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Regional Overview  

With a total refugee population of around 3.25 million, the 

region of East Africa hosts one of the highest levels of refu-

gees in the world. The majority of refugees originate from 

four countries – South Sudan, Somalia, Democratic Republic 

of Congo (DRC) and Burundi. The refugees have been dis-

placed due to a number of primary factors including violent 

conflict, political instability and natural disasters. This update 

presents an overview of WFP’s refugee operations in East 

Africa as COVID-19 continues to spread across the region. It 

highlights some of the innovative measures taken by WFP 

and partners to better serve refugees in the region but also 

draws attention to critical funding shortfalls across WFP’s 

refugee operations and reduced rations being provided to 

most refugees. 

COVID-19  

The emerging threat of COVID-19 is of concern, as the re-

gion’s refugee camps and settlements are particularly vulner-

able due to a number of factors including limited health sys-

tems, insufficient water and hygiene facilities and constricted 

living spaces which make necessary physical distancing diffi-

cult to implement.  

Refugees’ ability to work and earn an income is also severely 

hampered, as many businesses in and around settlements 

have been forced to close. With the exception of Burundi, all 

schools in the region have closed, and UNHCR estimates that 

one million refugee children are out of school due to this. So 

far, cases of COVID-19 in refugee populations have been re-

ported in Djibouti and Kenya. Given the potentially cata-

strophic effects that the pandemic’s spread in refugee camps 

could have, the Kenyan government on 29 April put Kakuma 

and Dadaab camps under partial lockdown. In Uganda, the 

government suspended all new refugee arrivals in late March 

and banned all cross-border movement to curb the spread of 

the pandemic. Other refugee-hosting countries in the region 

could take similar mitigating approaches. While understanda-
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Country Office 
Total  

Requirements (US$) 
Net Funding  

Requirements (US$) 

Burundi 6.1M 3.3M 

Djibouti 2.9M 1.8M 

Ethiopia 83.2M 31.5M 

Kenya 74.6M 26.9M 

Rwanda 15.3M 7.5M 

South Sudan 47.0M 39.7M 

Uganda 118.4M 96.3M 

Total 347.5M 207M 

ble, such bans also serve to inhibit the livelihoods and in-

come earning opportunities of refugees, who often 

‘commute’ back to their home countries to undertake infor-

mal trade, as well as tend the land in their areas of origin.  

Funding Situation  

Due to funding constraints, WFP has been compelled to im-

plement ration cuts for refugees in Uganda, which hosts the 

largest refugee population in Africa. Rations are also cut in 

Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti. Refugees in camps are highly 

dependent on assistance and ration cuts invariably result in 

several negative impacts. Ration cuts lead to a deterioration 

in the food security situation of refugees, causing increased 

malnutrition and stunting in children and other vulnerable 

groups. There are also grave protection related implications, 

with an increased risk of refugees engaging in negative cop-

ing mechanisms such as theft, child marriages and forced 

sexual encounters to secure basic food items. In addition, 

ration cuts can directly contribute to increased tensions with 

host communities as competition for scarce resources esca-

lates. There could also be an increase in violence and unrest, 

leading to greater insecurity for staff in and around settle-

ments, and the premature returns of refugees to their home 

countries.    
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the multi-purpose cash modality, WFP proposed to partners 

to cover the cost of the purchase of kitchen utensils that will 

facilitate the preparation of meals and improve their quality, 

and some health care benefits to improve nutrition and food 

security for children. 

Refugees from the three sites have been sensitized and re-

spect the precautionary measures put in place by partners to 

prevent the spread of COVID-19. WFP is working with UN-

HCR, NGOs and the Office National d’Assistance aux Réfugiés 

et Sinistrés (ONARS) to introduce a Complaint Feedback 

Mechanism System (CFM) in refugee settlements. WFP Dji-

bouti is currently reviewing its CFM strategy to ensure that 

complaints are treated adequately and in a shorter period. 

The government of Djibouti enacted a new National Refugee 

Law that strives to ensure integration of refugees into nation-

al systems such as health, education and the labour market 

which will go a long way to strengthen WFPs’ refugees’ oper-

ations.  

Ethiopia 

Ethiopia currently hosts the second largest 

number of refugees in Africa, with UNHCR 

statistics placing the total number of refu-

gees in the country at 748,448 on 29 Febru-

ary 2020. In 2019, WFP provided food and 

cash transfers to 690,000 refugees in camps. Of these, 

116,000 were young children and pregnant and nursing wom-

en who received supplementary fortified foods to prevent 

and treat moderate acute malnutrition, and 127,000 were 

school-aged children who received school meals. 

Currently, all camp-based refugees are provided with 84 per-

cent of the recommended minimum daily ration of 2,100 kilo 

calories. A pipeline break is expected to begin in August due 

to funding shortfalls. There are some livelihood initiatives in a 

few camps, but these are small scale. As a result, almost all 

camp-based refugees continue to depend on humanitarian 

assistance. 

No significant change is expected in refugee numbers due to 

COVID-19, but distribution arrangements are modified by 

implementing double distributions with increased number of 

distribution days, crowd control, distribution workers and the 

provision of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), sanitizers 

and washing facilities at all distribution points. As a result, 

operational costs have increased. Blanket supplementary 

feeding is scheduled to follow the general food distribution 

cycle; targeted supplementary feeding is continuing with ad-

justments and enhanced care practices. School feeding is 

temporarily on hold. The plan is to deliver food at block or 

community level using light trucks and mobile distribution 

teams in case COVID-19 cases are confirmed in any of the 

refugee camps. 

Country Updates 

Burundi 

As of May 2020, Burundi hosts a total of 

80,595 refugees, 98 percent of whom are 

from DRC. Out of this number, about 

34,000 reside in urban areas and the rest in 

five refugee camps (Bwagiriza, Kavumu, 

Kinama, Musasa, and Nyankanda). In No-

vember 2019, UNHCR carried out a verification exercise, 

which revealed that the number of refugees in camps had 

decreased by 6 percent from 50,348 in November. Due to the 

borders’ closure with DRC to prevent the propagation of 

COVID-19, the influx of refugees into Burundi has subse-

quently been halted. Since March 2020, no Congolese asylum 

seekers have been recorded in Burundi. Due to the prevailing 

insecurity in the Kivu regions in eastern DRC, the influx is 

expected to resume as soon as the border is open. Consider-

ing the threat posed by COVID-19, WFP is prioritizing assis-

tance to an expected 50,000 Burundian refugees returning 

from neighbouring countries and 55,000 refugees in camps in 

2020.  

Djibouti 

WFP assists 21,500 registered refugees and 

asylum seekers living in Ali Addeh, Holl Holl 

and Markazi settlements in Djibouti through 

in-kind general distributions, nutrition sup-

port and a cash transfer component as part 

of the general distribution. From May 2020, 

WFP reduced the quantity of cereals provided to refugees in 

Ali Addeh and Hol Hol settlements by 3 kg/person/month 

and complemented it with an increase of cash from 500 DJF 

(US$ 2.80) to 1000 DJF (US$ 5.60)/person/day. WFP will con-

tinue to provide a food basket of 1,247 kilo calories per day 

composed of cereals, vegetables, oil, sugar and salt, to com-

plement the cash increase. WFP will also continue to 

strengthen the capacities of retailers to respond to the in-

creasing demand and to diversify their stocks. 

As part of the urban social protection programme launched 

in collaboration with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Soli-

darity, WFP has provided food assistance to 4,000 vulnerable 

households through the cash transfer platform SCOPE since 

March 2019. Building on this success, WFP will extend the 

use of SCOPE to refugees residing in settlements starting in 

July 2020. SCOPE will replace distributions of in-kind and cash 

with multipurpose cash using SCOPE cards in the Yemeni ref-

ugee settlement of Markazi; to be extended to Holl Holl and 

Ali Addeh. Approximately 1,200 refugees will be able to re-

deem food at selected retailers in Obock town for US$ 0.37/

person/day. This will provide beneficiaries with a wider range 

of food to cover their needs including fresh foods. As part of 
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Kenya 

Kenya currently hosts 489,747 registered 

refugees and asylum-seekers as at 31 De-

cember 2019, according to statistics from 

the government of Kenya and UNHCR. In 

2019, WFP supported 391,077 refugees in 

Dadaab and Kakuma camps and in Kalobeyei settlement with 

life-saving food assistance, coupled with nutrition support 

and self-reliance initiatives. 

Refugees have been receiving reduced rations since Septem-

ber 2017 due to insufficient funding. In September 2019, 

WFP was forced to reduce rations further, with the overall 

food ration currently meeting 70 percent of the minimum 

recommended number of kilocalories. This is particularly 

challenging in the context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandem-

ic. WFP Kenya will continue to provide the basic food security 

and nutrition needs for refugees who rely on humanitarian 

assistance and to advocate as a humanitarian imperative for 

the resumption of full rations for refugees hosted in Kenya. 

WFP and Safaricom, a leading telecommunications company 

in Kenya, co-created M-Pesa lite, a stripped-down version of 

M-Pesa (a mobile money transfer platform) with limited func-

tionalities to allow beneficiaries to access their entitlement of 

unrestricted cash in Kalobeyei settlement. This constituted 

the development of a wallet on the existing bamba chakula 

SIM card that allows beneficiaries to receive cash from WFP 

only and withdraw it from M-Pesa agents. This also safe-

guards against money laundering. 

Another initiative is a hydroponics project, which was initiat-

ed in Kakuma refugee camp, Kalobeyei settlement and Lod-

war (Turkana County), and tested the economic and technical 

feasibility of sustaining production of crops and fodder using 

minimum water and land in arid conditions. The pilot, which 

began in 2018, targeted 2,000 beneficiaries in these areas 

who have so far been harvesting since May 2019.  

Also, a digital livelihoods project dubbed Tech 4 Livelihoods is 

connecting youth with digital skills to online jobs. The project 

is being piloted in Kakuma, targeting both host community 

and refugee youth. In the pilot that began in October 2019, 

participants are engaged in microwork for 4 hours a day, five 

days a week. Earnings are based on tasks accurately complet-

ed. WFP, in partnership with local NGOs, is supporting partici-

pants with coaching to boost confidence, accuracy and ulti-

mately, earnings. The programme was expanded to Kibera, 

Nairobi, in 2020.  

 

 

 

Rwanda 

As of 31 March 2020, Rwanda hosted 

148,268 refugees mainly from DRC and Bu-

rundi. WFP reached 148,059 people with 

food assistance in March 2020 including 

almost 11,000 school children from the host 

community who attended the same schools 

as refugee children and benefitted from school feeding be-

fore schools were closed on 16 March 2020.  

The first case of COVID-19 was identified in mid-March and 

the government of Rwanda has put in place a set of 

measures to contain the spread of the pandemic. WFP along 

with other humanitarian partners have prioritized continu-

ing life-saving humanitarian support to refugees as well to 

smallholder farmers to ensure minimal disruption to the 

food supply. To protect refugees from exposure to COVID-

19, WFP put in place a set of measures such as reducing the 

number of food distributions for its nutrition activities from 

twice to once a month, and is providing a two-month gen-

eral food assistance ration covering May and June in all six 

refugee camps. WFP will also provide a one-off ration of 

Super Cereal to all refugee households as an additional safe-

ty net as schools will remain closed until September 2020.  

To understand the impact of COVID-19 and the extent to 

which it will affect food security for both refugees and com-

munity households, WFP is conducting a market and supply 

chain analysis to inform the COVID-19 response. Additional 

funding is required to put in place a more robust monitoring 

system. WFP will be facing a pipeline break in August 2020 

and urgently requires an additional US$ 9.3 million to avoid 

ration reductions until the end of 2020. Ration reductions 

are likely to cause widespread food insecurity within the 

refugee community that might increase the likelihood of 

refugees travelling outside the camps to access livelihood 

activities, increasing the possible risks of their exposure to 

COVID-19. Should no additional funding be received, WFP 

will be forced to begin implementing ration reductions for 

all refugees from July 2020 onward. 

Somalia 

In addition to over 35,500 refugees and asy-

lum-seekers, the country also hosts 2.6 mil-

lion Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and 

130,300 refugee returnees. The confirma-

tion of the first COVID-19 case in Somalia on 

16 March 2020 came at the same time as 

the spectre of an impending invasion by desert locusts and 

the Gu flood season. Confirmed cases in Somalia continue to 

grow with many cases unreported. The health system is un-

der immense strain and will soon be under more pressure 

because of deteriorating food security. WFP’s priority is to 
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meet immediate food security needs and mitigate the impact 

on families and communities. WFP therefore is prepared to 

assist up to 85 percent of IDPs so a total of 450,000 project-

ed to be affected by the pandemic’s health and socio-

economic consequences. WFP has rapidly responded with 

two-month distributions of cash and in-kind transfers, the 

use of e-vouchers to avoid large crowds; the reprogramming 

of in-country stock to meet mounting relief needs. Contact-

less solutions are being explored and finalised such as mobile 

money and home delivery via the e-shop application availa-

ble to WFP beneficiaries. 

South Sudan 

As of 31 March 2020, UNHCR statistics 

placed South Sudan’s refugee population at 

300,451. In line with the resident population, 

refugees continue to experience food and 

nutrition insecurity, with 31 percent of refu-

gee households reporting poor food consumption levels in 

2019. This is attributed to limited access to safe land for own 

cultivation, inadequate size and poor fertility of the land in 

and around the camps and a lack of opportunities for gener-

ating incomes. Across the eight official refugee camps, WFP 

provides year-round nutrition-sensitive food assistance to 

refugees.  

Despite funding constraints, WFP has been able to consist-

ently maintain the food ration at 70 percent. Based on nutri-

tion screening, WFP provides specialized nutritious food for 

refugee children aged 6 – 59 months and pregnant and nurs-

ing women and girls with moderate acute malnutrition. In 

2019, WFP scaled up the use of cash-based transfers in refu-

gee settings by providing US$ 11 million (a 48 percent in-

crease from 2018) in cash for milling at all camps. WFP also 

mitigated a shortfall of salt by replacing it with a cash trans-

fer. WFP has also piloted providing school meals in schools in 

refugee settings. However, the closure of all schools as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in the suspen-

sion of the school meals programme countrywide. 

Since the confirmation of the first case of COVID-19 in the 

country in April, WFP has introduced mitigating measures 

including double distributions, social distancing and im-

proved hygiene to more than 2.5 million beneficiaries, in-

cluding the refugee population. 

Uganda 

Uganda is host to one of the largest refugee 

populations in the world and ranks number 

one in Africa. According to the Government 

of Uganda and UNHCR data as of 31 March 

2020, there are slightly more than 1.4 mil-

lion refugees in Uganda. The vast majority 

(82 percent) are women and children. Considering ongoing 

conflict and increased food insecurity in South Sudan and 

DRC, Uganda’s refugee population is expected to increase in 

2020.  

Refugees arrive in Uganda with little or no assets and rely 

heavily on WFP to meet their basic food and nutrition needs. 

WFP provides high-energy biscuits at the border crossing 

points and serves hot meals in transit/reception centres, 

while refugees wait to be settled on residential plots. The 

food assistance serves as immediate, life-saving relief for 

newly arrived refugees and a means to stabilize their food 

and nutrition security once resettled. It is therefore para-

mount to maintain WFP food assistance to reduce the risk of 

food insecurity and malnutrition among refugees as well as 

their being forced to rely on negative coping mechanisms to 

secure food. 

Based on WFP’s refugee general food assistance (GFA) pipe-

line and forecast for 2020, a 30 percent ration reduction of 

cash and food was implemented from April 2020. The ration 

reduction affected all refugees except new arrivals, who will 

receive 100 percent rations until they settle in about 3 

months. WFP will reassess the situation shortly and if no new 

resources are confirmed or indications are received from 

donors, further ration reductions will be implemented start-

ing July 2020. This will have a serious negative impact on ref-

ugees’ nutritional status, including increased rates of wasting 

and micronutrient deficiencies resulting in significant health 

problems. WFP requires US$118.4 million to fully cover the 

food needs of the refugees for six months (May– October 

2020). 

The outbreak of COVID-19 in Uganda required WFP to find 

the most appropriate GFA modality for its refugee response 

and put in place effective infection prevention control 

measures during GFA that maximize risk mitigation. WFP 

rapidly developed a concept of operations for the April 2020 

distribution cycle, with further measures in place for the cur-

rent May/June distribution—including double ration distribu-

tion and use of prepacked kits as well as a rapid scale up of 

cash-based transfers. WFP is also responding to the Govern-

ment of Uganda’s request to provide food assistance to ur-

ban refugees, as well as preparing for an increased caseload 

of refugees suffering from malnutrition as a result of COVID-

19. 

For more information, please contact:  

Andreas Hansen – Head of Partnerships, andreas.hansen@wfp.org 

Matthew McIlvenna – Senior Programme Advisor, Emergency Preparedness 

and Response, matthew.mcilvenna@wfp.org 


