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Abstract 

Refugees have been associated with perpetration of numerous security incidents in the host 

communities and countries. These range from perpetrating and aiding terror activities in the 

host country to theft and robberies within the refugee camps and the environs. It has been 

established that   Dadaab refugee camp has been a breeding ground of terrorism where some 

heinous acts such as the Westgate Mall attack in September of 2013 and DusitD2 hotel in 

January 2019 were planned from. The high population in the refugee camp and the porous 

entry routes in to it make it easily accessible by terrorists. With the refugees moving out of 

the camps to areas such as Eastleigh and Kasarani in Nairobi, there have been fears that this 

will extend the terror networks closer to critical installations and populated areas, which are 

attractive to terrorists. The study was anchored on social disorganization theory as developed 

through a research conducted in Chicago by McKay and Shaw. The article examines 

critically how the security of Kenya has been affected by existence of Dadaab refugee camp 

in the country. The article further explores reported incidents in Kenya that link Dadaab 

refugee camp with insecurity. Finally, the article concludes with a call to the government to 

increase issues of security awareness to its citizens by teaching even at primary school level; 

and to do more objective research on the matter. 

 

Keywords: Refugees, host country, insecurity, Kenya 



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               April, 2021 Vol. 5, No. 4 
Citation: Kaboyo, L. N. (2021). Dadaab Refugee Camp Effect on the Security of the Host Country.  Journal of 

African Interdisciplinary Studies, 5(4), 59 - 70.  

  

60   
Copyright © 2021 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

This is an open access article distributed for unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author 

and source are credited. http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues 

Dadaab Refugee Camp Effect on the Security of the Host Country 

 

By 

 

Lydia Njeri Kaboyo 

 

1. Introduction 

Dadaab Refugee Camp is the third largest camp in the world after Kutupalong in Cox's 

Bazaar, Bangladesh and BidiBidi in North Westerns Uganda, which follow each other 

respectively (UNHCR, 2019). The camp was established in 1991, and it was designed to 

accommodate only 90,000 refugees. The camp was initially established to accommodate the 

refugees escaping the civil war in Somalia and they were crossing the Kenyan border. 

However, the camp is the home of about 463,000 refugees. Crimes in Dadaab Refugee Camp 

have made it more insecure with the humanitarian aid workers, host community members as 

well as the refugees in the camp being victims. 

 

1.2 Objectives of the Study 

i.To analyze how Dadaab Refugee Camp has affected the security of the host community. 

ii. To examine reasons why refugee camps are preferred by insecurity perpetrators. 

iii. To assess security mitigation measures to curb insecurity perpetrated in Dadaab Refugee 

 

1.3 Statement of the Problem 

In regions plagued by protracted state of insecurity, such as Garissa County, the presence of 

social spaces such as refugee camps, where the environment is favorable to nefarious 

elements, exacerbates the situation. The availability of armed bandits as well as Islamist 

militia such as Al-Shabaab, and also occasionally outbreaks of clan feuding, indicates that the 

risk of violence against the host community and humanitarian workers is real (Mogire, 2009). 

The link between the struggling refugees and the insecurity highlights the complex 

balance the Kenyan authorities have to face (Kaponyi, 2007). Studies of refugee situations 

have mainly focused on the humanitarian aspects especially on human security. This leaves a 

gap on the particular security aspects relating to presence of refugee camps especially in 

Kenya. The reactive responses by Kenyan security agencies following the increased attacks 

after 2012 was indicative of the lack of knowledge on the role of refugee camps, especially 

Daadab refugee camp, and the security incidences; a gap that this study sought to fill. 

 

2. Review of Related Literature  

2.1 Insecurity from Dadaab refugee camp 

According to Goldman (2015), masterminds of terror attacks in Kenya have often used well-

established networks in Dadaab Refugee Camp. The kidnappings of aid workers from 

Medecins san frontiers (Doctors without borders) further highlight the precarious security 

situation in Dadaab refugee camp. 

With cases of refugee camps being used as recruiting and planning grounds for 

terrorists in Palestine and other Middle East conflict areas, the burgeoning numbers of 

refugees in the Dadaab compels lends to this possibility. The recent cases of attacks in 

Westgate Mall, Moi University, Garissa Campus and Dusit2 Hotel being allegedly planned in 

refugee camps, it was imperative the connection of refugee camps and security effects of host 

community is investigated;  an endeavor that this study attempted. 
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2.2 Security Gap 

In the recent years, Dadaab refugee camp has been suspected to be a haven for planning 

criminal activities such as terrorism, kidnappings, and robberies among others. The camp has 

also provided a good environment for stockpiling weapons, ammunitions and explosives 

meant to be used in nefarious activities. The camp is further described as a lawless crime-

ridden place where smugglers traffic often in camp. The sections below expand why there is 

a gap in the security of the camp. 

 

2.2.1 Clan system among the Somalis 

Dadaab refugee camp effect on state security has become a major concern to the Kenyan 

government. This is in the form of security within the refugee camp, its environs and the 

country at large (Koehler, 2018). A UNHCR (2005) report indicate that clan-based militias as 

well as arms syndicates are slowly taking over the clan elders as the key units of political 

organization sin some African countries, thus encouraging perpetuation of the conflict 

ideology as a way of life and clan social norm. This is in part is indicated by the idea of 

having specific clan elders negotiate resolution to a conflict or criminal activity despite their 

complicity in the same. 

 

2.2.2. Proximity to Somalia 

Security situation are a concern in Dadaab Refugee Camp, especially now that the Somali 

community members are in Somalia as well as in Kenya (Crisp, 2002). The continued flow of 

refugees into Dadaab has led to serious security challenges since Al-Shabaab have in many 

occasions, infiltrated into the camps in the guise of refugee status. This has become a threat 

not only to the refugees’ security but also to the Republic of Kenya too. The Kenyan security 

personnel are concerned, stating that the continued conflict in Somalia country will 

eventually cause huge numbers of the refugees to the country and this might lead to a security 

threat in the host community through proliferating of weapons and small arms through the 

Kenyan border. The researcher agrees with this as the overwhelming high population of 

Dadaab camp presents an urgent humanitarian concern emergency and also threatens the 

security and health crisis, which could even spill over and eventually affect the Kenyans. 

 

2.2.3 High Population 

According to (Lee, 1999), refugee populations can undermine the security of the host 

community and Country. People who both work and live in the camps agree that insecurity 

perpetrators are part and parcel of the attacks that take place in Kenya as well as in other 

countries. Militia penetrating in the refugee camps is common issue due to poor security 

measures at the camps and also by agencies charged with screen people moving in and out of 

the camps. Lee (1999) goes further to give an example in the Goma Refugee Camp, in 

eastern DRC, that was allegedly shielding the Interahamwe and the Rwandan Patriotic Front 

after it occupied Rwanda in the year 1994. Besides causing havoc in most parts of Eastern 

DRC, such allegation promotes bilateral tensions and leads to bad relations (Choi & 

Salehyan, 2013). The same situation can develop in Kenya where the Somali Federal 

Government might accuse Kenya of harboring Al-Shabaab or other armed groups keen on 

destabilizing Somalia. However, since the Somali Government is still weak, this remains a 

speculation and this point in time but might play out in the future after Somalia stabilizes. 
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2.2.4 Insecurity in Somalia 

Dadaab has been in the lime light of not only Kenya but also the international community 

majorly because of the insecurity and also the high refugee inflow thus creating a great 

humanitarian crisis. The security threat associated with the camp is as a result of the 

combatants and also the terrorist groups such as the Al-Shabaab who pose as asylum seekers 

or refugees (Samora, 2013). This is not only threat to the security of North Eastern Province 

but also to Kenya as a whole. Aiming to curb the threats that are caused by the Al-Shabaab, 

Kenyan Defence Forces were deployed to Somalia aiming to calm the situation. The lawless 

Somalia Country had posed a great threat to Kenyan economy; this is through piracy in the 

Indian Ocean and also kidnapping of tourists, mostly international citizens, on the Kenyan 

coast (Felbab-Brown, 2018). According to the researcher, this statement is true following the 

intervention by Kenya led waves of not only land mines but also grenade attacks that were 

planned as well as executed from Dadaab Refugee Camp, thus indicating that armed gangs 

sneak into the camp easily and undetected. The greatest security dilemma is that of 

differentiating between the militants from the genuine refugees just as it is hard to distinguish 

between Somalis of Somali nationality and the Kenyan Somalis. 

 

2.2.5 Proliferation of Small arms 

Refugee camps also provide a venue where small arms are easily ferried from one point to 

another due to the poor security structures available. According to UNHCR report (2019), 

terrorist disguise themselves as asylum seekers so that they can get access into the refugee 

camps. The social disorganization in the refugee camps tends to produce criminal traditions 

that are passed from one generation to another. The high number of youths in the refugee 

camps provides an avenue that is preferred by terrorist groups. 

 

2.3 Reasons of Preferring Dadaab Refugee Camp 

2.3.1: Close to Kenya-Somalia Border 

Proximity of Dadaab refugee camp to international boundaries (Kenya and Somalia) seems to 

afford ease of access by extremist and criminal elements (Stritzel, 2014). They can easily get 

into to the camp for recruitment, or other purposes, and get out. This view has proliferated 

through literature examining the implication of the closeness of refugee camps to border 

areas; that are often remote. For instance, it has been argued that violence diffusion and rebel 

networks expansion mostly occur through refugee camps that are located closer to the border 

of the country of refugees origin since it provides a ground on which to carry out their 

operations besides being a fertile ground for future recruitment (Balzacq, Léonard, & 

Ruzicka, 2016). In a similar state of affairs seems to have been replicated in Afghanistan. It is 

observed that the participation of the Afghan refugees who are in the opposition against the 

former Communist regime together with its soviet supporters in the Afghanistan around the 

1980stook place Pakistani administration (Sial, 2013). This thought to have created favorable 

conditions within Pakistan, which radicalized some sections of the population, leading to the 

proliferation of small arms; and at last weakened authority of the state 

. 

2.3.2: Arrival of Refugees in Large Number 

A lapse in the registration of refugees by concerned authorities has provided a loophole of 

criminal elements to enter, operate and exit in the refugee camp at will. In a predominantly 

homogenous ethnic region like Garissa, some refugees have blended into the host community 

and even obtained documentations for citizenship.  A report by Amnesty International 
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indicted that the Refugee Affairs Secretariat, which is mandated to register refugees is 

focusing on reducing their numbers in Dadaab through underreporting and registration; in the 

wake of Kenya’s efforts to close down the camp (Nyamori, 2018).According to the 

researcher, due to the numbers of people who are not registered in the UNHCR database, 

many people use this opportunity to hide in the refugee camps as they plan their heinous 

activities. 

 

2.4 Conceptual Framework 

  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.5 Theoretical Framework 

The research utilized social disorganization theory. The theory was as a result of research 

conducted in Chicago by McKay and Shaw. According to the theory, criminal activities are 

linked to the ecological characteristics in the neighborhood. The location where the criminal 

activities take place is the key determinant of the activities being carried out. 

Aukot (2003) validated this postulation by asserting that the physical location helps in 

shaping the involvement of an individual in crime related activities. The theory further 

explains that there are several factors linked to the high chances of involvement in criminal 

activities. These factors include unemployment, single parent homes, high numbers of school 

dropouts, deteriorating infrastructure, among others 

The theory is based on the tenets of social environment, lawlessness and criminal 

activities that lead to conflict episodes of terrorism and community clashes. The location 

where the criminal activity takes place matters a lot. The researcher agrees with the theory in 

that the decision to engage in any activity is a decision made by an individual because of the 

different life experiences. However, the researcher critiques the theory in that law-keeping 

authorities are deployed all over the country. This means that it is not in the refugee camps 

that the laws are broken (Samora, 2013). Obeying the law seems like a hard task to human 
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beings and they must always be reminded. Being in a refugee camp set up does not mean that 

one must be a deviant. 

 

3. Methodology 

Descriptive survey research design was used. According to Given (2007), descriptive survey 

research is used when the researcher wants to obtain information on the current status of the 

phenomena and also to describe "what exists" with respect to available variables or 

conditions the said situation. The design was suited since the study seeks to establish refugee 

related insecurity affecting the host country/community as at the time of the study. 

For this study, stratified random sampling and purposive sampling techniques were used. 

Identified strata of interest for the study were ‘Refugees’ and ‘Residents’. To collect data, 

questionnaires were used for refugees and community members while interview guides were 

used for the key informants. 

 

3.1. Research Participants 

A total of 1,659,869 persons comprising registered refugees in Dadaab Refugee Camp and 

residents of Garissa County were the population of interest to the researcher. Yamane 

formula was selected by the researcher as it provided a simplified formula in the sample size 

calculation. 

A sample size of 150 respondents was obtained using the Yamane Formula on sample size 

(Yamane, 1967) as shown below: 

 
  Where  n = the sample size 

  N = the target population (1,660,189) 

e = allowable error (0.05) 

 

 

 
Table 1: Sample Size and Respondent Categories 

Category Target population

  

%age of Target 

population 
Sample size (  

Refugees 211,701 13 60 

Residents 1,448,168 87 90 

Total  1,660,189 100 150 

Source: Field data (2020) 

 

3.2. Data Analysis 

The questionnaire consisted of three parts. The first part had personal information, the second 

part had nine questions where the respondents were to say how strongly they agree or 

disagree with the statements. 
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4. Discussion of Research Findings 

Most of the respondents believe that refugees were just victims of terrorism just like Kenyans 

albeit with a slight difference of 0.6%. The respondents that agreed stated that: Al-Shabaab 

attack refugees too, refugees in Nairobi have been victims too. Refugees in the camps have 

also been attacked and killed. There have been terror attacks in the camps, refugees have 

reported cases where they have been threatened and harassed by terrorists, and that refugees 

fled Somalia due to terrorism attacks. The findings indicate that the refugees are just victims 

of terrorism just like the Kenyan citizens. The only difference is that the place where they 

live is easily accessible by anyone and thus the terrorists take this to their advantage. The 

findings are in line with the findings of Balzaq, Leonard & Ruzicka (2016) when they 

observed that the refugees in Palestine suffered abductions by PLO and used as soldiers in 

Palestine. 

The study further revealed that some refugees have stayed in the camps for long. This 

makes it easy for them to maneuver the place and understand it well to offer advice on the 

best place to carry out heinous activities without being noticed by the authorities. 

Additionally, it is so likely that the refugees are not part of the insecurity activities 

conducted; this is because most of them are traumatized by the events that made them flee 

from their home countries. It is this fear that makes them not to report any alarming incident 

observed. However, some organizations in the camp are have trained their representatives 

who in turn conduct trainings to the people on the channels of reporting any incidences or 

activities observed. The activity has led to an increase in the security awareness in the camp. 

As indicated in the discussion above, there is a connection between insecurity in 

Kenya and the presence of Dadaab refugee camp. However, the people involved in refugee 

protection are concerned that if by any chance the refugee camps in Kenya are closed down, 

the refugees will suffer a lot as they are just victims of circumstances. 

The study findings reveal that community policing is an effective way of ensuring 

that the refugee camps are safe. The findings are in line with the findings of Kumssa et al. 

(2014), that the refugees can be used as security agents in one way or another. The “nyumba 

kumi” initiative enabled the camp residents to report to the police any mischievous activity 

around and thus a prompt action is taken. The study revealed that the refugees could be used 

as a source of security not only in the camp but also in Kenya if they are empowered with the 

appropriate information. 

Creation of employment was seen to be a major solution to the menace. The issue of 

unemployment is rampant among Kenyans and thus the refugees are not spared either. Thus, 

the youths are lured to the promise of getting jobs and thus engaging themselves in terrorism 

activities. Besides conflict, economic hardships also result in a group of ‘economic refugee’ 

who emigrate to look for opportunities. In the host countries, most of the opportunities sought 

are scarce and this makes such refugees susceptible to recruitment by criminal enterprises on 

the promise of financial gains. 

These refer to allowing refugees move and work freely in Kenya. Local integration 

policy is not currently available due to the encampment policy. The researcher understood 

from the responses received that the refugees feel side-lined in the country. Refugees who 

have lived in the country for a certain number of years ought to be allowed to conduct 

businesses or even employed in Kenya. The encampment policy should not be applied on 

long staying refugees. A document for this should be provided. 

Increasing the number of police posts as well as installing CCTVs in the camp would 

reduce insecurity incidences. These will enable the authorities monitor different activities 



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               April, 2021 Vol. 5, No. 4 
Citation: Kaboyo, L. N. (2021). Dadaab Refugee Camp Effect on the Security of the Host Country.  Journal of 

African Interdisciplinary Studies, 5(4), 59 - 70.  

  

66   
Copyright © 2021 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

This is an open access article distributed for unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author 

and source are credited. http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues 

taking place at the camp. These will also assist to monitor any bribery incidences and other 

related corrupt activities. Refugees should be trained too and assist the authorities in 

providing the required surveillance. These men and youths are mostly concerned with 

security activities. The existing security loopholes in the camps can be closed through: 

ensuring that all refugees are registered, ensuring that there is proper documentation of 

refugees, enhancing community policing, tightening border security and deploying of more 

security personnel in the camps. 

Refugees can be very resourceful towards improving the security of the country. They 

provide a rich resource in that if Kenya can utilize their ability. This is following the fact that 

the majority of population is youth who are energetic, vibrant and also open to new ideas. All 

that needs to be done is to train them on how to detect offenders and mostly terrorist and the 

channels that they can report through. Also protecting them once they reveal the critical 

information is crucial. 

The number of security personnel in the camp will play a crucial role is the issue. 

Following the entry of new asylum seekers in the camp, it’s hard to tell a real asylum seeker 

from an imposter and especially on the already strained security personnel. An increment in 

the security personnel will lead to security improvement in Kenya. 

Refugees could be used as agents of security at the camp. The reason to this is that 

they are the ones on the ground. Because of this, they know the new comers and understand 

their intentions quite fast as compared to the security agents. The community leaders will 

then report to the agents if they notice any heinous activity being conducted in the camp. 

Community policing ensures that there are smaller units that ensure that any bad intentions 

are reported on a timely manner. Increasing and improving community policing at Dadaab 

refugee camp will lead to improved security not only in Garissa County, but also in Kenya as 

a whole. 

Findings reveal that there is a significant correlation between refugee camps and the 

security of the host community. Availability of a refugee camp contributes negatively to the 

security of its host. Refugee camps were synonymous to terrorism sites and this affects both 

the citizens and the refugees.  

There are different ways in which the camp has affected the security of the host 

community. The camps were seen to be hideouts for terrorists. The terrorists disguise 

themselves as asylum seekers and thus gaining access to the camp. Terrorists easily enter due 

to the weak security and scrutiny systems at the entry point of the camp. There is no roper 

way of telling if one is an asylum seeker or not upon arrival at the camp. 

The number of security personnel in the camp. Following the entry of new asylum 

seekers in the camp, it’s hard to tell a real asylum seeker from an imposter and especially on 

the already strained security personnel. An increment in the security personnel will lead to 

security improvement in Kenya. 

Refugees can be utilized in the fight against insecurity in Kenya by making them feel 

welcomed in Kenya and allowing integration between refugees and the locals. Issuing 

refugees, who have been in the camps for more than 20 years, with local integration status 

that enable them to be formally employed. Dialogue forums between refugees, NGOs and the 

security personnel in the camps would lead to improved security. 

 

5.0. Conclusion 

Based on the findings the study concludes that refugee camps contribute to insecurity of the 

host community. The reason is due to the security systems at the camp as compared to the 
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refugee population. Improvement of the security systems will help address the insecurity 

experienced. Refugees should be used in the process of proving the security needed in the 

camp. Once they are entrusted with this they will ensure that it is done to its fullest to show 

loyalty to their host. The community leaders in the camp can be used as leaders of the same 

as they already have the trust of their community members.  

The study also concludes that refugees are victims of insecurity just like Kenyans. 

The difference is that most of them are confined in the camps and are not allowed to move 

freely. This means that they are rarely found in the terrorism sites. Refugees are linked to 

insecurity because the refugee camps are used as training grounds by the terrorists. Involving 

them to fight terrorism will alleviate their suffering as well.  

Proper documentation of asylum seekers and refugees will help in the fight against 

terrorism. Terrorist disguise themselves as refugees to gain access to the refugee camps. 

Once there is proper documentation, the imposters will be caught and thus be dealt with by 

the authorities. The government in conjunction with UNHCR occasionally should conduct 

random crackdowns in the camp. The process will enable them to tackle any heinous 

activities taking place.  Additionally, this will instill fear among people with ill intentions and 

eventually improving security. 

Security is not only an issue in Kenya but also in different countries. Several factors 

may lead to a country experiencing insecurity. A refugee camp is only one of them among 

other factors. All the other factors ought to be addressed to achieve the required security 

levels in Kenya. Improving the security in Dadaab refugee camp alone will not help in 

addressing the issue.  

 

5.1: Recommendations 

We recommend involving the refugees in providing security information in the camps. There 

is need to ensure that they report any questionable individuals or activities taking place. 

Additionally, the information ought to be looked into with immediate effect by the law 

enforcers and taking prompt action if it calls for it. We recommend prompt and random 

crackdowns to take in the camp in collaborated activities between the Kenyan government 

and UNHCR. These activities will reveal any security threats taking place and addressing 

them before they get out of hand. The crackdowns will instil fear to the perpetrators, as they 

are not aware of when they will be conducted. It should also include the search for any 

weapons, such as guns in the camp. We recommend that all security loop holes should be 

looked into as the are several. The collective activity will ensure an improvement in the 

sector and thus protection of Kenyans from future attacks. Installation of CCTVs in the camp 

should be prioritized in the fight of insecurity. The study recommends that Proper 

documentation of refugees in Kenya will enable the law enforcers to identify the registered 

refugees from the imposters. Terrorists disguise themselves are refugees so as to gain access 

to the refugee camps. Once they are caught, serious actions should be taken on them. The 

study recommends that government of Kenya through different media platforms should 

conduct Media campaigns. Citizens must be informed that the security of the country is their 

responsibility too. The mode of communicating the incidences should be known publicly. 

Use of different media platforms will ensure that the information reaches the majority of the 

population. Schools should also teach the students on their role in the security of the Kenya. 
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