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COMMUNITY INFRASTRUCTURES: SHELTER, SELF-RELIANCE AND 

POLYMORPHIC BORDERS IN URBAN REFUGEE GOVERNANCE 

Abstract 

Over the last two decades, community-based programs have become important 

tools of migration and refugee governance. Governmentality approaches have argued that the 

same technologies of governance applied to advanced liberal societies are being translated onto 

spaces of forced displacement in the Global South through the notions of ‘community’ and ‘self-

reliance’. Other accounts have instead focused on the potentially emancipatory character of 

migrant and refugee self-organization. This article contributes to this body of work by drawing 

on ethnographic research on refugee community shelters in Cairo, Egypt. It theorizes community 

as an informal and precarious infrastructure in which refugees’ social relations are mobilized as 

substitutes for direct, material humanitarian assistance in a global condition marked by the 

shrinking of aid budgets. Predicated as it is on the institutionalization of national and ethnic 

belonging, community-based shelter provision constitutes a relational bordering practice in 

which the new universal humanitarian values of empowerment and resilience reproduce old 

exclusions. Refugees in Cairo perceive these policies as inadequate and contest the ethos of self-

reliance as practically untenable. Community infrastructures are thus also sites of friction, where 

re-politicization can occur. 
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Introduction: Community and refugee governance 

Comprised of two rooms and a reception area, the apartment hosting the Oromo 

Sons Community Association offices in Hadayek al Maadi, south of Cairo, was never meant to 

be a refugee shelter. Until the summer of 2014, the small organization of Ethiopian migrants in 

Egypt, belonging to the Oromo ethnic minority, had used the premises to hold regular meetings, 

organize language courses, or simply receive visitors in search of legal and other kinds of advice. 

When Ahmad and Munir1 arrived in Cairo in November 2014 after a journey through East Africa 

that lasted several months, they had assumed that applying for refugee status with the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) would mean receiving help in finding 

somewhere to live. For Munir, who was over 50 years old and had previously been a refugee in 

the Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya, the UN refugee agency meant concrete, material assistance. 

Although he remembered the time spent in the camp as one of hardship, with tent 

accommodations shared by several families and a scarcity of food, he surely did not expect that 

he would still be relying on the hospitality of the Oromo community organization over two 

months after registering with the UNHCR in Cairo. Monem, the youngest of the community 

leaders who managed the centre hosting the two men, described the room where Munir and 

Ahmad were lodged as “temporary, actually, it is not even a bedroom. It was one of the rooms 

for group activities in our centre. We arranged a couple of beds there”. It was too cold to sleep in 

on winter nights, he explained, and despite their many efforts they had not yet managed to find 

an affordable and safe heater. A couple of weeks after the arrival of Munir and Ahmad, the 

centre had to host also two other men. According to Munir, this meant that hygiene conditions 

were starting to deteriorate. For the Oromo community leaders, this situation was the result of 

the significant increase in the number of requests for help their community received between 

2013 and beginning of 2015, but also of UNHCR policies that granted assistance only to selected 
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individuals identified as vulnerable. De facto, Monem summarized, “apart from very few people, 

you are left to the community, or to yourself.” 

Ahmad and Munir’s case exemplifies some of the changes in refugee governance 

in the developing world since the 1990s. These changes are aimed at moving beyond the 

paradigms of relief and direct assistance, and embracing the advanced liberal developmental 

ethos of capacity building and the promotion of self-reliance (Duffield, 2007, see also Miller and 

Rose, 2008). This global trend is epitomized by the shift from the centrality of the refugee camp 

as a ‘spatial technology of relief and security’ to increasing attention to ‘community’ as a 

“technology of agency” that enables refugees’ “self-empowerment”, reducing their dependency 

on international aid (Lippert, 1999, p. 313). The community-based approach allows the UNHCR 

to consider refugees as active partners in their protection (UNHCR 2007). Practically, the 

UNHCR community approach usually involves two sets of activities: holding consultations with 

community representatives about the location, timing and logistics of aid delivery, and 

mobilizing resources and networks within refugee groups in order to implement social and 

development policies, from legal advice and psychosocial assistance to adult education and 

micro-finance. References to community, however, are also increasingly found in operational 

handbooks and policy literature concerned with the material infrastructure of aid, especially in 

the fields of post-disaster reconstruction and refugee shelter. 

Engaging with the growing body of critical literature on community-based 

governance (Joseph 2002; Bulley, 2014; Williams, Goodwin & Cloke, 2014; Ilcan & Rygiel, 

2015) and informed by ethnographic research with refugees settled in the Cairo urban area, this 

paper sets out to theorize community as a socio-material infrastructure for the promotion of self-

reliance. While literature on refugees has mostly interpreted community either through the lens 

of governmentality or as a socio-ontological category of inherent sharing and resistance (Bulley, 

2014), the analysis employs an extended notion of infrastructure akin to the one applied in recent 



4 
 

research on African and the Middle Eastern cities (Simone, 2004; Elyachar, 2010; Fredericks, 

2014; Mitchell, 2014). In so doing, it looks particularly at the role refugee communities play in 

providing accommodation to newcomers through networks of hospitality based on shared flats, 

collective shelters and makeshift encampments. In this context, the infrastructure approach is 

useful in that it underscores the complex and contested shift towards ‘non-material’ forms of 

refugee assistance that the promotion of self-reliance through community has facilitated (see 

Pupavac, 2005). The paper argues that the rise of community-governance has contributed to 

extend and blur the notions of refugee protection and humanitarian assistance by partially 

replacing the infrastructure of refugee aid – like camp housing, food rations and direct financial 

assistance – with socio-material “infrastructures of communicative channels” (Elyachar, 2010). 

Within them, urban refugees are left to ‘take matters into their own hands’, securing their most 

immediate material needs by mobilizing their own social connections. Community-based 

policies institutionalize identities, drawing new – or, more frequently, reinforcing old – lines of 

inclusion and exclusion in which access to networks of support is determined by ethnic 

identifications. Coupled with the material scarcity of available humanitarian assistance, these de 

facto bordering mechanisms cause widespread frustration among refugees. These findings 

resonate with those of recent studies that have focused on “interstitial” forms of progressive 

community organizing emerging from neoliberal governance (Williams et al., 2014). 

Over the last few years, a growing body of literature across disciplines has focused 

on theorizing infrastructures, significantly expanding the scope of this “fuzzy concept” (Anand, 

Bach, Elyachar and Mains, 2012). This has been done not only by underscoring the social and 

political life of infrastructural materialities, but also through theorizations of human sociality and 

“communicative and moral ties” as socio-material infrastructures (Mitchell, 2014, p. 439; see 

also Simone, 2004; Elyachar, 2010). Empirically, this extended notion of infrastructure has 

recently found application also in the study of transnational migration and border enforcement 



5 

(Xiang and Lindquist, 2014). However, despite important attempts at theorizing the spatialities 

and materialities of humanitarian aid (Hyndman, 2001; Duffield, 2010; Smirl, 2015) and refugee 

camps (Ramadan, 2013), insights from this body of work have rarely been applied to 

humanitarianism and refugee governance (see Pascucci, 2016; Scott-Smith, 2016). 

This article argues that the infrastructure perspective illuminates three of the main 

elements that characterize community-based refugee governance. These are a neoliberal 

developmental ethos based on self-reliance promotion, new bordering practices resulting from 

the institutionalization of ethnicity, and widespread contestation and resistance by the refugees. 

By highlighting this nuanced complexity, this perspective has the potential to advance existing 

debates on refugee communities. Critical political theory influenced by thinkers such as Hannah 

Arendt and Giorgio Agamben has traditionally held the refugee condition as antithetic to ideas 

and practices of community (Bulley, 2014). However, as Bulley (2014) has highlighted, more 

recently efforts have been devoted to documenting existing forms of sociality, subversion and 

political resistance among encamped populations (Ramadan, 2010, 2013; Millner, 2011; Sanyal, 

2011; Rygiel, 2012; Sigona, 2015). 

This paper shares with this body of work the attention to the materialities and 

spatialities of refugee governance and their politics. It provides an empirical perspective that 

furthers recent arguments that see community-based governance not only as a technology of 

responsabilization, but also as a space where “cracks can be opened up” in “the dominant 

formations of the neoliberal” (Williams, Goodwin & Cloke 2014, p. 2810). As a bordering 

device through which the refugee condition and the right to protection are reframed along the 

lines of fluid yet highly exclusionary national, ethnic, linguistic and social identifications, 

community infrastructures are often contested by the refugees. This, as Burridge, Gill, Kocher 

and Martin (forthcoming) theorize in the introduction to this issue, underscores the provisional 
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and failure-prone character of community governance as a manifestation of what can be defined 

as emerging, polymorphic humanitarian borders. 

This article is based on the analysis of UNHCR operational handbooks on refugee 

shelter and community-based protection and on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Cairo 

between 2011 and 2015. The fieldwork involved interviews and participant observation with 

community leaders belonging to Sudanese and Oromo Ethiopian community-based organizations 

(CBOs), as well as with refugees and asylum seekers of several different nationalities. Additional 

interviews were conducted with local and international staff from the local UNHCR office and 

its partner NGOs. 

The paper proceeds as follows. The first section introduces the concept of 

community infrastructures, showing the relevance of some of the recent anthropological and 

geographical literature on the topic to the analysis of UNHCR community policies. In so doing, 

it focuses in particular on how the promotion of refugee self-reliance has been extended to the 

organization of basic services, with particular attention to the question of shelter. The second 

section outlines how community policies have been implemented among refugees living in urban 

areas, and provides some background to the Cairo case study. The third and last section uses 

ethnographic material to analyse the dynamics of shelter provision through community 

infrastructures in Cairo. 

Community as infrastructure 

Attention to the question of community has marked the work of the UNHCR for 

several decades. Bakewell (2003) points out how, for the UN office, ’community’ was originally 

a hybrid term referring to the specific sector of its activity previously known as “social services”. 

This encompassed all the services that went beyond the basic, life-supporting provisions of 

refugee camps – food, health, water and sanitation – thus including education and culture, 
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psychosocial support and specific, advanced forms of assistance for vulnerable categories. 

Throughout the 1990s and the early 2000s, however, the term came to assume a much broader 

and more ambitious scope. Community policies became the pillar of the UNHCR’s efforts to 

move from direct assistance to what was regarded as a more ‘sustainable’ developmental 

approach. Moving from an assumption of ‘dependency’ – that is, the belief that the prolonged 

availability of aid undermines refugees’ resilience and autonomous initiative – the UNHCR set 

for itself the objective of promoting refugees’ economic and social self-reliance (Bakewell, 

2003; Ilcan & Rygiel, 2015). The promotion of self-sufficiency in first countries of asylum 

became the most viable way of securing durable solutions to displacement in a global condition 

marked by increasingly protracted conflicts and shrinking quota for resettlement to third 

countries. The community approach was thus extended to the whole of the UNCHR’s activities, 

including basic service provision. Although the downsizing of direct assistance has never been as 

generalized and consistent as envisaged in the agency’s policy formulations (Bakewell, 2003), 

the setting-up and management of some of the fundamental infrastructures of refugee aid, 

particularly in urban areas, have been progressively delegated to communities. 

These developments have led to increasing attention to the relation between 

infrastructures and community, or sociality more in general, in humanitarian aid. For Smirl 

(2008, 2015) post-disaster relief bases itself on the assumption that infrastructural materialities 

substantially influence the outcomes of humanitarian interventions, particularly with regard to 

beneficiaries’ capacity to recover community cohesion. The World Bank Global Facility for 

Disaster Reduction and Recovery’s (GFDRR) reconstruction handbook Safer Homes, Stronger 

Communities, for instance, pays particular attention to the complex relation between rebuilding 

and community healing (Jha, Duyne Barenstein, Phelps, Pittet & Sena, 2010). “The distinction 

between infrastructure and sociality”, the handbook reads, “is fluid and pragmatic rather than 
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definitive”, and “the relationships that infrastructures are meant to facilitate are never 

predetermined” (Lockrem & Lugo, 2012, p. 1). 

A similarly fluid and open conceptualization of the relation between infrastructures 

and society is also found in the third and fourth editions of the UNHCR’s Emergency Handbook, 

published in 2007 and 2015 respectively. Although both handbooks have sections specifically 

concerned with the UNHCR community approach in emergency contexts, the entries on shelter 

also contain some important observations on the role of community in forced displacement. The 

2007 edition identifies three main categories of refugee shelters, namely dispersed settlements, 

mass shelters (such as community centres, schools and government buildings temporarily 

converted into reception facilities) and spontaneous and planned camps. The handbook 

recommends avoiding camps whenever possible, and considers “dispersed settlements” as more 

desirable. These are defined as arrangements in which “refugees find accommodation within the 

households of families who already live in the area of refuge” (UNHCR, 2007, p. 207). Among 

the advantages of this solution, the handbook mentions its quick implementation, few 

administrative requirements, affordability and capacity for fostering refugees “self-help and 

independence” (UNCHR, 2007, p. 207). The priority accorded to ‘dispersed settlements’ implies 

the notion that, for self-reliant refugee populations, under certain circumstances community ties 

can productively be turned into a substitute for emergency infrastructures. 

The 2015 edition of the Emergency Handbook and the Global Strategy for 

Settlement and Shelter 2014-2018 are characterized by greater attention to the collection and 

processing of data on refugee populations, as well as to the role of innovation in refugee housing. 

As such, they also show increased awareness of the limitations of dispersed settlements and host 

arrangements. Rental accommodation and collective shelters are regarded as more suitable 

because they are less overcrowded and stressful. However, host arrangements are still listed 

among the viable shelter solutions, particularly in urban areas. The 2015 edition of the handbook 
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also specifies that communities’ capacity for providing assistance can be supported through 

Quick Impact Projects (QIP; see UNCHR 2009). These, however, are conceived to be limited in 

scope. As in the previous edition, they have the objective of promoting communities’ capacity 

for building “strong social economic and cultural ties with host communities, and contribute to 

their economic development” (UNHCR 2015a). The relation between community and 

infrastructures is conceptualized as one that needs to be fostered through rapid interventions 

having the aim of avoiding dependency. The potential of community for complementing, 

enhancing or even replacing infrastructures of relief that have become unavailable, as well as its 

centrality in the promotion of refugee self-reliance, remain important principles in UNHCR 

emergency shelter policies. 

According to writers like Simone (2004; 2012) and Mitchell (2014), 

acknowledging that infrastructures are “partly human” requires considering not only the forms of 

knowledge and labour that sustain them, but also “the very sociality of those who use them” 

(Mitchell, 2014, p. 419). Ethnographies of development in Africa and the Middle East have 

taken this point further by problematizing the distinction between labour and sociality (Simone, 

2004; Elyachar, 2005, 2010; Fredericks, 2014). In her study of development initiatives revolving 

around the notion of economic ‘empowerment’ of Egyptian women through micro-finance, 

Elyachar (2005, 2010) argues that such programs rely on what she names “social infrastructures 

of communicative channels” (Elyachar, 2010). These are “women’s everyday, behind-the-scenes 

communication and movement through Cairo”, which Elyachar (2010) theorizes “as constituting 

an infrastructure that is as important to economic life as roads and bridges” (Besky, 2016, p. 6). 

Empowerment policies institutionalize the informal economic activities that characterize Egypt’s 

most destitute urban areas and the communicative infrastructures that sustain them, incorporating 

them into the market sphere. The “provisionality” and flexibility of socio-material infrastructures 
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in contexts of urban informality are thus treated as a resource, rather than as an obstacle to 

development (Elyachar, 2002, 2005; Simone, 2004). 

The UNHCR’s conceptualization of dispersed refugee settlements through 

networks of community hospitality works in similar ways. Like in the micro-finance programs 

studied by Elyachar (2005, 2010), informality and flexibility are seen as an opportunity. For 

instance, while the setting-up of refugee camps is regulated by highly specific guidelines as to 

basic infrastructural standards, these are not mentioned in the case of community-based host 

arrangements. The flexibility of the networks of support that allow communities to be self-reliant 

is considered as an advantage that outgrows the need for infrastructural security. ‘Non-material’ 

forms of aid aimed at fostering empowerment, participation, and self-sufficiency are thus 

translated into the domain of basic infrastructures of shelter. As the final section of this paper 

will show, this tension between non-material aid and the need for material infrastructures is 

central in refugees’ grievances against community-based accommodations. 

Community and self-reliance in Cairo 

The need for “grounding protection within communities” (UNHCR, 2013, p. 6), is 

linked to trends towards self-reliance and self-management in the governance of abject 

populations that are global in scale (Bulley, 2014). In the case of refuge aid in particular, this 

need responds to the logistical and environmental conditions in which international aid agencies 

have come to operate in the last two decades. In this regard, two elements in particular are worth 

highlighting, for they are especially relevant to the Cairo case. 

First, the adoption of the community approach to refugee governance has been 

simultaneous to the recognition by international aid agencies that today a growing percentage of 

refugees tend to settle autonomously outside of camps. In contemporary displacement crises, 

people head towards major urban areas where informal economies and social connections afford 
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better chances for work and mobility. While the refugee camp never disappeared (Minca, 2005; 

see also Ramadan, 2013) the implementation of community-based programs coincided with the 

growing centrality of “urban policies” in refugee governance. As stated in the UNHCR 

Handbook of Self-Reliance, community became a tool for “integrating refugees within the 

existing urban environment”, privileging settlements and housing solutions alternative to camps 

(UNHCR, 2006, p. 26). Ilcan and Rygiel (2015) argue that the current emphasis on refugee self-

reliance underscores a global trend to “reimagine(ing) camps from temporary spaces for housing 

refugees as aid recipients to more permanent spaces of settlement aimed at developing a new 

form of community and more entrepreneurial and responsible populations” (Ilcan & Rygiel, 

2015, p. 16). This shift from temporary to long-term governance solutions, captured by the 

concept of “protracted refugee situation” (Hyndman & Giles, 2011), also characterizes the 

UNHCR’s emphasis on the local integration of refugees in cities of the Global South.  A second 

important factor that contributed to the UNHCR increasingly relying on the community approach 

for the delivery of basic services is the downsizing of international aid budgets since the late 

1990s and early 2000s. As already mentioned, this led to the re-organization of assistance into 

interventions that were deemed less viable to induce dependency (Hyndman, 2001; Hunter, 

2009). 

Home to a large population of urban refugees, Cairo has been an important 

‘laboratory’ for UNHCR urban policies since the 1990s. As of December 2015, Egypt hosted 

over 260,000 refugees and asylum seekers officially registered with the UN. While the single 

largest national group were Syrians fleeing the conflict started in 2011-2012, migrants from East 

Africa and the Horn of Africa were a significant part of the country’s refugee population – a 

constant trend throughout the history of independent Egypt (UNHCR 2015b). At the time when 

research for this paper was conducted, Sudanese, Somali, Eritrean and Ethiopian refugees in 
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Cairo were gathered in associations that often had significant experience in managing relations 

with local authorities and hosting communities.  

The UNCHR community approach prescribes careful mapping of “existing 

agencies, services and community structures” in order to establish partnerships in the 

implementation of protection measures (UNHCR, 2015a, p. 3). In the context of these policies, 

UNHCR had recognized as CBOs some of the diaspora associations that had been active in Cairo 

for several years. As a result, the organizations were receiving limited financial help, in 

particular to cover the rent of their premises. This process of institutionalization implied the 

incorporation of the language of humanitarianism and refugee advocacy into these groups’ pre-

existing experiences of mobilization, in some cases developed in contact with political groups in 

countries like Sudan and Ethiopia (Pascucci, 2017). Other refugee-led organizations had 

emerged precisely as a response to the opportunities for funding and institutional recognition 

provided by the UNHCR community approach. As of 2011-2012, around 30 officially 

recognized refugee CBOs were active in Cairo, spanning Evangelical churches attended mostly 

by Eritrean refugees and pan-African community schools, supplemented by several other 

unaffiliated community leaders and ‘refugee initiatives’. This wide variety of ‘operational 

partners’ underscores the global trend towards outsourcing to local actors, informalization and 

precarization of aid work highlighted by recent studies (Fechter & Hindman, 2010; Ilcan & 

Rygiel, 2015).  

UNHCR guidelines stress the importance of avoiding operational patterns in which 

only traditional leaders are empowered (UNHCR, 2015a). In the Cairo case however, CBOs 

were organized primarily around ethnic groups, and were mostly led by male individuals who 

had often occupied positions of power within pre-existing ethnic, religious or political groups. 

Community as an instrument for the promotion of refugee self-sufficiency thus de facto 

contributed to the institutionalization of ethnic identifications. This highlight what 
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anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff (2009) have defined as the capacity of contemporary 

ethnicity for “unlock(ing) new forms of self-realization, sentiment, entitlement, and enrichment” 

in the context of market-based societies (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2009, p. 139). These new 

configurations and ‘practical uses’ of ethnicity are an important element in the global trend 

towards the reconstitution of refugees as “entrepreneurial, neoliberal subjects” through 

community-based and self-reliance policies (Ilcan & Rygiel, 2015, p. 16). As will be shown 

below, the ethnicization of community infrastructures also results in new dynamics of inclusion 

and exclusion that operate alongside the traditional legal and administrative ‘sorting 

mechanisms’ regulating access to humanitarian assistance. 

In Cairo, starting from the late 1990s, this increasingly restricted access to aid was 

heightened by the UNHCR’s budget restructuring mentioned above. The cuts affected not only 

the number of staff employed in the local operation, but also important voices in refugee 

households’ economy, such as reimbursements for medical expenses and grants for children’s 

primary education. A report published by the Cairo Forced Migration and Refugee Studies 

Centre (FMRS) in 2006 mentions the increase in the number of evictions due to difficulties in 

paying rent as one of the most serious consequences of these changes (FMRS, 2006; see also 

Sperl, 2001). Since 2006-2007, and particularly between 2013 and 2015, the budget of the 

UNHCR Cairo office has “steadily increased” due to the influx of Iraqi refugees first, and then 

Syrians (UNHCR 2015b). Extra funding, however, has been devoted to the management of 

major emergencies, and organized through instruments such as the Regional Refugee and 

Resilience Plan (3RP) for the Syrian crisis. For other categories within UNHCR’s ‘population of 

concern’, little has changed since the early and mid-2000s. Financial assistance continues to be 

limited to vulnerable cases, like single mothers and unaccompanied and separated minors. 

The waves of evictions of the early and mid-2000s have been associated with the 

proliferation of protests, sit-ins and small informal refugee encampments in the area surrounding 
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the Cairo UNHCR office (FMRS 2006). Documented for the first time in 2004, this phenomenon 

has continued until the time of writing, despite the political and social unrest and associated 

violent repression that have characterized Egypt in recent years.  

 

Infrastructures of self-reliance as contested polymorphic borders 

Centres managed by community groups, hospitality within ethnic communities, 

rent accommodation and unplanned, informal encampments were all forms of refugee shelters 

commonly found in Cairo at the time when research for this article was conducted. Although 

these categories correspond to the UNHCR’s Emergency Handbooks’ classifications (UNHCR, 

2007; 2015a), in most cases the implementation of these solutions do not involve any form of 

UNHCR intervention. The majority of the refugees and asylum seekers included in this study 

had found accommodation in various areas of Cairo without any assistance from aid agencies. 

When the UNHCR and its partner NGOs were involved, their role was limited to directing new 

applicants with unmet housing needs towards specific community centres or leaders. In the 

neighbourhood of Ard El Lewa, in Giza, most Eritrean asylum seekers and refugees could not 

even count on community-based organizations formally recognized by the UN system. Rather, 

they used an extended network of ethnic shops and cafés, money transfer services, Evangelical 

churches and microbus stations as spaces in which to exchange information and organize the 

reception of refugees. Transportation for newcomers from Ramses, the city’s main railway and 

microbus station, to their host accommodations in various areas of Giza was frequently arranged. 

Their networks of reception services at the same time drew upon and fed into Cairo’s informal 

mobility and housing infrastructures. As such, they were commonly described as unsafe and 

inadequate. 

The widespread sense of frustration this situation caused among Eritreans, as well 

as other groups in Cairo’s growing asylum seekers’ population, is akin to the one engendered by 
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the progressive withdrawal of state institutions from infrastructure provision in post-

developmentalist contexts, (Mains, 2012; see also Lockrem & Lugo, 2012). A significant 

discrepancy existed between the focus on non-material elements found in the UNHCR shelter 

provision guidelines and the importance refugees in Cairo continued to attribute to the 

materiality of assistance. 

The sense of being “left to oneself” was pervasive, in particular among refugees 

living in private host and rental accommodations. Siddigh, a 26-year old man from Darfur, was 

hosted by other Darfuran men in a small apartment in the informal neighbourhood of Masaken 

Osman, around thirty kilometres from central Cairo. He described living in the slum as one of 

the most difficult experiences of his life in terms of shelter conditions, and stressed that he had 

often fallen ill due to inadequate heating and sanitation. “The UN people don’t really know how 

we live. Sometimes, I wish the UNHCR could come and see how we live” he commented when 

asked about his relations with international aid organizations. “None of those who work at the 

UN has ever been to a place like Masaken Osman”, he concluded, “they have no idea”.  

Although he described his condition as dismal, however, Siddigh could count on the support of a 

solid network of Sudanese in the neighbourhood where he lived. The situation of refugees who, 

for various reasons, found themselves isolated from their national or ethnic communities was 

even more complicated.  

Amel and Abdallah, a Syrian couple with three small children arrived in Cairo at 

the end of 2014, lived in a deprived area of central Cairo where there were no other Syrian 

families. When interviewed, the couple recalled the efforts undertaken in order to furnish the 

two-room apartment they were renting. They also explicitly asked for help in finding someone 

who could assist them in transporting to their flat four thick blankets for the winter and a gas 

tank for the cooker. The ordeal they had to go through last time they had tried to carry such items 

by themselves, without having a car nor money to rent one, had been particularly distressing and 
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humiliating. Several weeks after our initial encounter in January 2015, they were still 

experiencing the same difficulties. The family eventually received the help they so urgently 

needed from a small group of Egyptian volunteers that was not registered as an NGO. 

The case of Amel and Abdallah shows how community policies can be highly 

problematic for those who experience various forms of social isolation or disability. The ‘social 

infrastructures’ of shelter found in Cairo’s refugee settlements can even be hostile and 

exploitative, especially towards newcomers, a dynamic frequently described in existing analyses 

of migrants’ informal networks (see Gill & Bialski, 2011). Ethnic communities sometimes use 

rental accommodation and other kinds of economic transactions as ways to extract money from 

particularly vulnerable individuals who do receive financial support from aid agencies. For 

instance, some of the unaccompanied minors interviewed had been requested to pay a monthly 

rent higher than the market price once they had started receiving assistance from UNHCR. One 

of the community leaders described such situations as “not ideal, but common”. Indebtedness to 

other members of one’s community was also often a cause of tension, in some cases leading to 

episodes of physical violence. 

The policies promoted by the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Cluster Approach 

are based on the assumption that refugees’ long-term safety is best guaranteed if they adapt to 

living conditions in displacement and assume full responsibility for their futures (Ilcan and 

Rygiel, 2015). The ways in which community infrastructures are experienced in Cairo, however, 

suggest that this adaptation is full of frictions. The “progressive-sounding concepts of 

empowerment, partnership, building community, participation and self-reliance” (Ilcan & 

Rygiel, 2015, p. 15) through which neoliberal humanitarianism is rationalized conceal a lived 

reality of infrastructural precarity that people refuse to come to terms with. 

The informal ‘camps’ frequently set-up by Sudanese and Ethiopian refugees near 

the UNHCR premises in Cairo were an important example of how community infrastructures 
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exposed the limits of self-reliance policies. These small encampments had been a constant 

presence in Cairo for several years, particularly between 2004 and 2005 and 2011 and 2013. One 

of the UN officers interviewed in Cairo in 2015 defined them as “something in between a 

refugee settlement, a squat and a protest camp”. Tents, cardboard beds and communal kitchens 

were often part of their infrastructure. In these improvised encampments, the need to find a 

temporary, emergency accommodation for particular individuals and households intersected with 

the willingness to make refugees’ living conditions visible in the public space. As a form of 

protest against the lack of substantial assistance, the camps underscored the tension between 

UNHCR non-material reformulation of refugee governance and people’s persistent need for a 

basic physical infrastructure of protection (Pascucci, 2017).  

In some cases, the camps also gave voice refugees’ rejection of the ethnicized 

bordering mechanisms that restricted access to humanitarian aid. This was particularly evident in 

the Mustapha Mahmoud protest camp, held by Sudanese refugees in central Cairo in 2005. 

During the protests held in that camp, the reaffirmation of refugee rights found expression not 

only in the contestation of bureaucratic categories such as ‘economic migrant’ and ‘closed file’ 

(rejected asylum seeker), but also in the categorical refusal to distinguish “between Sudanese 

refugees according to their ethnic background and/or geographical zones” (Moulin and Nyers 

2007, p. 365). The normalization of ethnicity and the institutionalization of community were 

clearly identified as conducive to the shrinking and downgrading of assistance. The Mustapha 

Mahmoud refugees countered the deterioration of protection and aid by reclaiming community 

through the material infrastructures of the camp, which they built autonomously and shared 

inclusively (Pascucci, 2017).  

 

Conclusion 
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This paper has looked at the shift towards community-based forms of assistance 

that characterize contemporary refugee protection in the Global South, focusing in particular on 

the question of shelter provision. Ethnographic material has been examined in order to explore 

how networks of hospitality within ethnic groups, rent accommodation and emergency shelter 

provided by refugee-led community centres work in Cairo. The analysis has highlighted how 

these policies of ‘sheltering’ mobilize refugees’ pre-existing networks of sociality, subsuming 

them into aid and development agendas. Institutionalised through policy implementation tools 

such as the CBOs, refugees social relations thus replace material assistance provided directly by 

humanitarian agencies. The infrastructures of aid become community infrastructures. 

The capacity of contemporary ethnicity for adapting to new markets for services 

(Comaroff & Comaroff, 2011), including humanitarian ones, is central to this process. Refugees’ 

inclusion into networks of shelter provision are determined by their level of integration into 

institutionalized ethnic and national groups. Ethnically defined community organizations act as 

polymorphic, ever-shifting bordering mechanisms that, in this context, regulates not the mobility 

of bodies, but their access to basic aid. This highly flexible, community-based conception of 

shelter infrastructures is often held in humanitarian literature as empowering and able to restore 

refugees’ social and economic autonomy. Yet, as this article has demonstrated, it can also 

reproduce dynamics of exclusion that refugees have often already experienced in their countries 

of origin. When assistance is delegated to community groups, the position of those who do not fit 

into institutionalized ethnic and national categories can become even more precarious. 

Community-based accommodations mark a shift from the provision of specific 

kinds of material shelters to complex ‘sheltering’ processes characterized by a “fluid topology” 

“entwined with a temporal imaginary of transformation” (Fredriksen, 2014, p. 158). The 

empirical examples provided in the paper illustrate the complex networks of mediators and 

materialities involved in these topological and temporal processes of sheltering. The concept of 
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infrastructure allows for examining these processes without affording to these processes a degree 

of systematicity and coherence they do not necessarily have. As Burridge et al. (forthcoming) 

highlight, following Latour (1997), migration and border studies today require a “fibrous” and 

“wiry” social ontology that accounts for how polymorphic borders “come into force through 

disparate, disconnected practices”, including “failures and gaps” through which migrants can 

exert their agency.  

In Cairo, community-based ‘sheltering’ fail to meet refugees’ basic needs for safe 

and sustainable accommodations. As stressed by some of the Ethiopian asylum seekers 

interviewed, community self-reliance in urban areas is often synonymous of living conditions 

that are even more precarious than those of refugee camps are. Despite the global trend towards 

the urbanization of refugee aid, it is common to hear refugees express their preference for 

“confinement in camps, because it is better for them than the alternative – an unpermitted 

presence where work and mobility come at the cost of extreme vulnerability” (Newhouse, 2015, 

p. 2295).  

Aid and development policies that promote self-reliance through ethnicized 

community infrastructures are thus also highly contested. In fact, at a global level, such policies 

are “emerging at the very time when refugee and migrant protests are growing globally in and 

around camp spaces” (Ilcan & Rygiel 2015, p. 16). Community in spaces of refuge thus cannot 

be reduced to either a pervasive technology of governance, or a de-historicized ontology of co-

existence. Rather, as a space where the rarefied infrastructures of neoliberal humanitarianism 

encounter new polymorphic border regimes, community is a site of friction that may – or may 

not – open up spaces for refugees’ political mobilization. 
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