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Helping young refugees avoid exploitative living 
arrangements
Martin Anderson and Claire Beston

In an urban environment, the relationship between an unaccompanied young refugee and his or her host family 
is critical, often making the difference between a life of protection and one of exploitation. 

Upon arrival in a country of first asylum, unaccompanied 
refugee youth, like most refugees, must immediately 
find a safe place to stay. For young refugees, the urgency 
to find shelter in an urban environment often means 
locating someone willing to host them. Many youth 
find hosts informally, sometimes just by walking the 
streets and stopping people to ask for assistance.

In Nairobi the most common arrangement for 
unaccompanied young refugees involves them working 
for a host family in exchange for shelter. The dependency 
of these young people on their hosts means they are 
likely to work long hours and to be unable to negotiate 
salaries and rest time. In Kenya, labour – including 
child labour – is regulated by the Employment Act 
of 2007. However, since the majority of work done by 
refugees is informal, it is largely unregulated and thus 
beyond the effective reach of any legal protection. 

The nature of young refugees’ work behind closed 
doors and outside any regulatory regime, their lack of 
legal protection in the country, and the lack of adult 
relatives to protect them or seek retribution for abuse 
makes unaccompanied young domestic workers highly 
vulnerable to labour exploitation, and even physical 
or sexual violence. During focus group discussions 
conducted by RefugePoint, 30% of youth reported that 
they had not registered with UNHCR, many because 
their ‘employers’ would not let them off work to do so. 

The work most frequently takes the form of domestic 
labour in private homes and is done predominantly by 
young women and girls. In fact, refugee boys complain 
that it is difficult for them to find shelter because there 
are so few ‘employment’ opportunities for them, whereas 
refugee girls “can always find work as house girls”.

According to our research, 80% of house girls and boys 
receive no money from their ‘employers’. They work in 
return for shelter, typically sleeping on the floor of the 
kitchen and eating separately from the rest of the family, 
often eating only the family’s leftovers. Some, like Kadir,1 
a 16-year-old boy from Ethiopia, work all day every day 
of the week in return for food only. “I wash the clothes, 
fetch water, cook and clean the bathroom. I work from 
morning till evening. They pay me only with food. If 
I don’t work, I don’t eat.” At night he has to “look for 
somewhere to sleep” and he usually sleeps on the street.

Some young refugees do other work in return for shelter. 
Some male youth, and a smaller number of female 
youth, work in shops, restaurants, tailors, salons and 
barbershops; they clean, fetch water, run errands and 
do the dishes. Typically, the work is in exchange for 
permission to sleep in the place of business itself.

Many young refugee workers have experienced some 
form of physical violence from their ‘employer’. One 
16-year-old Somali girl was burned on the side of 
her face with a spoon that had been heated for that 
purpose. Young refugees working as house girls are 
frequently subjected to sexual harassment, assault, 
rape and attempted rape by the men and boys of 
the family they work for and live with. Zainab, a 
15-year-old Somali, explains that “the boys of the 
family used to scare me when the mother was out 
of the house; they tried to rape me many times.” 

Often, house girls who have been raped by their 
‘employers’ are then thrown out when found to be 
pregnant. One girl who became pregnant as a result of 
rape was then accused by her host of being a prostitute 
and evicted from her home. The church that had been 
supporting the girl also withdrew its support, on the  
basis that the girl was immoral for having had a child  
out of wedlock.

Opportunities for interaction – and support
Though agencies working in Nairobi agree that many 
host situations are far from suitable, their ability to 
take action is constrained by a severe lack of resources 
to assist refugees in urban areas; they are sometimes 
forced to accept, just as many young refugees do, 
that a negative host situation, even one involving 
exploitative labour, is better than no host at all.

For example, Omar, a 16-year-old unaccompanied Somali 
boy, had identified a host before he went to register with 
UNHCR in early 2010. Omar was taken in by a family 
with a tailoring shop who had found him begging 
outside the mosque. He works all day in the family’s 
shop, every day of the week. In exchange he is allowed 
to sleep in the shop and is given the family’s leftover 
food to eat. At night he stays in the shop while the family 
returns to their home. According to Omar, a number 
of agencies in Nairobi are aware of his living situation. 
However, none of the agencies has been able to offer him 
alternative shelter, leaving him to conclude that they 
believe he is better off with the family than without.

Young refugees like Omar are at their most vulnerable 
immediately after their arrival in an urban area, 
especially if they are alone. Finding shelter is so critical 
that many feel compelled to quickly accept whatever 
home they can find. Effective coordination is needed 
between UNHCR’s various programme teams and 
agencies working in Nairobi’s refugee communities in 
order to identify vulnerable young refugees as quickly 
as possible and fast-track them for appropriate solutions. 
Because many of the most vulnerable young refugees 
are not free or able to travel to UNHCR to register 
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themselves, it is critical that agencies working in the 
communities where refugees are living proactively seek 
to identify those at risk and refer them to UNHCR.

UNHCR and partner agencies should take advantage 
of the several opportunities they have to monitor 
a young refugee’s situation, starting at the point 
of registration and typically proceeding through 
Refugee Status Determination interviews and several 
subsequent protection interventions. It is especially 
important that unaccompanied minors are identified 
as early as possible in the process so that Best Interests 
Determinations2 can be conducted to identify the most 
appropriate interventions for them and help them 
access the services they need to survive. These early 

interactions with newly arrived refugees should be 
seen as opportunities to identify individuals with 
particular vulnerabilities before those vulnerabilities are 
allowed to become chronic, permanently undermining 
refugees’ chances for stabilising their lives.

Claire Beston was previously a researcher at RefugePoint 
and Martin Anderson anderson@refugepoint.org is 
Operations Officer at RefugePoint www.refugepoint.org 

Mei Lian Tjia, Gabriel Gill-Austern, and Manal Stulgaitis 
also contributed to a longer report covering these and other 
challenges faced by young refugees in Nairobi. For a copy of 
the report, please contact Martin Anderson.
1. All names have been changed.
2. www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/48480c342.html 

Reintegration of young mothers
Miranda Worthen, Susan McKay, Angela Veale and Mike Wessells

Young mothers seeking reintegration after periods of time spent living with fighting forces and armed groups 
face exclusion and stigma rather than the support they and their children badly need. 

In Liberia, Sierra Leone and northern Uganda, young 
women’s lives were greatly disrupted by civil war. 
Part of this disruption was a fracturing in traditionally 
supportive relationships with family members, elders and 
peers. This article describes the findings of a three-year 
community-based participatory action research (PAR) 
study undertaken in 2006-09 with young women who 
are mothers in these three countries.1 Two-thirds of the 
658 participants were formerly associated with fighting 
forces or armed groups, while a third were identified by 
community members as highly vulnerable for a variety of 
reasons including being orphaned or disabled. The study 
also included over 1,200 children of these young mothers. 

The purpose of the study – which took place in 20 
communities ranging from remote villages to urban 
centres – was to learn what ‘reintegration’ meant to 
these young women. Girls and young women who were 
formerly associated with fighting forces or armed groups 
and who had become pregnant or had children during 
armed conflict have been excluded from the disarmament, 
demobilisation and reintegration programmes developed 
by the international community. This exclusion is for 
numerous reasons, including gender discrimination and a 
perception that girls and young women are not a threat to 
the durability of peace accords and can thus be ignored. 

When formerly recruited young women and girls 
settle in communities after war, they experience 
significant psychosocial distress and social isolation, 
which create a barrier to their reintegration. Many, in 
particular those who became pregnant or had children 
during the conflict, feel invisible and disempowered. 
As pregnancies are often a result of rape or forced 
marriage with male combatants, these young mothers 
and their children face additional stigma. 

Although programmes are beginning to be developed 
to work with young mothers, most reintegration or 

skills training programmes – developed from adult-
centric perspectives – have been unable to reach them 
and their children. The motivation for the PAR study 
was to learn from young mothers themselves what 
reintegration meant to them and how they could 
successfully achieve it for themselves and their children.

Developing relationships
After several months of community consultation 
and recruitment, the participating young mothers 
began meeting regularly in groups and researching 
the common challenges that they faced in their 
communities. They used a variety of methods to do 
this, including interviewing each other and their 
children about what their lives were like and how they 
felt different from other young mothers and children; 
talking with community leaders about how they 
observed the young mothers getting on and how life 
was different before the conflict; and role-playing about 
their experiences. The young mothers then discussed 
what they had discovered, set objectives for how 
they wanted their lives to change, and brainstormed 
ways and actions to achieve these improvements. 

In most communities, the first actions were targeted at 
reducing stigma and marginalisation, and typically took 
the form of dramas or songs that the young mothers 
developed to teach their families and communities about 
their experiences, including their time with armed groups 
and what it was like to return. Through performing these 
dramas and songs, participants often won the support of 
formerly unsupportive community members and families. 
Subsequent actions were primarily livelihood support and 
education activities, such as learning how to care better 
for their children or about good hygiene and sanitation. 

The backbone of the PAR project was the multiple 
relationships that participants developed with each 
other, with community members, with their families, and 


