
Pathways to 
Employment
Angola Report

Rice fields in Luanda Norte Province, Angola. Photo by Yolande Conradie
1



PATHWAYS TO EMPLOYMENT ANGOLA REPORT  

About the RLRH

The Refugee-Led Research Hub RLRH) is an 
initiative of the Refugee Studies Centre RSC) at 
the University of Oxford. The RLRH is based in 
the UK and Kenya, with a research office located 
in Nairobi at the British Institute in Eastern Africa 
BIEA. We create opportunities for researchers 
with a displacement background to lead primary 
and secondary research studies in the field of 
forced migration, from start to finish. Our main 
thematic interests in Refugee Studies relate to 1 
livelihoods and self-reliance; and 2) leadership 
and participation of displaced populations in 
humanitarian response and policymaking. RLRH 
also provides a series of academic programmes 
which support graduate access and 
professional development for students with 
experiences of displacement. Visit our website 
for more information.

About the Author

Uwezo Ramazani is a researcher based in 
Tanzania with lived experience of displacement. 
Previously, he was Tanzania Lead Researcher 
for a study of refugee-led organizations  in East 
Africa on behalf of the Local Engagement 
Refugee Research Network LERRN) at Carleton 
University and the Refugee-Led Research Hub 
RLRH) at the University of Oxford. Earlier, he 
worked with Resilience Action International 
RAI, a refugee-led organization  operating 
mainly in Kakuma Refugee Camp in Kenya, most 
recently as Interim Executive Director. Uwezo 
was awarded two DAFI Albert Einstein German 
Academic Refugee Initiative) scholarships and 
the Mwalimu Nyerere Scholarship Scheme for 
people with physical disabilities, sponsored by 
the African Union. He holds an MA in 
governance and leadership  from the Open 
University   of  Tanzania  as   well  as  an  MA  in 
Public Administration from Mzumbe University, 
Tanzania. You can reach him at
uwezo.ramazani@refugeeledresearch.org

About the Research Assistant

Stela Amanuel is a lawyer who graduated 
summa cum laude from the School of Law, 
College of Business and Social Sciences in 
2021. During her five years at the Law School, 
she worked as a part-time librarian, tutor and 
writer for the Eritrean Profile English Newspaper. 
Stela worked as a case flow manager at the 
Ministry of Justice in Asmara, Eritrea until 
September 2022. Stela has also contributed to 
several research essays for the American Bar 
Association, which have been published. Stela is 
currently pursuing her postgraduate studies in 
Human Rights and Global Ethics at the 
University of Leicester. She can be reached 
emeraldnathanael@gmail.com.

Acknowledgements

The author, Uwezo Ramazani, is grateful for the 
support provided by the Refugee-Led Research 
Hub during data collection and report writing, 
especially, Mohamed Hassan, Fardosa Salah, 
Buhendwa Iragi, and Grace Isimbi.Stela Amanuel 
led data collection efforts in Angola, and Pauline 
Vidal provided helpful feedback on the early 
draft stages.

The team benefited from the support provided 
by the Amahoro Coalition. Most of all, we are 
grateful to fellow refugees and stakeholders in 
Angola who took the time to engage with us as 
respondents.

About the Authors

2

How to Cite

Ramazani, U. 2025. ‘Pathways to formal 
employment in Angola.̓  Amahoro Coalition 
and the Refugee-Led Research Hub, April 
2025. 



PATHWAYS TO EMPLOYMENT ANGOLA REPORT  

Table of Contents

Introduction
Executive summary
Acronyms
Angola situation snapshot
Objectives
Research methods

1. Policies and legal frameworks that govern refugeesʼ access to employment
Overview of policies and legal frameworks in Angola

2. Challenges to Access Formal Employment in Angola
Access to Work
Access to Business Licenses

3. Collaborations and partnerships

4. Recommendations

3

5
6
7
8
9

10

11
12

14
15
18

19

21



Introduction

4



PATHWAYS TO EMPLOYMENT ANGOLA REPORT  

● In Angola, the majority of refugees and 
asylum seekers 70%) live in the capital, 
Luanda, and in the province of Lunda 
Norte, where the Lovua settlement is 
located.1 

● Under the 10/15 law, refugees in Angola 
have the right to engage in formal 
employment  opportunities as other foreign 
citizens, but in practice there are no clear 
procedures they can follow to have access 
to apply as refugees. 

● There is no consensus on whether or not 
refugees need a work permit to access 
formal employment. However, employers 
insist that refugees should have work 
permits to be eligible for formal 
employment. There is evidence that 
employers apply for work permits on 
behalf of potential refugee job applicants 
who have a passport from their country of 
origin.

● Refugees in both settlements and urban 
areas are concentrated in the informal 
sector and they cannot register their 
businesses or obtain business licences 
because they do not have access to 
business licences under the law. There is 
also no evidence of refugees being hired 
by humanitarian organisations as incentive 
workers, either in the Luvua settlement or 
in the urban areas.

● Refugees in Angola are unable to access 
financial services. The refugee ID is not 
accepted by financial institutions for the 
opening of bank accounts or the operation 
of mobile money services. 

● Refugeesʼ access to formal employment is 
also hampered by language barriers and 
lack of access to higher education support 
programs. 

● The Joint UNHCR and World Food 
Programme Livelihood and Economic 
Inclusion Strategy initiated a 5-year 
initiative to support refugee livelihoods in 
Angola, but it does not focus on integrating 
refugees into formal employment and it 
only targets refugees in the settlement.

● This report recommends that: 1 UNHCR 
and WFP should scale up and expand the 
Livelihoods and Economic Inclusion 
Strategy to reach more than Congolese 
refugees, 2 UNHCR and its partners 
should also support refugees by improving 
their business skills and providing financial 
assistance to start and expand businesses, 
and 3 The Government of Angola to 
explicitly state whether or not refugees 
need a work permit to engage in formal 
employment.

Executive Summary
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1. UNHCR. “Angola: Operational Data Portal.ˮ  Accessed on 06 May 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/ago

Luanda, Angola. Photo by Eryxson Fonseca
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Acronyms

CARRA Centre for the Reception of Refugees and Asylum Seekers

DRC Democratic Republic of Congo

ICESCR International Covenant on Economic and Social Cultural Rights

ID Identity Document

INGO International Non-governmental Organisation

OAU Organisation of African Unity

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

WFP World Food Program
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Historically, Angola is a source, transit, and 
destination for refugees. Following the end of 
the 19752002 Angolan Civil War, the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
UNHCR) supported the voluntary repatriation of 
over 523,000 Angolan refugees between 2003 
and 2015, half of them residing in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo DRC.2 In 2017, 
the UNHCR scaled up its activities in Angola 
following an influx of Congolese refugees 
fleeing conflict in the Kasai region.3

As of September 2024, Angola is host to 
approximately 55,793 refugees and asylum 
seekers, distributed between 25,315 refugees 
and 30,276 asylum seekers.4 Close to half 
come from the Democratic Republic of Congo 
41.3%, followed by Guinea 16.7%, Côte 
d'Ivoire 11.4%, Mauritania 10.3%, Somalia 
3.6%, Sudan 3.5%, Sierra Leone 3.4%, 
Eritrea 3.4%, Chad 1.7%, Liberia 1.2%, 
Rwanda 1.1%, and 2.4% from other 
nationalities.5

According to the UNHCR, some of these 
refugees and asylum seekers have been in a 
protracted situation for more than three 
decades, although UNHCR does not provide a 
breakdown of new arrivals compared to 
protracted refugees.6 According to UNHCR, the 
government has not been receiving new 
refugee arrivals from the DRC since 2017 and by 
2019, about 4,337 have returned through 
voluntary repatriation.7 There is no available 
evidence on recent caseloads processed in 
other parts of Angola. 

The majority of refugees and asylum seekers 
live in the capital, Luanda, and in the province 
of Lunda Norte, in the northeast of the 
country.8 Almost 70% of registered refugees 
and asylum seekers live in Luanda. The 9,023 
DRC refugees who fled the Kasai region and got 
prima facie recognition in 2017 live in Lunda 
Norte – out of this caseload, over 6,000 live in 
Lovua Settlement, the only refugee camp in the 
country.9 The remaining refugees and asylum 
seekers live across 12 provinces.10 As opposed 
to the Kasai caseload from 2017, other regular 
caseloads, including Congolese asylum seekers 
and refugees, are received “out of campˮ11 and 
considered urban refugees.12 

Angola Situation Snapshot

Country assessment: 
● Unclear legal environment with highly 

limited legal access to the job market.
● Limited literature available publicly, 

many gaps in knowledge.

2. UNHCR. “Angola: Operational Data Portal.ˮ  Accessed on 06 May 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/ago
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. UNHCR, “Operational Data Portal-Angola Population of Concern Snapshot.ˮ  May 2023. https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/101122
7. UNHCR, “Monthly Refugee Population Statistics-Angola,ˮ  April 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/108433
8. UNHCR. “Angola: Operational Data Portal.ˮ  Accessed on 06 May 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/ago
9. UNHCR. “Angola: Operational Data Portal.ˮ  Accessed on 06 February 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/ago ; “A prima facie 
approach to recognition of refugee status is particularly suitable to humanitarian emergencies and large-scale arrivals of refugees fleeing 
from situations in their countries of origin that include conflict, massive human rights violations, generalised violence, or events that seriously 
disturb public order as well as persecution of groups of similarly situated individuals.ˮ  See: UNHCR, “Emergency Handbook-Prima facie 
approach to recognition of refugee status.ˮ  
10. UNHCR. “Angola: Operational Data Portal.ˮ  Accessed on 06 February 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/ago
11. Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 Of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea/article/download/101758/60710/0
12. UNHCR, “Operational Data Portal-Angola Population of Concern Snapshot.ˮ  May 2023. 
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/101122
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Employment of refugees in Angola is limited 
by significant practical restrictions in the 
country. It is difficult for refugees in Angola to 
engage in any formal employment. In practice, 
refugees in Angola are concentrated in the 
informal sector and there is no access to formal 
employment opportunities.13 In urban centres, 
refugees work in “food sales [in canteens and 
open-air stalls], beauty salons, [...] street sales, 
informal exchange of foreign currency, 
passenger transport, automobile and motorcycle 
repair, mobile phone rental.ˮ 14 In 2020, UNHCR 
established a market centre in Lovua settlement, 
where refugees operate a variety of businesses, 
including hair salons, food eateries, shoe shops, 
electronic shops and pharmacies.15 

This study aims to examine the process of hiring 
refugees, with a focus on the gaps that exist 
between policy and practice, and how the 
private sector can meaningfully engage in this 
process by asking:

1. What policies and legal frameworks govern 
refugeesʼ access to employment in 
Angola?

2. What processes do refugees in Angola 
need to follow to find employment in 
Angola? What challenges do refugees face 
in following the required steps to 
employment in Angola?

3. What are the challenges private sector 
actors face in order to employ refugees in 
Angola?

4. How can collaboration and partnerships 
between stakeholders be improved to 
create a more enabling environment for 
refugee employment in Angola?

This study, conducted in partnership with the 
Mastercard Foundation, supports the 
Amahoro Coalition's mission to promote 
dignified and fulfilling livelihoods for refugees 
and displaced persons across Africa through 
multi-sectoral collaboration. It aligns with the 
Foundation's strategic objective of enabling 
2.5 million young refugees and displaced 
individuals to access meaningful employment 
by 2030.

The research examines current policies, 
challenges, and opportunities affecting 
refugees' access to formal employment in 
host countries, identifying key barriers and 
recommending strategies to strengthen 
employment pathways and promote 
socio-economic integration into host 
communities. The views expressed herein do 
not necessarily represent those of the 
Mastercard Foundation, its staff, or its Board 
of Directors.

Objectives

13.  Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea/article/download/101758/60710/0  
14. Ibid.
15.  UNHCR Africa. “ Omotola Akindipeˮ Accessed 14 May 2024 
https://www.unhcr.org/africa/news/stories/joy-and-relief-first-market-opens-refugee-settlement-angola 
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This Angola report is part of a 15-country study 
on hiring refugees, conducted by the 
Refugee-Led Research Hub, on behalf of the 
Amahoro Coalition. Data was collected 
in-person in September 2024.16

The data was collected mainly in the Lovua 
settlement, the only existing refugee settlement 
in Angola, and in Luanda, where the majority of 
refugees live. The research team conducted 
sixteen 16) interviews with refugees and 
stakeholders in Angola, including:

We acknowledge that due to the limited scope 
and budget of the study, the sampling strategy 
is neither systematic nor representative of the 
refugee population in Angola. To reduce bias, 
we have attempted to triangulate the data with 
the literature as much as possible. Although 
there was a large body of literature available 
online, the situation may have evolved and many 
sources may be out of date. As a result, this 
report does not provide a complete picture of 
refugee employment in Angola, but is intended 
to be useful as a basis for discussion and 
advocacy.

● Nine 9) refugees, four 4) in the 
settlement and five 5) in urban areas. Of 
the nine 9) refugees, four 4) were female 
and five 5) were male. In terms of 
nationality, there were two 2 Congolese, 
three 3 Ethiopian and four 4 Eritrean. Of 
the five 5) males, three 3) were 
unemployed (one of each nationality 
interviewed) and two 2) were employed as 
foreigners, both Eritreans, and of the four 
4) females, all were also employed as 
foreigners 2 Ethiopians, 1 Congolese and 1 
Eritrean). The employed respondents 
worked in hotels as cooks, in wholesale 
shops as salesmen and accountants, and 
in beauty salons as make-up artists. 

● Two 2) private companies running their 
businesses in Luanda that had refugee 
employees with work permits as foreign 
employees.

● Two 2 Government officials, both from 
the Immigration office. 

● One 1 International Non Governmental 
Organisation INGO serving refugees in 
Angola

● Two 2) broker experts who assist 
foreigners, including refugees, in 
accessing opportunities to work in Angola. 

Research Methods

16.  This study is covered by University of Oxford Project clearance SSH/ODID DREC C1A_23_083.   
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Access to 
Employment
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Angola has made several reservations to the 
1951 Refugee Convention. Angola is a 
signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, its 
1967 Protocol, the International Covenant on 
Economic and Social Cultural Rights ICESCR 
and the 1969 Regional Convention of the 
Organisation of African Unity OAU.17 However, 
Angola has declared that Articles 7,8, 9, 13, 15, 18 
and 24 of the 1951 Convention are only 
applicable provided they are not incompatible 
with the constitutional, legal provisions in force 
and national interest of the country.18 Angola has 
also made reservations on Article 17 
Wage-earning employment) and Article 26 
Freedom of movement).19

Notwithstanding these reservations, the 
national refugee law grants refugees the right 
to engage in gainful employment, under the 
same conditions as other foreign citizens. 
Angola passed its first national law Law 8/90 of 
May 26) governing refugee status in 1990. The 
law was then repealed and replaced by Law no. 
10 of 2015 Law 10/15.21 Article 39 of Law 10/15 
provides for refugees to have the same access 
to paid employment and social security systems 
as foreign citizens.22 This means that refugees 
must obtain a work permit in order to be eligible 
for formal employment, as foreign nationals 
cannot legally work in Angola without a work 
permit.

Freedom of movement is not applied equally 
to all refugees. Recognised refugees are 
guaranteed the freedom of movement in the 
national territory Article 41 of Law 10/15.23 
However, refugees who reside in Lovua 
Settlement in Lunda Norte province are not 
allowed to move outside of the camp and 
outside the province without authorisation.24 As 
no procedures exist for authorisation, every 
refugee who leaves the camp does so 
unlawfully.25 These periodic restrictions on 
freedom of movement have been a driving force 
for refugees Kasai caseload) to return to the 
Democratic Republic of Congo.26 

Overview of Policies and Legal Frameworks 
in Angola

17.  Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 Of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea/article/download/101758/60710/0;  
United Nations Human Rights, “UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights to review Angola.ˮ  08 June 2016. 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2016/06/un-committee-economic-social-and-cultural-rights-review-angola
18.  United Nations Treaty Conventions, “Angolaʼs declaration and reservations to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees.ˮ  
Accessed on 7 May 2024. https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetailsII.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=V2&chapter=5#EndDec  
19. Ibid.
20. UNHCR, “The Refugee Convention, 1951 ,ˮ https://www.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/legacy-pdf/4ca34be29.pdf 
21. Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 Of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea/article/download/101758/60710/0 
22. “The exercise of paid employment and access to the social security system to the beneficiary of the Refugee Statute, is permitted 
under the same conditions as the foreign citizens legally residing in Angola.ˮ  Angola: Law No. 10 of 2015, Law on the Right of Asylum and 
the Refugee Status, No. 10, 17 June 2015, https://www.refworld.org/legal/legislation/natlegbod/2015/en/122780 
23. Angola: Law No. 10 of 2015, Law on the Right of Asylum and the Refugee Status, No. 10, 17 June 2015, 
https://www.refworld.org/legal/legislation/natlegbod/2015/en/122780 
24. The International Refugee Rights Initiative IRRI, “Movement Restricted: Congolese refugees in Angola.ˮ  March 2018. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/angola/movement-restricted-congolese-refugees-angola-march-2018  
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
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Box 1. Angolaʼs Reservations to the 1951 
Conversion

● Article 7 Exemption from Reciprocity
● Article 8 Exemption from Exceptional 

Measures
● Article 9 Provisional Measures
● Article 13 Movable and Immovable 

Property
● Article 15 Right of Association
● Article 17 Wage-Earning Employment
● Article 18 Self - Employment
● Article 24 Labour Legislation and Social 

Security20
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Access to services provided by law remains 
unfulfilled, leading to risks of harassment. 
Article 13 of Law 10/15 established the Center for 
the Reception of Refugees and Asylum Seekers 
CARRA, to shelter refugees and asylum 
seekers who have no means of subsistence.27 
However, since CARRA has not yet been fully 
implemented, 95% of refugees and asylum 
seekers live in their own homes in urban 
areas.28 During routine roundups, particularly in 
Dundo, near Lovua Settlement, police detain or 
arrest refugees without cause and either destroy 
or confiscate their UNHCR-issued registration 
documents.29

Although they are not allowed, expulsions of 
refugees are reported by the international 
community. Expulsion of refugees and asylum 
seekers is prohibited by Angolan and 
international law. However, the Angolan 
government had “expelled hundreds of 
[refugees] back to the DRCˮ in 2015.30 Angola 
also routinely deports Congolese migrant 
workers who work in diamond mines in Lunda 
Norte: in 2018, 330,000 workers were expelled, 
and over 10,000 were expelled in 2023.31

Overview of Policies and Legal Frameworks 
in Angola

Refugees in Angola are unable to access 
financial services. The refugee ID is not 
accepted by financial institutions for the opening 
of bank accounts or the operation of mobile 
money services. Consequently, refugees are 
compelled to engage in monetary transactions 
exclusively in cash. Furthermore, refugees also 
register SIM cards using the identification of 
local community members.  

There is no evidence of the recognition of 
refugee qualification (certificates and 
diplomas) from their countries of origin in 
Angola. Angolaʼs refugee policy has not 
changed in the recent past, and there are no 
indications of any future policy changes.

27. Refworld Global Law and policy database,“Angola: Law No. 10 of 2015, Law on the Right of Asylum and the Refugee Status,ˮ  Article 13. 
https://www.refworld.org/legal/legislation/natlegbod/2015/en/122780
28. Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 Of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea/article/download/101758/60710/0
29. U.S. Embassy to Angola and Sao Tome and Principe, “2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Angola.ˮ  US Embassy in 
Luanda, 2022. https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/angola/ 
30. The International Refugee Rights Initiative IRRI, “Movement Restricted: Congolese refugees in Angola.ˮ  March 2018. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/angola/movement-restricted-congolese-refugees-angola-march-2018 
31. Aljazeera, “Dozens raped as migrant workers deported from Angola to DR Congo.ˮ  13 April 2023. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/4/13/dozens-raped-as-migrant-workers-deported-from-angola-to-dr-congo 

12

Box 2. Refugeesʼ access to financial 
services

“I didn't have a passport then, so I went to a 
bank in the city to open a bank account with 
just my refugee card, and they couldn't open a 
bank account for me. The bank manager told 
me that I was a foreigner, so I had to attach a 
copy of my passport. She added that the 
refugee card is not legitimate to open a bank 
account.ˮ  – A refugee key informant, 
September 2024



2. Challenges to 
Access Formal 
Employment in 
Angola
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The ambiguity of Law 10/15, discrepancies in its 
application and lack of guidelines make it 
difficult for refugees to obtain work permits. As a 
result, they may have to give up their asylum in 
order to work legally. 

According to the Immigration Office, refugees 
only require a refugee ID to be integrated into 
the workforce, as one immigration official 
pointed out: "We give refugees ID cards that are 
sufficient to integrate into the labour market". 
The refugee identity document ID) is issued by 
the government and renewed after every 2 
years. Chico 2020) says that refugees who are 
unable to secure gainful employment lack the 
necessary documentation, specifically a refugee 
ID, or that their ID is not recognised by 
employers.32 

However, employers and some law 
enforcement officials require refugees to have 
a work permit in order to access employment, 
arguing that the Law 10/15 requires refugees to 
be considered as foreign citizens when 
exercising their right to work. In addition, 
employers in Angola tend to perceive refugees 
as economic migrants. As a result, employers 
insist that refugee job applicants obtain a work 
permit if they want to be hired, regardless of 
whether they can prove their refugee status by 
showing their refugee ID (for those who have 
them). As refugees are in need of employment, 
some of them have managed to renounce their 
refugee status by applying for a passport at their 
respective embassies in Angola, and their 
employers have used their passports to apply 
for work permits for them. Once a prospective 
refugee job seeker has obtained a passport, an 
employer usually takes over the work permit 
application process. 

Access to Work

Employers apply for work permits on behalf of 
refugees or foreigners through brokers, and 
refugees do not have direct access to brokers.

32. U.S. Embassy to Angola and Sao Tome and Principe, “2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Angola.ˮ  US Embassy in 
Luanda, 2022. https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/angola/ 
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Box 3. Work permit requirement: 
contradictions across actors

"I can tell you about economic migrants, but we 
don't have refugees. However, economic 
migrants can obtain work permits to access 
formal employment by applying through 
brokers or intermediaries. They have to present 
a passport, a photograph and a certificate of 
ownership of a company." – A key informant 
from the Immigration Office, September 2024

“Refugees need to get their IDs and can apply 
for a job whenever there is an open vacancy.ˮ
–  A key informant from the Immigration Office, 
September 2024

“The ultimate problem here is you canʼt 
concurrently be a refugee and an employee. To 
this end, I first conceded my status as a 
refugee and applied for a passport and my 
employer processed a work permit for me.ˮ
– An employed refugee key informant, 
August 2024

“Whenever we recruit refugees, we make sure 
they apply for a passport from their embassies 
and then we apply to the immigration office for 
work permits through brokers. This is because 
once we are caught by government officials 
that we have foreign employees including 
refugees who do not have work permit, they 
charge us a lot [of] money.ˮ  – A key informant 
employer, September 2024
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Access to documentation remains a 
challenge, and makes economic integration 
difficult. Law no. 10 of 2015 provides for the 
granting of asylum and refugee status, but the 
government has not fully implemented the 
specific procedures for the submission of 
asylum application and refugee status 
determination.33 The issuing of new or renewed 
refugee cards and birth certificates for children 
born to refugees in the country has been halted 
by the government since 2015.34 A significant 
proportion of asylum seekers, around 30,276, 
particularly those who arrived in Angola 
subsequent to 2015, are undocumented.35 
Furthermore, those who had previously obtained 
refugee identification documents were unable to 
renew their expired documentation. As a 
consequence, refugees are unable to purchase 
SIM cards, register businesses, own property or 
cars in their names, obtain business licence, or 
receive higher education due to either expired 
or lack of legal documents.36 The government 
resumed registration of refugees and issuance 
of refugee identity cards on 9 August 2023 for 
refugees in the capital Luanda and the Kasai 
caseload, and as of December 2023, the 
government had issued 1,041 refugee identity 
cards.37 At the time of writing, no further 
statistics were available on the number of 
refugees processed for refugee cards.

Refugees also struggle to find formal jobs 
because of language barriers and 
discrimination, even if they have spent 
extensive time in Angola.38 The official 
language in Angola is Portuguese, refugees who 
do not speak Portuguese cannot access formal 
employment.

Access to Work

Without opportunities for digital work, even 
skilled refugees who could enter the formal 
labour market end up working as street vendors 
or opening small unregistered businesses 
because they cannot register their businesses. 

The lack of programmes in Angola to support 
refugees' access to higher education also 
hinders refugees' access to formal 
employment. Unlike in other countries such as 
Uganda, Rwanda and Kenya, where refugees 
may be able to obtain scholarships to access 
higher education, there is no evidence of 
specific programmes in Angola to support 
refugees to access higher education. In the 
absence of such opportunities, only those 
refugees who have obtained higher education in 
their countries of origin and who have already 
learnt Portuguese can be competitive for formal 
employment in Angola.  
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33. U.S. Embassy to Angola and Sao Tome and Principe, “2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Angola.ˮ  US Embassy in 
Luanda, 2022. https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/angola/ 
34. Ibid.
35. UNHCR. “Angola: Operational Data Portal.ˮ  Accessed on 30 October 2024. https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/ago
36. U.S. Embassy to Angola and Sao Tome and Principe, “2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Angola.ˮ  US Embassy in 
Luanda, 2022. https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/angola/ 
37. UNHCR, “Angola registration Report 2023,ˮ  12/31/2023. https://data.unhcr.org/fr/documents/download/100903
38. Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 Of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.seer.ufrgs.br/rbea/article/download/101758/60710/0 

Box 4. Refugeesʼ experience accessing 
formal employment in Angola

“First of all, the government halted giving out 
refugee IDs to refugees from 2015 up to 2023. 
Therefore, all refugees who arrived post 2015 
were undocumented. Moreover, all those who 
were previously documented were unable to 
renew their IDs. Therefore, refugees resorted to 
pretending as if they were not refugees and 
applied for work permits. Overall, de jure 
speaking, refugees are not requested to have 
work permits to secure employment. However, 
de facto, the story is something else.ˮ  
– A refugee broker helping fellow refugees 
obtain alien work permits, September 2024
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Access to Work

“I have heard that our colleagues in 
different countries get scholarships to go to 
university after finishing secondary school, 
but here in Angola the situation is very 
different. If you have not studied at 
university in your home country, there is no 
help here for refugees to pay for higher 
education. Only those who have their own 
money can study or send their children to 
university. And often these are people who 
are not refugees, they are another kind of 
foreigner.ˮ  – A refugee key informant, 
September 2024
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Box 5. Language barrier and lack of 
support  for refugeesʼ access to 
higher education

“The majority of the Angolan population 
doesn't speak English, they speak 
Portuguese. So we are forced to learn 
Portuguese before we can try to apply for 
jobs in this country. Also, those who run 
small businesses on the streets of Luanda 
need to have at least a basic understanding 
and ability to speak Portuguese to 
communicate with customers.ˮ  – A refugee 
key informant, September 2024

 Worker cooking in Kwanza, Angola. Photo by Catia Dombaxe
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Access to Business Licences

Box 6. Refugeesʼ access to business 
licence

“Refugees can only run little illegitimate 
businesses that often donʼt require 
documents like street vending. This is 
because refugees are excluded from 
applying for business licences by the law.ˮ  
– A key informant from the immigration office, 
September 2024

39.  Avelino Chico, “Protection Regime for Asylum Applicants and Refugees in Law 10/15 Of June 17, Law on the Right of Asylum and the 
Refugee Status in Angola.ˮ  Brazilian Journal of African Studies, 2020. https://www.proquest.com/docview/2616265823  
40. Ibid.
41. Ibid.
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An executive decree that has not been 
repealed, and contradicts Law 10/15, makes it 
impossible for refugees to register their 
businesses. Executive Decree 273/13, issued 
by the Ministry of Commerce, states that “it is 
forbidden to grant a commercial license to 
citizens with refugee or asylum status.ˮ 39 Chico 
2020) explains that, “although it predates Law 
10/15, this Executive Decree has not been 
repealed and is therefore often invoked to ban 
refugees from engaging in economic activities 
for their livelihood.ˮ 40 

As a result, refugees engaged in 
entrepreneurial activities do so without the 
requisite legal authorisation, given their 
inability to apply for business licences. As a 
result refugees in both the settlement and urban 
areas choose to engage in small businesses that 
will not require them to apply for business 
licences such as street vending or running small 
kiosks. 

Refugees working in the informal sector are also 
seen as competition by Angolan citizens 
working in the informal sector, leading to 
tensions and reports of incidents between 
refugees and host communities, where refugees 
can even be evicted from markets without 
assistance from the authorities.41    

Box 7. Experience of a refugee vendor

“I used to work as a street vendor, but I 
stopped because I was in danger of losing 
my life, both from police harassment and 
from Angolan citizens attacking us. They 
both do not want to see even these small 
businesses in the streets.ˮ  – A refugee key 
informant, September 2024



3. Collaborations 
and Partnerships
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The lack of explicit procedures for refugees' 
access to formal employment results in a lack 
of cooperation between partners to promote 
access to the formal sector. There is no 
collaboration between either the private sector 
and humanitarian organisations, or among 
humanitarian organisations that intend to help 
refugeesʼ integrate in formal employment in 
Angola. The restrictive refugee policy makes it 
difficult for the private sector to engage in 
collaborative efforts to help employ refugees. 

There is a Joint UNHCR and World Food 
Programme WFP Livelihood and Economic 
Inclusion Strategy to support refugee 
livelihoods in Angola, but it excludes formal 
employment. UNHCR and WFP have put 
together a five-year plan January 2019 – 
January 2024) to help the refugees from the 
DRC become self-reliant.42 

The strategy explicitly excludes access to the 
formal labour market as a strategy because of 
the lack of current economic market 
opportunities: “regarding formal employment 
market, the current context of crisis that Angola 
faces in itself is a restrictive condition of 
employing refugees, since the job market 
cannot even absorb the skilled and unskilled 
Angolan work-force.ˮ 43 Instead, the focus is on 
agriculture and value chain development of DRC 
refugees living in Lovua settlement and the host 
community in Lunda Norte Province.44 There is 
no data available online on the progress of the 
20192024 strategy.

Collaborations and Partnerships

42. Operational data portal, “UNHCR and WFP Angola Joint Livelihood Strategy.ˮ  Accessed on 10 February 2024. 
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/69756
43. Ibid.
44. Ibid.
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Luanda, Angola. Photo by Kuiza Dizaya
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1. The Government of Angola should clarify 
whether or not refugees need a work 
permit to exercise their right to formal 
employment. While some government 
officials know that refugees need work 
permits, others believe that refugees do 
not need work permits. This confusion 
creates a loophole that prevents refugees 
from engaging in formal employment. In 
practice, employers do not hire refugees 
unless they are able to obtain work permits 
for them. Applying for work permits results 
in refugees losing their refugee status. If 
the government intends to exempt 
refugees from the work permit 
requirement, it should state this explicitly. 
One way of doing this would be to issue a 
decree stating that refugees do not need a 
work permit to be employed. However, if 
the government wants refugees to obtain a 
work permit, it should establish procedures 
that clearly outline a step-by-step process 
for obtaining a work permit and the 
requirements involved. The Government of 
Angola should also repeal Executive 
Decree 273/13 to enable the application of 
Law 10/15, and allow refugees to access 
business licences.

2. UNHCR and WFP should scale up and 
expand the Livelihoods and Economic 
Inclusion Strategy to reach more than 
Congolese refugees. The strategy, which 
ends this year 2024, excludes refugees 
from other countries because it is 
implemented in the Lovua settlement, 
which is home only to Congolese refugees 
from the Kasai caseload. Given that 
refugees in Angola, regardless of their 
country of origin, face the same challenges 
in accessing sustainable livelihoods, it 
would be helpful if such an initiative 
benefited all refugees. 

Recommendations

In the hope that another similar strategy 
will be initiated in the coming years, its 
implementation sites should include urban 
settings where other refugees are located. 
In addition, the new strategy should also 
focus on training refugees in digital skills 
so that they can access remote work. 
Remote work does not appear to be 
widespread among refugees in Angola, but 
this is an area where refugees could be 
supported to develop skills to explore their 
options for formal remote employment.  

3. UNHCR and its partners should also 
support refugees by improving their 
business skills and providing financial 
support to start and expand businesses. 
Formal employment for refugees in Angola 
is currently not possible due to unclear 
procedures. As a result, all refugees in 
Angola rely on self-employment, albeit on 
a small scale. Starting their own 
businesses can provide refugees with 
opportunities to generate income, develop 
skills and contribute to the local economy. 
UNHCR and its partners should provide 
financial support to refugees to start and 
expand their small businesses as an 
alternative means of creating livelihoods. 
The financial support could be part of all 
livelihood programmes targeting refugees. 
To support this, UNHCR and its partners 
should advocate for the recognition of the 
refugee card by financial institutions to 
enable them to open bank accounts, 
access SIM cards, and potentially access 
credit.
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