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Front cover: Uganda/ A young South Sudanese man tries to get 
signal on his mobile phone in Nyumanzi refugee settlement, 
Adjumani, northern Uganda. From this hill overlooking the 
refugee settlements, refugees can sometimes pick up the  
South Sudanese phone network and make cheaper calls home.  
© UNHCR/Cosmos/Frederic Noy
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4 Connecting Refugees

Kenya/ Instant Network Schools open up a new world for Somali refugees. Secondary School Nasib is one of 13 schools 
and vocational training centres in Dadaab that have been connected to the Internet under an education programme 
launched in 2014 by the UN Refugee Agency and Vodafone Foundation. 

Rwanda/ A girl talks to her family in Burundi for the first time since fleeing political violence, on a phone provided by 
humanitarian workers in Mahama Refugee Camp, Rwanda.
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From the High Commissioner
Over the last 25 years, the internet and mobile communications have transformed life in the industrialised and 
the developing world. Now that information is so freely available, we worry more about overload than scarcity. 
Mobile communications and social media provide an ever-expanding variety of ways to stay in touch with friends, 
family and colleagues. Cloud computing, remote working and networked global teams are re-shaping the way 
that we interact and connect.

Not so for the world’s refugees. Today, more than 65 million people – the largest number in decades - are living 
as refugees or are internally displaced, uprooted from their homes in search of safety, and often struggling to 
access the basic means of survival. But displaced people are also living without the connectivity they need to 
obtain vital information, communicate with loved ones, access basic services and to link to the local, national 
and global communities around them. The locations in which they live frequently lack digital networks and 
infrastructure, or the connectivity that is available there is too expensive. The digital revolution transforming 
the world is leaving refugees behind. 

A connected refugee population can also play a critical role in enabling organizations such as UNHCR to innovate 
effectively and to improve the quality of services that we provide. Connectivity has the potential to transform 
how we communicate, the way in which we respond to the protection needs of displaced people, and our delivery 
of humanitarian services. Most significantly, better connectivity can promote self-reliance by broadening the 
opportunities for refugees to improve their own lives. Access to the internet and mobile telephone services has 
the potential to create a powerful multiplier effect, boosting the well-being of refugees and the communities that 
host them.

Our research shows clearly, however, that many refugees need additional support to access reliable internet and 
mobile communications.

The findings also confirm that we need the engagement of the private sector – in particular, large technology 
companies and mobile network operators – if we are to achieve this vision.

I am delighted that UNHCR’s Division of Information Systems and Telecommunications (DIST), in collaboration 
with Accenture Development Partnerships (ADP), has undertaken this research and is launching a new UNHCR 
Global Connectivity Strategy for Refugees. I very much hope that it will garner the support it deserves.

– Filippo Grandi, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
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From Accenture
One of our goals at Accenture is to improve how the world works and lives. Our Health & Public Service practice 
helps governments leverage public service innovations and digital technologies to support the crucial role of 
government as a platform that can bring together citizens, businesses, public administrations and civil society to 
solve some of our most pressing challenges.

Through Accenture Development Partnerships, our international development sector practice, Accenture is very 
pleased to have supported UNHCR in this important effort to understand the current situation of refugees around 
the world in terms of their access to the Internet and to their ability to take advantage of mobile communications. 
We are also honoured to have helped the UNHCR develop a comprehensive strategy for addressing the 
connectivity challenge that refugees face.

Accenture is particularly optimistic about the potential for UNHCR and the humanitarian community to work 
together with the private sector on this programme to improve refugee well-being and enhance humanitarian 
support through enhanced connectivity. 

We look forward to working with UNHCR on this initiative and encourage other private sector technology 
companies to join this important effort.

– Dan London, Accenture Group Chief Executive, Health & Public Service

About the Media Briefing
This report is designed to provide media outlets with key findings from a strategy document examining refugee 
connectivity trends and usage. That report includes details from surveys of and interviews with UNHCR staff 
and refugees in 44 countries on four continents. The key finding from the research shows that refugees living 
without connectivity are prevented from participating in the cultural, educational, political and economic activity 
that connectivity affords. The full report can be found at:
www.unhcr.org/connectivity-for-refugees
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This document, and the research it contains, was compiled by UNHCR’s Division of Information Systems and 
Telecommunications (DIST) in collaboration with Accenture Development Partnerships (ADP). It provides an 
overview of the first ever Global Assessment of Refugee Connectivity, as well as a summary of UNHCR’s Global 
Connectivity Strategy for Refugees. The research findings and the strategy presented here are informed by 
comprehensive field assessments, surveys and desk research into the connectivity situation of refugees globally, 
in addition to collaborative feedback from divisions and bureaux within UNHCR.
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Executive Summary
The Challenge: Refugees are Behind in Connectivity
The digital revolution is transforming the world but refugees are being left behind. Today, almost 65 million 
forcibly displaced refugees and internally displaced persons are living without reliable internet and mobile 
connectivity.

Having to live offline means that contact and communication with loved ones is difficult and often 
impossible. Without access to up-to-date information on events back in their home countries as well as 
in their countries of asylum, refugees cannot access basic services such as health and education or make 
informed decisions on how to start improving their lives. A lack of connectivity constrains the capacity of 
refugee communities to organize and empower themselves, cutting off the path to self-reliance. It also 
constrains the potential for transformative innovation needed in humanitarian assistance at a time when 
such change has never been more necessary.

We can do better. Through creative partnerships and smart investments, UNHCR aims to ensure that 
all refugees, and the communities that host them, are connected to mobile networks and the internet 
so they can leverage these technologies to improve their lives. UNHCR recognizes it cannot create a 
connected refugee population on its own. Partnerships are key – between refugees and host communities, 
and between governments, civil society and the private sector. In particular, UNHCR is seeking to build 
strong, multi-faceted partnerships with the technology and telecommunications sectors to ensure that 
refugees can benefit from the digital revolution. 

The recently completed global assessment of this issue indicates that while seven per cent of refugee 
communities lack the requisite digital infrastructure for internet access and mobile communications, most 
refugees in urban areas live in places that have 2G or 3G mobile coverage. For those in rural areas, 
however, the situation is far worse, with 20 per cent living in areas with no connectivity. Our assessment 
also found that refugees often spend up to a third of their disposable income on staying connected – 
highlighting the main obstacle to refugee connectivity: cost. Globally, refugees are 50 per cent less likely 
than the general population to have an internet-enabled phone, and 29 per cent of refugee households 
have no phone at all.

All this is a major barrier to innovation and transformative change in humanitarian action. A connected 
refugee population would unleash innovation in areas such as communicating with displaced persons, 
responding to their security needs, and getting humanitarian services to them. Connectivity will improve 
lives and transform humanitarian operations.

The digital revolution is more than 25 years old. It is shocking we didn’t do this before. Now is the time 
to start. 

The Vision of Connectivity for Refugees

UNHCR aims, through creative partnerships and smart investments, to ensure that all refugees, and 
the communities that host them, have access to available, affordable and usable mobile and internet 
connectivity in order to leverage these technologies for protection, communications, education, 
health, self-reliance, community empowerment, and durable solutions.

Building Partnerships to Connect Refugees
The strategy seeks to address the following key challenges: How can reliable connectivity be made available 
for refugees? How can it be made affordable? How can refugees make the best use of it?

Working with governments, NGOs and the technology and telecommunications sectors, UNHCR will build 
strong, multifaceted partnerships that ensure refugees can benefit from the digital revolution.
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Country-Specific Strategies & Implementation

The Global Strategy for Connectivity for Refugees sets out the vision and establishes a framework 
for addressing the challenges for refugees around the world. UNHCR aims to work with its partners 
to tailor this global approach to local contexts in order to implement country specific strategies. Pilot 
programmes will begin in 2016 to test and refine these interventions before the strategy can be 
adopted on an international level. In emergency situations, those interventions that focus on more 
immediate needs will be prioritized.

The 10 options below identify opportunities to: 1) expand the availability of mobile/internet networks, 
particularly in rural areas with poor or non-existent infrastructure, 2) reduce barriers to affordability for all 
refugees, and 3) increase the usability and relevance of the internet for displaced populations. 

UNHCR Budget for 2016
For the launch and pilot-stage implementation of UNHCR’s Global Programme for Connectivity for Refugees 
in 10 countries, UNHCR is actively seeking funding of USD 6 million.

Availability
Interventions

Network infrastructure 
and reliable electricity

1. Advocate for MNO Infrastructure

2. Advocate to Governments for Infrastructure and Access 

3. Advocate to ISPs/Alternative Technology Companies for Infrastructure

4. Make Targeted Investments in Infrastructure 

Affordability
Interventions

Accessible or
subsidised pricing 

5. Negotiate Refugee Specific Plans and Discounts

6. Subsidise Devices and Mobile/Internet Plans 

7. Deploy and Expand Community Internet Access Centres 

      

Digital literacy, training
and access to relevant
services  

8. Develop and Implement Training Programs

9. Enable an Ecosystem for Digital Service Delivery

10. Facilitate Development of Refugee Relevant Content 

Usability
Interventions

Figure 1: Intervention options to enhance availability, affordability and usability

Yemeni refugee shows his son’s picture on a mobile phone. 
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There are 65 million refugees and internally displaced people in the world today, the most since World 
War II. While some refugee crises are resolved quickly, most humanitarian challenges today are extremely 
protracted, with the average duration of displacement lasting 17 years. In this context, a traditional relief-
only response isn’t sufficient. We must begin to think differently and critically about how best to respond 
to situations in which people are displaced, whether for long or short periods of time.

Digital technology can serve as a critical enabler of the new solutions required. However, a large portion 
of refugees currently live without reliable access to mobile and internet connectivity. The communities 
in which they live sometimes lack the digital networks and infrastructure necessary for connectivity; 
for instance, almost all refugees living in rural camps have no, or very limited, access to electricity. And 
when connectivity is available, it’s often too expensive. In the absence of a reliably connected refugee 
population, refugees, UNHCR and the humanitarian community are unable to take advantage of the modern 
innovations the digital revolution has made possible and the developed world takes for granted.

Compared with the global population, refugees are 50 percent less likely to have an internet-enabled 
phone and more than twice as likely to have no phone at all. This lack of connectivity affects their ability to 
access vital information and basic services, communicate with loved ones, ensure their safety and security, 
seek and maintain employment and other livelihood opportunities, and ultimately empower themselves. 
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Turkey/ After days of fleeing from 
Syria, Wazam, a Syrian refugee, 
reach Suruc camp in Turkey.

The Importance of Connecting Refugees
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For many, connectivity has become as critical for survival as food, water, and shelter. Without it, families 
often cannot make safe passage, receive protection, or ensure that their loved ones are alive. The loss 
of such services for newly displaced populations who have previously benefitted from voice, text and 
social networking is an extreme hardship. Making matters worse, refugees are often unable to provide for 
themselves as a result of having lost everything, including their jobs. Connectivity provides refugees with 
much-needed economic opportunities that will enable them to be self-reliant. 

While many private sector, public sector and NGO stakeholders have begun developing applications 
and services that leverage mobile and internet technology, they often overlook the basic fact that many 
refugees don’t have the financial means to gain mobile and internet connectivity. For these organisations 
to innovate and improve the quality of services they provide, a connected refugee population is a necessity. 
This will unleash innovation for new service delivery models for communicating with populations, 
responding to their protection needs and delivering humanitarian support. 

39%

29%

32%

Refugee Household
Phone Ownership

 

VS.
75%

13%

12%

Global Household
Phone Ownership

Households with an internet Capable Phone

Households with a Basic Phone Households without a Phone

Figure 2: Refugee versus global household phone ownership

Uganda/ A young refugee calls relatives who stayed behind in Congo.

©
 U

N
H

CR
/F

re
de

ric
 N

oy
/N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
2



12 Connecting Refugees

©
 U

N
H

CR
/S

ilj
a 

O
st

er
m

an
n

Kenya/ A geography class in 
Mwangaza primary school using 
internet connected tablets

Connectivity Can Improve Humanitarian Services

The following are a few of the ways in which connectivity could immediately improve current humanitarian 
services:

• Safety and security. Connectivity would help refugee populations by enabling UNHCR and other 
humanitarian organisations to provide security-enhancing services so relevant information can be 
shared on UNHCR country websites and other refugee-specific websites. In addition, connectivity 
could help refugees by: streamlining the asylum process; providing hotline services to support those in 
need; enhancing protection incident reporting and tracking; and enhancing women’s empowerment.

• Community-based protection. Connectivity would enable refugee communities to become more 
self-reliant—empowering them to organise themselves, share information among members, and form 
meaningful and mutually beneficial associations. Furthermore, it would give communities better access 
to information and better position them to identify their needs and advocate effectively for help and 
support. This would enable refugees to engage more meaningfully and substantially in all aspects of 
programmes that affect them, thus strengthening the community’s leading role as a driving force for 
positive change. 
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• Education. Connectivity would enable refugees to take part in online training courses and access 
education remotely—and, for refugee students at the secondary and university levels, it will enable 
them to continue their disrupted education. Without connectivity, millions of displaced children won’t 
get the education necessary to become the doctors, teachers and future leaders of their communities.

• Health. Connectivity would enable refugees to benefit from enhanced delivery of health information. 
In addition, the monitoring and reporting of the health of refugees can be improved through online 
systems—an enormous benefit in situations where medical services are not readily available.

• Livelihoods / self-reliance. Connectivity would make it much easier for refugees to create and sustain 
their own businesses, as well as make remote work possible, which will be particularly important in 
situations in which there are constraints on the right to work or limited opportunities in the local 
economy.

While governments might be concerned that a connected refugee population will bring additional 
challenges, such as security concerns, well-informed refugee communities with regular links to their home 
communities experience improved well-being and are less likely to be negatively influenced by individual 
groups seeking to exploit their vulnerability. Moreover, addressing challenges to refugee connectivity will 
also benefit host communities—for example, through enhanced infrastructure—thereby making it more 
attractive to the governments that serve them. 

All areas of humanitarian response and programming for host communities—from food and nutrition, 
to water and sanitation for health (WASH), to camp management and coordination—will benefit from a 
connected refugee population, as service delivery and coordination will be easier and more reliable. The 
challenge and opportunity is to get refugees connected in order to let the transformation begin. 

Jordan/ Syrian refugees look at a mobile phone containing old family photos, in Azraq Refugee Camp in Jordan.
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Our Research

Greece/ Refugees arrive on the Island 
of Lesbos after crossing the Aegean 
from Turkey.

UNHCR and Accenture conducted a global assessment of refugees’ connectivity situations to identify their 
access to mobile and internet connectivity and their use of connectivity, where available. In conducting 
our research, we sought to address the following key questions: 
• How can reliable connectivity be made available for refugees?
• How can connectivity be made affordable for refugees? 
• How can the refugee population enhance their digital literacy and make the best use of connectivity?

Methodology
The research findings are based on a first-of-its-kind assessment of refugee connectivity needs and 
usage. This global assessment included surveys of and interviews with UNHCR staff and refugees as 
well as geospatial mapping of global network coverage. More specifically, the findings are informed by: 
(i) direct feedback from 238 refugees through 20 focus groups in 10 countries; (ii) survey responses from 
95 UNHCR offices representing 44 countries and more than 3 million refugees; (iii) in-person interviews 
with more than 30 UNHCR staff from five countries; (iv) analysis of proprietary mobile network coverage 
data; and (v) refugee demographic data from UNHCR and the public domain. The findings not only shed 
light on the extent to which refugees have access to connectivity, but also highlight the positive impact 
that connectivity has on the well-being of refugees.
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Key Findings
Our research revealed 10 key findings:

1.	 Despite	affordability	constraints,	refugees	place	significant	value	on	being	connected,	especially	for	
communicating	with	friends	and	family,	in	both	their	home	and	host	countries.

Refugees deem connectivity to be a survival tool critical to their daily lives and are therefore willing to 
make large sacrifices to be connected. For instance, families in Jordan spend 10-20 percent1 of their cash 
distributions on connectivity (after paying for housing), prioritising it over many other important needs. In 
Tanzania, refugees often sell off a portion of their monthly food rations to purchase air time for their mobile 
phones. In fact, survey data shows that connectivity has often been prioritised over such important items 
as clothing and health care.

Across all discussions with refugees and UNHCR staff, communicating with friends and family was 
identified as the most important need and use of connectivity. Arguably, this need is more significant 
for refugees than for the global population because displacement often separates refugees from their 
loved ones. Awareness of loved ones’ whereabouts and safety is of paramount importance to refugees. 
Further, connectivity has proven to be a vital resource for self-education, entertainment and livelihood 
opportunities, when available.

2.	 Refugees,	UNHCR	staff	and	NGO	partners	see	connectivity	as	critical	for	protection	and	an	enabler	
of	service-delivery	innovation.	At	the	same	time,	connectivity	solutions	must	address	the	issue	of	
data	security	in	an	online	environment.

There is consensus among refugees, UNHCR staff and partner organisations that connectivity can 
significantly improve refugee safety and security. There is great demand to use phones to access 
information on protection issues related to safety and security as well as humanitarian assistance including 
food distribution, Water and Sanitation for Health (WASH) assistance and health services. UNHCR staff 
and partners agreed that there are endless possibilities for digital protection services. 

However, there are also protection risks arising from the security concerns that come with refugees exposing 
their identities online. As such, data security must be ensured, alongside the necessary safeguards put in 
place to protect against threats like cyberattacks of organisations holding sensitive information.

3.	 While	many	refugees—particularly	in	urban	areas—have	similar	access	to	mobile	networks	as	the	rest	
of	the	world,	rural	refugees	have	less	access	to	connectivity	and	are	often	overlooked	in	connectivity	
initiatives.

Because developing countries host 86 percent2 of the world’s refugees, there is a perception that a 
significant proportion of the global refugee population lives in areas not well-covered by mobile networks. 
In reality, 93 percent of all refugees live in areas that are at least covered by a 2G network, and almost 
two-thirds (62 percent) live in locations covered by 3G networks—all consistent with global mobile-
network penetration rates. 

However, there are large differences between urban and rural refugee populations. Six in 10 refugees 
live in urban centres, and the vast majority (90 percent) of these refugees are covered by 3G networks, 
similar to the proportion of the global urban population who live in 3G areas (89 percent). While coverage 
and quality are progressively improving in rural areas due to increasing mobile-network penetration, rural 
refugee locations are at risk of being overlooked in these expansion plans. Only one in six rural refugees 
(17 percent) live in areas with 3G coverage, compared with 29 percent of the global rural population. One 
in five rural refugees (20 percent) have no mobile coverage at all—double the portion of the global rural 
population without any coverage. And, as mentioned earlier, almost all refugees living in rural camps have 
no, or very limited, access to electricity, further hindering access to connectivity. Rural refugee locations 
are typically densely populated camps, and as such, if they are not considered in network expansion plans, 
there is a huge missed opportunity from these untapped populations. 

1  Based on interviews conducted with four separate refugee families living in Amman and a focus group of more than 20 refugees 
in Amman.

2 UNHCR Global Trends Report, 2014
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4.	 Affordability	constraints—the	most-significant	factor	to	overcome	in	connecting	refugees—result	in	
much-lower	rates	of	phone	ownership	and	 internet	access	 for	 refugee	households	than	for	other	
households.

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Security/Privacy concerns

Restrictions fromfamily on using phones

Regulatory restrictions

Lack of awareness on how to access mobile…

Inability to operate a mobile phone

Lack of need or interest

Difficulty chargingmobile phones

No content in local language

Understanding Phone Plan Options

Network Signal Strength

Plan Affordability (Voice/Data)

Poor literacy

Device Affordability

# of Responses out of 95 UNHCR refugee sites
surveyed

 

Largest Barriers to Internet Use

Affordability
Usability
Availability

Legend:

3G

2G

No Coverage

20%
10% 7% 5%

63%

61%

10% 10%

31% 34%

17%
29%

90% 89%

62% 61%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Refugees* Global
Pop**

Refugees* Global
Pop**

Refugees* Global
Pop**

Rural Urban Total

Refugees vs. Global Population: Mobile Network Coverage 

Figure 3: Refugee vs Global Population Coverage 

* Refugee Connectivity: GSMA/Collins Bartholomew 2014 Coverage Explorer product; MNO websites; Opensignal; GSMA Intelligence 
Country Data Reports; Survey Results (Top 50 Refugee Camps Connectivity Assessment, Global UNHCR Staff Connectivity Survey); 
Connectivity Missions (Tanzania, Kenya, Greece, Jordan); GSMA Intelligence country data

** Global Population connectivity: ITU Facts and Figures 2015; UN Statistics; Refugee rural/urban distribution: 2013 UNHCR 
Statistical Yearbook – Table 16 

Figure 4: Largest barriers to connectivity at refugee sites
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Refugees’ financial constraints—caused by factors such as their displacement and government restrictions 
on the right to work or move freely from place to place—make it extremely difficult for them to afford a 
mobile phone or a data plan. As a result, refugee households are approximately 50 percent less likely than 
the global population to have an internet-enabled phone and approximately 2.5 times more likely to have 
no phone at all. Due to financial constraints, refugee families often share a single phone within the family 
or, especially in rural camp settings, between families. 

5.	 Refugees	in	urban	areas	are	much	more	likely	than	those	in	rural	areas	to	own	a	phone.

Refugee households in urban locations are three times as likely as those in rural locations to have an 
internet-enabled mobile phone (68 percent vs. 22 percent). While much of this is driven by availability 
of networks and access to energy in urban locations, higher phone ownership among urban refugee 
households is also the result of refugees prioritising phone ownership as critical to their security. For 
many urban refugees, a mobile phone is a necessary tool used for security and protection, accessing 
information, and communicating with others. 

6.	 Language	and	digital-literacy	levels	among	refugees	create	yet	another	barrier	to	connectivity.

The low level of literacy among some refugees is an important barrier to connectivity. The fact that much 
of the internet and many mobile applications are in English often prevents refugees with limited or no 
English skills from using them. There are also variations across age groups and backgrounds, with younger 
individuals and people in urban settings tending to be more computer-literate than older people and those 
in rural populations. In addition, people from countries with poor internet penetration, and refugees who 
have spent their entire lives in refugee camps, often have difficulty using the internet. Furthermore, the 
pricing of mobile data plans can be very complicated in some countries, creating confusion that causes 
many refugees to avoid purchasing mobile data plans.

7.	 Refugees	can	benefit	from	all	levels	of	connectivity,	including	mobile	and	fixed	broadband—and	even	
just	a	2G	cellular	network.

Mobile broadband (internet accessed via 3G+ mobile data network) is significantly cheaper, more scalable 
and more widely available than the alternatives of fixed broadband (internet delivered via a phone line 
or network of cables) and satellite broadband. In addition, there are more mobile broadband connections 
than fixed broadband connections across all regions; the gap is particularly large in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
where the number of mobile connections is almost 50 times greater than that of fixed-line connections.3 

That said, Wi-Fi and other fixed-broadband solutions are a valuable means of connecting key access 
points such as classrooms and community centres in some locations, such as remote areas or education 
centres. For example, UNHCR’s Community Technology Access Programme is underpinned by Wi-Fi, 
providing services to refugees who want to learn how to use computers and the internet. Furthermore, 
there are many innovative new connectivity solutions, such as TV White Space, drones, balloons and 
other such infrastructure aimed at delivering connectivity to the unconnected through their devices. 
The future of connectivity, especially in currently under-covered areas, could look very different if these 
solutions reach scale.

At the same time, it’s important to note that with a 2G cellular network and a basic phone, refugees would 
be able to conduct financial transactions, access SMS and interactive voice-response-based services (e.g. 
notifications, training), and communicate with family. 

3  ITU Broadband Cost Database 2013-2014
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8.	 There	are	cultural	and	societal	challenges	associated	with	“inclusively”	connecting	women,	but	these	
challenges	are	not	unique	to	refugees.

Cultural and societal norms often dictate who has access to technology. In general, women, older people 
and the less-educated are less likely than others to have access to mobile phones and the internet. For 
example, in low- and middle-income countries, a woman is 21 percent less likely than a man to own a 
mobile phone.4 This inequity can be greatly exacerbated in refugee populations, particularly for the most-
vulnerable refugees. 

For instance, some women in Rwanda are not allowed access to connectivity because it would raise 
suspicion of infidelity from their husbands. In Jordan, families have “connectivity managers” who purchase 
phone plans for the household—and while women occasionally do serve in this role, it’s generally men 
who control connectivity access in the household. Furthermore, a poor, single woman with children might 
be more willing to endure exploitation in order to access the means to communicate with her family. 

9.	 There	 is	 an	 enormous	 opportunity	 for	 UNHCR	 and	 other	 humanitarian	 organisations	 to	 better	
leverage	connectivity	for	innovative	service	delivery.

Facebook, Skype, Viber and WhatsApp are the most popular social networking apps among refugees, yet 
humanitarian organisations make little use of these low-cost methods to communicate with refugees. 

Burundi women take advantage of internet connectivity to access information
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4  GSMA and Cherie Blair Foundation for Women, Women & Mobile: A Global Opportunity: A study on the mobile phone gender gap 
in low and middle-income countries
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While some groups are beginning to develop services that leverage mobile and internet technologies, 
these initiatives are sparse and typically targeted only at a small segment of refugees. In areas where 
there is connectivity today, humanitarian organisations are not fully leveraging this through mobile 
apps or SMS platforms. Transmission of important information to refugees is often done via individual 
home visits conducted by staff or refugee representatives, and this manual communication process is 
often time-consuming and inefficient. Unless refugees are connected, transformative innovation in the 
humanitarian sector will not be possible. 

NGOs in Tanzania indicated there is a huge opportunity to improve security and well-being through 
enhanced connectivity (e.g. help-line or mass messaging to inform refugees about major issues such as 
a cholera outbreak). Furthermore, new solutions are being developed to reach refugees. One example is 
UNHCR’s Ascend, already piloted in Costa Rica, which uses cloud technology to enable organisations to 
send out mass messages/surveys to refugees and retain a digital record of responses. However, in order 
to achieve the desired impact that a connected refugee population affords, these initiatives must be 
scaled and coordinated through a comprehensive programme.

10.	 The	private	sector	has	already	begun	investing	in	transformative	connectivity	initiatives,	working	
with	NGOs	and	refugee	communities,	but	these	initiatives	should	be	scaled	and	expanded.	

A few initiatives are already underway to bring connectivity to refugees. One example includes the new 
mobile tower that Vodacom has put up in the Nyarugusu camp in Tanzania, providing 3G access. Among 
other initiatives, this shows the private sector’s willingness to support network-expansion activities and 
improve outcomes for refugees. However, these should be scaled from small site-specific projects to 
global coordinated programmes by developing more comprehensive partnerships with the organisations 
and companies spearheading these projects. There is both the opportunity and need to expand the number 
of initiatives so that connectivity can be leveraged for protection, self-reliance and service delivery. Any 
such initiatives must also take into account that access to electricity and power solutions are essential in 
order for refugees and host communities to remain connected. 

Figure 5: Refugee social media use

Percentage of staff respondents who say refugees use an
application at least once a week in their site

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Kakao Talk 
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BBM (Blackberry Messenger)  
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5  Global UNHCR Staff Connectivity Survey 2015 
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wait at Le Zagare reception centre in 
Italy.

The Way Forward: Connecting Refugees

The research demonstrates that there is an enormous opportunity to enhance refugee well-being by 
increasing their access and supporting their ability to make use of reliable and affordable connectivity. In 
addition, there is great potential to enhance delivery and effectiveness of humanitarian services. And it’s 
not just the refugees themselves who would benefit. Host communities would also gain from improved 
communications infrastructure and access to programmes that improve affordability and deliver services 
and training.

High-Level Recommendations and Strategy
Based on the research findings, we have identified three key areas of focus that need to be addressed 
in order to enhance connectivity for refugees. Together, these three areas form the basis of the Global 
Strategy for Connectivity for Refugees, a new programme that UNHCR is launching.

• Increase	 the	availability	of	mobile	networks	and	power	 infrastructure. While urban refugees have 
similar internet and mobile network coverage as general urban populations, rural refugees are less 
connected than their non-refugee rural counterparts. Increasing coverage in those areas will not only 
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benefit the refugee populations but also the host communities. Moreover, refugee sites are typically 
densely populated, and this fact, combined with the potential benefits to local/host communities, 
makes expanding network coverage much more attractive to both private- and public sector partners—
whether for the 20 percent of rural refugees who don’t have any access, or the 63 percent who have 
only 2G access. Furthermore, energy infrastructure challenges must be addressed in both the rural 
refugee locations and their surrounding communities. 

• Make	connectivity—both	mobile	and	fixed	broadband—affordable	 for	 refugees. Mobile broadband 
is the cheapest, most-widely used and most-easily scalable form of internet access. Despite this, 
refugees are still spending a large portion of their limited incomes on mobile/internet access, and the 
affordability of devices and plans is the most common barrier preventing refugees from accessing it. 
Smartphone ownership, in particular, presents the greatest challenge, with refugees only about half as 
likely as the global population to own an internet-enabled phone.

 Despite their higher cost, fixed broadband solutions (e.g. Wi-Fi, WiMax) are still valuable for connecting 
key locations—such as community centres, classrooms, internet cafes or even food distribution/
registration areas—where refugees spend a lot of time. This would provide additional benefits, such as 
access to educational content. So while mobile broadband is the most feasible way to enhance refugee 
connectivity, fixed broadband can result in deep transformative change for targeted populations. 
Furthermore, it’s likely that the rise of innovative connectivity solutions—such as TV White Space, 
drones and balloons—will complement mobile and fixed broadband in reaching previously under-
connected areas

• Provide	access	to	training,	digital	content	and	services. The vast digital disruption occurring across 
the world is creating a huge opportunity to provide refugees with critical services, such as security/
protection, education and healthcare. However, being online poses data-security risks, so training 
programmes should include digital literacy alongside approaches for using the web securely. Furthermore, 
connectivity should also be made available to refugees in their native languages. Educated refugees 
could serve as translators of content, which could provide them with a source of income. But since 
affordable connectivity is necessary for refugees to be able to access digital services, connectivity must 
be accessible to refugees before innovative digital apps and services can truly create transformative 
impact. And once connectivity becomes ubiquitous for refugees, digital content and services should be 
provided to enhance well-being and improve the quality of service delivery.

Addressing Availability, Affordability and Usability: Strategic Interventions 
Available mobile/internet infrastructure and affordable access are the foundations for connectivity. Usable 
services and applications ensure that transformative change can occur at scale for refugees globally. 

Governments and the private sector—in particular, mobile network operators (MNOs) and technology 
companies—can ensure that refugees have affordable access to connectivity. In certain cases, UNHCR 
may support subsidies for vulnerable populations to enable them to purchase connectivity, as well as 
support community-based free/low-cost Wi-Fi services. Providing refugees with digital training will 
facilitate the delivery of refugee-specific content and help ensure that refugees are able to navigate the 
web safely. These interventions will enhance access to mobile and internet connectivity. 

At the same time, the goal is to achieve sustainability through affordable pricing models where refugees, 
host communities and partner organisations are seen as customers rather than just beneficiaries of charity. 
Sustainability can be enabled through:

• a market-based approach in which interventions will incentivise long-term private sector interest;

• an increase in refugee and host community purchasing power from additional livelihood opportunities 
unleashed through connectivity and fostered by UNHCR and other humanitarian organisations; and 

• downward trends in cost of devices and service, which increase refugees’ ability to afford connectivity.
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To ensure that refugees have access to available, affordable and usable mobile and internet 
connectivity, UNHCR created the Connectivity for Refugees Programme to collaborate with external 
partners and implement strategic interventions tailored to country- and region-specific contexts. 
Though the ultimate goal is to target broadband-like speeds and internet-enabled devices to empower 
refugees, UNHCR will design the interventions to enable refugees to benefit from the entire range of 
available connectivity.

We have identified a mix of 10 strategic interventions that, together, address refugees’ availability, 
affordability and usability challenges. During the pilot phase, country-specific analysis will identify which 
interventions are relevant based on country-specific contexts. 

Availability Interventions: Improve Access to Networks and Reduce 
Regulatory Barriers
Roughly 40 percent of both the refugee population and the global population don’t have access to a 3G+ 
mobile network, most of them in rural areas. Enhancing availability of mobile and internet networks for 
those refugees who don’t have mobile broadband access will benefit not only the refugees themselves, 
but their host communities. Moreover, maintaining or providing accessible electricity infrastructure is 
essential for ensuring that refugees can remain connected. 

The priority interventions for availability will revolve around advocating to the public and private sectors 
to improve infrastructure and reduce regulatory barriers. Where advocacy is unable or unlikely to yield 
positive outcomes, UNHCR might invest in connectivity infrastructure (such as microwave links, satellites, 
and electricity solutions), but only as a last option. There are four interventions related to availability:

• Enhance	MNO	Infrastructure. Improving access to mobile networks would ensure the most scalable 
and affordable access to connectivity. MNOs can establish or expand networks in locations with limited 
or lack of 3G networks through the construction of new cellular towers, installation of temporary 
towers (or other temporary infrastructure) and/or enhancement of existing infrastructure. Based on 
country-specific analysis, UNHCR will collaborate with MNOs to devise a market-based approach to 
network expansion to refugee locations.

• Collaborate	with	Governments	to	Expand	Network	Infrastructure	and	Access.	UNHCR will collaborate 
with partners such as GSMA—which represents the interests of mobile operators worldwide—to 
advocate to telecommunications regulators and other agencies to incentivise MNOs, Internet Service 
Providers (ISPs) and other technology companies to expand network infrastructure. UNHCR will also 

Benefits of
Connectivity

  

Improved refugee
well-being and

self reliance

Improved
access to the
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mobile
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Enhance safety,
security and
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delivery
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Figure 6: Enhanced Availability, Affordability and Usability Enables 5 Key Benefits 
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advocate to governments to include refugee locations in rural electrification plans and to reduce 
regulatory barriers preventing refugees from accessing connectivity, such as relaxing identification 
requirements to obtain SIM cards. Where available, UNHCR will seek to include refugees in government-
implemented universal access and digital inclusion programmes.

• Collaborate	with	MNOs	and	Other	Technology/Communications	Companies	to	Improve	Infrastructure.	
Mobile Network Operators (MNOs) and other technology/communications companies can improve 
or establish Wi-Fi network infrastructure in rural refugee locations by deploying microwave links and 
satellite dishes. Other innovative solutions include harnessing unused TV spectrums (e.g. Microsoft’s 
TV White Space Project) or launching connectivity-enabling drones/balloons to provide broadband 
access. Investment in electricity infrastructure (e.g. solar and ad hoc charging stations) is also needed, 
especially in rural and camp-like situations.

• Make	Targeted	Investments	in	Infrastructure. In areas where advocacy alone does not lead to positive 
results, UNHCR will consider investing in infrastructure improvements by ISPs or other alternative 
technology companies. Investment might also be made in electricity infrastructure to support mobile 
charging, although this intervention should be considered as a last option due to high resource 
requirements and a lack of sustainability.

A Syrian family connects to the internet to watch films on a laptop.
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Affordability Interventions: Reduce Price of Connectivity and Expand 
Community Access
Since virtually all refugees have difficulty affording devices, mobile data plans and internet access, UNHCR 
will prioritise affordability interventions where possible—particularly in rural locations, whose populations 
are more likely to experience extreme affordability challenges due to a lack of livelihood opportunities. 

Three potential interventions address refugees’ affordability challenges:

• Negotiate	Refugee-Specific	Plans	 and	Discounts. UNHCR aims to reduce the financial burden of 
connectivity by advocating to MNOs, ISPs and other communications/technology firms to create refugee-
specific internet plans, provide discounts for devices, or allow greater access to low-cost devices in refugee 
sites. Refugee-specific internet plans can consist of low/no-cost products such as MNO-sponsored free 
data packages (e.g. free 100 MB day), zero-rated applications (e.g. Facebook’s Free Basics), and low-priced 
bundles tailored for refugees (e.g. more international SMS and less local voice in Sub-Saharan Africa). 
Where relevant, the private sector can also provide custom pricing for implementing partners and other 
humanitarian agencies to reduce the cost of providing digital services to refugees (e.g. discounts on mass-
SMS platform or mobile money transfer rates to support mobile cash distribution).

• Subsidise	Devices	and	Mobile/Internet	Plans. For particularly vulnerable populations that might not be 
able to access reduced pricing from the previous intervention, UNHCR might distribute cash/voucher 
subsidies, either electronically or physically. This could take shape in one of two ways: (1) altering 
methodologies of existing UNHCR/partner cash distribution programmes—such as UNHCR’s cash 
distribution programme in Jordan—to include connectivity needs; or (2) implementing new e-voucher 
initiatives focused exclusively on connectivity. As part of this intervention, private sector partners can 
provide product donations or devices to refugees.

• Deploy	 and	 Expand	 Community	 Internet-Access	 Centres. In collaboration with humanitarian/aid 
organisations and private sector partners, UNHCR would establish and operate community internet-
access centres. This would make connectivity accessible to refugees who cannot afford individual 
devices/plans. Moreover, equipped with computers and tablets with unlimited bandwidth, these 
centres would provide refugees with access to a more-complete internet experience to enable 
enriched learning and livelihood opportunities. Where possible, community internet-access centres 
will also be accessible for the host populations to strengthen ties between both communities.

Usability Interventions: Enable Richer Usage of the Internet through 
Training Programmes and Relevant Digital Content and Services
The survey of UNHCR staff from global locations revealed that six of the top 10 challenges to refugee 
connectivity were related to usability issues such as lack of digital skills and lack of relevant content in the 
local language. To address this, humanitarian/aid organisations and the private sector should partner to 
deliver training and encourage the creation of refugee-relevant content and services. In areas where only 
2G cellular coverage is available, implementing partners should take advantage of SMS or voice-based 
services—such as appointment booking or mass text announcements—to improve communication with, 
or content delivery to, refugees. In parallel, UNHCR will advocate for the development of digital service 
delivery once mobile broadband is available to refugees.

Three interventions address usability barriers to connectivity:

• Develop	and	Implement	Training	Programmes. Digital literacy training programmes can be developed 
to increase refugees’ ability to use the internet fully. Such training will also include information around 
data security so that refugees are aware of how to use their data online responsibly. The development 
and delivery of these programmes will be in cooperation with implementing and private sector 
partners. UNHCR will look to integrate and collaborate with existing UNHCR and partner initiatives, 
such as the Instant Network Schools Programme supported by Vodafone Foundation.
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• Enable	an	Ecosystem	for	Digital	Service	Delivery. Implementing partners and private sector partners 
should collaborate to develop and use applications to support digital service delivery for refugees 
(e.g. mobile health alerts, e-registration, etc.). Where appropriate, UNHCR will fund and develop 
applications to support protection and other mandates. UNHCR will also create an environment that 
makes it easier for partners to deliver services digitally by releasing non-personal refugee data in open 
formats, recommending application standards and enabling Application Programming Interface (APIs) 
to standard web services.

• Facilitate	Development	of	Refugee-Relevant	Content. Through training and communications, UNHCR 
will encourage partners and refugees to develop and publish relevant content online and to make use 
of social media. This will facilitate collaboration within refugee communities, leading to increased well-
being and self-reliance. UNHCR will also support refugees’ efforts to publish their own content online 
in a safe and responsible manner. UNHCR will also take into consideration various native languages of 
refugees and offer solutions, such as having multi-lingual refugees serve as translators.

Solutions Tailored to Local Needs
UNHCR will collaborate with partners to select from and customise the 10 strategic interventions to 
deploy country-specific strategies. A key driver for determining which mix of interventions to pursue is 
whether the target country has urban refugees, rural refugees or both, and if the country is experiencing 
a humanitarian emergency. 

In urban locations, which often have good 3G+ mobile broadband coverage, affordability and usability 
interventions are most applicable. Insufficient broadband access in urban areas is mainly caused by 
broader systemic issues that are beyond the scope of this programme, such as government restriction on 
connectivity for all citizens or targeted groups of individuals such as refugees. Therefore, in urban areas 
UNHCR will focus on affordability and usability interventions to promote accessibility to refugee-relevant 
content and provide refugees with internet-enabled digital services.

Lebanon. The Most Important Thing: Syrian Refugees 
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In rural locations, availability, affordability and usability interventions are all required. In many cases, 
availability interventions are required first due to a widespread lack of 3G mobile broadband coverage. If 
3G+ mobile coverage is not available, UNHCR and partners can still focus on usability interventions that 
leverage existing 2G connectivity, such as delivering services via SMS/voice until network improvements 
are made and internet-enabled devices are more commonly adopted. As rural areas become more urbanised 
and covered with broadband coverage, UNHCR could reduce availability interventions and refocus efforts 
on usability interventions to utilise the newly available broadband networks for digital service delivery. 

In addition to urban and rural factors, other variables will be considered when customising or selecting 
interventions to apply to each country. For instance, in emergency situations, interventions that focus 
on the most immediate needs of populations will be prioritised. UNHCR country teams will be provided 
with a detailed implementation toolkit, which equips them to collaborate with partners and deploy the 
relevant interventions in their refugee sites.

Partnering for Results
UNHCR will collaborate with relevant partners to provide sustainable connectivity for refugees and 
identify the required resources to lead the planning, execution, and monitoring of implementation. 
UNHCR will proactively build multi-faceted partnerships with a broad range of stakeholders across five 
key categories: (1) Refugees and Host Communities; (2) Host Governments; (3) The Private Sector; (4) 
Non-Governmental Organisations; and (5) Institutional Donors. 

Refugees	and	Host	Communities.
Refugees and the communities that host them are at the centre of this programme. While all interventions 
are designed with their needs in mind, refugees and host communities are also partners, as they can 
provide critical feedback and data to inform advocacy efforts and perform monitoring and evaluation. 
Refugees can also be directly involved in content creation (e.g. by developing websites/apps, translating 
content) and outreach in their communities to facilitate buy-in and drive adoption. Moreover, with 

REFUGEE & HOST 
COMMUNITIES

UNHCR

NON-GOVERNMENTAL 
ORGANIZATIONS 

HOST 
GOVERNMENTS

PRIVATE 
SECTOR

INSTITUTIONAL 
DONORS

Figure 7: UNHCR Partnership Framework with Potential Partners
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affordable connectivity, beneficiaries of connectivity interventions become contributing members of a 
marketplace. In turn, private sector companies will be more likely to tailor solutions for them and enable 
sustainable market-based solutions.

Host	Governments
Host governments are key partners that incentivise the private sector to enable connectivity and establish 
policy frameworks around refugee rights and privileges. Approval from host governments is often required 
before connectivity interventions can be implemented. UNHCR, with support from partners, aims to 
collaborate with governments to: 

• Incentivise expansion of connectivity and power supplies to regions where refugees reside; 

• Encourage pricing segmentation practices such that low-income people can access connectivity; and 

• Remove identification barriers for refugees to obtain devices/plans. 

A major component of partnering with governments will involve communicating how connectivity will 
improve the economic and social constraints faced as a result of hosting refugees. Among the many 
benefits that governments could enjoy by enabling enhanced refugee connectivity are the following:

• Enhanced connectivity for host communities, especially where availability is a challenge;

• Increased compliance with government requirements around registration and monitoring, as in-person 
requirements are often not completed in a timely manner;

• Cost savings from moving certain refugee affairs activities from in-person to online;

• Two-way communication opportunities to better understand security and health risks in refugee 
populations;

• Improved refugee access to government information, further reducing risk of non-compliance; and

• The opportunity to innovate in digital service delivery.

Better access to information about their home-country situation will enable refugees to make more-
informed decisions about when it is safe to return. 

The	Private	Sector
Private sector partnership is essential to scale the connectivity interventions globally. The private sector 
brings global reach, innovative business models, experience in the communications/telecommunications 
sector, robust relationships with government regulators, and a deep pool of financial and human resources. 
Examples of private sector players and the capabilities/assets they provide include:

• MNOs—mobile coverage and service;

• ISPs—the internet backbone for other connectivity providers;

• Infrastructure companies—tower infrastructure, affordable power solutions and alternative 
connectivity technology;

• Technology hardware firms—handsets and networking equipment;

• Technology service firms—services, cash and other in-kind funding; and

• Alternative-energy firms—affordable methods of charging devices.

By partnering on this initiative, the private sector can realise benefits beyond corporate social responsibility 
typically associated with engaging humanitarian organisations. These new benefits include: incremental 
revenue opportunities from new paying subscribers (i.e. refugees, host communities, UNHCR & partner 
agency staff); increased employee engagement through staff volunteer programmes; validation of new 
connectivity technology for rural connectivity; and the ability to pilot new business models in a controlled 
low-resource setting (e.g. refugee camps).
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While the focus will be on sustainable models for connecting refugees, UNHCR will also encourage and 
seek programme and financial support from Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives of these companies 
to augment its ability to ensure connectivity for all refugees. 

Non-Governmental	Organisations	(NGOs)
NGO partners can supplement UNHCR’s field capability by establishing connectivity-related programming 
and offering digital services to refugees once connectivity is available. NGOs can also extend their 
influence to support connectivity advocacy efforts with government agencies and encourage the adoption 
of mobile technology among refugees and host communities through outreach efforts.

Some potential benefits to these partners from a more-connected refugee population include: 

• enhanced	programme	outcomes — by leveraging digital delivery capabilities enabled by connectivity, 
such as providing education and health content via SMS or internet-enabled applications; 

• improved	communication — as connectivity enables partners to better communicate with refugees 
and promote two-way dialogues, simplifying the dissemination of information for refugees; and

• the	ability	to	implement	innovative	programmes	not	previously	possible — e.g. mobile cash assistance 
distribution, where refugees could receive assistance digitally and partners could eliminate the 
complexity of distributing paper vouchers or physical cash.

Donors
Funding for the Connectivity for Refugees Programme will come primarily from traditional governmental 
donors, particularly to fund implementations in regions where donors have existing interest in 
connectivity expansion. Foundations and development finance institutions can also play a central role in 
providing funding. UNHCR will also seek partnerships with and funding from foundations that support 
humanitarian action and work to complement government funding. There is also significant potential for 
leadership giving from high net worth individuals who support humanitarian programmes.

Figure 8: First Year Cost for UNHCR Global Programme for Connectivity for Refugees 

Summary Budget 
We will:

Amount in US$

Reduce the cost of internet and mobile connectivity for vulnerable populations 
through subsidies for devices and data.

1.6m

Provide seed funding for connectivity-enhanced services including relevant 
content on the internet for refugees, digital literacy, apps, mass SMS, online 
education, protection moni-toring and reporting, eMedicine and more.

1.2m

Increase the availability and quality of internet access within refugees and host 
communities.

1.0m

Carry out detailed field-level assessments, develop country implementation 
plans, monitor implementation, negotiate price reductions and extension 
of services to refugee and host communities, coordinate efforts of multiple 
stakeholders and provide programme manage-ment support in ten countries 
as well as manage the global programme.

1.8m

Standard UNHCR Cost Recovery on Donations. 0.4m

Total 6.0m
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A Call to Action

Connectivity plays a critical role in improving the lives of refugees and their host communities. 
Bringing connectivity to them will require coordinated action across governments, civil society and 
the private sector. 

Governments can provide support by fostering an atmosphere that encourages the expansion of 
connectivity to refugee and host communities. 

Civil society must work with the private sector to innovate on the way it delivers services to refugees, 
while also creating an environment that allows refugees to play a role in content creation so that 
they can help themselves. 

And the private sector—particularly technology and communications companies—has an especially 
large role to play. In many cases, existing products, technologies and services can be applied to help 
connect refugees. In others, new products and solutions will be needed. Companies can also look to 
align existing programs, including corporate social responsibility initiatives, to help address refugee 
connectivity challenges.

Finally, companies and institutional or individual donors can support refugee connectivity by 
committing financial resources. UNHCR is seeking to raise $6 million in order to launch connectivity 
pilots in 10 countries across the world. On the basis of these pilots, UNHCR will develop a strategy 
for mainstreaming connectivity support into humanitarian operations as a standard feature of the 
support refugees need to ensure their protection and well-being. 

The funding will be used to develop and deliver digital services and content for and by refugees, 
support extremely vulnerable populations that have no means to access connectivity, co-fund 
infrastructure improvements, and carry out detailed field-level assessments to ensure local contexts 
are properly considered when implementing these connectivity interventions. For its part, UNHCR 
commits to play a central coordination role in this global effort to connect refugees.

Cameroon/ Gbiti, 140 km east from Bertoua, located on the border with Central African Republic. Gbiti is one of 
the 3 gates where Mbororo refugees enter Cameroon, with Garou-Boula and Ngaoui. Children are sitting around 
the school, playing with cellular phones that they drew. The closest phone connection is located 18km away, 
without any insurance that the network is working.
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Thanks to the internet and technology, access to information and staying in touch is easier than ever. For 
most refugees, however, this is not the case. As a result of their lack of reliable connectivity, refugees 
don’t have access to information they need to improve their lives, while they also lack the means to 
communicate with each other, their families and humanitarian service providers.

Of particular significance is the potential that enhanced connectivity holds for empowering communities 
and promoting self-reliance through improved social and economic opportunities. Access to the internet 
and telephone service with connectivity thus creates a powerful multiplier effect that will improve the 
well-being of refugees and the communities that host them.

Connectivity has brought the world tremendous economic and social benefits. We must all work together 
to ensure that refugees and other displaced persons can also reap those benefits. 
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Slovenia/ Syrian youths with a mobile 
phone just after crossing the border

Conclusion
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