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This paper will focus on the relationship the University of Alberta has developed with 

Buduburam Refugee Camp since 2000. Drawing on the different projects in which the U of A 

has been involved, the presentation explores some of the issues that emerge when post-

secondary institutions attempt to work with local NGOs to address the complex needs of large-

scale refugee camps.  Looking at the history the University of Alberta has had with Buduburam, 

three questions will be discussed: On what scale should the relationship be built? What is a 

reasonable scope of activities? How can the relationship be sustained over time? 

 In some respects, this paper is a cautionary tale.  As Dr Giles has pointed out in her 

discussion paper, the intent of this workshop is to explore the extent of our knowledge about 

tertiary education in refugee camps; the scope and scale of current initiatives; and the 

successes and failures of various approaches. Although there have been successes—most 

notably through the “Giving Voice To Hope Project,” the U of A’s involvement with Buduburam 

cannot be viewed in the context of the third workshop theme Dr Giles identifies—Best Practice 

International Case Studies. 

 

What I would like to suggest in my paper is that the disparate examples of initiatives 

with Buduburam I will describe represent a case study of the need for greater coordination and 

cooperation between the academy and our partners in the Global South.  I will begin with a 

brief history of the camp, follow with a more detailed discussion of the kinds of involvement 



the U of A has had with Buduburam, and close with some thoughts on the need to address 

issues of scale, scope and sustainability when developing relationships with camps such as 

Buduburam. 

A Brief History of Buduburam Camp 

Buduburam is a refugee camp located 44 kilometers (27 miles) west of Accra, Ghana. Opened 

by the UNHCR in 1990, the camp ultimately housed more than 30,000 refugees from Liberia 

who fled their country during the First (1989–1996) and Second (1999–2003) Liberian Civil War. 

The camp is served by Liberian and international NGO groups and volunteer organizations. The 

UNHCR withdrew its connection with the camp in April 2007, ending all UNHCR-administered 

services. Subsequent to UNHCR’s pull-out, other agencies have also withdrawn their connection 

with the camp and the Ghanaian government has pressed for the repatriation of its inhabitants.  

While this process has begun there have been strikes and protests against what many Liberians 

see as inadequate financial and logistical support for repatriation and concerns about security 

arrangements on the ground in Liberia itself. 

 

The University of Alberta’s Involvement with Buduburam 

In one way or another, The U of A has been involved with the camp for more than a decade.  

The Faculty of Nursing, which has a practicum course in Ghana regularly had student nurses 

visit the camp to help in the polyclinics and to provide health and reproductive health 

education.  In 2007, the Department of Political Science held a conference in Ghana on child 

soldiers as part of its peace and security certificate program.  The conference included a large 

number of participants from the camp.  In 2007 two CIDA interns from the U of A spent their 
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internship working in the camp. In 2007, as well, a field experience course on global citizenship 

education which I co-teach visited the camp and held a joint U of A/Buduburam workshop on 

comparative approaches to classroom teaching.  We arranged scholarships for two Liberian 

teachers from the camp to take the course as fee-paying students.  

 In 2009, as a part of cooperative multi-faculty initiative involving faculty, staff, and 

students, the U of A engaged in the production and distribution of a music CD entitled “Giving 

Voice to Hope” featuring 16 Liberian musical groups who have resided as refugees in 

Buduburam. The music CD is a creative initiative to further explore the social impact and 

realities of civil war and refugees. Musical recordings represented life in Buduburam through 

several genres: traditional, gospel, hip hop, rap, R&B, and reggae. 

The project was developed in partnership with the Centre for Youth Empowerment 

(CYE), a Liberian NGO founded by war-stricken Liberian youth who sought refuge in 

Buduburam.  Proceeds from the sale of the CD’s are returned to the Liberian musicians and 

technicians to support cultural and artistic development in the camp. 

 

Questions of Scale, Scope and Sustainability 

The various initiatives and involvements I have described raise critical questions about how 

post-secondary institutions engage with and cooperatively develop programs with large-scale 

refugee camps such as Buduburam.  These questions have to do with issues of scale, scope and 

sustainability. 

 In terms of the scale of involvement, in the case of the U of A, decisions were made on 

an ad hoc basis.  There was no institutional discussion about how broad or narrow the 



involvement might be and no policy on which faculties and units could draw for guidance.  As 

each faculty developed its own initiatives—and most of them were short-lived—there was little 

interaction between or among the units.  Unfortunately, this lack of broader discussion is not 

untypical of large comprehensive universities that have tended to become “siloed” over time. 

For our partners in Buduburam, lack of institutional policy created some confusion.  Given that 

there were a number of different initiatives, camp leaders felt the U of A had developed a 

dedicated program specific to Buduburam and they had difficulty understanding how each 

initiative would emerge, and then end with no connection or follow-up activities. 

 In terms of the scope of the U of A’s involvement, the same issues I just detailed hold 

true.  Apart from the Giving Voice to Hope project, it is a fair statement (and a just criticism) to 

say that there was no institutional discussion about the kinds of initiatives  that might be 

undertaken nor was there any attempt to coordinate or rationalize the U of A’s involvement.  

The net result of this random series of engagements was that long-term issues in the camp 

related to healthcare and education were not really addressed in a way that had a significant 

impact. 

 Finally, the issue of sustainability needs to be addressed.  In the face of lack of 

coordination among the different initiatives, staff changes in the university that meant that 

faculty members who were initially involved in one initiative or another moved on and there 

was no one to replace them, and most critically, lack of an institutional policy on engagement 

with refugee camps, and resources to support such a policy, there was little chance that any of 

the initiatives that were developed would be sustained.  The different NGO’s we worked with in 



the camp were left to move, almost randomly, from one initiative to another while they looked 

for some evidence of a clear commitment from the U of A of long-term planning. 

 

 As I indicated, the story of my university’s involvement is something of a cautionary tale.  

Unfortunately, I do not think our story is unique in any sense.  What it presents is an example of 

a willingness to engage with the camp, but a lack of coordination of effort that, ultimately, 

made our cooperation with Buduburam much less effective and productive than it might have 

otherwise been. 


