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Topic 001: Migration and Refugees in Urban Areas 

Introduction: 

With over 65 million people worldwide having left their homes in search of asylum from 

armed conflict, persecution or disaster, the past few years have witnessed the highest and most 

severe levels of forced displacement since the Second World War.  Of these 65 million, nearly 60% 1

of refugees and 80% of Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs) have migrated into urban areas.  For 2

those seeking protection and safety, cities provide an opportunity to be integrated into society, make 

a living and be a part of a new community as opposed to being isolated in rural refugee camps. 

However, lacking money and legal documentation, migrants are often segregated into slums and 

1 Corliss, Steven. "UNHCR Statement to Habitat III." Habitat III. October 18, 2016. 
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/UNHCR-1.pdf. 
2 Ibid. 

http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/UNHCR-1.pdf
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informal settlements on the outskirts of urban areas. In these settlements refugees lack access to 

adequate housing and sanitation as well as basic services such as healthcare, education and justice. In 

these conditions migrants and refugees are far more vulnerable to abuse, discrimination and 

xenophobia at the hands of police as well as other residents.  Despite all this, the unique set of 3

challenges faced by refugees in urban areas has historically been ignored by large humanitarian 

organizations. Instead, the majority of refugee aid programs have been directed towards those living 

in rural refugee camps. Even bodies such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

had adopted anti-urban refugee policy, having stated in the past that “Life in urban areas does not 

constitute an answer to a refugee’s problems and may well be significantly more difficult than in a 

rural settlement.”  Over the past decade however, the percentage of refugees living in cities has 4

increased and with it attention from governments and humanitarian organizations has been 

amplified.  In September of 2009, the UNHCR established new policies and framework to protect 5

and assist refugees in urban areas. In 2014, the policy on alternatives to camps focused on building 

more self sufficient refugee populations in urban and rural areas. Refugees and migrants can drive 

labour markets and generate new demand for goods and services in local economies. They must be 

seen not as an obstacle but rather as a valuable resource to sustainable urban development. For 

UN-Habitat to properly address the issue of Migration and Refugees in Urban Areas, it must work 

3 Issue Paper On Migration and Refugees In Urban Areas , report, June 3, 2015, 2-3, 
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-2_2_Migration-and-Refugees-in-Urban-Areas-2.0.pd
f 
4 Halais, Flavie. "More than half the world's refugees live in urban areas. Here's what that means for cities." 
Citiscope. May 30, 2016. 
http://citiscope.org/story/2016/more-half-worlds-refugees-live-urban-areas-heres-what-means-cities. 
5 “ Issue Paper On Migration and Refugees In Urban Areas” 

http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-2_2_Migration-and-Refugees-in-Urban-Areas-2.0.pdf
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-2_2_Migration-and-Refugees-in-Urban-Areas-2.0.pdf
http://citiscope.org/story/2016/more-half-worlds-refugees-live-urban-areas-heres-what-means-cities


Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVI 
UN-Habitat-Migration and Refugees in Urban Areas 

 

to bridge the gap between humanitarian aid and urban development strategy. Addressing the many 

challenges of urban refugees is an important step to advancing the New Urban Agenda and making 

cities inclusive, safe, prosperous and sustainable. 

 

Challenges and Opportunities 

In many destination countries, refugees without legal documentation are forced to live 

‘under the radar’ and choose to settle in segregated, residential areas with lower risk of persecution. 

In addition to legal barriers, language barriers, local regulations and complex bureaucratic procedures 

make it difficult for migrants and refugees to access basic rights and freedoms. When refugees are 

denied the right to move and work freely and cannot access basic public services, they are unable to 

contribute to the sustainable development of the city. These legal restrictions, in combination with 

economic, social and racial discrimination, prevent refugees from finding economic opportunity and 

social mobility within a new town or city. UN-Habitat must work with national and local 

governments to ensure migrants and refugees have access to the resources necessary to earn a 

livelihood. 
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Outside of legal and economic barriers, another great challenge to assisting migrants and 

refugees in urban areas is the stigmatisation of these people in politics and in society as a whole. In 

order to properly address this issue, the international community must combat the increasingly 

popular negative political rhetoric surrounding refugees and migrants. Though this rhetoric largely 

influences state policy, the anti-refugee ideology infiltrates every level of society. As a result refugees 

and migrants often experience xenophobia, discrimination and harassment at the hands of their 

communities and local law enforcement.  Despite this systematic bias, it’s been proven that migrants 6

and refugees contribute socially, economically and culturally to their communities. Studies 

performed by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) confirm 

6 Halais, Flavie. "More than half the world's refugees live in urban areas.” 
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that migration improves labour markets, boosts the working age population, contributes to human 

capital development and drives innovation in host countries.  In addition to economic benefits, 7

states gathered at the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction recognized that 

refugees and mobile populations contribute to the resilience of communities and cities in the 

implementation of strategies for disaster risk reduction by providing a diverse set of related 

knowledge and skills.  In more ways than one, migrants and refugees are an asset to sustainable 8

urban development and should be recognized as such. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 "Migration Policy Debates." OECD. May 2014. http://www.oecd.org/migration/migration-policy-debates.htm. 
8 "Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction." UNISDR News. March 2015. 
http://www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/sendai-framework. 

http://www.oecd.org/migration/migration-policy-debates.htm
http://www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/sendai-framework
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Community Participation and Empowerment 

Due to their irregular legal situation, migrants and refugees are often rendered invisible and 

are provided few opportunities to participate in their new communities. Their true numbers are only 

estimates, resulting in them being left out in policy and decision-making processes. As a result urban 

refugee populations, like the 1.5 million Syrian refugees spread across the cities and towns of 

Turkey, have been forced to fend for themselves.  In these Turkish cities, refugees have established 9

many impromptu initiatives to bring relief, aid and social support to their people. Though local 

governments and humanitarian aid organizations should encourage such efforts, most of these 

initiatives have found success in spite of, not because of the government and humanitarian sector. 

Refugee groups must operate through a number of legal, financial and bureaucratic obstacles set in 

place by governments and Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs). The informal nature of these 

groups most often leads to their termination at the hands of local authorities and NGOs.   10

 

The new urban agenda must adopt new, effective strategies for the political, social and 

economic empowerment of people. Often in local governments, migrants, refugees, and IDPs have 

little effect on urban development, resulting in development projects that further contribute to 

discrimination and marginalisation of displaced peoples. Local governments and other parties must 

ensure the participation of refugees, migrants and IDPs in relevant government decisions and in 

devising urban development projects. The concerns of these groups must be considered in 

9 Clarke, Killian. "Informal Syrian Refugee Initiatives Need Support." Refugees Deeply. April 29, 2016. 
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/community/2016/04/29/informal-syrian-refugee-initiatives-need-support. 
10 Clarke, Killian. "Informal Syrian Refugee Initiatives Need Support." 

https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/community/2016/04/29/informal-syrian-refugee-initiatives-need-support
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addressing issues relevant to them and should be included in the creation of action plans, policies 

and strategies, such as plans on the provision of public housing or national strategies to combat 

racism and xenophobia. Giving voice  to migrants through formal channels and applying a 

non-discriminatory attitude towards how migrants are treated are both necessary in order to forge 

sustainable policies towards social cohesion in cities. 

 

Preparing for population movements 

While communities and local governments should be concerned with how to properly 

address and accommodate current urban migrant populations and their issues, an equal amount of 

focus must be directed towards planning for mobile populations in the future. Planning for, and 

effectively managing migration and displacement is critical to developing sustainable cities.  Urban 

development protocol must look to develop a more extensive, local understanding of future 

migration, displacement and settlement trends and vulnerabilities to hazards in nearby areas. 

Comprehensive planning strategies are of utmost importance in these matters, including assessment 

of national legal and policy frameworks and the capacity of communities, the economy, 

infrastructure, administrative structures, service delivery systems, housing, land and other resources 

to accommodate and properly assist newly arrived populations. As the urban refugee has been a 

topic long avoided by the international community,  local and international policy must be 11

developed to identify the unique needs of urban displaced populations. As an urban environment 

for migrants is far different from highly visible camps, many of today’s cities affected by large 

11 Kamal, Baher. "Now 1 in 2 World's Refugees Live in Urban Areas." Inter Press Service. May 19, 2016. 
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refugee/migrant populations are unable to establish methods of systematic and accessible 

registration for these groups,.  Registration with bodies such as UNHCR is essential to determining 12

status of displaced persons and allows organizations and governments to collect data on refugee 

populations and helps facilitate planning and budgeting of development initiatives.  Building the 13

capacity of local authorities and NGOs to collect robust data, identify protection challenges such as 

issues of discrimination, inform urban planning and development is a critical goal in this process. 

Local governments often struggle in identifying refugee, migrant and IDP populations as well as the 

issues they face and will face under increasing migration related pressures. Urban planning for 

disaster risk reduction should prepare for the effects of incoming migration and displacement to 

urban areas, areas facing a high influx of displaced peoples or those already limited by inadequate 

housing, water and sanitation services. When going forward, we must find ways to capture learning 

and ensure that the new urban agenda replicates new and innovative ideas and good practices. For 

example, humanitarian and development 5 organisations, universities and other partners should 

continue undertaking research on migrants’ and refugees’ impact on local economies. In situations 

of displacement, alternatives to camps, whenever possible, should be pursued. National and local 

authorities should be supported in receiving the displaced in urban areas, recognising the 

vulnerabilities and contributions of displaced, while considering the absorption capacity of host 

neighbourhoods and cities. 

 

12 "UNHCR policy on refugee protection and solutions in urban areas." UNHCR. September 2009. 
http://www.unhcr.org/4ab356ab6.pdf. 
13 Ibid. 

http://www.unhcr.org/4ab356ab6.pdf
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Conclusion 

Increasingly, refugees, returnees, and IDPs are living not in camps or among concentrated 

communities in rural areas, but in urban centres of developing and middle-income countries. The 

arrival and long-term integration of displaced populations in urban areas needs to be better 

predicted, analyzed, and planned for, with a greater insistence on the establishment of new 

partnerships between parties involved. Humanitarian organizations can no longer communicate only 

with national governments; they must also establish strong, efficient working relationships with 

mayors and local government, public service providers, local law enforcement, and, most 

importantly, the representatives of both displaced and resident communities. 

 

Pertinent Questions 

What responsibilities do cities and local governments have in addressing the needs of urban 
refugees? How do their needs differ from other marginalised groups in urban centres? 
 
Are urban areas better suited for accommodating refugees and displaced peoples? If not, how can 
cities move towards this? 
 
Do cities and governments have a responsibility to provide aid to migrants lacking legal 
documentation? How can governments address legal barriers denying displaced peoples access to 
rights and services in urban areas? 
 
As the global refugee crisis continues to worsen, how can cities better prepare for future influxes of 
refugees and migrants? 
 
How can cities facilitate the participation and consideration of refugees in local economies, culture 
and urban development decisions? 
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