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URBAN REFUGEES: THE INTERSECTION 

Abstract 

This study explored the challenges faced during the Covid-19 pandemic in supporting 
refugees and tried to find out how to solve them. Trying to find out the basic reason as to why 
these people stay in urban areas instead of refugee camps, we found out the reasons to be 
basic medical facilities, education, and mainly violence. But what is more shocking is that 
there is no legal organization set up to look after these urban refugees, unlike refugee camps. 
The only thing done is insisting the government to allow these refugees to earn a livelihood. 
Pertaining to the present COVID-19 situation, urban refugees have become that part of the 
Venn diagram who is facing every problem that the other sectors are facing, aka, the 
intersection. They have had their schools shut down, jobs lost and their already minimal 
savings finished. But the challenge in supporting them lies in the word that everyone has 
heard almost every day since March 2020, i.e., social distancing. In the cramped-up places 
with no running water and electricity, in areas where there is only a single common bathroom 
how would these people maintain distancing at all? Further, amidst the discrimination and 
literal social distancing that they have had to face for years, how would these people get 
access to the already scarce resources and the ‘corona necessities’ like masks and sanitizers? 
What about their mental health? These are the main problems that we have carved out in our 
research and further tried to solve by ideating plans like creating refugee societies and 
reserving seats in the Parliament or Senate for them. We would like to conclude by saying 
that it is time that words like equality include ‘respect for refugees’ as well. 

Keywords: COVID-19, refugees, rights, vaccine, corona, social distancing 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

1st December, 2019 was when it all began with the patient zero found in Wuhan, China. 
Since then, coronavirus or the COVID-19 pandemic has changed different lives in different 
ways. It has impacted those who were infected and even those who weren’t. Whether it is the 
rich or the poor, everyone has faced consequences of this revolutionary virus. 

There are three main ways in which the pandemic affects peace and conflict dynamics: the 
public health crisis, the policy responses to it, and the economic fallout arising from the 
coronavirus: 

First, the pandemic itself risks exacerbating inequalities and further burdening already 
vulnerable groups within conflict-affected societies.  
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Second, local and external conflict parties are quick to capitalize on various opportunities 
arising from the policy responses to the crisis which also complicate peace and crisis 
management efforts.  

Third, the economic fallout puts severe strain on already weak state institutions and 
undermines governance outcomes.  

Such affected lives include that of the urban refugees as well. These non-camp refugees who 
don’t enjoy the same protection and relief from the government as those in camps do have 
had their lives distraught during this pandemic. They have struggled to survive in such a time 
as they were on the border line of every exploitation. Be it job losses, where they were those 
front-line workers who were thrown out of companies or be it those overcrowded places 
where they have to live in with no social distancing possible. 

 

1.2 Aim of the paper 

The basic aims for writing this research paper were to study: 

  The main reasons behind increasing number of urban refugees 

  The extent to which institutional support is provided to the urban refugees 

  The difficulties faced by urban refugees in their daily life 

  The impact of Covid-19 pandemic on their daily life 

  The problems which will now be faced by them 

  Possible solutions to the problems found 

  How they can be supported during these hard times 

 

 

1.3 Research methodology 

In accordance with the objectives of the present study, doctrinal and non-doctrinal research 
designs have been adopted. The doctrinal design has been used to study the jurisprudential 
development in the areas of hostility, protection and problems of witnesses. This has been 
done primarily with the help of case laws and leading judgments of various courts. The 
reports of committees and commissions have been scanned to sift the issues relating to the 
research problem. A thorough analysis of content from sites like JSTOR, SCC and Westlaw 
were done to generate a better perspective. 

 

2. Why do urban refugees exist? 

Refugees in general, are not only confined to camps and shelters around the world. According 
to the United Nations estimates, about 69% of the refugees opt to live in towns and cities.  
Unlike a camp, cities allow refugees to live autonomously, make money and build a better 
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future.  More than half of all refugees around the world live in cities. Despite the common 
image of desperate people marooned in troubled camps, many millions of refugees are more 
like Astar — deeply and productively settled into the daily economic life of cities. But they 
also present dangers. Refugees may be vulnerable to exploitation, arrest or detention, and can 
be forced to compete with the poorest local workers for the worst jobs.  

The main reasons behind this unconventional figure are the significant medical treatment 
provisions that cannot be met in camps, bad and unpredictable camp circumstances, or higher 
than average educational accomplishments and ambitions, as camps do not have many 
options for higher education. 

The level of physical or material security present at the camps set up for refugees is 
negligible.  Such conditions make survival a difficult task. Conditions are worse for some 
group of people like LGBTI and women who face gender-based violence in all forms.  Most 
of the refugee camps are set up in the remotest of the areas because of which the residents are 
forced to struggle to find a suitable work. This leaves them with no other option than to take 
donations and aids from volunteers to survive.  

Refugee camps, particularly in countries where many refugees have come all at once, are 
always crowded. The host governments see the camps as transient and do not want to get too 
cosy with the camp-dwellers. The authorities of Bangladesh have been hesitant to approve the 
building of brick or concrete shelters in Rohingya camps facing repression in Myanmar, even 
though the plastic tents in which they reside are much more vulnerable to monsoon floods.  

These factors lead refugees to flee the camps in search of better economic prospects in urban 
centres and to avoid dependence for assistance on rations. Most of them either settle in 
apartments with better-off rents; some remain with families or relatives. On the streets, the 
poorest work. Outside a camp, it is harder to obtain help, but much easier to find work. For 
the indignity, confinement and squalor of a camp, even casual and ill-paid employment (the 
most common kind) is always preferable. According to the International Rescue Committee, 
a non-profit organization, a staggering 80 percent of the refugees have been displaced for 10 
or more years.  

The UN Refugee Agency endorsed this migration by providing a new policy guideline in 
2014, stressing that camps could only be temporary and recommending refugees to be 
incorporated wherever possible into their host communities. Many NGOs are developing new 
ways of delivering urban assistance, including supplying cash for refugees to shop in local 
markets or funding for local families hosting displaced persons. To those who argue that the 
host country is burdened by refugee camps, the solution is clear: let the refugees go out of the 
camps and let them operate. The government should ensure that there are no restrictions on 
the movement of refugees and they are not forced to stay in camps. This will allow them to 
work for their livelihood and lead a better life through their own efforts reducing the burden 
on government. 

 

3. How COVID-19 impacted the lives of Urban Refugees? 

For urban refugees, the tight and sweeping lockdown ordered by the government in March, 
which came with only a few hours of warning, was catastrophic. The full shutdown of 
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economic activity directly led to an end to their jobs and their means of livelihood. Those 
working in cities for cash incomes were left with little or no savings. Normal revenue sources 
such as interpretation, factory jobs, and hospitality came to an abrupt halt, leaving those who 
were better off relying on other refugees and asylum seekers. The loss of jobs left them even 
without basic food resources, and the cessation of transportation networks forced millions to 
migrate back to their ancestral villages and cities, often for hundreds of miles on foot, the 
greatest such migration since the partition decades before, when an estimated 14 million 
people were displaced.  

Under its security, the UNHCR offered some assistance to refugees, but not enough to 
replace their ordinary livelihoods. Although, for several activists the lack of assistance for 
urban migrants was a disappointment even when legislations and regulations such as the Inter 
State Migrant Workmen Act were drawn up to guarantee their security. These migrants are to 
be reported and tracked in their host state and are thus entitled to benefits, including equal 
employment, compensation for displacement and transport, annual payments, appropriate 
housing and free medical facilities. The pandemic highlighted the degree to which there has 
been a lag in the enforcement of these rules. Following the lockdown, reverse migration on 
this broad scale drew considerable domestic and foreign scrutiny and forced the Supreme 
Court to take steps on its own volition to order the government to provide migrants with food, 
accommodation, and transport. This offered a temporary solution but left the broader issue 
about the inherent insecurity of migrants unanswered. 

Many urban refugees often live in overcrowded and unhygienic environments and are 
especially vulnerable to the transmission of the virus, such as in Kenya, thousands of refugees 
live with limited access to clean water in deprived communities in Nairobi, rendering it 
almost difficult to wash their hands daily. 

Children of such refugees have been especially affected by the preventive initiatives of 
COVID-19, with schools closing across the country. While most policymakers have 
attempted to address this void by providing internet, TV or radio courses, many households 
do not have the requisite equipment or are unable to afford packets of internet data. 

 

4. Urban Refugees in Delhi: A case study 

4.1 The situation 

Urban refugees are scattered in every part of the capital city of India, whether it be Shaheen 
Bagh in South Delhi or Shakur Basti in West Delhi. On such a visit to study the plight of 
refugees in Shakur Basti’s slums, there were about a large number of refugees ranging from 
Rohingyas, Somalis, Afghans to even Burmese.  

Urban refugees in Delhi face myriad problems that affect their ability to live meaningful lives 
in the city, like no legal frameworks to guarantee their protection; difficulty attaining 
sustainable livelihoods; discrimination; and poverty. Many Sikh and Christian Afghan 
refugees have been in the country for decades, yet they have failed to achieve citizenship 
through naturalisation. Rohingya refugees are among the city’s poorest and face faith-based 
discrimination as a Muslim community. Both groups struggle to achieve self-reliance and to 
realise their aspirations.  
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4.2 Refugee Protection in Delhi 

Presently, UNHCR’s Head of Mission is in New Delhi. UNHCR operates with a degree of 
precariousness in India as it does not have a Branch Agreement with the government, and 
thus works under the umbrella of the UNDP (UNHCR, 2013b). 

Their work is largely in status determination for documentation and entitlements, and they 
work closely with NGO partners to offer needs assessments and referrals to relevant agencies 
like Don Bosco, responsible for education, assistance with access to health, youth clubs and 
outreach on issues such as gender-based violence and the Socio-Legal Information Centre 
(SLIC) which provides legal assistance to refugees. Their presence in Delhi, and the level of 
support or entitlements they are viewed to bring, seem to be a draw for refugees to the capital 
city.  

 

5. Challenges and solutions 

5.1 Equitable and Efficient Distribution of a COVID-19 Vaccine: a challenge 

Even if the government manages to get 100 million doses of vaccine, the efficiency of the 
distribution process is still not guaranteed. The first problem lies in the huge amount of 
people scattered in different corners, scared to even reveal their identity in fear of them being 
thrown out of the country.  

And the second problem lies in the mismanagement of the government. In case of America, 
for example, President Trump first delayed the ventilators and then the testing swabs required 
for the COVID-19 tests and even invoked the Defence Production Act forcing front-line 
workers to wear single-use masks only. 

The solution to this problem would be the governments taking responsibility and holding 
themselves accountable for the whole vaccine distribution process. Creating a deployment 
programme would work in the favour of the entire world. Incentives should be introduced 
that would force these scared refugees to come out of their shelters and get vaccines for 
themselves. 

 

5.2 Impossible ‘social distancing’ 

In India’s context, the precarious conditions of India’s urban slums (the home of the urban 
refugees) have only been exacerbated by the global spread of COVID-19. Unfortunately, 
social distancing functions better in theory than it does in practice. Moreover, the population 
density in urban slums is relatively high, with 420 people living in each square kilometre 
(Altstedter 2020). If COVID-19 were to breakout in a slum, its sheer density alone will result 
in the mass and the expeditious proliferation of the virus. It is perhaps too simple to describe 
urban slums as ideal petri dishes for the spread of COVID-19. It is as important, if not more 
so, to identify those initiatives that the government could introduce alongside social 
distancing measures. 
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For instance, if residents of slums have access to basic income, they will be far less likely to 
continue on with daily wage-earning activities during a global pandemic for hunger would no 
longer be what determines whether they choose to continue to go to work or not. In short, 
whatever social distancing measures are deemed necessary by government leaders to contain 
the proliferation of COVID-19, they will only be successful if sufficient economic support 
has been allocated to those who occupy the most vulnerable of spaces.  

 

5.3 No access to resources 

These urban refugees have no access to resources, whether it is proper food or any necessity 
like those of masks and sanitizers during the pandemic. This problem can be associated to an 
‘Aadhar card’ in the context of India, as that is what guarantees their citizenship, which in 
turn gives them access to governmental resources. 

As one Rohingya refugee explains: “People who have got Aadhaar without refugee card or 
Long-Term Visa (LTV), police can catch them for fraud and even UNHCR can’t help… 
Once the police stopped me and asked for the refugee card and when I was taking out the 
card, even the Aadhaar card came out. He said that you aren’t allowed to get Aadhaar. He 
also said it’s not written here that you can get Aadhaar but eventually I showed him that it’s 
not for citizenship. So, he let me go. The situation is very tricky with Aadhaar”  

 

5.4 Accommodation and Hygiene  

According to the United High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), refugees in all settings 
must be guaranteed their rights to safe, affordable, enough and continuous water to cover 
personal and domestic uses (UNHCR, 2019a). This is aligned with Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 6 to ensure the availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation 
for all by the year 2030 (United Nations, 2015).  

Creation of separate refugee societies can help in giving them proper shelter. 

 

5.5 Mental health 

The pandemic has led to social isolation of urban refugees (United Nations, 2020a, 2020b, 
2020c, 2020d).The people who have been facing literal ‘social distancing’ from the beginning 
feel excluded from the entire community, which leads to mental trauma and a sense of 
aloofness in them. 

Serious psychiatric disorders now plague many of the more than 100,000 people who in the 
past decade have fled government persecution in the Asian nation of Bhutan. Refugees who 
had been tortured have fared particularly poorly, according to a new study of this displaced 
population. The only previous mental-health investigation among non-Western refugees, 
published in 1993, found high levels of anxiety, depression, and post- traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) among Cambodians who fled to Thailand. Five of every six refugees who 
survived torture in Bhutan reported having mental ailments at some time, in most cases after 
becoming refugees. Most of them cited at least one disorder in the year before the 1997 
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survey. Nearly half of the non-tortured refugees had suffered from a mental disorder, usually 
after leaving Nepal. "The results indicate the need for increased attention to the mental health 
of refugees," Van Ommeren remarks. This is a massive problem, he adds. The United 
Nations tallied more than 12 mil- lion refugees worldwide last year. The Cambodian and 
Bhutanese data indicate that stress responses vary from one region to another, Van Ommeren 
proposes. For instance, tortured Bhutanese refugees exhibited particularly high rates of 
several psychiatric disorders. Only one of these, PTSD, commonly affected the Cambodian 
refugees. It consists of symptoms that result from intense fear, helplessness, and 
physiological arousal after extreme traumas.  

Effective treatment hinges on whether refugees remain in crowded, dangerous camps or 
relocate to safe locales, Westermeyer contends. Symptoms of PTSD, depression, and 
dissociation often help people cope with the hazards of their lives as refugees. After leaving 
those hazards behind, however, these coping mechanisms become liabilities that often require 
treatment. There are different paths that countries can take moving forward. One path, 
outlined in The Atlantic, was provocatively titled "Let Syrian Refugees In — All of Them." 
Though this path runs counter to our traditional sense of how governments should operate, 
the arguments of this path are persuasive. Morally speaking, if we believe that individuals 
deserve rights by being human, and if these rights ought to be indiscriminate, then 
governments risk their own legitimacy by turning away refugees. In addition, governments 
value their security. When crises happen around the world, governments usually do not 
intervene from a purely altruistic standpoint, but rather, they try to maintain some economic 
or political stability. Thus, when civil war breaks out or terrorists wreak havoc on civilians, 
international governments intervene because they are afraid of violence spilling over. Further, 
it can also be solved by giving refugees a seat in the parliament from where they voice out 
their concerns and develop a ‘sense of belonging’ to the country which they are habituating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, the authors have established the reasons for the existence of ‘urban refugees’, 
talked about the impact of COVID-19 on these urban refugees and with the help of a case 
study tried to explain the various challenges faced by them during the pandemic like 
inequitable and inefficient distribution of a COVID-19 vaccine, impossible ‘social 
distancing’ and mental trauma and how these problems can be solved. They have put forward 
solutions like development of a legal environment and creation of refugee societies to 
problems of accommodation and social distancing faced by the urban refugees. 
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