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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
At a time when conflict has risen to an  
all-time high with devastating consequences, 
it is important that Zain as a leading regional 
telecom provider, undertakes initiatives that are 
grounded in multi-stakeholder partnerships 
rooted in technology. This sets the foundation 
of improving societies from the ground up.”  

Scott Gegenheimer – CEO, Zain Group

Information and Communications Technology 
can play a critical role in responding to conflict 
and disaster. Working in public-partnerships 
such as this one with Zain and REFUNITE, 
we can demonstrate the positive impact of 
technology to help alleviate humanitarian 
challenges like the refugee crisis around the globe.” 
Hans Vestberg – President and CEO, Ericsson

Mobile technologies have developed into a force for positive change, particularly in the developing 
world where such technologies are being regarded as a means to improve everyday life, provide 
life-saving services and serve as an enabler of empowerment for individuals that are economically 
or socially marginalized. As the penetration of mobile technology continues to spread rapidly 
throughout the world, with some 7 billion mobile subscriptions, its potential to be leveraged for 
humanitarian purposes grows along with it. Now more than ever, mobile technology can assist those 
in dire circumstances, such as refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), by facilitating their 
access to the information and services most essential to their survival and wellbeing. Innovative, 
socially responsible organizations have an unprecedented opportunity to utilize this technology to 
improve conditions within their areas of operation.

For the first time since World War II, there are now more than 50 million forcibly displaced people 
worldwide. The Middle East and North African (MENA) region has tragically become an area 
stricken by one of the worst humanitarian crises in modern history. The ongoing civil war in Syria  
has given rise to millions of displaced persons in neighboring countries seeking safety and shelter. 
This includes Jordan, where over 620,000 Syrian refugees are now registered in the country. 
In Iraq, the escalation of sectarian violence has also resulted in displaced persons both within 
the country itself and across its borders. Similarly, in South Sudan, ethnic conflict has led to the 
displacement of around one-tenth of the country’s population.

Those that are displaced internally or in adjacent countries often suffer from a multitude of hardships. Many are unable to 
obtain basic information necessary to ensure their most basic needs. Among the most severe sources of suffering for IDPs 
and refugees is the separation and breakup of their families as a result of their displacement. This separation can often lead  
to disastrous consequences, as the collapse of the family unit creates economic, social and emotional pressures often contingent 
on the long-term survival of those afflicted. 

It is for this reason that Zain, Ericsson and Refugees United (REFUNITE) have partnered to develop the Family Reconnection 
Project. This initiative utilizes Information and Communication Technology (ICT) with the goal of assisting families separated 
by war, conflict and disaster. Building on the success of similar projects undertaken by REFUNITE in Africa, the Family 
Reconnection Project has seen a first pilot roll-out in Jordan in 2014 and will be initiated in Iraq and South Sudan in 2015. 
These countries suffer from large and growing numbers of displaced people. As the leading mobile operator in the region, 
Zain and its key partners Ericsson and REFUNITE are ideally positioned to deliver the support needed to improve conditions 
for those that are displaced by giving them the opportunity to reconnect with loved ones. The purpose of this report is to 
provide relevant stakeholders and the broader community with a greater understanding of the circumstances under which  
the Family Reconnection Project will take place. This includes a description of the hardships faced by IDPs and refugees.  
The report illustrates the potential of ICT to reconnect families and leverage new technology to promote the welfare of  
IDPs and refugees in Zain’s operating countries.  

“

“
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INTRODUCTION
The Organizations 
behind the Report
The Family Reconnection Project is a collaborative 
partnership between three leading organizations: 
the mobile operator Zain, the technology provider 
Ericsson, and the technology-based nonprofit 
organization REFUNITE. Below is a brief description 
of the organizations involved in producing this 
report and delivering the Family Reconnection 
Project in Jordan; with South Sudan and Iraq still 
in the pipeline.

Zain
Zain is a leading telecommunications operator 
across the Middle East and Africa providing 
mobile voice and data services to over 44.3 
million active customers as of December 
31, 2014. Zain currently holds a commercial 
presence in 8 countries: Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Sudan and South Sudan.  
In Lebanon, Zain Group manages ‘touch’ on 
behalf of the Lebanese Government.  
In most of its markets, including all of those 
concerned with this project, Zain is the market 
leader in telecommunication services and is 
a regional leader of best practice in areas 
related to Corporate Sustainability and Social 
Responsibility (CSSR).  
Website: www.zain.com

REFUNITE
REFUNITE is a non-profit organization with 
the mission of reconnecting families separated 
by war, conflict, natural disasters, or other 
circumstances. REFUNITE was founded by two 
brothers and social entrepreneurs, David and 
Christopher Mikkelsen. The organization has 
developed an online and mobile-enabled search 
tool that empowers displaced people to take 
the search for missing loved ones into their own 
hands – through any device. More than 400,000 
people have registered with REFUNITE, making 
it the biggest platform for separated families globally. 
Website: www.refunite.org

Ericsson
Ericsson is the driving force behind the Networked Society. Established in  
1876, Ericsson is a world-leading provider of communications technology  
and services, with offers comprising services, software and infrastructure within 
Information and Communications Technology for telecom operators and other 
industries. Today 40 percent of the world’s mobile traffic goes through Ericsson 
networks and they support customers’ networks servicing more than 2.5 billion 
subscribers in more than 180 countries. Their long-term relationships with every 
major telecom operator in the world allow people, businesses and societies to 
fulfill their potential and create a more sustainable future. 
Website: www.ericsson.com

The Overall Goal and Approach 
of the Report
The goal of this report is to:

• Illustrate the potential of ICT to provide innovative and tangible 
humanitarian relief to people displaced by war or conflict. 

• Highlight the potential of technology companies and mobile operators 
to utilize their core competencies to improve the lives of those that are 
currently facing extreme hardship.

• Showcase how Zain, Ericsson and REFUNITE leverage mobile 
telecommunications to reconnect separated families in three of Zain’s 
markets: Jordan, South Sudan and Iraq. 

• Highlight the importance of cross-sector partnerships to relevant 
stakeholders and the broader community.

The Family Reconnection Project is an extension of Ericsson and REFUNITE’s 
ongoing service in Africa, the Middle East and Southeast Asia. 
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Overview of the IDP 
and Refugee Problem
In recent years, the staggering rise in the 
number of refugees and IDPs around the world 
has reached levels unprecedented in the post-
WWII era, exceeding 50 million people in 2013.(1) 
Ongoing conflict and turmoil throughout the 
Middle East and Africa account significantly 
for surpassing of this tragic milestone and 
has led to an extreme urgency on the part of 
governments, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and civil society to contribute in 
offering tangible, on-the-ground assistance. 
Of these conflicts, the most acute has been  
the humanitarian catastrophe in Syria. More 
than 3 million Syrians have fled to neighboring 
Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan. In Iraq and 
Jordan, where Zain operates, the population of 
Syrian refugees has reached more than 230,000 
and 620,000 in each country respectively.(2) The 
situation in Iraq itself has also resulted in a rise 
in Iraqi IDPs and refugees. The internal conflict 
between the Islamic State (IS) and its opponents 
in the country has resulted in displaced persons 
totaling 1.9 million.(3) Similarly in South Sudan, 
another of Zain’s operating countries, politically 
and ethnically motivated infighting has led to the 
rise of IDPs in the country to 1.35 million people.(4)

All too often, the challenges faced by those 
forced to flee their homes to seek safety and 
shelter elsewhere are daunting, and put their 
lives and wellbeing at extreme risk. Some of 
these challenges and vulnerabilities generally 
include the following:

• Securing basic needs such as food, water, 
shelter and medicine.

• Accessing education and health facilities.
• Obtaining the means for basic 

telecommunications.
• Attaining refugee status.
• Obtaining necessary information; such as 

knowledge of one’s rights and obligations as 
a refugee/IDP, or obtaining the information 
necessary to attain any of the above.

Such challenges and vulnerabilities are 
compounded whenever the family unit has 
been broken apart or separated as a result of 
departure from one’s home. Family separation 
and its resulting consequences make up among 
the most severe aspects of the circumstances 
for IDPs and refugees. For those whose families 
have been forcibly separated, the result is often 
“considerable financial, psychological and social 
costs that are absorbed by individuals, families 
and communities.”(5) From a psychological 
perspective, family separation is identified by 
various studies as being the “most pervasive 
source of emotional distress.”(6)

Description of the Family Reconnection Project

Everyone has the right to know where their family is. 
Through the partnership between Zain, Ericsson and 
REFUNITE, we’ll be able to inform and assist tens of 
thousands of displaced people in their search for missing  
loved ones.”
Christopher Mikkelsen – Co-Founder and Co-CEO, REFUNITE

In February 2014, Zain, Ericsson and REFUNITE officially made a commitment to launch the Family Reconnection Project, 
which leverages ICT to help displaced persons reconnect with their missing loved ones. Family reconnection can have 
significant implications for those that are displaced. Reconnecting displaced families facilitates their social and economic 
empowerment. The reparation of the family support system dramatically reduces the psychological stress associated with  
the traumatic experience of displacement and improves the likelihood of finding more favorable economic undertakings  
to satisfy basic needs.

The Family Reconnection Project is a collaborative initiative between the three partners to provide the technology services 
necessary to enable IDPs and refugees to reconnect with those that they have been separated from. By using the service, 
families can search, connect and communicate with their missing loved ones. The project’s innovative approach helps those 
separated to locate each other using a mobile search tool, replicating REFUNITE’s success of registering more than 400,000 
people globally. The mobile search tool empowers individuals through its simplicity of use and through the fact that only 
a low-end basic handset is needed to access the platform (a smartphone is not necessary). The intuitive use of the service 
empowers individuals to conduct the search on their own, armed with only their basic handset. The partners ensure that it 
is both free of charge and accessible in many languages including: Arabic, English, Swahili, Somali, French, Sudanese, and 
Amharic; with more languages being added continuously. Families can search for their missing loved ones through several 
channels, including:

• Through SMS 
• Through REFUNITE’s call center. 
• Through Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD). 
• Through www.refunite.org. 

This distress can potentially reach such extreme levels as to compromise 
the health and wellbeing of the IDPs or refugees, often exacerbating 
the traumatic reactions of their displacement. The psychological trauma 
manifests itself as a feeling of powerlessness and despair, leading them 
to question their identity and even their desire to live. The effects can 
also impact their relationships with the broader community, as feelings 
of inadequacy fostered by family separation can lead people to isolate 
themselves from the outside world or resort to harmful coping strategies  
such as alcoholism.(7)

Those most vulnerable to the impacts of family separation are usually 
women and children. In the case of children, family separation results  
in a disruption of the family support system, forcing children to have  
to economically and socially fend for themselves. The result is a rise in  
child-headed households, which are more vulnerable to exploitation, 
abuse, homelessness, and recruitment as child-soldiers.(8) In the case of 
women, family separation often leaves them as the head of the remaining 
family unit, responsible for the economic wellbeing of the household. This  
is often a role for which she may be unaccustomed to or ill-prepared for.  
The social stigma attached to woman-led households may sometimes  
lead to situations of discrimination among the wider community.(9)  

The loss of their traditional support system could also result in them 
becoming targets for abuse, or could create a situation whereby they  
must resort to degrading acts in order to earn money.

The Role and Potential of ICT to Assist 
IDPs and Refugees
Structures that support refugees and IDPs typically include aid 
organizations, NGOs, UN agencies and local authorities. However,  
it is often the case that these bodies are under-resourced, especially 
during emergencies or times of crisis. If utilized effectively, ICT has the 
potential to play an instrumental role in helping to relieve and overcome 
these circumstances, providing invaluable humanitarian assistance to  
the effected marginalized communities. For example, ICT can greatly  
facilitate access to critical information. This could include information on 
how best to access essential goods or services, obtain refugee status, 
or get in contact with relevant agencies. ICT can also greatly assist the 
coordination of efforts by NGOs or other agencies that typically face 
logistical difficulties. Moreover, ICT can be utilized as a means to inform 
IDPs/refugees of accurate and up-to-date news about their areas of 
origin. Access to basic health and education services can also be provided 
electronically through ICT for those unable to obtain such services 
otherwise. Lastly, ICT can provide the means to reconnect separated 
IDP/refugee families. Leveraging ICT with the goal of assisting displaced 
persons has the possibility to: provide humanitarian relief and assistance, 
elevate standards of living, increase job prospects, increase access to 
information, education and health, facilitate the provision of necessary 
documentation, ensure greater safety and protection, and facilitate the 
tracking of essential demographic information that will assist relief efforts.

Often the benefits of ICT are unknown, or competence is lacking in  
order to effectively deliver the services. For this reason, Zain and Ericsson 
decided to engage in the public-private partnership with REFUNITE  
and the International Rescue Committee (IRC).

“
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Each partner has a critical role to play in ensuring 
the success of the Family Reconnection Project. 
As the mobile operator, Zain is providing several 
initiatives to accelerate the registration of 
IDPs and refugees into the platform, including 
access to the REFUNITE mobile platform. Zain 
also provides the accessibility needed for the 
project to reach its wide customer base (the 
largest customer base in each country involved) 
and will undertake a large-scale awareness 
campaign via SMS. Once the text messages 
are sent to those living in refugee camps and 
refugee prone areas and providing them with 
the information necessary to register for the 
service, displaced people can take the search 
for their missing loved ones into their own hands. 
REFUNITE manages, develops and oversees 
the family reconnection platform and provides 
the necessary technology and experience 
necessary to ensure its success. Ericsson, for 
its part as a global leader in communications 
technology and REFUNITE’s principal partner 
in connecting separated families around the 
world, ensures a robust mobile platform and 
provides crucial technical assistance and 
advice to all parties involved. 

The three partners have already launched a pilot of the service in Jordan 
that will be extended into a full-scale project during 2015. The launch of 
the mobile search tool, which is currently available in both Arabic and 
English, was publicized through the launch of a large-scale SMS campaign 
in the Zaatari Refugee Camp, which informed families of the platform and 
its ease of use. The Zaatari Camp is currently Jordan’s largest refugee 
camp, inhabiting more than 83,000 refugees.(10) 

Prior to launching the Family Reconnection Project, a preliminary 
assessment mission conducted by REFUNITE in Zaatari Camp found that:

• Of the 36 refugees asked, 29 were looking for family members or friends. 
• All interviewees had personal phones. 
•  All interviewees stated that they trusted and were willing to use the 

platform to find their missing loved ones. The stated reason for their 
trust of the service was the direct ownership of the search process by 
the refugees themselves. 

The initial assessment highlighted the high demand for the Family 
Reconnection Project and confirmed the platform’s ease of use. Later  
in 2015, more awareness messages will be launched by Zain targeting 
those living in Zaatari Camp as well as those in other refugee-prone  
areas and situations. The next phase will be to roll out the service in South 
Sudan in collaboration with the IRC, followed by Iraq. Combined, the launch 
of the Family Reconnection Project has the potential to reach more than 
18 million mobile subscribers.

For Zain it is important that we address the 
needs of people who have been impacted 
by conflict.  The Family Reconnection Project 
has demonstrated that if given the right tools, 
refugees can become active players in the search 
for lost family members; thus radically increasing 
the possibilities for reunification.”  

Jennifer Suleiman – Head of Corporate Sustainability & Social Responsibility, Zain Group

The Family Reconnection Project has the power 
to transform the nature of family reconnection 
for generations to come. It is an example of how 
mobile technology can be a force for lasting 
positive change.” 
Elaine Weidman-Grunewald – Vice President, Sustainability and Corporate Responsibility, Ericsson

“

“
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CASE STUDY
JORDAN

0No. of IDPs
in Jordan

No. of Syrian 
Refugees in 
Jordan

7.9
millionPopulation (July, 2014 est.)(11)

$40.02
billion USD

GDP
(2013 est.)(12)

622,000
(Jan. 14, 2015 est.)(13)

With the situation in Syria continuing to deteriorate, refugees from the country continue to enter 
Jordan, residing in both refugee camps and within urban areas of the country. The United Nations 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) reports that more than 622,000 Syrian refugees reside in Jordan.  
The organization also reports an additional 58,000 Iraqi refugees residing in the country.(14) Lastly,  
there remains an estimated 2 million Palestinian refugees in the country, most of which fled (or 
are the descendants of those that fled) to Jordan following the Arab-Israeli war of 1967.(15) The 
distribution of Syrian refugees in Jordan is weighted heavily towards urban areas, with around 80%  
of them living in local urban communities (the largest proportion of which is in Amman where some  
20% of Syrian refugees reside).(16) Refugees living in camps are concentrated mainly in four camps: 
Zaatari, Marjeeb al-Fahood, Cyber City, and the newly established al-Azraq camp.(17) 

Refugees in Jordan
Of the Syrian refugees in Jordan residing in 
urban areas, the greatest proportion are located 
in the capital Amman. More than 70% of Syrian 
refugees have lower than a high school education, 
and as high as 80% of those surveyed by the 
Migration Policy Center did not have a job.(18)

Most refugees leave the camps unofficially  
to live in cities, at a rate as high as 300 people 
per day. Studies show that, of those residing 
in Amman, 40-50% live in “unacceptable 
accommodation” and over 40% live below 
the poverty line and in dire need of assistance 
packages.(19) When asked to identify the 
vulnerabilities of most concern to them, 
respondents of a survey carried out by  
Care Jordan ranked the following as their  
greatest concerns:

1. Livelihoods, rental accommodation  
and food security.

2. A sense of isolation and inability to engage  
in activities due primarily to a lack of money.

3. Inability to access education, with only 40%  
of families able to send their children to school.

4. Healthcare and an inability to access care  
and medication when required.

5. Human rights and protection, especially  
for those residing or working illegally.

6. A lack of preparation for winter, reflected  
by the fact that 82% of surveyed households 
had no heating whatsoever.

7. Inconsistent and inequitable assistance  
from community based organizations.(20)

In addition, the study identified vulnerabilities 
specific to women, with most of them identifying 
the following as some of their key concerns:

1. Difficulty in securing rental accommodation 
due to reluctance of landlords to rent to 
unaccompanied women. 

2. Inability to work outside the home due  
to family commitments or concerns about 
safety and security.

3. Concerns about offers for marriage, early 
marriage for daughters or marriage with  
very low dowry. 

4. Negative stereotyping of Syrian women  
by the wider society.(21)

Groups operating within refugee camps  
have also noted growing concern about the 
rise in human trafficking, child labor and early 
marriages. According to the International 
Organization for Migration, strains on sources  
of income have led to an increase in vulnerability 
of refugees towards these issues, leading the 
organization to collaborate with several other 
agencies and launch a counter-trafficking 
program in the Zaatari Camp.(22) 

For Syrian refugees living within Jordanian 
communities, the growth in tensions among 
Jordanian citizens is also leading to increased 
safety concerns. According to surveys of 
Jordanians living among Syrian refugees, 
increases in rent prices, competition for jobs, 
competition for resources such as water, and 
overcrowding of public health and education 
services were the primary sources for tensions 
within communities.(23)

The Use of ICT for 
Refugees in Jordan
The use of mobile technology has the potential  
to dramatically improve the livelihoods of 
refugees residing in Jordan and facilitate their 
ability to communicate with their families 
in Syria. The Syria-Sim service, launched by 
Zain Jordan in collaboration with UNHCR in 
December of 2013, provided a communication 
channel between Syrian refugees residing 
in Jordan and the UNHCR hot-line, and vice 
versa. The service allowed for a constant line 
of communication to be maintained between 
refugees and the UNHCR, as well as reduced 
rates for calls to Syria. By the end of 2014,  
the service was able to accumulate more than 
31,000 subscribers.

Connecting Syrian refugees in Jordan with their 
families back home

Syria-Sim Service

Launched by Zain Jordan in collaboration with  
the UNHCR

Providing a communication channel between 
Syrian Refugees in Jordan and the UNHCR
hot-line

31,000
Subscribers since launch  
in December 2013
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CASE STUDY
SOUTH SUDAN

No. of IDPs
in South Sudan

No. of Refugees 
in South Sudan

11.6
million(24)Population (July, 2014 est.)

$14.71
billion USD (25)

GDP
(2013 est.)

249,000(26)

Since December of 2013, South Sudan has 
been mired in an internal conflict, which has left 
around one-tenth of its population displaced. 
What initially started as political infighting 
quickly spread across ethnic lines and became 
a platform for people to violently express their 
political and socio-economic grievances.(28)

This infighting resulted in the direct targeting  
of civilians by multiple parties in the conflict.  
As a result, more than 1.35 million South 
Sudanese are now internally displaced within 
their country, and a further 492,000 have fled  
to neighboring countries.(29) 

Only around 95,000 South Sudanese are 
sheltered in UN peacekeeping mission bases, 
leaving more than 90% of IDPs seeking shelter 
elsewhere.(30) Considering the ongoing targeting 
of civilians in the conflict, displacement in 
the country is primarily a protection concern. 
Protection and aid for IDPs in South Sudan has 
mostly fallen on the international community, 
yet their shortage of resources, logistical 
constraints, vulnerability to looting and 
harassment, and bureaucratic hurdles have 
hindered their response capabilities.(31) Camps 
housing IDPs remain ill-equipped to deal with  
the scale of the crisis. 

Furthermore, food packages do not adequately 
accommodate for the nutritional needs of the  
people, leading to malnutrition, and overcrowding 
of the camps is leading to a severe strain on 
sanitation facilities. 

The United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) estimates that 
in 2015 an estimated 2.5 million people across 
South Sudan will face extreme food insecurity.(32)   

Threats to the wellbeing of IDPs are further 
exacerbated by extreme weather and the 
outbreak of diseases such as cholera and 
malaria.(33) Those most vulnerable are women, 
children and the disabled. In the case of women 
and children, malnutrition remains an ongoing 
threat and the disabled face hardships given 
that the camps cannot accommodate their 
special needs.(34)   

The Use of ICT for 
Refugees and IDPs  
in South Sudan
The ability of ICT to directly impact the 
livelihoods of the South Sudanese people is 
hampered by the fact that mobile penetration 
dropped to 16% in 2014 and network coverage 
by Zain, the country’s leading provider, covers 
only 45% of the population as a result of conflict 
and vandalism of the network infrastructure.(35)

However, ICT has been used successfully in the 
refugee camp in Yida by Zain and the Vodafone 
Instant Network Program to both allow the 
70,000 refugees to connect with their loved 
ones and also to enhance the effectiveness of 
aid workers operating within the camp by giving 
them free air time. Based on success in similar 
environments in East Africa, it is fair to assume 
that there is solid potential for mobile phones 
to help reconnect IDPs with their families and 
disseminate information and awareness on 
critical information.  

1.35
 million(27)

Zain and Vodafone Instant Network Program 
successfully used ICT in Yida refugee camp.

The Results:

70,000 

refugees connecting with loved ones

Facilitated coordination of aid workers in camp

ZN_SD_LD1: Dimensions: A3 - 420mm x 297mm
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CASE STUDY
IRAQ

No. of IDPs
in Iraq

No. of Syrian 
Refugees in 
Iraq

32.6
million(36) (July, 2014 est.)Population

$249.4
billion USD (37)

GDP
(2013 est.)

233,000 
(38)

1.9
million(39)

For the past several decades, Iraq has been 
plagued by internal conflict stemming largely 
from political and sectarian motivations.  
The most recent surge of internal violence in the 
country is predominantly attributed to the rise 
of IS, which was able to capitalize on instability 
in both Syria and Iraq to achieve its political and 
ideological agenda. The gains by IS and their 
rejection of the plurality of Iraqi society led to  
a dramatic increase in the number of IDPs within 
Iraq, threatening the livelihoods of millions of  
Iraqis and the national cohesion of the entire country.

In October, 2014, OCHA estimated the IDP 
population in Iraq to be around 1.9 million.(40) 
This is excluding the estimated 225,000 Syrian 
refugees located in the north of the country.(41) 
Iraq also has substantial numbers of Palestinian 
and Turkish refugees in the country, with each 
totaling around 12,000 and 15,500 respectively.(42)

The number of IDPs in Iraq has risen 
substantially in 2014 as a result of advances 
made by IS in the country.

These IDPs face a range of vulnerabilities and hardships, which 
fluctuate depending on various circumstances. Generally speaking, 
“the overwhelming majority of IDPs left their homes in a hurry and left 
assets behind, fleeing as a direct result of conflict in their neighborhood 
or village.”(43) Those who fled from rural areas, such as farmers, are 
considerably more financially vulnerable than urban dwellers that are  
more likely to have taken financial assets with them. Furthermore, IDPs 
that fled to areas where they lack any family or friend support networks 
are more vulnerable, especially those that reside in collective shelters such  
as schools, mosques, churches and empty buildings. Lastly, those IDPs  
that were not able to enter the Kurdish Region of Iraq are significantly 
more vulnerable, made even more severe by the fact that they likely had  
to settle among local communities in disputed areas where strains on 
crucial resources such as water and electricity continue to grow.(44)  
OCHA identified several growing threats to those most vulnerable.  
These include increases in the number of abductions of women, 
particularly those belonging to minority groups, leading to human 
trafficking both within and outside of the country. They also note increased 
trauma, child labor, a lack of education, and sexual violence as growing 
threats facing children.(45) For the most vulnerable of those mentioned, 
the key priorities identified are food and water. For those with marginal 
savings, their most significant priority is to obtain financial support in order 
to avoid a depletion of their savings in the medium to long term. For IDPs 
residing among local communities, a key priority was the establishment 
of safety nets to support dwindling resources and to allow services and 
facilities to accommodate the influx of IDPs.(46) 
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The Use of ICT for Refugees  
and IDPs in Iraq
Many IDPs have emphasized that their needs go beyond physical amenities. The need for reliable, accurate and up to date 
information is identified by several organizations as being essential to securing the wellbeing of Iraqi IDPs. An inter-agency 
report found that IDPs in Iraq live in an “information vacuum” which is significantly worsening the situation that they are 
facing.(47) Information is described as often being incomplete and conflicting, leading to a situation of growing isolation 
and mistrust. In the study, respondents identified information about their family-members that were left behind as their 
most significant information need. This is followed by information on accessing aid and services (ranging from registration 
procedures and criteria, to locations on where to receive the aid). The third major priority was to find out how to seek asylum 
and/or obtain information on resettling in another country. Women have far less access to information than men do, often 
experiencing helplessness at obtaining vital information such as enrolling their children in schools. In terms of the means to 
obtaining information, the study identifies mobile phones as the most important communication channel (especially for men),  
and face-to-face meetings (especially for women). While mobile phones are primary means for keeping in touch with family 
members and following security developments in areas of origin, information remains difficult to obtain.(48)

A significant proportion of IDPs in Iraq report a high dependency on external assistance for basic amenities such as food, 
shelter and health care. Most are unable to secure sustainable modes of financial income, and government assistance in 
the form of aid and food rations is often inaccessible for those that have fled their area of origin.(49) Only 29% of IDPs in Iraq 
reported the regular availability of food rations.(50) Because of this, there is a strong reliance on aid organizations to provide 
for immediate needs, yet information on aid agencies remains obscure and inaccessible for many. Most IDPs claim they have 
yet to receive external assistance since their displacement, and instead rely on assistance from support systems through family 
and friends. As these resources become stretched, however, their vulnerability grows, and the prospect of a second or third 
displacement becomes more likely.(51) When asked how information on aid agencies is obtained, many IDPs point to their 
mobile phones, indicating that a reliable, easily accessible service that connects IDPs with relevant aid organizations through 
mobile technology would allow them to overcome many of the basic necessities which they are currently struggling to obtain.(52) 

Syrian refugees in Iraq faced similar situations 
regarding accessing information. For them, 
obtaining information about the situation inside 
Syria is their primary concern. This is followed 
by issues related to their current displacement 
(which ranges from services for their children, 
information on receiving aid, or their rights and 
obligations as refugees). Refugees residing in 
camps also prioritize issues related to shelter 
and health, presumably linked to the harsh 
impact of extreme weather on the camps and 
the dependency on health services inside the 
camps. Unlike Iraqi IDPs, Syrian refugees in  
Iraq rely on television as their primary source  
of information. Mobile phones are widely used 
only to make telephone calls, with only 13%  
of surveyed refugees in an International Media 
Support study using mobile phones daily for 
SMS or internet access.(53)

Several organizations have taken steps to  
impact the hardships facing refugees and IDPs  
in Iraq. Ericsson, through the Emergency Telecom 
Cluster of the UN, and its Ericsson Response 
program, established internet connectivity in 
IDP camps in Northern Iraq (Arbat and Domiz), 
enabling 143 humanitarian workers to have a 
reliable internet connection. Furthermore, in 
September 2014, the United Nations Office for 
Project Services (UNOPS) collaborated with the 
UNHCR with the goal of distributing 100,000 
solar powered mobile phone charging kits and 
lamps that would ensure a sustainable and 
effective way for IDPs and refugees to maintain 
their channel of information while also gaining  
a source of light (which is significant considering 
sources of light are often nonexistent for those 
residing in camps or empty buildings).(54) 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in Iraq:

Live in an “information vacuum”

Need information about their family-members

Want reliable information on accessing  
aid and services

71%
of IDPs report regular inavailability of food rations.

They need reliable services connecting 
them to aid organizations through mobile 
technology.

When asked how information on aid agencies 
is obtained, many IDPs point to their mobile 
phones.

100,000
solar powered mobile phone charging kits 
distributed to IDPs by several organizations.
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CONCLUSION
While the potential of ICT, specifically mobile 
phones, to improve the situation of displaced 
people in Jordan, South Sudan and Iraq varies  
in each country, it is clear that widespread 
benefits can be attained that would allow 
for substantial improvements to their overall 
wellbeing. One issue that is consistent across 
the three countries is the desire by IDPs and 
refugees to receive reliable and up-to-date 
news and information about their areas of 
origin. Also of principal importance is the 
obtainment of information likely to assist in 
family reconnections, which is the principle aim 
of the Family Reconnection Project. Other key 
informational needs include: knowledge specific 
to the needs of displaced people (such as 
registration procedures and rights of individuals 
as refugees) and awareness about child safety 
and human trafficking. ICT can also be leveraged 
to provide a more consistent and effective link 
between refugees/IDPs and various aid agencies 
in order to allow for a more equitable distribution 
of aid assistance. Lastly, ICT is a tool that can 
improve the coordination efforts of NGOs and 
other agencies relevant to IDPs and refugees. 
Developing a framework for utilizing ICT as part 
of a comprehensive effort to assist the plight of 
IDPs and refugees can lead to significant and 
immediate improvements to their welfare. 

The findings of the Family Reconnection  
Project point to the growing potential of  
ICT to significantly alter the aid and assistance 
landscape. The project enables displaced 
people inhabiting remote areas to forego  
the need for alternative information channels 
such as radios, TV or the internet and rely  
solely on low-end basic handsets to obtain  
vital information. The uniqueness of the project 
is in its ability to empower individuals to take 
the search for their loved ones into their own 
hands through an intuitive platform that is freely 
and easily accessible. The experience of Zain, 
REFUNITE and Ericsson in rolling out the Family 
Reconnection Project has highlighted several 
important lessons; including the significance of: 
1) overcoming language barriers by localizing 
the services offered, 2) working with local 
organizations that are active on the ground and 
that can provide key social and cultural insights, 
and 3) gaining the buy-in and approval of local 
ministries and governments.  

It is the recommendation of those involved 
in this study that greater emphasis should be 
placed by governments and relief agencies 
to prioritize the delivery of ICT solutions to 
refugees when considering their wellbeing. 
Providing extensive and reliable access to ICT 
for displaced people not only facilitates access 
to trustworthy and accurate information deemed 
to be essential to their safety, wellbeing and 
emotional conditions, but can also dramatically 
improve their standards of living by allowing 
for easier access to services such as health, 
education and employment. It is important  
that organizations recognize and capitalize  
on the potential of a low-end mobile phone to 
empower individuals and overcome traditional 
obstacles such as illiteracy or connectivity.  
The importance of a collaborative approach 
between all responsible stakeholders including 
private organizations, NGOs, government 
agencies, and others is imperative if the impacts  
of humanitarian efforts are to be maximized. 

As Zain, Ericsson and REFUNITE continue to 
undertake innovative solutions to tackle the 
socio-economic conditions from which IDPs and 
refugees suffer, the possibility of providing a wider 
range of essential services through the use of ICT 
will be explored in the near future. This is part of 
the commitment of each organization to assist 
those that are marginalized and improve the 
lives of those within their operating markets. 
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