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Background   
  

The 2016 pledges made in New York by the Government of Ethiopia were followed by the 

domestication of these pledges and the introduction of a revised refugee proclamation in February 

2019 (Proclamation No.1110/2019). One of the central elements of the revised refugee law was 

the incorporation of the right to work article (Article 26) that allows refugees, in certain 

circumstances, to access job opportunities to improve their self-reliance. These pledges were 

then further consolidated by the Government of Ethiopia’s additional commitments made at the 

Global Refugee Forum in December 2019 in Geneva. The follow-up secondary legislation, or 

directives, on the right to work and related issues, which are necessary for the operationalization 

of this new legal framework, were then introduced at the end of 2019 and disseminated at the 

beginning of 2020. These directives, which aim to facilitate the implementation of the Revised 

Refugee Proclamation, include 1) Directive to Determine the Conditions for Movement and 

Residence of Refugees Outside of Camps, Directive No.01/2019; and 2) Directive to Determine 

the Procedure for Refugees Right to Work, Directive No. 02/2019.   

 
This ReDSS policy brief provides reflections on these directives and the implications, 

opportunities and actual and potential challenges for and on humanitarian programming. The brief 

is partly informed by the discussion at the ReDSS online seminar conducted in September 2020 

and the participants who shared their experiences, lessons learnt and future plans for promoting 

refugee economic engagement.          

The Directive on the Right to Work   
  

The directive on the right to work, which provides a detailed implementation procedure for each 

of the right to work-related stipulations included in the Revised Refugee Proclamation, came into 

effect on 30 December 2019. Since then, some activities (for example the issuance of work 

permits to refugees) have already started. The following analysis tries not only to examine the 

fundamental elements of the directive, but also to synthesize and relate the two aforementioned 

directives to each other and make sense of the overall right to work provisions environment in the 

country, as it is envisioned by the Ethiopian government, particularly by the Agency for Refugee 

and Returnee Affairs (ARRA). This brief does not intend to be an exhaustive legal analysis of the 

directive, but rather an attempt to identify challenges, opportunities and recommendations for 

actors to advance economic engagement approaches based on what is believed to be possible 

based on the existing legal frameworks. As such, this policy brief should be read with this 

limitation.     

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/62655#:~:text=The%20Government%20of%20Ethiopia's%20Nine%20Pledges,-On%2019%20September&text=The%20common%20objectives%20outlined%20in,return%20in%20safety%20and%20dignity.
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/68964
https://www.ethioembassy.org.uk/ethiopia-at-the-global-refugee-forum/
https://regionaldss.org/index.php/ethiopia-country-unit/research-analysis-knowledge-management-pillar/#1600677168169-27db7982-7ab7
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The Directive to Determine the Procedure for Refugees Right to Work (Directive No. 02/2019) is 

particularly designed with the overall aim to help facilitate the implementation of Article 26 of the 

revised refugee proclamation that grants refugees the right to work in Ethiopia. Accordingly, this 

Directive outlines three avenues of job opportunities and the respective procedures for refugees 

to engage in them. The avenues through which refugees can participate in the job and labor 

sectors are: i) joint projects; ii) wage earning employment; and iii) self-employment. Of these three 

options, the joint projects option accords refugees equal status with, and treatment as, Ethiopian 

nationals engaged in the same joint project, while the remaining two try to protect the right of 

Ethiopian nationals and restrict refugees’ engagement to areas that cannot be covered by 

Ethiopian nationals.   

i) Joint Projects 

As per the Directive, to participate in a joint project, a recognized refugee is expected to meet the 

following criteria: pass the requirements set by/for the joint project; be selected by ARRA; and 

hold a residence permit issued by ARRA for the purposes of their participation in the joint project. 

However, a refugee who is legally married to an Ethiopian or has a child/children from an 

Ethiopian citizen can participate in a joint project without a residence permit, provided that s/he 

still meets the other two criteria. A work permit has been deemed is not required to take part in 

joint projects.  

To get a residence permit, a refugee should not only fulfill the requirements of the project and 

have an employment contract for it, but also should have lived for three years and above in 

Ethiopia after securing refugee status, and be cleared by ARRA from any security or crime 

investigations. Once a residence permit is issued for a refugee, s/he has the right to move from 

their existing place of residence to the project location without a pass permit. Article 9(2) makes 

it clear that family members of a refugee selected for a joint project would be given a residence 

permit and be allowed to move along to the new work location, but the person will not have the 

right to work.  

An employment contract, in addition to a completed application form and other documents, is 

therefore made mandatory to request for a new residence permit or for a renewal (Article 11 and 

12). A refugee can also apply for a replacement to a lost or damaged residence permit. By the 

same token, residence permits could be revoked if the employment contract is terminated; the 

refugee is absent from work for three months without good reasons, has violated his/her 

obligations, lost the refugee status, left the country, is seen as a threat to the national security; 

and the like (Article 14).     

ii) Wage earning employment 

To engage in the wage earning avenue, a refugee needs to be issued a work permit from the 

Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs (MOLSA). But, two categories of refugees are exempted from 

securing this mandatory work permit: a refugee who is legally married to an Ethiopian national or 

has a child/children from an Ethiopian national; and also a refugee who has been already issued 

with a residence permit to work in a joint project. Unlike a residence permit, a work permit is issued 

by MOLSA and could be applied for by either a refugee him/herself, or an employer. Nonetheless, 

work permits will be issued if the work for which the work permit is sought cannot/may not be 

covered by Ethiopians, and ARRA should write a support letter confirming this and other details 

to MOLSA. A work permit is also granted to work in a specific organization and in a specified work 

position in that organization. It is possible for a hiring company to request for a new or renewal of 
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a work permit on behalf of a refugee. Employers are also expected to inform ARRA of any 

exchanges or communications made with MOLSA about a refugee they hired.    

iii) Self-employment 

Finally, refugees can also access self-employment opportunities and become self-employed 

individually or in a group. To this effect, refugees must meet three basic conditions: one, these 

self-employment areas should be in areas that are opened for foreigners; two, ARRA should write 

a support letter to a licensing body; and, three, applicants should secure a license from the 

relevant government body. Refugees can also engage in self-employment by obtaining a 

residence permit issued by the Immigration, Nationality and Vital Events Agency. This is different 

from the residence permits referenced above that are issued by ARRA for the purposes of 

employment in joint projects. As per Article 19(3) of the Directive, a refugee who has been granted 

a residence permit by ARRA may be self-employed in joint projects without having to obtain a 

work permit. Yet again, a refugee who is married to an Ethiopian national or has one or more child 

in possession of Ethiopian nationality may be self-employed in joint projects as well without a 

residence permit, but should obtain a license permit instead. Lastly, refugees, along with 

Ethiopians, can also participate in self-employment in such areas as agricultural and irrigation 

works via lease arrangements, which would be agreed between ARRA and a regional government 

where the project is to be implemented.    

Documents needed by each of the three avenues for economic engagement:  

Joint Projects                                 ARRA-issued residence permit 

Wage earning employment            MOLSA-issued work permit + ARRA 

Self-employment                            License from the relevant authority + a residence permit 

from the Immigration Agency + ARRA 

It is also pertinent to read the above directive on the right to work in tandem with the other directive 

that aims to support refugees’ livelihood and economic engagement by ending their dependence 

on humanitarian assistance. The Directive to Determine the Conditions for Movement and 

Residence of Refugees Outside of Camps (Directive No.01/2019), which is part of the pledge 

made to expand out of camp prospects, grants refugees the right to freedom of movement and 

paves the way for them to move out of camps and search for various work opportunities outside 

of camps in urban locations. As such, refugees can leave their respective camps via two 

modalities: via the regular out of camp residence permit; and via urban refugee status. It is the 

former that is found to be relevant for this policy brief, as it promotes the rights of refugees and 

empowers them economically, while the latter is granted out of humanitarian and other 

considerations of the government. In this case, any refugee who had lived in a camp for a month 

and above is eligible for the regular out of camp residence permit provided that s/he meets one 

of the three parameters: a sponsor who lives in Ethiopia or abroad, a work permit, or ability to 

cover ones living costs without a sponsor or a work permit. However, urban-assisted refugees 

and refugees with special cases like elders and separated children and others have chances to 

get this regular out of camp residence permit. Finally, refugees still have the chance to return to 

camps if their out of camp residence was not successful due to various reasons.       

Implications for and opportunities of the right to work for the economic 

engagement of refugees   
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The directives under discussion have the potential to significantly impact the lives of refugees. 

They try to address refugees’ demands for legal economic inclusion in the economy of Ethiopia 

for the betterment of themselves and their host state and society, as stipulated in the international 

legal instruments. The legal restriction on the right to work is said to have been an obstacle for a 

strong economic integration of refugees and a source of problems in terms of wages, access to 

social services, and decent work. Most refugees that do work are currently engaged in the informal 

self-employment sector, rather than through formal employment opportunities, leading to 

concerns of exploitation and abuse without recourse to any legal protections. Accordingly, these 

directives seek to encourage the formal economic engagement channel. The right to work 

directive gives refugees the right to seek employment opportunities in joint projects, wage 

employment or self-employment. This has already paved the way for implementation, as ARRA 

has started issuing resident/work permits for about 2,600 refugees. In fact, ARRA aims to issue 

work permits for 5,000 refugees in 2020/2021. According to them, they have assessed and 

identified the livelihoods and economic opportunity project activities that are being implemented 

in the refugee settings in the country.  

On the other hand, the right to freedom of movement allows refugees who have been granted the 

regular out of camp residence permit the right to freely move and establish residence in all areas 

of the country (with the exception of areas that are located less than 30 km from the international 

border and that has been restricted by ARRA for security and other political reasons) as well as 

to access basic protection and other services provided by governmental and non-governmental 

organizations. Those refugees who have a sponsor domestically or abroad are better placed to 

utilize and navigate the regular out of camp residence permit to their advantage. Once refugees 

are out of camp, they can search for chances and where they can fit in the existing economic 

environment.  

Similarly, these directives have implications on the refugee intervention programming that are 

being carried out and planned to be carried out in terms of how they can make use of and navigate 

these legal frameworks to their context-specific interventions and advantages. Now that the 

directive on the right to work is officially issued, institutions such as GIZ are trying to secure work 

permits for some refugees whom they have trained and linked with employers.       

Challenges and outstanding questions   
  

During the September webinar a number of issues and challenges were raised and discussed. 

The newness of the approach – Ethiopia is trying to allow refugees to take part in the formal 

economic sector for the first time and this poses its own challenges for the implementing 

authorities in terms of mandate, coordination, capacity, and willingness. The directives set out a 

number of overlapping and connected regulatory frameworks for different kinds of permits and 

licenses, and understanding how these will interact will take time. There will be many issues to 

resolve as implementation moves forwards, requiring considerable discussion and dialogue 

between different partners. And there is also a need to greatly increase awareness of the details 

of the regulations, particularly amongst refugees and hosts themselves, so that everyone is 

clear about their rights. 

Lack of clarity over implementation – A number of questions arise from reading the 

regulations. These include: 
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 How will specific selection criteria be developed for participation in joint projects and 

engagement in wage employment? How will discrimination be guarded against? Is there 

scope for independent appeal? 

 

 There are restrictions to both wage employment and self-employment around the areas 

of work being ones that cannot be covered by Ethiopian citizens. How will these 

restrictions be addressed in practice, particularly given that many refugees have 

relatively fewer qualifications (and/or the ability to prove their qualifications due to a lack 

of documentation)? 

 

 What protection mechanisms will be in place for refugees who do take up work outside 

the camps? Will they – and their families – have the right to continue to access 

assistance within the camps? 

 

 How can employers get access to refugees if they are keen to expand into the camps? 

What will be the nature of tax and pension regulations that will apply to them?    

Matching refugees to the right work opportunities – Understanding refugees’ desires and 

capacities for different kinds of work has proved a challenge to date: matching their aspirations 

for work with actual opportunities is not straightforward, particularly given mismatches in 

experience, skill levels and qualifications, language proficiency and other cultural aspects. Not 

all refugees wish to move outside the camp environment. While many skills trainings have been 

provided to refugees in the past, these have often not been well matched with real opportunities 

in the market. GIZ’s QEP programming, for example, seeks to address this by training and 

linking refugees directly with employing companies. GIZ thus provides vocational skills training 

and supports self- and wage employment prospects for refugees.  

Lack of incentive for employers to hire refugees – Many employers do not see an immediate 

business case for hiring refugees or asylum seekers at the moment, as the refugees are 

generally located in geographically peripheral and undeveloped economic areas. Many 

employers are not willing to support refugees through training, internships, and hiring – 

especially into more skilled occupation.  

The role of employment agencies – Employment agencies would facilitate wage employment 

opportunities for refugees by linking employers and employees, as they do for the local 

population. But, there is lack of clarity in terms of the role, if any, of these employment agencies 

in the directive; and where and how to get information about wage employment opportunities; 

and how this is going to be implemented. To address this problem, it would be worth exploring 

experience such as that of Mercy Corps, working with a One Stop Centre that has initially been 

designed to serve hosts on how they could tailor their services to refugees. 

Under- and undeveloped markets – Markets tend to be under-developed in the areas where 

refugees are located and employment is mainly provided by the government and NGOs. The 

camps are located at the periphery, which do not have strong economic connection with the 

country’s existing economic hubs. This in turn creates competition and conflict between 

refugees and hosts for the small number of available jobs, as host communities themselves are 

also looking for jobs. 
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Lack of access to finance – The biggest challenge that many refugees face is access to finance 

and lack of credit. As per the revised refugee law and the right to work directive, self- and wage 

employment seeking refugees are treated as foreign nationals. This prohibits them from acquiring 

financial support. Financial service providers are not yet in a position to give credit. This may 

discourage refugees from taking on self-employment opportunities, and even hurt the expansion 

of such businesses. This lack of access to finance and credit is also relevant for the youth from 

the hosting community as well. Researchers at the webinar cited examples from some parts of 

the country where micro financial institutions have struggled to loan to young people because the 

loans are too small or/and the interest rate is too high. Attempts are being made by some actors 

(for example, Mercy Corps) to work with the existing microfinance institutions to address this 

problem.    

The issue of sustainability – Given the national economic challenges facing Ethiopia, and in 

particular the employment problems among the country’s youth, a challenge for both 

development and humanitarian actors is how to facilitate a better investment climate to ensure 

that sustainable jobs are in place.  

Lack of joint projects – Although several joint projects have been designed and discussed, 

they have struggled to actually begin to operate at scale. One exception referenced recently by 

ARRA is an agricultural project in Benishangul-Gumuz, where some refugee households and 

hosts are taking part in agricultural works near Bambasi camp, with families bring provided with 

land, seeds and other necessary inputs.  

Weak and fragmented coordination among stakeholders – A range of initiatives and 

activities are either in the pipeline or being implemented at the moment, but these initiatives 

have not been well-coordinated among/across the relevant governmental and non-

governmental actors. There are limited coordination mechanisms to support and create close 

coordination and experience sharing between ARRA and pertinent partners (with the 

Comprehensive Refugee Response coordination fora in Somali Regional State a notable 

exception). The mandate and role of other governmental bodies vertically and horizontally is not 

clear and coordinated.     

The impact of COVID-19 – COVID-19 has shattered emerging value chains and exacerbated 

the existing economic problems as it hurts the economic supply and value chain. This will 

further hurt employment opportunities for refugees. Also, much of the resources allocated for 

development projects has shifted to humanitarian funding due to the pandemic. Thus, how can 

actors operate and make use of the positive legal frameworks under the current pandemic?  

Recommendations   
  

Development of a pipeline of joint projects – Perhaps because of a lack of clarity over some 

of the points referenced above, the considerable talk of new initiatives has struggled to translate 

into concrete opportunities. Now that the right to work and other pertinent directives have been 

formally issued, it is time for donors and development actors to work with the Ethiopian 

government to show their collective commitment to the CRRF process. There would be value in 

developing a clear pipeline of joint projects that demonstrates how current and future resources 

can best be utilized to create new opportunities across different parts of the country.  

Improved coordination – Joint stakeholder platforms with all stakeholders (ARRA, line 

ministries/bureaus, local governments, UNHCR, IPs, OPs, host communities and refugees) 
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should be consolidated by meeting regularly to discuss areas of uncertainty, recommend 

practical solutions to implementation issues and by removing some of the administrative and 

bureaucratic barriers. There has to be a single, operational platform to meet, map out and 

discuss how the existing and planned initiatives complement each other and how stakeholders 

can better coordinate on their intervention efforts.  

Understand refugees’ aspirations and motivations – Stakeholders should try to better 

understand refugees’ highly varied aspirations and motivations, and reflect this thinking while 

designing and implementing intervention programming.   

Follow a gradual approach – The measure to implement the right to work and other directives 

should be taken gradually and cautiously because not all refugees are ready to work outside the 

camps.  

Clear communication and awareness raising – There should be clear communication and 

awareness raising to all stakeholders (including government, non-governmental organizations, 

employers, refugees and hosts) inside and outside the camps to make sure that everybody is 

fully aware of the nature of the right to work directive, and informed decisions are made during 

implementation.  

Keep the balance – The needs and problems of refugees and hosts are almost similar and 

stakeholders should look at the needs of both refugees and host communities to address their 

economic related problems. Given the high rate of unemployment among the country’s youth, 

the lack of developed markets, and the unavailability of adequate job opportunities in and 

around refugee camps, maintaining a balance of employment opportunities that are offered 

refugees and hosts is also an important issue that needs thinking moving forward.  

Learn from existing experience – In its QEP integrated intervention, GIZ has been able to 

establish reliable partnerships with hiring companies by linking vocational schools, employers 

and other relevant stakeholders to identify the needs of employers as well as the needs of 

vocational institutions. Such an approach has helped to foster the transition from school training 

to wage employment for both refugees and hosts. Similar approaches of linking and identifying 

the interests of training centers, employers and employees should be pursued by implementing 

actors to avoid the likelihood of mismatches between trainings and available jobs or blockages 

in trained individuals from obtaining employment opportunities.   

Entry Points – The three avenues of employment opportunities should be developed equally to 

allow refugees more options for economic engagement in the formal sector. Additionally, 

opportunities for access to land should be encouraged since agriculture could be one of the 

most important sectors for refugees’ economic engagement.    


