8.8 million internally displaced people (IDPs) as of June 2021. The total number of refugees in the region has risen 
by 230 percent from 1.4 million in 2011. South Sudan, Sudan, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) account for the largest refugee populations in the region, mainly displaced due to conflict and instability. South 
Sudan remains the largest refugee crisis in Africa and the third largest refugee crisis globally. Uganda hosts the 
largest refugee population in Africa. The Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) has been launched in 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda. This framework’s main objectives are to ease pressure on host countries, 
enhance refugee self-reliance, expand access to third-country solutions and support conditions in countries of origin 
for return in safety and dignity.  

This far, no major outbreaks of COVID-19 have been reported in refugee or IDPs camps. However, the risk is still high 
with the region hosting some 100 refugee camps and settlements.   

Donor support is needed to help bring attention to the critical needs of the refugees of Eastern Africa and the many 
risks of the continued underfunding of refugee operations in the region. Host governments continually meet their 
commitments under the CRRF – opening up local services, providing land and allowing integration with local 
populations.  Additional support is needed to support the host governments and their goodwill and to not undermine 
developmental gains. 

Due to funding constraints, WFP has been forced to implement ration cuts for refugees in South Sudan (50%), 
Uganda (40%), Kenya (40%), Djibouti (23%),  Ethiopia (16%) and Rwanda (8%), affecting 72 percent of the refugee 
population in the region. This is an unprecedented level of ration cuts for 
the region. This has resulted in growing risks for the refugees, including 
increased malnutrition and anemia, stunted growth of children and a 
myriad of protection risks. 

Ration cuts are having a significant impact on food security and protection 
to meet their basic food needs – such as skipping meals, taking loans with 
high interest, selling assets, child labour and sexual and gender based 
violence. In Ethiopia where ration cuts have been in place since 2015, 
around 70 percent of refugees – pre COVID-19 – reported using negative 
coping strategies, such as skipping meals. Food cuts can further lead to 
unrest in refugee locations and can strain refugee/host community 
relations. Premature, spontaneous returns of South Sudanese refugees 
from Uganda have been reportedly linked to reduced food rations. 

WFP Refugee Operational Needs per Country 
(June – November 2021) 

Country 
Office 

Total 
Requirements 

(US$) 

Net Funding 
Requirements 

(US$) 

Burundi 8.2 M 3.2 M 

Djibouti 2.9 M 2 M 

Ethiopia 74.7 M 25.5 M 

Kenya 70.3 M 52.3 M 

Rwanda 12.2 M 7.9 M 

South 
Sudan 

36.2 M 26.3 M 

Sudan 54.7 M 35.5 M 

Uganda 117.9 M 101.7 M 

Total 376.5 M 254 M 
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The first WFP food distribution arrived in Adi Millen, in May.  Photo: WFP/Claire Nevill 



The serious under-resourcing of humanitarian needs of refugees is also undermining gains made on the CRRF within 
the region, which was established on the understanding that while immediate ‘life-saving’ needs of refugees are met, 
host governments and development partners will support the integration of refugees in local economies and extend 
their access to services such as health and education.  

 
 

Burundi 
As of May 2021, Burundi hosts a total of 82,407 refugees and asylum seekers, 98 percent of whom are from DRC. With 
the outbreak of COVID-19 in Burundi and subsequent borders closure with DRC, the influx of refugees into Burundi 
stopped. Today, WFP is providing food assistance to 51,000 refugees hosted in 5 camps in Burundi. The voluntary 
return of the refugee to eastern DRC is unlikely given the continued presence of non-state armed groups. Furthermore, 
due to the volatility in North and South Kivu, new influxes of refugees are anticipated and sources in UNHCR predict 
more than 10,000 new refugees in 2021.  

Lack of funding is negatively impacting food assistance for refugees. Their food basket lacks Super Cereal, thus reducing 
the calorific value to 1,900 kcal per person per day instead of the full 2,100 kcal. In addition, due to resource constraints, 
treatment of moderate acute malnutrition among children aged 6 – 59 months and pregnant and lactating women 
and girls, as well as the provision of specialized nutritious food to people living with HIV on antiretroviral treatment 
and people with tuberculosis (TB) could not start yet.  

In 2020, the tripartite agreement between the governments of Burundi, Tanzania, and DRC and UNHCR allowed the 
repatriation of 31,033 refugees from those three countries. The UNHCR Regional Response Plan expects about 143,000 
refugees to be repatriated in 2021. Following a peaceful electoral process in Burundi and the establishment of a new 
administration in June 2021, the influx of Burundian returnees increased. Since January 2021, the humanitarian 
community assists around 8,300 arrivals per week. 

  
Djibouti 
Djibouti hosts some 33,000 refugees from Somalia, Yemen, Eritrea, and Ethiopia, mainly residing in settlements. As of 
May 2021, 1,034 migrants transiting through Djibouti leaving or returning from the Arabian Peninsula remain blocked 
in Djibouti. This is mainly due to lack of resources to continue their journeys, lack of jobs in destination countries due 
to COVID-19 as well as movement and security restrictions. WFP supports refugees in the camps of Ali–Adde and Hol-
Hol with 77 percent of in-kind rations. In Markazi Camp, commodity voucher for five months is available. 
  
Ethiopia 
Ethiopia currently hosts the second largest number of refugees in Africa with 806,541 registered refugees and asylum 
seekers registered in Ethiopia as of May 2021. The majority originate from South Sudan Somalia, Eritrea, Sudan, Yemen, 
and other countries. The Tigray region officially hosts 73,352 refugees, though the latest numbers remain unclear due 
to the ongoing conflict in the region. Gambella and Somali regions host 343,299 and 209,949 refugees, respectively. 
Some 20,000 refugees fled to Mai Aini and Adi Harush camps in southern Tigray or elsewhere in Ethiopia when Hitsats 
and Shimelba refugee camps in Tigray were closed due to attacks. According to the IOM DTM, Ethiopia has 2,737,000 
IDPs, mostly as a result of conflict, including the Tigray crisis and further exacerbated by seasonal floods and drought. 

By May 2021, WFP had assisted 696,855 refugees at 80 percent in-kind distribution and 20 percent cash or hybrid. 
WFP has prepositioned food for June and July in refugee camps before the national elections that were held on 21 
June. Election concluded peacefully, with no negative implication on refugee assistance. The in-kind food ration 
temporarily dropped further from 84 percent to 78 percent due to resource constraints.  

In the Tigray region, the full ration of food assistance is being delivered due to high food consumption gaps. The cash 
transfer value increased by 22 percent in camps in Afar due to high food prices in the local markets. Blanket 
supplementary feeding (BSF) and targeted supplementary feeding (TSF) continue in all camps while school meals are 
underway in all camps except for Nguenyiel Camp. 
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Kenya 
Kenya hosted 519,989 refugees and asylum-seekers as of May 2021, out of which 12,318 persons were registered 
since January 2021. 44 percent are in Dadaab, 40 percent in Kakuma and Kalobeyei and 16 percent in urban areas. As 
of May, WFP supported 434,988 refugees in Dadaab and Kakuma refugee camps and Kalobeyei settlement with life-
saving assistance coupled with nutrition support and self-reliance initiatives. 

WFP continues to deliver food assistance to over 420,000 refugees through a hybrid of in-kind and cash-based 
transfers. WFP is supporting the implementation of the Government of Kenya and UNHCR roadmap. Refugees have 
continued to receive reduced rations since September 2017 due to insufficient funding. In October 2020, WFP was 
forced to reduce rations further to 60 percent of the recommended food basket as WFP continues to stretch available 
resources. This is particularly challenging in the context of the ongoing pandemic.  

Apart from food assistance, WFP contributes to self-reliance and integration of refugees and host communities 

through agriculture infrastructure development in Kalobeyei, market and supply chain support in Kakuma, Kalobeyei 

and Dadaab. WFP’s self-reliance activities focus on enhancing food systems for improved food security. 

The Government of Kenya has called upon UNHCR to close the refugee camps by June 2022. UNHCR has submitted to 

the Government a roadmap with comprehensive sustainable solutions for refugees and asylum seekers. A joint 

commission consisting of UNHCR, the Government and the UN Resident Coordinator has been set up to engage and 

oversee the implementation of the roadmap. The UNCT has also established a task force that WFP is part of; its main 

objective is to provide the required support to UNHCR to implement the roadmap. Though the provision of services 

to the refugee population has not been interrupted, registration of new arrivals has been halted by the Government 

from when the camp closure announcement was made, leading to an increased population of unregistered asylum 

seekers in the camps.  

 

Rwanda 
As of May 2021, there are 123,024 refugees and asylum seekers in Rwanda, mainly from DRC and Burundi. Almost 92 
percent of refugees are in camp-based settings.  

In May, WFP transitioned from blanket assistance towards needs-based assistance for the general food needs of 
refugees.  This is done jointly with UNHCR and in collaboration with the Ministry in Charge of Emergency Management 
(MINEMA) with support from the joint ‘UNHCR-WFP Program Excellence and Targeting Hub.’ Targeting only applies to 
general food assistance, and school feeding and supplementary nutrition assistance continued at their usual levels. 
Under the new targeting approach, refugees who are classified as highly vulnerable continue to be eligible to receive 
full food assistance rations; moderately vulnerable refugees are eligible to receive 50 percent of the full ration; and 
refugees characterized as not vulnerable are no longer eligible to receive general food assistance from WFP.  An appeal 
mechanism was put in place for refugees who feel their households were incorrectly classified.   

WFP continues to implement ration reductions due to funding shortfalls, though has been able to reinstate improved 
transfer values, with thanks to recent contributions from donors.  In June, highly vulnerable refugees received 92 
percent of a full ration and moderately vulnerable refugees received 46 percent of a full ration.  WFP continued to 
support the voluntary repatriation process of Burundian refugees. All voluntary repatriating refugees received hot 
meals and high energy biscuits to support them on their journey back to Burundi. As of May, 27,057 individuals from 
8,564 households had been repatriated since the first convoy in August 2020.  

Volcano Eruption Response: On 22 May, the Nyiragongo volcano erupted near the city of Goma in Eastern DRC. The 
volcanic activity continued with increasing frequency and strength, causing many earthquakes in both DRC and 
Rwanda, and prompting the Government of Goma on 27 May to order a mandatory evacuation of several parts of 
Goma, triggering people to flee into nearby Rwanda. At the request of the MINEMA, WFP is supporting those displaced 
with emergency food and nutrition assistance.  
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Somalia 

Conflict, insecurity, floods, and drought are the main causes of displacement. As of May 2021, Somalia hosted 50,675 
refugees and asylum-seekers mainly from Ethiopia (71%) and Yemen (26%). There were 639,891 refugees from 
Somalia: 269,579 were in Kenya, 209,949 in Ethiopia, 112,865 in Yemen, 47,418 in Uganda and 80 in Eritrea. There 
were also 2,648,000 IDPs across Somalia as of September 2020. 56 percent of the IDPs are in South Central region 
with the rest are in Somaliland and Puntland regions. 
As of March 2021, Somalia had 92,097 returnees mainly from Kenya and Yemen. The number of returnees is expected 
to increase in 2022 with a new push by the Government of Kenya to close the refugee camps in Kenya by June 2022. 
Relief activities have an overall shortfall of 65 percent for the next six months, with net funding requirements of 
US$167 million. Due to a critical shortage of required commodities, the beneficiaries were reduced to 80 percent 
from April through to the end of the year to enable utilization of available resources at full ration. Current in-kind 
assistance will move to cash-based transfers from July to September 2021. Current resources can only reach 40 
percent of nutrition prevention beneficiaries. 
 

Sudan 

Sudan hosts 1,113,286 refugees and asylum seekers mainly from South Sudan, Eritrea, Syria, Ethiopia, the Central 

African Republic as of May 2021. 70 percent of the population is out of camp, while 30 percent is settled in camps. 

Violence has driven 792,663 Sudanese mainly to Chad and South Sudan and displaced 2,552,174 IDPs especially in 

Darfur and Kordofan regions. Internal displacement was also triggered by disasters such as flooding.  

WFP responded to intercommunal clashes in West Darfur by providing emergency food assistance to nearly 90,000 
people and nutrition support in 15 targeted supplementary feeding centres in Geneina as of March. Military 
confrontations between federal and regional forces in Ethiopia's Tigray region led to an influx of asylum seekers in 
East Sudan since November 2020. Over 60,000 Ethiopian refugees had fled to East Sudan, as of May. WFP is playing a 
critical role in providing life-saving food and nutrition support in Um Rakuba. 

  
South Sudan 
South Sudan remains Africa’s largest and world’s third-largest refugee outflow crisis with 2,272,148 refugees and 
asylum seekers from the country as of May 2021. Refugees are hosted in Uganda, Sudan, Ethiopia, Kenya, and the 
DRC. The country also hosts 322,823 refugees and asylum seekers from Sudan, DRC, Ethiopia, and the Central 
African Republic (CAR) as of May spread over 21 different locations across the country with 52 percent bein g 
female. Most of the refugees are hosted in Upper Nile and Unity State. There are 1,615,000 IDPs in the country.  

Due to the funding shortfall, rations were reduced in April affecting nearly 700,000 refugees and IDPs who now 
receive 50 percent of a full ration meaning 1,050 kcal per person per day instead of the full 2,100 kcal. WFP and its 
partners are exploring the possibility of providing seeds to help buffer the ration reduction in the refugee camps as a 
medium-term support and is assessing the type of seeds beneficiaries use at each camp location.  

WFP provides specialized nutritious food for refugee children aged 6 - 59 months and pregnant and nursing women 
and girls with moderate acute malnutrition based on nutrition screening.  

  
Uganda 
Uganda hosts the largest refugee population in Africa and the third largest refugee population in the world with 
1,494,505 refugees and asylum seekers as of May 2021. The majority (82%) are women and children. Most of the 
refugees come from South Sudan, followed by DRC, Burundi, Somalia, and other countries. Considering ongoing 
conflict and increased food insecurity in South Sudan and DRC, Uganda’s refugee population is expected to continue 
increasing having grown by over 35,000 since December 2020. 

WFP has been distributing a 60 percent refugee ration in general food assistance impacting both in-kind and cash 
assistance since February 2021. Unless further resources are secured, WFP cannot rule out further ration cuts this 
year. WFP Uganda requires US$73.5 million to fully cover the food needs of the refugees for the next six months. 

 
  
 

 

 

For more information, please contact: 
  

Andreas Hansen, Head of Partnerships 

WFP Regional Bureau for Eastern Africa 

andreas.hansen@wfp.org 

Emergency Preparedness and Response Unit 

RBN.EPR@wfp.org 

http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/horn

