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INTRODUCTION

The High-Level Roundtable on Legal Identity, Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI), and
Economic Inclusion under the Shirika Plan was convened on 24 March 2026 at Strathmore
University, Nairobi, Kenya. The event was hosted by the Forced Migration and Displacement
Resecarch Hub (FMDRH), under the leadership of its Director, Allan Mukuki, in
collaboration with Civitas ID, led by Colin Walsh.

The Roundtable brought together representatives from the Government of Kenya, including
the Department of Refugee Services and the Directorate of Immigration Services, the Nairobi
County Government, development partners, technical stakeholders, private-sector actors, civil

society organisations, and refugee-led organisations.

The convening was deliberately structured as a decision-oriented engagement to identify
practical, time-bound, and scalable reforms to address systemic barriers that affect refugees'’

access to legal identity, public services, and economic participation.

CONTEXT AND STRATEGIC FRAMING

Participants recognised the Shirika Plan as a transformative policy framework marking an
important shift from humanitarian assistance towards development-oriented inclusion and

self-reliance.

Central to that transition is legal identity. The Roundtable affirmed that legal identity is not
merely an administrative or protection mechanism, but a foundational infrastructure for
economic inclusion. It enables access to employment, financial services, education, mobility,

and broader state systems.

The Refugee Identification Card was identified as a critical anchor within this ecosystem,
underpinning a range of derivative processes and access pathways. The Department of
Refugee Services (DRS) has implemented several Refugee Identification Card upgrades to
align with national identity standards. These improvements include expanding identification

numbers from 6 to 8 digits, issuing new numbers in perpetuity, and integrating a chip into the

physical cards.
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However, its practical effectiveness remains undermined by fragmentation across systems,

inconsistent recognition, and operational inefficiencies.

Participants further underscored the potential of interoperable Digital Public Infrastructure to
address these challenges, while emphasising that any such efforts must remain attentive to

national security, data protection, regulatory compliance, and system integrity.

KEY DELIBERATIONS

The discussions were grounded in practical experience and focused on administrative barriers,

regulatory constraints, system interoperability, and institutional coordination.

A central concern was the fragmentation of legal identity systems across institutions.
Participants noted that inconsistent verification and recognition standards frequently lead to
the rejection of otherwise valid documentation, thereby limiting access to services and

economic opportunities.

Significant administrative bottlenecks were also identified in the issuance and processing of
refugee documentation, particularly for work permits. These include prolonged processing
timelines, duplicative procedures, and insufficient transparency in decision-making. The
repeated use of generic grounds for rejection, such as “no merit,” was highlighted as a

particular concern.

Participants further observed that regulatory and compliance frameworks, especially within
the financial sector, remain poorly adapted to refugee documentation. In particular, Know
Your Customer (KYC) requirements continue to exclude many refugees from formal financial

systems and new solutions should be piloted to improve financial inclusion.

The burden of repetitive data collection across multiple institutions and systems was also
noted as a major inefficiency, contributing to increased transaction costs, administrative

delays, and declining trust in institutional processes.
Participants also raised concerns about national security, data protection, and regulatory

compliance in the context of digital identity expansion. The absence of harmonised protocols

and standards was identified as a significant gap requiring urgent attention.
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AGREED PRIORITY ACTIONS

The Participants agreed on the following priority actions:

1.Evidence and Data Consolidation
To formally request and consolidate data on refugee work permits from the Director General
of Immigration Services in order to establish a comprehensive evidence base on issuance,
uptake, processing timelines, approvals, rejections, and administrative constraints. This will

support targeted policy and administrative reform.

2.Sensitisation and Awareness
To undertake targeted sensitisation and awareness initiatives among refugee populations
regarding the requirements for accessing critical documents and the rollout and use of new-

generation identity systems, with a view to improving accessibility, understanding, and trust.

3.Research and Publication of Documentation Data
To support the systematic study and publication of data relating to refugee documentation
processes, including the administrative and regulatory reasons for rejection, delay, or non-

recognition, in order to strengthen evidence-based reform and policy dialogue.

4. Institutional Coordination
To strengthen coordination among government agencies, development partners, and technical
stakeholders through better communication, alignment of mandates, and more integrated

implementation approaches.

5.Engagement with Financial Sector Actors
To engage financial institutions and regulators in identifying practical compliance solutions
within existing legal and regulatory frameworks, including alternative verification pathways

under KYC requirements.

6.Economic Inclusion and Market Access
To promote refugee access to formal markets, with particular emphasis on employment and

enterprise development in sectors with strong inclusion potential.
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CONCLUSION AND WAY FORWARD

The Roundtable reaffirmed that recognized legal identity is a critical enabler of dignity,

agency, protection, and economic participation.

While Kenya has established a progressive legal and policy framework, participants emphasised
that the primary challenge lies in effective implementation. Bridging the gap between law and
practice will require coordinated, data-driven, and pragmatic interventions across institutions.

Participants underscored that strengthening legal identity systems, supported by an inclusive
and interoperable Digital Public Infrastructure, is essential to expanding access to services,

improving institutional efficiency, and advancing shared prosperity.

The success of these efforts will depend on sustained coordination, clear accountability, and
measurable outcomes. FMDRH is committed to circulating this Communiqué to all relevant

stakeholders and supporting follow-up mechanisms to track progress on the agreed actions.

DONE AT NAIROBI, KENYA, THIS 24TH DAY OF
MARCH 2026.
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