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Kenya’s Recognition of Refugee IDs for SIM Registration

An exciting development in Kenya’s refugee policy landscape has emerged with the
formal recognition of the Refugee Identity Card as valid identification for SIM card and
telecommunications service registration. Issued under Legal Notice No. 90 pursuant to the
Kenya Information and Communications Act (Cap. 411A), this change enables refugees to
legally access mobile services using their Refugee Identification.

This progressive reform carries far-reaching implications for digital inclusion, economic
empowerment, and social integration. Refugees are now able to register SIM cards in their
own names, thereby facilitating access to mobile communications, mobile money
platforms (such as M-Pesa), digital learning opportunities, employment pathways, and a
range of essential public and humanitarian services. The measure reinforces self-reliance,
curtails reliance on informal and precarious workarounds, and affirms personal dignity.

Importantly, this policy aligns with Kenya'’s obligations under the 1951 Refugee Convention
and the Global Compact on Refugees, while also advancing key Sustainable Development
Goals, including SDG 16.9 on legal identity and SDG 10 on reducing inequality. Moreover, it
achieves regulatory coherence by harmonizing the implementation of the Refugees Act,
2021, the Kenya Citizenship and Immigration Act, and the Data Protection Act, 2019, as
well as Gazette and Legal Notices, such as the Legal Notice No. 143.

Nevertheless, the realisation of this policy’s full potential will depend on addressing several
implementation  challenges. These include enhancing awareness among
telecommunications agents, expediting the issuance and renewal of refugee
documentation, integrating refugee data into national identity verification systems, and
installing data protection safeguards. Effective coordination among the Department of
Refugee Services, the Communications Authority, financial regulators, and
telecommunications providers will be indispensable.

This landmark reform sets a precedent within the region for inclusive and rights-based
policy innovation. It affirms that the formal recognition of refugee identity documentation
across sectors is instrumental in ensuring meaningful and equitable access to rights and
services. With sustained investment, institutional commitment, and inter-agency
collaboration, this policy stands to significantly advance refugee self-reliance and solidify
Kenya’s position as a leader in inclusive digital governance.
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