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Camps: literature review

by Barbara Harrell-Bond

efugee policy in the South has been
Rlargely driven by the demands of

donors and humanitarian organisa-
tions (Karadawi 1984).
It requires rethinking, both in terms of
the needs of refugees and their hosts
(RSP 1991). Assistance policies have
encouraged the confinement of large
numbers of refugees in settlements or
camps, rendering them dependent on
relief (Kibreab 1989, 1991; Voutira and
Harrell-Bond 1995; Hyndman 1997).
Camps deprive refugees of access to net-
works of social and economic support and
there is evidence that over the long term
even those camps deemed self-sufficient
become destitute (Clark and Stein 1985).
Focusing assistance on refugees in
camps ignores the needs of the majority
of refugees who are self-settled
(Chambers 1979; Hansen 1979, 1981,
1982, 1982a). Attracting money not only
requires counting refugees for the pur-
poses of assessing need but involves
controlling their movement and repre-
senting them as helpless and dependent
(Harrell-Bond et al 1992). Despite this
being an inordinately expensive way of
assisting refugees and, in practice, con-
travening most of their rights (African
Rights 1997), host governments have
acquiesced in order to become eligible
for international aid. The popular media
image of the refugee as a ‘problem’,
rather than as ‘persons with problems’,
has obscured the reality that refugees
are ready to put their energies into pro-
ductive work which could also benefit
their hosts (Wilson 1992; Harrell-Bond
1986; Bulcha 1988; Kuhlman 1990).

Confinement to settlements/camps has
been demonstrated to have a number of
adverse effects on both refugees and
hosts (Chambers 1985; Nieburg et al
1992). Establishing parallel services
undermines local institutions by attract-
ing the best staff to earn the higher
salaries paid by humanitarian organisa-
tions (Goyen et al 1996). Targeting relief
to camps, surrounded by people often as
poor or poorer than refugees,

is wasteful and generates hostility from
local communities (Harrell-Bond 1986,
Chap 4). Life in camps adversely affects
the mental health of already traumatised
people and inhabitants frequently

exhibit despair and helplessness at their
long-term prospects and the combina-
tion of confinement and dependency
encouraging them to abandon social
responsibilities (Clark 1985).
Congregating refugees strains local
resources, including the environment,
more than does a dispersed population
(Black 1994); it also represents a health
risk by increasing exposure to disease
(Toole and Bhatia 1992). There is a clear
link between the size of camps and mor-
tality rates (van Damme 1995). Camps
provide ideal breeding grounds for
politicisation and for violence and ter-
rorism (Harrell-Bond 1994).

There is a common fear that those who
are able to achieve economic stability in

the host country will never return but
repatriation has proven to be destabilis-
ing to the country of origin (Harrell-
Bond 1994). Nevertheless, the long-term
goal of most governments (host and
donor) is that refugees will repatriate,
and common sense and experience sug-
gest that people impoverished by an
economy based on relief will be unable
to return without enormous investment
in their economic rehabilitation, while
those able to acquire the resources in
exile are likely to return voluntarily
when conditions are conducive
(Sepulveda 1994). Where governments
have been able to provide sufficient land
to sustain a population and where they
have not imposed restrictions on move-
ment or their employment within the
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wider economy, refugees have proven to
be an economic asset (Kuhlman 1989;
Mollett 1991; Harrell-Bond 1996).

In cases where host governments have
maintained control of refugee policy,
using international aid to expand their
economies as a whole, it has benefited
both refugees and local populations
(Zetter 1992). In the process, they have
avoided the inevitable tensions which
result from earmarking aid for certain
beneficiaries (Harrell-Bond 1986, Chap
4; Chambers 1985).

Dr B E Harrell-Bond, founder of the
Refugee Studies Programme and
director until January 1997, is cur-
rently a University Research
Lecturer at the RSP, University of
Oxford.
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Digital Library Project

The RSP’s Documentation Centre is the
largest in the world dedicated to the subject
of forced migration. Its catalogued collection
of unpublished ‘grey’ literature holds current-
ly around 30,000 items and is growing at a
rate of 3-4,000 documents (90-100,000
pages) per annum. The catalogue is accessi-
ble and searchable through keywords on the
RSP website at http://www.qeh.ox.ac.uk/
rsp/rspdoc.htm.

The RSP’s Digital Library Project began on 1
September 1997 with some $500,000 fund-
ing from the Andrew Mellon Foundation,
PHARE, the Eastern European Democracy
Programme, and the Electronic Libraries
Programme of the UK Higher Education
Funding Councils. Over three years most of
the collection will be digitised and a
sustainable plan put in place for continued
digitisation beyond that time for new acquisi-
tions. The documents will be made available
over the World Wide Web, with delivery in
a variety of other electronic and non-elec-
tronic formats customised fo the disparate
technologies of users throughout the world.
The Digital Library Project also plans fo
make available other kinds of materials in
electronic form in the future. These will
include distance learning packages related
to the courses and summer schools taught by
the RSP, as well as multimedia archives of
images, film, video and sound.

For more details, contact: Marilyn Deegan,
Project Manager, RSP Digital Library Project,
RSP (address/fax below).

Email: marilyn.deegan@qeh.ox.ac.uk

Tel: +44 (0)1865 270435.
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