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Abstract
Objective: Migration is a contemporary global issue and the exodus of refugees may potentially posit new social
health challenges in the host communities. Ethiopia is a host to the second largest refugee population in Africa. The
aim of this study was to explore the health impacts by the Eritrean refugees in May-ayni camp, North West Tigrai on
the host community. The research used a qualitative exploratory approach. Participants were recruited using a purposive sampling technique. The primary sources of the data were in-depth interviews of 20 key informants, and focus
group discussions with 30 refugees and 30 members of the host community. Transcription and translation was done
verbatim and finally thematic analysis was done using an inductive approach.
Results: The findings of this research indicated that the refugees in the May-ayni camp created actual social and
health threats to the members of the host communities. The socio-cultural norms of the host peoples were disrupted
in terms of their social insecurity and introduction of health related challenges such as the spread of sexually transmitted infections and other reproductive health problems.
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Introduction
In 2018, the number of forcibly displaced people was
estimated to be around 70.8 million, worldwide which
resulted in the highest number of refugees (25.9 million)
and asylum-seekers (3.5 million) ever [1]. One person in
108 people in the world today is either a refugee, internally displaced, or seeking an asylum [1]. Most refugees
settle in developing countries according to the United
Nations High Commission for refugees [2]. This trend
in displacement reflects the conflict and turmoil faced by
those in situations of severe poverty, marginalization, and
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insecurity. As these individuals move out in search of a
better opportunity, safety, and freedom, they are seen to
face new, challenging, and sometimes unwelcoming environments such as refugee camps and communities which
see these newcomers as imposing food security, health,
economic, environmental, and security burdens on their
hosts [3].
Ethiopia has surpassed Kenya as Africa’s largest refugee-hosting country after hundreds of thousands of
Eritreans, Somalis, and South Sudanese arrived in the
country [4]. The total refugee population in Ethiopia has
reached almost 630,000, raising concerns that its capacity
to help displaced people may be overstretched. The number of Eritrean refugees coming into Ethiopia has shown
a steady increase over the last several years from an average of as low as 250 to 300 a month in 2009 to an average
of 2000 a month in 2014 [3]. UNHCR reported that there
were over 175,000 Eritrean refugees in the Tigrai refugee
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camps [1]. Refugee influxes in Ethiopia are primarily due
to ongoing political and civil unrest as well as recurring
natural disasters in neighboring countries. Currently
there are a total of nine refugee camps located in the East,
West, and Northern parts of the Ethiopia [5]. Among
these, four refugee camps are located in the Western
and North-western zone of Tigray region [3]. With very
limited access to land and livestock, refugees have been
forced to survive on meager resources. For instance, in
the case of Shimelba camp, land is especially a problem
as the camp is located near the town of Sheraro, which
is very close to the border of Eritrea. As is the case with
other camps, refugees receive food and other assistance
through the World Food Program (WFP), Administration
for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA), and UNHCR.
Studies conducted in other African countries such as
Kenya and Uganda, reported that the conflicts between
the refugee and the host community explained by security, resource shortages, and socio-cultural factors had
complicated the livelihood of the host communities
[6–8]. In Ethiopia, some research has been done regarding this issue particularly in Gamblla and Beni-shungul
Gumuz region but not in Tigray Region. Moreover, only
a few studies have addressed the impact of refugees on
their host population, focused on the economic and
security aspects [9]. To the researcher’s knowledge, the
impact of the presence of refugees on social health of the
hosting community has not been extensively explored,
particularly in May-ayni refugee camp.

Main text
Methodology
Study area, study period and design

A qualitative study was conducted at May-ayni refugee camp from September 2018 to May 2019. May-ayni
refugee camp is located in the North West Zone of Tigray, 1093 km from Addis Ababa. The camp has a total of
15,000 Eritrean refuges. The hosting community has a
total population of 36,000, which is served by one public
health center and two health posts.
Sample and sampling procedure

The researchers used purposive sampling to select 20
key informants. The key informants were comprised of
health care workers (3), coordinators of the local NGOs
(3), representatives from the security and community
police (4), women association representatives (2), youth
association representatives (2), local administrative
workers (4), and religious leaders (2). Based on the total
number of households in the refugee camp and nearby
villages as a sampling frame, the researchers randomly
selected 30 respondents from the host community and 30
respondents from the refugee camp. Hence, a total of 80
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respondents have participated in the study. Therefore, the
study included diverse participants to generate rich information through focus group discussions and in-depth
interviews.
Data collection procedures

This research used primary data sources, including refugees, donor agencies, charitable organizations, and host
communities as well as local inhabitants who live proximal to the refugee camp. The data was collected via
ten focus group discussions with the randomly selected
respondents from the refugees and the host community
and augmented by in-depth interviews with the purposively selected 20 key-informants.
Data analysis

This study is descriptive, narrative and analytical. It
explored contextually analyzed and presented the recent
impacts of refugees on the social health of a host community. The audio-taped interviews, focus group discussions, and field notes were transcribed and translated
verbatim into English, and imported into ATLAS.ti7 for
Windows™ for coding and analysis. The coded data was
categorized under suitable themes and sub-themes using
as inductive approach as presented in the results.
Results
Refugees’ living conditions and host community

According to the respondents from the host community, there have been many co-operative activities for
the wellbeing of both refugees and host community
members (Table 1). For example, a joint committee for
mutual discussion, sharing of social services and related
issues exists. Conversely, the presence of the refugee
camp had impacts on the host community according to
host community respondents who described environmental, socio-economic, and security impacts. However,
refugee respondents did not consider these impacts but
rather spoke of their intention not to stay but to get to
their destination through the involved NGOs. Thus, the
main concern of refugees regarding their life in the camp
is to get to their destination (another country), while host
community members were worried about the long term
impact on their socio-economic life due to the proximity and size of the refugee community. According to the
respondents:
“I just came here not to live here in Ethiopia but to
go to some of the European countries by the help
of the international NGOs in the refugee camps. I
thought this is the best camp to get the support from
NGOs. However, I am having very difficult living
conditions for the past 3 years” (A 28 year old male).
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“…we get support such as water source, electricity
and health care from the host community and local
NGOs but the camp is very crowded. Additionally,
some refugee members commit crimes inside the
camp and in the nearby towns. Therefore, the living condition here is not safe” (A 20 years old female
refugee).
“…the ultimate goal of the Eritrean refugees is not to
sustain their life here around but to move to some
other developed countries. Hence, they misuse the
resources of the host community; the crowded living
condition in the camps is also contributing for the
undesirable wastage of resources and misconduct”
(A 48 year old respondent from the community)

Refugees’ livelihood contribute to health and social insecurity
of host community

In the study area, refugee impact on health and social
aspects negatively affected to the host community.
According to the respondents they have suffered by
various social and health related issues, such as sexual
transmitted diseases, social discrimination in the case
of females are trying to marry with refugee, prostitution, drug addictions, and other related issues. There are
a large number of youth refugees in the camp; hence,
Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the study
participants
Characteristic

Number (%)

Age
18–24

19 (23.7)

25–29

47 (58.8)

30–49

14 (17.5)

Total

80 (100)

Gender
Male

58 (72.5)

Female

22 (27.5)

Total

80 (100)

Participant category
Refugee

30 (37.5)

Host community

30 (37.5)

Key-informant

20 (25)

Total

80 (100)

Occupation
Unemployed

30 (37.5)

Employed

27 (33.8)

Merchant

17 (21.2)

Farmer
Total

6 (7.5)
80 (100)

the surrounding host community is increasingly vulnerable to various sexual transmitted diseases. Further,
the respondents felt that it is becoming a social crisis as
local females are assumed to have contact with the refugees which label them as at risk for these diseases. This is
summarized in the following quotations:
“…we refugees are jobless and dispirited here. We
are socially and economically dependent on the
host community and of course, the host community
is highly affected in terms of resources, security and
communicable disease” (A 19 year old refugee male).
“The expansion of sexual transmitted disease has
been increasing from time to time particularly from
the establishment of the refugee camps. The adolescents in the refugees try to attract poor ladies from
the hosting community by giving money or by intimidation which leads to multiple sexual relationships”
(A 42 year old male respondent from the key informants).
“The youths in the refugee are mostly hopeless and
they are addicted to alcohol and cigarette smoking.
They spend much of their time in the nearby night
clubs; they invite adolescent females from the hosting
community for sexual relationships and expose them
for STI and other reproductive health problems such
as unintended pregnancies and septic abortion” (A
35 year old female respondent form the community).
Social discrimination on female host communities

According to the respondents, there are many problems
related with reproductive and sexual harassment. The following indicate the insights from the key informants:
“When youth from the refugee camp make sexual
contact with any member of the host community, she
is totally discriminated by almost the host community. This perception and attitudes within the community impose on females that are vulnerable to the
problem which they are pushed to wrong decision
such as abortion and taking wrong drugs” (A 40 year
old female).
“Females from the host communities start sexual
relationships with youths from the camps assuming that they will go together to some other developed countries by the help of the NGOs. Gradually,
they grow children without valid marriage and the
females become the victims of social discrimination.
On the other hand, only a few succeed to establish
stable marriage with refugees” (A 26 year old male).
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“From my experience, most of the females who had
sexual contact with the youths of the refugee camps
are HIV/AIDS carriers. As a result they assume
themselves as socially discriminated. To escape from
the social discrimination, they committed different
activities including suicide attempts and some are
disappearing from the community” (A 32 year old
female respondent).

Discussion

Migration is rapidly becoming one of the most critical
global health challenges. Predominantly persecution,
conflict, generalized violence and human rights violations are the major issues that escalate displacement and
migration [2]. As the countless refuges cross into neighboring countries they face complicated life experiences
and challenges as the move from their home to often
unwilling or under-prepared hosting states. Basically,
refugees or displaced peoples are forced to seek the minimal level of goods and services for mere survival, even
depending or usurping on host community resources and
properties. In addition, refugees impose direct and indirect threats to their host communities due to humanitarian issues, and the heavy requirements for basic material
resources [10]. This study revealed that there are perception of key informants that the refugees have long
term health impacts on hosting communities, primarily
related to the issues of sexual harassment, sexual abuse,
and expansion of sexually transmitted infections in the
host community. The influx of sexually active adolescents in the refugee camps has led to increased demand
of social interaction with females in the host community.
However, the risky behaviors of the dispirited members
of the refugees can lead to sexual violence, unintended
pregnancies, and increased predisposition to STI such
as HIV. This emerging reality pose long-term social and
mental health impacts on members of the host community [11]. This qualitative finding refutes what has been
suggested in a previous study which failed to establish
sufficient connection between refugees, wide-scale rape,
and increased prevalence of HIV on the host communities [12]. However, the finding of the current study is consistent with a study conducted among Somali refugees in
Ethiopia though the focus was inside the camps only [13].
As compared to non-refugees, refugees have low quality of life due to their educational and occupational status
[14]. Hence, as the camp expands there is increased competition, criminality, and violence related to resources
between the host community and refugees [15], resulting
in physical trauma and other mental health problems as
revealed in the current study. Studies had also indicated
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that there is high prevalence of depression and substance
use in refugees due to post-migration socio-economic
factors [6, 16]. According to a previous study conducted
among Eritrean refugees, pre-migration and post migration living difficulties were directly associated with
depressive symptoms [17] which may contribute to substance abuse, polyamorous behaviors, and criminal activity (including sexual abuse). Some have suggested the
need for programmatic intervention packages to reduce
violence and the social health impact of refugees to the
host community [18]. Interventions on improving social
support, management of emotions, and task oriented
coping styles may be important to reduce depression and
other risky behaviors among refugees [18].
Conclusion

This study has explored the impacts of refugee on host
communities through social and health perspectives. The
findings of this research indicated that there are perceptions that the refugees found in the May-ayni camp in
Tigray Ethiopia posits actual social-health threats to the
hosting communities. It was evident that the host community’s key informants felt the impacts were primarily
in the area of security (violence, crime) and sexual behaviors that were outside the social norms of the community.

Limitations
The study was conducted in one refugee camp; inference of the findings for all of the refugee camps is highly
limited.
Abbreviations
ARRA: Agency for Refugees and Returnees Affair; NGO: Non-governmental
organizations; STI: Sexually transmitted infections; UNHCR: United Nations
Higher Commissioner for Refugees.
Acknowledgements
We would like to acknowledge the study participants for their willingness to
participate.
Authors’ contributions
KG and FA: conceived and designed the project; managed the data collection. KG, HG and MT: conducted data analysis and wrote the manuscript. All
authors read and approved the final manuscript.
Funding
This work was funded by Aksum University. The funder financed the process of
data collection including the materials needed for data collection.
Availability of data and materials
The data set used and/or analyzed during the current study is available from
the corresponding author on reasonable request.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethical clearance was obtained from Aksum University Research Ethics Review.
Written informed consent was taken from each respondent.

Gebrehiwet et al. BMC Res Notes

(2020) 13:182

Consent to publish
Not applicable.
Competing interests
We, the authors, declare no conflict of interests.
Author details
1
Department of Political Science and International Relations, College of Social
Sciences and Languages, Aksum University, Aksum, Ethiopia. 2 Department
of Civics and Ethical Studies, College of Social Sciences and Languages, Aksum
University, Aksum, Ethiopia. 3 Department of Public Health, College of Social
Sciences and Comprehensive Specialized Hospital, Aksum University, Aksum,
Ethiopia. 4 Department of Medical Laboratory Sciences, College of Social
Sciences and Comprehensive Specialized Hospital, Aksum University, P.O. Box:
298, Aksum, Ethiopia.
Received: 1 December 2019 Accepted: 19 March 2020

Page 5 of 5

9.
10.
11.
12.

13.

14.
15.

References
1. UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). Global trends.
Forced displacement in 2018. Geneva: The UN refugee agency; 2019.
2. UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). UNHCR statistical year book, vol. 201. 14th ed. Geneva: The UN refugee agency; 2015.
3. Jacobsen K. Livelihood in conflict; the pursuit of livelihood by refugee
and the impact on the human security of the host community. Int Migr.
2003;40(5):95–123.
4. International Organization for Migration (IOM). World migration report
2018. Geneva: International Organization for Migration; 2017.
5. Lytinen E. New issues in refugee research Paper No. 172 household
energy in refugee and IDP camps: challenges and solutions for UNHCR;
2009.
6. Ali JA, Imana DK, Ocha W. The refugee crisis in Kenya: exploring refugeehost community causes of tensions and conflicts in Kakuma refugee
camp. J Int Relat Foreign Policy. 2017;5(2):39–51.
7. Black R. Forced migration and environmental change: the impact of
refugees on host environments. J Environ Manag. 1994;42(3):261–77.
8. Kreibaum M. Their suffering, our burden? How Congolese refugees affect
the Ugandan population. World Dev. 2016;78:262–87.

16.

17.

18.

Langlois EV, Haines A, Tomson G, Ghaffar A. Refugees: towards better
access to health-care services. Lancet. 2016;387(10016):319–21.
Jacobsen K. Can refugees benefit the state? Refugee resources and
African state building. J Modern Afr Stud. 2002;40(4):577–96.
Miller SD. Assessing the impacts of hosting refugees. World Refugee
Council; 2018.
Spiegel PB, Bennedsen AR, Claass J, Bruns L, Patterson N, Yiweza D, Schilperoord M. Prevalence of HIV infection in conflict-affected and displaced
people in seven sub-Saharan African countries: a systematic review.
Lancet. 2007;369(9580):2187–95.
Ortiz-Echevarria L, Greeley M, Bawoke T, Zimmerman L, Robinson C,
Schlecht J. Understanding the unique experiences, perspectives and
sexual and reproductive health needs of very young adolescents: Somali
refugees in Ethiopia. Confl Health. 2017;11(Suppl 1):26. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s13031-017-0129-6.
Akinyemi OO, Owoaje ET, Ige OK, Popoola OA. Comparative study of
mental health and quality of life in long term refugees and host populations in Oru-Ijebu, Southwest Nigeria. BMC Res Notes. 2012;5(1):394.
Bogic M, Njoku A, Priebe S. Long-term mental health of war-refugees:
a systematic literature review. BMC Int Health Hum Rights. 2015;15:29.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12914-015-0064-9.
Kane JC, Ventevogel P, Spiegel P, Bass JK, Ommeren MV, Tol WA. Mental,
neurological, and substance use problems among refugees in primary
health care: analysis of the health information system in 90 refugee
camps. BMC Med. 2014;12:228.
Getnet B, Medhin G, Alem A. Symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder
and depression among Eritrean refugees in Ethiopia: identifying direct,
meditating and moderating predictors from path analysis. BMJ Open.
2019;9:e021142. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-021142.
Stark L, Asghar K, Seff I, et al. Preventing violence against refugee adolescent girls: findings from a cluster randomized controlled trial in Ethiopia.
BMJ Global Health. 2018;3:e000825. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2018000825.

Publisher’s Note

Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Ready to submit your research ? Choose BMC and benefit from:

• fast, convenient online submission
• thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field
• rapid publication on acceptance
• support for research data, including large and complex data types
• gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations
• maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year
At BMC, research is always in progress.
Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

