Refugees and Ironies

GAMBELA, Ethiopia January 2000

By Marc Michaelson

Imagine yourself in the middle of a refugee camp. Look around and open
your senses. What do you see? What do the people look like and what kind of
shelters do they live in? Take a deep breath and suck in the scents. Tune into the
sounds. How does the place feel — the atmosphere, the mood?

Before traveling to three refugee camps in Western Ethiopia, I did a similar
exercise. I closed my eyes. What did I expect to see, hear, smell, feel?

I pictured malnourished people languishing in makeshift shanties of rickety
sticks and blue UNHCR tarpaulins. Clouds of smoke (or perhaps mist) hovered
over the camp, blocking out the sun and creating a dim, suffocating eeriness and
claustrophobia. I smelled bland porridge, urine, staleness. From several direc-
tions I could hear children crying — not the usual drone of kids all around this
country, but a throatier, more persistent and pained howling. The environment
was polluted, dirty, pitiable; the atmosphere reeked of hopelessness.

In Fugnido, Bonga and Sherkole refugee camps, these dire preconceptions
were shattered.! What I found was no utopia, but no living hell either. The physi-
cal living conditions in these camps were quite decent, nothing as I'd imagined.

Irony #1: Services and Infrastructure — Refugee Access, Local Neglect

The UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) is the inter-
national agency mandated to look after refugees. In collaboration with the Ethio-
pian Government’s ARRA (Administration for Refugee and Returnee Affairs),
UNHCR provides funding to ensure that refugees have access to basic necessi-
ties (food, water, shelter) and social services (health, education, social workers).

UN agencies are widely criticized for being inefficient, cumbersome bureau-
cracies that have little concrete results to show for their extensive efforts and
bloated budgets. I've observed several UN agencies in studied inaction; UNHCR
is different. The agency is doing a very decent job of caring for southern Sudanese
refugees in these three camps. In fact, the camp infrastructures far exceed those
available to locals in neighboring villages.

* * *
Gambela District is fertile — a potential breadbasket of Ethiopia. The soil is

rich and water resources are plentiful, if not excessive (seasonal flooding is com-
mon). But Gambela sits on the distant peripheries of the Ethiopian polity and

! Western Ethiopia is home to four refugee camps, the three I visited and Dimma. These
camps house southern Sudanese refugees—30,669 in Fugnido, 13,570 in Bonga, 16,819
in Sherkole and 9,226 in Dimma (a total of just over 70,000). (UNHCR Statistics as of 1
January 2000).
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tance or government programs. They
are forgotten, left to fend for them-
selves.

Leave the regional capital, and
the social-infrastructure gap between
Ethiopian peasants and Sudanese
refugees becomes even more pro-
nounced. Farmers in rural Gambela
Region have little access to health
facilities and schools, much less
trained social workers to look after
the most “vulnerable.”

Each of the refugee camps has a
full health center, staffed by a medi-
cal doctor, nurse, qualified pharma-
cist and laboratory technician. Each
camp has several primary schools,
and thanks to international non-gov-
ernmental organizations, many refu-
gees also have access to pre-school,
adult literacy and vocational train-
ing. All of these resources have been
harnessed to make life a little more
decent for the 70,000 or so southern
Sudanese who have fled that
country’s civil war and sought refuge
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remains an extremely poor, marginalized area of the
country. Farmers here use primitive cultivation tech-
niques and the services available in towns are woefully
underdeveloped.

Facilities in the camps exceed even those of the re-
gional capital, Gambela town. Take water, for example.
The wide, muddy Baro River flows briskly through
Gambela, testifying to unrecognized potential. The Baro
serves as a focal point of town life — it is used for public
bathing, clothes-washing, animal watering and as the
town’s primary source of drinking water.?

Baro River water is not potable, but the town’s piped
water system hasn’t worked properly for years (some say
it never worked), so the Baro is what Gambelans drink.
By comparison, Sudanese refugees in Fugnido, Bonga and
Sherkole camps have reliable access to clean water
pumped from expensive boreholes. Refugee status has
guaranteed them basic services and attention from the
international community. Local Ethiopians have been
neglected — they rarely benefit from international assis-

in Ethiopia.

The camps are certainly no paradise, but the facili-
ties are excellent by rural African standards. Rarely if ever
can one find such a concentration of services available to
peasants.

In some instances, infrastructures function as “con-
nectors” between refugees and locals. They trade with
each other at outdoor markets and celebrate with each
other during religious festivals and weddings. In
Fugnido, young refugees attend the Ethiopian second-
ary school in town, and locals use the better-equipped
health center in the camp. Through such interaction, refu-
gees and locals have built relationships and become in-
ter-connected.

However, the warped distribution of resources and
unusual status of refugees has also created something of
a mutual jealousy between them and locals. The locals
are working hard, struggling to eke out an existence. Next
door they see refugees sitting idly, receiving free monthly
food rations and being provided with water, education

2 One UNICEF staff member (who was staying in the town’s best hotel at the same time I was there) described the dilemma he
faced when he turned on the shower one morning: “I stood confused, looking first at the coffee-colored water and then at my
body, trying to decide. If I got into the shower, would I emerge cleaner or dirtier?”

* UNHCR does attempt to provide some services to neighboring communities to minimize tensions between the groups. The
WEFP (World Food Program) is likewise exploring joint refugee-local pilot programs (e.g. road construction) so that benefits
accrue to both groups. However, the primary target of both agencies (refugees) will naturally continue to receive the vast

majority of resources.
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Sunset over the Baro River in Gambela

and health facilities. The villagers bear silent witness to
all the attention and favorable treatment bestowed on the
foreigners living in their midst. They see the Landcruisers
and truckloads of grain passing them by and must won-
der why they are left out, why no one is helping them.

Likewise, the refugees look at the villagers and see
the elusiveness of freedom.
They see people who own
Jand, homes, tools and live-
stock. They see in their Ethio-
pian neighbors memories of
their previous lives — when
they had control over their
destinies; when they could
roam the landscape freely
with their cattle and harvest
the fruits of their labor. For
now, they are shackled within
the boundaries of a “camp,”
denied the dignity of work
and forced to subsist on mea-
ger handouts. The refugees
feel trapped — they can nei-
ther go home to Sudan nor
are they permitted to make
Ethiopia a new home. They
are unwanted guests, existing
in a neither-here-nor-there
state — with some privileges
but few rights.

Some locals, including
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indigenous Nuers from
Gambela town, seem to have
sussed out the best of both
worlds. They live in Ethio-
pian towns and villages, but
allegedly register as refugees
to benefit from monthly food
rations. Since these ethnic
groups live on both sides of
the border, they are virtually
impossible to distinguish.
How can one tell the differ-
ence between a Sudanese
Nuer and an Ethiopian
Nuer? One ARRA official
claims a screening process
weeds out fraudulent regis-
trants by asking specific
questions about the refu-
gees’ place of origin and
their trip to the border. But
Nuers are highly mobile —
many travel frequently in
Sudan and could easily pass
simple litmus tests.

While I didn’t have time to pursue direct evidence of
registration fraud, the allegations seem plausible.
Fugnido camp feels empty; it is much larger than the
number of people living there. On the surface, Fugnido
looks like a pristine rural village — attractive local tukuls
(huts) are well-spaced and well-built. But something feels
wrong in Fugnido; it is more a skeleton or shadow of a

Primary school class in Fugnido camp



village than a living community. Fugnido
seems partially abandoned, and this may
well be because many of the “registered”
refugees don’t actually reside there.

Irony #2: Refugee Feeding Programs —
Institutionalizing Disincentives

There is a generally accepted ap-
proach to third-world development.
Don’t create dependency; don’t reward
idleness; empower people by giving
them the skills and capacities to provide
for themselves. The strategy is expressed
by a common proverb: “Give a man a fish
and he eats today. Teach a man to fish
and he’ll eat for a lifetime.”

This principle is blatantly disre-
garded by much refugee programming.
Refugees are considered victims of emer-

* WEP has noted food deficiencies in Bonga and in August 1999 raised the daily ration from 1800 to 2100 calories per person,
the maximum provided to people in emergencies (assuming they have no other sources of nourishment). If this entire provi-
sion is consumed, it is enough to meet nutritional needs. However, some of the food is sold to buy other necessities. WFP
Ethiopia plans to conduct a food-security survey in the near future to assess consumption rates and determine how its
assistance could be combined with other initiatives to ensure that refugee food needs are fully met.
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gencies, and thus receive humanitarian assistance like
food aid. Such programs enable those facing dire circum-
stances to survive. But all refugee situations are not equal.
Rapid-reaction relief programs are appropriate for the
type of emergencies that occurred in Rwanda and Ko-
sovo, where hundreds of thousands of people fled to
neighboring countries (Zaire and Albania) in a matter of
days.

Longer-term, institutionalized refugees like those in
Fugnido and Sherkole need different forms of assistance,
and more innovative developmental programs. Many of
them have lived in camps for five, ten or more years, and
the Sudanese civil war that brought them here shows no
signs of abating. The refugees subsist on handouts and
are actively discouraged from providing for their own
livelihoods. They are given tiny backyard garden plots
to supplement their diets, but are denied larger plots for
farming.

In Sudan, these refugees were hard-working farm-
ers and agro-pastoralists. Now they are being trans-
formed into unwilling welfare recipients. I asked several
refugees “If you could change one thing in this camp that
would change your life for the better, what would it be?”
Almost unanimously, the response was “give us land, so
we can grow our own food.” Despite the plentiful avail-

ability of cultivable turf, Ethiopian government
authorities have repeatedly ignored refugee requests for
farmland.®

In the past, food rations sometimes arrived late, es-
pecially during rainy seasons when slick clay roads be-
come unpassable. Expatriates working in Bonga camp
say the food situation was extremely desperate in 1998.
Refugees were starving. These logistical snags have ap-
parently been worked out — WFP is now storing at least
a three-month food supply in each camp to cover delays.

Such contingency plans notwithstanding, many
Bonga refugees are planning ahead — some are renting
land from local peasants and others cross the nearby river
to farm empty lands. Strictly speaking, these refugee
farms are illegal, but until now they’ve been tolerated by
local authorities. After recent experiences with hunger,
the refugees of Bonga see supplemental farming as a
matter of survival.

Irony #3: ARRA — Protector and Predator

The Ethjopian Government’s ARRA (Administration
for Refugee and Returnee Affairs) coordinates all refu-
gee services. ARRA manages the refugee camps, distrib-
utes food, coordinates social and psycho-social services
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WEP sign in Sherkole camp

5 Why does the Ethiopian government refuse to grant farmland to refugees? Some ARRA staff deflected such questions, saying
they have forwarded requests to regional or national government authorities, but haven’t yet received any response. Others
explain that the Ethiopian government wants to prevent deforestation and doesn’t want the refugees to settle permanently.
These sound more like rationalizations than authentic explanations. Most likely the Ethiopian government doesn’t want to
disrupt the international refugee-welfare system. Refugee assistance—supplies, infrastructure, jobs—is extremely lucrative.
ARRA receives considerable compensation for distributing food and thus has little incentive to encourage refugee self-

sufficiency.
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for refugees and mediates between refugees and locals.
ARRA informs refugees of their rights (to food water, shelter,
health care and education) and their responsibilities (to abide
by Ethiopian laws and respect local traditions).

ARRA does not (and cannot) work in isolation. The
agency is heavily dependent upon its “partners” — first
and foremost UNHCR, but also a host of other UN agen-
cies and international non-governmental organizations.
These “partners” provide the inputs and pay the bills,
while ARRA implements and coordinates.

ARRA is also responsible
for the protection of refugees. In
Sudan, these people were per-
secuted by either suspicious
government troops or ma-
rauding rebel forces, and in
some cases both. They’ve
watched their relatives slaugh-
tered, their sons forcibly con-
scripted and their houses and
communities destroyed. Some
are additionally economic
refugees, the terror and vio-
lence having been com-
pounded by drought and
war-exacerbated hunger. For
these refugees, Ethiopia repre-
sents a reprieve from war and
a safe haven.

In one sense ARRA is their
guardian, their protector.
But there is a dark side to
ARRA as well. Several reli-
able sources quickly re-
vealed ARRA as a security

6

ARRA’s first makeshift office (foreground) and new
UNHCR-funded office (back right) in Sherkole camp

apparatus. ARRA is not merely a benign, humani-
tarian outfit, but also a security arm of the Ethio-
pian government. Its mandate is dual — provide for
the refugees, but also monitor them, control them
and punish them when they step out of line.

During my visit to Fugnido camp, several refugees
refused to talk with me. They appeared apprehen-
sive, visibly scared. What did they have to fear? Later
I realized that it may have been the presence of my
guide and translator, an ARRA staff member. This would
be the equivalent of visiting a Nicaraguan village in the
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1980s with a local guide that had CIA stamped
on his forehead.®

Actually, my first experience in Fugnido
reinforced this suspicion. I arrived in Fugnido
town (a few kilometers outside the camp) with
colleagues from UNHCR and an Anuak trans-
lator from Gambela. Inaddition to visiting the camp,
Thad hoped tointerview some peasants in the town,
and for that purpose had brought my indigenous
Anuak friend. It was lunchtime and all offices were
cdlosed until 3p.m., so weset off on a walk through
town to kill some time. Just 100 meters down
the road, two Landcruisers pulled up next to
us and the occupants said, Get in. One was our
UNHCR friend, the other was from ARRA.

The ARRA folks said we didn’t have per-
mission to walk around town; we would have
to meet with them first. I found this peculiar,
since ARRA is only supposed to be responsible
for affairs inside the camps. And I have a permission let-
ter from the Ethiopian government enabling me to travel
anywhere in the country (except the sensitive war zones
in Tigray and Afar).

As it turned out, my Anuak guide belonged to an
opposition political party. When the district government
authorities saw me walking in town with him, they as-
sumed we were out to stir up trouble. They told ARRA
to pick us up, and ARRA did so, acting in the role of
security agency, not refugee-affairs department. Soon af-
ter, they apologized and exhibited strained hospitality,
but the dual nature of their role had already been be-
trayed (as had the acutely sensitive state of local politics).

My encounter with ARRA security was relatively
harmless. However, I also heard allegations of serious
transgressions. In some camps, ARRA staff threaten and
punish refugees viciously. In Sherkole one man allegedly
received 100 lashes for informing an international
UNHCR staff member of certain ARRA abuses. Fright-
ened refugees maintain a code of silence regarding their
treatment, fearing retribution if they reveal ARRA
corruption.

The allegations of ARRA fraud and mismanagement

T-Shirts distributed in Sherkole camp

take many different forms: In some cases, refugee rations
are “taxed” by ARRA staff, and are then either consumed
or resold. ARRA field staff also inflate refugee numbers
by giving families extra ration cards (and then taking the
surplus) and by trucking in non-refugees for registration
during revalidation processes. Some refugees have been
forced to include relatives of ARRA staff on their re-
settlement applications under threat that they would
otherwise be denied. Perhaps most seriously, ARRA
has allowed the SPLA (Sudan People’s Liberation
Army), the very rebel group that many of these refu-
gees originally fled from, to enter the camps and recruit
young fighters.”

ARRA is thus a functional contradiction. It is simul-
taneously the protector and the predator. It serves and
sustains refugees but also extracts from their scant allow-
ances. ARRA looks out for their interests and also watches
them through the lens of a security apparatus. It
shields them from harm in their homeland, but in-
flicts other forms of abuse in their asylum. The de-
gree of ARRA’s security operation and the extent of
its abuses are difficult to uncover and understand.
International organization staff working with refugees
in Ethiopia express frustration — they have no choice
but to work through ARRA, and they know the agency

¢ My personal experiences with ARRA staff were quite mixed. As these stories from Fugnido show, ARRA can be quite
suffocating. They didn’t let me out of their sight and stifled my ability to collect information/stories freely. However, in
Sherkole ARRA allowed me to walk around the camp alone. ARRA staff frankly discussed camp problems and encouraged me
to talk to whomever I wanted (without any ARRA staff presence). This relative openness gave me the sense that there was less
to hide in Sherkole than in Fugnido. I also found some ARRA regional and national authorities to be helpful, earnest and
caring. Therefore, as I express concerns of ARRA abuses in this section, I'd like to emphasize that the agency is not mono-
lithic—it has both positive and negative impacts on the lives of refugees.

7 Until recently the Ethiopian government actively supported the SPLA rebellion against Sudan’s Islamist government in the
north. Since the outbreak of the Ethiopian-Eritrean border war, alignments have shifted and the Ethiopian government’s
relations with Khartoum have warmed considerably. It is unclear whether the Ethiopian government continues to support the

SPLA.
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¥ According to WEP’s nutritional surveys, malnutrition rates in the western camps have recently declined considerably. In
1997, malnutrition rates in Bonga and Sherkole were termed “serious,” and the situation in Fugnido was “alarming.” By 1999,
these rates had greatly improved—Bonga and Fugnido are “good” and Sherkole is “satisfactory.” Such studies show impor-
tant positive trends, but many refugees still complain that they are not receiving enough (nor a sufficient variety of) foodstuffs.
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is both a helper and hindrance to refu-
gee welfare.

Irony #4: Cultural Sensitivity, Cultural
Dislocation

The trauma of war causes perma-
nent psychological scars — Sudanese
refugees will never forget the horrors
they experienced and witnessed. Much
less dramatic, but perhaps more endur-
ing, is the gradual social dislocation of
camp life — the unraveling of traditions,
the dilution of culture, the reordering of
social relations, the forgotten means of
agricultural subsistence. And for the chil-
dren born in the camps, the social im-
pact may be the greatest. Camp lifeis all
they know. They are being raised in an
artificial construct, a temporary commu-
nity created to shelter and protect them,
but not teach them how to relate to the
land. How will that generation cope with repatriation?

After the most pressing considerations of daily sur-
vival, refugees expressed deep concern about the impact
of camp life on their culture. Some customs are preserved
through mechanisms of self-governance. Each camp has
a refugee Central Committee that maintains liaison be-
tween refugees, ARRA and other aid agencies. These
Central Committees are meant to mobilize camp resi-
dents for programs and resolve minor disputes.

Fugnido Central Committee members described
their efforts to adapt Sudanese traditions to camp gover-
nance. Take the handling of adultery cases. With refu-
gees living in cramped conditions, idle for most of the
day, the temptation of extra-marital affairs is great.
Among many Sudanese tribes, especially those where
marriage is a sacred transaction fortified by payment of
a dowry, adultery is an extremely serious offense. But
with more than a dozen tribes living in the camps, how
are thorny cross-cultural adultery cases resolved?

William Deng, General Secretary of the Fugnido
Camp Central Committee explains: “We have our own
traditional law in our culture, in our villages. We use it
here. We bring the offending man here and punish him.
We must give the husband compensation so that he
doesn’t seek revenge.

“In the most recent case, we brought the man here.
In our tradition we charge six cows for adultery, but here
in the camp we have fewer cows. So, we told the family
of the offender they must pay two cows. We called both
the husband and offender to our office and discussed
the case until we solved it.”

Other traditions have also adapted. For example, mar-
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Young girls in Sherkole camp

riage dowries of 30 cattle or more have now been lowered toa
few cattle and an IOU. The husband agrees to pay a full
dowry upon return to Sudan, some undetermined time
in the future.

Despite the cultural sensitivity of camp governance,
the artificial constructs of camp life are causing serious
social and cultural rifts. Refugees in Fugnido and Sherkole
come from no less than 15 diverse ethnic groups. Most
lived in their own spacious areas of Sudan, often far from
other tribes and even fairly distant from neighbors of their
own tribe. Now they are all tossed together into one multi-
ethnic melting pot. Dinkas, Anuaks, Nuers, Uduks, Funge,
Mabane all live in close quarters in the camps.

Sherkole camp is divided into tribally-based zones
— Zone A is Anuak, Zones B, D, E are Mabane, Zone C is
mixed (including more than 10 smaller minority groups)
and Zone F is Nuer. But such exclusive domains are arti-
ficial — throughout daily life all the groups mix — on the
streets, in schools and health centers and in camp-wide
programs. This mixing has several socio-cultural affects
— some positive, some negative. Certainly there is a
richness to camp life borne of diversity and shared
experience.

However, several of these groups are historical en-
emies. The Dinka and Nuer, both pastoral peoples, have
fought and raided each other for centuries. The Nuer and
Anuak have their own bitter rivalries over land.” These
conflicts don’t simply vanish in the camps; long-stand-
ing tensions can become newly activated and explode into
episodes of violence.

For the most part, the groups live in relative harmony,
tolerant of difference. Dafallah Fissa Zayid, Vice Chair-
man of the Sherkole Central Committee, is proud of his

9



Sherkole camp showing tribal “zones”

committee’s achievement in creating a peaceful atmo-
sphere in the camp. While infrequent outbursts do erupt, my
experience in Sherkole tends to support Dafallah’s claim.
The mood is light and free of serious overt tensions.

The more troubling social impacts of camp life are
subtle. Strong cultural identities are diluted as people,
especially youth, interact in the camps. As Changkuoth,
the young Nuer observed: “Many boys say ‘we're all
equal,” so they don’t respect their elders anymore.” In a
traditional Uduk family such broad conceptions of equal-
ity are cultural taboos. Habil Zake of Bonga
camp laments that “now young people don’t
get up when elders enter the room...and they
don't listen to what their elders tell them.”

Generational conflict is reinforced by the
camp leadership. The camp Central Commit-
tees are relatively young and formally edu-
cated. ARRA requires that Committee
members speak some English (so they can com-
municate with ARRA and UNHCR staff). Such
requirements exclude most “elders” from the
Central Committees, displacing their author-
ity and subverting their traditional decision-
making and dispute-resolution roles. The
younger generation has usurped power in the
refugee community, and elders have been
pushed into the background.

Another source of cultural stress and dis-

comfort comes from the simple act of
settlement. The Nuer and Dinka are
pastoralists — they herd cattle and
move seasonally in search of grazing
lands and water. As herders deprived
of cattle and as pastoralists denied
mobility, the Nuer and Dinka as sed-
entary refugees almost cease to be
Nuer and Dinka. Refugee status en-
ables them to physically survive,
but decimates their traditional life
style.

Social ills such as laziness, drunk-
enness and stealing are also flourish-
ing in the poverty-filled camps. Bored
and hungry, young men look for es-
capes. Such problems tend to affect men
more than women. Even in the camps,
the work of women is done — they
must collect water and firewood,
cook, wash clothes and look after
children — just as they did in their
home villages. Female refugees must be more re-
sourceful to care for their families with less. While
men are forced into idleness, women maintain extremely
heavy workloads.

Idleness is one camp scourge that could easily be
solved. Young men are itching for things to do — ad-
vanced studies, vocational training, farming. All it would
take is a bit of administrative flexibility and a small in-
fusion of resources. Lack of creativity and a willing-
ness to break out of standardized pre-fab refugee

Fugnido camp Central Committee member

? In The Nuer, British anthropologist EE Evans-Pritchard notes the nature of Nuer conflicts with neighboring groups: “The
attitude of Nuer toward, and their relations with, neighbouring peoples are influenced by their love of cattle and their desire
to acquire them. They have profound contempt for peoples with few or no cattle, like the Anuak, while their wars against
Dinka tribes have been directed to seizure of cattle and control of pastures.” (p. 16)
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programming appears a much greater constraint than
limited resources.

For example, several young men expressed a desire
to continue their studies, and pointed out that some refu-
gees are university-trained teachers. An informal, self-
managed high school or study group could easily be
formed under a sprawling shade tree. All that is needed
are a few books to guide learning, some notebooks, pens
and a small heap of encouragement.

A bit of creative programming would go a long
way toward restoring refugee pride and self-respect.

Institute of Current World Affairs

They need opportunities — not large-scale enterprises
or massive projects, but small chances to bring new mean-
ing to their lives. They need activities that allow them to
retake responsibility for their own welfare and remind
them that they are people, not just “refugees” or helpless
victims.

Such initiatives are the best that can be expected for
the short-term. Nothing less than the end of Sudan’s pro-
tracted civil war will enable refugees to return to their
homes and start life anew. For now, they are managing
as refugees do — thankful for the little they have and
surviving a difficult life laden with irony. 0
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