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• Sanitation is critical for human health in densely populated areas, and yet is often absent from 

urban planning and investment, especially in developing countries.

•  Rapid urbanisation is putting pressure on inadequate, existing sanitation systems. Improving 

sanitation in cities is even more urgent in the face of ‘acute’ migration, the sudden arrival of 

refugees and internally displaced people to a city.

•  Sanitation is usually perceived as a static, long-term infrastructure investment. There is 

little evidence about how a sanitation system can respond to emergencies, such as acute 

migration.

•  In Jordan, the sudden and continuous flow of refugees to cities has exerted substantial 

pressure on urban sanitation services, reducing access to, and the quality of, sanitation. Many 

other developing countries are experiencing acute migration to cities and their services are 

struggling to meet demand. 

•  Local, national and international organisations must work together with urgency to improve 

urban sanitation services so that they can respond to sudden and sustained increases in the 

urban population. 
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Executive summary

Drinking water and sanitation are basic services that all 
people need for their survival and livelihoods. However, 
providing them can be an enormous challenge – especially 
in cities, and in the face of climate change, conflict, and 
the rise of a middle class with more and new needs and 
expectations. Large and unexpected influxes of migrants 
and refugees pose yet another constraint to local service 
providers. But they also provide opportunities to improve 
services – for example as migrants bring in new skills 
and coping mechanisms that can be scaled up; or as 
governments, businesses and other actors experiment with 
alternative models for the delivery of water, sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH) services. 

This scoping study aims to identify key research 
questions around the success and/or failure of urban 
governance structures in delivering essential services to 
populations in response to large migration movements. 
It does so through a small-scale review of the literature 
on water and sanitation service delivery in urban areas 
in response to influxes of migrants – with a major focus 
on sanitation. It then unpacks how this type of ‘acute’ 
migration has affected Jordan’s urban infrastructure 
and systems for the provision of basic services. We give 
special attention to the situation in Amman (where most 
of the urban refugees are concentrated) and its sanitation 
conditions (one of the least studied sectors).

Our literature review revealed that substantial research 
has been devoted to service delivery in cities with reference 
to long-term migration, and particularly rural–urban 
movements or climate-induced migration. Not many 
studies explicitly focused on urban service delivery facing 
‘acute’ migration, and even fewer looked at sanitation. 
Most of the studies on service delivery to refugees and/
or internally displaced persons (IDPs) concentrated on 
camps. However, as displacement becomes more protracted 
and an urban phenomenon, researchers need to gain a 
more critical mass to shift focus, funding and institutional 
commitment to address today’s urban displacement.

We briefly analyse issues of service delivery for 
urban refugees by looking at the existing research on 
service delivery in informal settlements and slums. 
Findings from these studies highlighted that migrants are 
disproportionately represented among the urban poor in 
informal settlements, and this constrains their ability to 
access basic resources; the same is likely to be true for 
refugees and IDPs relocating to a city after they escape 
from conflict. Sanitation figures quite prominently in 
the debates on service delivery in cities – but it is only 

linked to migration through its impacts on health, or it 
is bundled with water and/or hygiene. Along with more 
study of sanitation, greater efforts need to be dedicated 
to identifying service providers in cities: Who are they, 
how do they interact, and what challenges do they face in 
responding to acute migration? 

Over the last ten years, the ‘migration-development’ 
nexus has emerged as an important area of both research 
and policy. However, most of the interest has focused on 
the potential that migration holds for poverty alleviation. 
Existing analyses of disadvantaged groups within urban 
areas tend to be based on income (and/or assets), housing 
conditions and access to basic services. Ultimately, we 
face a massive lack of basic data on urban poverty – and, 
subsequently, a massive lack of data on the characteristics 
of those individuals and/or households that have unmet 
needs. 

Overall, besides anecdotal evidence and assumptions, 
we found limited research on urban service delivery facing 
large and sudden inflows of migrants and refugees, and 
particularly focusing on sanitation services. There is a 
need to more systematically link the research agendas on 
urbanisation and migration, with a focus on the delivery 
of sanitation services – typically a neglected area in the 
literature, which remains skewed towards water supply. 
The focus should be explicitly on the dynamics of acute 
and conflict-induced migration in terms of urban service 
delivery, explored through primary data collection in urban 
migration ‘hotspots’. Disaggregated data on sanitation 
access – distinguishing not only on the basis of the 
‘traditional’ categories of gender, age, wealth quintiles, 
but also taking into account migration status – are 
required to understand the inequalities that are created or 
reinforced by large and sudden influxes of people in terms 
of sanitation provision. And finally, qualitative research is 
needed to understand the challenges that migrants and host 
communities face in accessing sanitation services in cities. 

Therefore, we call for a research agenda that can 
assist governments, non-governmental organisations, 
water/sanitation utilities and other service providers in 
understanding and overcoming the challenges of sanitation 
provision in urban contexts ‘under stress’, without 
reinforcing existing inequalities or creating new ones, 
and towards realising the SDGs’ aspirations for ‘universal 
access to adequate and equitable sanitation’ by 2030. We 
outline a possible research approach and methodology at 
the end of this paper.

8 ODI Working Paper
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1. Introduction

1.1. Why this study? The challenge of 
sanitation in rapidly growing urban 
areas

Drinking water and sanitation are basic services that all 
people need for their survival and livelihoods. However, 
providing them can be an enormous challenge – especially 
in cities in low-income and middle-income countries, and 
in the face of climate change, conflict, and the rise of a 
middle class with more and new needs and expectations. 
Large and unexpected influxes of migrants and refugees 
pose yet another constraint to local service providers. 
But they also provide opportunities to improve services 
– for example as migrants bring in new skills and coping 
mechanisms that can be scaled up; or as governments, 
businesses and other actors experiment with alternative 
models for the delivery of water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) services. 

This scoping study aims to identify key research 
questions around the success and/or failure of urban 
governance structures in delivering essential services to 
populations in response to sudden, unpredictable migration 
flows, characterised by a large number people leaving their 
homes as a matter of urgency – we define this as ‘acute 
migration’. We chose to focus specifically on low-income 
countries (LICs) and middle-income countries (MICs), 
in light of their often comparatively limited capacity to 
finance and manage water and sanitation services for the 
whole population. 

Why sanitation?
Access to safe sanitation services remains out of reach for 
a staggering number of people in LICs. In 2015, about 
2.4 billion people were still living without improved 
sanitation (World Health Organization (WHO) and UN 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2015). Access to sanitation is a 
fundamental development metric, with abundant research 
proving its links to better public health, economic growth, 
individual dignity, quality of life, and environmental health, 
among other indicators. An ongoing research initiative 
by the World Bank has estimated that the current lack 
of access to sanitation costs the global economy at least 
US$260 billion yearly (World Bank, 2013). 

Nonetheless, it has been difficult to close this gap in 
access, especially as the world urbanises rapidly. The global 
community committed to halve the proportion of people 
living without improved sanitation from 1990 to 2015 but 

missed the target by almost 700 million people (WHO and 
UNICEF, 2015). The new Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) aim to redouble global efforts to achieve universal 
access to sanitation by 2030. Urban sanitation can be more 
difficult to achieve than rural sanitation, as urban areas 
usually lack space for cheaper solutions like pit latrines 
and require investment in higher service levels. 

Data from WHO and UNICEF (2015) support this 
assertion. From 1990 to 2015, the world’s rural population 
that lacked access to improved sanitation decreased by 
about 0.64% per year, while the world’s urban population 
that lacked access fell by only 0.16% per year. Meanwhile, 
the world’s total urban population grew by about 0.45% 
per year.

This suggests that many of the people who migrated 
from rural to urban areas will not have had access to 
sanitation as rural dwellers, and are likely to have begun 
their lives in the city still lacking access to it. Furthermore, 
their arrival put strain on existing urban sanitation services 
and probably resulted in sanitation service providers 
(which in LICs typically suffer from chronically low levels 
of public investment) being unable to meet their needs. We 
see this around the world through the growth of urban 
slums and informal peri-urban areas without access to 
basic services like sanitation (UN-Habitat, 2003).

Why is providing sanitation in cities such a 
challenge?
Even in normal circumstances, delivering sanitation to all 
the inhabitants of a city is not an easy task. Challenges 
range from the cost of waste management infrastructure 
to encouraging the behavioural change that is required 
to shift to improved toilet facilities. In developing urban 
areas, the authorities responsible for delivering public 
services might not participate in planning and coordinating 
the expansion of cities. The density of an urban area can 
also make infrastructure construction difficult and costly. 
But let us start by identifying the specific difficulties of 
delivering sanitation, and then explore how the urban 
environment compounds them. 

The high cost of investing in centralised wastewater 
systems makes sanitation difficult to finance, especially 
when the urban poor are unable or unwilling to pay 
for using these services without significant investment 
in accompanying behaviour change programmes. The 
low potential for cost recovery and profit means that 
networked sanitation is rarely an attractive investment 



option for the private sector. Tenants may also be unwilling 
to invest in toilet infrastructure and a formal connection to 
a sanitation network if they perceive it to be an upgrade to 
a property that they do not own (Allen et al., 2006). At the 
same time, cost-recovery for a service provided to people 
who largely live in the informal sector is challenging. It can 
also be difficult for a formal service provider to extend its 
infrastructure services to informal settlements, especially if 
its right to settle on the land is disputed.

The benefits of sanitation are not always recognised 
or appreciated, either. Cultural perceptions of adequate 
solutions for human waste determine demand and usage 
of sanitation, and changing these perceptions is not easy 
(Allen et al., 2006). There may also be little demand 
for better sanitation from wealthier groups, since the 
consequences of inadequate sanitation may be visible only 
in the outskirts of a city, where they are less likely to live 
(Mason et al., 2014). And political attention and pressure 
may focus on modernising visible services for the elite, 
rather than providing quality infrastructure for universal 
sanitation (Bakker et al., 2008).

Despite often limited demand and political pressure for 
adequate sanitation facilities, they are clearly needed. The 
externalities of sanitation are intensified in urban areas 
where dense population and limited space mean that public 
health risks arise from inadequately disposed wastewater 
and faecal matter. In the absence of formal sanitation 
provision, individuals can resort to informal solutions 
such as disposing raw sewage into the local environment. 

These solutions meet their immediate needs but cause other 
problems for them and their wider community. The ability 
to find informal solutions may also mean that individuals 
are less willing to pay for formal provision, which makes it 
difficult for a public or private provider to recover the cost 
of providing the service. Therefore, although sanitation is 
often perceived as a private good, accessed by households, 
the infrastructure to ensure wastewater is collected and 
treated is necessarily a public good. 

As a result of these difficulties, sanitation in low-income 
cities today often is a mix of formal provided services, 
informal coping mechanisms, and no service at all (in 
some areas). An archetypal developing city may contain 
a small and poorly maintained sewerage network for its 
wealthy elite; middle- and lower-income homes with septic 
tanks that are emptied by formal or informal desludging 
companies; lower-income homes whose residents use 
unimproved sanitation solutions like hanging toilets, public 
toilets or plastic bags; and pavement dwellers and residents 
of the lowest-income homes who use open defecation or 
equivalent expedients. This uncoordinated and unequal 
provision does not capture the collective benefits that arise 
from universal access to sanitation.

Defining the migration challenge
Migration to urban areas is made up of different types of 
migration patterns, and their interactions with services like 
sanitation are not well understood. For the purposes of 
this study, we identified four different types of migratory 

Box 1: What makes cities unique?

Urban experts recognise four important characteristics of cities and urban areas that distinguish them from rural 
areas and have implications for the public services provided: 

 • Density: Urban areas concentrate people in closer proximity than rural areas. This can create economies of scale 
and economic growth from the larger pool of labour available to employers and from the ideas and innovation 
that can come from people meeting and communicating more frequently. Likewise, urban areas present a larger 
pool of potential users of a service and can thus make it easier to recover the costs of this service with lower 
tariffs. However, density can also bring the problems of congestion, pollution and other types of direct cost, 
particularly by intensifying existing externalities, presenting less physical space for infrastructure and creating 
higher land costs due to higher demand.

 • Diversity: More people migrate to urban areas than to rural ones, meaning that urban areas contain more 
diversity than rural ones. Multicultural cities like London and New York are celebrated for this diversity, but 
it also presents more diverse needs and behaviours for services to meet, and it can make cities more difficult to 
govern.

 • Dynamism: Urban populations change more rapidly than rural ones. This dynamism can change the mix of 
core skills, social needs, conflict dynamics, and services available in the city, which requires policy-makers and 
businesses to respond quickly. 

 • Complexity: Density, diversity and dynamism combine to make urban areas more complex than rural ones. 
They contain more people; more social structures; more agencies, businesses and civil society groups; and more 
voices in the decision-making process. 

Source: Adapted from Mosel et al. (2016), based on Beall et al. (2010), Satterthwaite and Mitlin (2013), Bremner (2004), and Vertovec 

et al. (2002).

10 ODI Working Paper
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movements (see Table 1 in Section 2): internal labour 
migration; international labour migration; climate-induced 
migration; and conflict-induced migration. 

Some migration flows, such as internal migration of 
workers to urban areas, or circular migration that follows 
seasonal labour opportunities in agriculture, are regular 
and relatively consistent. These are known as economic 
migration; they tend to occur with people who make the 
decision to migrate strategically in order to access better 
economic opportunities. These migration movements are 
relatively well studied, and a substantial body of literature 
exists examining their drivers and characteristics, as well as 
impacts including in terms of service delivery. 

Instead, this study is concerned with sudden, 
unpredictable migration flows, characterised by a large 
number people leaving their homes as a matter of 
urgency – we define this as ‘acute migration’. This form 
of migration can affect households at all income levels, 
but those on the lowest incomes are likely to be the 
most vulnerable to sudden changes and thus the most in 
need of government or humanitarian support, since they 
are less likely to be able to afford unforeseen expenses 
such as emergency travel, food, and accommodation 
in another location. Migration in response to disasters 
is, by definition, difficult to predict. A sudden influx of 
vulnerable people with urgent needs creates an unforeseen 
stress on the place in which they seek safety. This may 
often be an urban area, since cities generally present more 
opportunities for finding housing, work, and basic services 
than rural areas. Yet what does this mean for the host city? 
In the event of unpredicted, acute in-migration, municipal 
authorities need to respond to the urgent demand on 
existing services and facilities, including sanitation. 
Humanitarian organisations may also try to address 
the increased demand for basic services by providing 
emergency support, whether in parallel or through existing 
systems.

1.2. Methodology
What happens to sanitation provision if there is a sudden 
surge of mostly vulnerable, lower-income migrants arriving 
in a developing city? This study looks at tentative answers 
to this question. It does so through a small-scale literature 
review that assesses the state of the art in water and 
sanitation service delivery in urban areas as a response 
to large influxes of migrants – with a major focus on 
sanitation. The following questions guided the research:

 • What are the challenges of sanitation provision in 
urban areas receiving large and sudden influxes of 
lower-income refugees and migrants, for example as a 
consequence of conflict? 

 • What inequalities are created/reinforced in terms of 
access to sanitation services? 

 • How can existing and new inequalities in access to 
sanitation be overcome in the face of increasing demand 
by local government, non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and service providers? 

 • What examples are there of cities’ creative/successful 
response to increased demand for urban sanitation 
services? 

 • What additional evidence is needed to assist 
government, NGOs and other service providers to 
deliver urban sanitation services when faced with acute 
migration surges?

Box 2: Key migration terms

Internally Displaced Person (IDP): Persons or 
groups of persons who have been forced or obliged 
to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual 
residence, in particular as a result of or in order 
to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of 
generalized violence, violations of human rights or 
natural or human-made disasters, and who have not 
crossed an internationally recognized State border 
(Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, UN 
Doc E/CN.4/1998/53/Add.2.).

Migrant: IOM defines a migrant as any person 
who is moving or has moved across an international 
border or within a State away from his/her habitual 
place of residence, regardless of (1) the person’s 
legal status; (2) whether the movement is voluntary 
or involuntary; (3) what the causes for the 
movement are; or (4) what the length of the stay is. 
IOM concerns itself with migrants and migration-
related issues and, in agreement with relevant States, 
with migrants who are in need of international 
migration services.

Migration: The movement of a person or a group 
of persons, either across an international border, 
or within a State. It is a population movement, 
encompassing any kind of movement of people, 
whatever its length, composition and causes; it 
includes migration of refugees, displaced persons, 
economic migrants, and persons moving for other 
purposes, including family reunification.

Refugee: A person who, ‘owing to a well-founded 
fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group 
or political opinions, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 
country. (Art. 1(A)(2), Convention relating to the 
Status of Refugees, Art. 1A(2), 1951 as modified by 
the 1967 Protocol). 

Source: International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

website at: https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms  



Our literature review started by identifying existing 
literature on urban service delivery, with a focus on water 
and sanitation. We also conducted a basic search on 
Google and Google Scholar, from which we selected a 
number of pertinent articles from journals in the fields of 
migration and refugees studies, international development, 
urban studies, humanitarian studies, civil engineering, 
environmental studies and health; grey literature published 
by international organisations (e.g. International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), WHO, UNICEF), as 
well as media articles and blogs (especially for the Jordan 
case study, described below). We then used forward and 
backward tracking of relevant citations. On the basis of 
the information derived from the literature, we attempted 
a categorisation of the different types of migration 
movements, their impacts on urban service delivery, and 
the existing evidence base, with a view to identifying 
research gaps.1

The literature review was complemented with a 
desk-based ‘urban hotspot’ case study, or a case of a high 
density city that has dealt or is dealing with migration 
flows, and the consequent challenges in terms of sanitation 
provision. Based on the list of migration urban hotspots 
compiled by the IOM in the World Migration Report 
(WMR) 2015 (IOM, 2015a), and taking into account the 
recommendations of key experts in the areas of migration 
and urbanisation, we selected Jordan for our case study, 
with a special focus on Amman. This case study helped 

illustrate how sudden and ongoing influxes of urban 
refugees are straining basic service delivery but also 
encouraging responses that move from mere humanitarian 
assistance towards longer-term development approaches 
that aim to benefit both migrants and host communities.

Based on our findings from the literature review 
and case study of Amman, we propose some steps to 
develop a research agenda focusing on sanitation service 
delivery systems within ‘urban hotspots’ across migration 
trajectories. We identify and suggest some research 
questions that remain to be investigated, and we propose 
ways to better understand the challenges and opportunities 
of sanitation service delivery in cities when faced with large 
and unexpected inflows of people. 

1.3. Overview of the paper
Our paper has the following structure. After this 
introduction, Section 2 will review the literature that deals 
with the impacts of acute migration and refugee flows on 
service delivery, and particularly sanitation service delivery, 
in urban areas. In Section 3, we look at the case study 
of Amman, in Jordan, to unpack how conflict-induced 
migration has affected the urban infrastructure and systems 
for the provision of sanitation. In Section 4, we summarise 
the existing literature gaps that emerged from our analysis 
and propose a future research agenda to address them 
(further detailed in Appendix 1).

12 ODI Working Paper
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2. Urban sanitation and 
migration: exploring the 
linkages

2.1. Introduction
In the past decade, there has been a ‘swell of interest 
in urban displacement’ (Pantuliano et al., 2012) in 
recognition of the surging urbanisation of crisis-affected 
countries, the prevalence of natural disasters in urban 
areas, and the difficulties confronting humanitarian 
actors responding to such situations. Interest has also 
been spurred by greater understanding of several 
interrelated factors that are exacerbating acute and chronic 
vulnerabilities in cities, including climate change and 
long-term underdevelopment. A recent project funded by 
the Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF), which aimed 
to identify the major challenges that require innovative 
solutions in humanitarian WASH, also concluded that 
‘unsurprisingly, given current patterns in urban migration 
and the nature of recent emergency responses, urban 
sanitation in particular was identified as a major gap’ 
(Bastable and Russell, 2013). 

In this chapter we are interested in reviewing the 
literature that deals with the impacts of acute migration 
and refugee flows on service delivery, and particularly 
sanitation service delivery, in urban areas. While in Chapter 
1 we looked at the challenges facing the sanitation sector 
in cities, here we want to understand what happens when 
a crisis strikes and large numbers of people move into the 
urban space in a short span of time as a consequence. We 
will start by identifying the different types of migration, 

and by providing an overview of the literature that defines 
their main characteristics and dynamics. We will then zoom 
in on those studies that look at service delivery to refugees 
and IDPs in camps and cities, focusing on the water, 
sanitation and hygiene sector. Finally, we will review the 
existing literature on who is providing services to refugees 
and migrants, according to what modalities, and with what 
impacts on inequalities in service access and quality. 

2.2. Different types of migration
Not all types of migration have the same impacts on 
service delivery in cities. For example, short-term migrants 
temporarily displaced after a disaster require more urgent 
but less permanent responses than fluxes of people from 
rural areas coming into cities to settle and find new jobs. 
For the purposes of this study, we identified four different 
types of migratory movements:2 internal labour migration 
(1); international labour migration (2); climate-induced 
migration (3); and conflict-induced migration (4). We 
looked at what the literature says on their potential or 
actual impact on urban service delivery. Based on our 
review, we also estimated the extent to which these 
linkages between migration and urban service delivery 
have been researched. The evidence is summarised in Table 
1 below.

2 Throughout this study, we will refer to each particular type of migration using the numbers 1, 2, 3 and 4, as specified in Table 1.



Table 1: Type of migrations, impacts on urban service delivery, and evidence base

Type of migration Characteristics Impact on urban service 
delivery?

Evidence base (large, medium, 
small)3

1 Internal labour migration:
rural–urban, urban–urban, circular 
migration 

Time horizon: Takes place over the 
long term: progressive movement 
of people from rural to urban 
areas, or from urban to urban 
areas of different sizes; people 
can permanently move to a city, or 
migration can be circular.

Motivation: People move in search 
of jobs/livelihoods opportunities. 

Geographical focus: LICs and MICs4

It can worsen existing shortages of 
service delivery (especially when 
combined with lack of capacities, of 
public willingness, and of funding to 
subsidise service access for poorest 
and most vulnerable groups); 
migrants are disproportionately 
represented among the urban 
poor; new inequalities can be 
created between migrants and city 
inhabitants. 

Evidence base: large. Most of the 
studies/research on migration and 
urbanisation focus on this type 
of migration; see e.g. Tacoli et al. 
(2015); Glaeser (2011); Krugman 
(2011); World Bank (2009).

Linked to growth/vulnerabilities of 
informal settlements (in both LICs 
and MICs): Hoang, Truong and Dinh 
(2013); Rigg, Nguyen and Luong 
(2014); UNDP (2009); Awumbila, 
Owusu and Teye (2014).

Ability of urban migrants to access 
basic resources is constrained. See: 
IOM (2013); Duong, Linh and Thao 
(2011); Ku and Jewers (2013); 
Sabates-Wheeler (2009); Adams, 
van Hattum and English (2009).

2 International / inter-regional labour 
migration:

Time horizon:
Takes place over the long term: 
progressive movement of people 
from rural or urban areas to urban 
areas in a different country; people 
can permanently move, or migration 
can be circular.

Motivation:
Can be of professional and 
managerial expatriates (skilled 
migrants) and international 
students; or of low-skilled migrant 
workers.

Geographical focus: From LICs and 
MICs to key urban centres in Asia 
(e.g. Singapore, Kuala Lumpur) 
and Africa (e.g. Lubumbashi, Fes, 
Accra, Lagos) as well as to cities 
in high-income countries (Europe, 
USA, Canada)

Especially in low- and middle-
income cities, low-skilled migrant 
workers can become vulnerable 
as they experience migrant-
specific barriers (e.g. they are 
undocumented) to accessing 
services (e.g. health, housing, 
education).

Low-skilled migrants may end up 
in informal sectors (or participate 
in both formal and informal 
economies). Discriminatory and 
non-inclusive policies and attitudes 
against migrants force them into 
informal settlements with lack of 
basic services.

Positive role of international 
migration as a poverty reduction tool 
(e.g. in Africa through diasporas) 
and connecting cities, increasing 
diversity (multiculturalism) e.g. in 
Asia. 

Evidence base: n.d.
Not the focus of this literature 
review – see WMR 2015 (IOM, 
2015a: Chapter 2). 
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3 Note that this was not a systematic literature review, and therefore we are not able to quantify the exact number of studies that exist on the different 
types of migration and their impacts on urban service delivery. With the classification of ‘large’, ‘medium’, and ‘small’ evidence bases we aim to provide a 
general estimate of the extent to which the different categories are covered, based on the literature we came across during our review. Accordingly, ‘large’ 
indicates the existence of a considerable amount of studies on the subject, which is therefore well explored; ‘medium’ indicates the existence of some 
studies on the subject, but with research gaps; ‘small’ indicates the lack of enough studies to explain the issue at hand. 

4 LICs = Low-income countries, MICs = middle-income countries
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Type of migration Characteristics Impact on urban service 
delivery?

Evidence base (large, medium, 
small)3

3 Climate-induced (internal or 
international) migration: climate/
environmental refugees and 
migrants.

Time horizon: can be short 
term (environmental refugees 
– temporary relocation during 
reconstruction process); or long 
term (environmental migrants – 
permanent displacement).

Motivation: Occurs in the immediate 
aftermath or during a natural 
disaster; or in fear/threat of negative 
climate-related shocks to livelihoods 
sources (gradual, long-term climatic 
change). It occurs when climate 
change impacts on current or 
future income or living standards; 
or when climate change increases 
pressure on resources and leads to 
violence/conflict (but less/contested 
evidence).

Geographical focus: Rural–urban, 
urban–urban in LICs (especially 
vulnerable – poverty connected 
to low adaptive capacity); slums/
informal settlements in both LICs 
and MICs. 

Large and sudden inflows of people 
can put pressure on urban service 
delivery especially when this already 
faces challenges. Link to wider 
sustainability challenges, including 
and increasing social inequalities 
in cities.

Evidence base: medium to large.
Substantial evidence on the 
impacts of climate/environmental 
migration on urban resilience – less 
explicitly linked to urban service 
delivery. See, e.g. Raleigh et al. 
(2008), United Nations Task Team 
on Social Dimensions of Climate 
Change (2011), Foresight (2011); 
Chelleri et al. (2015); Waldinger and 
Fankhauser (2015).

Effects of climate variability 
and internal migration is well 
documented: e.g. Barrios et al. 
(2006); Marchiori et al. (2011); 
Henderson et al. (2014); Qaisrani 
(2014).

Less evidence on effect of climate 
on international migration: Piguet et 
al. (2011)

Country- and region-specific 
literature especially Bangladesh 
(Martin et al., 2013), Haiti (World 
Disasters Report (WDR), 2012). 

4 Conflict-induced migration: 
Refugees/IDPs
In camps
In cities (urban displacement)

Time horizon: Evidence shows that 
this type of migration is intended 
to be short term initially, but 
displacement tends to be protracted 
and give rise to permanent 
settlements. 

Motivation: Triggered by armed 
conflict, violence, human rights 
abuses.

Geographical focus: LICs and MICs, 
increasingly developed countries 
(e.g. Syrian refugees in Europe).

In the aftermath of a crisis: ‘acute’ 
migration calls for emergency 
response to address basic needs 
(humanitarian domain); in the long 
term, protracted displacement 
can put strains on existing service 
delivery systems (especially when 
already weak/characterised by 
scarce resources) and exacerbate 
inequalities/cause tensions between 
refugees and host population.

Refugees often tend to relocate to 
informal settlements/slums that 
lack basic services and are more 
difficult to reach by humanitarian 
assistance.

Evidence base: small to medium.
Abundant literature documenting 
linkages between conflict-induced 
migration and basic service 
delivery in camps (especially from 
humanitarian perspective, and 
focusing on health and education; 
very little on water and sanitation), 
e.g. Van der Helm et al. (2015); 
UNHCR (2013).

More recent research on protracted 
displacement, shift from temporary/
emergency service delivery 
(‘humanitarian mode’) to longer-
term ones (‘development mode’), 
see Loescher & Milner (2011), 
Metcalfe et al. (2012), WDR (2012), 
UNHCR and UNICEF literature.

No study found directly focusing 
on impacts of conflict-induced 
migration on WASH (and particularly 
sanitation) service delivery in cities. 

Source: Authors.



As Table 1 shows, the literature has abundantly tackled 
the linkages between migration and service delivery 
in cities with reference to long-term migration, and 
particularly rural–urban movements (1). For example, 
researchers at the International Institute for Environment 
and Development conducted several studies on the 
causes of service deficiencies, and constraints on urban 
housing and infrastructure, due to rural-migration fluxes 
into towns and cities in LICs (Tacoli et al., 2015). They 
concluded that migration does not necessarily constrain 
service delivery in cities; it does so when combined with 
policies and incentive systems that explicitly exclude the 
poorest and most marginalised members of society (ibid). 
Other authors suggested that urbanisation trends resulting 
from rural–urban movements can contribute to, rather 
than undermine, economic development and consequent 
improvement of service delivery (see e.g. Glaeser, 2011; 
Krugman, 2011; and World Bank, 2009).

Another stream of literature looking at the linkages 
between migration and urbanisation focused on climate-
induced migration (3). Already in the 1970s and 1980s, 
forced displacement was one of the foreseen catastrophic 
effects of environmental change, and it played an 
important role in drawing the attention of the international 
community to the seriousness of climate change. Thereafter, 
the body of literature on climate change and migration 
has grown steadily, although experts in the field remark 
that the subject remains understudied and fragmented (see 
e.g. Raleigh et al., 2008, United Nations Task Team on 
Social Dimensions of Climate Change, 2011). Evidence 
shows that cities in the global South, and especially their 
slums, are likely to bear the brunt of climate migration (UK 
Government, 2011; Deshingkar, 2015) – they are faced 
with a ‘double jeopardy’ future (Foresight, 2011). Cities 
are likely to grow in size, partly because of rural–urban 
migration trends, whilst also being increasingly threatened 
by global environmental change. These future threats will 
add to existing fragilities, whilst new urban migrants are, 
and will continue to be, particularly vulnerable (Foresight, 
2011). For example, in Dhaka, roughly 350,000 migrants 
arrive every year from the delta regions of Bangladesh 
where storms and sea- level rise have made farming 
less viable, adding to the city’s 14 million inhabitants 
(Deshingkar, 2015). 

Movement induced by climate change impacts, such as 
floods or other extreme events, is likely to be temporary 
and occur internally over short distances, especially 
in LICs (Sward and Codjoe, 2012; Gemenne, 2011). 
However, disasters can also trigger large and sudden 
inflows of people. In Bangladesh, the Sixth Five-Year Plan 
acknowledged that climate-induced migration could put a 
tremendous pressure on land and natural resources exerted 
by migrants (Martin et al., 2013). In recognition of this, 
some authors have broadened their analyses of urban 
resilience from a narrow focus on climate change and 
disaster management to encompass wider sustainability 

challenges, including unsustainable urban metabolism 
patterns and increasing social inequalities in cities (see, e.g., 
Chelleri et al., 2015). 

A different case is presented by sudden movements of 
people into cities as a consequence of conflict (4). This 
was the story of cities like Maputo, Luanda, Kinshasa, 
Monrovia, and Freetown, which experienced rapid 
increases of population during and immediately after the 
civil wars that happened in their countries (Hove et al., 
2013). Also, the 2015 WMR report acknowledged that 
‘mass displacement creates specific vulnerabilities for 
displaced people and poses unique challenges to those 
who need to respond, including local authorities and host 
communities’ (IOM 2015a: 89). If markets and institutions 
in cities are not ready to absorb the sudden inflow of 
migrants, the latter are forced to find shelter in extremely 
precarious makeshift arrangements (Haysom, 2013; 
Carrillo, 2009; Albuja and Ceballos, 2010). Despite the 
fact that these settlements are intended to be temporary, 
many people ultimately remain for extended periods, 
putting a strain on already limited resources and services 
(Carrillo, 2009).

Albeit without explicitly distinguishing between 
rural–urban and acute migration, Hove et al. (2013) 
identified several urbanisation challenges that arise as a 
consequence of migration flows into African cities. These 
include unemployment and underemployment; increasing 
numbers of ‘urban poor’, often living in situations of 
deprivation and exclusion; heightened crime and violence; 
and profound human insecurity as a consequence of 
inadequate and affordable housing and basic services. The 
authors also noted that due to financial limitations and 
capacity constraints, most cities are incapable of providing 
basic services to their citizens: ‘With regard to transport, 
communications and other utilities, the gap between 
demand and supply is widening; the same is true for social 
services such as education, health and care, as a result 
of lack of public resources and public choices that give 
priorities to national security’ (Hove et al., 2013: 8). 

In summary, our review revealed that, as compared to 
rural–urban migration (1), climate-induced migration (3), 
and internal and international labour migration (2), the 
impacts of conflict-induced migration (4) on urban service 
delivery remain largely unexplored. Several studies look 
separately at urbanisation and service delivery, and/or 
service delivery to displaced people especially in camps – 
but only a few try to link the two.

2.3. Different spaces of migration

Refugees: In camps or …?
Most of the literature focusing on refugees and/or IDPs (4) 
looks at service delivery in camps. Notably fewer studies 
have been done with reference to urban contexts. This is 
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a major limitation given that more and more refugees are 
now in cities. 

For historical, political and programmatic reasons, 
camps have shaped the humanitarian approaches of UN 
agencies and NGOs, as well as states, to displacement. 
Camps enable the delivery of assistance to large numbers 
of people, often over prolonged periods of time. They also 
ensure that service providers have a high degree of control 
in shaping the environment e.g. by installing sanitation 
facilities and setting standards for shelter size, materials, 
etc. The Sphere standards, although ostensibly concerned 
with the quality of assistance in ‘any context’, are all 
essentially about ‘how to create a good camp’ (Haysom, 
2013). And because of the nature of camps, conceived as 
temporary refuges for people displaced by conflicts and 
violence, service delivery solutions tend to be short term, 
for ‘emergencies’ only. For example, sanitation is generally 
taken care of through the construction of septic tanks 
or sealed underground tanks for wastewater collection, 
without any outlet pipe or scum/sludge retention systems. 
Often sanitation facilities simply consist of pits dug in the 
ground, covered by concrete slabs with apertures to allow 
emptying. 

However, the reality is that refugee camps are rarely 
short-term solutions. As an increasing body of research 
points out, the average duration of displacement for 
refugees has lengthened from 9 years in the 1980s to 
20 years by the mid-2000s (Loescher & Milner, 2011). 
Of all the refugees in the world, 85% are estimated to 
be displaced for protracted periods of time.  Thus, basic 
humanitarian assistance ends up being delivered for many 
years; yet, it remains insufficient to enable displaced people 
to build paths to self-reliance. When the displacement 
crisis is approached as a temporary event, less effort is 
put in to build ties with local service structures or include 
host populations who may also be affected by the crisis 
(Crawford et al., 2015). 

… In cities? Urban displacement
An increasing body of evidence indicates that displacement 
is increasingly an urban and dispersed phenomenon, with 
settled camps becoming the exception rather than the 
norm. Several high-profile situations of urban displacement 
have occurred in the last decade, including in Iraq, Sudan, 
Somalia, Nairobi (Kenya), Sana’a (Yemen) and Haiti 
(World Disasters Report (WDR), 2012). At least 59% of all 

refugees are now living in urban settings, a proportion that 
is rising annually (Crawford et al., 2015). Rapid- and slow-
onset disasters, conflict and violence all drive migration 
from rural to urban areas and between and within urban 
areas (1) (Haysom, 2013: 5). 

In cities, displaced people and refugees hope to find 
security, more economic opportunity, greater access to 
services, anonymity, proximity to power brokers, and 
access to assistance (Haysom, 2013). While the living 
conditions they encounter in urban areas may be difficult, 
even unacceptable by international standards, conditions 
are often better than those in their countries of origin 
(WDR, 2012). Numerous studies have shown that 
IDPs and refugees move to cities to access international 
assistance, as well as to ensure their survival and build 
livelihoods for themselves and their dependents. In 
reality, however, their hopes are seldom met; many people 
in urban areas receive very little assistance or none 
whatsoever (Metcalfe et al., 2012) as host governments 
prefer to concentrate their efforts on refugee camps 
(Haysom, 2013).

There has been much debate amongst humanitarian 
organisations on how their strategies and interventions 
have to adapt to the changing geographies of displacement. 
These concerns are part of a broader conversation about 
the challenges that urban humanitarian crises present, 
especially in terms of post-disaster relief and reconstruction 
and disaster preparedness and response (Haysom, 2013). 
Proposed solutions have often centred around the need 
for new ‘tools’ to determine the types and standards 
of assistance required, or looked at how to retrofit the 
instruments used in rural areas and camps for urban 
environments. There is a growing body of documented 
practice on this, particularly emerging out of the large-scale 
post-earthquake operation in Haiti and refugee responses 
in Middle Eastern cities (see e.g. Crisp et al., 2009). 

The linkages between migration and urban spaces are 
further evidenced in the work of UN agencies such as 
IOM, UN-Habitat and the United Nations Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR). For example, the 2015 World Migration Report 
(WMR), IOM’s flagship publication, drew attention to the 
livelihood of migrants in the cities of the Global South and 
highlighted the close connection between migration and 
urban development at local, national and international 
levels (IOM, 2015a.) A background paper to the WMR, 
prepared on the occasion of the 2015 Conference on 

5 The Sphere standards are a set of minimum standards that all humanitarian interventions in key lifesaving sectors (water supply, sanitation and hygiene 
promotion; food security and nutrition; shelter, settlement and non-food items; and health actions) should respect. They were developed in the context 
of the Sphere Project – or ‘Sphere’– initiated in 1997 by a group of humanitarian NGOs and the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 
aiming to improve the quality of their actions and accountability during disaster response. For more information, see: http://www.spherehandbook.org/
en/what-is-sphere/. 

6 According to Crawford et al. (2015), more than 80% of refugee crises last for 10 years or more; two in five last 20 years or more.



Migrants and Cities, also stressed the need for a rights-
based approach to migration, supported by the delivery of 
relevant services. Recent research highlighted the strong 
correlations that exist between effective provision of 
migrant-inclusive services and urban development in the 
major emerging economies (see e.g. IOM, 2015b).

While these developments in practice are laudable and 
encouraging, researchers noted that they have not yet 
gained the critical mass necessary to shift focus, funding 
and institutional commitment to address the huge scale 
of today’s urban displacement (Haysom, 2013). Large 
percentages of refugees and IDPs in urban areas go without 
assistance or attention. Despite a general recognition that 
humanitarian actors have the legitimacy and capacity 
to operate in cities, their institutional priorities remain 
focussed on camp populations, and there is general 
uncertainty about what role the international humanitarian 
system has, or should have, in urban areas. 

Urban displaced and informal settlements
We briefly analyse issues of service delivery for urban 
refugees is by looking at the existing research on service 
delivery in informal settlements and slums. Recent studies 
noted that migrants (1, 2 and 3) are disproportionately 
represented among the urban poor in informal settlements 
(Hoang, Truong and Dinh, 2013; Rigg, Nguyen and 
Luong, 2014; UNDP, 2009). This is because migrants 
are less easily identifiable and are often unemployed or 
work in low-paid and informal sectors; they may be in 
female-headed households, have children at work instead 
of school, and generally experience housing insecurity. 
National and local health and education systems, social 

protection mechanisms and infrastructure are overwhelmed 
by the volume of demand, or simply unavailable for them 
(UN, 2016; IOM, 2015a; see Box 3 for a list of barriers 
that migrants face in accessing the full range of resources, 
services and opportunities in cities). 

In turn, these barriers constrain the ability of urban 
migrants to access basic resources (IOM, 2013; Duong, 
Linh and Thao, 2011; Ku and Jewers, 2013; Sabates-
Wheeler, 2009; Adams, van Hattum and English, 2009). 
For example, in Accra, Awumbila calculated that the 92% 
of migrant households live in one slum, Old Fadama, 
without a ready supply of water or access to toilet facilities 
(Awumbila, 2014). In many cities in LICs and MICs, 
informal settlements commonly function as entry points 
for incoming migrants (Awumbila, Owusu and Teye, 
2014). The same is likely to be true for refugees and IDPs 
(4) relocating in a city after they escape from conflict; for 
example, IDPs in urban areas in Colombia live mainly in 
informal settlements (Crawford et al., 2015).

The 2015 WMR calculated that the region with the 
largest percentage of urban population living in slums 
is sub-Saharan Africa (62%), followed by South Asia 
(35%) and South-East Asia (31%) (IOM, 2015a). Based 
on data from the global assessment of slums in African 
cities conducted in 2003 by UN-Habitat (UN-Habitat, 
2003a; 2003b), Arimah noted remarkable inter-country 
differences in the incidence of slums in sub-Saharan 
Africa, accounted for by: GDP per capita; financial 
stability; unequal distribution of income; external 
debt burden; rapid pace of urbanisation; investment in 
urban infrastructure; and exclusionary nature of the 
regulatory framework underlying the provision of planned 

Box 3: Legal, cultural and social barriers that migrants face in accessing resources, services and opportunities 
in cities

 • Linguistic barriers: Lack of linguistic skills can impede access to local markets (in particular the labour 
market), information (including disaster preparedness warnings), health care and education, and hinder the 
understanding of administrative procedures that are key to daily life.

 • Legal and administrative barriers: Laws and regulations can exclude all or some specific groups of migrants 
from formal access to housing, employment, health care, education, and response and recovery assistance in the 
case of disasters.

 • Reduced access to social networks: Moving away from the place of origin often disrupts family and community 
ties that help provide income, health care, childcare, education, emotional support or additional resources to 
cope with hardship.

 • Reduced knowledge of the local environment and social context: Moving out of a particular local context also 
means that site-specific knowledge is lost, including sufficient awareness of local resources and opportunities 
and how to access them, as well as of local hazards. 

 • Inadequacy of skills for urban labour market: People arriving in cities might face specific challenges in accessing 
income opportunities and may have to deal with unemployment or deskilling.

 • Lack of representation, discrimination and xenophobia: Lack of political representation results in a lack of 
recognition within decision-making processes of the needs and capacities of migrant communities.

Source: IOM (2015a)
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residential land (Arimah, n.d.). Therefore, the problem 
is not urbanisation per se, but the lack of proactive 
planning of low-cost settlements in order to accommodate 
urbanisation movements (IOM, 2015a). Often, this stems 
from deliberate policy measures that aim to deter migrants 
through the provision of low-quality living conditions, 
in turn fuelling negative public opinion and xenophobia 
against migrants (Ostanel, 2011).

Sanitation figures quite prominently in the debates 
on service delivery in cities – but it is mostly linked to 
migration through its impacts on health. For example, 
the 2015 WMR discussed the health vulnerabilities of 
migrants living and working in unsafe conditions (IOM, 
2015a). The WHO and UN-Habitat (2010) argued that 
overcrowded urban environments with poor sanitation 
facilities increase the spread of infectious and non-
communicable diseases (WHO and UN-Habitat 2010: 14). 
It is difficult to provide improved sanitation in informal 
settlements for a number of connected reasons. These 
include the lack of high-level political leadership aiming 
to improve living standards and access to basic services 
(Northover et al., 2014); weak or conflicting governance 
arrangements that create inertia within the provision 
structure (O’Reilly and Louis, 2014); and a lack of formal 
tenure arrangements and a transient population, which 
dampen the demand for private investment in sanitation 
facilities (Scott et al., 2013). The absence of government 
provision also creates the opportunity for profitable but 
largely unregulated businesses to develop (Gulyani et 
al., 2005), although newer evidence shows that these are 
responding to gaps that, if left unattended, could have 
much worse repercussions (Matoso, 2015). Residents in 
informal settlements generally pay, relative to their income, 
higher costs for basic services than households in richer 
areas (Nilsson, 2006). And finally, logistical issues, such as 
narrow streets and muddy paths, prevent easy collection 
of wastes (Mikhael et al., 2014). These difficulties 
have resulted in piecemeal improvements in sanitation 
conditions; as of 2014, more than 180 million people 
living in urban areas in sub-Saharan Africa lacked access to 
improved sanitation (WHO/UNICEF, 2014).

Overall, besides anecdotal evidence, we found that 
there is very limited research that systematically deals with 
service delivery in urban areas facing large and sudden 
inflows of migrants and/or refugees. When it does, it rarely 
focuses on sanitation services alone – sanitation is often 
bundled with water and/or hygiene. A welcome exception 
is a study realised by HIF in 2013, which aimed to identify 

significant gaps in emergency WASH (Bastable and Russell, 
2013). The authors found that excreta disposal issues, such 
as latrines in areas where pits cannot be dug, desludging 
latrines, no-toilet options and the final treatment or 
disposal of the sewage were the areas in which emergency 
response was falling short (ibid). As more and more 
international agencies and donors start realising the new 
challenges presented by refugees moving into urban areas 
rather than camps, we can expect more research to be 
devoted to these topics. 

2.4. What happens to service delivery 
in response to conflict-induced 
migration? 

Who are the service providers?

The capacity of cities to respond to acute inflows of people 
escaping from conflict will largely depend on: a) the status 
of existing services (are they already suffering from deficits 
and inefficiencies?); and b) the extent and type of crisis (is 
it short term or long term; is it political/ethnic/religious 
persecution, or conflict?) 

Urban service delivery authorities are the first actors 
that are called to respond. However, especially in 
developing countries, they may face significant constraints, 
for example because the financial and human resources at 
their disposal are limited. Moreover, city authorities often 
have a negative attitude towards refugees and displaced 
people, and treat them as an additional burden on 
overstretched resources and infrastructure (WDR, 2012). 

Depending on whether service providers were able to 
deliver to the urban population prior to the crisis, and on 
whether there was a centralised system,7 we can identify 
the following challenges:

 • If there was a centralised system, its expansion to meet 
increased demand may come at the expense of operation 
and maintenance, pollution treatment capacity, or its 
financial health more generally. If the centralised utility 
ignores the new arrivals and carries on as normal, it 
may be that some migrants are able to connect anyway; 
the consequent surge in demand risks creating shortages 
and eventually damaging the water resource base. Other 
migrants may be left without access, or may tap the 
network illegally; this could have negative impacts, for 
example by drawing down groundwater levels.

7 Centralised systems are infrastructures such as drinking water or wastewater treatment plants, which treat large amounts of water from many households 
in a single location. Centralised systems require either the collection of waste and wastewater from individual houses or distribution to the households 
(i.e. drinking water); and imply the construction of a piping system (water distribution system or sewers) and / or other means of collection and 
distribution (e.g. cartage). Source: Sustainable Sanitation and Water Management (SSWM)’s website (glossary): http://www.sswm.info/glossary/2/letterc. 



 • If there was not a centralised utility, migrants may be 
able to afford to set up their own water and sanitation 
systems – for example by digging wells and pit toilets 
– or connect to a local, small-scale one. In either case, 
increased demand may draw down water resources, and 
create more sanitation pollution. 

All in all, small-scale community-managed schemes 
that rely on voluntary management efforts, and thus 
are relatively open access, have the greatest potential to 
collapse from the population surge. Local private-sector 
schemes, such as septic tank desludgers, may fare better, 
as they charge for their services. These service providers 
may even experience a booming business as a consequence 
of migration. However, all of these observations are 
theoretical, and little evidence exists to support any of the 
potential pathways and outcomes.

Facing the incapacity of service providers to respond 
to increased needs and demands, local and international 
NGOs step in to fill gaps in service provision, particularly 
for the most vulnerable people living in urban settings. The 
recent ‘urbanisation of emergencies’ (WHS Urban Expert 
Group, 2015: 1) has shifted the focus of humanitarian 
actors away from camps-only to covering gaps in service 
coverage in urban areas too (see e.g. WDR, 2012; ICRC 
and UEA, 2015). Researchers and practitioners have 
identified two main challenges that humanitarian agencies 
face in adapting to urban areas as opposed to camps: the 
dispersion of displaced populations among other residents; 
and the need to establish relationships – with local 
authorities that control resources and long-term resources, 
and with development partners and the private sector (see, 
e.g. Haysom, 2013; WDR, 2012; UNICEF, 2014). 

Other mechanisms of support to refugees and IDPs in 
cities (4) can also come in. Zetter and Deikun’s study of 
three cities struck by conflict and disasters (post-election 
violence in Nairobi and Eldoret, typhoon in Manila and 
earthquake in Port-au-Prince) concluded that IDPs and 
refugees often rely on host communities for protection, 
housing, access to basic services, and support for 
livelihoods (Zetter and Deikun, 2011). A recent report by 
ODI researchers, looking at the crisis in Syria, also noted 
that ‘much of the support has come from host governments 
and communities’ (Metcalfe-Hough et al., 2016). Other 
authors confirmed that being hosted by friends and 
relatives is a common coping strategy amongst refugees 
and IDPs; however, it is also one that puts extreme pressure 
on existing infrastructure and services (Zetter and Deikun, 
2011). For humanitarian agencies, this means that they 
should move from models of assistance largely focused 
on care and maintenance to promote self-reliance and 
livelihood solutions – as argued by Crawford et al. (2015) 
on the basis of case studies of Colombia, Jordan, Darfur 
and Uganda. 

The type and extent of the crisis that drives the 
migratory movement will also impact on the capacity 

of the city to respond. However, not much has been 
written on this subject. An emergent stream of literature 
is documenting the impact of conflicts on urban service 
delivery. For example, researchers at the University of East 
Anglia and the ICRC conducted a joint study focusing on 
the impacts of armed conflict in cities (ICRC and UEA, 
2015). The study observed that armed conflict can disrupt 
any one of the three components (people, hardware and 
consumables) that make up a service either directly (e.g. 
a water tower pierced by a tank shell, chlorine shortages 
due to sanctions) or indirectly (e.g. critical municipal 
or humanitarian agency staff not showing up for work 
because access is unsafe). Furthermore, direct and indirect 
effects can cumulate and result in ‘vicious cycles’ that may 
render the restoration of a service unfeasible (ICRC and 
UEA, 2015). 

Another way in which conflict directly impacts on 
service delivery, including sanitation, in cities is by 
disrupting development aid and public and private 
investments. Evidence from conflict-affected areas shows 
that when a conflict breaks out, development projects 
are often suspended, temporarily or indefinitely. Most 
assistance is diverted towards humanitarian interventions. 
Even when armed fighting stops taking place in the city 
and moves out to the countryside, investors remain 
cautious. This is what happened in Juba, in South Sudan. 
The city received substantial investments into its sanitation 
system after independence in 2011, under the World Bank’s 
Multi-Donor Trust Fund. However, with the 2013 conflict, 
most of these investments have been interrupted and the 
gains lost (Mosello et al., 2016).

Does migration impact on existing inequalities?
International migration is a powerful symbol of global 
inequality, whether in terms of wages, labour market 
opportunities, or lifestyles (Black et al., 2005). Already in 
the 1980s, some authors argued that not only is inequality 
a major cause of rural–urban migration (1), but the ‘after-
effects’ of migration – remittances and return migration – 
also increase interpersonal and inter-household inequalities 
(Lipton, 1980). Over the last ten years the ‘migration-
development’ nexus has emerged as an important area of 
both research and policy. However, most of the interest has 
focused on the potential that migration holds for poverty 
alleviation. 

Existing analyses of disadvantaged groups within urban 
areas tend to be based on income (and/or assets), housing 
conditions and access to basic services (see Tacoli et al., 
2015). Data are disaggregated by sex, age and sometimes 
ethnicity, but migrant status is rarely taken into account 
(Tacoli et al., 2015), or there are no distinctions between 
different migrant groups. Ultimately, we face a massive 
lack of basic data on urban poverty – and, subsequently, 
a massive lack of data on the characteristics of those 
individuals and/or households that have unmet needs. 
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Although some of the considerations for rural–urban 
migration (1) can be assumed to be valid for acute 
migration in the aftermath of a crisis too, we found that 
a comprehensive body of research exploring the impact 
of acute migration on inequality of access to services is 
missing. Programs and agencies focusing on poor-inclusive 
service delivery in urban areas have merely looked at the 
gap between rich and poor, often ignoring the many layers 
of these two categories and their underlying causes. There 
has not been enough progress in measuring and monitoring 
urban poverty, both in relation to income-based poverty 
definition and in relation to the other dimensions of 
poverty, such as lack of access to basic services (Tacoli et 
al., 2015). 

Inequalities and WASH
We found little specific reference to delivering WASH 
services to migrants and refugees; but some considerations 
from the more general WASH literature can apply. The 
2015 UNICEF/WHO Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) 
report made it clear that, despite the positive achievements 
of several countries in the recent decade, absolute 
percentages mask strong inequalities between people and 
groups within countries (JMP, 2015). This recognition of 
the multidimensionality of inequalities is reflected in the 
SDGs, particularly in SDG 6 aiming to achieve access to 
adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all by 
2030 (JMP, 2015). Recent research initiatives by the World 
Bank and other international agencies in the WASH sector 
signalled a stronger institutional intent to ‘aggressively 
address inequalities in service delivery’. More studies are 
also concentrating on alternative methods to measure 
access to drinking water and sanitation facilities, which 
account for water quality, equity of access, and extra-
household services (see e.g. Bartram et al., 2014).

While the SDGs have been useful in moving the 
discussion towards recognising that income and gender 
inequality (in particular) impact on people’s opportunities 
to access WASH services, Winkler et al. (2014) noted 
that systematic disadvantage also expresses itself along 
the lines of ethnicity, language, religion, caste, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, age, disability, nationality, and 
other factors (see also: Cobham and Sumner, 2013). In the 
studies we typically found little or no discussion on how 
inequalities in access to services are created or strengthened 
by migratory movements.

The reviewed literature on urban WASH is also clearly 
skewed towards water supply. On sanitation, the World 
Bank’s Water and Sanitation Programme (WSP) found that 
access to adequate sanitation in cities has been slower than 
for drinking water, and gaps between rich and poor persist, 
especially in terms of coverage, quality and functionality 

of services, as well as the impact of flooding (Hawkins et 
al., 2013). The Water and Sanitation for the Urban Poor 
(WSUP) partnership also widely explored inequalities in 
access to sanitation services in some cities in Africa and 
Asia.8 However, research to date has not considered the 
more dynamic dimension of the problem, i.e. access to 
sanitation services when large numbers of people move 
to the city. What happens then to behaviours of people 
sharing their toilets with more people, maybe of a different 
nationality, ethnicity or religion? What happens to 
government’s expenditure? In the next section, we will try 
to answer to some of these questions by looking at the case 
study of Amman, in Jordan.

2.5. Summary
In this section, we explored the existing literature dealing 
with sanitation service delivery in cities facing migration 
movements. Overall, we found that more research has 
been devoted to the service delivery in cities with reference 
to long-term migration, and particularly rural–urban 
movements. Another stream of literature looking at the 
linkages between migration and urbanisation focused on 
climate-induced migration, and showed that cities in the 
global South, and especially their slums, are likely to bear 
the brunt of climate migration. 

The focus of our investigation was on sudden 
movements of people into cities as a consequence 
of conflict. Overall, besides anecdotal evidence and 
assumptions, we found limited research on urban service 
delivery facing ‘acute’ migration, and even less on 
sanitation services (which are often bundled together with 
water and/or hygiene). Most of the literature focusing on 
refugees and/or IDPs looked at service delivery in camps. 
However, displacement becomes more protracted and 
an urban and dispersed phenomenon. Researchers have 
not yet gained the critical mass necessary to shift focus, 
funding and institutional commitment to address the huge 
scale of today’s urban displacement.

Recent studies noted that migrants are 
disproportionately represented among the urban poor in 
informal settlements, and that this constrains their ability 
to access basic resources; the same is likely to be true for 
refugees and IDPs relocating to a city after they escape 
from conflict. Evidence indicates that the problem is not 
urbanisation per se, but the lack of proactive planning of 
low-cost settlements in order to accommodate urbanisation 
movements. Sanitation figures quite prominently in the 
debates on service delivery in cities – but it is only linked 
to migration through its impacts on health, or it is bundled 
with water and/or hygiene. 

8 See WSUP’s website: http://www.wsup.com/programme/current-research/. 



We then moved to identify who the service providers 
are, and what capacity they have to respond to acute 
migration. Once again, we found few studies on this. For 
example, while urban service delivery authorities are the 
first actors that are called to respond, it is unclear what 
challenges they face, and what management model may 
guarantee the flexibility they need. The type and extent 
of the crisis that drives the migratory movement will also 
impact on the capacity of the city to respond. Similarly, not 
much has been written on how the type and extent of the 
crisis that drives the migratory movement impacts on the 
capacity of the city to respond. 

Over the last ten years, the ‘migration-development’ 
nexus has emerged as an important area of both research 
and policy. However, most of the interest has focused on 
the potential that migration holds for poverty alleviation. 
Existing analyses of disadvantaged groups within urban 
areas tend to be based on income (and/or assets), housing 
conditions and access to basic services. Ultimately, we 
face a massive lack of basic data on urban poverty – and, 
subsequently, a massive lack of data on the characteristics 
of those individuals and/or households that have unmet 
needs. 
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3. Case study: Jordan – 
from building camps to 
sustaining cities

3.1. Why Jordan?
Our review revealed that, as compared to rural–urban 
migration, climate-induced migration, and internal and 
international labour migration, the impacts of conflict-
induced migration on urban service delivery remain largely 
unexplored. Several studies look separately at urbanisation 
and service delivery, or service delivery to displaced people 
especially in camps – but only a few try to link the two. A 
literature stream on ‘urban emergencies’ and the type of 
responses required to deliver services to people escaping 
from conflict or fighting conflict in cities is emerging – but 
it focuses primarily on WASH, and shows a clear skew 
towards water supply. 

Besides obvious health implications, the lack of access 
to adequate sanitation services exposes migrants to 
exclusion, poverty, and deprivation of security and dignity. 
In the face of increased fluxes of migrants to cities, often 
for prolonged periods of time or even permanently, it is 
paramount to better understand the factors that determine 
the successes and failures of urban governance structures 
to deliver essential services to their populations. A first step 
in this sense is to identify and learn from high density cities 
that have dealt or are dealing with migrating flows, and the 
consequent challenges in terms of sanitation provision. 

As a first glimpse, in the next section we unpack how 
conflict-induced migration has affected Jordan’s urban 
infrastructure and systems for the provision of basic 
services. Whilst direct evidence of impacts of refugee flows 
on service delivery is not available, Jordan offers a wealthy 
body of literature (grey literature and secondary literature) 
that allows us to examine issues around the delivery of 
sanitation services in light of the magnitude and impacts of 

the crisis in neighbouring Syria. Special attention has been 
given to the situation in Amman (where most of the urban 
refugees are concentrated) and its sanitation conditions 
(one of the least studied sectors). 

3.2. Jordan and the Syrian refugee crisis
The dawn of the Syrian Arab Spring uprising in 2011 
and the five-year bloody conflict that followed triggered 
one of the largest refugee exoduses in recent history. The 
intensification of fighting and the decreasing chances of a 
peace deal over the last year have triggered a rapid surge in 
the number of refugees from Syria. As of March 2016, the 
UNHCR had registered 2.1 million Syrians in Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan and Lebanon; 1.9 million in Turkey, and 28,000 in 
North Africa.9 By December 2016, the number of Syrian 
refugees that will have left their home country is estimated 
at 4.7 million (3RP, 2016).

Jordan has long been a recipient of refugees from a 
multiplicity of countries. Considered one of the few safe 
havens in the politically volatile Middle East, Jordan’s 
refugee population had mounted to 1 million as of 
December 2015, representing 14% of the country’s total 
population, and the second-greatest ratio of refugees to 
citizens of any country in the world (UNHCR, 2015a). 

Jordan is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee 
Convention nor of the 1967 Protocol Relating to the 
Status of Refugees. Therefore, it has limited liability for 
the thousands of refugees pouring into its borders. Its 
refugee policy is framed around a non-legally binding 1998 
Memorandum of Understanding with the UNHCR and 
its ratification of the UN’s 1966 International Covenant 

9 On 03 March 2016, UNHCR’s Syria Regional Refugee reported 4,815,360 registered Syrian refugees. 



on Civil and Political Rights (which includes the legal 
obligation to respect the principle of non-refoulement).10  
Nonetheless, between 2011 and November 2014 the 
Government of Jordan (GoJ) did allow Syrian refugees to 
access public services (health facilities, schools) (Amnesty 
International, 2016), and extended subsidies for energy, 
water, bread and gas to them (World Bank, 2013b). 
Today, however, Syrian refugees no longer have access to 
subsidised medical care, for example, and an increasing 
number of them are being denied entry at Jordan’s borders 
(Francis, 2015). 

This is a direct response to the considerable strains 
that such a swift and unprecedented influx of refugees has 
put on Jordan’s political, social and economic fabric. As a 
plethora of reports highlighted (see references Table 2), the 
Syrian refugee crisis has had a considerable impact in terms 
of depleting the country’s natural resources, increasing job 
competition, overburdening infrastructure, and straining 
social services. With the GoJ expecting to spend just under 
US$8 billion over the next three years for the Syrian crisis 
alone (MPIC, 2016), tensions are running high. 

To better understand the present situation, it is 
necessary to unpack the impact that the sudden and 

large-scale urban refugee migration influxes to Jordan have 
had on the country’s urban infrastructure and systems of 
basic service provision. We based our analysis on a review 
of existing primary and secondary sources of information, 
including reports, journal articles, and media. Our succinct 
snapshot of the Jordan case study confirms the research 
gaps we noted in Section 2, and particularly highlights the 
following: 

 • Limited information exists on the impact that urban 
refugees have on service provision (especially from a 
sanitation perspective).; 

 • The literature looks at the vulnerabilities and livelihoods 
of refugees in camps, but not so much from a basic 
service delivery angle within the urban context.; 

 • Evidence on the impacts of patchy urban sanitation 
systems on urban refugees and host communities 
remains insufficient.

 • The linkages between sudden influxes of refugees and 
inequalities in access to basic services in urban contexts 
are unexplored. 

Box 4: Impact of sudden and large-scale influx of refugees in basic service delivery

Any large and sudden inflow of people severely increases the pressure on existing service delivery infrastructure 
and systems. This is because systems are built based on population estimates that do not necessarily contemplate 
such unpredictable situations. Services are severely impacted especially if the existing infrastructure is already 
dilapidated or under stress, if governance systems are weak, or if the managing institutions are unable to prepare 
in advance and adjust to increased demand. Jordan is no exception; several reports from government and UN 
agencies have documented the struggle of municipalities to respond to the sudden, large-scale and continuous 
influx of refugees across different sectors. 

Solid waste management: The amount of solid waste produced has more than doubled in both Mafraq (from 
60 tons per day to 150) and Irbid (from 80 tons per day to 250) municipalities. In the city of Mafraq, garbage was 
collected twice every day; now, it is only collected a few times per week due to municipalities’ shortages of both 
labour and material assets such as compressors, garbage tractors and waste containers. Furthermore, the city is 
spending approximately 18% of its total budget on waste management (Khoury, 2014). As a consequence, there 
has been an increase in illegal dumping, and inappropriate disposal and burning of waste, in turn contributing to 
water, soil, and air pollution (ibid).

Water services: Municipalities face challenges in terms of both water supply and water demand (Khoury, 
2014; MPIC, 2016). On the one hand, most existing water distribution networks are old and dilapidated; this 
leads to high loss rates and decreases water availability. On the other hand, a natural population growth rate of 
2.2% coupled with the rising influx of refugees means that water demand has also increased substantially over 
a very short period of time (MPIC, 2016). As a consequence, national piped water coverage rates have dropped 
astonishingly, from 93% in 2012 to 67% in 2013 (Elmam, 2015). Such combination of dilapidated infrastructure 
and increasing demand has led to a decrease in water availability. This ultimately impacts daily per-capita water 
consumption, which since 2012 has reduced by 28% (from 88 litres pre-crisis to 64 litres at present) (3RP, 2016). 
In some regions, per capita consumption has decreased to dangerously low limits; for example, in Balga, per capita 
consumption is limited to 66 litres (OHCHR, 2014).

Road infrastructure: With the expansion of cities and booming of refugee camps, new roads are needed 
to alleviate the pressure on existing ones (Khoury, 2014). Street lighting is also a big concern; in many cases, 
municipalities have had to ration it, since they are heavily indebted to electricity providers (ibid).

10 ‘No Contracting State shall expel or return (‘refouler’) a refugee in any manner whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would 
be threatened on account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion.’ See: UNHCR (2010)
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3.3. How are service delivery systems 
coping?

There are currently 630,000 registered Syrian refugees 
in Jordan, which equates to 9% of the country’s total 
population. Even before the onset of the conflict, Jordan 
was hosting 750,000 Syrians (MPIC, 2016). Because of 
these pre-existing community linkages, 83% of Syrian 
refugees now live in non-camp settings, benefiting from 
the strong social ties, kinship and business relations that 
Jordanians and Syrians have established over a long period 
of time (Wazani, 2014). The majority of Syrian refugees 
have settled into some of Jordan’s poorest northern 
municipalities, within the governorates of Amman (28%), 
Irbid (23%), and Mafraq (12%).

The sudden and continuous flow of refugees has exerted 
substantial pressure on Jordan’s infrastructure sector, 
as well as its economic and social fabric. As revealed in 
a recent report by Jordan’s Ministry of Planning and 
International Cooperation (MPIC, 2016) government 
expenditure has increased by 38%; GDP growth has fallen 
by 56%; public debt has grown by 53%; and capital 
expenditure has remained too low to address the structural 
impact of the crisis on services and infrastructure. 
Nevertheless, some authors contested this scenario. 

Through a cost-benefit analysis, Wazani (2014) observed 
that the influx of Syrian refugees had a positive impact 
on Jordan’s national income accounts, given their role in 
increasing private and public spending and investments. A 
baseline assessment conducted by MapAction (2014) also 
remarked that some Jordanians are benefiting economically 
from the arrival of aid agencies that have injected money 
into the local economy and created job opportunities. 
In addition, local businesses and the agriculture sector 
are taking advantage of the availability of cheap labour 
provided by Syrians, and landlords and landowners are 
making significant profits by renting out previously vacant 
properties.

Nonetheless, host communities have been feeling the 
pressure of this large-scale influx of refugees from Syria, 
as noted in UNHCR’s Sector Vulnerability Assessment 
(SVA), published in 2015 (UNHCR, 2015b). The study 
noted that basic service provision access and quality have 
dropped for Jordanians; for example, since 2012, health 
centres and schools have become overcrowded; the cost of 
rent has gone up by 17%, and competition for work has 
increased (ibid). And indeed, public services, especially in 
the northern governorates, where most of the refugees have 
settled, show signs of severe stress. Municipalities there 
already suffered from structural issues before the crisis; 

Figure 1: Sanitation coverage trends in Jordan (1990-2015) 

  

Source: JMP website (accessed 10/03/2016)
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GoJ develop and adopt a clear policy on decentralised 
wastewater management approaches, emphasising their 
complementarity (MWI, 2015a). Core urban areas benefit 
from a centralised system that comprises 31 wastewater 
treatment plants; their wastewater is reused primarily for 
irrigation purposes in the Jordan Valley. However, the 
national wastewater collection and treatment system is in 
need of significant improvement (either major expansion 
to handle the increased quantity of waste, or more effective 
technologies, or both) (MWI, 2015b). Wastewater services 
have also been severely affected by the increasing demand 
for water supply and rise in population. These constraints 
are reflected in the actual level of coverage: out of 1,042 
Jordanian localities, the nationwide wastewater collection 
and treatment network partially or fully reaches and serves 
only 91 of them (MWI/MPIC, 2013). 

most of them operated in a dysfunctional way, borderlining 
bankruptcy (Francis, 2015). However, the current situation 
has exposed the vulnerability of municipal institutions 
(USAID, 2014). According to a needs assessment survey 
completed in 36 municipalities experiencing a large influx 
of refugees (Khoury, 2014), local authorities face urgent 
priorities especially around solid waste management, water 
services, road infrastructure and sanitation (see Box 4).

The low prioritisation that municipalities in Jordan 
gave to sanitation, compared to waste disposal and water 
supply, would seem to suggest it is not one of their highest 
concerns. As JMP coverage rates illustrate (Figure 1), by 
2015 virtually all of Jordan’s population had access to 
improved sanitation facilities (99% in both rural and 
urban areas) and open defecation had been eradicated. 
However, several studies highlighted that this optimistic 
scenario may be the result of statistical misrepresentation. 
Melloni et al. (2013) noted the following: 

 • Toilet access is widespread, but sewerage system 
coverage is more limited (46%), with a significant rural/
urban divide. Only 35% of the rural basic services units 
(BSUs)11 had sewerage systems, compared to 82% of the 
urban ones. Conversely, improved pits were observed in 
76% of the rural BSUs and in 55% of the urban ones.

 • Half of the population that is unserved by sewerage 
collects wastewater in improperly defined ‘septic tanks’, 
i.e. tanks that are in fact pits dug in the ground, covered 
by corrugated iron sheets; tanks that are not lined on 
all sides; or tanks that have no outlet pipe but are not 
designed to retain sludge and scum, and thus allow 
wastewater to seep into the ground.

 • Shared toilets are more common than the statistics say; 
multiple families usually share one toilet, especially if 
living in multi-family buildings. Other studies found 
that in larger settlements, for example in Ash-Shouna, 
approximately 12 families (more than 70 people) 
shared one toilet (Oxfam, 2013a). According to the 
JMP definition, this would fall under the unimproved 
sanitation category.

 • In informal settlements, the majority of households 
(68%) still engage in open defecation due to lack of 
access to toilets. The study also revealed that 12% of 
households reported using private toilets, but this might 
actually refer to the practice of defecating in a plastic 
bag or container in the home and discarding the waste 
outside.

Sanitation services in Jordan are provided through 
two parallel systems: a standard wastewater collection 
system and an improved pit system. Although these 
systems have coexisted for decades, only recently did the 

Box 5: The Jordan Response Plan to the Syria Crisis 
(2016 – 2018) – the WASH sector

The Jordan Response Plan (JRP) for the Syria Crisis 
2016-2018 represents a three-year programme of 
high-priority interventions to enable the Kingdom 
of Jordan to respond to the effects of the Syria crisis 
without jeopardising its development trajectory. 
With a total cost of US$7 billion, the plan provides 
the core vision to ensure that critical humanitarian 
measures and medium-term interventions are better 
integrated. 

WASH-related required investments amount 
to 9% of the total budget of the JRP; GoJ has 
identified three main priorities with regards to 
WASH: 

 • ensuring safe and equitable access to water 
services in camps and standards in host 
communities

 • upgrading and maintaining existing structures 
and, where necessary, developing new facilities

 • developing technical capacity to ensure adequate 
numbers of staff are in place and receive the 
training and other formation needed. 

Less than half the total budget for WASH 
(around 46%) is going towards sanitation-related 
projects and interventions aiming to ensure that 
vulnerable Syrian and Jordanian people benefit from 
improved access to sanitation facilities and services 
through repair, improvement and/or extension of 
sewerage. 

Source: Adapted from MPIC (2016)

11 A BSU is a community that shares the same access to services. It does not necessarily overlap with administrative divisions (Melloni et al., 2013).
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Table 2: Summary of studies on Syrian refugees and basic service delivery

Year Author Title Angle 

2012 ACTED Rapid Emergency WASH & Livelihoods Assessment in Northern Jordan: Syrian 
Refugees living in Mafraq and Irbid

Mafraq and Irbid

Care International Baseline Assessment of Community Identified Vulnerabilities among Syrian 
Refugees living in Amman

Amman

IFRC Syrian Refugees living in the Community in Jordan Nationwide 

2013 Care International Syrian Refugees in Urban Jordan: Baseline Assessment of Community-Identified 
Vulnerabilities among Syrian Refugees
Living in Irbid, Madaba, Mufraq, and Zarqa 

Irbid, Madaba, Mufraq, and Zarqa

Melloni et al. WASH in Host Communities in Jordan – an interagency assessment  Jerash, Ajloun, Irbid, Mafraq, Balqa, 
and Zarq

Oxfam (a) Integrated Assessment of Syrian Refugees in Host Communities – Jordan: 
Emergency Food Security and Livelihoods; Water, Sanitation and Hygiene

KAP survey - Ajloun, Balqa, Irbid, 
Jerash and Mafraq FGD - Ajloun, 
Amman, Balqa, Irbid, Mafraq, Zarqa

Oxfam (b) Water Market System in Balqa, Zarqa, & Informal Settlements of Amman & the 
Jordan Valley

Balqa, Zarqa and Amman

2014 REACH (a) Access to water and tensions in Jordanian communities hosting Syrian refugees Ajloun, Balqa, Irbid, Jarash, Al Mafraq 
and Zarqa

REACH (b) Multi-Sector Assessment of Syrian Refugees in Informal Tented Settlements in 
Jordan

Al Aqaba, Al Mafraq, Amman, Irbid, 
Maan and Zarqa

UNHCR Assessment Syrian refugees in Amman, Irbid, Mufraq, and Zarqa Amman, Irbid, Mufraq, and Zarqa

Wazani, K. The socio-economic implications of Syrian Refugees on Jordan – A cost-benefit 
Framework

Irbid and Mafraq

2015 Care International Five Years into Exile - The challenges faced by Syrian refugees outside camps in 
Jordan and how they and their host communities are coping

Amman, Azraq (town), Irbid, Mufraq, 
and Zarqa – urban areas 

REACH JESSRP Monitoring and Evaluation Framework – Baseline Report Irbid, Al-Mafraq and Al-Zarqa

2016 Amnesty International Living on the Margins – Syrian Refugees in Jordan Struggle to Access Health Care Nationwide

Source: Authors.

For the remaining population living in rural and 
suburban areas, GoJ has begun investing more in 
decentralised wastewater systems. This approach is 
considered to be more suitable to Jordan’s highly variable 
topography, and is used to minimise connection costs and 
risks of technical failure associated with remoteness and 
dispersion of communities (MWI, 2015a). The private 
sector also plays a key role in this decentralised system. 
According to a study by Melloni et al. (2013), around 
80% of the interviewed households lived with toilets that 
discharged to improved pits and were heavily dependent 
on private desludging trucks. Private sector de-sludging 
comes at a higher cost, though, and this cost has been 
increasing since the sudden influx of refugees in cities. For 
example, in Mafraq the desludging cost has increased from 
25 JoD a trip to 30 JoD between 2012 and 2013 – as a 
result of the diversion of available desludging trucks to 
Za’atari camp (Oxfam, 2013a).

Syrian refugees living off camp will most likely 
experience a mix of both systems, depending on the 
area they settle in (rural, suburban or urban). A report 

published by Oxfam (2013a) provides the most up to date 
snapshot of these communities’ experiences of sanitation 
services: 

 • Type of sanitation system: Syrian refugees have access to 
improved sanitation systems, either pour-flush squatting 
or flushed-sitting. They prefer the squatting type 
and highlight the fact that shower and toilet are not 
separated, which is inconvenient for prayer preparation 
and when the accommodation is shared with a large 
number of family members.

 • Quality of shared toilets: a family of refugees is 
composed of five to six members on average, and 
usually settles in crowded and confined multi-family 
buildings with communal toilets. These come with 
a variety of problems, however. Intermittent water 
supply coupled with frequent usage by multiple families 
often results in water shortages, negatively affecting 
personal hygiene practices and increasing infection 
levels (especially during women’s menstrual cycles). 
This lack of cleanliness attracts rodents and insects, 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj9iou69K7LAhVDXBQKHRx8Bc4QFggnMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.alnap.org%2Fresource%2F8590&usg=AFQjCNHEJHWv5ja-X_o1-SDpGF-0tNOeXA&sig2=6j45pSmLSqS7IEHFHyvbVw
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj9iou69K7LAhVDXBQKHRx8Bc4QFggnMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.alnap.org%2Fresource%2F8590&usg=AFQjCNHEJHWv5ja-X_o1-SDpGF-0tNOeXA&sig2=6j45pSmLSqS7IEHFHyvbVw
https://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=1168
http://www.care.org/sites/default/files/documents/EMER-JOR-2013-Syrian-Refugees-in-Urban-Jordan.pdf
http://www.care.org/sites/default/files/documents/EMER-JOR-2013-Syrian-Refugees-in-Urban-Jordan.pdf
http://www.care.org/sites/default/files/documents/EMER-JOR-2013-Syrian-Refugees-in-Urban-Jordan.pdf
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often dissuading children from using the toilets out of 
fear. People, especially women, also complained of long 
queues, lack of privacy and lack of security.

 • Handwashing practices: Urban refugees reported that 
they wash their hands with water and soap at key 
moments of the day, for example before eating and after 
toilet use. Major motivational factors for hand washing 
are based on disease prevention and religious norms. 
Women did not refer to hand washing before feeding 
the baby or after changing baby diapers, which suggests 
that hand washing is not necessarily practiced at those 
times. Hand washing practices in informal settlements 
are weak even though soap and water are available. This 
might be linked to the poor educational level of people 
in those settlements.

 • Access to hygiene kits: Access to hygiene items 
varies between the governorates and the monthly 
income available to their inhabitants. The majority 
of families can purchase essential hygiene items such 
as soap, toothbrush, toothpaste, washing powder, 
cleaning detergent and often shampoo and dish liquid. 
Frequently, Syrian refugees complain that hygiene kits 
are not part of the World Food Programme (WFP) 
vouchers; and with dwindling financial resources, 
purchasing these items loses priority in relation to, for 
instance, purchasing food. 

Therefore, the sudden influx of refugees into Jordan 
has undoubtedly increased pressure on existing sanitation 
systems. Service delivery, especially in cities, has also been 
constrained by pre-existing policies and institutional 
systems in place (Francis, 2015). Although GoJ estimates 
that the total cost of Syrian refugees related to wastewater 
is US$209 million per year (MPIC, 2016), a recent report 
by the Ministry of Water and Irrigation (see MWI, 2015a) 
acknowledged that the costs of delivering this service may 
be even higher. This is because of several bottlenecks that 
persist in the institutional and infrastructural set-up of 
the water and sanitation sectors, such as the lack of clear 
allocation of responsibilities and funds for urban planning, 
land acquisition problems for establishing new wastewater 
treatment plants, and uncontrolled expansion of residential 
areas.

To address some of these issues, as well as sanitation-
related needs of Syrian refugees in particular, GoJ 
has introduced a series of new policies and sectoral 
plans. In 2015, it adopted the National Framework for 
Decentralised Wastewater Management in Jordan and 
the National Plan for Operation and Maintenance of 
Wastewater Treatment. It also published a new National 
Water Strategy (2016-2015) supported by a Water Sector 
Capital Investment Plan. The Ministry has further revised 
national targets and now plans to increase the number 
of people connected to sewer networks to 80% by the 
year 2025 (MWI, 2015b). To deal with the effects of the 
ongoing Syrian refugee influx, GoJ has developed the 

Jordan Response Plan for the Syria Crisis (2016-2018) 
where it contemplates improving access to sanitation 
facilities for targeted vulnerable Syrian and Jordanian 
population (see Box 5). 

Due to the nature, magnitude and longevity of the 
Syrian crisis, it is very unlikely that refugees in Jordan will 
return to their homeland any time soon. This implies that 
the strains and tensions highlighted above will become 
more acute if not properly addressed. What our analysis 
also suggests is that the quick onset of refugees seeking 
humanitarian support has swiftly become a full-on 
protracted crisis – ultimately forcing GoJ to rethink and 
shift its response to refugees: from immediate humanitarian 
relief to long-term development, and from building camps 
to supporting cities (Su, 2014). 

In order to start probing whether or not this shift in 
paradigm is underway in Jordan, in the next section we 

Box 6: Wastewater systems in cities with the 
highest concentration of urban Syrian refugees 
after Amman – Irbid and Mafraq

Irbid governorate hosts the second-largest 
conglomeration of urban Syrian refugees. It has 
a population of just over a million, which is 
projected to increase by 55% by 2035. The existing 
wastewater network only covers the central part of 
the governorate and part of the eastern areas, with 
a total coverage of 52%. Northern and western 
parts of the governorate do not have sewer systems 
and are discharging into septic pits. However, even 
some localities within the served districts are not 
covered with sewer systems. The largest district is 
Irbid Qasabah, which houses about 41% of the 
governorate population and is the centre of the 
governorate. The Qasabah contains two operating 
wastewater collection systems connected to two 
WWTPs (Central Irbid WWTP and Wadi Al Arab 
WWTP). The service area of the two WWTPs covers 
about 331,361 people, representing approximately 
72% of the Qasabah area.

Mafraq hosts the third-largest concentration 
of Syrian urban refugees. It currently has a 
population of 300,000 people, but it is estimated 
that this number will rocket 61.6% by 2035. The 
wastewater service system serves only parts of 
Mafraq city, with a total coverage of about 8% 
of the governorate population. The other parts of 
the governorate do not have sewer systems and 
currently discharge to septic pits. There is one 
existing wastewater treatment plant, designed to 
serve 14,680 people. The total estimated number of 
unsewered population within Mafraq governorate 
exceeds 241,500; in the service areas of existing 
sewer systems, the unsewered population amounts 
to approximately 44,040 people. 

Source: Adapted from USAID (2013)
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provide some data on the sanitary conditions in Amman 
and how they affect the Syrian urban refugees

3.4. Amman – anatomy of a city at odds 
with migration and sanitation flows 

Amman is the main recipient of non-camp refugees in 
Jordan, housing more than 175,000 Syrians. It often 
represents the first choice of refugees fleeing conflict in 
their home country, as it already hosts a large Syrian 
community, and its urban living provides a sense of 
normalcy and stability. In 2012, UNHCR data suggested 
that as many as 300 people a day were unofficially leaving 
refugee camps, making their way to Amman (Care, 2012). 
However, refugees often settle in the eastern part of the 
city, alongside the most vulnerable and poorest Jordanians. 
This has affected their ability to access public services and 
left them largely hidden to the authorities and Amman’s 
wealthier residents.

The coverage rate of wastewater services in Amman is 
considerably high – especially if compared to other cities 
that have witnessed a high influx of refugees (see Box 6). 
In Amman, wastewater services reach about 84% (or 2 
million people) of the total population (USAID, 2013) and 
cover most of the central, western, and eastern parts of the 
city, which are served through Ain Ghazal pretreatment 
plant (AGTP). The northeastern part of the city is served by 
West Zarqa PS. Both Ain Ghazal and West Zarqa systems 
flow to As Samra wastewater treatment plant (WWTP). 
Standalone sewer systems in Abu Nseir area in northern 
Amman, Wadi Es-Seer in western Amman and Al-Jeeza in 
southern Amman are in operation, whereas a WWTP is 
under construction in South Amman, and a WWTP and 
collection system have yet to be constructed in Naour, 
Southeast Amman. There are six existing wastewater 
treatment plants and one pump station to As Samra TP. 
These plants have a combined total design capacity capable 
of serving 3,687,500 people. This implies that the existing 
treatment plants collectively have available treatment 
capacity for an additional 1,607,388 people (ibid). 
However, some unsewered areas remain, affecting 3.35% 
of the total population of Amman (ibid). 

Apart from this information, our review did not find 
much other evidence on sanitation coverage in Amman and 
how it correlates with settlement patterns of Syrian urban 
refugees. As shown in Table 2, most of the assessments 
conducted so far around basic service delivery have 
focused on general livelihoods assessments (e.g. REACH, 
2014; UNHCR, 2014), or have depicted WASH conditions 
in rural and camp settlements (e.g. Melloni et al., 2013; 
Oxfam, 2013a), have only focused on water (e.g. Oxfam, 
2013b) or health (Amnesty International, 2016). To 

date, we found only a study by Care International on 
the vulnerabilities of Syrian refugees living in Amman 
(Care, 2012).12 Care International’s assessment revealed 
that only 54% of households had acceptable, good or 
very good levels of sanitation (including running water, 
access to a separate toilet/bathroom, hygiene conditions, 
etc.); 47% had poor or very poor access levels; and 2% 
did not have access at all. A study conducted by Oxfam 
in 2013 (Oxfam, 2013a) further noted that the lack of 
sewage system caused a persistent smell in the latrines, as 
remarked by Syrian refugee women in Amman. 

The lack of comprehensive data and information on 
the sanitation conditions of Syrian refugees in Amman 
makes it difficult to fully grasp the extent of the problem, 
and reduces much needed investments. Thus, for example, 
a review of the Syrian Response Plan posed that most of 
sanitation related investments will be redirected to more 
well-known ‘hotspots’ of refugees (Irbid, for example) 
despite the fact that urban population in Amman is 
expected to increase around 66% by 2035 (USAID, 2013). 

3.5. Summary
In this section, we provided a glimpse of how conflict-
induced migration has affected Jordan’s urban 
infrastructure and systems for the provision of basic 
services, with a special focus on Amman and the sanitation 
systems servicing the city. 

We found that the sudden and continuous flow of 
refugees has exerted substantial pressure on Jordan’s 
infrastructure sector, as well as its economic and social 
fabric. On top of that, our review highlighted that 
service provision access and quality dropped in general; 
the current situation thus exposes the vulnerability of 
municipal institutions systems, especially in the northern 
governorates, where most of the refugees have settled. 
This was also the case for sanitation systems, leading to 
a decrease in coverage rates and quality of service being 
provided. The situation in the city of Amman following the 
large inflow of Syrian refugees illustrates these dynamics 
well.

However, the limited amount of sources we found for 
our case study also pointed to the fact that little is known 
about the effects of large increases in population on urban 
sanitation systems. Our small-scale literature review on 
sanitation service delivery to refugees in Jordan highlighted 
that the vulnerabilities and livelihoods of refugees have 
been studied and understood from a refugee camp 
perspective but not from a basic service delivery angle and 
in the urban context. Finally, more research is needed to 
understand the impact of sudden influxes of refugees on 
inequalities in access to basic services in cities. 

12 The baseline assessment was conducted in 9 urban areas of Amman, and included data from 60 household interviews and focus group with 57 
community members. 



4. Future research

4.1. Summary of main findings
In this study, we explored the existing literature dealing 
with sanitation service delivery in cities facing migration 
movements. Large-scale, sudden and ongoing influx 
of people towards urban areas significantly increases 
pressure on sanitation systems. Depending on the level 
of urban planning and the settlement dynamics of acute 
waves of migration, this might mean that centralised 
and decentralised systems will struggle to cope with 
increasing demand. This is especially true if financial 
and technological backup systems that respond to this 
added volume of people are not in place, if the existing 
infrastructure was already dilapidated or under stress, if 
governance systems were already weak, if the managing 
institutions were unable to prepare in advance for this 
flow and/or if financial investment towards expansion of 
centralised networks and decentralised on-site sanitation 
schemes does not exist. 

Overall, we found that more research has been devoted 
to the service delivery in cities with reference to long-term 
migration, and particularly rural–urban movements, and 
this evidence base highlights that migration does not 
necessarily constrain service delivery in cities. Inward 
migration is only a challenge for service delivery when 
policies and incentives shaping public services exclude 
the poorest and most marginalised members of society. 
Unfortunately, this is often the case in cities in the global 
South, and it is these cities, and their informal settlements, 
that are predicted to receive high flows of inward 
migration, whether due to climate change or conflict. 

Limited rigorous research has been conducted to 
explore the impact of ‘acute’ migration on urban service 
delivery. Most of the literature concerning service provision 
for refugees and/or IDPs has looked at service delivery in 
camps. However, as a growing body of research points 
out, displacement is often protracted, which makes basic 
humanitarian assistance costly and inappropriate in the 
long term as displaced people strive to become more 
self-reliant. In addition, displacement is increasingly an 
urban phenomenon. There has been much debate amongst 
humanitarian organisations on how their strategies and 
interventions have to adapt to the changing geographies 
of displacement; but there is a lack of research and 
knowledge on the most effective ways of supporting urban 
areas to meet the needs of displaced people, and on how 
to shift focus, funding and institutional commitment to 
address the huge scale of today’s urban displacement. 

The most relevant literature for understanding issues 
of service delivery to urban refugees is that on service 
delivery in informal settlements and slums. Recent studies 
noted that migrants are disproportionately represented 
among the urban poor in informal settlements, and thus 
have limited access to basic services. The same is likely to 
be true for refugees and IDPs relocating to a city after they 
escape from conflict if they cannot afford more formal 
accommodation. Evidence indicated that the problem is 
not urbanisation per se, but the lack of proactive planning 
of low-cost housing in order to accommodate the inward 
migration of people with a low income, whether they are 
migrants, IDPs, or refugees.

Sanitation figured quite prominently in literature on 
service delivery in cities – but it is generally only linked to 
migration through its impacts on health or it is bundled 
with water and/or hygiene studies. The literature offers 
some explanations as to why it is difficult to provide 
improved sanitation in informal settlements, such as 
problems with land tenure, settlements being deemed 
illegal, and challenges of collecting payment from 
households for the service. Where formal public provision 
is lacking, private but largely unregulated businesses 
may fill the gap. This may be a suboptimal solution, but 
some literature suggests that this does at least reduce the 
problems caused by a lack of sanitation. 

With regard to sanitation service providers and their 
capacity to respond to acute migration, once again, 
we only came across a limited amount of research. For 
example, while municipal authorities are often responsible 
for sanitation services, it is unclear what forms of 
governance and financing of sanitation services would 
enable the service to be resilient to acute migration. An 
emergent stream of literature is documenting the impact of 
conflicts on urban service delivery, and so this offers some 
insight. 

Over the last ten years, the ‘migration-development’ 
nexus has become an important area of both research and 
policy. Most of the interest has focused on the potential 
that migration holds for poverty alleviation, but not 
necessarily on how urban areas can effectively respond. 
While there is a large literature base on urban poverty and 
service delivery in developing urban areas, there is still a 
lack of accurate data on urban poverty.

Overall, besides anecdotal evidence and theoretical 
assumptions, we found limited research into how urban 
service delivery, or sanitation specifically, can be resilient to 
and meet the needs of large and sudden inflows of refugees. 
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Therefore, we call for a research agenda that can assist 
utilities, governments, NGOs and other service providers 
to better understand and overcome the challenges of 
sanitation provision in urban contexts ‘under stress’, and 
so progress towards realising the SDGs’ aspirations for 
‘universal access to adequate and equitable sanitation’ by 
2030. 

4.2. Research priorities
Our literature review and the Jordan case study highlighted 
the following research gaps and priorities to be addressed. 

How do refugees impact on sanitation service delivery in 
cities? Linking three research agendas
There is a need to more systematically link the research 
agendas on urbanisation and migration, with a focus on 
the delivery of sanitation services – typically a neglected 
area in the literature, which remains skewed towards 
water supply. Migratory movements differ in their causes, 
duration, size, and impact on receiving communities. 
However, some common traits can be distinguished; for 
instance, refugees fleeing into cities to escape conflict 
will probably end up living in the poorest areas, just like 
migrants leaving their rural villages in search for better 
livelihoods for themselves and their families. Research on 
urban WASH access and service provision has traditionally 
taken into account rural–urban, internal/international 
labour-induced, and/or climate-induced movements, and 
has been focused on slum settings. Little is known about 
how refugee communities experience access to services in 
‘formal city settings’, amidst hosting communities. This 
study has represented a first attempt at identifying relevant 
literature that can explain some of the dynamics of acute 
and conflict-induced migration in terms of urban service 
delivery. A more systematic analysis, substantiated with 
primary data collection in urban migration ‘hotspots’, is 
required.

How to understand the complexities created by migration? 
There seems to be a lack of empirical data of a 
comparative quality, especially in low-income countries, 
to understand the complexities created by rapidly shifting 
patterns of migration. Disaggregated data on sanitation 
access that distinguish not only on the basis of the 
‘traditional’ categories of gender, age, wealth quintiles, 
but also take into account migration status are required to 
understand the inequalities that are created or reinforced 
by large and sudden influxes of people in terms of 
sanitation provision. This would clarify the scale of the 
problem – or whether there is a problem in the first place 
(it may be that migrant status does not add an additional 
layer of vulnerability; incoming refugees may even receive 
better services than the host population as a consequence 
of humanitarian assistance, for example). 

What are the challenges of migrants and host communities 
in ‘urban hotspots’?
In addition to quantitative data to explain sanitation and 
migration, qualitative research is needed to understand 
the challenges that migrants and host communities face 
in accessing sanitation services in cities. The stories of 
people, their daily struggles, and their coping mechanisms 
are an essential element to identify existing solutions that 
can be scaled up with the support of utilities, governments 
and external actors. Research efforts should also go into 
identifying potential ‘urban hotspot’ case studies, or high 
density cities that have dealt or are dealing with migration 
flows, and the consequent challenges in terms of sanitation 
provision. The list of migration urban hotspots in the 2015 
WMR (IOM, 2015a) can provide a useful starting point.

4.3. A future research agenda
In Appendix 1, we present some ideas for a research 
project that would address some of these gaps. Our 
proposed research focuses on sanitation service delivery 
systems within ‘urban hotspots’ across migration 
trajectories (see IOM, 2015a). As a first step, we aim to 
develop some criteria for distinguishing differences in 
accessibility and quality of sanitation services between 
migrants/refugees and the poorest and most vulnerable 
in the host community. We then aim to understand the 
challenges of providing sanitation if there is a large 
and unexpected inflow of people to a city. Finally, we 
investigate existing coping mechanisms and instances 
of positive responses to such a scenario at different 
levels (households, communities, urban authorities, 
service providers, national governments, international 
organisations). Investigating these questions by 
examining cases of positive deviance should generate 
recommendations for how cities can improve their 
sanitation provision. These recommendations would aim to 
improve operational standards of implementing agencies, 
with a focus on solutions that strengthen the collaboration 
between municipal and national authorities, service 
providers (both formal and informal) and international 
organisations providing humanitarian and development 
assistance.

We thus aim to contribute to the definition of a research 
agenda that merges studies on urbanisation, migration and 
sanitation service delivery. As found in this study, there 
is currently limited understanding of the challenges that 
urban authorities face in delivering sufficient and quality 
services to people in the face of large and sudden inward 
migration. We also lack evidence on whether there are 
inequalities that are created or reinforced by inadequate 
service provision, in particular by a lack of sanitation. 
The research project we have proposed aims to provide 
valuable evidence that will assist those who are responsible 
for devising the policies and responses to address these 
inequalities. 
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Appendix 1
Some general steps for developing research around urban 
sanitation service delivery in response to acute migration

Overview
Our proposed research focuses on sanitation service 
delivery systems within ‘urban hotspots’ across migration 
trajectories (see IOM, 2015a). We aim to contribute to 
the definition of a research agenda that merges studies on 
urbanisation, migration and sanitation service delivery. The 
evidence thus generated will inform recommendations to 
improve operational standards of implementing agencies, 
with a focus on solutions that strengthen the collaboration 
between municipal and national authorities, service 
providers (both formal and informal) and international 
organisations providing humanitarian and development 
assistance.

Research questions
Our research wants to understand: 

 • What are the challenges of water supply and sanitation 
provision in urban contexts receiving large influxes of 
refugees and migrants, for example as a consequence of 
conflict? 

 • How can existing and new inequalities in access to 
drinking water and sanitation be overcome in the face 
of increasing demand? What examples are there of 
cities’ creative/successful response to increased demand 
for urban water services, and how can these examples 
be scaled up? 

These broader research questions can then be 
disaggregated into the following sub-questions – each can 
be part of an individual and smaller research project, or 
they can be considered together, depending on the available 
resources and time frame.

1. What are the main migration ‘urban hotspots’, and 
where are they situated? 

2. What are the specific challenges that incoming 
migratory movements pose to urban service delivery? 

3. What kind of technical/political/economic mechanisms 
were deployed to respond to the large influx of refugees/
migrants, and have they been successful in addressing 
the problem? Why or why not? 

4. How do governments in transit countries, with limited 
resources, make choices between caring for large 
numbers of refugees and their own poor? 

5. To what extent did public perception of migration (and 
which migrants) influence the city’s response?

6. What kind of actors were involved in the response 
(private sector, civil society, community)? 

7. What has the role of the international humanitarian and 
development aid community been in supporting urban 
service delivery in the face of refugee/migrant ‘crises’? 

Approach and methodology
In this section, we provide some general guidelines to 
inform projects addressing the research gaps identified 
in this study. It is important to note that the phases 
and activities we suggest are conceived to be general 
on purpose; this way, we hope that they will be easily 
adaptable to the broad set of questions they aim to answer. 

First of all, the research project should be designed 
and implemented by a consortium of individuals 
and organisations with different but complementary 
disciplinary backgrounds, expertise and mandates. Ideally, 
each case study will be led by national researchers in 
order to capitalise on their context-specific knowledge 
and networks, thus facilitating data access, synthesis 
and interpretation. Political economy analysis (PEA) is a 
possible tool to analyse the constraints and opportunities 
for service delivery in urban areas with high migration. 
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