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Shelter in displacement

Poor Albanians who hosted displaced Kosovars
Beryl Nicholson

The experience of hosting displaced Kosovars is one that at least one Albanian village would 
prefer not to repeat.

One day in 2001 I dropped in on a former 
neighbour in Albania in her tiny two-
roomed house. Their family photo album 
included pictures of the Kosovar1 family 
they had taken in following their expulsion 
from Kosova at the end of March 1999. Each 
family of four had squeezed into one tiny 
room, and they shared the one sink with 
a tap in a tiny scullery and the primitive 
outside toilet. It was hard to imagine how 
they had lived that way for two months. 

Kosovars who came in 1999 who had 
kin from whom they had been separated 
during the communist era in Albania 
stayed with them, but most were given 
shelter by people they did not know, such 
as my neighbour. Hospitality, especially 
when shown to strangers, is the most 
important tenet of Albania’s unwritten 
customary law and its highest virtue. It is an 
articulation of what is thought to be decent 
and proper, by which a family’s reputation 
is measured and, no less importantly, 
by which they measure themselves. 

On arrival and for a day or two afterwards 
guests will be looked after by their hosts, 
though the women among them will lend 
a hand with chores. Then some agreement 
will be reached about how the guests will 
contribute to the household. In the past, when 
passing strangers were taken into a private 
house because there was no inn in the vicinity, 
they would pay as if it were an inn. Likewise, 
strangers might well be expected to pay for 
their keep, it being deemed fair to contribute 
to costs if they were able. Kosovars were, on 
the whole, better off than their Albanian hosts, 
especially those who received remittances 
from family members elsewhere. However, 
the family taken in by my neighbour had, 
with their expulsion from Kosova, lost 
their source of  income, so she fed them. 

Even in normal times my neighbour’s 
family lived from hand to mouth. The 

husband had a badly paying job and 
their small piece of land only produced 
hay for their cow, and beans and other 
vegetables for their own needs but no 
more. Moreover, the Kosovars arrived 
at the end of winter, when stores from 
last year’s harvest were running low. 

When people in the village were asked 
to take in refugees, they were, according to 
my neighbour, given to understand that they 
would receive some financial assistance. 
UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, had 
undertaken to pay the very modest sum 
of US$10 per person per week to families 
who took in refugees as a contribution to 
their costs. It was a factor the villagers had 
taken into account in assessing if they could 
afford to do it. But no money arrived. 

For each week that went by, the financial 
position of my neighbour’s family became 
more and more stretched. Sooner or later they 
would reach the point where not only could 
they no longer feed their guests but they 
could no longer feed their own families either. 
It would be evident too to the guests, if only 
because there was less food on their plates. It 
must have embarrassed them that they were 
causing hardship. Then one day, after two 
months, without any warning they informed 
my neighbour that they were leaving. They 
had arranged to move to the house of another 
family. So they left and, she said, they did 
not even say “Thank you”. That had hurt her 
most. When I asked if she had received any of 
the money supposed to have been available, 
she whispered “No” – and that had hurt too. 

None of the money that was paid out 
as part of the UNHCR scheme reached 
those for whom it was intended anywhere 
until June, when most of the refugees had 
already returned to Kosova. There were also 
villages that missed out altogether. This 
undoubtedly caused greater hardship than 
the international aid community appreciated. 
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Shelter in displacement

Hosting the displaced – and being hosted 
Cynthia Caron

A local family hosting a displaced family in their home is becoming a well-recognised form 
of shelter for families in displacement. Understanding how displaced persons and their hosts 
experience hosting can help governments and humanitarian agencies design programme 
activities to promote its success and sustainability.

Hosting of displaced families by local families 
might be spontaneous or planned, a first or 
an intermediate step in a multi-stage process 
of accommodating the displaced, and often 
starts before humanitarian actors arrive and 
lasts long after they leave. The reasons why 
people host others – without expectation 
of payment – include cultural norms about 
hospitality, normative expectations to help 
those in need, or reciprocation of assistance 
once received. Sri Lankan families who 
spontaneously hosted families displaced by 
the war indicated that their decision to host 
was based on their lack of certainty about 
their own future: “If the same situation 
happens to us? … we should accept them.” 
Hosting has proved indispensable after the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, the 2010 Haiti 
earthquake, in conflicts in The Gambia, 
Pakistan and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC), and most recently for displaced 
Syrians living in northern Lebanon. 

Hosting takes a variety of forms 
including: allowing the displaced family to 
build a shelter on the host family’s property; 
allocating space in the house for a family; 
sharing the same house or room with a family; 
allowing people to occupy an outbuilding 
on the host’s property; and allowing people 
to use another home owned by the host. 
However, despite evidence of the growing role 
of hosting, there is little systematic writing 
about how persons in hosting relationships 

experience them. Interactions in an environ-
ment where two families must learn to live 
together in a hosting relationship are very 
different from social interactions in camps. 

The three prominent factors that shape 
the hosting experience – length of stay, 
presence of children, and the need to share 
– do not exist in isolation. They inform 
one another, potentially influencing how 
long the two families can live together and 
the quality of the hosting relationship.

Length of stay 
How long a displaced family will need to 
stay with its hosts is usually unknown, 
making it difficult to fix a date for hosting 
to end. Negotiating a length of stay can be 
an awkward conversation, as status and 
generosity are at stake. In Sri Lanka, hosted 
families normally said that “we promised 
that once the clashes are over we would go 
home.” In Haiti, duration of hosting was 
rarely discussed. Approximately half of 
Lebanese host families interviewed had 
hosted a refugee family for over one year with 
no indication of when hosting would end. 

Uncertainty regarding the length of stay 
and potentially overstaying their welcome 
create anxiety for both families. Agencies 
such as the Red Cross recommend that 
length of stay should be agreed upon by 
the host family, the hosted family and an 
authority of the host community, and last 

What may have seemed unimportant as 
seen by UNHCR was a major loss for the 
individuals concerned. More than a decade 
later an Albanian newspaper reported that 
a pensioner in a village just outside the 
town of Kukës where money had been paid 
out while surrounding villages had got 
nothing had taken it upon himself to sue the 

United Nations. It was a hopeless case but 
the villagers were making a serious point. 
Beryl Nicholson beryl6b@yahoo.co.uk  
Sociologist and social historian 
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1. The Albanian spelling of Kosova/Kosovar is used here as it was 
the one used by all the people mentioned and is now the official 
Albanian spelling for the state of Kosova and its people.
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