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Written by PhD Student Anna-Mara Schön, October, 2016, Hochschule Fulda – University of 

Applied Sciences 

Introduction 

Never before such a large number of people has been displaced, left their homes to find shelter 

and refuge somewhere else like in 2015 – 65.3 million people were counted as people of con-

cern to UNHCR, 21.3 million of them being counted as refugees (UNHCR, 2016a).  

According to UNHCR data, about one third of all refugees worldwide come from the Middle 

East, especially Syria, counting 21.7%, and Iraq, accounting for 7.8% of the total refugee num-

ber. Syrian refugees have sought refuge mainly in Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt and Jordan 

(Syria Regional Refugee Response, 2016; UNHCR, 2016b). Thus, in Jordan on of the biggest 

camps worldwide was established in the North: Zaatari Camp – 500 hectare big, 12 kilometer 

far from the Syrian border, space for about 100,000 people (Kleinschmidt, 2015).  

According to UNHCR, traditional camps bring many disadvantages: Local economies can be 

distorted and the surrounding environment negatively affected. The UN organization sees 

camps as last measure to shelter refugees as the negative effects are quite high: governments 

fear high costs, internal oppositions from nearby population and political parties and an in-

crease of crimes and terrorism. Further, critical protection risks rise for the camp dwellers. 

Thus, sexual and gender-based violence, child protection concerns, human trafficking and 

forced recruitment or indoctrination happen frequently within camps (UNHCR, 2014). Educa-

tional measures for young people are often non-existent or underfunded, leaving whole gen-

erations behind (Sungu, 2016). UNHCR employee Batchelor, who was interviewed by New 

York Times Magazine journalist McClelland, states that people living outside of a camp who 

can keep themselves engaged have better chances to keep healthy, establish local integration 

and keep their skills alive for their repatriation. But the longer a refugee stays in a camp, the 

harder it gets to remain psychological well, as people cannot imagine to live permanently in 

such a standstill position, not being able to move forward, nor backwards. A statement bringing 

this situation to the point comes from Mahmoud Joundah, a camp dweller in the excellently 

equipped camp in Kilis, Turkey: “This is a five-star hotel”, he says, “we’re not happy here” 

(McClelland, 2014).   

Living in camps long-term usually degrades individuals to “mass objects” leading to their loss 

of dignity, independence and self-sufficiency. Still, camps are established as they are visible 

to the international community and thus, more likely to be funded long-term as well as repeat-

edly demanded by host governments (Kleinschmidt, 2015). “Refugee camps have become the 

mechanism to try to control people,” Fabos, another interview partner of McClelland (2014), 

says. “They prevent them (the refugees, author’s note) from interacting with your citizenry.” 

Due to these downsides, but apparent inability of avoidance of building camps, new debates 

have come up, arguing that humanitarian aid as established in the 20th century, is outdated 

and needs to be totally renewed. One approach is the concept of refugee cities or – better –

city-like camps. The main focus on this concept is on creating jobs and thus, improving lives, 

dignity and independence of refugees, including benefits for the surrounding local communities 

(IPA, 2016; Kleinschmidt, 2015; RefugeeCities, 2016). The importance of this concept is sup-

ported by the statement of the Human Development Report 2015 lead author Selim Jahan: 

“Human progress will benefit when everyone who wants to work has an opportunity to do so 

under decent circumstances, yet in many countries, too many people are excluded from paid 

work, or paid less than others” (Murphy, 2015). 
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The concept of refugee cities or city-like camps mainly permits refugees to “work in a desig-

nated area with good infrastructure, connections to markets and a streamlined administrative 

system” (Miller/Kleinschmidt, 2016). That way, claims IPA – the Innovation and Planning 

Agency which is engaged in improving the lives of refugees as well as host communities, ref-

ugees would not be repelled from camps, but attracted, as within the camps they could provide 

for themselves and their families, plus support the local economy. Further, they could develop 

their own skills without having the feeling of standing still. Refugees would be turned from aid 

beneficiaries to an income generating society as they are able to produce and offer own goods 

and services (IPA, n.d., RefugeeCities, n.d.).  

 

Research Objectives 

The planned research project aims to find answers to the following research questions: 

 Which level of investment/support is important to help refugees becoming resilient, 

meaning that they are able to make a living without external help, regarding the follow-

ing aspects (see details in Figure 1):  

o (A) Transport and logistics infrastructure 

o (B) Labor market perspectives 

o (C) Organizational structures?  

 At what level (e.g., duration, number of people, proximity to next city/town, available 

resources, and politics of host country) does it make sense to invest in the development 

of a city-like camp instead of a traditional camp?   

 What kind of impact can the development of city-like camps have for the different 

groups of stakeholders (refugees, host communities, aid agencies, donors, host gov-

ernment, investors) in comparison to traditional camps?  

 How do the lives of the people in the camps differ to the refugees living outside of the 

camps (in cities or refugee settlements)? 

 

The overall hypothesis of this PhD thesis is: City-like camps established following the concepts 

of a “real” city, with people getting opportunities for self-development and being able to take 

care of themselves and their families, can financially and socio-economically support the refu-

gees as well as the host communities. Such camps increase the acceptance of and the inte-

gration with host communities (socio-economical level) as it creates new jobs for both groups 

through improving their financial independence, the level of trade as well as the level of tech-

nical and professional education of the people.  

 

Research Approach 

Task 1 – Development of case studies: Three case studies will be built regarding one or two 

camps in the countries which are affected most by the influx of Syrian refugees (Jordan, Leb-

anon, and Turkey).  

Task 2 – Development of a measurement tool: To make these case studies comparable, a 

measurement tool will be developed  

 for the camps (including the aspects A to C) and the degree of self-sustainability 

of the camp dwellers 

 for the situation around the camps and the degree of self-sufficiency of the sur-

rounding host community 
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 for the refugees living outside of the camps in cities or refugee settlements 

 for the countries itself (demographic data like birth-rate vs. child mortality and 

miscarriages, age structure, average maximum age, economic situation, politi-

cal situation, dependency of external support).  

 

Task 3 – Completion of the measurement tool: All available data (from reports, websites of 

organizations and governments) need to be entered into the tool and, if the data is not availa-

ble, the missing data needs to be compiled via interviews of organizations, governments and 

field visits. 

Task 4 – Comparison of data: Supported by statistical methods (especially multivariate anal-

yses) the collected data will be compared, aiming to find answers to the four research ques-

tions mentioned above.  

Task 5 – Compilation of PhD thesis: Having all data compared and answers to the research 

questions found, the PhD thesis can be compiled. 

 

Methods and Time Schedule 

The methods which will be used for this research project includes literature research, ques-

tionnaires and interviews, field visits, and statistical methods.  

The duration of the PhD project is three to four years (mid-2016 to mid-2018/2019). Roughly, 

it is estimated to work on the tasks "1. Development of case studies" and "2. Development of 

a measurement tool" in 2016/2017. "3. Completion of the measurement tool" will be conducted 

in 2017, beginning 2018, and "4. Comparison of data and 5. Compilation of PhD thesis" will be 

achieved in 2018/2019. 
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Figure 1: Overview of Research Approach 

The figure shows the planned approach of the research project. The top box displays the development of the case studies which will be used as examples to investigate the aspects, and sub-
aspects/sub-levels. The questions in the yellow boxes help to develop the indicators. When all indicators are collected and made comparable, the results can be evaluated (see box at the bottom). 
The focus is on the financial as well as on the socio-economic impacts for the stakeholders. The stakeholders are mentioned at the bottom of the figure.  
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For further information, please send an email to anna-mara.schoen@w.hs-fulda.de 
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