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Introduction 

Uganda is a critical player in East Africa's humanitarian landscape, currently hosting 

approximately 1.6 million refugees, primarily from South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC), Burundi, and Somalia (UNHCR, 2024). Uganda’s refugee policy is considered 

one of the most liberal globally, granting refugees freedom of movement, the right to work, 

access to public services, and land for settlement. Nevertheless, Uganda's domestic capacity to 

sustain this large refugee population is increasingly strained by inadequate resources, competing 

development priorities, and the broader regional instability fuelling continued displacement. 

Abstract 

Uganda is lauded internationally for its progressive refugee policies, hosting the largest refugee 

population in Africa and the third largest globally. However, as the refugee influx continues to rise, 

the Ugandan government faces significant challenges in sustaining this humanitarian effort amidst 

persistent resource limitations. Uganda has long been recognized for its progressive and inclusive 

refugee policies, hosting one of the largest refugee populations in Africa. However, sustaining its 

open-door approach amidst growing resource constraints poses significant challenges. This paper 

critically examines Uganda’s refugee response from a policy and governance perspective, focusing 

on how the country navigates the tensions between humanitarian obligations and domestic resource 

limitations. The study analyzes the role of national and local governance structures, donor 

dynamics, and international partnerships in supporting Uganda's refugee-hosting model. It further 

explores policy frameworks such as the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) 

and their effectiveness in promoting refugee self-reliance and social cohesion. The paper concludes 

that while Uganda’s approach remains a model for refugee protection, it is increasingly vulnerable 

to external funding volatility and overstretched public services, necessitating stronger policy 

coherence, capacity-building, and sustainable development interventions to ensure long-term 

resilience. This article explores the socio-political and economic implications of Uganda's refugee 

hosting model, assesses current governmental strategies, and proposes policy recommendations to 

ensure sustainable refugee management. 

Keywords: Uganda refugee response, resource scarcity, refugee policy, Comprehensive Refugee 

Response Framework (CRRF), refugee-host relations.  
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Refugee management has turned into a major headache for many nations lately—especially in 

parts of Sub-Saharan Africa where resources are thin. Uganda, for instance, takes a more 

forward-thinking stance, quite unlike neighbours like Malawi that still hold on to tighter, more 

restrictive practices; such differences, generally speaking, really shine a light on how basic 

governance dynamics end up steering crisis responses. Forced migration, largely spurred by 

ongoing conflict, is on the rise and Uganda's method, albeit not perfect, gives us some valuable 

insights into how security issues and everyday socio-economic worries mix together. What’s 

interesting is that the effects go beyond just well-meaning humanitarian efforts—they also spark 

a kind of political talk that can sometimes bump up, or even ease, tensions in local communities. 

By taking a closer look at Uganda’s liberalized refugee policies and the various factors that shape 

them, this essay aims to lay out some practical strategies for keeping responses both balanced 

and humane, even when resources really are stretched thin (Sinoya et al., 2021)(Vayda et al., 

2021). 

Problem Statement 

Uganda hosts approximately 1.5 million refugees, making it one of the largest refugee-hosting 

nations globally (UNHCR, 2023). The country is lauded for its progressive refugee policy, which 

allows refugees freedom of movement, the right to work, and access to public services (Betts et 

al., 2019). However, despite these achievements, sustaining this humanitarian model under 

mounting resource constraints has become increasingly precarious. Uganda's dependence on 

fluctuating donor funding, coupled with the country's own development challenges, has led to 

overstretched infrastructure, declining service delivery quality, and tensions between refugees 

and host communities (Oloka-Onyango, 2020). 

The implementation of frameworks such as the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework 

(CRRF) has aimed to promote refugee self-reliance and enhance local development (UNHCR, 

2023). Nevertheless, institutional weaknesses, limited local government capacity, and 

inconsistent donor commitments continue to undermine the sustainability of these efforts 

(Dryden-Peterson & Hovil, 2004). The governance landscape is further complicated by 

competing national priorities, including Uganda's domestic socio-economic pressures such as 

poverty, unemployment, and public health constraints (Betts et al., 2019). 

Given the increasing refugee influx and dwindling financial and material resources, there is a 

critical need to re-examine Uganda’s policy and governance mechanisms. Without strengthened 
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institutional frameworks and more sustainable development approaches, Uganda’s refugee 

response risks becoming unsustainable, threatening both refugee welfare and national stability. 

 

Literature Review  

Overview of Uganda's refugee situation and the challenges posed by resource scarcity 

Uganda’s refugee situation really shows how resource shortages can stir up tension between 

locals and those seeking shelter—a challenge that’s all too common in many parts of Sub-

Saharan Africa. Instead of keeping things closed off, Uganda has taken a surprisingly open 

approach by allowing refugees access to land, education, and healthcare; this strategy stands in 

sharp contrast to the tighter controls seen in places like Malawi (Sinoya et al., 2021). Millions of 

newcomers arriving in a setting already stretched thin has, in most cases, put extra pressure on 

infrastructure and basic services, making a quick rethink of governance seem almost urgent. 

Policymakers now find themselves juggling these intense challenges, trying to balance the 

immediate needs of refugees with the day-to-day worries of host communities—especially when 

ensuring safety, freedom, and a decent living standard (N/A, 2022). Without smart planning and 

fair resource sharing, Uganda risks seeing its well-intentioned policies backfire, ultimately 

threatening both its humanitarian goals and the region’s overall stability. 

 

This bar chart visualizes the percentage impact of various challenges and liberal policies on 

resource management in Uganda, specifically focusing on access to land, education, healthcare, 

and the strains on infrastructure and essential services. The values represent the extent of impact 
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on the resources and services as the country manages its refugee population amidst resource 

scarcity. 

Analysis of existing policies and their effectiveness in addressing resource limitations 

Ugandas refugee policies mix hopeful ideas with stubborn challenges. Some measures meant to 

ease resource shortages show promise, yet real issues persist. The settlement model—focused on 

allotting land and blending services—has kind of helped refugees and locals live together, even 

if just to a small degree. Still, broken land agreements and patchy resource sharing end up 

sparking tension and a scramble over scarce supplies (Steine et al., 2024). In most cases, although 

there’s been an effort to shift away from old cooking fuels by subsidizing Liquid Petroleum Gas 

(LPG) alternatives, many displaced folks still stick with solid fuels, hinting that policy rollouts 

and community readiness aren’t quite on the mark (Clancy et al., 2024). Generally speaking, for 

these refugee strategies to truly last, they shouldn’t only tackle immediate resource crunches but 

also pull in community participation and make sure any switch to new resources is both robust 

and realistic. 

Governance Challenges in Refugee Response 

Uganda’s refugee system struggles with messy governance issues, especially when limited 

resources complicate an already tangled humanitarian effort. Many applaud Uganda’s open 

refugee policies, but when you compare it with places like Malawi, hidden problems—mostly 

tied to economic pressures and security worries—start to show up. In some cases, governments 

hosting refugees lean toward harsher restrictions out of resource fear, and these choices often 

end up sidelining displaced people (Sinoya et al., 2021). It’s important to remember that refugees 

aren’t just waiting passively for help—they’re actively chasing chances for work and land, which 

can sometimes clash with conservation rules and national plans (Vayda et al., 2021). As Uganda 

fights to balance its scarce resources with lofty humanitarian goals, it finds itself in real need of 

a more flexible, integrated governance approach. 

Examination of local governance structures and their role in resource allocation and 

management 

Scrutinizing how local governance functions reveals its big role in divvying up resources, 

especially when Uganda is wrestling with a refugee crisis and limited supplies. In many cases, 

local systems are arranged so that both the urgent needs of refugees and those of host 

communities get fair attention – a balancing act that's crucial under scarcity. By looping in a mix 
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of voices – yes, even refugees have their say – officials can gauge what’s really needed, though 

this participatory style isn’t always straightforward. Such collaboration not only boosts 

transperency but also lays the groundwork for initiatives that last beyond quick fixes. As noted 

in the UN-Water status report (Hall A et al., 2012), integrated resource management is generally 

seen as key for untangling the messy realities of local settings and the unique challenges posed 

by sudden refugee influxes. Meanwhile, examining how conflict meshes with food insecurity 

suggests that local leaders must also cope with globalization’s push and the wild swings of 

market dynamics, ultimately aiming to build a steadier resource environment (Cohen et al.). 

Policy Framework for Refugee Management 

Uganda tackles refugee management by not only handling urgent humanitarian demands but also 

by laying the groundwork for lasting social and economic ties. The country even sets aside 

parcels of land to let refugees farm and join the local market, a move that often sparks 

independence and everyday connections with local folks. (Steine et al., 2024) points out that the 

way settlements are arranged ends up creating small hubs for mingling—where community 

training sessions and joint projects let everyone swap farming tips in a relaxed setting. Still, 

issues with land use can sometimes stir up unexpected tensions, which, in most cases, call for 

more careful policy rethinking. (Torre et al., 2023) also notes that any policy worth its salt has 

to consider the real-life social and economic challenges refugees face if it hopes to ease the 

mental stress that displacement can bring. All in all, Uganda’s approach, while not perfect, seems 

to be a blend of quick fixes and longer-term strategies aimed at building bridges between people. 

Year Refugee 

Population 

Key Policy Policy Focus Implementation 

Status 

2021 1456000 Refugee Act Integration Enacted 

2022 1529000 Comprehensive 

Refugee Response 

Framework 

Self-reliance Ongoing 

2023 1612000 Jobs and 

Livelihoods 

Response Plan 

Economic 

inclusion 

Launched 
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2024 1735000 Education 

Response Plan 

Access to 

education 

Revised 

2025 1829606 Health Sector 

Integrated 

Refugee Response 

Plan 

Healthcare access Implemented 

Uganda Refugee Population and Policy Framework 

Uganda’s Progressive Refugee Policy Framework 

The Ugandan government’s approach to refugee management is rooted in the 2006 Refugees Act 

and the Refugee Regulations of 2010, which align with international frameworks such as the 

1951 Refugee Convention and the Global Compact on Refugees. Uganda’s unique settlement 

policy, which integrates refugees into host communities rather than segregating them in camps, 

has been commended for promoting self-reliance and peaceful coexistence (Betts et al., 2020). 

However, while this model encourages socio-economic inclusion, the rising refugee numbers 

pose significant pressures on basic services and infrastructure, including health care, education, 

water, and sanitation services. Refugee-hosting districts, predominantly located in Northern and 

Western Uganda, are among the country’s most impoverished and least developed regions. 

 

 

Resource Constraints and Structural Challenges 

Uganda’s capacity to sustain its humanitarian obligations is significantly limited by 

macroeconomic and systemic challenges: 

1. Public Sector Strain: The influx has exacerbated strain on public institutions. Schools 

and health centers in refugee-hosting districts are overwhelmed, with severe shortages of 

teachers, medical personnel, and supplies (World Bank, 2023). 
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2. Environmental Degradation: Refugee settlements have contributed to deforestation, 

soil degradation, and water scarcity, threatening both refugee livelihoods and host 

community resilience (Okello et al., 2023). 

3. Fiscal Limitations: Uganda’s national budget is constrained, with dependency on 

external donor support to finance a large portion of refugee-related programs. However, 

donor fatigue and shifting global priorities have led to funding shortfalls, leaving critical 

services underfunded. 

4. Social Tensions: Although Uganda has largely maintained social cohesion, resource 

competition between host communities and refugees is increasing, particularly over land 

and employment opportunities. 

Current Government Strategies 

The Government of Uganda has adopted a multi-sectoral response strategy encapsulated in the 

Refugee and Host Population Empowerment (ReHoPE) Framework and the Settlement 

Transformative Agenda (STA). These initiatives focus on fostering self-reliance among refugees 

and promoting resilience within host communities by investing in infrastructure, agriculture, and 

livelihoods (Office of the Prime Minister, 2024). 

Furthermore, Uganda is implementing the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework 

(CRRF), which emphasizes responsibility-sharing between the government, international 

partners, and local communities. Despite these efforts, implementation gaps persist, largely due 

to weak institutional capacity and limited financial resources. 

Recommendations for Sustainable Refugee Management 

1. Enhance Domestic Resource Mobilization: The government should strengthen tax 

revenue generation and explore innovative financing mechanisms such as green bonds or 

social impact bonds to fund refugee-hosting district development. 

2. Strengthen Local Governance Structures: Decentralizing refugee management to 

empower local governments with greater decision-making authority and resources can 

improve service delivery efficiency and promote sustainable integration. 
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3. Diversify Livelihoods Programs: Expand vocational training, digital entrepreneurship, 

and climate-smart agriculture initiatives to reduce refugee and host community 

dependency on humanitarian aid. 

4. Environmental Protection Programs: Integrate environmental conservation projects 

such as afforestation, water harvesting, and renewable energy solutions into refugee 

settlement areas to mitigate environmental degradation. 

5. Regional and International Cooperation: Uganda must continue advocating for 

equitable responsibility-sharing within the East African region and among international 

partners to secure additional funding and technical support for its refugee response. 

Conclusion 

Uganda’s commitment to maintaining one of the world’s most inclusive refugee hosting policies, 

despite its resource constraints, reflects both moral leadership and strategic humanitarianism. 

However, sustaining this approach amidst an ever-increasing refugee population requires 

innovative, locally driven, and internationally supported solutions. By strengthening domestic 

capacities and advocating for greater global solidarity, Uganda can continue to provide a 

dignified and sustainable response to displacement while safeguarding the wellbeing of both 

refugees and host communities. 

Therefore, Sustaining Uganda’s refugee response, even when resources are tight, calls for 

blending solid policy with on‐the‐ground governance—a mix that isn’t always neat but truly 

necessary. A side-by-side look at Uganda and Malawi suggests that Uganda’s more open refugee 

stance has, in many cases, become a key engine for development; it draws international backing 

and lifts both social and economic life even as more refugees arrive. On the other hand, Malawi’s 

strict, almost closed-door rules reveal some obvious downsides, since these policies tend to limit 

refugee rights and cut off the potential upsides newcomers might offer to local communities 

(Sinoya et al., 2021). This discussion, to be fair, shows how money issues, security worries, and 

political chatter all mash together to shape how governments deal with refugees. A more flexible, 

inclusive way to govern could not only boost Uganda capacity to handle its many challenges but 

also, in many instances, serve as a rough blueprint for other nations facing similar predicaments 

(Vayda et al., 2021). 
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Summary of key findings and recommendations for improving Uganda's refugee response 

amidst resource scarcity 

Facing the huge problem of limited resources, many recent insights hint that Uganda’s way of 

handling refugee issues could be boosted by mixing in community‐based farming efforts and 

smarter ways of managing water. Studies have shown that when refugee women get involved in 

eco-friendly farming, it not only helps secure food supplies but also gives them more say in their 

own communities—a point illustrated again and again in research on the powerful roles women 

play in places like Kakuma Refugee Camp and other similar settings (Mwangi et al., 2024). One 

might also notice that using local, community-led ideas in managing water resources leads to 

better use of nearby supplies; reports from UN-Water, for instance, really emphasize this 

advantage (Hall A et al., 2012). In most cases, these points drive home that policymakers need 

to cook up plans that address both the immediate shortages and set the stage for long-term, 

sustainable growth. By takin these measures, Uganda could well build a resilient, flexible system 

that meets the tricky challenges of resource scarcity while still keeping human dignity and 

personal agency at the forefront. 
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