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Kenya’s April decision to close its two largest 
refugee camps, Dadaab and Kakuma, has led to 
panic across refugee communities in the region. 
The camps are home to a combined 430,000 
refugees, mainly from Somalia and South Sudan. 
Some of the refugees have been living in the 
camps for almost three decades, while their 
children were born and raised in the camps and 
know no other home.[1] Many refugees are 
scared of being forced to return to “home” 
countries they never really knew, and the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) expressed its concern early on that the 
closures could jeopardize refugee protection.[2] 

But negative reception of the 
announcement did not end there. News 
outlets reported that the Kenyan 
government’s decision to close the camps 
was “retaliation” against Somalia for an 
inter-country dispute.[3] Rights groups, such 
as Médecins Sans Frontières, urged the 
government to reconsider, saying that 
refugees should only leave the camps when 
“they freely choose to do so.”[4] Human 
Rights Watch stated that “Kenya needs to 
maintain asylum and consider allowing 
refugees at long last to integrate.”[5] 
Humanitarian and former model Halima 
Aden spoke out urging the Kenyan 
government to work with refugees and 
integrate them into Kenyan society instead 

of sending them back to Somalia.[6] 
Everyone who spoke out directed the onus 
back to Kenya to keep the camps open, to 
allow refugees to integrate, or to give 
refugees agency to decide for themselves 
when to return.  

While advocacy for refugees who may soon 
be displaced by Kenya’s decision is 
necessary and commendable, many of the 
recommendations put forth by the 
international community focused the onus 
on Kenya to continue caring for almost half 
a million refugees. Not only does such an 
approach perpetuate refugee warehousing 
practices, but it also allows rich donor 
countries to abdicate responsibility to 
create a solution.  

Warehousing  

Refugee warehousing is “the practice of 
keeping refugees in protracted situations of 
restricted mobility, enforced idleness, and 
dependency— their lives on indefinite 
hold— in violation of their basic rights under 
the 1951 UN Refugee Convention.”[7] 
When refugees are kept in camps for long 
periods of time, they are deprived of their 
basic rights to move outside the camps, find 
jobs, own land, and receive proper 



education.[8] Camps are often located in 
remote areas, so even when they are 
allowed to leave, they have little economic 
opportunity in the surrounding areas. Such 
lack of economic opportunity and ability to 
integrate keeps refugees in limbo and 
dependent on humanitarian aid for years at 
a time.[9] For refugees trapped in these 
conditions, it is easy to lose hope for the 
future. The increase in protracted 
displacement in camps, combined with the 
COVID-19 pandemic, has led to a spike in 
suicide attempts this year.[10] 

Despite the physical and mental toll 
warehousing takes on refugees, the 
phenomenon continues to grow as 
displacement reaches an all-time high. In 
Kenya, the combination of protracted 
violence preventing refugees from returning 
to home countries, and restrictive policies 
on refugee movement, have made Dadaab 
and Kakuma prime models of warehousing.  

Kenya has long been criticized for its 
encampment policies. The government has 
continuously used terrorist attacks by Al-
Shabaab extremists from Somalia as an 
excuse to keep Somali and other refugees in 
the camps. In a response to attacks in 2013, 
the Kenyan government forced over 50,000 
refugees living in urban areas back into 
Dadaab and Kakuma.[11] Several more 
attacks prompted more action in 2014, 
including an attempt to make the 
encampment policy permanent and a policy 
that refugees could not leave the camps 
without specific permission from a Refugee 
Camp Officer.[12] Since then,  

Kenya has made two serious attempts to 
close the camps altogether, which have 
prompted international backlash. Kenya has 
long struggled to find durable solutions for 
its refugees. However, Kenya is a low-
income country that lacks proper resources 
and funding to care for so many 
refugees.[13] Instead of asking what more 
Kenya can do to continue hosting 400,000 
people in need of aid, we as an international 
community of refugee advocates must turn 
the scrutiny toward rich donor countries that 
sit silently while failing to use their wealth 
and power to donate more or resettle 
refugees themselves.  

Donor Country Responsibility  

In our 2004 World Refugee Survey, USCRI 
called out the role of rich donor countries in 
maintaining the harmful practice of refugee 
warehousing. Donor countries have 
continuously funded refugee programs that 
keep refugees in camps, while providing 
only the most meager funds for urban 
refugees, most of whom live in Europe or 
other regions that already have more 
resources to support them.[14] The problem 
continues in 2021 as the world faces 
unprecedented displacement with more 
than 80 million people displaced worldwide, 
almost 30 million of whom are refugees.[15] 
Despite increased displacement, donor 
countries have largely failed to provide 
alternative solutions to warehousing. As a 
result, warehousing will only increase as 
more people are displaced. The problem is 
exacerbated by an international rights 
framework that has been led by rich 
countries eager to continue placing the 



onus of caring for refugees on the world’s 
poorest countries.  

In 2016, the United Nations General 
Assembly adopted the New York 
Declaration for Refugees and Migrants. All 
193 member states adopted the 
Declaration, which created a set of relatively 
vague commitments to refugees, for 
instance, to “make efforts to collect 
accurate information” about refugee 
movement, and “encourage States to 
address the… specific health-care needs” of 
migrant populations.[16] The Declaration 
also outlined a Comprehensive Refugee 
Response Framework (CRRF) to attempt to 
implement the Declaration’s commitments. 
However, the language outlining the CRRF 
is just as vague and non-committal as the 
rest of the Declaration. It states that 
resettlement countries should “[c]onsider 
making available or expanding… 
resettlement opportunities and 
complementary pathways for admission of 
refugees.”[17] They should also “consider” 
broadening their resettlement program 
criteria and increasing program size.[18]  

The 2018 Global Compact on Refugees 
(GCR), another document that came out of 
the New York Declaration, “provides a 
blueprint for governments, international 
organizations, and other stakeholders to 
ensure that host communities get the 
support they need and that refugees can 
lead productive lives.”[19] However, the 
GCR was met by skepticism from those in 
the refugee rights community. The 
International Rescue Committee noted that 
the GCR “is not a strong document as it 
stands now. [The final] draft was a significant 

step backward from what was a relatively 
low ambition document to start with.”[20] 
Amnesty International gave a similar 
readout: “The final text simply entrenches 
the current unsustainable approach 
whereby wealthier states can pick and 
choose which, if any, measures they take to 
share responsibility. This will leave many 
refugees languishing in poorer countries 
which are unable or unwilling to support 
them.”[21]  

The vague language in these documents 
results from the refusal of richer countries to 
commit to more concrete obligations. While 
poor refugee-hosting countries do not have 
the resources or infrastructure to keep 
refugees out, rich countries that can largely 
control migration flows into their countries 
have always had more choice and less 
responsibility to share the burden of dealing 
with forced migration. Although the CRRF 
attempts to increase these states’ burden-
sharing responsibility, it falls short because 
these same states refused to agree to 
concrete commitments.  

These documents have left poor host 
countries like Kenya to deal with refugee 
inflows largely on their own. As of March 30, 
2021, donor countries had only contributed 
27% of the funds UNHCR needs to house, 
feed, and provide other support for Kenya’s 
refugees.[22] Lack of donor funding for the 
World Food Programme (WFP) has forced 
WFP to cut refugees’ rations in East Africa 
by up to 60% this year, gravely increasing 
risks of malnutrition, anemia, and stunted 
child growth.[23] In addition to donor 
countries’ failure to meet Kenya’s refugees’ 
financial needs, these countries have almost 



completely abdicated responsibility to help 
resettle refugees. UNHCR found that only 
4.7% of the world’s 1.2 million refugees in 
need of resettlement were actually resettled 
in 2018.[24] The United States has resettled 
fewer refugees every year for the past five 
years.[25]  

Less Blame and More Assistance from High-
Income Countries  

Given donor countries’ massive failure to 
address protracted refugee situations both 
in Kenya and around the world, it is 
important to pause when considering the 
international community’s outrage at Kenya 
for deciding to close Dadaab and Kakuma. 
As noted by Amnesty International, the 
“chronic lack of support from the 
international community to Kenya, which 
has been hosting refugees for decades, 
contributed to the government’s decision to 
close [the camps.] The international 
community has consistently underfunded 
appeals made by the Kenyan government 
and [UNHCR,] and has failed to resettle a 
significant number of refugees from Kenya 
to other countries.”[26] Kenya has been 
trying to contain large influxes of refugees 
for three decades, and is finally putting its 
foot down at a time when global need is at 
an all-time high and donor generosity is at a 
low.  

It is time to turn to the donor countries that 
have chosen to remain on the sidelines for 
30 years as Kenya crept towards its tipping 
point. For the United States, this means 
increasing funding to UNHCR and the World 

Food Programme, and working to 
immediately rebuild and grow our refugee 
resettlement program, the U.S. Refugee 
Admissions Program (USRAP). The United 
States must commit to much higher refugee 
resettlement annually, with a floor of at least 
125,000 admissions per year. We must 
prioritize refugees from the most protracted 
and overcrowded situations instead of using 
categorical caps to keep resettlement low. 
In addition to financial and resettlement 
support, the United States is one of only two 
countries in the world that refused to adopt 
the Global Compact for Refugees (GCR).[27] 
This is an abdication of our responsibility to 
fight warehousing, and we must adopt the 
GCR immediately. The United States cannot 
pride itself on its leadership in refugees’ 
rights while poor host countries continue to 
shoulder such burdens without our help. 
Kenya has taken the blame alone for too 
long, and the United States must take 
immediate, drastic, and concrete actions to 
provide solutions for the refugees from 
Kakuma and Dadaab. 
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