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As at 30 June 2020, Uganda was hosting the largest
number of refugees in Africa and was the third largest
refugee-hosting country in the world, offering
protection to 1,425,034 refugees and asylum-seekers
from over 30 countries, representing more than 3 per
cent of its total population. Uganda welcomed large
numbers of refugees between 1955 and 1960 and
has experienced the world’s largest increase from
135,000 in 2010 to 1.4 million in 2020. Most of the
refugees in Uganda are from South Sudan, the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Somalia,
Rwanda, Ethiopia and Eritrea, with a few others from
as far away as Asia and Syria.

Uganda has recorded reductions in poverty over the
last two decades. However, it remains a low-income
country, ranked 159 out of the 189 countries on the
Human Development Index for 2019. Despite its own
challenges, Uganda has historically had an open
approach towards refugees, consistently providing
refugees with asylum and access to basic rights.
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Of the total refugee population in Uganda, 94 per cent reside in
planned settlements around the border areas: 62 per cent, of
which are mostly South Sudanese, are settled in the northeast
region and, 32 per cent, of which are mostly from the Democratic
Republic of the Congo and a few from Burundi, are settled in south
and mid-west region. The remaining population of about 6 per cent
of various nationalities are scattered in urban settings, mainly in
Kampala. These settlements are within Ugandan host communities
with whom refugees interact regularly.
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Figure 1: Number of refugees and asylum-seekers of the largest
refugee population groups



OVERVIEW OF REFUGEE POLICY ENVIRONMENT

OVERVIEW OF REFUGEE POLICY ENVIRONMENT (JULY 2017-
JUNE 2020)

The legal and policy frameworks in Uganda grant refugees access to key rights and national services.
Since 1999, Uganda has been pursuing a development response to forced displacement and has worked
on developing self-reliance strategies for refugees. Since 2010, it has also integrated refugee matters into
national and sub-national development and environmental plans (2010 Regulations). In 2015, the
Government of Uganda operationalized these commitments through the adoption of the Settlement
Transformation Agenda (STA), which was fully incorporatedinto the 2015/16—2019/20 National Development
Plan Il (NDPII), thereby integrating refugees into national development planning. Efforts to support the STA
were mobilized through a strategic framework called Refugee and Host Population Empowerment
(ReHoPE). These building blocks predated and inspired the participation of Uganda in the 2016 Global
Leaders’ Summit on Refugees, at which it committed to the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework
(CRRF), as proposed by the 2016 New York Declaration.

e From July 2017 to June 2020, Uganda made key policy developments and initiatives as follows:
e Launch of the CRRF in April 2017.

® Adoption of the Uganda 2018—2020 national action plan to implement the Global Compact On
Refugees and its Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF Roadmap) in January 2018, as
well as its revision in April 2019.

® Adoption of the 2018-2021 National Education Response Plan for Refugees and Host Communities in
Uganda in May 2018.

e Adoption of the 2019-2024 Health Sector Integrated Refugee Response Plan in January 2019

e Adoption of the Water and Environment Sector Refugee Response Plan (WESRRP) in November 2019

® Adoption of the 2020-2021 National COVID-19 Health Prevention and Response Plan in March 2020,
which integrates refugees in the national response.

e Finalization of the country’s National Development Plan Il (2020/21-2024/25), which fully integrates
refugees into national, sectoral and district planning and statistics, entering into force in July 2020.

In September 2017, Uganda became eligible for the World Bank’s IDA18 Regional Sub-Window for Refugees
and Host Communities (RSW), which provided financing to sustain and scale up the policy agenda laid out
in: the STA , NDPII, NDPIIl and the sector response plans listed above.

Uganda has also been very active on international refugee issues, supporting the development and
affirmation of the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR) in 2018 and signing the IGAD Djibouti Declaration
on Education in 2017, as well as the Kampala Declaration on Jobs, Livelihoods and Self-Reliance for
Refugees, Returnees and Host Communities in the IGAD region in March 2019. Uganda also actively
participated in the 2019 Global Refugee Forum (GRF), where it reinforced its commitment to the GCR and
made additional policy pledges on: (i) maintaining its progressive, open-door refugee policy; (ii) including
refugees in its national planning framework and statistical systems;(iii) promoting accessibility, quality and
inclusiveness in education and health delivery systems for refugees and host communities through
implementation of the Education Response Plan and Health Response Plan; (iv) promoting inclusive and
sustainable management of natural resources and ecosystems through implementation of the Water &
Environment Response Plan; and (v) ensuring the integrity of its asylum system.
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1. HOST COMMUNITIES

POLICY DIMENSIONS (AS AT 30 JUNE 2020)

1 Host Communities
11 Support for communities in refugee-hosting areas

The country’s 2002 Fiscal Decentralization Strategy and Fiscal Transfer Reform Programme (IFTRP) set out
the strategy and operationalization system for fiscal transfers to local governments. The IFTRP can also be
applied for timely additional financial transfers from national level to areas that are economically affected
by the presence of refugees, even though it does not contain specific provisions in this regard.

This is demonstrated by the Uganda Intergovernmental Fiscal Transfer Program (UGIFT) and the Uganda
Support to Municipal Infrastructure Development Program (USMID) financed by the World Bank. Both
programmes support implementation of the IFTRP and factor refugee populations into conditional grant
allocation formulas in the health, education, water and sanitation sectors, thus facilitating significant
increases in financing and integrated service delivery for refugee-hosting districts, based on refugee
populations within Districts. The IFTRP has also facilitated the development of integrated transition plans,
which combine sectoral financing with other funding sources, including complementary projects from
development partner and humanitarian actors. The operationalization of sub-national fiscal plans have
been hindered by the limited implementation capacities of sub-national government institutions.

The Social Protection Policy is premised on the provisions of the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda. The
2015 National Social Protection Policy (NSPP) and 2016—2020 Social Sector Development Plan aim to
establish comprehensive social protection services to address vulnerabilities for all Ugandans, including
host communities. There are four main social safety net schemes and programmes: the National Social
Security Fund (NSSF), the Public Service Pension Scheme (PSPS), the Uganda Social Action Fund (NUSAF)
and the Senior Citizens’ Grant (SCG). Extending coverage of the NSSF and PSPS has been slow and the
proposed reforms are taking time to develop. NUSAF covers 55 districts in the Northern and Eastern regions,
while SCG operates in 61 districts with the intention of scaling up towards universal coverage for all elderly
persons aged 80 years and over. Some refugee-hosting districts are already currently covered by SCG and
NUSAF. Enjoyment of social safety nets for Ugandans, including host communities, is limited in practice: less
than 0.7 per cent of the population is covered; there are institutional constraints inhibiting the performance
of social protection in Uganda; and with a national budget allocation of less than 0.06 per cent of GDP, many
programmes remain fully dependent on international aid (2019 Social Sector Development Review).

1.2 Social cohesion

There are various national policies that are directly and indirectly aimed at identifying, preventing, and
mitigating potential social tensions and risks of conflicts in refugee-hosting areas. The Refugees Act 2006
and its 2010 Refugees Regulations set out refugee rights as well as refugee obligations including those
bound by the rule of law and public order in Uganda. The 2016—2020 NDPII, the 2020-2025 NDP Il in
conjunction with the 2016-2022 STA and the GCR/CRRF National Plan of Action 2018—-2020, provide
policy guidance on social cohesion and rule of law among refugees and host communities.

In addition, the Bill of Rights in the 1995 Constitution, the Penal Code Act and a large body of other
national laws which are applicable throughout the country contribute in preventing tensions and
strengthening social cohesion between various groups. There are, however, gaps in early warning systems,
intended to identify conflict risks, and provide subsequent mitigation measures.

While refugee and host communities in Uganda typically coexist peacefully, and interact on a regular
basis, tension still exist. These tensions can be attributed to various factors including competition for
natural resources, land disputes, destruction of crops by animals belonging to the host or refugee
communities and/or perceived inequities in access to livelihoods, services and international aid. Such
tensions also exist within refugee communities and among Ugandan nationals and have been further
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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2. REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT AND GOVERNANCE

Within host and refugee communities, there are functional informal and formal mechanisms in place that
promote peaceful coexistence, dialogue, joint activities and citizen engagement. The most relevant
mechanisms within the host community are the local councils, which have social cohesion and dispute
resolution responsibilities within their area of jurisdiction. The refugee welfare committees are the
equivalent structures in the refugee community. As a matter of practice, local governments and the Office
of the Prime Minister (OPM) facilitate interventions to promote peaceful coexistence and address any
tensions arising between refugees and host communities. OPM facilitates regular engagement between
local councils and refugee welfare committees. As part of the National Conflict Early Warning Mechanism,
peace committees have been established in some refugee-hosting districts. These have strong potential
to address conflict between refugees and host communities more comprehensively but policies to that
end, bringing together both refugee and host community representatives, have not yet been established.

The Constitution grants protection from discrimination for all persons within the territory of Uganda
including refugees. This spirit is reinforced in the Refugees Act which states that “A recognised refugee
shall, subject to this Act, the OAU Convention and the Geneva Convention, [...] be entitled to fair and just
treatment without discrimination on grounds of race, religion, sex, nationality, ethnic identity, membership
of a particular social group or political opinion.” In practice, refugees and asylum-seekers report incidents
of discrimination, for instance in relation to gender, ethnicity, disability and diverse sexual orientation and
gender identities (see also section 5 on cross-sector issues).

1.3 Environmental management

There are several national policies to mitigate the environmental impact of hosting refugees. The 2019—
2022 Water and Environment Sector Response Plan for Refugees and Host Communities in Uganda
(WESRP) addresses protection of the environment and natural resources in refugee-hosting areas,
focusing on water resource management, waste management and access to sanitation. This Plan has
been costed and designed to feed into the national 2016—2020 Water and Environment Sector
Development Plan (WESDP). Implementation of the Plan has begun.

A draft National Energy Policy and Sustainable Energy Response Plan for Refugees and Host Communities
(SERP) has been developed and is expected to be finalized in mid-2021. The Policy recognizes that the
energy sector is a major contributor to environmental degradation and highlights the need to integrate
refugees into energy national programmes as outlined in the SERP. The SERP specifically addresses
access to energy in refugee-hosting areas, including the use of biomass for domestic energy production,
which is the main cause of deforestation in the region. The Rural Electrification Strategy and Plan 2013—
2022 is another relevant policy that aims inter alia to facilitate access to modern energy services in order
to replace kerosene lighting and other forms of traditional heating that are affecting the environment. The
Plan does not specifically include refugees and host communities but applies across the country including
refugee-hosting areas.

1.4 Preparedness for refugee inflows

The Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations, NDPII, the GCR/CRRF National Plan of Action and the
United Nations inter-agency Refugee Response Plan (RRP) set out the national preparedness framework
to respond to increased or new refugee inflows in ways that minimize short- and medium-term
socioeconomic impacts on hosting regions. While the CRRF National Plan of Action focuses on advancing
longer term/development outcomes for refugee and host communities, the Refugee Coordination Model
(RMC) covers humanitarian interventions, refugee protection and emergency preparedness and response
and is co-led by OPM and UNHCR. As such, the RRP contributes to implementation of the GCR/CRRF and
complements the National Plan of Action and the comprehensive sector response plans.

The GCR/CRRF National Plan of Action recognizes that improved preparedness, including efficient
mechanisms to strengthen the national approach to settlement, temporary provision of assistance through
national delivery systems, capacity building for the relevant authorities, early warning mechanisms,
measures to enhance evidence-based forecasting and disaster risk reduction efforts, as well as data
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2. REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT AND GOVERNANCE

collection at the reception stage, strengthen comprehensive short and mid-term responses. Refugee
registration data and statistics were validated in November 2018 to improve the responses of both
development and humanitarian actors. The registration data is being used to identify the protection needs
of individuals more effectively and to generate data relevant to designing solutions from the onset of
arrivals. This data is also informing long-term development activities supporting socioeconomic
interventions for refugees and host communities in Uganda.

Further, the Displacement Crisis Response Mechanism (DCRM) (financed through the Development
Response to Displacement Impacts Project (DRDIP) supported by the WB), supports rapid scale-up of
public service provision in locations impacted by a refugee-related displacement shocks and is a new
approach to respond to future displacement shocks.

Operationally, emergency preparedness and response are coordinated and led by the Government
(OPM) with the support of UNHCR, as contemplated in the national inter-agency Refugee Response Plan
2020-2021. Given the COVID-19 context, emphasis is placed on reinforcing health and water, sanitation
and hygiene measures to contain and respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, strengthening reception
preparedness and building capacity to manage large numbers of asylum-seekers.

2 Regulatory Environment and Governance
241 Normative framework

Uganda is a State Party to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, albeit with seven
reservations including regarding (i) the right to moveable and immoveable property and (ii) the right of
association and expulsion. Uganda is also a State Party to the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of
Refugees, the 1969 OAU Convention Governing Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa and other
relevant international and regional instruments. Refugee-related commitments in these instruments are
implemented primarily through the Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations. The framework for
refugee protection in Uganda is comprehensive and consistent with international and regional standards.
It has enabled the country to set up its 2015 Settlement Transformative Agenda (STA): a progressive
protection model whereby refugees are admitted, allocated land for settlement and provided with
documents. The STA aims to achieve self-reliance and increase social development in refugee-hosting
areas, thereby providing refugees in Uganda with very good prospects for dignity and normality. Including
refugees in NDPII by incorporating the STA paved the road for comprehensive responses to address the
needs of both refugees and host communities. Building on these efforts, the Government adopted
implementation of the GCR and its CRRF in mid-2017. Significant progress has been made towards the
inclusion of refugees in national planning. Line ministries have led advancements in various key sectors,
including in Education, Health, Water and Environment and Jobs and Livelihoods, with sector Response
Plans being implemented (the Sustainable Energy Response Plan being expected to be finalized in mid-
2021). These plans offer opportunities to integrate longer-term resilience and development approaches
into refugee and host population assistance programmes and to create entry points for development
partners to invest in the response.

The Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations, NDPII and the GCR/CRFF National Action Plan have
been disseminated publicly in Uganda. Despite sensitization sessions, UNHCR observes gaps in the
awareness of refugees, authorities and host communities regarding applicable refugee policies. For the
authorities, often only those officials deployed to refugee-hosting areas or to border points receive
information on refugee laws and policies. OPM and UNHCR have initiated discussions to integrate refugee
law into Government training programmes, notably through the national police and immigration training
academies. Such programmes are already being provided for the Uganda People’s Defence Force National
Senior Command School in Jinja.

The Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations provide the framework for refugee status determination
(RSD). The RSD framework gives the Refugee Eligibility Committee (REC) responsibility for determining
refugee status. REC adjudicates asylum applications based on RSD interviews conducted by OPM RSD
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2. REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT AND GOVERNANCE

Officers or by its own staff. Asylum-seekers from South Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo are
granted refugee status on a prima facie basis. Asylum-seekers from other countries of origin and those
from Democratic Republic of Congo who enter the country via ungazetted border points undergo individual
RSD by REC as outlined.

There are challenges involved in implementing the RSD framework, including a high dependency on
UNHCR funding, limited analysis of the reasons for rejection in some cases and inadequate support for
vulnerable asylum-seekers in the RSD procedures. Due to the large refugee inflows of recent years and
limited government staffing, infrastructure and resources, adjudication of asylum claims takes much longer
than the 90 days stipulated by law. During this waiting period, asylum-seekers face certain restrictions
compared to recognized refugees, in terms of their employability and access to certain services, because
of their temporary status.

In March 2020, as part of a series of presidential directives to curb the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the Government suspended asylum procedures including the admission and registration of new arrivals,
RSD and issuance of identification documents. While the Government made efforts to admit some groups
of asylum-seekers, there were reports that some asylum-seekers were pushed back by security forces
manning the borders.

2.2 Security of legal status

The Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations grant asylum-seekers the right to stay in the country for
the duration of the refugee application. Asylum-seekers are provided with an asylum-seeker certificate
that is renewable every three months. The asylum-seeker certificate grants them the right to stay until
such a time as their status has been determined. Once refugee status has been granted, refugees are
entitled to a refugee identity card with a renewable validity of five years. There are no limitations on the
right to stay, in policy or in practice, unless the status expires or is cancelled under the Refugees Act.

The Refugees Act 2006 guarantees the right to seek asylum and the principle of non-refoulement in line
with international standards and these are respected in practice. However, as mentioned above, the risks
of refoulement increased due to the suspension of admission procedures in March 2020 to curb COVID-19.
It is also noted that the admission of asylum-seekers from Pakistan has been restricted since 2017, except
for those seeking family reunification. Asylum-seekers with claims relating to their sexual orientation also
have difficulties in gaining admission.

2.3 Institutional framework for refugee management and coordination

The Refugees Act 2006 sets out the institutional framework for refugee management and gives OPM
responsibility for all administrative matters concerning refugees in Uganda, including the coordination of
inter-ministerial and non-governmental activities and programmes relating to refugees.

The Government’s firm commitment to GCR/CRRF led to the establishment of a high-level CRRF Steering
Group in October 2017, chaired at ministerial level by OPM and the Ministry of Local Government
recognizing the key role that district local governments play in the refugee response. The Steering Group
meets quarterly to steer the GCR/CRRF vision in Uganda, bringing together government ministries/
departments and agencies, United Nations agencies, development and humanitarian donors, refugee and
host community representatives, international and national non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the
private sector and international financial institutions. The Steering Group’s Terms of Reference include
provisions to ensure alignment with existing development and humanitarian coordination mechanisms
such as the National Partnership Forum, development sector working groups, the Local Development
Partners Group, the Refugee Humanitarian Partners Group and RCM. A CRRF Secretariat has been
established within OPM, supported by UNHCR to advance GCR/CRRF implementation in line with the
National Plan of Action. The Steering Group and Secretariat are functional, but the governance structure
is not provided for in law.
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2. REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT AND GOVERNANCE

Under the overall leadership of OPM and in line with guidance provided by the CRRF Steering Group, the
role of Line Ministries and district authorities in the refugee response has been strengthened over recent
years. District sectoral working groups involved in refugee response are aligning with Government sector
working groups. The refugee Education, Health and WASH sector working groups are being co-chaired
by the United Nations, NGO and Line Ministries. This ensures that interventions for refugees and in
refugee-hosting areas are in line with national sector policies and contribute to the comprehensive sector
response plans.

Community participation is ensured through the refugee community governance structures. While their
functions are broader, they play a key role in communicating the perspectives of the refugee community
to the authorities, UNHCR and other stakeholders. The most central are the Refugee Welfare Committees
(RWC) (see also 1.2 Social cohesion above) comprising a chair/vice chair, general secretary and secretaries
responsible for thematic areas such as education, women’s affairs, health and sanitation, security, persons
with disabilities and other special needs, and youth and sports. The refugee governance structures are
established by practice, mirroring the national Local Council system. Other community structures include
neighborhood watch committees, child protection committees, sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV)
committees, village health teams, psychosocial support structures, community activists, WASH committees
and food management committees. These structures are generally functional but there are gaps in
representation for women, persons with specific needs and minority groups.

With the establishment of the Refugee Engagement Forum (REF) in 2018, refugees are now represented
in the CRFF Steering Group. REF meets quarterly and brings together refugee representatives from all
refugee-hosting districts. Two representatives from REF attend the steering group to represent the
refugee voice.

Refugees have so far not been included in the national population census in Uganda but there is
development in related areas. In 2018, the Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS), with support from the WB
and UNHCR, embarked on a Refugee and Host Community Household Survey (World Bank, 2019).
Refugees are also included in the national health management information systems, as well as the
epidemic preparedness and response plans, including those for Cholera, Ebola and Covid-19. Data on
refugee GBV is not systematically collected by the Government, but UNHCR and its humanitarian partners
are collecting this data and have agreed with the Government that they will feed it into the National GBV
Database once the Government has addressed data protection and confidentiality-related challenges.

Priorities for refugee protection and management have been included in the NDP Il and sub-national
level development planning processes. During the fourth ministerial level National Partnership Forum,
held in February 2018, a commitment was made to improve these priority areas for the NDP Il

2.4  Access to civil registration and documentation

The Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations provides that all recognized refugees shall be issued
with a Refugee identity (ID) card for the purposes of identification and protection. As of June 2020, 44 per
cent of refugees had refugee IDs. Upon registration, all (100 per cent) are issued with a Refugee Attestation
letter that also serves as identification. Law enforcement authorities at national/sub-national level
recognize refugee ID cards and attestation letters. Recognition of refugee ID cards by national/sub-
national authorities or private sector institutions responsible for socioeconomic services depends in
practice on the sector (see section 3.4). The private sector (e.g. financial institutions) in most cases seek
letters from OPM to confirm the authenticity of the refugee ID cards.

Uganda also issues Machine Readable Convention Travel Documents (MRCTDs) to refugees for purposes
of travel, as per Section 31 of the Refugees Act 2006, upon recommendation by OPM. These documents
are in line with the standards of the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).

Vital events registration procedures (births, marriages and deaths) are not explicitly mentioned in the
Refugees Act. However, they are addressed under other laws and policies, notably under the Marriage
Act. It is noted that Section 34 of the Refugees Act 2006 on Personal Status briefly mentions marriage: “(1)
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2. REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT AND GOVERNANCE

The personal status of a recognised refugee shall be governed by the law of the country of his or her
domicile or, if he or she has no domicile, by the law currently in force in Uganda. (2) All rights previously
acquired by a refugee and dependent on personal status, particularly rights attaching to marriage, shall
be respected, subject to the laws of Uganda.”

The 2015 Registration of Persons Act mandates the National Identification and Registration Authority
(NIRA) to register births and deaths. This Act makes the registration of every birth within Uganda both free
and compulsory, which provides refugees and asylum-seekers with access to birth registration services
on a par with nationals. While the Government recognizes the need to provide additional services and
logistical support to remote locations, including in refugee-hosting areas, the limited resources and
capacity of NIRA have led to significant delays in the issuance of birth registration for refugees and hosts.
To improve the timeliness of birth registration services, the Government is working to establish links
between the medical databases of hospitals registering births and the national NIRA database system.
Uganda is also developing a Civil Registration and Vital Statistics (CRVS) strategy with a view to providing
guidelines for the delivery of civil registration services and the production of vital statistics, including for
refugees. It is noted that limited birth registration and certification for refugees born in Uganda places
them at risk of statelessness. It should be noted that Uganda is not yet party to the 1961 Convention on the
Reduction of Statelessness.

2.5 Justice and Security

The Refugees Act 2006 and its 2010 Regulations accord refugees the same rights as nationals in terms of
access to justice, including access to legal assistance under the applicable laws of Uganda. The level of
security enjoyed by refugees is comparable to that enjoyed by nationals in the same areas. This is
demonstrated in the 2019 Assessment on Rule of Law, Access to Justice, and Security Needs of Refugees
and Host Communities in Arua and Isingiro Districts conducted by LAPSET, as well as by the UNHCR 2019
Participatory assessments.

In practice and as demonstrated by the 2019 assessment, access to law enforcement and justice, including
State-provided legal aid, is limited for both refugees and host communities. Challenges are, inter alia,
related to high costs, physical distance and limited legal representation. Consequently, most refugees and
host communities resort to informal justice mechanisms and local council courts to settle disputes. In 2011,
the Government, assisted by civil society, drafted a legal aid policy that is pending cabinet approval. A
private members’ bill on legal aid has also been under consideration by parliament since 2012. In a bid to
support alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, the Judiciary reviewed the 2013 Judicature (Mediation
Rules) to harmonize it with the Civil Procedure Rules and made mediation optional for parties in civil suits.
The judiciary has also adopted a Case Backlog Reduction Strategy to address delays in the dispensation
of justice and deployed judicial staffing and mobile courts to refugee-hosting areas with support from
UNHCR, but challenges remain.
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