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Introduction

With over 120 million people forcibly displaced worldwide 
due to conflict, persecution, and human rights violations, 
advancing financial inclusion is essential at every stage of 
displacement. Whether individuals are newly displaced, 
in protracted situations, or preparing to return or resettle, 
access to tailored financial services that meet their needs 
at each point in time—such as transaction accounts, 
payment systems, credit, and insurance—provides a 
critical foundation for stability and resilience. These tools 
empower displaced people to securely save and transact, 
start businesses, manage risks, and plan for the future, 
wherever their journeys may lead.

Regulatory frameworks play a pivotal role in either enabling 
or hindering access to these services. Without inclusive 
policies, forcibly displaced populations remain excluded from 
the financial systems that are essential for employment, 
entrepreneurship, and long-term recovery.

To better understand the regulatory environment affecting 
forcibly displaced people—both to advance financial inclusion 
and to support its work on cash-based interventions, 
UNHCR partnered with DLA Piper International to conduct 
a comprehensive review of legal frameworks across more 
than 80 jurisdictions. Supported by DLA Piper’s clients 

including Amazon, BNP Paribas, Santander, Airbus, and 
Fundación Telefónica, this initiative identifies both legal 
and practical barriers to access to basic financial services for 
displaced populations on four key areas: access to financial 
accounts, SIM card registration, mobile money accounts, 
and digital wallets.  

While the analysis primarily centers on refugees and asylum 
seekers, the research also includes internally displaced 
persons in some contexts. 

This brief presents preliminary findings from 52 countries. 
A color-coded table at the end highlights countries with 
enabling or moderately enabling regulatory environments 
for refugees: green indicates enabling environments, orange 
denotes moderately enabling, and red signifies those that are 
yet to be developed. 

The brief also outlines initial recommendations for  
market-specific interventions to improve access to financial 
services for forcibly displaced populations.

A comprehensive report, featuring detailed country 
profiles and documentation requirements for refugees, 
asylum-seekers, and internally displaced persons, is slated 
for release in the coming weeks.
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Overview of findings

This analysis categorizes the regulatory environments 
of countries as Enabling, Moderately Enabling, or To Be 
developed, based on refugees’ and asylum seekers’ ability 
to open bank accounts, register SIM cards, and access 
mobile money and digital wallets. An Enabling environment 
is one in which refugees and/or asylum seekers face few 
or no significant regulatory barriers. A Moderately Enabling 
environment allows some access, but with notable limitations 
due to regulatory constraints or inconsistent policies. 
A to be developed environment is characterized by legal or 
documentation requirements that effectively exclude most 
refugees and asylum seekers from basic financial services.

Of the 52 countries analyzed, 46% (24 countries) have 
regulatory frameworks that are broadly enabling for 
refugees. A further 37% (19 countries) present a combination 

of supportive and restrictive elements, while the remaining 
17% (nine countries) are yet to be developed. Access is 
notably more limited for asylum seekers, with fewer than 
one-third of countries (16 out of 52) providing enabling 
conditions. This disparity is largely attributed to the more 
formal legal recognition and documentation typically granted 
to refugees, in contrast to the uncertain legal status that 
often characterizes the asylum process.

Geographically, the most enabling regulatory environments 
are found in Europe, Latin America, and parts of Africa, 
whereas more restrictive or non-enabling contexts are 
concentrated in Asia and the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) regions.

Regulatory environment by region – Refugees
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Trends by region

Sub-Saharan Africa
Sub-Saharan Africa is home to approximately 45.8 million 
forcibly displaced and stateless individuals, accounting 
for over one-third of the global displaced population. 
The majority (75%) are internally displaced persons,  
while the remainder includes 18% refugees,  
2% asylum-seekers, and others belonging to various 
categories of forcibly displaced populations. The region has 
made notable progress in developing regulatory frameworks 
for financial services that promote inclusion.

Among the 14 countries analyzed, Uganda and Ethiopia have 
adopted inclusive policies that extend to both refugees and 
asylum seekers. Rwanda and Zambia have also implemented 
enabling measures, though primarily focused on refugees.

While refugees in countries such as Burundi, Chad, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, and Malawi 
often face obstacles in opening traditional bank accounts, 
access to digital financial services—such as mobile money 
and digital wallets—is comparatively better. However, 
widespread adoption remains limited due to systemic 
issues including poor internet connectivity and restricted 
access to digital technology, especially in rural areas and 
refugee camps.

It is also worth noting that Kenya, currently categorized 
as having a yet to be developed regulatory environment, 
is undertaking key reforms aimed at improving refugee 
access to financial and digital services. These reforms 
include the integration of refugee identification into national 
systems, which could significantly expand access in the 
near future.

Latin America
Latin America hosts over 15 million forcibly displaced and 
stateless individuals, of which nearly half are internally 
displaced. 36% are recognized as in need of international 
protection, 3% hold refugee status, 8% are asylum-seekers, 
and the remainder belong to other categories of forcibly 
displaced persons. 

Many Latin American countries recognize Venezuelans as 
refugees under the broader Cartagena Declaration definition 
or grant them humanitarian and temporary protection 
statuses, reflecting a flexible and inclusive approach to 
international protection.

Several countries in the region have made considerable 
progress in establishing enabling regulatory environments 
for financial inclusion of refugees, asylum seekers and people 
in need of international protection. Of the 12 countries which 
are part of this brief, Brazil, Colombia, Panama and Peru 
present the most progressive policies for these categories. 

Refugees are permitted to register SIM cards in all countries 
analyzed, and most countries also permit registration for 
asylum seekers. The adoption of mobile money and digital 
wallets varies across countries, reflecting the differing levels 
of development in these sectors.

Regulatory environment by region – Asylum seekers
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Europe
With over 16.6 million forcibly displaced and stateless 
individuals—including an estimated 3.6 million displaced 
inside Ukraine—Europe has made notable progress in 
advancing financial inclusion for refugees and asylum 
seekers, who comprise 59% and 7% respectively of the 
displaced population in the region. Significant advancements 
have particularly occurred in countries within the 
European Union banking system, six of which are covered 
in this brief.

The EU’s Payment Accounts Directive (2014/92/EU) ensures 
all residents have the right to open a basic payment 
account with access to essential services such as deposits, 
withdrawals, and transfers. Accordingly, refugees and 
asylum seekers should, under the law, have equal access 
to services like opening a bank account, receiving financial 
assistance, and using other essential financial services, 
provided they can present the valid documentation required 
by each member state. Enforcement of this directive is 
supported by Article 16, which obliges member states to 
ensure that access to basic payment accounts is not denied 
on the basis of nationality or residence status alone.

Several EU countries have adopted flexible Anti-Money 
Laundering (AML) measures to ease access to basic banking 
services for Ukrainian refugees, following guidance from 
the European Banking Authority. Under this approach, 
refugees whose IDs do not fully meet AML standards 
may still open a basic payment account by presenting a  
host-country-issued document—such as a certificate 
of arrival or registration—that confirms their identity. 
These accounts are typically subject to enhanced monitoring 
until full identity verification is completed.

While non-EU countries generally allow refugees to access 
financial services, banks have more discretion based on 
national laws. 

Middle East and Northern Africa
Financial inclusion of forcibly displaced populations in the 
Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) which hosts over 
16 million displaced – of whom 79% are internally displaced, 
14% are refugees and 4% are asylum-seekers – remains 
limited and constrained by restrictive regulatory frameworks, 
with few exceptions and emerging practices. 

The primary barriers stem from restrictive regulatory 
frameworks that often exclude non-nationals from formal 
financial systems. However, there are emerging exceptions: 
Morocco has issued explicit regulatory guidance allowing 
refugees and asylum-seekers to open bank accounts using 
their documentation, while Jordan has enabled Syrian 
refugees to access mobile wallets and limited banking 
services through UNHCR-issued IDs. Despite these advances, 
digital financial services remain underdeveloped across most 
of the region. Low smartphone ownership among displaced 
populations, limited mobile money infrastructure, and rigid 
SIM registration requirements—typically necessitating 
national IDs—further restrict access. 

Asia
Asia hosts some of the world’s largest and most 
protracted refugee populations, 35.6 million displaced 
people – including 58% internally displaced, 34% refugees 
and 2% asylum-seekers. The region is also home to the 
largest stateless population, making up almost 8% of 
the displaced population in the region. 

Many countries in Asia are not signatories to the 
1951 Refugee Convention or its 1967 Protocol. As a result, 
forcibly displaced individuals in these countries often lack 
formal refugee status and are instead classified as irregular 
migrants. This lack of official recognition severely restricts 
their access to basic rights and services, including the ability 
to open bank accounts or register for mobile phone services. 

Among the six Asian countries covered in this brief, 
Kazakhstan stands out as a good practice. Refugees 
and asylum seekers are issued identification documents 
by Kazakh authorities that enable them to obtain a 
National Identification Number—a prerequisite for 
accessing banking services. Although practical challenges 
remain, particularly due to limited awareness among 
financial and mobile service providers regarding the 
legal framework and refugee documentation, the overall 
regulatory environment is supportive of financial inclusion 
for these populations.
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Practical barriers refugee face

Even with supportive regulatory frameworks in place across 
several jurisdictions, ongoing implementation challenges 
highlight the necessity of targeted actions such as 
enhanced enforcement mechanisms, advocacy initiatives, 
and context-specific training programs.

From the perspective of financial institutions, key challenges 
include the non-recognition of refugee identification 
documents, inconsistent policy implementation across 
branches, limitations in information management systems 
that may not accommodate newer or less common ID types, 
and a lack of awareness among frontline staff regarding the 
rights of refugees and asylum seekers. These issues can lead 
to service delays, account refusals, or unnecessary requests 
for additional documentation.

For displaced individuals, common barriers include 
difficulties in providing proof of residence, limited awareness 
of financial rights, and low levels of financial or digital 
literacy. Limited access to technology presents an additional 
obstacle: many refugees and asylum seekers do not own 
smartphones or computers, cannot afford data plans, 
or live in areas with unreliable internet access—particularly 
in rural or underserved regions. As financial services become 
increasingly digital, those lacking adequate technological 
access risk exclusion from essential services such as banking, 
payments, and financial assistance.

Moreover, refugees and asylum seekers are particularly 
vulnerable to scams and financial fraud. Their unfamiliarity 
with the local financial system, combined with limited 
financial literacy, makes it difficult to identify legitimate 
services, heightening their risk of exploitation.

Together, these institutional and individual barriers 
can significantly hinder access to essential financial 
services—even in contexts where enabling legal and 
regulatory frameworks are in place.

Recommendations for policy and 
implementation enhancements on refugee 
financial inclusion

Achieving financial inclusion for refugees and asylum 
seekers requires targeted action based on the regulatory 
context. While enabling legal frameworks are important, 
actual access to financial services depends on consistent 
implementation, institutional capacity, and the removal of 
practical and socio-economic barriers.

In non-enabling environments, refugees often lack not only 
access to financial services but also basic rights such as 
legal status, freedom of movement, and the right to work. 
Without broader reforms, inclusion efforts remain limited 
in scope. However, good practices can emerge outside the 

formal banking regulatory framework. Non-bank financial 
institutions—such as microfinance providers—can often 
serve as pathways to credit and insurance, even in restrictive 
contexts. In addition, informal mechanisms such as savings 
groups and community-based lending offer a degree of 
financial access for displaced populations, although they 
operate outside regulatory oversight.

In moderately enabling environments, foundational legal and 
regulatory reforms remain necessary to advance financial 
inclusion for refugees. A first step in this direction should be 
the explicit guarantee of refugees’ right to access financial 
services on equal terms with citizens. In this scenario, 
regulators can issue clear guidance on the acceptance 
of refugee documentation and adopt flexible, risk-based 
Know Your Customer (KYC) procedures. In addition,  
anti-discrimination laws and enforcement mechanisms are 
essential to ensure that inclusive policies are effectively 
implemented in practice.

Even in enabling environments, practical challenges often 
persist. Refugee-issued identification must be consistently 
accepted across financial institutions, mobile money 
platforms, and telecom providers. To address these 
challenges, regular monitoring, clear lines of accountability, 
and accessible complaint mechanisms are essential to ensure 
that policies are implemented uniformly and effectively.

Across all contexts, digital infrastructure and  
socio-economic support must go hand in hand with legal 
and regulatory reforms. Expanding mobile money and 
digital banking—particularly in underserved areas—is 
essential to broadening financial access. Promoting 
biometric or digital ID systems can help reduce reliance 
on physical documents, while telecom operators should 
be equipped to recognize and process verified refugee 
documentation for SIM registration.

To address non-regulatory barriers, financial literacy 
programs tailored to refugee needs can build trust and 
confidence in using formal financial services. Multilingual 
outreach efforts are critical to raise awareness about rights, 
documentation, and available services.

Regulators, financial service providers, and impact investors 
each play a complementary role in advancing refugee 
financial inclusion. Regulators must enforce inclusive 
policies and integrate them into national strategies. 
Providers should implement these frameworks by offering 
accessible products and ensuring non-discriminatory 
practices. Investors can drive innovation by supporting 
inclusive solutions and recognizing displaced populations 
as a key underserved market. 

Ultimately, cross-sector collaboration is essential to build 
inclusive financial systems that strengthen refugee resilience 
and support their integration.



DLAPIPER.COM8

Overview of a selection of countries analyzed, presenting overall enabling and moderately enabling regulatory 
environments for refugees:

Enabling environments: 

Moderately enabling: 

To Be Developed: 

NO. REFUGEES 
( JUNE 2024)

BANK ACCOUNT SIM CARD MM ACCOUNT DIGITAL WALLET

Sub-Saharan Africa

Burundi 87,131

Chad 1,239,907 –

Democratic 
Republic of Congo

520,381

Djibouti 23,477

Ethiopia 997,892

Ivory Coast 2,369

Malawi 35,327

Namibia 5,144

Nigeria 73,720

Rwanda 114,686 –

Somalia 18,700

Uganda 1,656,440

Zambia 75,972

Americas

Bolivia* 18,879

Brazil* 663,265

Chile* 526,633 –

Colombia* 2,829,477

Costa Rica* 41,146

Dominican  
Republic

122,820

Ecuador* 460,240 – –

Mexico* 208,653

Panama* 60,144

Paraguay 6,071

Peru* 1,050,334
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Asia

India 257,497

Indonesia 8,356

Kazakhstan 65,828 –

Pakistan 1,586,287

Europe

Bulgaria 94,545

Estonia 40,442

France 689,273

Germany 2,667,191

Italy 306,908

North Macedonia 19,371

Portugal 65,194

Serbia 32,892

Slovakia 124,106

Türkiye 3,148,663

Middle East and North Africa

Egypt 248,057

Jordan 661,218

Mauritania 132,182

Morocco 7,562

Tunisia 3,840

* Includes refugees and people in need of international protection

Note: This brief was authored by Micol Pistelli and Joana Da Silva Afonso from UNHCR. It draws on research designed by the 
Cash Based Interventions and Financial Inclusion units at UNHCR, conducted by legal partners from DLA Piper international 
across 52 jurisdictions, and incorporates input from UNHCR country teams working on cash assistance and financial inclusion. 
A comprehensive report—featuring detailed findings and a complete listing of all contributors—will be published upon completion 
of the full analysis.
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