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Field Report: Revolution, its Aftermath, and Access to Information for Refugees in Cairo
By Eleanor Danielson

Abstract
This article explores the impact of Egypt’s 2011 revolution and subsequent unrest amongst
refugees in Cairo, framing it within the context of refugees’ own activism in the city. It then
turns to highlight the need for the expansion of communication channels between service
providers and refugees in Cairo, both in times of civil unrest and of stability.

Introduction
The Arab Spring directed the world’s attention to popular struggles in the Middle East and
North Africa, especially the political implications of revolution and its aftermath. Some policy
and academic researchers have examined the Arab Spring’s impact on forced migration, but have
largely considered displacement that resulted from the events, such as migrations into Europe
and from Libya into Egypt (Bonfiglio 2011, Fynn 2012). The effect of revolution on refugees
already in host countries in the region has received less attention, outside of media accounts
(Bates 2011; Gab Allah 2011; Hagen 2011; Hussain and Pitea 2011; IRIN 2011; Jensen 2011;
Johnson 2012; Jones 2012; Lammers 2011; Malek 2011; Parietti 2011; Sadek 2012; SAHAfrica
2011). Egypt, for example, has long hosted refugees, especially in its capital, Cairo. How have the
events of 2011-12 impacted refugees and asylum seekers already in Cairo, and what can be
learned for other urban refugee situations? This paper frames these questions within the context
of refugees’ own activism in the city. It highlights the need for expanded communication
channels between service providers and refugees in Cairo, both in times of civil unrest and of
stability.
This paper is based on qualitative research conducted in Cairo in 2010-12 as part of doctoral
work and a pilot project examining access to asylum (Danielson 2012). The research included
desk research; twenty-four formal interviews with fifteen refugees working at community-based
organisations in the major national groups in Cairo and nine service providers (around half
conducted with interpreters and all recorded); field notes from eleven informal conversations
with researchers, service providers, and refugees; and fieldnotes based on participant observation
at multiple relevant workshops, trainings, presentations and performances. Given the ethical
considerations of conducting research with refugees (see Jacobsen and Landau 2003) and the
tense security situation in Cairo, issues of confidentiality and security were paramount.
For some refugees in Cairo, the revolutionary demonstrations of January 2011 held familiar
echoes. For three months in 2005, several thousand Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers in
Cairo held their own sit-in at Cairo’s Mustafa Mahmoud Park (see Azzam 2006, Rowe 2006).
Like Tahrir Square, the park became a place where people of different religions and origins could
come together, raise their complaints, and imagine and enact an idealised, unified country
(Danielson 2008; Lewis 2007; Schafer 2005). The bloodshed at the end of the refugee protest,
however, heralded not revolution but more of the same, namely continued economic, legal, and
social constraints on the lives of refugees and their livelihoods. The years since have seen
episodes of violence between self-described ‘gangs’ of young Sudanese youth (Lewis 2011), the
continued arrival of new asylum seekers from Iraq (Younes and Rosen 2007), and killings by
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Egyptian border guards of refugees en route to Israel through the Sinai,1 seeking exodus from
Cairo’s uneasy refuge. Overall, in the past decade, the situation for refugees in the city has only
gotten worse.
The 2011 revolution dealt a series of further setbacks to the approximately 40,000 registered
refugees and asylum seekers living in Cairo – people originally from Sudan, Iraq, Somalia,
Eritrea, and Ethiopia (UNHCR 2012). During the uprising, mobility within the city became
tightly restricted, both by soldiers ignorant of the meaning of refugees’ ID cards – resulting in
many arrests – and by neighbourhood patrols (Danielson 2011; Jones 2012: 16). Many employed
refugees lost income or jobs because of their inability to get to their workplaces, or because their
expatriate employers left the country. With access to money from abroad blocked by bank
closures, many suffered hunger and reduced food budgets, the loss of housing, and the accrual
of rent debt. UNHCR and many of its partners closed down their offices, with some staff
evacuated and others working from home – reducing refugees’ access to services, cash assistance,
and subsidised healthcare. The government’s release of prisoners into the city created greater
insecurity in the streets, including refugee-hosting neighbourhoods.
In the time that has passed since the revolution’s peak, both the city and the refugees in it have
adjusted to the new reality of increased xenophobia and nationalism, sporadic political upheaval,
rising crime and continued instability. Some refugees, hoping for resettlement from the
increasingly tenuous situation, have taken political action and renewed protests outside of
UNHCR. Linking his protest for refugee rights to the national events, a Sudanese man asked:
“Where is our revolution?” (Danielson 2011b). Other refugees have taken advantage of the
increased acceptance of public protest to rally at the embassies of their home countries or
demonstrate for international attention to their governments’ misdeeds. Many have continued
their work helping their own communities through community-based organisations (Jones 2012:
16). A few refugees have taken the opportunity of the new government to try to press charges
for the 2005 killings at Mustafa Mahmoud Park. But many refugees’ unease toward the Egyptian
government has been renewed by the 2011 appointment as new Interior Minister of former Giza
Security directorate Mohamed Ibrahim Youssef, the man who oversaw the violent end of the
2005 protest (Unattributed 2011a).
Initially, with a new government finally in view, advocates for refugee rights were optimistic
about the possibility of improving the legal context for refugees in Egypt, which is constrained
by the country’s reservations on the 1951 Refugee Convention – amongst other restrictions,
refugees are barred from legal employment, making local integration virtually impossible (Kagan
2011: 18-19). A play written jointly by refugees and Egyptians and performed repeatedly
throughout the city has opened a dialogue between Egyptians and refugees about refugees’ role
and treatment in Egypt (Wedeman 2010). Some Tahrir activists said that their own experiences
made them see the 2005 refugee protest in new light. Thus far, however, efforts by refugees to
advocate for their rights in the new political arena have been largely drowned out,
and international, national and local contexts continue to constrain both refugees and service
providers in Cairo.
One area that shows potential for improvement is information provision for refugees. Access to
basic information about services, rights, the Refugee Status Determination (RSD) and
resettlement processes as well as the roles of UNHCR, the Egyptian government, and other
service providers is important both amidst political upheaval and in calmer times. Contemporary
asylum in Cairo is shaped by a history of limited information about asylum policy, a tense
The Sinai remains an abominable site of the imprisonment, torture and extortion of refugees, mostly Eritreans
smuggled through Sudan. See Greenwood (2012) for a summary.
1
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relationship between refugees and UNHCR (exacerbated by the 2005 demonstration), repeated
protests at the office, and a notoriously damaging rumour mill within refugee communities.
These dynamics have contributed to problems as mundane as misunderstandings about services
and as serious as arrests. As a result, both policy and academic research on asylum in Cairo has
repeatedly recommended improvements to communication about asylum and information
provision for refugees (Danielson 2012: 6-8).
In the wake of the revolution, service providers in Cairo took unprecedented and encouraging
steps in this direction. When refugees staged large demonstrations at UNHCR to protest its
closure, UNHCR’s Regional Representative in Egypt and other staff held multiple meetings with
refugees who had gathered outside the Cairo office. Although the representativeness of those
refugees who were granted meetings has since been questioned (Danielson 2012: 9-10), the
Regional Representative attempted to reach a wider audience by distributing three public letters
addressed to all refugees and asylum seekers in Egypt detailing UNHCR’s position and clarifying
details of emergency assistance, the limited increase in resettlement spaces, and acknowledging
the anxiety and hardships refugees in Cairo faced (Dayri 2011a, 2011b, 2011c). UNHCR emailed
the letters to its partners, who printed and distributed them to refugees. Improved
communications are also evident through the distribution of several emergency announcements
through the same method, and the opening of a much-needed telephone hotline. The pioneering
efforts of the Cairo office of Catholic Relief Services (CRS) to reach its refugee clients by mass
SMS were harnessed in a successful inter-agency effort to inform refugees about a one-off,
emergency payment after the revolution. UNHCR has held regular meetings with refugee
communities in Cairo since, with other service providers assisting in their planning.
Yet more can be done to improve access to information for refugees, most of which is still only
available through office visits, which require some refugees to take time off work so as to arrive
during or before office hours, in a long and expensive trip. At multiple points since the
revolution, uprisings and their suppression by the interim military government have resulted in
the closure of service providers’ offices, the cancellation, relocation or rescheduling of classes,
meetings and events for refugees, and increases in street crime and transportation difficulty.
There is a greater than ever need for access to information that does not require travel. In Cairo,
mobile phone use is ubiquitous, including in refugee communities, and mass SMS systems are
widely available and easy to use, as CRS has shown through its exemplary SMS program
(Danielson 2012: 30-31). However, SMS use by service providers in Cairo is still in its infancy.
Print is a basic and easily distributed way to spread information, but there is a dearth of simple
printed information like brochures. Asylum seekers can learn of the progress of their Refugee
Status Determination only from printed notices posted in certain locations, or visits to UNHCR.
A significant portion of refugees access the internet at internet cafes and service providers’
computer centres, and use it to share information about asylum in Cairo with other refugees
(Danielson 2012: 31-36). However, service providers’ websites remain primarily donor-oriented,
presented in the style of annual reports with little content useful to people seeking services, such
as office location. Despite the need for better information, and the availability of technologies to
help in its spread, many local service providers lack the time and funding needed to develop new
communication strategies.2
The Arab Spring elevated the importance of communication in Cairo to a global stage, through
the online activism that fuelled it and, at the revolution’s height, when the government cut all
internet and local mobile phone access. Technology is not a silver bullet, but it can be one tool to
help improve communication between service providers and beneficiaries and increase access to
See Forced Migration Review, Issue 38, for an in-depth look at the role of technology in information distribution and
service provision in contexts of forced migration.
2
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information for refugees. In order to take the time to build such initiatives, however, local
service providers and refugee groups need the support of international donors, policy-makers,
and funders. In the quest to improve urban refugee protection and assistance in emergencies as
well as normal operations, the expansion of channels of communication is worthy of further
attention, not just in Cairo but in refugee-hosting urban settings around the globe.

Eleanor Danielson is a DPhil candidate in Anthropology at the Centre on Migration, Policy
and Society (COMPAS) at the University of Oxford, where she also gained an MPhil in
Migration Studies. Her research on asylum in Cairo began in 2005. This paper draws
from independent research in Cairo partially funded by a grant from UNHCR’s Policy
Development and Evaluation Service.

References Cited
ARAB COALITION FOR DARFUR (2011) ‘Conference Announcement: Refugees Without
Protection: Between the Basic Rights and International Protection’, press release, on file with
the author.
AZZAM, F. (ed.) (2006) ‘A Tragedy of Failures and False Expectations: Report on the Events
Surrounding the Three-month Sit-in and Forced Removal of Sudanese Refugees in Cairo,
September–December 2005’, Cairo: Forced Migration and Refugee Studies Working Paper,
American University in Cairo.
BATES, A. (2011) ‘African Refugees in Egypt Sit Out the Protests’, Mother Jones. Available
from:
<http://motherjones.com/mojo/2011/01/africa-migrants-egypt-sit-out-protests>
(accessed 2 June 2011).
BONFIGLIO, A. (2011) ‘North Africa in Transition: Mobility, Forced Migration and
Humanitarian Crises’, Oxford Department of International Development. Available from:
<http://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/events/north-africa-intransition/North%20Africa%20Workshop%20Report%20final.pdf> (Accessed 21 August
2011).
DANIELSON, E. (2008) ‘A Contested Demonstration: Resistance, Negotiation and
Transformation in the Cairo Sudanese Refugee Protest of 2005’, Master’s Thesis, University
of Oxford.
_____ (2011) Fieldnotes, Presentation by Mahmoud Farag, ‘Cairo Refugees and the Revolution’,
American University in Cairo, Cairo, 23 March.
_____ (2011a) Fieldnotes, Phonecall with Somali refugee, Dahab and Cairo, 30 January.
_____ (2011b) Fieldnotes, Conference, ‘Refugees without Protection: Between the Basic Rights
and International Protection’, Journalists’ Syndicate, Cairo, 28 July.
_____ (2012) ‘Urban Refugee Protection in Cairo: The Role of Communication, Information
and Technology’, New Issues in Refugee Research Working Paper No. 236.
DAYRI, M. (2011a) ‘Message to All Refugees and Asylum Seekers from UNHCR Regional
Representation, 17 February’. On file with the author.
60

Oxford Monitor of Forced Migration, Volume 2, Number 2

_____ (2011b) ‘Open Letter to Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Egypt from UNHCR Regional
Representation, 4 April’. On file with the author.
_____ (2011c) ‘Public Letter from HQ to Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Egypt, UNHCR
Regional Representation, 22 February’. On file with the author.
FYNN, V. (2012) ‘Editorial: Forced Migration and Displacement During The Arab Spring'.
Journal of Internal Displacement, July.
GAB ALLAH, K. (2011) ‘Arabs and Africans in Cairo Protest Against their Regimes,’ Al Masry
Al Youm English Edition. Available from:
<http://www.almasryalyoum.com/en/print/447597> (accessed on 23 May 2011).
GRABSKA, K. (2006). ‘Marginalization in Urban Spaces of the Global South: Urban Refugees
in Cairo’, Journal of Refugee Studies 19(3): 287-307.
GREENWOOD, P. (2012) ‘Egyptian Authorities Look the Other Way as Bedouin Kidnap
Refugees’, The Guardian, 14 February. Available
from: <http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/feb/14/egypt-bedouin-kidnap-refugeesisrael> (accessed on 4 August 2012).
HAGEN, E. (2011) ‘Egypt Not A Refugee Heaven’, Ahram Online. Available from:
<http://english.ahram.org.eg/News/14661.aspx> (accessed on 23 June 2011).
HUSSAIN, R. and PITEA, R. (2011) ‘Rapid Assessment of the Impact of the January 25
Events on Migrants in Cairo’, International Organization for Migration.
IRIN (2011) 'Egypt: Refugees Hit by Discrimination, Violence Amid Heightened Nationalism,'
IRIN Humanitarian News and Analysis. Available from:
<http://www.irinnews.org/printreport.aspx?reportid=94294> (accessed on 19 April 2012).
JACOBSEN, K. and LANDAU, L. (2003) ‘The Dual Imperative in Refugee Research: Some
Methodological and Ethical Considerations’, Disasters 27(3): 185–206.
JENSEN, J. (2011) 'For Refugees in Egypt, It's Worse,' Shooting Egypt blog. Available from:
<http://jonjensen.com/blog/?p=1829#more-1829> (accessed on 9 September 2011).
JOHNSON, G. (2012) 'Frozen Words: Memory and Sexual Violence Amongst Sudanese
Refugee Women in Cairo', New Issues in Refugee Research No. 240.
JONES, M. (2012) 'We Are Not All Egyptian', Forced Migration Review 39: 16.
KAGAN, M. (2011) 'Shared Responsibility in a New Egypt: A Strategy for Refugee Protection',
Center for Migration and Refugee Studies Working Paper.
LAMMERS, E. (2011) 'Lives In Transition,' The Broker. Available from:
<http://www.thebrokeronline.eu/Magazine/articles/Lives-in-transition> (accessed on 3
July 2011).
LEUNG, L. (2011) ‘Taking Refuge In Technology: Communication Practices In Refugee
Camps And Immigration Detention’, New Issues in Refugee Research Working Paper No. 202.

61

Oxford Monitor of Forced Migration, Volume 2, Number 2

LEWIS, T. (2007) 'Nothing Left to Lose? Protest, Political Action, and Resistance Strategies in
Exile: A Case Study Of Sudanese Refugees in Cairo'. Dissertation, MSc in Forced
Migration, University of Oxford.
_____ (2011) ‘“Come, We Kill What is Called ‘Persecution Life’”: Sudanese Refugee Youth
Gangs in Cairo’, Oxford Monitor of Forced Migration 1(1): 78-92.
MAHMOUD, H. (2009) ‘Disrupted Lives and Shattered Dreams: Culture, Identity, and Coping
Pathways Among Sudanese Refugees in Cairo’. PhD dissertation, University of Cambridge.
MALEK, D. (2011) ‘Egypt's Other Demonstrations: What is The UN Refugee Agency Doing?’
PolicyMic Newsletter. Available from: <http://www.policymic.com/articles/360/egypt-sother-demonstrations-what-is-the-un-refugee-agency-doing> (Accessed 19 April 2012).
MULTIPLE. (2010) Forced Migration Review 38.
PARIETTI, L. (2011) ‘Egypt No Longer Safe Haven for Refugees’, Huffington Post. Available
from: <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/lindsey-parietti/refugees-in-egypt> (accessed on
28 August 2011).
ROWE, M. (2006) ‘The Experience of Protest: Masculinity and Agency Among Sudanese
Refugees in Cairo.’ Cairo Papers in Social Science 29(4): 1-104.
SADEK, S. (2012) ‘Where are the Refugees from Egypt’s Revolution?, Egypt Independent.
Available from: <http://www.egyptindependent.com/opinion/where-are-refugees-egypt'srevolution> (accessed on 6 September 2012).
SAHAFRICA (2011) ‘Caught in Cairo: the Horn's Refugees Struggle for Protection’, Something
About the Horn of Africa blog. Available from:
<http://sahafrica.wordpress.com/2011/02/06/caught-in-cairo-the-horns-refugees-strugglefor-protection/> (accessed on 12 June 2011).
SCHAFER, S. (2005) ‘Sudanese Demonstrators in Mohandiseen: Who They Are and Why
They're Here’, Course paper, Graduate Diploma in Forced Migration and Refugee Studies,
American University in Cairo. On file with the author.
SHEPHARD, D. (2011) ‘Egypt: Sudanese Refugee Held for Two Days in Small Cell with 6Year-Old’, Bikya Masr. Available from: <http://bikyamasr.com/33671/egypt-sudaneserefugee-held-for-two-days-in-small-cell-with-6-year-old/> (accessed on 19 May 2011).
UNATTRIBUTED (2011a) ‘Interior Minister Denies Responsibility for Refugee Killings In
2005,' Egypt Independent. Available from: <http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/
interior-minister-denies-responsibility-refugee-killings-2005> (accessed on 6 August 2012).
_____ (2011b) ‘U.N. Moves to Evacuate Staff from Cairo Chaos’, The Daily Star Lebanon.
Available from: http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/Feb/04/UN-moves-toevacuate-staff-from-Cairo-chaos.ashx (accessed on 19 April 2012).
UNHCR (2012) ‘UNHCR Egypt Fact Sheet January 2012’.
<http://www.unhcr.org/4f4c956c9.pdf> (accessed on 4 April 2012).

Available

from:

62

Oxford Monitor of Forced Migration, Volume 2, Number 2

VINEY, S. and BEACH, A. (2011) ‘Sudanese Protests Force UNHCR to Close Cairo Office’,
Al Masry Al Youm English Edition. Available from:
http://www.almasryalyoum.com/node/383443 (accessed on 2 April 2011).
WEDEMAN, B. (2010) ‘Theater Puts Spotlight on Refugees in Egypt’, CNN Inside Africa.
Available from: <http://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/africa/11/25/
egypt.refugee.theater/index.html> (accessed on 29 November 2010).
YOUNES, K. and ROSEN, N. (2007) ‘Egypt: Respond to the Needs of Iraqi Refugees’,
Refugees International Bulletin. Available from:
<http://www.refugeesinternational.org/sites/default/files/egyptiraq_041207.pdf> (accessed
12 on September 2012)

63

