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A woman cooks near her shelter in Mentao camp, Burkina Faso. Photo: Pablo Tosco/Oxfam

MALI’S CONFLICT
REFUGEES
Responding to a growing crisis
Nearly 375,000 Malians fled the conflict in the north of their country in
2012. Over 145,000, the majority of them women and children, sought
refuge in poor areas of neighbouring Burkina Faso, Mauritania and Niger.
More are already following since the escalation in fighting in January
2013. Those neighbouring governments and humanitarian agencies have
provided life-saving aid to refugees in difficult circumstances, but they are
struggling to meet all the refugees’ basic needs. In Niger’s camps, up to
21 per cent of children are malnourished. Governments and aid agencies
must urgently step up preparations to respond to rising needs in refugeehosting countries, while all military forces and armed groups active in
Mali must take all possible steps to avoid harm to an already distressed
civilian population. Many of the refugees have repeatedly fled Mali over
the last 20 years, and may well not return until the deep-seated social,
political and economic drivers of the country's conflict are resolved.
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SUMMARY
Since January 2012, nearly 375,000 Malians have fled the conflict in the
north of their country.1 Some 145,000, the majority of them women and
children, have crossed into neighbouring countries, mainly Burkina Faso,
Mauritania and Niger. For many—including those interviewed by
Oxfam—this was the latest of several flights from crisis over two
decades. Not surprisingly, they say they will not return until a true, lasting
peace in Mali is secured.2
Those neighbouring governments, local communities, the UN and aid
agencies have delivered life-saving assistance to Mali’s refugees, often
in difficult circumstances. However, they are already struggling to cover
all basic needs. With conflict escalating in Mali following the launch of
Malian-French operations at the start of 2013 to counter a renewed
offensive by armed groups, host governments and humanitarian
agencies must urgently step up preparations to respond to any further
refugee flows.
Moreover, Malian and French armed forces, and other armed forces
engaged in Mali now or in the future, must take all possible steps to
minimize harm to an already distressed civilian population. Armed groups
in northern Mali must abide by their obligations under international law
and refrain from committing human rights violations against civilians.

A humanitarian response falling short
The humanitarian response has met some, but far from all, of the
refugees’ vital needs. In Niger’s refugee camps, up to 21 per cent of
children are malnourished, 6 percentage points above the World Health
Organization’s threshold for ‘emergency’ levels—and malnutrition rates
are also alarmingly high among child refugees in Mauritania.3
Malian refugees face many threats, including sexual violence, forced
labour and forced recruitment by armed groups from northern Mali. The
UN refugee agency (UN High Commissioner for Refugees, UNHCR), as
well as the broader humanitarian community, has so far done little to
adequately analyze or respond to these threats.
Many refugees are pastoralists, but a ‘one size fits all’ humanitarian
response has until now failed to meet their specific needs and address
the impact of their livestock on local communities and the environment. In
one camp in Burkina Faso, there are three animals for every person,
which puts pressure on the local population and environment.4
Refugees are living among populations that are themselves struggling to
get by in the face of poverty, food insecurity and limited basic social
services. Impoverished host communities, still recovering from a regionwide food crisis in 2012, now have to share scarce food and water. At
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My whole life has been
changed. I do not like
what happened to me. I
do not want to stay here
long because the
conditions are not the
same. I lived in good
conditions, I was
studying, I had hopes
and plans. Here there
are no studies, no
activities, and no hope.
There is nothing to do. I
see around me children
and young people—
people that I knew
before, working in
NGOs; children were
treated well but here
they walk barefoot, they
do not go to school they
are not well fed. Just
seeing this hurts me.
Bintou Walet Mohammed Ali, 21
years old, student, Refugee in
the Mentao camp (Burkina Faso)

some sites, refugees outnumber the host population: in Mauritania, for
example, Bassikounou—a town of around 42,000 inhabitants—is now
hosting 54,000 refugees at a nearby camp, leading to tensions with local
residents.
In Mali itself, most of the estimated 229,000 people considered internally
displaced are living in extremely overcrowded, difficult conditions in
urban centres or rented houses, relying primarily on relatives for
support.5 Men, women and children who remain in northern Mali are
exposed to violence and serious violations of their human rights, and
have limited access to humanitarian assistance. The current
intensification in the conflict is putting civilians at further risk. While this
paper focuses on the situation of refugees, future Oxfam briefing papers
will include a fuller analysis of the challenges facing those affected by
conflict that remain in Mali.

More refugees: Responding to increased
needs
Prior to the current escalation in the conflict, the UN was anticipating the
refugee population could double to 400,0006 in the event of a UN
Security Council-authorized deployment of an African military force,
known as the African-led International Support Mission in Mali
(AFISMA).7 It aims at rebuilding the Malian security forces, supporting
them to defeat armed groups and restore the country’s territorial integrity.
The current Malian-French military action launched in the wake of the
capture of a strategic government-controlled town by armed groups
preceded the AFISMA deployment, which was not expected to take place
until September. According to UNHCR, as of 17 January, seven days into
the clashes, it had already led to the displacement of an estimated
10,000 people, with over 2,000 making their way to neighbouring
countries.8 The situation in Mali and the region is more volatile and
unpredictable than ever.

We are hungry [...]
Before, we used to eat
at least three times a
day and drink lots of
milk. Here, at the camp,
what we eat [...] is not
enough; [...] we eat
twice a day. The
children are not in very
good health because
they do not have
enough food.
Female refugee in Damba camp,
Burkina Faso

Most refugee camps in neighbouring countries are close to Mali’s border,
in insecure areas. Security for refugees and aid workers there had been
deteriorating even prior to the January 2013 events, including a rise in
actual or threatened kidnappings, which has made it difficult for agencies
to provide aid.
Governments hosting refugees, the Malian authorities, and aid agencies
must urgently improve their preparedness to respond to any further
deterioration in the humanitarian and security situation, including by
ensuring that host governments provide a safe environment for refugees.
At the same time, host countries, with support from donors, must
strengthen their ability to co-ordinate the refugee response. UNHCR
must continue to improve its leadership and coordination of the
humanitarian response to refugees and host communities, not only to
ensure they get equal access to aid, but also to help those refugees who
may choose to integrate into local communities.
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Avoiding harm to civilians
Malian, French and other military forces currently active in Mali, and any
military forces who may be engaged in Mali in the future—including those
from the African Union, the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) and the European Union Training mission (EUTM Mali)—
must take every possible step to ensure harm to civilians and their assets
is avoided, in line with UN Security Council Resolution 2085, which was
unanimously passed in December 2012. Those steps should include:
• France and all other forces in Mali deploying advisors in international
humanitarian law (IHL) and applicable human rights law alongside
regular and Special Forces;
• reporting by relevant military forces to the UN Security Council on
steps taken to abide by IHL and avoid civilian harm; and
• the UN deploying human rights monitors to Mali as a matter of
urgency.

Preparing for the future: Beyond military
approaches
With few prospects for peace in Mali in the short term, the presence of
refugees in neighbouring countries is likely to be prolonged. Supporting
refugees’ long-term livelihoods to increase their self-reliance and reduce
the pressure on host populations is critical.
This support is necessary, but will only go so far, and is no substitute for
lasting peace and a long-term resolution to the crisis. Malian authorities,
African and Western governments, and multilateral institutions must
continue to work towards building peace and security in Mali. They
should take a comprehensive approach that seeks to address the deepseated political, social, and economic drivers of the current crisis. This
should involve continuing to work towards an inclusive political solution,
moving beyond a sometimes narrow focus on counter-terrorism and
military action. This will involve:
• rebuilding trust between communities;
• encouraging more inclusive politics and equitable development
across the country; and
• ensuring effective participation in peace-building and reconciliation
processes, including by women, refugees, and marginalized
communities.
Addressing Mali’s refugee crisis, both in the short and long term, requires
a multi-track approach—one that is outlined in the set of
recommendations for governments, regional organizations and
institutions, and the international community at the end of this report.
This briefing paper is based on information gathered primarily between
August and December 2012 through Oxfam’s programmes in Burkina
Faso, Mauritania, and Niger, including some 65 interviews with
representatives of governments and aid agencies, and discussions with
refugees in host countries and with civil society organizations and
communities in Mali.
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I want to return to Mali,
but provided that there
is a lasting and eternal
peace. We want a
government for the
whole of Mali, not a
government for Bamako
only. In 1993 we were
here, in 1994 we were
here, and today we are
still here. We are in a
country where we are
refugees all the time.
We are forced to leave
the city to take refuge in
another city or in the
bush where there is no
network, no movement
in order to be safe. We
want the problem of
Mali to be managed
once and for all.
Bintou Walet Mohammed Ali, 21
years old, female student and
refugee at Mentao camp, Burkina
Faso

1 INTRODUCTION
Northern Mali has suffered from insurrections and struggles for
autonomy—fuelled by persistent problems of poor governance, broken
promises on economic development, and inequality between
communities—ever since the country gained independence. The crisis in
Libya in 2011 and the subsequent influx of arms and fighters further
fuelled such tensions. Starting in January 2012, armed rebels drove out
government forces from the north of the country. The collapse of
government authority in the north was the trigger for a coup d’état on 22
March which ousted President Amadou Toumani Touré from power. In
December, the interim prime minister resigned on state television and
dissolved his government after he was arrested by soldiers linked to the
March military coup.9 From April 2012, the entire northern region of Mali
came under the control of a number of armed groups: the National
Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (Mouvement national de
libération de l’Azawad, MNLA); Ansar Dine; the Movement for Unity and
Jihad in West Africa (Mouvement pour l’unicité et le jihad en Afrique de
l’Ouest, MUJAO); and Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).
In December 2012, the UN Security Council authorized the deployment
of an African military force known as the African-led International Support
Mission in Mali (AFISMA)10 to train and support Malian armed forces in
recovering northern Mali. AFISMA was not expected to deploy until
September 2013. However, the New Year has seen a significant
escalation in the conflict: on 11 January 2013, after the capture of the
strategic
the interim
Mali government and French authorities launched a military offensive
with the stated aim of preventing those groups from advancing further
south. Airstrikes hit the northern towns of Gao, Lere and Douentza,
reportedly leading to the death of at least ten civilians,11 and sparking
fears of a new wave of population displacement.
One of the most significant consequences of these overlapping, fastmoving political and security crises has been the displacement of nearly
375,000 civilians across Mali and neighbouring countries.12 Over 145,000
people have fled to Burkina Faso, Mauritania, and Niger,13 settling in the
Sahelian belt, an area which is chronically vulnerable as a result of poor
governance, limited access to basic services, scarce natural resources, a
lack of jobs, and climate change-induced desertification.14 Aid agencies
struggled at first to mount an effective humanitarian response to the
refugee crisis due to logistical challenges, the limited experience of incountry humanitarian organizations in dealing with refugee emergencies,
and a small UNHCR presence.15
This briefing paper looks at the plight and prospects for those 145,000
women, men and children who have taken the desperate step to flee
their country, and who may be joined by many more in the near future. It
looks at the quality of the humanitarian response to the refugee crisis and
the need to take urgent action to respond to the likelihood that a further
influx of refugees will result from the current escalation of the conflict and
in the event of further fighting in coming months. It is based on
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information gathered between August and December 2012 through
Oxfam’s presence in Burkina Faso, Mauritania, and Niger, including over
65 individual interviews with representatives of governments, UN
agencies, and NGOs in Niamey (Niger), Nouakchott and Bassikounou
(Mauritania), and Ouagadougou and Dori (Burkina Faso); and
participation in humanitarian co-ordination meetings in these three
countries, supplemented by seven focus groups held in two camps in
Burkina Faso. Oxfam’s programmes in Niger, Mauritania and Burkina
Faso are currently helping 150,000 people from both refugee and host
populations. Oxfam also works in both northern and southern Mali, and
the report is informed by the organization’s discussions with civil society
and communities in the country.

Map of the region. Refugee sites marked in white, with permanent settlements in black. (Locations
based on UN data.)
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2 THE MALIAN REFUGEES
Reasons for fleeing
The men and women who fled their homes in northern Mali have done so
for a number of different reasons. Experiences of inter-communal conflict
during previous rebellions16 have left lasting mental scars among the
communities of northern Mali. The first wave of displacement began in
January 2012, following clashes between the Malian army and the
MNLA.17 Many Tuareg refugees who spoke to Oxfam explained that they
had left pre-emptively for fear of reprisals from the local population or the
army.18 Other, non-Tuareg communities fled because they no longer felt
safe in areas in which Tuareg armed groups were claiming autonomy.19
Further displacement followed the occupation of the towns of Kidal, Gao,
and Timbuktu by the MNLA from late March 2012 and violent clashes in
June between the MNLA and the MUJAO, which resulted in the latter’s
capture of Gao. Numerous human rights violations—including rape, child
recruitment, and looting—were perpetrated by all parties to the conflict.20
Prior to the current escalation in conflict, other common reasons given by
refugees for their flight included:
• abandonment by local authorities and a lack of basic services in their
home areas;
• fear of the imposition of a strict version of Sharia law by Ansar Dine,
AQIM, and the MUJAO; and
• fear of possible international military action.21
Although the peak of arrivals in host countries was in February and
March 2012, there has been a continued flow of refugees since then,22
with the renewed fighting of January 2013 expected to increase this flow.

I told my family to leave
[northern Mali] before it
began, because they
had already begun to
pillage the property of
light-skinned people in
other towns before they
attacked us.
Tuareg refugee in Mentao camp,
Burkina Faso

Before this latest development, some refugees had been returning to
Mali. Population movements are not only fluid and unpredictable due to
the insecurity in northern Mali, but also because most of the refugees are
semi-nomadic, moving with their cattle herds throughout the year.

Who are the refugees?
The refugees belong to various ethnic groups (Tuaregs, Arabs, Fulani, and
Songhai), come from both towns and villages and have a variety of
backgrounds (e.g. pastoralists, farmers, traders, and teachers). In Burkina
Faso, Tuaregs account for most of the refugee population (76 per cent),
followed by Arabs (12 per cent).23 There are complex, hierarchal social
relations both within and between groups that affect how refugees organize
themselves in camps, with some groups refusing to share living space and
facilities with others.24 The majority of refugees are children;25 women and
girls account for half of all refugees, according to UNHCR numbers.26
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For several months, official estimates of the number of refugees were
inflated, complicating the planning and implementation of programs. A
UNHCR-led individual registration process was finalized in Burkina Faso
and Mauritania in September and December 2012, respectively, providing
more accurate figures. Its development is ongoing in Niger.27

Where they are
Refugees are located mostly in Burkina Faso, Niger, and Mauritania,
which have all hosted refugees during previous armed conflicts in
northern Mali. Other destinations include Guinea, Togo, and Algeria.28
UNHCR and the host governments have taken differing approaches to
decide where refugees should be located. In Mauritania, the 55,000
refugees were immediately directed to a single camp (M’bera) by the
government.29 In Burkina Faso and Niger, refugees initially chose freely
where to settle, based on their livelihoods, community affiliations, or
previous experience of camps in the 1990s.30 Those who stayed close to
the border, which is increasingly insecure, are now being relocated by
UNHCR to other camps further away.
In Burkina Faso, more than 38,000 people have found refuge mainly in
six officially recognized camps, but also in some ad hoc unofficial sites
and in urban areas.
In Niger, 50,000 individuals31 are spread across three camps and 13
sites, with some also in the capital Niamey. The Government of Niger
has stated that assistance should be provided only in official camps.
However, humanitarian groups have received conflicting information from
the government on the status of camps,32 hindering planning. Oxfam, for
example, faces the dilemma of whether or not to invest in drilling
boreholes and building latrines at sites that could soon be relocated,
despite pressing humanitarian needs there.
Camps in host countries are located in the extremely challenging
environment of the Sahel. Depending on the season, refugees endure
extreme heat or violent wind and rain, which destroy flimsy shelters and
cause flooding. There are few trees to provide shade, fuel, or
construction materials; limited land for cultivation and pasture; and few
underground sources for pumps to provide safe drinking water. The
remoteness of the camps makes it difficult to transport supplies,
particularly in the rainy season.
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3 REFUGEES’ UNMET
NEEDS
Host countries, host populations, and humanitarian organizations have
provided vital assistance to refugees, despite the challenging
environment. However, scale-up has been slow: it took several months to
reach accepted standards on the provision of food, water and shelter, for
example. One year on, basic needs are still not uniformly covered,
particularly with regard to nutrition, protection, and education. With the
prospect of new refugee arrivals, the humanitarian situation is likely to
worsen. Humanitarian programmes must also better support host
communities and pastoralist refugees.

Tackling emergency-level malnutrition
Women in the camps have told Oxfam of their concerns about their
children’s health due to a lack of food or a different diet. Malnutrition
rates in the camps—17 per cent in Mauritania33 and up to 21.2 per cent
in Niger34—are well above the emergency threshold of 15 per cent set by
the World Health Organization (WHO). High levels of malnutrition may in
part be explained by the often incomplete and delayed food rations
distributed by the World Food Programme (WFP)35 or by changes in
diet.36 However, malnutrition is rarely caused solely by a lack of food. A
range of complex issues must be considered, such as coverage and
accessibility of health care and malnutrition treatment services, access to
drinking water, and hygiene conditions. The causes of malnutrition
should be accurately identified in each camp and nutrition monitoring
should be made systematic to enable an effective response: for example,
a WFP/UNHCR nutritional survey has been expected in Burkina Faso
since September 2012, but has yet to take place.37

We are hungry [...]
Before, we used to eat
at least three times a
day and drink lots of
milk. Here, at the camp,
what we eat [...] is not
enough; [...] we eat
twice a day. The
children are not in very
good health because
they do not have
enough food.
Female refugee in Damba camp,
Burkina Faso

A population at risk
Refugees are exposed to a range of threats, some of which are related to
cultural practices that may have been exacerbated by displacement, or to
new risks arising from living in camps in often insecure areas. For
example, some refugees might be exposed to harmful traditional
practices still prevalent in northern Mali, such as young girls being forced
into early marriage.38 Cultural barriers have made it difficult to collect
specific information about threats faced by women because both women
and men are reluctant to speak about issues they consider deeply
personal.39 Nonetheless, the absence of gender-disaggregated data—for
example in assessing malnutrition rates—goes against best practice and
prevents the development of a more nuanced gender analysis.
Marginalized groups
Certain ethnic communities are also at risk of marginalization and forced
labour, with inter-group relations marked by racial stigma and the on9

going legacy of slavery.40 In camps, humanitarian workers report cases
of forced domestic work and discrimination in access to the services
provided:41 for instance, certain communities carry out most of the
domestic chores, or cannot share latrines with other communities.42
Children
Children make up the majority of the population in the camps. Many have
been separated from their families or are unaccompanied, and therefore
face greater risks, such as abuse, forced labour or recruitment by armed
groups.43 In the Burkina Faso camps there are 1,200 children that are
considered to be at particular risk.44 Education could create a protective
environment by providing a sense of normalcy, keeping children
occupied and less vulnerable. There is currently, however, a significant
shortfall in education provision—only 12 per cent of refugees of primary
school age have been enrolled in M’bera camp in Mauritania,45 and 21.5
per cent in Burkina Faso’s camps.46 Due to a lack of funding, few child
protection programmes have been implemented.47 Education, vocational
training opportunities and recreational activities should be provided to
help protect vulnerable young people.

Children in Mentao camp, Burkina Faso. Photo: Pablo Tosco/Oxfam

Urban refugees
In Mauritania, around 15,000 urban refugees48 have not been registered
by UNHCR. While the Mauritanian government has recognized them
prima facie as refugees, it has refused to allow the delivery of aid outside
of camps and in effect considers them to be migrants.49 The government
and UNHCR should work together to register urban refugees in order to
facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance where needed and
identify any additional support for potentially vulnerable individuals.
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An insufficient protection response
Despite a clear mandate to do so,50 UNHCR has not prioritized the analysis
of threats such as forced labour and sexual violence faced by refugees, nor
the implementation of humanitarian protection activities aimed at reducing
refugees’ exposure to, and improving their ability to deal with them.51
As a result, the most basic humanitarian protection activities52—such as
carrying out co-ordinated analyses of risk factors and current programme
responses, guaranteeing secure access to education, and providing
information about referral services—are not consistently in place in the
camps. The humanitarian community does not have a strategy to ensure
that the specific needs of vulnerable groups are taken into account in
camps’ emergency programmes. At a minimum, UNHCR, with support
from donors and relevant NGOs, needs to urgently improve data
collection and analysis, and the reporting of protection risks and trends.

Support for host populations
Refugees are now living close to host populations that were already
suffering from chronic vulnerability to food insecurity and poor access to
basic services. Only 26 per cent of people in Mauritania, for example,
have consistent access to quality water,53 and malnutrition rates in host
areas are above the WHO’s alert threshold.54 As in so many parts of the
world, women and girls are the worst off, since they must contend with
the dual hardship of poverty and unequal access to land and
employment. The deep-seated problems in host areas have been
exacerbated by the 2011–12 Sahel food crisis.
The conflict in northern Mali has further knocked these impoverished
communities. First, their livelihoods have been severely disrupted by a
slowdown in cross-border trade and remittances, and by the disruption of
seasonal livestock migration to summer pastures. In Mauritania, people
living close to the border previously obtained food items such as millet
and corn from markets in northern Mali; these items are now more
expensive and difficult to come by.
Second, the presence of refugees is creating additional pressure on land
and water, especially where refugees outnumber the local community.
Tensions are beginning to emerge between refugees and host populations,
some of whom feel that refugees are benefiting from international aid while
their own needs are being ignored.55 In Mauritania, in November 2012,
groups of youths demonstrated in Bassikounou, a town of 42,000
inhabitants56 that now hosts 54,000 refugees, demanding increased
assistance and jobs. Supporting host communities is thus not only a matter
of upholding equitable access to aid in line with core humanitarian
principles,57 but will also facilitate the integration of refugees into local
communities (if refugees chose to stay in the area), and contribute to the
safety of both groups. Host governments, UNHCR and a range of UN
agencies share responsibility for supporting host communities—as such,
they must work together to ensure host communities get the assistance they
need and that both host communities and refugees are informed about
refugee rights and host countries’ obligations towards them.
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Responding to pastoralists’ needs
Many refugees in Burkina Faso and Niger are pastoralists, who fled
mainly to areas with good grazing land located close to the Malian
border. They have brought with them an estimated 100,000–200,000
animals.58 In one camp in Burkina Faso, there are three animals for every
person.59
The humanitarian response has so far adopted a ‘one size fits all’
approach, which has not sufficiently taken into consideration the specific
needs of pastoralist refugees. As pastoralists tend to keep their smaller
animals with them (i.e. in the camps), programmes to provide livestock
feed and to expand access to water for smaller animals are needed.
Pastoralists also need to find pasture for larger animals, which is a
particular challenge in camps further from the border—to which most
refugees are being relocated for security—where grazing tracts are very
limited. The agriculture and livestock ministries of host countries, with
support from the UN Food and Agriculture Organization and UNHCR,
must urgently carry out an assessment of the environmental impact of
these animals’ presence and suggest solutions for safe access to grazing
lands.60
Pastoralists from Burkina Faso, Mauritania, and Niger have also lost the
use of pastures and water points in Mali on which they rely between
harvests. They now have to remain in their countries and share scarce
resources, which may increase conflict. Tensions could also rise between
local farmers and pastoralist refugees if uncontrolled cattle movements
destroy cultivated land, as has been seen so often in the Sahel.61 Local
authorities and aid agencies must encourage dialogue between local
populations and refugees to agree as a matter of urgency on a
framework to share resources and on alternative migration routes.

A refugee family with a baby and camel arriving in M’bera camp, Mauritania. Photo: Charles
Bambara/Oxfam
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4 STRENGTHENING THE
HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE
With the Mali conflict escalating, the humanitarian response must be
strengthened without delay to meet the needs of refugees and host
populations now and in coming months. This will involve:
• preparing to respond to increased needs;
• increasing humanitarian capacity of host countries;
• more strategic planning under UNHCR’s leadership;
• better communication between refugees and aid agencies; and
• preserving humanitarian access and the civilian nature of refugee
camps in the face of growing insecurity

Responding to increased needs
Even prior to the renewed fighting in January 2013, UN agencies had
anticipated a possible doubling of the refugee population—up to 400,000
people—if African-led military operations took place.62 While exact
predictions are difficult to make, they also anticipated that Malians, as
well as other migrants in the country, would seek refuge in a wider range
of host countries, including Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal. As of 17 January,
seven days into the clashes, there were already reports of another
10,000 people fleeing their homes, with over 2,000 crossing into Burkina
Faso, Mauritania and Niger.63

Collecting water in M’bera camp, Mauritania. Photo: Charles Bambara/Oxfam
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Host governments and international organizations have been preparing
to respond to increased needs since mid-2012. Locations for additional
camps have been identified, and UNHCR has launched a contingency
planning process.64 But for this process to lead to an increased level of
preparedness on the ground, more sustained involvement by host
country governments will be required, as will stronger analysis of aid
agencies’ capacity to respond to increased needs, for example, by
assessing gaps in vital key areas, such as food and shelter.
In addition, UNHCR should urgently ensure that aid agencies identify the
additional human, material, and financial resources needed to respond to
an influx of refugees and the timescale required to obtain them and make
them available.

Supporting the capacity of host governments
Burkina Faso, Mauritania, and Niger are extremely poor countries, all
wrestling with internal political, economic, and social problems. Niger, for
example, ranked second-to-last on the 2011 Human Development
Index,65 and experienced a coup in February 2010. These countries are
facing some of the same challenges that have caused the current crisis
in Mali, such as unequal social and economic development worsened by
climate change, disaffected local populations, and organized crime.
Host governments have provided refugees with both legal and physical
protection in line with national and international legislation by immediately
granting them prima facie refugee status and committing to making
camps more secure. However, they have not put forward their own vision
or policy on Malian refugees and have mostly ‘delegated’ the response to
the international humanitarian community. Designated state structures
dealing with refugees66 lack the necessary human, financial, and material
resources. The three governments and UNCHR have sought to address
this by deploying additional civil servants to camps,67 but their numbers
are still insufficient to deal with the challenges and interact with multiple
interlocutors. In addition, the governments’ internal co-ordination and
communication channels are sometimes unclear.68 State authorities are
thus not able to effectively co-ordinate such a large-scale humanitarian
response and require much more support from UNHCR and donors.69

Improving UNHCR’s leadership and
co-ordination role
At the start of the emergency, UNHCR was not able to effectively
assume its mandated leadership and co-ordination role for the refugee
response. The agency struggled to clearly communicate its mandated
role and, even if it had managed to do so, it did not initially have sufficient
staff in host country capitals to effectively co-ordinate the response and
collect vital information on refugee needs. UN agencies and NGO staff
in-country had limited experience in refugee emergencies and were
confused about UNHCR’s role. Many did not understand, for example,
that a UNHCR-led co-ordination of the refugee response is separate from
existing co-ordination mechanisms. As a result, valuable time was lost in
14

squabbles over who was responsible for co-ordinating different aspects.
The situation has now improved somewhat, with better communication of
the UNHCR mandate, recent increases in staffing levels, and an
improved data-collection capability.
UNHCR should now translate this data into informed analysis that can
guide decision-making and, ultimately, improve the quality of aid for
refugees. This is vital because the analysis of the challenges facing each
sector, and the subsequent strategies to be adopted to address unmet
needs, remains weak. For example, information is available on the
number of refugee children in schools in specific camps, but not on how
many are out of school or the quality of education for those who do
attend.70
The response was also hampered by uncertainty over funding needs. By
August 2012, six months into the Mali refugee crisis, UNHCR had
received only one third of the funding requested in its global appeal.71
Competition with other crises and uncertainty about the real number of
refugees made donors understandably reluctant to fund budgets based
on what were widely considered to be inflated figures.72 UNHCR in
Burkina Faso and Mauritania has now revised downwards its budget
requests after individual registration of refugees led to reductions in their
official numbers of 70 per cent and 50 per cent respectively. UNHCR
should ensure that needs assessments in each sector are available as
quickly as possible to allow UN agencies and NGOs to present credible
funding requests. Donors must stand ready to provide swift and flexible
support on the basis of this analysis as well as in the event of substantial
new arrivals of refugees.

Better communication with refugees
It is best practice for humanitarian agencies to include refugees in the
design, assessment, and implementation of programmes. The promotion
of humanitarian principles—above all, that assistance is impartial and
provided on the basis of need alone—is particularly important.
To date, NGOs and the UN are still struggling to understand the cultural
practices of refugee groups and to communicate humanitarian principles.
This is leading to assistance not being adapted to refugees’ customs: for
example, Oxfam has been told that some refugees could not use latrines
facing east (towards Mecca) for religious reasons. It has also led to
dilemmas for humanitarian agencies when requests from refugees—for
example that food rations be distributed to male rather than female heads
of household, or to refugee leaders rather than individuals, or that ethnic
groups should not mix in food distribution queues—can be difficult to
reconcile with aid agencies’ efforts to ensure that all groups have equal
access to assistance and their goals of fostering gender equality and
empowerment.
This lack of dialogue between aid agencies and refugees is aggravated
by a feeling among some refugees that their interests are not being
adequately represented by their leaders in the camps. Refugees in
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Burkina Faso and Mauritania have told Oxfam that they do not feel that
they are well represented by camp committees; women, in particular,
have complained that they do not receive sufficient information about aid
distribution.73 In addition, aid agencies in camps are aware that some
refugee leaders retain a portion of the assistance when it is distributed
through them instead of directly to households.74
In this context, increased involvement of refugees in planning and
executing programmes, as well as dialogue on humanitarian principles, is
necessary to restore refugees’ sense of dignity and autonomy, and also
to avoid creating or reinforcing unequal gender and power relations
between social groups and individuals.

Preserving humanitarian access
Even before the events of January 2013, insecurity was increasing in
host areas, leaving refugees and host populations at greater risk. Crossborder recruitment, including of children in refugee camps, by armed
groups from northern Mali was being reported. The presence of armed
groups in border areas had increased the security risks (including
kidnapping) for humanitarian organizations,75 and led to the temporary
suspension of some humanitarian missions and the withdrawal of
humanitarian staff from some locations.76
To date, host governments have been able to provide a basic level of
security for refugees. Burkina Faso deployed additional troops in October
2012 along the border;77 Mauritania located refugees in a single camp
where it could concentrate its security forces, while both Burkina Faso
and Niger are currently relocating some camps further away from the
border. However, the government in Niger had already declared in
September 2012 that it could not guarantee the security of international
organizations in one of the host regions.78 In areas across the host
countries, humanitarian access—that is the ability of refugees to receive
assistance—is increasingly limited.79
The intensification of fighting in Mali could lead to increased infiltration of
refugee camps by armed groups, thereby endangering both refugees and
host populations. This would also threaten the civilian and humanitarian
nature of camps and the right of refugees to seek asylum (for instance if
host countries decide to deny entry to refugees on the basis that they are
suspected armed combatants). This may in turn make it even more
difficult for humanitarian organizations to access refugees in a secure
environment. A foreign ministry official from one host country admitted to
Oxfam in August 2012 that it could be increasingly difficult for host
governments to fulfil their basic obligations without support if there were
a further influx of refugees.80
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Preventive measures must be taken urgently, both to ensure that host
countries continue to respect the right of refugees to seek asylum and
the principle of non-refoulement—that is, not sending back asylum
seekers to places where their lives could be threatened—and to reinforce
the capacity of these states to preserve the civilian and humanitarian
nature of camps. This includes:
• ensuring that public order is maintained in the camps;
• curbing the movement of arms within camps and settlement areas;
• disarming armed individuals;81 and
• separating combatants from civilians, while respecting their rights.
Clear distinctions between humanitarian and military actors, and
parameters for appropriate interaction with military actors when and
where necessary, will need to be established.
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5 PLANNING FOR THE
LONG TERM
The situation in Mali remains dangerous and unpredictable. At the time of
publication on 22 January 2013, the humanitarian, political and security
implications of the current escalation of the conflict were unclear.
Mediation efforts had been put on hold,82 while the nature of further
military operations was uncertain, with reports that African troops from
several nations could be deployed imminently.83
Many refugees consulted by Oxfam explained that they had been forced
to leave their homes several times over the past two decades. They
spoke of being tired of having to flee every time there was a crisis in
northern Mali, and that they would not return to their country until there is
a true, lasting peace. With no immediate prospects for a sustainable
resolution to the crisis, it is likely that at least some Malian refugees will
remain in host countries for several years, as has happened during past
waves of displacement. It is therefore critical that host governments and
aid agencies start providing longer-term assistance to refugees aimed at
supporting their self-reliance.

Supporting refugees and host communities in
the long term
Refugees who fled over the course of 2012 were able to bring with them
some of their belongings, including cattle, but most have left their
livelihoods and sources of income behind, and can no longer meet their
own needs. There is a significant risk that they will fall into a state of
dependency on humanitarian aid and that some may resort to joining
armed groups for financial gain.
Assistance to refugees should evolve from emergency response towards
medium-term activities and a more participatory approach. Many
refugees, in particular women, are already requesting support for
income-generating activities.84 In Mentao camp in Burkina Faso, women
prepared a list of their skills (e.g. sewing, dyeing and small-scale
commerce) to request help to restart their trade. Income-generating
programmes—for leather and metal crafts, small-scale commerce,
carpentry—could provide a useful supplement to more direct assistance,
while helping to build refugees’ self-reliance. For longer-term income
opportunities, studies will be needed to bridge the gap between refugees’
livelihoods back in Mali—livestock breeding, agriculture and commerce—
and what is feasible in host areas, in terms of market opportunities,
environment, agricultural potential, and land rights.
Access to essential services and basic infrastructure (in particular health
care, drinking water and education) should also be enhanced so that host
populations receive lasting benefits linked to the extended stay of refugees.
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We want to study [...] or
do manual work. People
should be employed.
Otherwise, they will
either fight or steal.
Young male refugee, Mentao
camp, Burkina Faso

The women here are
skilled in trade, crafts,
dyeing, sewing, and
food preparation. They
have many skills. We
have already drawn up
a list. We want help
carrying out these
activities.
Matata Walet Ali, 32 years old,
chairwoman of women refugees
at Mentao camp, Burkina Faso

We want support to
work in trade, crafts,
stockbreeding, and
farming, and schools for
our children.
Male refugee in Damba camp,
Burkina Faso

Building a better future in Mali
Refugees with whom Oxfam has spoken have lost confidence in the
Malian state’s ability and willingness to protect them. They fear that the
country’s social fabric and communities’ ability to live together have been
damaged. Representatives of Malian civil society have expressed the
same fears with regard to the erosion of social cohesion and growing
inter- and intra-community tensions. The tension generated by the
conflict and by acts committed by armed groups has led to a polarization
of the population and has translated into mistrust between and within
ethnic groups. Traditional customs that used to support social links
between different populations based on alliances, neighbourly or family
relations, business ties, and other forms of social mixing have been
shattered.85 Just as many Tuaregs left Mali pre-emptively in January
2012 for fear of reprisals from the local population or the army, early
reports following the Malian-French offensive in January 2013 indicate
that some Arab as well as Tuareg populations are leaving their homes
pre-emptively for similar reasons.86

We want everybody's
rights to be respected.
This time, going back
will be very difficult,
because we want
serious negotiations
that will guarantee
definitive peace, with
conditions that are
acknowledged, applied,
and respected.
Izoma, 76 years old, refugee at
Damba camp, Burkina Faso

A woman sits in a tent in Mentao camp, Burkina Faso. Photo: Pablo Tosco/Oxfam

The Malian authorities, regional governments and institutions, and the
international community must embark on a long-term political
commitment to restore confidence and understanding both between and
within communities, as well as between communities and government
authorities. This must be part of an effort to contribute to more equitable
and sustainable development in Mali, in order to tackle some of the
underlying causes of the crisis which are rooted in poverty and injustice,
poor governance and corruption, the marginalization of certain
communities, the deterioration of the environment due to climate change,
and unequal access to basic services and natural resources.
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6 CONCLUSION
The crisis in Mali has forced nearly 375,000 men, women and children to
flee their homes since January 2012. Among them, over 145,000 have
sought refuge in neighbouring countries. The situation is extremely
volatile and, with multiple risks looming, a much more strategic response
from humanitarian agencies and host governments is critical to meet the
needs of refugees and the communities among which they are now
living. People need food and healthcare, the vulnerable need to be
protected, and children need to be able to continue their education.
The escalation in conflict at the start of 2013 has already led to new
displacements and arrivals in host countries The humanitarian response
must be strengthened without delay to meet the needs of refugees and
host populations now and in coming months. Host governments must
meet their obligations under international law to protect refugees and
allow civilians free passage into their countries. Military forces and armed
groups must take all possible steps to prevent harm to civilians and their
assets, and be held accountable for any civilian casualties.
Whatever happens, those who have fled their homes are unlikely to be
able or willing to return soon. Their prolonged presence will require longterm programmes to support them and host communities, which are
already struggling to cope with poverty, malnutrition and insecurity.
Crucially, the Mali crisis and the displacement of hundreds of thousands
of people can only be resolved through a comprehensive, long-term
approach that genuinely deals with the underlying causes of the conflict.
This must include the effective participation of a broad range of
Malians—including women, refugees, and marginalized groups—in
conflict resolution and reconciliation processes and in dealing with the
chronic poverty and marginalization which blights northern Mali.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The governments of Burkina Faso, Mauritania and Niger,87 with close
support from UNHCR, the UN Regional Humanitarian Coordinator and
UN National Humanitarian Coordinators, and donors, must:
• continue to ensure that refugees’ rights are respected in line with the
1951 Refugee Convention and additional protocols, particularly the right
to seek asylum, and uphold the principle of non-refoulement88 and keep
borders open even in the event of a major influx of refugees;
• preserve refugees’ ability to access humanitarian aid by urgently
deploying and having on standby additional police and gendarmerie
forces that are trained in and comply with international humanitarian and
human rights, and refugee law, to provide security within camps and
around them, including by patrolling roads. This must include community
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outreach, including via female security personnel, to better understand
the threats faced by refugees and host communities;
• take steps to prevent militarization and infiltration of refugee camps by
armed groups operating in northern Mali, including by curbing the
movement of arms in camps, disarming armed individuals, and
separating combatants from civilians, while respecting their rights;
• ensure that every refugee camp is located in an appropriate and safe
area, that refugees and local authorities are involved in relocation plans,
and that relocation is voluntary and takes place in safety and dignity;
• increase their capacity to co-ordinate humanitarian assistance by
urgently recruiting more administrators with humanitarian expertise to the
National Refugee Commission in Burkina Faso, the National Refugee
Eligibility Commission in Niger, and the Ministry of the Interior and
Decentralization in Mauritania, to be deployed in camps and to participate
regularly in humanitarian co-ordination meetings;
• given current uncertainty about the future status of some camps, such as
Ayorou in Niger, and the recent sudden relocation of Fereirio camp in
Burkina Faso, urgently provide clear and consistent information on the
status and location of current and future camps, so that refugees can
make informed choices, and humanitarian agencies can plan their
activities and investment of resources accurately;
• ensure that the right to humanitarian assistance and protection of all
refugees is upheld, including those living in urban centres, such as
Nouakchott, who are currently not registered as refugees by UNHCR.

All military forces currently active in Mali, in particular those of the
Malian interim government and France, and regional forces deployed
as part of the African-led International Support Mission in Mali
(AFISMA), must act in accordance with UNSC Resolution 2085,
including by:
• abiding by, and receiving training on, international humanitarian law,
applicable human rights and refugee law. French and all other forces
deployed to Mali must include advisors in international humanitarian law
and applicable human rights law alongside regular and Special Forces;
• issuing and implementing specific directives to respect the principle of
distinction between civilians and combatants, and the principle of
proportionality in the conduct of hostilities; refraining from using explosive
weapons in populated areas; and avoiding indiscriminate shelling;
• reporting to the UN Security Council on steps they have taken to abide
by international law and avoid civilian harm. In particular, military forces
should establish a transparent methodology to assess and track patterns
of civilian casualties from combat in order to minimize the civilian impact
of military operations, as has been done in other conflict situations.

Armed groups in northern Mali must:
• refrain from committing human rights violations in territory under their
control, and abide by their obligations under international humanitarian
law in the conduct of hostilities.
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The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and
other relevant UN entities must:
• deploy human rights monitors to Mali as a matter of urgency in order to
address human rights concerns arising during and in the immediate
aftermath of any military action, including the recruitment and use of child
soldiers, gender based violence, risks of arbitrary executions and
detentions that might arise following reprisals and settling of scores.

UNHCR, other UN agencies and NGOs, together with host
governments and supported by donors, must:
• increase the level of preparedness for a possible influx of refugees by
ensuring that Malian authorities, host governments, and local, national,
and international aid agencies are fully involved in a well co-ordinated
contingency planning process that analyses the capacity of these actors
to respond to increased needs. The process should, as a matter of
urgency—i.e. within weeks, not months—identify the full range of
additional resources (financial, material, and human) needed and the
timescale required to obtain them in light of the major logistical
constraints in the Sahel;
• conduct regular nutrition monitoring surveys, in particular in Burkina
Faso, where a nutrition survey should be conducted as a matter of
priority;
• address high malnutrition rates through a multi-sectoral approach that
includes timely distribution of full food rations to all refugees, including
marginalized groups; expansion of income-generating programmes to
enable refugees to diversify their food intake and meet other needs
without selling rations; provision of safe water and adequate medical
coverage; and working to address cultural and behavioural causes of
malnutrition;
• ensure that the specific needs of pastoralist refugees are addressed by
assessing the socio-environmental impact of their livestock on fragile
host areas and identifying creative solutions in consultation with local
authorities, host populations, and refugees, given the limited available
pasture and water;
• ensure that all refugee children have access to education, with an
emphasis on increasing the number of primary school teachers in camps
and working with local authorities to integrate refugees into existing
secondary schools, while also increasing and improving access to
education for host communities;
• establish longer-term programmes that benefit both refugees and host
populations, such as restoring critical small-scale infrastructure (e.g.
water and sanitation facilities) and creating livelihood opportunities
through training, income-generating activities, and education;
• mitigate tensions between host communities and refugees by training
community leaders in conflict resolution related to access to, and
management of, natural resources in the Sahel region, and by
establishing mediation committees;

22

• improve consultation with, and accountability to, refugees in line with
commitments related to accountability to affected populations defined by
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee89 and the HAP Standard,90 so as
to better understand cultural specificities and complex power dynamics in
refugee communities and adjust programming accordingly.

UNHCR must:
• urgently improve analysis of gaps and challenges in each sector of the
refugees response, in particular protection and education, and ensure
that this analysis is used to inform and guide priorities;
• ensure that camp refugee committees consult with, and represent the
interests of, all groups, especially women and marginalized groups, and
distribute assistance equally to individuals. It should work with experts
familiar with Mali’s complex social make-up and structures to carry out
assessments in the camps and develop common best practices with
humanitarian actors to ensure equal access and use of assistance by
marginalized groups, as well as their participation in decision-making
processes;
• immediately prioritize addressing protection threats to refugee
populations, including by developing better analysis of risks
disaggregated by sex, age, and ethnicity. This should involve ensuring
that co-ordination meetings on child protection and gender-based
violence take place regularly and producing detailed strategies to
address these threats, including establishing referral systems in each of
the camps;
• ensure that budget requests are based on solid needs assessments and
gap analysis, based on revised refugee numbers, to strengthen the case
to donors.
Donors must:
• ensure that the refugee response is fully funded on the basis of revised
refugee numbers in each country, and stand ready to provide swift and
flexible support in the event of substantial new arrivals of refugees. This
should include funding for longer-term programmes aimed at enhancing
refugees’ self-reliance;
• provide humanitarian funding for needs in Mali, as well as supporting
peace-building activities.

The Malian government, the UN Special Envoy, the African Union
Special Envoy, the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS), donors working with civil society, and communities must:
• take a broader approach to tackling the underlying causes of the Mali
crisis beyond addressing immediate security threats and the threat of
terrorism. This must involve improving governance in northern Mali,
investing in development programmes that benefit the whole population
equally, and supporting inter-community dialogue, reconciliation, and
social cohesion.
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