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Abstract—The current Syrian crisis has caused unprecedented 

practices of global mobility. The process of forced eviction and the 
resettlement of refugees could be seen through the insights of the 
“new mobilities paradigm”. The mobility of refugees in terms of 
meaning and practice is a subject that calls for further studies. There 
is a need for the development of an approach to human mobility to 
understand a practice that is turning into a phenomenon in the 21st 

century. This paper aims at studying, from a qualitative point of view, 
the process of movement within the six constituents of mobility 
defined as the first phase of the journey of a refugee. The second 
phase would include the process of settling in and re-defining the 
host country as new “home” to refugees. The change in the refugee 
state of mind and crossing the physical and mental borders from a 
“foreigner” to a citizen is encouraged by both the governmental 
policies and the local communities’ efforts to embrace these 
newcomers. The paper would focus on these policies of social and 
economic integration. The concept of integration connotes the idea 
that refugees would enjoy the opportunities, rights and services 
available to the citizens of the refugee’s new community. So, this 
paper examines this concept through showcasing the two hosting 
countries of Canada and Egypt, as they provide two contrasting 
situations in terms of cultural, geographical, economic and political 
backgrounds. The analysis would highlight the specific policies 
defined towards the refugees including the mass communication, 
media calls, and access to employment. This research is part of a 
qualitative research project on the process of Urban Mobility 
practiced by the Syrian Refugees, drawing on conversational 
interviews with new-settlers who have moved to the different hosting 
countries, from their home in Syria. It explores these immigrants’ 
practical and emotional relationships with the process of movement 
and settlement. It uses the conversational interviews as a tool to 
document analysis and draw relationships in an attempt to establish 
an understanding of the factors that contribute to the new-settlers 
feeling of home and integration within the new community.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

HE current global mobility is commonly caused by the 
process of forced eviction and resettlement of refugees. 

Yet it is important to have a holistic understanding of the 
process of mobility through the dual role of both the refugees, 
with all their choices, capacities, ambitions and motives, and 
the role of their destinations, whether they were transit or host 
countries, with their asylum and integration policies that shape 
the refugees facing economic, social and political challenges. 
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The aim of this paper is to understand and trace the process 
of mobility within the asylum and integration policies of their 
transit and host countries. It studies the process of movement 
from a qualitative point of view. The research is based on the 
study of the two cases of Syrian refugees in Egypt and 
Canada, exploring individual experiences and personal 
narratives within the aim of building a holistic understanding 
of realities and processes of mobility through a number of 
interviews conducted with two groups of refugees from both 
countries.  

II.  IMAGING THE CRISIS: THE SYRIAN REFUGEES 

A. Background 

Since 2011, after anti-government protests in Syria that 
raged throughout the year, Syrians were forced to leave either 
their country causing a serious displacement crisis. Syrians 
had to flee for their own safety and fear of political 
persecution; execution, rape, torture, enforced disappearance 
and abduction; indiscriminate shelling and violence; and loss 
of home, family or livelihood. 

B.  Whose Crisis? 

"A crisis provides a focus for the development of the 
discipline." Although Charlesworth was referring to the 
discipline of international lawyers [1], crises give a sense of 
urgency and immediate need to all relevant studies. With 
Michael Reisman's argument [2], about the definition of crises 
which states that crises or incidents are overt conflict(s) 
between two or more actors in the international system, comes 
the primary question of who are the actors of conflict in the 
Syrian refugees crisis? Or whose crisis is this? Upon these 
questions and definition, we could say that the conflict causing 
the current crisis is between the Syrian refugees themselves 
and the policies of their transit or host countries. There are a 
lot more politics to point out around the word crisis, its 
definition and uses than what this research could discuss. But 
we could mention that it is fundamentally a “crisis” of state 
power over the transnational human mobility of those whose 
movements are otherwise presumptively disqualified as 
“illegal” (effectively, on the grounds of global class, race, or 
nationality inequalities) [3]. The term “refugee crisis” itself 
tends to personalize “crisis” and relocate “crisis” in the body 
and person of the figurative refugee, as if s/he is the carrier of 
a disease called “crisis,” and thus carries the contagion of 
“crisis” wherever s/he may go [3]. 

  
 

Tracing Syrian Refugees Urban Mobilities: The Case 
of Egypt and Canada 

N. Elgendy, N. Hussein 

T



International Journal of Business, Human and Social Sciences

ISSN: 2517-9411

Vol:10, No:6, 2016

2040

` 

 

 

Fig. 1 Refugees in the region: More than 4 million refugees from 
Syria (95%) are in just five countries Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq 

and Egypt [4] 
 

 

Fig. 2 Countries that agreed to accept Syrian refugees [4] 

C. Hosting Countries/ Figures and Statistics  

A persuasive and convincing method of imaging and giving 
a sense of a crisis would be through numbers, graphs and 
statistics. In short, there is a politics of numbers that is 
important and crucial to any authorization, organization of 
data collection, national government and international 
institutions to give a sense of a crisis whenever or wherever 
needed. However, those produced numbers and statistical 
graphs conceal as much as they reveal. They frame crises and 
problems in given phenomenon to shape affective and political 
responses to it [3]. Here we seek to present the numbers 
offered by the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), taking into consideration the numbers of 
unregistered refugees and untold fraction of masses of 
displaced people living beyond the published numbers.  

Fig. 1 shows how most of the numbers who fled Syria 
remained in the Arab region; the majority is in Jordan and 
Lebanon, with significant populations in Turkey, Iraq and 
Egypt [4]. However, of the primary host states, only Turkey 
and Egypt are party to the Convention and they have 
significant reservations: Egypt curtails refugee entitlement to 
welfare, employment, education and health; and Turkey only 
accepts refugees from events occurring in Europe [5]. Outside 
the Convention, international law also grants everyone the 
right to seek and enjoy asylum in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights [6]. 

Germany in Fig. 2 is leading the list of countries, followed 

by Canada that has pledged to resettle about 180,000 Syrian 
refugees. According to the United Nations, Germany has 
agreed to accept 41,899 refugees, Canada 38,089, U.S. 32,369, 
United Kingdom 20,000, Norway 9,000, Australia 5,800, 
Sweden 2,700, Switzerland 2,000, Austria 1,900, Finland 
1,900, Italy 1,400, and France 1,000. Based on a backgrounder 
on Immigration Canada’s website, the government chose 
Syrian refugees with the help of the United Nations Refugee 
Agency who were most vulnerable and posed no security risk. 
This includes complete families, women at risk, and people in 
the LGBT community [7]. 

D. The Refugee 

According to Amnesty International [8], a refugee is a 
person who has fled their own country because they have 
suffered human rights abuses or because of whom they are or 
what they believe in. Their own government cannot or will not 
protect them and so they are forced to seek international 
protection. And regardless of how they arrive in a country and 
for what purpose, migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers’ 
rights are protected by international law. The first is 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 14), 
which states that everyone has the right to seek and enjoy 
asylum from persecution in other countries. And the second is 
the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, which protects refugees 
from being returned to countries where they risk persecution 
[8]. However, this is not always the case, as later shown in the 
participants' experiences. It is then according to the announced 
or unannounced policies of those transit or hosting countries to 
choose how and where to respond to those refugees or asylum 
seekers. According to the UNHCR, the reality is that only one-
third of the world’s 10.5 million refugees now are living in 
camps. More than half the refugees UNHCR serves now are 
urban refugees who live in urban settings [9]. According to 
this research, a refugee is in a continuous state of mobility 
till he/she returns home. 

III. URBAN REFUGEES: THE CASE OF EGYPT AND CANADA 

An urban refugee is a refugee who decided or was obliged 
for some reasons to settle in an urban area of the country 
where he or she fled to or found asylum rather than in a 
refugee camp. 

 
TABLE I 

COMPARISON BETWEEN EGYPT AND CANADA 

 Egypt Canada 

Continent Africa North America 

Language Arabic English / French 

Religion Muslim majority Christian majority 

Development Developing country Developed country 

GDP $287 billion $1.75 trillion 

Unemployment rate 13.2% 6.9% 

Population 89.6 million 35.5 million 

Population Density 89.99 people per sq. km 3.91 people per sq. km 

 
During our research, we aimed to start our project by a 

comparative case study between Egypt and Canada 
immigration policies. Both countries host urban refugees and 
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movement to countries with better chances or seeking a 
sponsorship for resettling by UNHCR in countries in Europe 
and North America, like Canada, that they have previously 
feared due to the long distance and culture gap. 

B. Canadian Policies towards Asylum 

Canada has a long history of immigration (Ontario is the 
destination for a majority of new immigrants) that has been 
intimately associated with Canadian immigration policy and 
practice. In 1969, Canada declared the United Nations 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which led to its 
admission of refugees from Cambodia, Chile, Czechoslovakia, 
Tibet, Uganda, and Vietnam [11]. Immigration act was created 
in 1976 and implemented in 1978. The "Immigration Act of 
1976" was put to examine immigrant flows to Canada. The 
Act included basic categories of individuals or classes eligible 
for landed immigrant status. One of those classes is the 
humanitarian class, consisting of refugees as defined in the 
1951 United Nations Convention on Refugees, and a 
designated class of displaced persons who do not qualify as 
refugees under the United Nations’ definition [11]. The Act 
produced annual Immigration Plans that estimates the number 
of immigrants and refugees Canada could accept and 
accommodate on annual basis. In 2001, the Immigration and 
Refugee Protection Act replaced the 1976 Immigration Act 
that leaves the detailed regulations to be formulated by 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC), the federal 
department responsible for immigration. The Act admits the 
Convention refugees and people in need of protection. It 
works and assures that people in need are brought to Canada 
within days with the help of Non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) to locate and prescreen refugees in areas with the 
most need of protection. The Act works to facilitate the inland 
refugee processing and reduces the period waited for reaching 
Canada for undocumented refugees who cannot obtain their 
documents from origin countries. It has programs like 
Immigrant Settlement and Adaptation Program (ISAP) that 
funds organizations to directly serve the immigrants and 
programs specific to refugees such as Resettlement Assistance 
Program (RAP), Immigrant Loans Program (ILP), Interim 
Federal Health Program (IFHP), and Private Sponsorship of 
Refugees Program (PSRP) that provide financial assistance for 
temporary accommodation, health services, transportation to 
Canada and other services. It allows Canadians to share 
responsibility in assisting refugees and funds them to give 
financial and emotional support for those in need. 

“Canada has been working with the United Nations 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) to identify Syrian refugees in 
Jordan and Lebanon, who are registered with that 
agency. We are working closely with the UNHCR to 
prioritize vulnerable refugees such as women at risk and 
complete families in an effort to maximize the success in 
resettlement while minimizing security risk.” said 
Immigration communications adviser Mary Jago [7]. 
Both the Canadian and Egyptian policies, depended on the 

NGOs, yet the Canadian practice have managed to empower 

them and provide channels to help the community of 
settlement and integration.  

C. The Interviews: Description of Sample Groups 

This research is based on a comparative case study of 
Syrian refugees in Egypt and Canada. The sample groups 
selected for this research are case representatives of Syrians in 
their situations. We will present two cases from each group. 
The selection of the participants was based on their 
availability and willingness to take part in in-depth 
conversations that unveiled more detailed descriptions of 
mobility as well as motivations, aspirations and policies linked 
to their mobility.  

 
TABLE II 

PARTICIPANTS FROM FIRST GROUP (EGYPT) 

Name Hadeel Tenawi Mrs. Rana 

Age group 20s Late 40s 

Sex Female Female 

Marital status Single Married 

Origin Aleppo Damascus 

Former Occupation 
Student in Damascus 

University 
Active community member 

Current Occupation 
Student in Cairo 

University 

A member in AOHR (Arab 
Organization for Human 

Rights) and is responsible of 
Education issues in the 

Syrian community in Egypt. 
Status of arrival With family With Family 

Time spent in Egypt 5 years 4 years 

Motivation for 
movement 

Her father's fear of 
being arrested or 

executed by the regime 

Asylum in a Muslim and 
familiar community 

Travel expenses fund Self/Family Self/Family 
Destination before 

Egypt 
Damascus Damascus 

Relations in Egypt/past 
visit 

Yes Yes 

 
TABLE III 

PARTICIPANTS FROM SECOND GROUP (CANADA) 

Name Kasem AlTohmeh Abdurrahman Algazzar 

Age group Early 40s 20s 

Sex Male Male 

Marital status Married with 5 children Single 

Origin Homs Aleppo 

Former Occupation 
superintendent in an 

apartment building in 
Beirut 

Salesman 

Status of arrival With family Alone 
Motivation for 

movement 
Better life chance Better life chance 

Travel expenses fund UNHCR UNHCR 
Destination before 

Canada 
Lebanon Jordan 

Relations in 
Canada/past visit 

No No 

 

The first group of Syrian refugees interviewed in Egypt 
consists of Hadeel Tenawi and Mrs. Rana. Hadeel is a senior 
Architecture student in Cairo University, arrived in Egypt five 
years ago with her family at the beginning of the conflict in 
Syria, her father was an active community member, with the 
fear of being arrested or executed by the regime, he decided to 
leave with all his family members to Egypt where he 
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previously planned to send his son for University education. 
Now Hadeel's father, Mr. Tenawi manages a Syrian NGO in 
Egypt that serves the Syrian community. Mrs. Rana, who 
works with Mr. Tenawi, is a member in AOHR (Arab 
Organization for Human Rights) and is responsible of 
Education issues in the Syrian community in Egypt since 
2013. 

The Syrian refugees interviewed in Canada in the second 
group are Kasem AlTohmeh and Abdurrahman Algazzar. 
Kasem is a 41 years old man who used to work as a 
superintendent in an apartment building in Beirut. In 2015, he 
applied for a refugee application at the UNHCR United 
Nations High Commission for Refugees and in less than two 
months, they arrived in Canada. Abdurrahman is a 23 years 
old man who moved to Canada after he stayed in Jordan for 15 
years with his family. After the conflicts he felt drastic 
changes in the way the Syrians where treated in Jordan, which 
affected their daily life. He used to work as salesman and by 
time his wage was cut, and was not able to even file a 
complaint. He applied for the UNHCR resettlement 
application for five years until he was accepted in 2015 and 
moved to Canada in January 19th 2016. He is now striving to 
bring the rest of his family of six for a reunion in Canada. 

IV. THE JOURNEYS: URBAN MOBILITY 

A. Politics of Mobility 

Asylum is currently considered a different policy area than 
migration [12]. The refugees policies that offers "durable" 
solutions to displacement through settlement, either in the 
country of origin (repatriation), or in the neighboring countries 
(local integration), or in a third country (resettlement), leaves 
no space for the compatibility of mobility as a choice or 
solution. According to Giulia Scalettaris, mobility could be 
enhanced as a livelihood strategy, rather than be considered as 
a problem. She considers mobility as an asset of self-reliance 
and transnational networks that could turn mobility into a 
solution itself [12]. Within this point of view and the obvious 
and direct relation between mobility and the policies applied 
on it, understanding mobility holistically becomes very 
important. As there seems little doubt that mobility is one of 
the major resources of 21st-century and that it is the 
differential distribution of this resource that produces some of 
the crucial differences today [13]. 

To understand mobility holistically, according to Cresswell, 
a great attention should be paid to the three aspects of 
mobility. These are the fact of physical movement: Getting 
from one place to another; the representations of movement 
that give it shared meaning; and, finally, the experienced and 
embodied practice of movement. In practice, these aspects 
greatly intersect and affect one another. There remains the task 
of breaking mobility down into different aspects of moving 
that each have a role to play in the constitution of mobile 
hierarchies and the politics of mobility. In the process of 
breaking mobility down in this way, we get some analytical 
purchase on how mobility becomes political [13]. 

Tim Cresswell defines the concept of politics of mobility as 

the way in which mobility is both productive of social 
relations and how they produce them. By social relations, he 
refers to the production and distribution of power. Social 
relations are diverse as well as complicated. They include 
relations between classes, genders, ethnicities, nationalities, 
and religious groups as well as a host of other forms of group 
identity. Mobility, as with other geographical phenomena, lies 
at the heart of all of these [13]. Within this theory 
construction, Syrian refugees’ journeys are broken down, in 
order to be studied through these elements of mobility. With 
additional information from interviews, including quotes, and 
published documents, this research purposes to describe the 
story of Syrian mobility to Egypt and Canada. Through this 
narrative as described by those interviewed, the experiences of 
mobility and the direct consequences of policies on those 
experiences are introduced. 

B.  Motive Force: Why Does a Person Move? 

It needs an applied force for an object to move and so as for 
a person. And since refugees and their destination applied 
policies formed the acting parties in the "refugees crisis", the 
major forces come from those two. According to physics, 
forces are either attractive or repulsive. The war in Syria has 
formed the greatest repulsive force that pushed Syrians outside 
their home country. But there have been other forces and 
motives that were either pushing or pulling Syrians to their 
current destinations. 

Refugees general aspirations are shown in Table IV, along 
with the countries policies towards them, played and still do 
play an important role in their mobility decisions. Whilst those 
aspirations change along their journey, the political and 
economic landscapes continuously change, mostly towards 
deterioration [14]. 

 
TABLE IV 

GENERAL ASPIRATIONS LINKED TO ASYLUM 
Refugee Status Better life 

a) Security 
b)  Humanitarian aid 
c)  Reunification (with nuclear 

family) 

a) Job/Education 
b) Housing (decent) 
c) Assimilation/Nationality 
d) Potential for onward movement 
e)  ‘Freedom’ 

 
In the cases of Egypt and Canada, aspirations and politics 

were more specific, yet very different. According to the cases 
of the interviewed samples, forces are mainly as shown in 
Table V. The attractive forces are those who have encouraged 
Syrians in similar situations to take the decision to leave for 
the chosen country, while the repulsive forces are those that 
have made Syrians reconsider a second movement to another 
country. In case of Canada, Syrians have recently arrived and 
no cases of second movement from Canada have been 
recorded. Yet it is important to mention that Canada's policies 
increases penalties on illegal movement, creating a new 
offense for human trafficking, and introducing a life 
imprisonment penalty for migrant smuggling and trafficking 
which is far from the case in Egypt where smugglers works 
more freely. This is what BBC game about Syrian refugee 
routes shows on their website in Fig. 5, where they claim "The 
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integration was made harder, especially, for those who lost all 
their assets back in Syria and needed support to build a new 
life. The government did not provide any of that; they just a 
tight space for the NGOs and Civic organizations to help. On 
the other hand, the new restrictions and legislations made the 
situation more complicated and caused discrimination. 

Experience in Canada - As most of the Syrian refugees 
who came in Canada are the ones who applied at the UNHCR 
for re-settlement from Lebanon and Jordan. This could make 
their journeys in search for home, to be considered in years. 
These journeys have longer stops and different rhythms and 
velocities and much more uncertainties. The new settlers have 
just arrived and starting their process of search for a home and 
exploring new cultures and land, however throughout the 
interviews conducted, they seemed to be to a great extent 
satisfied with the Canadian policies and efforts for re-
settlement and have a positive vision for their future in their 
new home.“ God’s will, in a year, we will have mastered the 
English language and got a job and made a success in 
Canada”- said Kasem Altohmeh 

G.  Friction: When and How Does It Stop? 

 As with the question of reasons for mobility (motive force) 
we need to pay attention to the process of stopping, either 
stopping at a checkpoint, an airport, a transit or a destination. 

There are three types of immobility according to 
Schapendonk that lie outside the EU's border, these are 
'stranded migrants' who experience a sense of immobility in a 
particular direction referring to those who cannot reach their 
desired destination in the EU, second are 'stuck migrants' who 
are blocked in almost every direction, and finally there are 
those who may be stuck but do not wish to move and can be 
considered 'satisfied' [18]. We could assume that all our 
interviewed participants either in Egypt or in Canada have 
reached this case of being stuck, yet being satisfied with what 
they have reached. At least until the moment we have finished 
our research. This is reached when refugees' aspirations and 
destination policies somehow intersect and meet at a point in 
time. 

V. REFLECTIONS 

These two cases of Canada and Egypt, being the first two 
cases in the comparative analysis of the host countries in the 
research project, are comparable in terms of type of 
settlements and main immigration policies. They also provide 
an interesting perspective being contrasting in their 
relationship with the Syrian community.  

The Canadian re-settlement process for the Syrian refugees 
started in 2015 and the first group arrived in January 2016. 
And although, the refugees at the beginning of the move from 
Syria, favored the countries in the same region, yet the 
hardships they faced and the disappearance of any hope that 
things will settle in Syria in the near future, encouraged them 
to move willingly to Canada.  

These study cases show how refugees’ journeys can take 
years and target destinations can change on multiple occasions 
according to different individual decisions. These decisions 
are based on their immediate needs, financial capacities, and 
mobility experience, while trying to maintain a long-term 
vision of how their future will look like. Understanding this 
entire process can therefore assist the tracing and analysis of 
refugees’ patterns of mobility. 

APPENDIX 

A sample of the interview consent for participation 
including the interview structure is attached as an appendix. 
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