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Abstract

Challenges to the health and wellbeing of youth refugees in Kenya are well documented, particularly in refugee camps. How-
ever, amid protracted crises in the region, changes in refugee camp legislation and reduced funding are driving the further
urbanization of refugees, necessitating a greater focus on understanding the hardships, movements, and challenges young
urban refugees face. The focus of this paper is to document research on mapping the food supply chains, including points
of intersection for young South Sudanese urban refugees in Kenya, and to identify barriers, constraints, and opportunities
for procuring, growing, and selling food. This youth-led study, a follow-up to previous findings, included 40 participants aged
19 to 32. Youth food-resilience stories highlight critical areas for strategic intervention and provide insights into the design
of spatially just and economically inclusive urban spaces. Applying a multimethod approach, including food diaries, food
maps, and survey tools embedded in a learning platform, the paper weaves a narrative that highlights youth ingenuity in
food security and provides insights for governments, policymakers, community leaders, and donors to support responsive,
economically inclusive community design in addressing social challenges. Our findings indicate that improving the quality
of life and food security of refugee youth is complex and requires a holistic approach. Without education and improvements
in livelihoods, including urban agricultural opportunities, refugee youth's health and wellbeing will continue to be affected.
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Introduction

A substantial portion of the world’s hungry population lives
on the continent of Africa, with an estimated 490 million
people living in extreme poverty, indicative of indefinite
food insecurity (UNCTAD, 2021). Moreover, key drivers and
influencers of migration are directly linked to hunger, food
insecurity and poverty (FAO, 2021). While levels of food
insecurity amongst migrants and refugees in urban areas
of the Global South have recently received some attention,
the relationship between migration and urban food supply
chains remains less understood. Modern approaches to
food safety management and control of food supply chains
in urban areas significantly contribute to addressing food
security challenges. Researchers have examined the inter-
sections of migration and food security, calling for interdis-
ciplinary research to document food insecurity in migrant
communities (Orjuela-Grimm et al., 2021). Following an
extensive literature review on food insecurity and a previous
study on the challenges faced by South Sudanese migrant
and refugee communities, as well as research on transform-
ing food supply chains in Nairobi, Kenya, it is necessary to
collaboratively explore how to reduce the food insecurity
challenges that South Sudanese migrants and refugees
face in urban settings. Over 60% of urban refugees in Nai-
robi are extremely food insecure despite food being a com-
mon form of support from agencies and non-government
organizations (NGOs) (Pape et al., 2021). Within the broader
context of Kenyan food insecurity and restrictions linked to
the UNHCR urban refugee status, the literature suggests
that urban refugees in Kenya have shared lived experiences,
outlining difficulties in accessing food after migration to
urban areas (Muindi & Mberu, 2019; Pape et al., 2021).

In December 2022, during a previous collaborative study
conducted by the University of Nairobi and the University of
the Fraser Valley under the MiFOOD Project of the Hungry
Cities Partnership and the MiFOOD Network, the research
team held three focus group sessions with South Sudanese
refugees (see Enns et al,, 2024). The participants included
registered urban refugees and refugees registered to a rural
refugee camp who opted to live in Nairobi or Nakuru. All
participants were between 19 and 32 years old and had re-
cently arrived in their respective urban locations. The study
highlighted the need and desire of youth for education and
training. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) estimates that only 6% of displaced youth
enroll in higher education, compared to a global average of
40% (UNHCR, 2023; Witthaus, 2023).

Eighty percent of participants in the previous study advo-
cated for programs and policies that would build their ca-
pacity, enabling them to exercise greater agency to improve
their lives. They ultimately sought greater economic free-
dom. The youth suggested that increased funding for small
business start-ups would enhance their financial flexibility,
in turn enabling them to better overcome food insecurity.
In short, the research findings advocate for the formulation
of clear policies and migration systems that prioritize the
needs of urban refugees to safeguard their rights and up-
hold human dignity. The previous paper concluded with a

Architecture for Spatially Just Food System Planning with and for Young South Sudanese Refugees in Urban Kenya _

reflection on the Nairobi context as a host centre, consider-
ing the opportunity to develop a sanctuary city framework
through collaborative engagement with donors, local host
and refugee communities, and other stakeholders to create
effective policies that promote stability, economic advance-
ment, and social integration.

While the overall focus of this subsequent paper is to docu-
ment research on the mapping of food supply chains, includ-
ing points of intersection for young South Sudanese urban
refugees in Kenya, the theme of fluidity, as it relates to the
youth’s official legal status and residential location, emerged
throughout the research process. The idea of fluidity here is
not surprising, as little has been written about the limitations
of categorizing youth refugees in ways that align with avail-
able resources. We draw on postcolonial theory to better
understand the fluidity of refugee mobility between South
Sudan and rural camps, as well as between rural camps and
urban areas in Kenya, contributing to postcolonial dispari-
ties (Sellman, 2018). Positionality can shift depending on
the researcher’s position at a specific moment, time, and
space (Bayeck, 2022); therefore, the role of researchers with
critical lived experiences was fundamental for this project.
We conclude by recommending that responsive, inclusive
community design be implemented to address social chal-
lenges, such as food security among refugee youth.

Contextualization

Conflict and Displacement in South Sudan

In 2013, civil war broke out in South Sudan, and though a
ceasefire was signed in 2018, instability and violence con-
tinued, displacing millions of citizens (Coates et al., 2007).
By the end of 2022, South Sudanese were the fifth-largest
population of refugees, refugees in refugee-like situations,
and others in need of international protection (USA for UN-
HCR, 2023; UNHCR, 2024). With Kenya's “open-door asylum
policy,” and being East Africa’s largest economy, South Su-
danese refugees have sought asylum within Kenya. Kenya
hosts approximately 830,000 refugees and asylum seekers,
with 25% being South Sudanese and about one-fifth being
urban refugees (HIAS, 2025; IIED, 2024; see Figure 1).

Refugees in Kenya

Refugees living in urban areas are often not registered with
UNHCR, and as they are also highly mobile, it is not easy
to estimate exact numbers (Easton-Calabria et al., 2022;
O'Callaghan et al., 2019; Perry, 2024). In fact, urban refugees
can become somewhat invisible as they are “absorbed into
the urban fabric, dispersed over the city, and highly mobile”
(UNHCR & World Bank, 2020). Indeed, the authors’ previous
study verified that refugee youth move between communi-
ties (see Enns et al, 2024). When we returned to offer the
training platform to the original participants, community
leaders reported that a majority of the youth had moved. Al-
though youth may live in an urban centre for a time, they may
also move between urban areas, their country of origin, rural
areas and camps. Despite this fluidity in residence, available
data indicate that refugees residing in Nakuru, Kenya, are
predominantly from South Sudan (Pape et al,, 2021). The



Figure 1. Registered Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Kenya
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Source: Adapted from UNHCR (2025).

figures for Nakuru highlight the significant challenges faced
by South Sudanese refugees when residing in urban areas.
In Nakuru, 55% of the refugee population is under 18 years
of age, compared to 41% in the host community (Pape et al.,
2021), and young adults often head households.

The high percentage of people under 18 years means Na-
kuru refugee households have the highest dependency rates
(Pape et al, 2021). Furthermore, in Nakuru, 61% of refugee
households are headed by women (compared to 41% in the
rest of the country), but women have a very low likelihood
of employment (Pape et al, 2021). In fact, in Nakuru, the
possibility of refugees being employed is only 12% (Pape et
al., 20217). With those statistics, it is not surprising that 68%
of the refugees in Nakuru face food insecurity. Combined
with such high dependency rates, these statistics indicate
that South Sudanese urban refugee children are at greater
risk for malnutrition.

South Sudanese refugees account for only 9% of the urban
refugee population in Nairobi, and although the numbers are
not proportionally smaller, they reflect the same struggles as
in Nakuru (Pape et al., 2021). While South Sudanese urban
refugees constitute a small share of the total urban refugee
population, there are over 10,000 registered in Kenyan cities.
Furthermore, in Nairobi, refugee households are more likely
to be headed by women and have a higher dependency ra-
tio than their hosts (Pape et al., 2021). Refugees in Nairobi
are also younger than their hosts (Pape et al, 2021). The
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refugees in Nairobi have a higher employment rate than
those in Nakuru, at 43%. Still, their secondary net enrollment
rate is 29%, and food insecurity is only slightly better than in
Nakuru, at 61% (Pape et al.,, 2021).

Historically, urban refugees receive less assistance. Al-
though the World Food Program (WFP) assists refugees
in camps in Kenya, it provides little to no food support to
urban refugees (Ahmed et al,, 2024). Even though moving
to urban centres means less support, refugees are drawn to
the greater economic opportunities that cities offer. Unfor-
tunately, in the cities, they face economic marginalization,
harassment by the state, and hostile host citizens (Ahmed
et al,, 2024). The withdrawal of USAID support has further
reduced food assistance for refugees in Kenya, exacerbat-
ing their food insecurity (Buchanan, 2025). In addition to
the reduction in food assistance, the lack of policy enabling
refugees to obtain employment despite the fluidity of their
residency status has created an environment where urban
refugees live a “precarious existence” in overcrowded settle-
ments and face food insecurity (Onyango et al., 2023). Other
challenges that urban youth face include:

A low loan availability rate: 40% of individuals access
loans from friends and family, while only 1 percent re-
ceive loans from banks (Pape et al., 2021).



Poor secondary school enrollment, with a net rate of 28%
(slightly higher at 31% for boys and lower at 24% for girls)
(Wangui & Kipchumba, 2024).

+ Harassment from officials (Muindi & Mberu, 2019).

+ Competition with locals for resources and employment
(Muindi & Mberu, 2019).

+ Previous education is often disregarded because em-
ployers are reluctant to recognize certifications from
foreign schools (Okello, 2024).

In February of 2022, a new Refugee Act came into effect
in Kenya. The act moves away from keeping refugees in
camps, focuses on socioeconomic integration (Department
of Refugee Services, 2023), and emphasizes freedom of
movement (IIED, n.d.). Through its “Shirika Plan,” the gov-
ernment aims to enable refugees to transition from relying
on aid to achieving long-term development and to share
prosperity with their host communities (U.S. Committee
for Refugees and Immigrants, 2025). This is a promising
development, as it not only enables refugees to contribute
more meaningfully to the economy but also affords them
greater dignity and self-determination. Hopefully, it will shift
how refugees are perceived: from vulnerable to capable and
from a burden to a benefit.

At the local level, cities have become the preferred venue for
implementing migration policies. Consequently, the division
between national and regional or municipal policy is clearly
visible. Cities have accepted responsibility for the arrival of
successive waves of immigrants who have come for eco-
nomic improvement, employment opportunities, or because
of war or natural disasters (Manfredi-Sdnchez, 2020).

Refugee Youth Health and Wellbeing Ecosystems

The World Health Organization (WHO) states that “the expe-
rience of migration is a key determinant of health” and that
refugees and migrants are the most vulnerable, often experi-
encing regularly occurring physical and mental health prob-
lems (WHO, n.d.). Youth health and wellbeing are strongly
dependent on both bio-physical and social environments, to
the extent that they should not be considered in isolation
(UN-Habitat, 2023; Rambaree et al., 2016). Rambaree et al.
created an “eco-social work framework for youth work with
refugees’, as shown in Figure 2 (2016). This framework is
grounded in the core values of holism, cultural competence,
human rights and social justice. The holism component em-
phasizes a comprehensive understanding of the social, eco-
nomic, ecological and civic dimensions of refugee youth's
lived experiences (Rambaree et al., 2016). The cultural com-
petence component emphasizes recognizing the diversity
of refugee youth's cultural backgrounds and orientations. In
contrast, the human rights and social justice components
ensure that refugee youth can participate in life and enjoy
an acceptable standard of health and wellbeing (Rambaree
etal, 2016).

Analyzing refugee youth health and wellbeing through an
ecosystem framework helps ensure young people have
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Figure 2. Eco-Social Work Framework for Youth Work with
Refugees
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Source: Rambaree et al. (2076)

access to resources that promote their physical, mental,
and social health and wellbeing (UN-Habitat, 2023). For ex-
ample, applying this framework could improve youths’ expe-
rience in their urban environment through greater access to
“safe and accessible parks and playgrounds, nutritious food
options, access to healthcare and mental health services,
supportive and caring relationships with adults and peers,
and opportunities for physical activity, creative expression,
and learning” (UN-Habitat, 2023).

Theoretical Framework

Postcolonial theory provides a lens for understanding mi-
gration within global and postcolonial contexts (Pingeot
& Pouliot, 2024; Sellman, 2018). Although human mobility
and resource issues predate postcolonialism, the global di-
vision of resources—such as food, water, and other natural
resources—is rooted in postcolonial disparities, which have
mainly shaped migration (Aljararwa, 2023; Sellman, 2018).
While postcolonial experiences of mobility may afford
more frequent access to spaces and places, not everyone
travels with the same level of status. Individuals crossing
borders may be categorized as migrants, refugees, exiles,
immigrants, tourists, or travellers (Pingeot & Pouliot, 2024;
Sellman, 2024; Watkins, 2016). Although these terms are
fluid, patterns of international movement are more acces-
sible to specific populations along the North—South divide
(Sellman, 2018). It is therefore crucial to consider the inter-
play between space, context, and identity in shaping urban
environments. Examining migration and resource access
through the postcolonial lens enables a deeper understand-
ing of the fluidity of mobility and migratory status, as well as
access to resources.

Research Aims

Building on the 2022 study, this study draws on critical
lived experiences to further examine food insecurity among
urban refugees in its full context, focusing on the barriers
and opportunities for young South Sudanese urban refu-
gees living in Nairobi and Nakuru, Kenya. While the earlier
study documented experiences of young South Sudanese
refugees, this research analyzes food systems and uses



a digital learning platform to gain insights. The previous
study focused on lived experiences during COVID-19; the
current study also targets youth (ages 19-32) but explores
linkages, perceived barriers, and opportunities for procuring,
growing, and selling food. This research aims to highlight
the dynamics of urban food supply chains in Kenya and
to examine the role of food and supply chains in the ex-
periences of South Sudanese urban refugees. As Kenya
moves towards strengthening its national safety nets and
potentially re-evaluating past labor restrictions for refugees
(Gikandi, 2020), understanding the barriers to food security
is necessary for informed policy decisions and the practical
implementation of strategies aimed at promoting food se-
curity and sustainable livelihoods for urban refugees within
the evolving framework of national safety nets.

Materials and Methods

Before conducting the research, the proposed study un-
derwent an extensive ethics review by the University of the
Fraser Valley. Researchers also obtained a National Com-
mission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI)
certificate from the Kenyan government. In addition, at the
start of the learning platform, participants were asked to
sign a consent form that explained the study’s purposes. Ev-
ery effort was made to follow ethical guidelines for research
with human participants.

The objective of this study was to document research on
food supply chain mapping, including points of intersection
for young South Sudanese urban refugees aged 19 to 32
years living in Kenya, and to identify barriers, constraints,
and opportunities for procuring, growing, producing, and
purchasing food. We recruited participants using purposeful
sampling. This research gathered just over 40 participants,
including individuals of all self-identified genders, with a fo-
cus on individuals who have recently relocated to Nairobi or
Nakuru from Kakuma in Kenya or South Sudan. Youth and
South Sudanese refugees were also engaged in the ideation
process, encouraging them to share their insights, experi-
ences, and innovative ideas for addressing food security
challenges.

Several qualitative data collection methods were employed
to understand the agricultural systems and enterprises, the
South Sudanese community’s role in these systems, and
food security and availability. The methods included surveys,
food diaries, and food maps. The data collection considers
the varied stories and backgrounds of the South Sudanese
refugee population. We focus on social relations and the
daily lives of actors, providing an institutional ethnography
for participants, including mapping key stakeholders.

The research team employed a human-centred design
methodology, building upon the ideation sessions from
the previous study. Through collaborative innovation, the
‘Seed to Market' training platform was developed, enabling
stakeholders, community leaders, and South Sudanese
refugees to collaborate and co-create innovative solutions
that transform urban food supply chains. The information
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presented on the learning platform was centred around the
needs, experiences, and aspirations that were identified in
the previous study. All participants were given access to an
interactive online ‘Seed to Market' training platform.

Surveys were embedded at the start and conclusion of the
course to measure changes in their understanding of the
subject matter and to evaluate the effectiveness of the digi-
tal learning platform. Participants were encouraged to share
the impact migration and food supply chains have had on
their livelihood since relocating to Nairobi and Nakuru.
Subsequently, the human-centred training program will im-
plement interventions in the key areas identified through the
previous study.

Throughout the course, participants submitted two ano-
nymized assignments. In the first assignment, participants
were asked to keep a food diary for T week, noting all meals
and snacks. To be consistent with the broader MiFOOD
research project on food security, the Household Dietary Di-
versity Score (HDDS) was used to analyze the food diaries.
The second assignment was for participants to create geo-
graphical and conceptual food maps. The purpose of the
food maps was to help participants identify where they can
obtain food in their community. Participants were asked to
consider and include on their map the prices of food, types
of food, where the food comes from, infrastructure barriers,
and accessibility. Overall, the food maps created by partic-
ipants highlighted where they sourced their food and any
barriers they encountered. Figure 3 illustrates a participant's
conceptual food map.

In addition to the surveys and assignments, all course par-
ticipants received a contest form as an option for sharing
their ideas and possibly winning a prize. The contest was
linked to the training’s learning outcomes. Respondents
were provided with tools to create a food-related social en-
terprise to address food insecurity challenges and gaps in
the food systems. The top three concepts were selected by
the South Sudanese research team members based on the
viability and potential impact.

Figure 3. Example of Participant Food Map




Results

Survey Results

Embedded surveys at the beginning and end of the course
enabled assessment of the effectiveness of the learning
material for participants. Their choices were on a Likert
scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The
higher their agreement, the stronger their knowledge, aware-
ness and/or confidence on the subject. The questions were
the same at the beginning and at the end of the course.

Completion and Participation

Regrettably, not all participants completed both surveys (15
completed one and 17 the other), which may have slightly
skewed the results. Participants were given a series of
statements to assess their understanding, awareness, and
confidence in the various topics covered. In summary:

42 participants enrolled in the digital course (see demo-
graphic chart in Figure 4).

+ 23 learners completed the online portion, and 14 submit-
ted food maps and diaries.

+ 8 of them submitted an optional business idea, and 3
have been selected to receive a small startup grant.

+ Emails encouraging participants to complete incomplete
assignments helped motivate some learners to act, but
others struggled to complete everything.

+ Participants were eager to receive a completion certifi-
cate from a Canadian university.

The completion rate reflects the struggles shown in the
eco-social work theory. If refugees are facing difficulties
in meeting basic needs, it will be challenging to complete
training regardless of the benefits.

Figure 5. Compiled Survey Results

Figure 4. Demographic Overview of Participants Compiled
from Surveys and Registration

Demographic Category

Male 68.9%
Gender
Female 31.1%
19-24 55.6%
Age
25-34 44.4 %
Refugee Camp 27.27%
Current
Residence
Urban Centre 63.64%

Knowledge Gains

Surveys showed increases in knowledge and understanding
for almost every statement (see Figure 5). In some cases,
the gains were considerable. Understanding of the following
showed significant improvement:

+ The different work permit classes in Kenya rose from
45.45% 10 87.5% (+42.0%).

Legal consequences of working without a work permit
increased from 63.64% to 100%.

+ Rights as a worker in Kenya grew from 36.36% to 87.5%
(+51.14%).

+ What a social enterprise has improved from 45.45% to
93.75%.

Survey Intake Versus Outtake Comparison

50%

40%
30%
20%
10%
0% I I Il e I E I .
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Knowledge gains were most significant in the section re-
lated to legal issues and workers’ rights. This unveils the
gap in critical information that refugees need to be able to
thrive after being forcibly displaced. As the eco-social work
framework suggests, when refugee youth fully understand
their rights, they are better able to attain a higher level of
wellbeing.

For some statements, the participants already had a high
understanding, so increases were less pronounced:

The difference between a resume and a CV increased
from 90.9% to 93.75%.

The purpose of a cover letter was already at 100%
agreement, but the percentage of “strongly agree” still
increased, indicating greater understanding.

The purpose of a business plan advanced from 90.9%
agreeing to 100%.

For statements regarding education, such as “l am aware
of the different types of educational institutions”, all partic-
ipants showed high agreement both before and after, with
only minimal improvement. This is likely due to the platform
requiring some educational background and speaks to the
way participants were recruited.

Confidence and Empowerment

Although the confidence statements scored high, confi-
dence sometimes decreased. Any gains were modest.
These results likely reflect the inconsistency that arose
because not everyone completed both surveys.

‘| feel confident in my abilities and skills to get a job”
dropped from 81.81% to 81.25%.

“| feel confident in supporting myself and/or others” con-
tracted from 72.72% to 68.75% (?3.97%).

‘| feel empowered to contribute to food security in my
community” increased from 90.91% to 93.75%.

Growing in confidence may require more active engagement
than this course demanded of the students.

Aspirations

The topics covered on the learning platform were very spe-
cific because researchers sought to improve food insecurity
through education and to build on the needs identified in
earlier focus groups. The lead researcher received emails
from several participants who were looking to build careers
in other fields, including politics and international relations,
nursing, African law, cybersecurity, community planning and
planning technique. Like young people everywhere, these
participants have a wide range of interests.
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Food Diaries and Refugee Food
Insecurity

Sources and Distribution of Food

Refugees rely on their families to send remittances. As one
female participant stated,

We don't get food unless | talk to my relatives who
are far away to give us something to eat. That is
how we survived. Other than that, there is [not] any
means of survival here in Nairobi (quoted in Enns et
al, 2024, p. 6).

They also rely on their local communities for support. When
food was short during COVID-19, refugees united and
shared their resources (Enns et al,, 2024). Members of the
South Sudanese community purchased food from markets,
shops and kiosks, which they then distributed among the
community (Enns et al., 2024). Another method was for
friends to come together, pool their money, and give it to the
friend most in need (Enns et al., 2024). These adaptations
show how refugees navigated food shortages and the diffi-
culties encountered during COVID.

Regarding the measurement of food quality, sources, and
their roles in the production, procurement, and sale of food,
it was found that 64% of participants still receive food from
aid organizations, while 45% use local shops and markets.
A male respondent explained, “Since | arrived in Kenya at
Kakuma refugee camp | got my food from aid organizations,
WFP, UNHCR etc. but when | moved to Nakuru town, | buy
food from markets.” 73% reported that they get most of their
food from aid organizations, and 27% buy food themselves.
One reason they buy their own food is that they do not re-
ceive aid in Nakuru.

Change in Variety and Nutritional Quality

Measuring dietary variety is insightful because it is directly
linked to food security. Dietary variety declines as food secu-
rity declines (Onyango et al.,, 2023). As seen in Figure 6, 46%
said their diet has less variety than when they were in South
Sudan. However, only 18% said the nutritional quality of the
food they eat has worsened (See Figure 7). These graphs
highlight the wide spectrum of food security challenges
that refugee youth face. They also indicate where to focus
interventions.

Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS)

The food diaries reveal more details. The average number of
meals per day was two. In the 186 meals reported, fruit was
only eaten three times. For 16% of the meals, the refugees
reported eating meat or fish. Their diets were carb-heavy,
with ugali (cornmeal), porridge, rice, bread, and chapati as
the main staples, usually served with beans and/or kale.
Most meals were prepared at home, with 16% purchased,
and 10% were at school. Participants primarily reported
feeling happy or relaxed after eating, with a few reporting
feeling sleepy or tired. As shown in Figure 8, the participant
who reported the most food in their food diary scored a 7



in the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS), meaning
they consumed 7 out of 12 food groups in 24 hours (Tufts
University, 2023). The participant who reported the least
scored a two, indicating consumption from only two food
groups (Tufts University, 2023). A score of less than three
is considered severely food insecure, while seven is mildly

Figure 6. Changes in the Variety of the Participants’ Diet

18%

Figure 7. Changes in Nutritional Quality of Participants’ Diet

36%

18%

Figure 8. Food Diaries and HDSS Scoring

food insecure (WHL, n.d.). The scores in Figure 8 reveal that
young refugees confront varying levels of food insecurity.

In addition to HDDS, another method for measuring food
insecurity is the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale
(HFIAS). HFIAS is used to determine the prevalence of food

Less Variety
Diets have less variety in Kenya

More Variety
Diets have more variety in Kenya

Stayed the same

no change in variety

Improved

. Worsened

. Stayed the Same

A

CEREALS vV VV VVVVVVVYV
ROOTS AND TUBER v 4
VEGETABLES v Vv v Vv v Vv
FRUITS v v
MEAT, POULTRY, OFFAL v v v Vv
EGGS v
FISH AND SEAFOOD
PULSES, LEGUMES,NUTS s s ./ v Vv v
MILK & MILK PRODUCTS
OIL/FATS v Vv v
SUGAR/HONEY v
MISCELLANEOUS v Vv v v
TOTAL SCORE 2 2 4 5 2 2 27 3 3 7
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insecurity through a survey that asks participants if they
experienced worry about food or a reduction in their eating
habits in the last four weeks (Coates et al.,, 2007). However,
rather than applying the HFIAS survey directly, this study
examined changes in participants’ diets since arriving in
Kenya to explore how displacement affected participants’
food access and dietary patterns.

Roles in Procuring, Growing and Selling Food

When asked about their sources of food, 9% receive food ex-
clusively from UN-affiliated food programs. This is concern-
ing, given that USAID’s withdrawal of financial support for
food programs has led the WFP to reduce rations to 40% of
a complete ration (WFP, 2025). At the same time, 73% report
that their role is only as buyers. A male respondent indicated
that they buy "because we cannot cultivate in Kenya. No
land for farming.” When households rely on purchasing food
from either the formal or informal sector, they are vulner-
able to price increases (Onyango et al., 2023). Despite the
challenges mentioned by one participant, 9% report growing
food to some degree, and 18% do some selling. Regarding
how their roles have changed in obtaining or producing
food since moving to Kenya, 64% reported selling less, 18%
reported growing less, 18% reported remaining the same,
and 9% report growing more. These roles reinforce how
refugees’ residential circumstances and legal status limit
their agency.

Finally, insights from community co-author William Kolong
Pioth give further context to the experiences reported by
South Sudanese urban refugee youth. Decolonizing knowl-
edge and research requires responding to the insights of
those with lived experience (Tembo, 2022). As William
Kolong Pioth noted, “donors and stakeholders should under-
stand that the movements of South Sudanese urban youth
refugees are complex and fluid, influenced by shifting secu-
rity dynamics, economic conditions and strong social ties.
Support that addresses both protection and sustainable
livelihood options is essential to respond effectively to their
diverse and evolving needs” In reviewing the findings, Pioth
verified that South Sudanese youth refugees sometimes re-
turn to refugee camps due to ongoing conflict and insecurity
in South Sudan, as well as the lack of livelihood opportuni-
ties and limited access to basic services within the country.
William shared that even when youth refugees move to
urban areas in Kenya, they are reluctant to give up their ref-
ugee status because life in the camp, despite its hardships,
provides them with protection and access to humanitarian
aid that they may not be able to secure otherwise. Some
South Sudanese urban refugee youth may return to South
Sudan for family reasons, to seek employment with INGOs
or NGOs, or to reconnect with their communities, despite
the risks involved.

Case Studies

Upon completing the course, learners were invited to submit
a business idea related to food security. The ideas further
reflect the hopes and aspirations of urban refugee youth.
Submissions ranged from pharmacies to cybersecurity and
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clothing. The top three ideas were selected to win a financial
award to help them start their businesses. The following are
the three winning ideas. Their names have been changed,
and their stories have been fictionalized.

A New Dawn for Atem

Seated by the window of their small two-bedroom house,
Atem waited quietly for the sun to rise. This morning felt
different, quieter, heavier. His family had just arrived in a new
country called Kenya, far from the home he once knew in
South Sudan. As the first rays of sunlight touched the hori-
zon, Atem'’s heart sank with the realization that he would no
longer see his little cousins running around the compound,
hear Auntie Angwesi preparing breakfast before everyone
woke, or sit with his childhood friends as they watched the
sun rise together.

South Sudan, his beloved home, had been torn apart by
war and political instability. Going back was not an option.
So here he was in a strange land, with just his mother and
two younger siblings, Gaso and Deng, trying to figure out
what this new life would look like. Though uncertain about
the future, Atem made a promise to himself that morning:
“No matter what, | will make the most of this new begin-
ning.” Fortunately, Atem had completed high school back
in South Sudan and spoke English fluently, which helped
him communicate in Kenya. He could talk to the neighbors,
shopkeepers, street food vendors, and people in the market.
Most importantly, he was able to register his brothers in
school, a small but powerful step in building a new life.

Life in Kenya was not easy. As foreigners, Atem’s family
was not legally allowed to work. They could not own land
or grow their food. Every meal depended on donations from
organizations like UNHCR or whatever little they could buy
from the local market. Their survival depended on remit-
tances sent by relatives abroad. It was tough, and many
days tested their strength. Atem did not let the struggle
break him. Instead, it sparked an idea. He dreamt of starting
a small convenience store, one that would serve people in
his community with affordable everyday items.

He did not want it to stop there. Atem imagined a section
dedicated to fresh produce, sourced from local farmers. He
even envisioned creating community gardens where peo-
ple from the South Sudan community could rent space to
grow their food, since the laws in Kenya did not allow them
to farm where they lived. Atem also hopes to further his
education in Information Technology. He believes that with
tech skills, he could better serve his community, offer faster,
smarter solutions and maybe even create digital platforms
to support migrant families like his.

Atem’s story is a reminder that while no one is ever truly pre-
pared for the life of a migrant, having courage, vision, and an
open mind can turn even the hardest journey into a powerful
one. To every young person starting over, remember this:
“Your challenges don't define you, your dreams do.”



Sowila’s Ride

In the breathtaking heart of Kenya's Great Rift Valley, where
flamingos stroll across lake waters and diverse communi-
ties mingle in harmony, a young South Sudanese girl named
Sowila began a new chapter of her life. She is beautiful,
resilient, and driven, qualities that carried her from the dusty
plains of Kakuma Refugee Camp to the vibrant town of
Nakuru.

Life in Kakuma Refugee Camp had been hard. As a refugee
and a young adult, opportunities were limited, and the future
often felt uncertain. Many of Sowila’s friends had left the
camp for better chances in Nakuru and encouraged her to
do the same. After much thought, she made the bold de-
cision to leave behind the only home she had ever known.
With nothing but a suitcase and her bicycle, she boarded
the next matatu (bus) and set off to chase something more.
Cycling had always been her passion. In Nakuru, her bicycle
became more than just transportation; it was her tool for
survival. It saved her from spending money on crowded
matatus or boda bodas (motor bicycles) and gave her the
freedom to move through the city on her terms.

As Sowila began settling into her new environment, she no-
ticed a recurring problem: the local markets sold low-quality,
overpriced produce that often sat too long on the shelves.
To ensure she ate well, she started cycling every Sunday to
nearby farms, where she could buy fresh fruits and vege-
tables directly from farmers, of better quality at fair prices.
Word spread quickly. Neighbours and friends saw the value
in what she was doing and soon began asking her to pick
up produce for them too. It was not long before they started
paying her for deliveries. Her simple routine turned into a
growing service.

What began as a way to feed herself evolved into a small
business. Sowila was now a trusted bridge between farmers
and households, delivering fresh, affordable produce with
speed, care, and her own two legs. As demand grew, so did
her vision. She imagined a sustainable delivery business
that could do more than just move food. She saw bicycles
as vehicles for community empowerment, connecting
farms to homes, promoting healthy living, creating jobs for
youth, and supporting local agriculture, all while protecting
the environment. Her dream was clear: a youth-led bicycle
delivery network that provided healthy produce to door-
steps, encouraged physical activity, and saved people time
and money. For South Sudanese youth like herself, it would
also be a source of pride and purpose.

Determined to take this idea further, Sowila drafted a busi-
ness plan and shared it with William Kolong, a respected
leader in the South Sudanese community in Nakuru. She
hoped that, through his connections to different beneficia-
ries, she could secure funding to recruit more youth and
purchase additional bicycles to expand her venture. William
is well connected to the University of the Fraser Valley and
had been supporting the MiFOOD Project and Seed-to-Mar-
ket Training, which was ongoing at the time Sowila reached
out. He was happy to make the connection, and Sowila was
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able to expand on her business idea upon the completion of
the online seed-to-market training.

Looking back, Sowila is humbled by how far she has come.
Born in a refugee camp to parents who fled war-torn South
Sudan, she once knew nothing beyond the camp'’s fences.
Leaving Kakuma had been a leap into the unknown, but one
that transformed her life. Today, Sowila shares her story to
inspire others. She often tells young people, “Even a bicycle
can become a bridge to your dreams if you believe and be-

gin’

Beyond the Market: A Garden for Nyaboth

“Nyaboth,” Mama Finza called.

“Yes, Mother?” Nyaboth answered, turning from the half-
washed dishes.

“Here is 2000 shillings,” Mama Finza said, pressing the worn
note into her daughter's hand. “Go to Umoja market centre
and get us some vegetables for today’s meals, please.”

Nyaboth sighed softly, pocketing the money. “What should
| buy today?”

‘Sukuma wiki (kale), tomatoes, onions, garlic, spinach, dry
fish and two kilos of ugali (corn) flour,” Mama said. “When
mama mboga (woman vegetable vendor) cuts the sukuma
wiki, ask her ‘Ongeza kidogo Tafadali,’ which means add a
little more, please! in Swahili, and when she adds more, don't
forget to say ‘Asante’ (Thank you).”

Nyaboth rolled her eyes and gave a small smile. “Mother, you
don't have to remind me every day. | probably know more
Swahili than you by now.” Mama Finza chuckled, turning
back to her beans. “Still, reminders don't hurt.”

Nyaboth grabbed the faded green reusable bag hanging by
the door and stepped outside, her feet crunching the dry
earth. It was just after breakfast, as usual. That was Mama's
favourite time to send her, right when the market produce
was freshest, and the sun had not fully scorched the ground.
However, the truth was that the sun always caught up.

From my spot on the front step, | watched her trudge off,
pulling her sweater sleeves up in preparation for the heat.
She quickly disappeared down the narrow path that led out
of our neighbourhood. She did this almost every day. | never
really paid attention until one day, | offered to go with her.
The walk to Umoja was longer than | imagined. It wound
through dusty roads and down rocky footpaths. My flip-
flops scraped my heels raw. Nyaboth did not complain; she
just walked on, quick and determined.

The market was alive when we got there, with women calling
out prices, babies crying, and the smell of fried fish and ripe
bananas thick in the air. Nyaboth knew where to go, whom
to greet, and how to negotiate with the vendors. | stood awk-
wardly beside her as she bargained with a mama mboga,
holding out the sukuma wiki and saying politely, “Ongeza
kidogo tafadhali” The mama mboga laughed and obliged.



On our way back, | offered to carry the bag. Only then did
| feel the weight she dealt with. My arms ached halfway
through, but she just kept going, barely noticing. By the time
we reached home, | was drenched in sweat, my feet were
sore, and my shoulders were burning. That day changed
something in me. | realized that her daily trips were not just
chores; they were labour. And like her, many other girls in
Nakuru bore the quiet burden of feeding their families. Some
of them walked even farther. What about during the rainy
season? What about when they were sick?

That evening, still stiff from the walk, | lay on the couch,
scrolling through WhatsApp. A message came in from
William Kolong, a well-known figure in our South Sudanese
community. “Hello youth! Sign up to be part of Seed-to-
Market—a focused group research project led by MiFOOD
Network. We're looking to understand how South Sudanese
youth access food before and after COVID-19. Join us and
share your experience!”

My eyes lit up. This was something | wanted to be part of. It
was not just about food. It was about voices, about stories
like Nyaboth's. | signed up immediately. Sharing my family’s
experience, especially what | had seen Nyaboth go through,
felt important. When the focus group met, we talked about
more than just food; we talked about access, about dignity
and survival in the context of being South Sudanese refu-
gees living in Kenya.

After sharing our stories, we were challenged to think of
business ideas that could benefit our communities. That
is when the idea came to me: a small kitchen garden, right
here in Nakuru. With just $250, | imagined starting some-
thing simple but powerful, a small garden that would pro-
vide fresh vegetables to at least one vulnerable household
or community group. Here was the plan:

Find a suitable location: a backyard, community plot, or
even a school ground.

+ Prepare the land and improve the soil.

+ Purchase seeds: spinach, sukuma wiki, tomatoes, and
onions, which are fast-growing and high-yielding.

+ Train a few people in basic gardening techniques.
Monitor growth and harvest for daily home use.

| budgeted $30 for seeds, $130 for gardening tools and ma-
terials, $30 for training, $40 for protective fencing, and $20
for miscellaneous items.

The goal of this business idea was not just vegetables. It
was about sustainability, nutrition, health, skills, and em-
powering people with the ability to feed themselves. After
the first harvest, some of the produce could be sold or saved
for replanting. Over time, others could replicate it at home.
People would not have to walk miles under the sun just
to put dinner on the table. Maybe one day, Nyaboth would
not need to carry that heavy grocery bag every morning.
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Instead, she could pick fresh sukuma wiki from right outside
our door.

I am grateful to our community leader, William Kolong, for
sharing the MiFOOD Research and Seeds-to-Market Train-
ing Platform through the University of the Fraser Valley. This
training has empowered South Sudanese youth like me to
be innovative and create sustainable food systems for our
communities. It planted a seed not just in the sail, but in us.

Discussion

Through this study, the Seed-to-Market course was created
as a research tool and in response to the research team’s
previous study findings. Postcolonial concepts guided each
phase of research. The research team sought to learn, from
the perspective of marginalized urban refugee youth, about
their food security, further extending themes generated
in previous ideation sessions. The learning platform, as a
research tool, was a direct response to participants’ desire
for increased agency in meeting their needs. The eco-social
work framework is used to assess how increased knowl-
edge and access to affordable food systems improve the
health and wellbeing of refugee youth. The learners who
completed the course reported significant gains in their un-
derstanding, awareness and empowerment of the subject
material. Over 50% completed a combination of the various
course elements.

Given the precarious situation of urban refugee youth, to
be truly effective, the platform faces some challenges that
need to be addressed. For example, the varied participation
levels suggest that more support, such as a facilitator, may
be helpful for future versions of the training. Finding ways
to support highly mobile people is complex. Some refugee
youth may be reluctant to move ahead in getting citizenship
or official work permits because of concerns about losing
the financial support they receive as refugees.

Even so, as evidenced by the additional course requests,
urban refugee youth are eager to learn and receive an
education. However, refugees face several challenges in
pursuing education and training. Some of those who did not
complete the course likely faced some of these constraints.
Refugees have limited internet access; even urban refugees
are confronted with a “digital divide” (Crea & Sparnon, 2017,
Mupenzi et al, 2020; Taftaf & Williams, 2020; Witthaus,
2023; Witthaus & Ryan, 2021).

Another challenge is the life load that refugees carry (Hews
et al, 2022), with many refugees dealing with trauma,
homelessness, and uncertain futures that make it difficult
to obtain online education (Witthaus, 2023). Therefore, to
support refugees in completing online courses, their basic
capabilities need to be addressed. They should not have to
worry about shelter, food, or the financial resources needed
for survival (Mkwananzi, 2019, p. 187; Witthaus, 2023).
Managing these obstacles is crucial for refugee youth to
participate meaningfully in community food systems.



A key component of a healthy ecosystem is the provision of
safe and nutritious food. Adequate access to and security of
food are central to the health and wellbeing of refugee youth
and their families. When food access is unstable, refugee
youth are likely to accept any available food, regardless of
their preferences and religious/non-religious dietary restric-
tions (Enns et al., 2024). While the case studies highlight the
hopes and aspirations of refugee youth, they also demon-
strate the youth's willingness to be active participants in their
community food system. Atem dreamt of being allowed to
work in Kenya so he could open a convenience store that
provided affordable, everyday items. Sowila left Kakuma
Refugee Camp for Nakuru and used her bicycle to create a
small business delivering fresh, inexpensive produce from
the farm to her neighbours. Nyaboth created a plan to create
a “small kitchen garden” in Nakuru to provide fresh produce
to vulnerable households and community groups.

Conclusions

Significance and Implications

Providing accessible, relevant online training to urban refu-
gee youth is an investment in human capital that empowers
them to achieve socioeconomic independence (Kamau
& Mwenda, 2021). Recognizing the capacities of refugee
youth and empowering them, rather than viewing them as
a vulnerable group, will enable them to increase their food
security and become an economic engine in Kenya (Easton-
Calabria et al., 2022; Kamau & Mwenda, 2021). In line with
the eco-social work framework, this more holistic research
approach illustrates a strategy for further empowerment.

In confronting food insecurity, urban farming can help refu-
gees to become more self-sufficient. By growing their own
food, refugees can add variety and quality food to their diets
and sell the surplus to supplement their income (Oyuela,
2019). As Johanna Mendelson Forman, a Distinguished Fel-
low at the Stimson Center's Food Security Program, asserts,
“Food can be a powerful force for social integration” (Oyuela,
2019). Urban farms have the added benefit of transforming
spaces. They not only provide food but also beautify spaces,
giving people a sense of home and hope (Schulze, 2018).

While the overall focus of this paper is to document research
on mapping food supply chains, including points of intersec-
tion for young South Sudanese urban refugees in Kenya, the
theme of fluidity in refugee residence emerged throughout
the research process. Available data indicate that refugees
residing in Nakuru, Kenya, are predominantly from South
Sudan (Pape et al.,, 2021), whereas only 9% of those in Nai-
robi are from South Sudan. However, in both cities, the study
found that refugee youth are highly mobile and may live in
an urban centre for a time or move between urban and rural
areas, never updating their UNHCR status. The case study
narratives highlight examples of refugee youth who chose to
leave the Kakuma Refugee Camp and move between South
Sudan and Nakuru or Nairobi, Kenya, without changing their
residential status. This fluidity speaks to the need for flexible
program design and flexible localized support.
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Nairobi is constantly reshaped by various actors, echoing
colonial influences, including the 81,000 refugees that live
there (USA for UNHCR, 2023). Definitions of formal, infor-
mal, urban, non-urban, and refugee versus permanent-sta-
tus residents are fluid and are not adequately accounted
for in program development and funding. This attempt to
categorize refugees without allowance for ease of updates
potentially restricts access to relevant support, further mar-
ginalizing youth refugees who are highly mobile.

Limitations

Unfortunately, the researchers faced several limitations that
curtailed the study's potential outreach, including delays
in approvals and an inability to reach as many youth par-
ticipants as intended. However, the focus of participatory
action research was still achieved. The approach allowed
the researchers to engage with urban refugee youth to
chart points of intersection across systems and begin to
gain a broader understanding that considers factors such
as gender, age, geographic location, and the unique situa-
tions participants are coming from, including how different
households address food security.

Some constraints encountered by the researchers included
the mobility of urban refugees. Many of the earlier partici-
pants had returned to South Sudan, preventing their partici-
pation in the second phase of the study. Further delays were
connected to the volatile situation in South Sudan (UNHCR,
2024). Due to the violence, the community outreach worker
who was to support the study in Nairobi had to return to
South Sudan, as he was engaged in pressing matters there.
His unavailability delayed the start of the study and reduced
the time available for data collection. In addition, urban
youth refugees have limited digital access. The individuals
who are in the greatest need could not use the learning
platform without some support with digital access. Lastly,
financial constraints limited the scale of this study.

Recommendations

With both urban centres hosting large numbers of refugees
and food assistance decreasing, refugee policy should
shift to allow refugees to work and access their programs,
regardless of the fluidity of their residency or refugee status.
Furthermore, urban centres should explore opening ongoing
opportunities for urban agriculture.

Actors such as Nairobi City County, humanitarian actors,
and land-use planners have an opportunity to build a re-
sponsive, inclusive community design that addresses social
challenges, including food insecurity among urban refugee
youth. Creating youth health and wellbeing ecosystems re-
quires a multisectoral, collaborative approach among young
people, healthcare providers, various levels of government
agencies, community organizations, and educators (UN
-Habitat, 2023). To address the health and wellbeing of
refugee youth, policymakers should adopt a more holistic
approach to monitoring and implementing programs, in
line with the eco-social work framework. Urban strategies
could involve collaborative food system initiatives, such



as shared urban farms and markets that leverage existing
long-term relationships with vulnerable youth in the commu-
nity, as youth represent the most significant proportion of
the population. Implementing food systems strategies can
strengthen refugee youth's food security and overall wellbe-
ing, as they move in and out of regions.
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