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Topic Summary 
 
In 2009, the UNHCR Policy on Refugee Protection and Solutions in Urban Areas 
replaced the outdated 1997 protocol. This new policy accepted that urban 
refugeeism was a trend that would only grow in the future, and thus 
recommended a forward-looking course of action for UNHCR activities. In 
essence, the 2009 Policy focused on two main goals. The first was to establish 
cities as legitimate areas in which refugees might live and seek employment and 
livelihoods. The second was to expand the “protection space” available to 
refugees. Protection space is not a geographic concept but instead refers to the 
environment in which refugees strive to live—i.e., security from forced 
repatriation, discrimination, and violence; ability to seek employment, education, 
and shelter; familial protections; and freedom of movement. 
 
Beyond these goals, the policy recommitted itself to the rights of 
refugees as protected under the 1951 Convention, as well as to reaffirming state 
responsibility—which expresses the responsibility of the state as a whole to 
protect and safeguard the rights of refugees. The UNHCR plays a critical 
supervisory and supplementary role but is not supposed to have sole 
responsibility. Furthermore, the policy emphasized its commitment to equitable 
treatment of refugees, forms of aid that encourage self-reliance when possible, 
and community-based 
efforts that encourage strong relationships and promote the dignity of refugees. 
 
However, while the 2009 Policy provides a strong foundation for and indication 
of UNHCR’s commitment to urban refugees, the challenges that face those 
refugees are far from solved. For one thing, there is the dramatically different 
operating environment in urban areas versus refugee camps. Camps, relatively 
speaking, can be addressed in a straightforward manner. They are often set apart 
from the host country’s population and are fairly homogenous—that is to say that 
many people within the camp are refugees. Aid can be distributed more 
systematically, and vulnerable populations can be more easily identified. 
 
Refugee camps have a certain structure to them. However, in cities, refugees 
often are more difficult to identify. In fact, it is the most vulnerable of refugees, 
such as women, the elderly, and children, who are often unable to connect with 
the UNHCR. They may blend in with other marginalized people, such as the poor 
or migrant workers, both of which do not fall under the UNHCR’s protection. 
Refugees may also keep a low profile out of fear of deportation or discrimination. 
In short, it is harder to assess, meet, and monitor 
refugees’ needs in urban areas. The United Nations High Commissioner on 
Refugees cannot protect, advocate, or aid refugees that it cannot identify. Thus, a 
crucial concern is how to best identify, register, and monitor refugees, IDPs, and 
asylum seekers in general. 
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