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Abstract  

Every day people are forced by either, war, conflict, natural disasters or other uncontrollable 

circumstances to either leave their native lands to seek refuge in other nations or they are being 

displaced within their country. While they may find temporal succour from the disasters that 

push them out of their country, they are yet faced with other greater challenges as they become 

highly dependent on the generosity of the international community and the receiving countries 

for their survival and livelihood. In most cases if not all, the reliance on handouts from the 

international community and the host government leaves these people of concern more 

vulnerable and become more dependent on humanitarian assistance. In situations where 

humanitarian assistance cannot sufficiently provide for the basic needs of displaced persons, 

they seek alternative ways to negotiate livelihoods. The benefit of social networks has been 

established to be resourceful to people of this category; however, when positive coping 

mechanism becomes disenfranchised some indulge in negative coping mechanisms. 

 

The sustainable livelihood framework will be applied to understand the vulnerability context of 

refugees in the settlement. This model looks at the various capital assets available for the 

refugees and the various possibilities of negotiating a better live in the settlement. The study 

shows that refugees are entrapped in the settlement with little options to seek alternative means 

to survive. Refugees are actively adopting survival strategies such as petty trading, farming and 

labour assistance to the locals among others.  

This paper explore the various strategies implored by the refugees in negotiating livelihoods 

and the role of agencies in promoting livelihood options that are impacting the refugees 

positively within the settlement. These options provides independence to refugees and lessen 

the burden of host communities.  

 

Keywords: Refugee, Asylum seeker, Internally Displaced Persons, livelihood, camp 

Settlement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Global migration continue to pose challenges to asylum and refugee management (UNHCR, 

2009, 19), and the number of uprooted people in the world is at a constant rise with the most 

recent statistics indicating that over 40 million people around the world are uprooted from their 

homes (UNFPA 2010, UNHCR 2011), among which 15,163,210.0 are refugees (World Bank, 

2010). These figures reinforce the predatory nature of violent armed conflicts and natural 

disasters visible in almost every part of the world today. This situation of refugee have 

rendered affected people confused and traumatized as they are forced to escape from their 

homes to neighbouring countries or are internally displaced within their own country.  

 

Refugee warehousing typically occurs in the most desolate and dangerous settings in harsh, 

peripheral insecure border areas, typically for political and military rather than humanitarian 

reasons (Smith 2004). Most of the refugees community, if not all face restrictive policies that 

keep the refugee population in highly restrictive and unwarranted legal and economic 

conditions which helps to increase their vulnerability.  Interestingly, refugees constantly adjust 

to the situation by adopting coping strategies to supplement them from humanitarian handouts 

(Sharmani 2003).  

There is a handful of research about the mounting resource pressure faced by the international 

community and the challenges on how best to assist refugees in need (Conway 2004). The 

livelihood model has been promoted by the international humanitarian community to support 

refugees by way of enabling refugees to engage in projects that sustain their livelihood and not 

to relying on humanitarian hand-outs. In Uganda this livelihood model has been experimented 

in the refugee settlements.  It is important to mention that protracted crisis in Africa means that 

returning home to their country of residence is not feasible to the refugees in the nearest future, 

and integrating the refugees does not seem to be a ready and easy solution within the standard 

of humanitarian policy. Faced with this dilemma, the refugees adopt multiple survival 

strategies in the settlement.  In this process of making a livelihood for themselves, the refugees 

gradually penetrate the local community. This form of local integration is a product of social 

networking and social cohesion within group that interacts with each other almost on a daily 

basis.  



 

It is arguable that refugees in the Nakivale settlement face the dilemma of either continuous 

dependent on humanitarian assistance which is almost as good as starving or seek alternative 

means to survive within the settlement. The dilemma is accentuated by the fact that refugees in 

the settlement are not getting assistance to meet their basic need from either the GoU or the 

humanitarian associations. The refugees engage in alternative livelihood strategy through local 

integration; they do this in two ways; locally within the settlement with other refugees and also 

with local host community through interactions with nationals who work in the settlement and 

also those for whom the refugees work as casual labourers.  

 

The thesis is a qualitative study carried out in a three week field study conducted by the 

researcher in the Refugee settlement of Nakivale. In analysing the data collected in the field, 

the researcher will be guided by the lenses of sustainable livelihood theory in understanding 

how refugees in the settlement negotiate their livelihood.  

 

1.1 Statement of the Research Problem 

Refugee livelihoods are pursued within a social, political and security environment which are 

often referred to as the refugee settlement or refugee hosting area (Refugee Management 

Toolkit, 2006). In many regions of the developing world today including Uganda, policies has 

been designed to make refugees remain in camps or planned agricultural settlements, and in 

some cases the refugees are made to depend solely on food assistance (Ibid). This policy that 

isolate the refugees from local socio-economic and political life is often influenced by some 

politicians in host community who see refugees as a burden and competitor for scarce 

resources, and in some cases, refugees have been securitized and often accused of being the 

cause of the numerous socio-economic problems of host community.  

 

The Nakivale refugee settlement is part of this design to isolate refugees as it is structured in a 

way that refugees’ basic needs are provided by the Government of Uganda and aid agencies, 

with the refugees having little or no freedom of movement, and reduced opportunities to pursue 

livelihoods. While state governments and other stakeholders involved in refugee management 

are reluctant to design policies that target the interest of refugees; they see refugee’s assistance 



in settlements as a better solution for protracted refugees’ situation and also see the need for a 

policy oriented towards isolating the refugees in areas cut off from the socio-cultural activities. 

The situation in Nakivale settlement is not peculiar; the refugees live in a segregated 

agricultural enclave where they are restricted from so many activities out of the camp, they are 

also planned to receive food rations and other material on a monthly basis which according to 

the refugees and aid workers is hardly enough to satisfy their basic needs. 

 

The problem here is that refugees in the Nakivale settlement are forced by policies institutions 

to dependent on food rations which are often insufficient and not regular as they wait for a 

durable solution from the UNHCR and GoU. As refugees in the settlement wait for a durable 

solution, the need to survive from hunger and hardship arises, and their choices are very 

limited, whereby the refugees neither find it easy seeking local integration within and out of the 

settlement or guaranteed food security from the monthly rations. 

 

Faced with this dilemma, the thesis seek to understand how the refugees deal with this 

situation, and what kind of  strategy should organizations and associations dealing with this 

kind of problem apply in order to salvage the situation. The thesis will try to understand 

whether refugees seek alternative ways to supplement the assistance they receive from aid 

agencies or they just cross their arms and wait for the monthly ration which are hardly 

sufficient. The thesis will also seek to know the kinds of stakeholders that are involved in this 

the implementation and management of refugee policies within the settlement. 

 

 

 

 

1.2. Research Questions 

In order to understand how refugees in the Nakivale settlement struggle to resolve the dilemma 

of dependency on humanitarian assistance which is hardly sufficient, and the possibilities of 

adopting an alternative strategy as a life saving option,  it is relevant to pose the following 

research questions:  



1. What are the crucial problems experienced by refugees in the refugee settlement of 

Nakivale?   

2. What livelihood strategies do the refugees adopt in the settlement?  

3. How can policies be developed that can resolve the obstacles faced by this group of 

refugees, by enhancing refugees’ survival strategies and their contributions to the host 

society, whilst addressing the concerns of host country nationals? 

1.3. Objectives 

The purpose of this thesis is to use relevant theories in order to understand the strategies 

adopted by the refugees to negotiate a livelihood in the Nakivale refugee settlement.  

Based on this point, the thesis will examine the sustainable livelihood theory as applicable to 

refugees’ livelihood sustainability. This objective will not be attain absolutely without the 

understanding of the policy options and institutions in the settlement and the moves that have 

been taken by the GoU, UNHCR and other humanitarian agencies to encourage and enable 

refugees to develop their livelihood while residing in the Nakivale refugee settlement. 

 

This research is hope to add to the body of academic understanding of refugees’ livelihood 

problems and coping mechanisms, especially in situations where policies are designed to keep 

the refugee on a standby while depending on  humanitarian assistance with no prospect of local 

integration, repatriation or resettlement to a third country. The study is therefore hoped to help 

policy makers in defining appropriate strategies to deal efficiently with refugees’ problems, 

especially for refugees living in a confined settlement like the case of Nakivale. 

 

1.4. Significance of the Study 

Displacement is an issue to cope with and the proliferation of refugee like situations continue 

to dominate debates on humanitarian assistance and news headlines in recent time, particularly 

in an age where natural and manmade disasters are common in almost every part of the globe. 

The search for a durable solution occupy the minds of peace and humanitarian workers in an 

effort to satisfy the needs of displaced people  as well as trying to accommodate and reduce the 



effect of post displacement trauma. It is no doubt that the debate on refugee has dominated 

literature of humanitarian work and needless to mention here that the importance of livelihood 

recreation in displacement remain a focus to researchers and it has been studied in parts to 

understand the livelihood of refugees,  mostly in developed countries.  

 

Prominent in the debate is the issue of possible integration once refugees are granted a 

permanent stay in the host country; which has been argued that integration is the best possible 

way for refugees to sought a livelihood in their new acquired status, but integration too has 

been a contested issue in the debate as right wing politicians, who claim that refugees are a 

burden to the already established social security system and also pose a security problem in 

host community (Castle,   2004). 

 

This research takes a position that refugees are hard working and if given needed support they 

could be capable of engaging in multiple activities that can sustain their lives in host countries. 

The study therefore does not claim to be a virgin one, as similar studies has been carried out in 

developed countries. This research therefore tries to adapt the situation that has been debated in 

developed countries in order to see if it could be applicable to the situation in a developing 

country, and most importantly in a situation where refugees are encamped and isolated. Unlike 

other studies conducted on refugees in urban settings and mostly from the perspectives of aid 

and humanitarian workers (top down), this research seek balanced information from the 

refugees as well as from GoU, aid workers and humanitarian agencies.  

 

 

 

1.5. Thesis Disposition 

The thesis has been disposed to comprise six chapters; Chapter one is the introductory part 

which gives a brief insight in to the refugee situation in the world, introduces the reader to the 

research problem and setting the pace of the research with the research questions and also 

outlines the objectives of the research. Chapter Two follows the introduction and it deals with 

the methodology applied in the field research, with a focus on qualitative approach, and the 

various research tools implored in the process of data collection and analysis. Chapter three 



takes on the theoretical framework applied in the study, and review of some literature on 

migration and Chapter four gives a snap shot of refugee situations in the world, Africa and in 

Uganda. Chapter Five is basically on the main findings and the analysis of the main finding in 

the work and chapter six deals with conclusion and recommendation.  

 

1.6. Delimitation and Obstacles in the Research 

This thesis is based on the Nakivale refugee settlement and it does not cover other refugee 

settlements in Uganda; it does not cover urban refugees or those refugees that have left the 

settlement and seek a life out of the settlement. Such inclusion would have given a different 

dimension to the situation of refugees in Nakivale, but due to constraints faced by the 

researcher, it was difficult to extend the research in a way that would include all other aspects 

of refugees in Uganda.  Thus any other research that goes beyond this will add a dimension to 

the findings in this thesis.   

 

The study is also limited in scope in that it does not include the reason why refugees left their 

home country to Uganda in the first place, nor does it investigate the route refugees took as 

they flee their homeland. The reason why these parts are not inclusive is because the researcher 

did not deem it necessary to include it in the finding of this thesis.  

 

 The study does not differentiate refugees and asylum seekers, it does not also dig in to finding 

about the process of becoming a refugee in Uganda; that is the process of legitimizing the 

refugees in Uganda. 

 

The research was not accomplished without obstacle; information searching was one of the 

most difficult tasks in this research, as some refugees were very difficult to meet for interview. 

It was particularly difficult to get hold of some of the humanitarian officers and most especially 

the UNHCR officials in spite of the pre- scheduled meeting with them. They keep referring the 

researcher to offices and rendezvous which were never met, because they were either very busy 

or not on seat. 

 



The researcher also had limited funds and logistics to enable a smooth research process, since it 

was a self sponsored research. The time factor was an obstacle because three weeks was a very 

short time for a more in-depth research to be carried out in the settlement, given the history and 

vastness of the camp. However, the researcher made the best use of the time he had in the field 

to exhaust all gainful possibilities in relations to the thesis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two  
Methodology 

 

 

This chapter gives a description of the methodology implored by the researcher in collecting 

and analysing qualitative data. It looks at the various techniques and tools used in the process 

of the research. 

 



The researcher’s analysis of refugee livelihood strategies described in this thesis is based on a 

three weeks field research in the Nakivale refugee settlement. Information was sought through 

interviews of implementing partners, other non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

governmental organizations and most importantly, the focus group (members of the refugee) 

and also the host populations in and around the refugee settlement. 

 

2.0. Qualitative Approach 

Qualitative research method spans a wide spectrum that dominates in development studies 

(Mikkelson, 2005), and this is the approach that has been implored in this thesis. The 

qualitative approach is an approach that gives a wider and more holistic understanding of the 

refugees’ situation and needs in the settlement.  Danermark, et. al. (2009), states that qualitative 

research often focuses on independent cases such as a community or people’s experiences and 

personal life stories, and also the need to take into account the contexts in which these cases are 

studied, because it is from the context that the cases gain their specific meaning. Researchers 

often spend considerable time with the people they are studying and make extensive use of 

individuals’ own words. In a qualitative approach, as in this study, sample size is usually small, 

because the main purpose of the research is to investigate the depth of the topic and not seeking 

to study a representative sample of the population. In this approach, analysis of data is carried 

out as narratives rather than using numerical values.  

 

This methodology was designed to capture the various components of refugee identities and 

livelihoods and the relationship between them. The ability to better understand how refugees 

pursue livelihoods and to identify appropriate programme inventions requires a comprehensive 

and holistic approach (i.e. issues of food availability, access to markets, relationship to host 

population). 

 

2.1.0. Techniques of Data Collection- Secondary/Primary Data 



Information about the various humanitarian agencies and the GoU was sought from both 

secondary and primary data; the researcher read policy and working documents from the 

Government of Uganda, UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations. Information on the 

country background, study area and the general surrounding of the study was sought from 

published documents from local and international organizations.  

   

The researcher reviewed a pile of secondary data before embarking on the research journey, 

and this was the first phase of triangulation, whereby published articles, books, reports and 

working documents dealing with refugee issues in the Nakivale settlement were consulted. 

Secondary data, such as theoretical frameworks and literature was obtained from reference 

books, scientific books, scientific articles and peer reviewed journals. All were accessed in 

Linnaeus University’s library, or using LNU’s article database (LibHub) and other search 

engines, such Oxford journals, Ebray, JSTOR and Google Scholar. The keywords for these 

enquiries included fields such as refugees, livelihood and displaced people. 

In the process of the research, the researcher collected data from interviews with a handful of 

international organizations, government of Uganda and local NGOs charged with the provision 

of services to the refugees in the settlement, among which are the UNHCR, NRC, FRC, GIZ, 

International Red Cross, Right to play, UNICEF etc as well as participated in focus group 

discussion. The researcher tried to select useful information out of the piles of data collected. 

Saunders et al. (2009) note that though choosing data is the most creative and interesting 

process, it is also the part that may present the most risks of assumptions and leaps in analysis. 

In this wise, the researcher avoided assumptions while analyzing data, as such attempts was 

made to verify data by crosschecking from the various sources as well as from a wide range of 

respondents within and out of the refugee settlement. This method permits the researcher to 

obtain and evaluate data from several sources in order to maintain objectivity in the data 

analysis, by so doing helps to increase reliability of the empirical finding. 

The secondary data was used in order to improve the quality of explanations, as well as to 

allow room for comparisons. The secondary data source came from both published and 

unpublished sources including journals, articles, books, official reports and the internet sources. 

Document related to the research objectives including UNHCR policy document, and refugee 

agencies websites. The information utilized was in the form of project and partner documents, 

which provided useful background information prior to conducting the interviews. 



Triangulation or utilization of various methods allowed for comprehensive analysis and cross 

check of information.  

 

2.1.1. Primary Data 

The primary data used in this research was collected from a field survey conducted by the 

researcher in the months of April to Early May. The researcher used closed and open-ended 

questionnaire in collecting quantitative data whilst in-depth interviews, focus group discussions 

and direct observation were also used to obtain qualitative data. Sixty eight in-depth interviews 

were conducted with respondents, in addition to two focuses group discussions. Whiles 

interviews were conducted with both local and international NGOs, Camp Based Organizations 

and The office of the Prime Minister which is represented by the camp commandant in 

Nakivale and Mbarara. 

 

The questionnaire used in this research deals with the background characteristics of the 

respondents and seeks to obtain information on certain socio-economic and demographic 

variables such as age, marital status, religion, level of education, number of living children, and 

occupation among others. This was all intended to determine the identity of the respondents in 

order to be able to understand the construction of identity within the settlement. 

 

 

2.1.2. Sampling Procedure 

As already mentioned, quantitative data from field research comes primarily from sixty eight 

key informants among which were refugees, host populations and staff of partner 

organizations, the Ugandan government; including the Office of the Prime Minister, and the 

Camp commander of the refugee settlement.  

The strategy for selecting interviewees, and thus obtaining a sample that provided the best 

result that was both representative and authentic, was a combination of purposive  and 



“snowball” techniques. Snowballing refers to the technique where a first subject is asked to 

refer the researcher to others s/he could approach, and a sample is built up through this 

networking of the community (Jacobsen and Landau, 2003) It suffices to make a point here that 

the purposive sampling technique adopted in this work is based on the fact that certain 

questions were to be best answered by refugees with a good knowledge about the situation in 

the refugee settlement. 

 The interviewees’ selection was purposive when seeking knowledge about the creation of 

identity, as the researcher sort to interview people that have been in the settlement for a longer 

time in order to understand how they see themselves within the settlement setting.  

The process was facilitated by one of the refugee
1
; a student in the International University of 

Kampala (Bushenyi)
2
 campus. He was a very useful link to the people who live in the base 

settlement
3
 and to the other sections of the settlement, he guided the researcher through and his 

presence made the refugees felt freer, willing, open and comfortable to answer questions, since 

they could identify one of them in the process of the research.  

Because the situation in a refugee settlement is dynamic as a result of its temporary nature, the 

process of the research therefore was motioned by a methodology whereby one acquaintance 

would lead me to others, and thus my sample was derived from a snowballing technique, and in 

some cases, respondent were approached personally. During interviews and discussions 

permissions were sorted to record the entire interview in order for me to be able to have a 

better transcription at home, and in all cases the respondents were comfortable. In some cases, I 

had to take down field notes after each conversation. The researcher administered all 

interviews. The interviews were conducted in a structure that followed a structured 

questionnaire and then moved on to the in-depth interview. 

 

2.1.3. In- Depth Interviews 

                                                 

1
 Cyprian   became a refugee at the age of 5 and he has spent the past 15 year of his life as a refugee. His parents and siblings 

live in the Nakivale settlement as well, and he is also having a small business enterprise in the settlement where he sells drinks 

and other groceries. 
2 Bushenyi is a branch of the International university of Kampala. 
3 Base settlement is one of the areas of the settlement where all the offices are concentrated, this area is more like the 

settlement square where important  activities such as sports, celebrations etc. take place 



As stated already, in-depth interviews were also conducted in this study. The interviews were 

used to obtain detailed information from respondents. The semi-structured interviews are 

categorized by their open-ended and topic based questions which are more based on flexible 

checklists. This gives the interviewer more options to form new questions during the actual 

interview as unexpected topics of importance could probe up during the interviews, and this 

also gives the interviewees the option to freely express issues important to him/her personally 

(Mikkelsen, 2005).  

Two separate semi structured interview guides (see appendix) were used for the in-depth 

interviews. One set was for the main respondents while the other focused on questions for 

organizations and officials working with refugees. Both interview guides contained a list.  

However, in-depth knowledge on the main sections of the questionnaire was sought for. This 

allowed the respondents to bring in other issues that might not have been mentioned. Thus, as 

some writers have noted, the purpose of such interviews is not to put things in someone’s mind 

but to access the perspective of the person being interviewed (Quinn 1990). 

 The researcher also decided against having a rigid interview schedule to prevent the possibility 

of refugees feeling obligated to tailor their responses to the researcher’s perceived expectations. 

Relying on qualitative approaches to data collection, such as observation and informal focus 

group discussions, seemed a more appropriate way to collect reliable qualitative data for this 

study.  

 

 

 

2.1.4. Focus Group Discussion  

Unlike the one-on-one interviews, focus group discussions were to enable the researcher find 

further information on the experiences of these refugees with regards to the research objectives. 

Amy and Kalof (2008) assert that the core of most qualitative research is to understand how 

people interpret the social world. To do so, it is necessary to study people in their natural 

settings such as in their homes, workplaces; public settings. Focus group discussions were 



conducted with members of different ethnic communities in the settlement, comprising; 

Congolese, Somalis, Burundians, Rwandans, Ethiopians, Sudanese and Kenyans, interviewees 

were purposely selected from specific zones representing these communities. The researcher’s 

choices of the zones were based on concentration of the population living in the particular 

community, based on the geographical regrouping of people in the settlement along ethnic 

lines.  

Mcneil, (2005), assert that access to a group comes via an intermediary or gate-keeper who is 

close to the group in question and who can reassure the group about the motives of the 

researcher, in this respect, the researcher used the help of a University student breed in the 

settlement in order to select participants for the focus group discussions, in order not to miss 

out people who could be of great use in the camp. All participants were also registered refugees 

aged 17 and above. The focus group discussions were organized in groups of 10-15 

participants, and the discussions ranged from 90 to 120 minutes. The discussions were held in 

English and French, which is spoken by most of the refugee in the settlement.  

Questioning guide was used for the focus group discussion (see appendix). Researchers have to 

monitor not only the actions and behaviour of the group members, but also their own activities 

and they must be able to be self critical and vigilant. (Mcneil, 2005), by this token, the 

researcher was also keen to observe the various activities of the refugees in the settlement, and 

these helped in the analysis of the data collected. 

 

2.1.5. Participatory Observation 

Data was also collected through Participatory observation, especially during focus group 

discussions. During the entire research period, the researcher spent time with the refugees, and 

in the evenings got informal meeting and social conversations with the refugees. In these 

informal evening social interactions there was no established “control group”, though in 

conversations there were frequent comparisons between the refugees and the local Uganda 

population living within and around the settlement.  

 



2.2.0. Quality of the Research 

In order to preserve a good quality data, the researcher ensured that the data collected did not 

misrepresent the refugees. The linguistic diversity of the settlement was also taken into 

consideration, in this direction; one of the methods used by the researcher was to employ 

assistance that could interact in the local language, employ a female interpreter because some 

respondent were more comfortable to speak to the female assistant. 

 

 In conducting household data, attempts were made to give separate interviews to the male and 

the females in order to reduce the tendency of some respondents being influenced by others. 

The interviews were very informal and flexible, and this led to the obtaining of more detailed 

and reliable data. The researcher was able to move freely throughout the settlements and 

benefited from the active support and facilitation of refugee leaders, as well as the willingness 

of ordinary people to assist with the research. The researcher also spent some time in rural 

areas which host the nationals. 

 

The researcher also made efforts to reach scattered communities around areas least accessible 

in the settlement. Separate meetings were also held for distinct groups such as the Congolese 

men and women and the Somalis. The researcher also had individual interviews with refugees 

from a cross section of the communities represented as well as key informant interviews with 

actors in the settlement. Effort was also made to reach a group of rejected Rwandan and 

Burundian asylum seekers living outside the settlement in a place called “kibati” located close 

to the reception centre. Refugees and actors in refugee protection were asked a common set of 

questions with regard to land issues, food distribution, security, water and sanitation, health, 

security, access to justice, status determination, and education and protection mechanisms for 

the most vulnerable. The researcher was as a result able to obtain qualitative information, 

composed of direct quotations and quantifiable information about refugees in Nakivale.  

 

 2.2.1. Techniques of Data Analysis 



Qualitative data obtained through the in-depth interviews and focus group discussions were 

transcribed and analyzed descriptively. 

2.2.2. Validity and Reliability 

Reliability refers to the consistency of the information and judgment in connection to the 

quality of the instruments, producers and analyses that are used to interpret this information. 

Thus, the information is reliable if the same observations and the use of the same instruments 

and the same conditions are producing the same resultants (Mikkelsen, 2010), and validity is 

the degree to which the conclusions in your study would hold for other persons in other places 

and at other times.  

 

As stated earlier, the sampling method for information collection was purposeful, and it was 

sought from respondents who were either born or have spent most of their life in the settlement, 

and could boast of having a sound knowledge about the situation of the refugees in the 

settlement. Most of the refugees interviewed have spent between five years to twenty years in 

the settlement, and the others interviewed were drawn from a handful of workers of the GoU, 

International and local NGOs who had some work experience of the settlement.   The analysis 

has been sought through triangulation in order to cross check the validity of the findings. 

However, all the information collected in the field could be reliable at the time of the research, 

but due to the fact that refugees situation is not static means that the result could have some 

slight difference if the same research is conducted at a different time period. 

  2.2.3. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical dilemmas are virtually inevitable in a field research, and in particular research that 

involves people of multi-cultural background, (Mikkelsen, 2005), such is the case with the field 

research in question that was carried out in a multi-cultural refugee settlement. In this wise, the 

researcher schooled himself on the ethics of the refugees settlement before embarking on the 

research journey; Starting with the sorting out the research clearance from persons capable of 

such consent (Mikkelsen, 2005). In this wise, the researcher got approval from the Department 



of Peace and Development study at Linnaeus University Växjö/Kalmar to travel to Uganda for 

field research.  

 

While in Uganda, approval was sorted out from the research ethic board of the University of 

Science and Technology Mbarara which permitted the Office of The Prime Minister of 

Uganda, to grant the researcher the permission to conduct field research in the settlement.  

While in the settlement, the researcher also presented himself to the camp commander before 

taking to the field as demanded by the protocol of this research area. Within the field, the 

researcher also asks for permission from the refugee before taking any photos or recording any 

conversation. 

 

 It is as well ethical for the interviewer to establish positive rapport, and not to pose questions 

that could resurface forgotten memories of grief or provoke new situations of powerful 

emotional responses from a participant (Mikkelsen, 2005), by living in the camp and getting 

more involved with life in the settlement. The researcher succeeded to establish a rapport and a 

relationship of trust with research participants. 

Before every interview session, participants were informed of the objective of the research and 

clarified on the point that their participation was entirely voluntary. Respondents were also 

reminded of their freedom to withdraw at any given time they feel convenience, and in such 

case, any data collected about them would not be used.  

 

 

Chapter Three 
 Theoretical Framework 

 

This section deals with the theoretical frame adopted by the researcher in the course of 

carrying field work and analysis. The researcher will be guided by the lenses of the Sustainable 

livelihood approach.  

3.0. Sustainable Livelihood Framework Components 



Livelihood is defined as a living or a way in which a living is obtained (chambers and Conway, 

1992) these authors looked at livelihood as something that comprises a capability or ability of 

people to realize their potentials as human beings.  

 

The Key component for analyzing the livelihood of rural people or community are their capital 

assets, their vulnerability context and the transforming structure (organization, both the private 

and the public sectors) and the processes which shape and influence their livelihood strategies 

which they adopt at the end of the day.  

 

Within this context, ‘Livelihoods’ refers to the means used to maintain and sustain a living, and 

(Means’ connotes the resources, including household assets, capital, social institutions and 

networks (kin, village, authority structures), and strategies available to people through their 

local and transnational communities. The sustainable livelihood approach has been very 

prominent in recent development and poverty reduction debate, as it has been developed in 

such a way to   analyze the household assets, strategies and institutional factors that influence 

livelihood outcomes,
4
 and these frameworks are used to design and implement appropriate 

program interventions (DFID, 2000).  

 

However, for refugees and their host communities, the sustainable livelihoods approach needs 

to be adapted to emphasize the vulnerability of people exposed to situations of vulnerability 

and insecurity in the settlement. Refugees and internally displaced people in conflict areas are 

subject to new forms of risk that burden in their struggle to negotiate livelihoods. Displacement 

is a burden on its own, and the refugees are further aggravated by existing vulnerabilities in the 

refugee settlement.  

 

Humanitarian assistance has always focused on the provision of relief for emergency purposes, 

as it sorts to “address the immediate needs of displaced persons with the provision of food, 

water, shelter and health care. As a result, aid to displaced populations has focused on short-

term assistance, with the expectation that resettlement or return would occur in the near future. 

However, study has shown that a person uprooted by conflict will remain displaced for an 

average of 17 years (women refugee commission, 2009). Therefore, assistance to displaced 

                                                 

4
 One example is the DFID-ESCOR funded Sustainable Livelihoods Programme coordinated by the Institute of 

Development Studies. See IDS working paper series.  

 



populations must emphasize the provision of skills, training and economic opportunities 

leading to self-reliance in order for displaced people to regain or develop new livelihoods and 

rebuild their lives (ibid). 

 

Within this context, an understanding of the approach will throw more light on the livelihood 

options for refugees in the settlement of Nakivale. This background will help to clarify the 

context of vulnerability and what could be done to reduce this state of vulnerability. The SLA 

framework is presented in schematic form below and shows the main components of SLA and 

how they are linked. It does not work in a linear manner and does not attempt to provide an 

exact representation of reality. Rather, it seeks to provide a way of thinking about the 

livelihoods of vulnerable people that will stimulate debate and reflection about the many 

factors that affect livelihoods, the way they interact and their relative importance within a 

particular setting. This should help in identifying more effective ways to support livelihoods 

and reduce poverty and vulnerability. 

 

 By assessing the assets or resources of the refugees, one gain an  understanding of what 

resources they  have to draw from as well as which resources they are lacking. DFID defines 

assets as human, social, financial, natural and physical capital, and encourages weighing the 

effect of the five assets on livelihood strategies, including assets that cannot be given monetary 

value. DFID also encourages the consideration of how the five assets can be affected by 

shocks, trends and seasonality, which comprise the vulnerability context.  

 

Fig 1 

DFID: Sustainable Livelihoods Framework. 

 



Natural Capital is the natural resources stock from which resources flow is one useful assets for 

the livelihood of vulnerable people, and in this case the refugees in the settlement; and this 

includes land, water, biodiversity, environment, wildlife, etc. 

 

Social Capital is the social resources upon which people draw in pursuit of livelihood are; 

social network, membership in social groups, access to wider institutions of the society such as 

churches, sport teams, connections and social net workings. In short all connections, networks 

and alliances based on trust within families, friend and social groups.  

 

Human Capital mainly applies to intangible assets such as labour skills, education level and 

health. Knowledge and the ability to work, and good health are important in the ability to 

pursue different livelihood strategies. 

 

Financial Capital is the financial resources available to people (in the form of salary or credit), 

such as micro finances that will determine the different livelihood options that people will 

adopt. 

Physical Capital involves infrastructural assets, such as plant and machineries that could 

generate income, in the situation of refugees; it will deal with all the tools such as digging hoes, 

and cutlasses that help in the provision of livelihood. 

 

These assets are represented below on a diamond. Giving these capabilities and assets to the 

refugees will increase their chances of negotiating a sustainable livelihood. 

 

 



Fig 2 

DFID: Sustainable Livelihoods Framework. 

 

3.1. Strength and Weaknesses of Sustainable Livelihood Framework 

The livelihood framework tries to present a holistic view of livelihood and reflect on poverty 

from a different dimension. One of its highly acclaimed strength is its people centred 

dimension, with a participatory approach which emphasizes on sustainability.  

 

The approach is also strong in that it attempts to identify the resources that the people have 

rather than focussing on what they do not have. One other Strength of the approach is that it 

recognises diverse livelihood strategies. Singh and Gilman (1999), summarize the strength of 

this approach and its usefulness in the sense that it is a useful analytical tool that helps 

practitioners and theorists to understand the reality of the poor and the complexity of 

livelihoods.  

 

The researcher have also exploited to his advantage the strength of this  framework in this 

study by using it as a point of departure for his reasoning when framing questions and 

objectives for his thesis, as well as making used of the frame as an analytical tool.  

 

3.2. Weaknesses of the Livelihood Framework 

In spite of the acclaimed strength of the sustainable livelihood framework, concerns have been 

raised over what to include in the conceptual framework, as critics have label the approach a 

very complex one. Carney, (1999) concedes that the approach is over ambitious and offers 

insufficient practical guidance on the way forward’. Although the SL approach is designed to 

work across sectors, in reality, most government agencies and organisations are operated and 

funded independently on a sector basis and thus cross sector development is difficult or not 

essay to achieve (ibid). The approach is weak because it fails to take in to consideration the 



gender aspect in the published frameworks except for Ellis (2000) addition which lists gender, 

class, age and ethnicity under ‘social relations’.  

 

The sustainable livelihood theoretical framework will be relevant in the study in order to 

evaluate the extent to which refugees’ livelihood could be improved in the settlement. The Key 

component for analyzing the livelihood of the refugees are their capital assets, their 

vulnerability context and the transforming structure and the processes which shape and 

influence their livelihood strategies (Conway, 2004). Therefore, this research will use the 

sustainable livelihood to better understand the strategy adopted by refugees in negotiate their 

livelihood.   

In applying this approach, emphasis will be laid on the understanding of the various livelihood 

capital assets possess by the refugees in the settlement, based on the assumptions that these 

assets can contribute to food security, prevent dependency, reduce vulnerability, enhance self-

reliance and can develop or build a set of specific skills during displacement which may have a 

positive impact on their well-being and future opportunities (Camp management toolkit, 2004) 

Using the lenses of the sustainable livelihood will help the researcher to see livelihood options 

and possibilities for refugees to get out of vulnerability by promoting food security, where 

feasible, through agricultural production, small businesses and employment.  

 

This study will use the sustainable livelihood to understanding the vulnerability context of the 

refugees and how the refugees attempt to get out of their vulnerability through the assets they 

possessed and the capabilities they have at their disposal to improve upon these assets. The 

study will also look at the institutions processes and the possible outcome in the refuge 

management. 

3.3. Review of Some Literature on Refugee  

The subject matter of refugee is a complex but important one which has generated a lot of 

literature from researcher in many fields and across almost all the regions of the world that are 

related to humanitarian work. As it will be pointed out below, refugee literature does not follow 



a single trend; it is broad and often captures a wider perspective, each of the literature tackle a 

different aspects of the subject and this has given room for variety in the existing literature.  

 

While some literatures grapple with the reasons for refugee flight, some look at the effects of 

refugees in host community, and some handle matters related to demographic variables, such as 

refugee sending countries and receiving countries.  

 

In this thesis, the review of literature is drawn from literature of displacement and the effect it 

has on host community, politicization of refugee as a security issue, identity and the historical 

perspective of refugee and its consequences in the geopolitical setting in Africa. 

 

In fact, literature on displacement as a whole is split between scholars appealing for developed 

nations to adopt a more flexible immigration and asylum policies and those advocating the 

tackling of human insecurity as the main root cause of migration from the south to the North 

(Castle, 2004).  

 

Literature related to the pursuit of livelihood and its effect on host community is evident in the 

work of Garcia and Saah (2010). Their study investigates the effect of humanitarian 

emergencies on food prices and demonstrates some evidence that the refugee inflows into 

western Tanzania from 1993 to 1998 which resulted in increases in the prices of agricultural 

goods that are consumed and produced by local populations in Tanzania. Prices in the same 

markets showed less impact from refugee crises from Burundi than from those from Rwanda, 

perhaps because of differences in the diets of these groups or because of the relatively smaller 

and slower nature of the first of the two crises.  

 

The significance of this study is that it depicts the effect of refugees in host community. This 

literature is important because it depicts the effect of refugee on the host community. 

 

There is also literature that deals with the politicization refugee as a security issues; these 

studies look at refugees as a threat to host community as they compete for scarce resources. In 

a study conducted by Qasmiyeh (2010), in which he study the situation in United Kingdom, he 

found out that, religion, nationality and country of origin have increasingly become intertwined 

and politicized in relation to asylum, both as policy and as personal experience.   

 



He concludes that that UK-based Muslim asylum-seekers from the Middle East find 

themselves exposed to three intersecting vulnerabilities: firstly, their uncertain legal status; 

secondly, their voluntary or imposed religious identification as ‘Muslims’; and lastly, their 

exclusion from established Muslim communities in the UK. This study is relevant in this thesis 

because it depict refugees in a vulnerable situation even in a developed country setting. It also 

ties with the concept of identity that will be explored in this thesis. This study like others 

depicts refugees as vulnerable and insecure. 

 

Within the same parameter, the issue of insecurity of refugee has been given a clearer picture 

by Johnson (2011), in his preliminary investigation of the determinants of the vulnerability of 

refugee camps. His study reveals that demographic profile of refugee camps provides some 

explanation of whether or not an attack on a camp by an armed group will occur. In particular, 

the distribution of males versus females, the level of teenage refugees within the camp, and the 

overall population size affect the likelihood of an attack to occur in the refugee camp. Due to 

the high cost of providing physical security, many host states cannot or will not provide 

adequate forces; thus, as the size of the camps increases so does the likelihood of attack or 

forced recruitment. In effect the securitization of refugees makes states unwilling or unable to 

provide comprehensive security to refugees. In this wise the decision to isolate refugees in an 

enclave and to give less priority to refugees’ problem is a preferable options by most host 

government.  

 

In another study, the refugees are in a limbo in the settlement and as such are forced to 

negotiate identity issues as a strategy to seek livelihood through resettlement to a third country. 

This has been taken up by Jansen (2008) in a study on how Somalia refugees negotiate 

resettlement in the Kakuma refugee camp, and found out that identity groupings plays an 

important role in meddling eligibility order to a desirable durable solution. He stressed that 

creating Identity groups has became an issue of access to opportunities. Citing a case in 2004 

where Somalis had to change their ethnicity (Madiban, Asharaf and Barawa) (Somali subclans) 

in order to be considered eligible for resettlement at the time. Mancaried Benadir from the 

dominant Darood clan also tried to affiliate themselves with minority clans. 

 

In a similar vein, Petersen (2004) looks at an aspect of livelihood; education in a country of 

first asylum, and assert that securing an education for their children is often one of few 

concrete ways in which refugees can prepare for the future while living in exile. She stressed 



that current systems of aid-delivery to refugees in camps and settlement structures often do not 

meet the needs of refugee children and their families, as evidenced in the alternatives for access 

to education that refugees seek worldwide. She observes the provision of education for refugee 

children and its role in the promotion of stability for them is in critical need of attention. She 

notices that through innovative approach, governments can meet these requirements in 

promoting stability for refugee children, and that such plans might be successfully used in other 

countries of first asylum. 

 

Another study looks at the historical perspective of refugees, in this study, Milner, (2009 

present a complex historical analysis of the refugee policy and the state of asylum in Africa, 

depicting that the policy has moved from a period of ‘generous’ asylum policies of the early 

post-independence era towards a closed and often extremely restrictive policy in the 1980s and 

1990s. In his review, he presents the African refugee situation as ‘traditional hospitality’ 

because of their willingness to host refugee populations. Milner insinuates that the generous 

policies were influenced by the spirit of African solidarity expressed during in pan-Africanism, 

Cold War geopolitical interests, IMF intervention and post-Cold War democratization.  

Milner considers the issue of refugee ‘burden sharing’ in Africa is applicable both in principles 

and practices. He demonstrates clearly the inability of African states to leverage international 

support. 

 

The above review place refugee undoubtedly on the agenda of international humanitarian work, 

and each research has tackle a different perspective on refugee in a bid to understand the 

situation properly and propose solution to the problem. This search for a tangible solution to 

the problems will go a long way in resolving at least part of the problem.  

 

The researcher in this work adopt the sustainable livelihood approach to understand the 

livelihood strategies adopted by the refugees in the Nakivale settlement, it follows the debate 

on refugee livelihood which has been taken up by other researchers, but it differs from other 

research in the sense that information in this research is sought from both the refugees and the 

workers of international and local NGOs charged with the refugees.  It seeks to understand the 

mechanisms at the disposal of refugees to enable them negotiate a livelihood in an isolated 

enclave. It looks at the socio-economic dynamics the refugees confront in the settlement as 

they sought a livelihood.  

 



This research does not claim to deviate from the main line of thinking, but attempt to add a 

dimension to the body of existing literature. The pile of literature on refugee livelihoods that 

the author have accessed placed more focus on refugee in urban settings (Jacobson, 2005), or in 

refugee like situation in developed country, some of the studies on refugee livelihood in urban 

settings have highlighted the impact of refugees livelihood and on host communities, and these 

research are often constructed at the bottom up level as secondary economic activities 

(Campbell, 2006).  

 

Many critics of refugee research loud that researchers are influenced by the convenience of 

working in refugee camps that are located in urban areas, as such most researchers escape from 

the unattractive remote settings of the settlement where refugees and host population live in 

precarious condition. This research differs from other research in the sense that information in 

this research is sought from both the refugees and the workers of international and local NGOs 

charged with the refugees, this give a balance in the data and avoid bias. 

 

This concern to research on refugees far removed from urban setting has encouraged the 

researcher to conduct this study in the Nakivale settlement which is far off from the urban 

setting, about 65 kilometres away from Mbarara with a very bad road network. 

 

3.4. Explaining the concepts 

This section gives brief meaning of some of the concepts used in the thesis for the purpose of 

clarification. 

Within the scope of this study just like in the field of humanitarian response, there are certain 

terms which arguably demand some clarification at the commencement of any document. 

Without rambling, the term ‘refugee’, asylum seekers, people of concern, identity and 

‘settlement’, require some basic prior definition to make it lucid, and it will also help in 

illustrating the trend of the arguments in the analysis.  

 

This section therefore will give some working definitions of terms which will be used 

spontaneously throughout the thesis, and also try to provide an umbrella working terms. 



 3.4.0. Refugee 

The concept of refugee has been covered by its legal entity enshrined in the definition provided 

by the UN convention of 1951 and the 1967 Protocol on the Status of Refugees which has 

served as a guidance line for domestic and international refugees’ policies.  The convention and 

its protocol refer to refugee as :” a person who owing to well founded fear of being persecuted 

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, memberships of a   particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and  

being outside the country of his former habitual residence,  is unable, or owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to return to it” (The Refugee Convention, 1951). By this definition, in order to be 

recognised as refugee, one should need protection outside her /his country of origin where s/he 

cannot or does not enjoy that protection.  

 

This definition was expanded by The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) in the Convention 

Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa (1969), to include everyone 

who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination, or events seriously 

disturbing public order in either part or whole of his country of origin or nationality, is 

compelled to leave his place of habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another place 

outside his country of origin or nationality(OAU, 1969 ). 

 

This expansion on the provisions which must be made for refugees who wish to voluntarily 

repatriate (OAU, 1969), also states that, Member States of the OAU shall use their best 

endeavours consistent with their respective legislations to receive refugees and to secure the 

settlement of those refugees who, for well-founded reasons, are unable or unwilling to return to 

their country of origin or nationality (OAU, 1969). 

 

With this expansion in the definition which emphasizes on resettlement rather than repatriation, 

by adding a second definition of refugee status to that borrowed from the UN, major regional 

conventions during that era in the same way did not alter the relationship between refugee law 

and the design of camps. The OAU extension suits well some of the refugees situation in the 

settlement under study. 



 

This definition does not include, for instance, those who have left their customary habitat or 

homes due to well-founded fear of persecution, but have not crossed any international borders. 

 

3.4.1. Asylum Seeker 

An asylum seeker is a person who seeks refuge because of grounds that s/he is a refugee as 

defined by the legal instruments on refugees (Jaeger, 1985).  Better stated, an asylum seeker is 

someone who has is out of his country and has asked, officially, for the protection of the state, 

but is still having their claim processed. An asylum seeker is not allowed to travel during the 

claimant period, and lacks a passport or travel documents, which are removed when one claims 

asylum. The process of claiming asylum means asking another state for protection because the 

individual argues one’s own state cannot or does not provide this protection. 

 

3.4.2. Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 

This term refers to persons or groups of persons who have been forced to flee their homes or 

places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed 

conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-

made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border 

(Handbook for the Protection of Internally Displaced Persons, 2010). 

 

The marker of an internally displaced person are two; involuntary departure and the fact that 

the individual remains within his/her country. The first element distinguishes IDPs from 

individuals who left their homes out of choice and could have otherwise safely remained where 

they lived. The second element explains why IDPs are not refugees (ibid). Some of the main 

causes of internal displacement are armed conflict, violence, violations of human rights and 

disasters. This is not an exhaustive list; the phrase “in particular” means that it does not exclude 

the possibility that other situations might meet the two key criteria of involuntary movement 

within one’s country. The term “homes or places of habitual residence” does not necessarily 



refer to a house or a building but can also designate land on which groups traditionally live or 

depend for their livelihoods, as in the case 

 

For the purpose of smooth reading, this thesis will adopt the term ‘people of concern’ or 

‘displaced populations’, as a blanket term to describe those who are under the assistance of 

humanitarian organisations because some of these people of concern are for example waiting 

for the result of the asylum process, while others may have a certain visa status, but they have a 

similar background in common as well as the way they are received by the Ugandan 

community. From this stand point, this thesis will generally concentrate upon the subsection of 

those displaced populations defined as refugees, and in preference will use the term ‘refugee’ 

not just when indicating those who fall into that specific category, but also in connection to all 

categories of displaced persons, unless when using direct quotation from the texts, or making a 

specific point whereby refugees are directly contrasted with other displaced persons. 

 

3.4.3. Camp and Settlement 

The terms camps and settlements tend to be used indifferently in the literatures of refugee 

study, and most often used interchangeably, but some prefer to use the terms separately. Most 

often, when camps are used they are referring to a temporary shelter, and settlement often 

referring to a more permanent place where refugee live and negotiate their livelihood. 

Whatever may be the case, this definition is used in line with the development assistance 

associated to the areas Crisp, (1998).  

 

Usually, the duration of a given refugee situation most often determines the use of any of the 

terms, for this reason, UNHCR's Evaluation of Policies and Analysis Unit introduced used the 

term to both situations on the premise that as long as they exist for more than five years, 

without a distinctive solution of finding a durable solution, such as voluntary repatriation, local 

integration or resettlement they could both be used to denote a camp or a settlement.  

 

The concept of camps covers a much wider range of situations and except for the relatively 

clear distinction between planned and self-settlement: Refugee Camps are often temporal 

habitat or  place that refugees reside, described by UNHCR and other major actors, as being a 



solution of last resort for displaced populations (UNHCR 2007). In most cases camps are 

constructed with tents and other makeshift shelters from whatever materials happen to be 

available such as sticks, plastic sheeting, mud and stones. In the best of cases, humanitarian aid 

agencies will provide the basics: food, clean drinking water, and rudimentary health care. But 

sometimes, depending on the local political climate and the accessibility to the camp, weeks 

could go by before help arrives.  This thesis will use camp and settlement interchangeably to 

refer to the habitat of the people of concern. 

. 

 

 

Chapter Four 
World Refugee Situation 

 

4.0. Global Situation  

Violent conflict and natural disasters in recent times strengthen the fact that refugee will 

remain an issue for the international community for at least the next coming decades. Several 

attempts have been made to explain reasons why the human race is in constant movement, and 

most of these works indicates that humans flee either in a group or as individuals, from either 

natural or man-made disasters. This trend of movement seems to have reached its peak in the 

20
th

 Century with over forty million refugees and displaced persons projected in many parts of 

the world, making it as good reason for the century to be termed “the century of the uprooted” 

(Crisp, 2000).  

 

A snapshot of the situation around the globe can throw some light on the problem of 

displacement at the global level. Available statistics shows that all continents of the world is or 

has been affected by natural or man-made disaster in one way or the other (UNHCR, 1993). 

Recorded history portrays that the largest number of migration in recent times occurred in Asia 

with the partition of India sub- continent in 1947 which led to the forceful displacement of 

millions of people (UNHCR, 2005).  In a similar trend, the fall of the Berlin wall and the 



collapse of the Soviet bloc led to a stream of refugees that flock over Europe, and in most 

recent times, the world has witnessed a spontaneous rise in the number of people displaced 

within their own country or forced to flee out of it (ibid).  A look at some of these areas of 

disaster will give a clearer picture of the situation:  

 

In Afghanistan, recurrent conflict and natural disasters have left the majority of its citizens 

extremely vulnerable and unable to cope. In 2010 alone, over 100,000 people were displaced 

from their homes and recent figures indicate that there are over 319,000 internally displaced 

people in Afghanistan (Yoshikawa, 2009), a number that has been rising over the past two 

years according to the United Nations. In addition, around 200,000 people are severely affected 

by floods, landslides, drought, and earthquakes each year (ibid). Elsewhere in Asia, the 

situation in Burma is not different, for over five decades, Burma has been entrenched in 

political and armed conflict between the repressive ruling military regime, political opponents, 

and ethnic groups, resulting in the displacement of over 3.5 million Burmese (Yoshikawa, 

2011).  

Moving to neighboring Middle East, where almost after a decade of U.S. military occupation of 

Iraq, the country continues to face large scale displacement and pressing humanitarian needs. 

Millions of Iraqis have fled their homes either for safer locations within Iraq or to other 

countries in the region and are living in increasingly desperate circumstances. UNHCR 

estimates that of the 1.5 million internally displaced people (IDPs) from Iraq who were forced 

out of their homes in 2006 and 2007, 33% or 500,000 live as squatters in slum areas 

(Campbell, 2010).  

In The Americas, Haiti which is arguably the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere prior 

to the devastating earthquake of January 12, 2010, that devastated the country to almost level 

zero, it is estimated that approximately 230,000 people were killed in the quake and over 

300,000 injured (Teff, 2010). Around 1.3 million people are displaced, most of them living in 

1,300 displacement camps and some living with host families (Teff, 2010). Similarly, in 

Colombia conflict has forced about 370,000 and 500,000 refugees fleeing to neighboring 

Ecuador, Venezuela, Panama and other countries in the region (Lari, 2007).  

 

4.1. The Situation in Africa 



Adepoju (1982, 21), observed that refugee in Africa has increased tremendously, and the 

situation in Africa today pose the largest refugee problem faced by the world, he adds that the 

situation is not only disturbing, but precarious in terms of number and composition of the 

persons involved, and lament the limited success obtained so far in the search for a durable 

solution  

 

At the beginning of 2009, there were more than 10 million people of concern to UNHCR in 

sub-Saharan Africa, including some 2.1 million refugees, 305,000 asylum-seekers, more than 

6.3 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) and an estimated 100,000 stateless people 

(UNHCR, 2011a). Though these figures surprisingly indicate a decline in the population of 

refugee in Sub-Saharan Africa contrasting with the global trend, it is worth noting that almost 

98 per cent of the refugees who remain have been trapped in exile for protracted periods (ibid).  

In Somalia, more than two million people are in need of humanitarian assistance. There are 

now over 614,000 officially registered Somali refugees worldwide (UNHCR, 2011a), and this 

makes Somalis the third largest registered refugee population in the world after Palestinian and 

Afghanistan (Charny, 2009). In 2010 alone over 68,000 refugees fled fighting and conflict in 

Somalia (ibid). Somalia also has over 1.4 million internally displaced persons (IDPs), with 

410,000 living in a single area called the Afgooye corridor
5
, making it the largest IDP camp in 

the world (ibid). 

The long-running conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has been one of the 

deadliest in the last half century. More than 5 million people have died from causes associated 

with the conflict (Refugee international, 2006). Close to 2 million people remain internally 

displaced and there are more than 450,000 Congolese refugees in neighboring countries. 

Civilians in eastern DRC continue to endure targeted attacks by all armed groups (Neil, 2006). 

Following the “political Tsunami” in the Arab world that affected neighboring Tunisia and 

Egypt, the situation in Libya has ignited a wave of violent clashes between government forces 

and anti-government militias. Which has led to more than 500,000 of Libya’s estimated 6.4 

million people to flee the country, mostly to Tunisia and Egypt (Pennigton, 2011).  
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 A little-known area outside the capital of Somalia where the largest concentration of internally displaced people 

on live. It is a place difficult to access by the international community because of its proximity to the war torn 

Mogadishu. 



Due to continued political unrest, roughly 200,000 people from northwest Central African 

Republic have been displaced- forced to abandon their homes and hide in fields and bushes- in 

order to survive under life-threatening conditions (UNHCR, 2011a). The current situation was 

sparked by grievances between rebel factions and the government, but has been further 

exacerbated by increasing banditry and lawlessness. As a result some 56,000 Central Africans 

have fled to Chad and another 50,000 to Cameroon (ibid). 

The political deadlock that followed the elections of 28 November 2010 in Côte d’Ivoire has 

caused the displacement of tens of thousands of people, inside the country and across the 

borders into neighbouring countries. More than 32,000 people have fled to Liberia (UNDP, 

2011), where they have settled among local communities. Several weeks on, and in spite of the 

international emergency assistance that was brought into the area, the humanitarian 

consequences of this influx are noticeable, Inside Côte d’Ivoire, more than 23,000 people have 

been displaced so far, mostly in the western part of the country, in the areas of Duékoué, Man 

and, closer to the border with Liberia, Danané and of some 25,000 internally displaced people 

IDPs (ibid). 

All these disaster-like situations help to uproot millions of people out of their homes thereby 

increasing the population of refugees globally.  

 

4.2. The Situation in Uganda 

Uganda is both a receiver and a provider of refugee; as a provider of refugee, Uganda has 

experienced turbulence in the northern part of the country for more than two decades generated 

by fighting between the Lord Resistance Army and the government military forces, this 

violence has led to the displacement of more than 1.8 million internally in the north (UNHCR, 

2011a), and although displaced people have begun returning home, many are still in dire need 

of  assistance in the camps, particularly because of the absence of basic services in return areas.  

 Uganda’s reputation as a receiver of refugee could be traced back in history as far back as in 

1940s when Uganda hosted Polish refugees fleeing the Second World War. In 1955 refugees 

from Sudan fled Anglo-Egyptian domination and more refugees were received in 1959 from 

Rwanda and 1960 from Sudan (UNESCO, 1997). Since 1998 Uganda has received a steady 

flow of refugees from Sudan. After the Rwanda Patriotic Army (RPA) attacked Rwanda in 



1990 and overthrew the Hutu dominated government in 1994 many more refugees from 

Rwanda entered Uganda (UNHCR).  

 

According to refugees survey report 2011, more than 203,600 refugees and asylum seekers 

lived in Uganda, including about 82000 from DRC, 16,300 from Rwanda and 16,500 from  

Sudan, and about 40,000 from various countries in the region; Burundi, Somalia, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia (UNHCR, 2011b).  

 

The influx of refugee precipitated the allocation of a settlement site close to the border of 

Rwanda with a low population of nationals living alongside the refugees and asylum seekers in 

the settlement. Currently, the settlement accommodates refugees from Rwanda, Sudan, Congo, 

Somalia, Burundi, Ethiopia and Eritrea Iran, Kenya, Tanzania etc. With this multi-cultural 

setting, the government and its development partners including United Nations High 

Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), GTZ, and IMC among others have been combining 

efforts to initiate plans on how to address the challenges that has come as a result of the 

increased influx of refugees. The challenges are multi-sectoral and include: Health, Education, 

Food, Shelter, Clothing, Security and Conflict (ibid). 

 

One of the reasons for this refugee influx in to Uganda is probably due to the relative fair 

political stability enjoyed by the country, especially after having undertaken relatively 

successful military operations against the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) (UNHCR, 2011b). 

However, the seasonal fighting of various groups and militias in the neighbouring Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC) has forced thousands of Congolese to flee to Uganda. More than 

50,000 have entered the Kisoro and Kanungu districts since November 2008. Internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) in Uganda have continued to return to their places of origin, with 

more than 70 per cent of all IDPs now back home (ibid). Nearly 30,000 Sudanese repatriated in 

2009, bringing the total number of Sudanese returnees from Uganda to some 100,000. UNHCR 

is working   together with the Government of Uganda in support of the Peace Recovery and 

Development Plan which aims to facilitate the transition from relief to recovery and 

development in northern Uganda. Activities include strengthening the capacities of local 

communities and authorities through a three-year Post Repatriation Rehabilitation and 

Livelihood Programme designed to benefit some 50, 000 people in the settlements (UNHCR, 

2011b, 86-87).  

 



This picture of refugees in the global, African and Ugandan context has called for an 

unprecedented surge for urgency in the international community, but as situations in the world 

continues to produce more people in refugee like situation, it becomes more demanding to meet 

the needs of all people in refugee-like situation in all circumstances without compromising 

other objectives of the humanitarian agencies particularly in a period characterized by 

economic instability in the donor countries. 

4.3. Area of Study 

Nakivale Refugee settlement (see map in Appendix 1), is probably one of the oldest in Africa 

and one among the eight official refugee camps/ settlement in (OPM, 2011). It is situated in 

South-western Uganda about 65 kilometres from Mbarara, the third largest town in Uganda. 

Nakivale settlement is also one of the oldest in Uganda, having already been in existence in the 

1959s when it hosted Rwandan Tutsi refugees who fled from the 1962 ethnic conflict in 

Rwanda
6
. The land area of Nakivale has gone through some transformation; it was originally 

80 square Miles in size from the creation of the camp, but presently, the settlement has been 

reduced to about 42 square miles. It is accessible by road, about 27 Km from the Tanzanian 

boarder with Uganda, about 72 km from the Rwandan border and 65 km from the provincial 

town of Mbarara (Jones, 2002). 

 

Nakivale currently hosts 26260 refugees from Congo Democratic Republic, 7870 from 

Rwandan Hutu refugees who fled from the ethnic conflicts in the early 1990s. The Somalis 

who fled to Uganda (via Kenya) after the Somalia civil war of 1991-1992 are approximately 

7832 in number. There are  also 4109 Burundians, 133 Sudanese, 224 Ethiopians, 787 Eritrean, 

24  Kenyans (mainly of the Luhya tribe) who fled from the Rift Valley tribal clashes in Kenya, 

1 from Tanzania, 1 from Liberia,1 from Iran, (OPM, 2011). Refugees are a protected 

population and refugee camps are protected areas under the joint custodianship of UNHCR and 

the Ugandan government, specifically the Office of the Prime Minister, represented in the 

camp by the Camp Commandant. The entry points to provide support and relieve to refugees 

vary. The settlement comprises of 35 villages with residents who are generally of the same 
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nationality. However, it is not unusual to find mixed nationalities in zones that are largely 

dominated by one nationality (Refugee law project, 2007). 

 

Before moving forward to the analysis proper, it will be valuable to consider a few relevant 

aspects of the situation(s) in which refugees now live.  

 

Picture1 

Photo by author: Nakivale reception centre. 

 

The Nakivale refugee settlement as mentioned earlier is located in a remote and confined rural 

environment scattered around a vast area of land with little access to urban settings
7
. They are 

by large assisted by humanitarian bodies, headed by the UNHCR and the GoU. Basically, the 

refugees on their first arrival in the settlements as a rule are given a plot of land, for 

agricultural; each refugee family unit is allocated a plot of land of about 50 x 100 metres by the 

OPM, to enable them supplement the food rations provided by WFP (Interview with the Camp 

commandant OPM, 2011).   

 

Field study from interview with refugees reveals that crops grown include maize, beans, 

sorghum and some vegetables. What the farmers produce is most often barely enough to 

sustain them, and if any extra is realised it is sold in the settlement in order to raise cash to 

meet other domestic requirements.  From field observation, agricultural livelihoods are 
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 Lack of good road to the urban areas and also the difficulties encountered b these refugees to love in and out of the settlement 

as a result of the government policies. 



constrained by other rigidities such as the distance to the market which is not only long, but 

marred by the dilapidated condition of the road. The refugees are inadequately equipped in 

agronomic skills and knowledge. The soil too is reportedly exhausted and this has makes it 

very unfertile resulting to a falling output from the farms, a situation that is worsened by the 

unpredictable nature of climate
8
.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

8 Uganda lies around the equator and it is highly affected by climate change. In recent time there is unprecedented heavy rain 

and extreme dryness which makes agriculture less predictable, this situation also affects the refugees greatly.  



 

 

Chapter Five 
Main Finding and Analysis 

 

 

This chapter deals with the main finding of the research, it provides a description of the main 

problems faced by the refugees in the Nakivale settlement, the strategies adopted by refugees in 

the pursuit of a livelihood such social network through identity recreation, it also looks at the 

resources available for livelihoods such as agriculture and/or pastoral activities, transnational 

resources, including capital (cash) and information, usually transferred through networks, and 

needed to secure access to housing, employment and other needs.  This part also looks at the 

ways in which humanitarian assistance support positive outcomes and ends with the outcome 

and hurdles of livelihood pursuit by refuges. 

 

5.0. Problems and Constraints faced by Refugees in the settlement? 

Information gathered from the refugees indicate that they face a plethora of problems in the 

settlement; they have inadequate land to till, and even the ones they have is exhausted as a 

result of too much cultivation by refugees that lived in the settlement several years back, the 

weather condition is very unfavourable because the dry season is extreme while the rainy 

season is excessive.  

 

They have no freedom to move out of the settlement and insecurity is high in the settlement. 

Refugees have no credit facilities to advance their commercial activities and this makes it 

difficult for business oriented refugees to support themselves.  

 

The medical services are extremely poor and wanting as emergencies for the refugees is 

equated to death since no one will rush to their assistance in times of emergency. The ration 

they receive is very insufficient as it can barely sustain them for a week, and ration is 



determined by the length of time one spends in the settlement.  This was expressed by most of 

the refugees for example, Debra Hamuli, 30 years old from DRC have spent seven years in the 

settlement and assert that they receive different ration from what the newly arrived refugees 

receive. 

 

“If a new refugee comes here the ration given to s/he is 15 kg of maize 1.8 kg of beans, 2 

bottles of fanta/coca-cola drinks, and the longer you are here the more your ration is reduced 

in to two. For example if you have been here for three years, you will be given just halve of the 

ration. 

This is accentuated by Kalara, a refugee from DRC who have spent 9 years in the settlement 

declares that they are leading a precarious life whereby they can hardly predict the future;  

 

“our children attend school in congested classrooms and they are taught in languages different 

from what they were taught at home, and most of the time when they visit health centres the 

medication prescribed are the same for different ailments and they are told to buy by 

themselves”. 

 

In their pursuit of a livelihood, refugees encountered some constraints which are part of the 

general disadvantage of the settlement policy.  

 

The study reveals through interviews with refugees that most refugees in the settlement are 

bound to be there because they have no other alternative but to succumb to the life that has 

been patterned by the GoU and the UNHCR.  

 

Another constraint is the lack of resources to improve upon their livelihood; this is accentuated 

by the political marginalisation entailed to the settlement structure. For example, refugees are 

supposed to farm on the same plot of land for several years as long as they remain in the 

settlement. Many refugees reported being unable to produce crops given that their land was 

exhausted after ten years of farming. Besides, refugees are largely unable to move plots of land 

or buy land, and as such experience significant constraints on their livelihoods.  

 

The researcher made an attempt to investigate the ability for refugees to increase their land 

asset, but refugees and humanitarian officers revealed that many refugees cannot afford land to 



cultivate because the plot allocated to them cannot achieve sufficient productivity because the 

land has been exhausted.   

 

Another constraint closely linked to agriculture is the weather condition which is much 

undetermined in recent time. The refugees lament the extremity of the weather as the dry 

season is characterized by protracted draught that kills crops and even livestock, on the other 

hand, when the rain comes, it flood the fields making it difficult for farm activities to take 

place.  

 

Another constraint is the lack of financial credits to enable people with business oriented minds 

invests in trade. Micro-credit programs have been commended to enhance the livelihood 

security of people that are vulnerable: Credit facilities can help refugees in combating poverty 

and dependency to some degree, enabling them perhaps to engage in activities with local 

communities as a means towards encouraging local integration, while restoring some dignity to 

same refugees. 

 

Refugees lack employment opportunities in the settlement and beyond. This is a constraint 

because people with useful skills who become refugees are redundant in the settlement. In 

Nakivale, the redundancy of refugees is accentuated by the fact that the policies only give 

provision for agriculture and not to those with other skills. 

 

The settlement is remotely located, and this is a major constraint for the refugees in their 

pursuit of a livelihood. The long distance to the nearest town Mbarara is worsened by bad road 

network, and this makes it difficult for a more interactive refugee life with the host community.  

Market distance and the lack of storage facilities in the settlement means that farmers dare not 

produce beyond what the camp can consume else they will perish. 

 

5.1. What livelihood strategies do the refugees adopt in the settlement?   

In order to understand the livelihood strategies adopted by refugees in the settlement, it is 

worthwhile to attempt showing what characterizes livelihood in the settlement. The sustainable 

livelihood framework assesses people’s capabilities through their access to livelihood capitals. 



In the settlement, access to the various sources of livelihood capital is sought by the refugees as 

they engage in formal and informal activities within the settlement that generate income.  

 

They are engaged in multiple activities that help to negotiate their livelihood. While the 

organization structure of the settlement has conditioned refugees to rely on handouts from the 

GoU and humanitarian agencies, the refugees, especially long term refugees sees this as a 

difficult track to follow, as such they devise methods (legitimate or illegitimate), to cope in the 

settlement.  

 

They make use of the plot of land given them by the GoU to cultivate crops that adds to their 

often insufficient rations, they get themselves engaged in small retail businesses, work as 

labour to well to do refugees as well as to the locals, some refugees receive remittances from 

friends and family members etc. all these will be discussed in greater details in the proceeding 

paragraphs.  

 

Interviews of refugees indicate that only a small and fortunate minority manage to find paid 

work in the camp. The type of employment activities available include grass cutters, food 

distributors, water carriers, security guards, carpenters, builders, tailors, land cultivators 

(employed by richer refugees and locals) and cattle keepers. The average daily wage is 1000 

schillings (3 SEK /0.4 dollar). This indicates that the refugees are actively involved in shaping 

their livelihood in order to supplement the insufficient food ration provided by UNHCR and 

other humanitarian organizations.  

 

GIZ and Nsamizi-TISD supports farmer’s in terms of providing them with natural capital to 

begin a livelihood; refugees are grouped in teams that engage in crop production and live 

stocks (goat keeping, poultry, bee keeping, piggery and rabbits). But however, respondent 

reveal that the crop yields for all the commodities grown are extremely very low in spite of the 

introduction of hybrid goats by GIZ and partners to some of the farmer groups in the 

settlement. From information gathered during field work, some of the groups performed fairly 

well in goat raring, but not without constraints, it was reported that goats are a challenge to 

crops farming because they destroy crops, which has also been a source of conflicts
9
 within the 

settlement. 
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 Some stray goats feed on the crops of farmers in the settlement as well as the crops of the host community 



 

Field studies reveal that few refugees engage in commercial activities such as trading; this 

group of refugees reportedly lack the financial capital to start a business. Only few people with 

connections abroad such as the Somalis are capable of penetrating the business venture. It was 

also revealed in the field study that people with land within the base camp in Nakivale had an 

advantage to operate a business than those out of this area, this has generated a kind of illegal 

sale of land in the base centre; some refugees sell plots around a well located place that was 

allocated to them by the GoU in order to acquire money for relocation in a more remote area.  

 

The refugee receive adult education programmes in the evenings, assisted by the Finnish 

refugee council, the aim is to enable them get some basic knowledge which could help them in 

their day to day communication. The children of the refugees attend free primary education in 

schools located within the camps that employ teachers within the ranks of refugees and the host 

community. 

 

The following paragraphs will discuss the various livelihood assets and the strategies adopted 

by refugees in the Nakivale settlement.  

 

5.1.0. Access to Natural Capital as a Source of Livelihood  

By Natural Capital what comes to mind is access to land, water, forest and a sustainable 

environment. In Nakivale, the formation of natural capital is sorted out through the acquisition 

of land and livestock, and the accessibility of the water (Lake Nakivale) for both refugees and 

local.  

In the case of Nakivale, as a policy instituted by the GoU and UNHCR, every household is 

given O.5 Km of land (Jones, 2002) on arrival
10

, to construct their homes and use part of it for 

subsistence crop cultivation. The policy of the settlement is designed to suit agricultural needs 

for the refugees; rural sections of the country, removed from mainstream economic and 

political activity within the country. Under the local settlement approach, no refugee can leave 

the settlement, except after acquiring a permit from the camp commandant, who is the 
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administrative head of the settlement. This is enough to keep the refugees permanently 

dependent on food ration in order to substantiate the little they have in their gardens.  But 

unfortunately, these plots are very small and soil is often exhausted, which is worsened by a 

lack of fertilizer, resulting to very low output.  

 

Picture 2 

By author: A refugee tilling his plot of land in Nakivale 

 

 Definitely the refugees produce barely a little that can sustain them. In addition to these 

worries, land is to be used for the length of time the refugees are in the settlement, and because 

the refugees are assumed to be temporal they are not supposed to cultivate any crop of longer 

and permanent duration such as matoke (interview with Camp Commandant Mbarara, OPM).  

 

 

Field findings from refugees indicate that some refugees also implore negative coping strategy 

in the acquisition and manipulation of the parcel of plots allocated to the refugee by the GoU. 

They manipulation the sales of plot within the settlement as refugees, especially those fortunate 

to be given a plot within the vibrant economic zone of the settlement sell their plot to those that 

are business oriented  in order to gain some financial assets which they use in acquiring 

cheaper plot elsewhere in the settlement. 

 

Access to livestock is not the same like land, individuals in the settlement own livestock such 

as cattle, goats, chickens which they breed. But field studies indicates that GIZ has instituted a 



policy whereby refugees are grouped and provided with livestock to breed, this is very new in 

the settlement and it was reported that cross breeding goats were given to farmers after which 

they are expected to return it to the GIZ authority in order to make the livestock available to 

other farmers.. The livestock such as cattle are natural capital assets posses that some refugees, 

it was reported that mostly Congolese and Somalis own livestock in the settlement,  but the 

programme initiated by the GIZ recently has provided goats to some groups of farmers in order 

to give them an opportunity to improve their capital assets.  

 

The refugees get their drinking and laundry water from the lake Nakivale and firewood from 

the forest around the settlement. Incidents of abnormalities were reported during this field 

studies by refugees and these violence were orchestrated by the locals to the refugee women 

who were out for cooking wood. The lake is reportedly far away from the base camp and 

accessing it very strenuous, and most often the children are the ones who fetch water from the 

lake. Access to fishing is open to both refugees and the locals in the lake, but field study reveal 

that commercial fishing is mostly carried out by the locals, since they have the equipment for 

such a practice. 

5.1.1. Implication of Natural capital access as revealed in the field. 

Information gotten from refugees and humanitarian workers revealed that about 90 percent of 

the refugees are engaged in farming; 85 percent are engaged in crop farming while the 

remaining five percent engages in animal breeding. The Congolese are dominant in agricultural 

and to a lesser extent the Rwandese and the Burundians, but respondents from Somalis, 

Ethiopians and Eritreans concedes that they are traditionally cattle keepers and not land 

cultivators. A refugee from Somalia assert that  only a few people can cultivate the land or look 

after cattle (goats and cows) like us, but we are professional people, we have  teachers, drivers, 

mechanics, business people, traders …etc Though farming ad animal husbandry have been the 

most participated activity in the settlement; and also encouraged by the host government and 

UNHCR, it is not without its drawbacks as the land has been spontaneously cultivated by 

refugees that depend on access to land and common resources; deforestation and destruction of 

plant cover, when refugees clear forest for farming, or to obtain wood for construction or 

charcoal making. This has reduced the soil fertility and depleted the environment which is 

consequential to both host community and refugees.  



 

As a result of the long lasting refugee situation in the Nakivale area, the first generation 

refugees that were made of Rwandans are already settled and the possibility of grazing land 

within the Nakivale area has also made the population of locals to increase within the years, as 

more people move towards the Nakivale area for settlement, some of them are former residents 

who had left the area and moved to an urban centre.   

 

The question that arises is if refugees are supported to scrap out livelihood for themselves will 

it not move them close to self sufficiency and s possible integration, If the refugee enjoyed a 

high degree of physical security and economic self-sufficiency, would the refugees ever be 

prepared to return to their home country which have been shattered by conflict after a long 

spell of time in exile? The refugees' response to this question was a positive one. Field studies 

indicate that most of the refugees are willing to, return to their country of origin once peace is 

restored and it is clear that they are not subjected to any signs of threat back home.  

 

5.2.0. Access to Financial Capital as a Source of Livelihood 

Access to financial capital in the settlement is quite limited to very few refugees; food vendors, 

remittances, salary employment. 

 

Picture 3  

A refugee (Omoyo)and his son poses in his shop in Nakivale. 

Findings in the field from refugees indicate that there are a few refugees within the settlements 

who are engaged in selling of food stuff and tea to habitat of the camps and also to locals who 

are in need of the services. Some refugees sell alcoholic drinks, coffee/tea and others own petty 

businesses in small constructed kiosk built around the base camp. 



 For example: 

 Mrs. Jerusleum, aged 68 from Eritrea, has spent 10 years in the settlement; she is single and 

has no child, she had a beauty shop back in her home country, but in Nakivale, she earns a 

living by selling coffee and tea.  

 

Similarly, Saba a 38 year old Eritrean female, married with two children, was a hair dresser 

back in her home country, but now in the refugee settlement, she is cooking Eritrean food and 

selling it in order to earns a living. To these respondents preparing and selling tea, coffee and 

food offer them the ample opportunity to earn a living in Nakivale. Some other form of 

livelihood strategy within the trading line implored by the refugees is the sale of agricultural 

produce, such as matoke
11

, fruits, vegetables, and ingredients.  

 

Most refugees who are engaged in farming also sell some of their produce in the settlement, 

and also the locals and humanitarian workers buy agricultural foodstuffs from the refugees. 

Field research reveals that access to financial capital is the least assisted by the GoU,  UNHCR 

and its partners; respondent reported that they have no credit facility in the settlement, and that 

the only source available to access financial capital is through personal saving (hoarding) or 

remittances from friends and family members. The researcher observed that, foods sold in the 

camp is also purchased by residents and workers of NGOs who resides within the camp.  

 

The researcher also bought food from these kiosks while on the research trip. From data 

collected, it is revealed that those who are involved in the sales of cooked food, coffee/ tea as 

well as those operating petit grocery kiosk make a very small proportion of the business 

oriented refugees, one of the reasons for this limited number of business oriented atmosphere is 

that the refugees who are enterprising lack the fund to start such business, and even those who 

have a starting capital cannot expand because of the lack of credit facilities; one small grocery 

shop owner, lament the lack of credit facilities in these words. 

 

“If there were credit facilities, I would have been happy to expand my business. You see, this is 

just a small retail store where I just provide for my large families. I think that providing credit 

facilities to me will be a big advantage because it will help to expand my business and given 
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 Unripe/green banana which is one of the staple food in Uganda. The refugees are not allowed to produce this 

crop in large quantity because it symbolizes permanence of which the refugees are not revealed the camp 

commander in Mbarara. 



the fact that I like business and I have business experience even in the most difficult situation, I 

will very much appreciate such facilities like financial credits”.  

 

Furthermore, it was revealed from interview conducted with the refugees that access to 

financial capital is gained when they are hired by the locals for agricultural labour. It was 

revealed in the field that refugees work in the farms of the locals and also did domestic jobs for 

the Somalis who are well to do in the settlement.  Some refugees are also employed as security 

guards, grass cutters, bricklayer and teachers in the settlement. This form of employment 

provides financial capital to the refugees though they complained of the salary disparity with 

the locals. 

 

Testimony: Kwizera Joseph 24 years old from Congo DR, is married with two children, he 

acknowledges that he does “manual labour for Somalis in order to earn a living because the 

ration from the Norwegian refugee Council cannot sustain them for a week. “Well the Somalis 

are well off because they have their relatives and friends in foreign countries that remit to 

them”.  

 

Testimony 2;  Aloyo from Sudan asserts that the only source of income and survival in the 

absence of food is to work for the Somalis; if I am lucky, I will be employed by the Somalis to 

clean, decorate their homes and at times I also assist in building. In this way one can raise the 

sum of 5000 shillings (13 SEK or 3 US dollars) a day. Debra from DR Congo also reveals that 

she has no money income, the food that they receive from the UNHCR is grains that could 

sustain them barely for a week (halve a kilogram of corn for one month), two bottles of soft 

drinks. With bad water, in the settlement, infertile soil, and the weather unpredictability, they 

are only left with no choice but struggles to get some work in order to supplement their ration. 

Thanks to the Somalis that “I can get a job if lucky to do cleaning and washing in their 

houses…she confirms that “they (Somalian) are refugees but they get their money from their 

relatives abroad”, the Somalis are engaged in trading and transportation business in the 

settlement and some are cattle farmers.  

5.2.1. Access to remittances   



Studies show that remittances are a potential source of income to refugees in protracted refugee 

situations (Crisp, 2005; Kibreab, 2003). These writers and many others substantiates to the 

importance of remittances to refugees livelihood, and this study reveal that there exist well to 

do refugees in the settlement who are able to sustain a better life; these refugees get their 

financial support from remittances. Data collected further reveal that some respondents  

especially the Somalis rely upon remittances sent to them by family members, who have 

resettled in a third country or happens to have been granted refugee status in a developed 

country. 

Most Somalian refugees did not accept to having family members who remit to them, probably 

because they are afraid not to lose or having their ration reduced by camp officials. Though 

most of them conceal their connection with relatives out of the settlement, it is evident that they 

have some form of support out of the network of the camp that enables them to be able to 

employ workers in their settlement homes. Information on how Somalis get money from 

remittances is sorted out from those working for the Somalis and some few Somalis who were 

honest to reveal that they have some relatives in Europe and North America who remit to them.  

 

5.3.0. Access to Physical Capital as a Source of Livelihood 

Information from qualitative data collected indicate that most male respondent are engaged in 

the construction of homes for newly arrived refugees or to those who want to renovate their 

huts, while women are engaged in cleaning, cloth washing and decoration of homes for the 

Somalian refugees, and a small proportion of women mould blocks alongside men. These jobs 

are provided by the Somalis refugees who are reportedly receiving remittances from their 

families and friends established abroad; who have been either relocated to a third country or 

happen to have got refugee status in a developing country.  

 

Mapendano from DRC was a teacher of secondary school but he is unemployed now in the 

settlement. He depends on food ration which often is insufficient to sustain his family for days.  

“Therefore I have to do whatever in order to make living for the family I am having. The dry 

season makes the crops in the farm dry and the land more barren and all makes life more 

difficult. Jobs are occasional, at time one can be more than two months without jobs, “but days 



that I work I can have five thousands shillings a day. Most often I am employed by the 

Somalis, to either construct or renovate their apartments”.  

Field study further reveal that some well to do refugees have got some homes constructed in 

the base camp which they give out for rent on a monthly basis. It was revealed that such a 

rented room cost 10.000 Ugandan Shillings (25 SEK/ 4 US Dollars) a month. Within the 

settlement also Somalis have got Boda boda
12

 which they use in transporting passengers in and 

out of the refugee camp. 

5.4.0. Access to Human Capital as a Source of Livelihood 

Field study from interview with refugees reveals that refugees in the Nakivale settlement have 

enormous potentials that are dormant, and there is little or no effort to utilize the existing 

human capital. From a one-on one interviews and focus group discussion, it is revealed that 

most of the refugees are very educated in different works of life; teachers, electrical 

technicians, medical doctors, nurses and business men and women. The human capital capacity 

of refugees is redundant, as only a minimal proportion of them are employed by NGOs and the 

foreign humanitarian agencies. Some works with GIZ as security guard, and some works as 

teachers, while some work as food distributor with the humanitarian agencies, one of such 

refugee worker is 17 years old Enock, a student in Kabaelda secondary school who came to 

Uganda in 2001 as a refugee, he works as a food distributing agent attached to the World Food 

Program and the money he earns in this job help him meet up with his school needs including 

tuition. 

5.4.1. Underemployed human capital 

 Even in situation where few refugees gain some kind of employment, they experience a great 

discrepancy in salary compared to the national. An anonymous respondent reveal that” I am a 

teacher and I also dig the soil and plant food after school because I cannot depend on the 

meagre money I earn as a teacher. I will tell the truth that I am paid 125 000 USH an 
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 Motor bike taxi which is locally used in Uganda.  



equivalence of 52 US dollars  a month and I have a very big responsibility with six children to 

feed out of this, if I don’t do farming, then we will surely die” (Field interview, 2011. 04. 17). 

A few numbers of respondents were engaged in other administrative jobs such as office 

management, but from the focus group discussion, the researcher was made to know that there 

are a lot of refugees with previous education and skills that have not got jobs in the settlement, 

and most of them feel frustrated and vulnerable in the society.  

 

 As revealed by qualitative data from refugees collected in the field, the entire respondent did 

not engaged in a single or a particular job, most of them tried their hands on a multiple 

opportunities of job which were very seasonal. The refugees tend to engage in many activities 

as a sustainable strategy in the settlement because engaging in just one will not provide enough 

to sustain their household owing to the uncertainty of the economic activities in the settlement.  

In a focus group discussion with refugees, it was revealed that Nakivale refugee camps have 

intellectuals who are available to give in their resources and work voluntarily, but they are not 

used for that purpose. They have made their intention known to the authorities, but nothing has 

been done towards this direction.  

 

Access to human capital is very limited especially for the young in the settlement. The policy 

of the GoU and UNHCR provides basic education to refugee children, and it was revealed by 

respondents that children with no access to financial capital have little chance to make it t post 

primary education. Field study indicates that the children in Nakivale settlement follow the 

Ugandan education system whereby primary education is free but parents are expected to pay 

for secondary education. UNHCR sponsors a few refugee children, especially girls above 

primary education. Because most parents are poor and cannot afford for fees the majority of 

refugee children experience a termination of their education at primary level.  

 

Also the lack of employment opportunities prevents educated refugees from putting their 

learned skills in practice and also limits this group of refugees and other people from 

improving the quality of their lives.  

 



Though there is the availability of health centres in the settlement such as the Rubondo medical 

team and the services of Medicine Sans Frontier, respondents are very disappointed with the 

way refugees are handled when they are sick, especially in times of emergency.  

 

5.5.0. Access to Social Capital as a Source of livelihood 

Social cohesion in Nakivale is manifested through the creation of groups based on linguistic, 

cultural and religious background. For example, Somalis, Ethiopians and Eritreans are 

clustered within a common group that work in solidarity of their core group members, and this 

based on the premise that they share the same geographical and cultural similarities. These 

groups are well structured within the camp with core traits surrounding collectivism, social 

cohesion, and mutual dependency, underpinned by strict moral and religious codes. This kind 

of social capital is not only visible within the Somalis, it is also an aspect shared by the 

Congolese, Burundi’s and Rwandans’.   

 

Study indicates that they are bonded by their linguistic commonness which is translated in the 

will to support each other in the settlement as they pursue a livelihood. 

 

Moreover, interaction between the refugees and the local communities around the settlement is 

a major component that could affect the livelihood of the refugees. Information relating to this 

in the field study indicates that refugees enjoy a cordial relationship with the locals; refugees 

work for the locals and the locals sell some of their products to the refugees. Though most 

respondent look back at the past when problems existed with the locals, they seems to be a 

better understanding between these two groups as the study reveal. Although the fear that a 

worsening of this relation could resurface in the future if measures are not taken to 

accommodate the growing population of both groups around the settlement. Particularly as the 

refugees and the locals are depending on the land and the natural resources around the area, the 

depletion of these resources is imminent and this could resurface the conflict that has 

characterized their relation in the past. 

 

Furthermore, religion as a form of social capital also play an important role through the 

churches and mosque in the settlement, the Churches and mosque appeared clearly concerned 



about both spiritual (religious) and material wellbeing of their members, and work in solidarity 

to pursue livelihood goals.  

 

Social capital formation in the settlement is very crucial to the refugee because it is serves as a 

medium through which refugees get connected to the society. Understanding the social 

mechanisms that usher group solidarity and economic cooperation within the camp setting and 

beyond gives the reader a forehand perception of the prospect of benefits to be reaped from 

coexistence to both refugee and host communities.  

The access to social capital links us strongly to the issue of emerging identity in the settlement. 

 

5.5.1. Reconstruction of Identity as a form of social capital 

Becoming a refugee is the beginning of a process of creating a completely new identity by 

people of concern; as soon as refugees leave their country of origin to a new environment they 

are forced by circumstances to recreate an identity or move from one identifiable group to the 

other. The complexities involved in the definition of the term identity probably works quite 

well to give researchers the room to tackle the subject from whatever perspective they prefer. 

Though important to take an examination of some theoretical bases of the term, it is also 

valuable to assert here that the construction of identity is important in understanding and 

explaining the formation, maintenance, and dissolution of interpersonal contacts (Diaz-Andreu, 

2005, 3), also asserts that, Identity is inextricably linked to the sense of belonging, and through 

identity we perceive ourselves, and others see us, as belonging to certain groups and not others. 

Being part of a group entails active engagement, and Identity, therefore, is not a static thing, 

but a continual process (Hall 1996 cited in Diaz-Andreu, 2005). 

 

From this point of departure, Diaz is insinuating that Identities are constructed through 

interaction between people, and the process by which we acquire and maintain our identities 

requires choice through which we define who we are. We are potentially able to choose the 

groups we want to identify with, although this selection is always constrained by structures 

beyond control.  

 



Field interviews with refugees indicates that identity construction by refugees in the Nakivale 

settlement follow four distinctive patterns; the country of origin, religious groups, social 

identity and common linguistic understanding. Field study further reveals that all these forms 

of identities serve the refugees in many ways towards the negotiation of their livelihood. But 

however, the study also revealed that identity creation is just one of the many strategies for 

livelihood negotiation in the settlement. 

 

The vulnerability context in the settlement is high because refugees are made to be dependent 

on food ration which hardly meet their basic needs, as a result, most of the refugees in Nakivale 

have decided to develop an alternative way to negotiate a living within the settlement, one of 

such mechanism is the recreation of identity based on socio-cultural and religious cohesion. 

 

Qualitative data collected from refugees reveal that identity, especially that which is based on 

social-cultural network play an important role to the livelihood strategies of refugees. These 

social networks may be positive or negative. Positive in the sense reported by respondents in 

field study; social connectedness can help refugees to access information on where to get 

certain services within the settlement. Somalis for example are socially connected to people 

from the same area, for example, newly arrived refugees easily receive help from already 

established refugees before they even receive plots and other building equipments from the 

settlement authorities. Similarly, the proliferation of small religious denominations around the 

settlement helps to make people mutually help each other at all costs, especially in times of 

emergencies.  

 

5.5.2. Social network as an outcome of emerging identity 

Making friends is a form of social network that serves the refugee very well, as earlier 

mentioned, the refugees testify that with friends it is difficult for them to go to bed hungry; 

therefore, social identity is a kind of safety net in times of difficulties in the settlement. In the 

Nakivale settlement where food ration is hardly sufficient, and employment not easy to come 

by, identifying oneself within a social milieu will serve as livelihood insurance. 

 



Social identity serve fully well in the absence of easily obtained employment, respondents are 

dependent on social networks and organization such as churches for livelihood assistance. This 

is an indication that, the livelihood strategies are broader than simply scooping for 

humanitarian assistance in the settlement.  

 

Responses from my structured and semi-structured interviews to refugees as well as from 

observation reveal that creating identity based on social-cultural or religious parameters serve 

the refugees positively in the Nakivale settlement. For example, new arrival refugees always 

find it easy to locate people from their home country. Somalian refugees take advantage of any, 

details that may help them identify and meet their countrymen, and once they are identified, 

they administer assistance without seeking repayment. This kind of connection could gradually 

spill over to incorporate a larger society clustered with locals around the settlement, because 

the refugees are also engaged in activities that connect them with the locals, such as religion, 

working for the locals and social interactions around the settlement area. If this is done, then it 

becomes possible that refugees will systematically integrate to the host society as they stay 

longer in the settlement. 

 

Interview from refugees reveals that social connectedness in the refugee settlement help the 

refugees to acquire jobs within the camp. In the settlement, the refugees can easily gain 

employment from Somalian who reportedly are able to employ other less privileged refugees to 

work for them thanks to the resources they gain from their relatives and friends abroad. But 

however, getting such jobs from the Somalian is also determined by the connection one have in 

the settlement. Such connection has the possibilities of transcending beyond the refugee 

community in the long run process, and if this is done, then refugees will make their way in to 

the wider Ugandan society. 

 

Recreating identity is limited to a small proportion of the livelihood strategy. Virtually every 

respondent gave a sense of despair in relation to the perception of their status as refugees. The 

respondents’ feels vulnerable as they are dependent on food ration and other material assistance 

from the authority, in a bit to supplement their insufficient ration; they implore a systematic 

strategy to negotiate their livelihood, which shows that refugees in the Nakivale settlement do 

not depend on a single survival strategy, they engaged in multiple activities that could help 

them out of their vulnerability.  



5.6.0. International and Local NGOs and the GoU’s Assistance to Refugees 

 

Picture 4 

 500 metres from base camp1 

Sign post of some NGOs working for the refugees in the settlement.  

 

Though the various organizations have separate guiding policies, they work as partners and are 

coordinated by the UNHCR and the GoU. 

The international organizations are reportedly working in partnership to support the refugee in 

the Nakivale settlement. From interviews conducted with the international aid agencies, 

supported by secondary data collected, it is made known that the UNHCR together with GTZ 

and Nsamizi Training Institute for Social Development have been working towards assisting 

the refugee to improving their livelihoods through capacity building.  

 

The partners also assist refugees to improve in terms of food production in order to supplement 

their monthly rations. They are reportedly assisting the refugees to start up some income 

generating activities such as animal husbandry for commercial purposes. This partnership 

activity is under the supervision and coordination by the UNHCR and the Office of the Prime 

Minister of Uganda (OPM).  

 

The purpose of this partnership is to offer a more consolidated and coordinated effort towards 

improving the livelihoods of the refugees. Nonetheless, food security remains an important 



issue especially considering that the refugees are mainly dependent on WFP for the basic food 

needs.  

 

Information gathered from interviews with the humanitarian organizations supported by 

secondary data indicates that basic food needs of the refugees in the Nakivale settlement are 

mainly met by WFP. They provide; Under General Food Distribution (GFD), 15 kilograms of 

maize, 1.8 kilograms of beans, 0.6 kilograms of vegetable cooking oil and 0.15 kilograms of 

salt per head for a month. By all standards, WFP rations are the main source of food ration for 

the refugees. 

 

The GoU provides each refugee family unit with a plot of land of about 50 x 100 metres on 

arrival in the settlement. The purpose is to enable them supplement the food rations provided 

by WFP. The crops grown mainly include maize, beans, sorghum and some vegetables. The 

JAM (2009) report indicates that about 50% of what the farmers produce is sold in order to get 

cash to meet other domestic requirements.  

 

The food produced by the refugees from their plots can only sustain them for approximately 

two months in a year because of the low productivity and bad weather, couple with the 

exhaustion of the land used for agriculture. 

 

The final conclusion is that the ration hardly meets the need of the refugee for the desired time 

period. This fact is confirmed by field information gathered from both the refugees and the 

humanitarian workers.  

 

It should be understood that the international organization are working in partnership, but they 

have their individual services that will be discussed in greater detail in the following 

paragraphs.  

 

This section covers analysis of the findings both from secondary data and from field research, 

and validates the policy options of the GoU and the international humanitarian organisation in 

assisting refugees in the Nakivale refugee settlement. In the review of these agencies that assist 

refugees in the pursuit of a livelihood, it is visible that their policies is based on spontaneous 

assistance through rationing as a livelihood strategy, which does little to help neither the 

refugees nor the host community. Keeping the refugees in a situation of deadlock has not fail to 



capture the feelings of Refugees in the settlements that are excluded from developmental 

activity in Uganda as they very much desire to move on with other survival strategies. 

 

However, this section will look at the various moves towards assisting the refugees taken by 

the government of Uganda and other actors to encourage and enable refugees to develop their 

livelihood security while residing in the Nakivale refugee settlement. In this regards, this part 

will comment on possible openings where more attention might be given to encourage and 

enable the refugees towards a more sustainable livelihood, as well as to make corrective actions 

in situations where refugee livelihoods are not receiving adequate attention and/or support.  

As mentioned earlier, there are a host of international and local humanitarian organisations, 

foreign volunteers and government that assists the refugees in their pursuit of a livelihood, such 

as Germany’s Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)
13

, Danish Refugee 

Council (DRC), Finish Refugee Council, International Red Cross, Medicine sans Frontier, Save 

the Children, UNHCR, Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), and Right to play.  All these 

agencies play a great role in the provision of livelihood support to the refugees by providing 

the refugees with their basic needs such as shelter, food, medical facilities among others. 

 

The influence of the host government in the construction of or inhibition to the  livelihood of 

refugees cannot be undermined, given that refugees as a people are ultimately subjected to the 

national laws in the host country, which in most situations is in compliance with international 

law on refugee. Also worthy to note is that, in most if not all situation
14

, humanitarian 

organisations have always had to operate under agreement of the sovereign governments. The 

GoU and UNHCR provides land to every refugee household on arrival in the settlement; this 

land is to be used for home construction and farming land, while other humanitarian bodies 

such as GIZ assist in the provision of seeds, tools and also food ration to enable the  refugees 

negotiate their livelihood. 

 

Worthy of mention is the local community that cohabit with the refugees in the settlement. 

Research related to humanitarian assistance often neglects the local context of development 

                                                 

13 The GIZ was established on 1 January 2011, which incorporates the expertise of the Deutscher Entwicklungsdienst (DED) 

GmbH (German Development Service), German technical service (GTZ) GmbH (German technical cooperation),As a federally 

owned enterprise, this organization(s) support the German Government in achieving its objectives in the field of international 

cooperation for sustainable development. They engage in international education work around the globe. 
14An exception of this is the situation of a truly failed state where the involvement of humanitarian organisation in the 

provision of assistance does not mandatorily need formal state agreement before operating, in such a situation, the provision of 

assistance is more important. 



(Machtelt, 2006, 1). They are referred to in this thesis as the ‘host communities’ in recognition 

that their interactions with refugees in the camps are formal and informal, social and economic, 

which at most go beyond the legal frameworks which characterise the host government’s role. 

The local community connect and interact with refugees on a daily basis in the settlement; 

hence they are the window through which local integration could be sought.  

Though the various organizations work in partnership, their roles will be studied separately and 

in some detail.  

 5.6.1. Norwegian Refugee Council: NRC 

The NRC works in the reception, distribution, management of the stores and rationing of the 

food.  They cover all refugees and asylum seekers within the settlement. Practically they 

provide the refugees with grains such as maize and beans, vegetable oil, and soy beans.  It was 

revealed by the Norwegian Council representative that this agency helps in food and non-food 

items.  

 

Field study from interview with refugees and officers working with NRC indicates a 

disappointment with the irregular and often reduced monthly food ration because it is hardly 

enough to sustain refugees for the required time. Though most of the refugees cannot clearly 

name which agency is charged with the distribution of food stuff, it is clear that they are 

dissatisfied with the Norwegian Refugee Council which is partnering with the World food 

organization in the distribution and provision of food respectively. The disappointment of the 

refugees is confirmed by a food assistant officer who concedes that their provision of food 

ration depends on the logistic department, “if food doesn’t reach our store on time, we cannot 

provide to the refugees, and there have been situations like that in this time of economic down 

turn (interview with Fred, a worker with Norwegian Refugee Council, 2011, 04).  

 

5.6.2. German Society for International Cooperation (GIC) GmbH-GIZ 

The GIZ has many functions in the settlement that has been sub divided in to four sections: 

health, water and sanitation, legal protection of officers and the refugees from nationals’ 



livelihood sections. Refugee respondents gave a satisfactory score to the GIZ in the assistance 

of refugees. They were very pleased that the initiative of the GIZ will help them cut off from 

dependency in the long run. 

 

The GIZ provides community services, from basic needs to sleeping equipment such as 

blankets, sauce pans and other utensils. Field study revealed that the livelihood is a section 

within the structure of the GIZ, and that it is a development in the settlement that began in 2010 

and is reportedly going on well at the moment (interview with Moses Ayabele, 2011. 04. 23).  

 

The study also revealed GIZ moves from dealing with individual refugee to regrouping them in 

teams that are trained on leadership quality and also support crop farmers by providing them 

with seed, and teach them on farming techniques.  They are provided with chicken to practice 

poultry keeping, goats and other livestock. By equipping refugees with livestock, GIZ helps to 

make it possible for refugees to have access to natural capital as a base for sustainable 

livelihood.   

 

They are also equipped with skills and training on how to rare goats, sheds for their animals. 

They also practice bee keeping though there are lots of challenge in keeping bees in the 

settlement such as draught which send the bees away. They even have crops farmers who are 

trained in intensive improved farming methods-they are provided with seeds, fertilizers, 

manures, and “because the soils are not so good”. They are trained in capacity building and 

leadership as well as principles of association management rules, record keeping, and business 

plan etc in order for them to be able to run their projects.  

 

They are also trained on soap making in order to provide them with an income generating skill 

for their livelihoods.  The field officer affirms that very few people have engaged in this and 

about 200 people know how to do it, others are learning. The soap is marketed around the 

refugee camps (interview with Moses Ayabele, 2011. 04. 23). By training refugees on capacity 

building also provide them with the necessary human capital assets to pursue a livelihood. 

 

Tailoring-sewing is another source of livelihood which they are provided with sewing 

machines clothes and thread to use in their practices.  

 



It was revealed by the respondents during the study that because of GIZ in place, the refugees 

have been able to access water facilities for example they identified different water points that 

have been set up in the refugee settlement by the GIZ humanitarian agency. This has help 

tremendously in the development of human capital as better water reduced the possibilities of 

contacting health hazards like cholera, typhoid and diarrhoea. 

 

 The availability of water in the settlement further reduces the risks of children subjected to 

child labour which has been the case before; children had to walk long distances to fetch 

unclean water from the lake Nakivale. 

 

The creation of the livelihood section by GIZ has made life more promising to the refugees, as 

it will enable them grow in terms of capacity building and also increase their production 

capacity of goods and services which will help the refugees to make some financial gains in 

selling the excesses to a wider market. This could also increase the chances for refugee’s to 

make contact with the host community, which is an opening for local integration.  

 

5.6.3. Ugandan Red Cross 

 

 

Picture 5  



By author: Refugees standing in front of Red Cross office in Nakivale.  

 

The Red Cross is working under the auspices of international Red Cross and they are charged 

with fighting violence in all its form, besides providing assistance to the handicapped and the 

most vulnerable in the settlement. They are part of the partnership that works to assist the 

refugees in the settlement. They work with mostly unaccompanied minors (UAMS), by 

transferring them or relocating them to their parents and country of origin. 

 

In a one-on one interview with the Red Cross field tracing assistance in Nakivale Sajrus 

Orikiriza, it was revealed that Ugandan Red Cross which is funded by the International Red 

Cross (ICRC) has been operating since 1990 and their main function is to trace people who 

have lost their families, relatives and friends, and also to assist the handicap refugees in the 

settlement. However, they are a working partner to the other humanitarian organizations in the 

settlement. 

 

5.6.4. International Medical team (Rubondo Medical Team) 

Field interview with the refugees and the medical personnels reveals that the services provided 

by this health team have been good. During a focus group discussion in the Rubondo Health 

Centre, with the presence of three health officers (Grace- Midwife, Ruth-clinic officer, Gandy- 

comprehensive nurse) it was revealed that the team of medical workers assist in human 

development, health and social services. They provide the refugees with anti natal services, 

delivery, and family planning; receive patients, and also post natal counselling. They revealed 

to the researcher that they lack the facilities to admit patients, but have visiting patience and out 

patients, but they can refer patients to Mbarara municipal hospital. The health staffs further 

reveal that the people have got some basic health education which has helped them overcome 

the health disturbances such as news of diagnosed with any disease as this was not the case 

before. “They are motivated especially when they have some kind of gifts or recognition such 

as the colorful world refugee day which made them very happy”.  

 

The team provides assistance in human development and this helps them to prevent common 

communicable diseases as confirmed by a staffs that the level of  hygiene and sanitation of the 



refugees have been improved, and this has reduce the spread of common communicable 

diseases. 

5.6.5. Finnish Refugee Council (FRC) 

Access to human capital formation is enhanced by the Finnish Refugee Council; they assist the 

refugees with education to adults. The Finnish refugee Council is mandated to reduce poverty 

through teaching the people reading and writing skills to facilitate them in carrying out 

activities related to their livelihood, such as receive money through western union. 

 

From firls interviews, it is revealed that they have 50 learning centres in Nakivale which offers 

language lessons in Kiswahili, kina Rwanda and English. Basically, they are trained to read and 

write. Those who qualify for English must have been trained to read and write in their native 

language first. The learning process takes about nine months and after the learning they are 

issued a certificate. They have both first level in English and local languages. The second level 

is scheduled to start in June prior to an assessment of the people in order to determine if they 

have the capacity to proceed or not. The enrolment is very encouraging, it boasts of 1052 

learners, with female making up 656 and male 396. Each class is supposed to have 30 learners, 

50 teachers who are locally recruited within the community, and paid by the FRC. They 

employ both local and refugees to teach which make it easier for locals and refugees to interact. 

Though there is a green light towards integration manifested in the blend of participant in the 

project, it is not without its drawbacks as some groups pose a problem to the initiative and this 

group is the Banyan Mulenge
15

, who currently has dropped from the classes.  

 

Their programme is life skill related in the sense that their learning encompasses agriculture, 

hygiene and sanitation, health issues, gender awareness etc. The FRC is to awake the 

community on common issues that concerns them, and through learning, they will be able to 

connect with other agencies which could help them. For example, field study revealed that the 

refugees are made to know about the importance of taking a medical test regularly in order to 
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The Banyamulenge is a term historically describing the ethnic Tutsi Rwandans (Banyarwanda) concentrated on 

the High Plateau of South Kivu, in the eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), close to 

the Burundi-Congo-Rwanda border. 



save them from diseases such as HIV. Through this they are informed to visit the health 

department of GIZ for test. 

 

They are also thought about the importance of preserving the environment by making them 

understand that each tree cut should be replaced with two planted which is environmentally 

sound. The provision of assistance that increases human development is always beneficial to 

the community and to generations that follows. FRC by providing these services, especially the 

training in local language to the refugees will help them to be able to penetrate the wider 

Ugandan society. Field research blamed linguistic barrier as one of the impediment to seek job 

in the community to those who have got previous skills, by engaging such programme that put 

language teaching in the agenda, the refugees will not only have a wider opportunity to access 

job, but also to gain access to the wider community through a fluency of the working language 

 

 

 

5.6.6. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees –UNHCR 

The agency that is recognized by all the refugees as the forbearer of development assistance to 

the refugees is the UNHCR, mandated by the United Nations, the UNHCR covers refugees and 

asylum seeker in the settlement. Field data reveal that UNHCR is highly appreciated by the 

refugees for the assistance offered them particularly during the very early moment of their 

arrival in the settlement. But the refugees reveal also that with time, the UNHCR have 

generally dropped in their assistance to refugees, as what they provide to them is very 

inadequate to sustain them or help them in pursue any meaningful life in the settlement. 

 

 The refugees consider themselves more to be scorching towards survival with little or no 

humanitarian aid. They assist refugees in the settlement with “Food, shelter, water, sanitation 

and security, while working to find lasting solutions to their plight. They are charged with the 

repatriation of refugees when situations are deemed necessary and possible, they help refugees 

and other displaced people return home voluntarily and safely or assist them in resettlement to 

a third country where they can start a new life. 



The UNHCR coordinate all emergency activities in the refugee settlement, registration and 

delivery of assistance in Nakivale refugee settlement.  

 

. UNHCR deliver medical care to the new arrivals which has improved the standards of living, 

and also supported the referral of few patients to the District Hospital in Mbarara.  

What is noticeable is the inability of the UNHCR to carry out durable solutions to long term 

refugees in the Nakivale settlement. Apart from some Somalis that are resettled in the US by 

the UNHCR, the prospect of local integration which could be the best policy option is under 

shade as the office continue to strengthen and promote policies that keep the refugees 

dependent on assistance for a livelihood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.6.7. United Nations Children Emergency Fund- UNICEF 

It was further found out from interviews with field officials in Nakivale  that UNICEF provide 

three emergency drug kits (basic drugs, ringers lactate, syringes) and vaccines and conduct 

routine immunization outreach which focus on polio and measles. Also UNICEF support 

treatment and immunization sites in the settlement. This has improved the welfare of the 

children within refugee settlement. This is a positive move that strengthen human capital 

access. Although field study indicated that a common medication is provided to the refugees 

for all ailments. 

5.6.8. Medicine sans Frontiers  

This provides water to the refugees mostly to reception place and carries out mobile services to 

extend and provide health services like health screening of the new arrivals. It was noted that 

MSF support the health posts by providing drugs, transporting urgent cases to the hospital and 



carrying out surveillance to prevent the outbreak of other diseases. It was noted that in 

Nakivale refugee settlement this agency has supported water, sanitation and health sectors in 

the areas where the new arrivals are received like Kabazaana reception. 

 

5.6.9. Right to Play   

It was revealed by the study that human capital is developed by the right to play which has 

engage on training local Coaches and Teachers in sports and develop curriculum based on 

keeping the refugee children healthy through sport and to initiate them in the development of a 

healthy lifestyle and HIV prevention measures. Respondents advanced that the training 

provided to the Coaches and Teachers promotes their leadership development while providing 

them with the skills to succeed in the organization of activities for children and youth living in 

the refugee camp.  

 

Furthermore, field study reveals that Right to play supports the Coaches and Teachers to ensure 

that the children and youth in the settlement receive access to regular sport and amusement 

activities. However the lack of play spaces in the settlements t has been addressed by Right to 

play through prioritizing the development and maintenance of infrastructure such as football 

and volleyball fields.  

 

It was further found out that Right to play distributes equipment based on community needs 

and has implemented an Equipment Management System along with the Task Teams.  

To note however, is that right to play among humanitarian agencies in Nakivale refugee 

settlement is enhancing life skills such as leadership, discipline, fair play, and conflict 

resolution which lead to increased child self-esteem and resilience. Ultimately, talented 

children will serve as catalysts for healthier, happier and more peaceful communities. Not only 

has the Right to play program instilled such skills, the program has also offered a secondary 

psychosocial support structure for children and youth, especially those orphaned as a result of 

war and/ or HIV and AIDS, through the unique coach to child approach. This body is 

tremendous in providing access to human capital that is sustainable as it targets the young 

group of people in the refugee community.  

 .   



The settlement of refugees' is the Nakivale has a positive effect on the local population; 

Nakivale is known to be a sparsely populated area with little or no economic impact to the 

economy of Uganda before it was transformed to a settlement area (Kaiser, 2007) . But with 

the existence of Substantial amounts of international assistance, much of it channeled through 

UNHCR, allowing roads to be built and schools, health centers, training workshops and 

agricultural extension services established. All of these facilities are available for use by both 

the refugees and local Ugandans. Providing the infrastructure needed to support and service the 

new refugee settlement generated hundreds of manual jobs for refugees and Ugandans alike, as 

well as a smaller number of salaried posts with the relief and development agencies which were 

attracted to the area by the refugees’ presence. As a result, the local economy benefited from a 

much-needed injection of cash, which could also in the long run increased production of goods 

and services in and around Nakivale.   

 

 

5.7.0. ANALYSIS 

The refugees in Nakivale settlement are confined in remote rural settlements, where they 

engage in agricultural livelihood which is seriously compromised by markets accessibility, 

climatic uncertainties, exhausted soil and inadequate inputs.  

 

From information gathered from the refugees’ perception and analyses, it is visible that some 

of the constraints on refugee livelihood appear to be orchestrated by the structure and nature of 

the settlement system as currently constituted for refugees. It shows that refugee livelihoods 

face more rather than fewer challenges as their exile becomes protracted 

 

From interviews with refugees and humanitarian workers, supported by field observations, the  

study reveal that access to the various livelihood capitals could guarantee refugee self 

sufficiency which could enable them to have self confidence and a wider opportunity of 

integration in the refugee community as well as the local society. However, the possibilities 

open for refugees to access these livelihood capitals seems to be dented by the policies of the 

GoU and the UNHCR that is charged with the implementation of policies concerning refugees’ 

situation in Uganda. Such is the case with the land policy for example, the GoU and UNHCRs 



does not embrace a proper definition of land rights and ownership within the settlement, as 

such refugees are not entitled to land in the real sense and this increases their vulnerability 

context, but as they move on with other activities that could enhance their livelihood, the 

refugees become more and more connected in their own community as well as in the local 

society. 

 

Though the land policy is rigid, access to other livelihood capitals in the Nakivale settlement as 

revealed in discussions with refugees, has the capacity to benefits both the refugee and the host 

community which in itself is an excellent starting point for local integration. From discussions 

with refugees, local people and some authorities, it is clear that access to livelihood capitals 

such as financial, social and human, physical capital could serve as a foundation for local 

integration in at least some and possibly the majority of the refugee settlement and beyond. 

Social cohesion for example has considerable benefits to offer refugees in Uganda, and could 

prove to be an essential instrument in contributing to local integration. 

 

The situation in the settlement shows that the refugees are assisted in their pursuit of a 

livelihood, but the bare fact that integration is not an option to the UNHCR and the GoU means 

that the refugees face a less possibility of ensuring a sustainable livelihood in the settlement. 

 

Information gathered from refugees and supported by data from secondary sources indicate that 

the refugees receive rations that are below par and far less than what could sustain the refugee 

for the stipulated time. As asserted by Deputy Representative of the UN refugee Agency 

 

"We can hardly meet international standards of indicators such as water, health and food," For 

instance, we are delivering 15 litres [of water] per person per day instead of the standard 20l."  

"We plan for the existing refugee population but, often, many others continue arriving and this 

has an impact on the quality of the services we provide," Nakivale Base Camp II leader, 

asserted that refugees were grappling with a plethora of  problems, top of which is inadequate 

food, lack of specialized treatment for those suffering from stress-related ailments, poverty-

induced sexual exploitation and abuse and limited access to education as well as different 

syllabuses and languages of instruction. This has been well substantiated by refugees. 

  

About 70 percent of the refugees interviewed indicated that they have been in the camp for 

more than seven years, and those who have spend more time in this settlement feel more at 



home and consider options such as resettlement to a third country rather than going back to 

their country nor stay in Uganda where there is no hope for a better life. Aloyo from Sudan has 

spent 2o years in the settlement and she wishes to have assistance from either the GoU, 

UNHCR, the international and local NGOs for her to learn a skill or profession in order for to 

sustain a living. She concedes that life to her means nothing other than living in the settlement.  

In the same vein, most refugees, especially from Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia wished to be 

resettled to a third country. They term the settlement a prison and wished to be taken out one 

day by Allah.
16

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six 
Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

6.1. Conclusion 

The study has made an attempt to understand the dilemma of refugee dependency on assistance 

and the possibility of engaging on other activities that could improve their living while they 

wait for a durable solution. It examines the refugee situation in Nakivale settlement, the 

livelihood options and the constraints involved.  The study has looked at the access to capital 

assets in the settlement. In this direction the Refugees’ effective social, cultural and economic 

participation depends on appropriate institutional structures and processes. The researcher 

applied the Sustainable livelihood perspectives to understand how refugees struggle to sustain a 

livelihood in order to supplement the humanitarian aid. The thesis critically look at the 

responses from GoU and the humanitarian organizations that are charged with instituting 

policies for the refugees such as health, education, employment and welfare. In promoting 
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refugee assistance and excluding integration from their policies. The issue of refugee 

integration should be addressed conceptually and should take in to consideration socio-cultural 

and religious aspects. 

 

The study has come up with the understanding that the current livelihood situation of most 

refugees, especially long term refugees in the Nakivale settlement is at an unequivocal position 

as they receive little and often irregular assistance from humanitarian organization, while 

prospect for local integration doesn’t seem to be part of a durable solution for refugees 

supported by the GoU, and the UNHCR. But the situation of imbalance and uncertainty is 

compromised by the refugees’ decision to seek an alternative way in their pursuit of a 

livelihood, through the establishment of connections and interactions between the refugees and 

the local community, a process of gradual integration could be sought. 

 

The thesis also reveal that protracted refugees situation in Nakivale is a constrain to the host 

government, the international humanitarian agencies and to the refugees; as the refugees 

struggle to make sense of life in the settlement that is remotely located; cutting off refugees 

from economic, social and political life of the host community. Nakivale settlement 

accommodates both short term and long term refugees, and all refugees depend on aid from 

host government and humanitarian agencies instead of initiating a policy which could help 

them become self. The refugees are in a cross road in the settlement on which they have to 

either choose to continuously depend on the humanitarian assistance for a livelihood or locally 

integrated to the host community.  

 

This thesis has investigated the dilemma faced by long time refugee in the Nakivale refugee 

settlement. It looks at the opportunities and problems faced by encamped refugees and shows 

that the Nakivale refugee settlement policy is designed to best suit the Ugandan government 

security, economic and political needs and not in the interest of refugee protection and 

integration. 

 

The thesis have illustrated that refugees in the settlement are not passive, but are self 

supportive in sustaining a livelihood, what they need is improve assistance from humanitarian 

agencies and host government. By indulging in productive activities within and around the 

settlement, refugees can be more productive to development of the host country rather than 

constituting a burden. Once in the settlement, refugee form social networks with other refugees 



and mix up with nationals in order to gain social and cultural interactions between refugees and 

local communities and this gradually enable refugees to live amongst or alongside the host 

population. 

 

Consequently, the thesis has argued that refugees, especially long time refugees can become 

more integrated through social cohesion and self sustaining support, giving that some of the 

refugees in Nakivale have spent more than fifteen years in the settlement without any hope of 

returning any time soon, and even if the possibility to return arises, it becomes inextricably 

complicated for some refugees, especially those that know no other place than the settlement; it 

will mean moving from a familiar environment where they have been well adapted to a 

completely new area that needs adaptation.  

 

 

6.2. Recommendations / Policy options 

Effectively social, cultural and economic participation of the refugees in negotiating a 

livelihood that is sustainable without being dependent on humanitarian agencies and the host 

government depends on the institution of appropriate structures and processes in the settlement. 

In order to make a valuable attempt to resolve the dilemma of refugees in the settlement it is 

first of all relevant to acknowledge the vulnerability of refugees, and understand the needs of 

refugees in the settlement; distinguish the need of newly arrived refugees and long term 

refugees, as well as understanding the priority options of helpless groups of refugees and the 

host communities. It must be recognised that not all refugees have the same developmental 

capacities, and that meeting the needs of those with particular disadvantages would have to 

remain a priority. Knowing this will facilitate policy options for all groups.   

It will also be important to address the needs of newly arrived refugees by instituting policies 

that would integrate them in to the local community as soon as possible, which will be a  

foundation to a process of continue self sufficiency in the settlement. For long term refugees, 

the implementation of sustainable livelihood perspectives will address the dilemma of refugee 

being dependent on humanitarian aid but substantially excluded from a possible integration in 

the local community. It will therefore be appropriate for the GoU and the Humanitarian 



agencies that are charged with instituting policies for the refugees such as health, education, 

employment and welfare to promote refugee integration as a durable solution by incorporating 

socio-cultural and religious aspects when designing policies. 

 

Nakivale refugee settlement is a large community with the potential to expand  in all domain, if 

policies are designed that could improve the road network from Mbarara to Nakivale, it will 

boost the interaction between both communities; refugee production capacity will increase 

because good roads will provide a possibility for an expanding market, while locals will have 

access to the goods produced by the refugees, more people will become employed in this 

process and this will boost the host community and also promote local integration.  

 

Field evidence revealed that micro financial Credit facilities could have a significant impact in 

the livelihood of the refugees in the settlement. Therefore creating credit facilities to especially 

enterprising refugees in the settlement will encourage trade within and out of the settlement, 

and this could reduce vulnerability while improving the economy of the refugees and the host 

communities.  

Refugees need training in skills, while those with already acquired skills from home country 

could be used in a positive way which could be beneficial to both refugees and host 

community. It was revealed that some of the refugees have some talents in music, such as the 

Congolese, these could be improved upon and supported and can be beneficial to the refugees.  

Efforts should be made to educate the host community on the humanness of refugees; there 

should be enough awareness about the situation of refugees, their predicament and locals 

should be taught to appreciate that refugees are capable of delivering good services to the local 

population, and not to be undermined as economic burden to host country; they should be 

respected as people who are capable of providing for themselves and make useful contribution 

to the development of host community.  

 

Another possibility open to policy makers is to intervene in the development of the settlement 

area, by creating jobs to both refugees and the local. This could be done by either increasing 

the food sufficiency in the settlement by opening agro industrial plan that is capable of 

producing in bulk for local consumption and even exportation.  
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1 Semi Structure questionnaire 

Basic Demographic Questions:  

Sex:  

Age:  

Region of origin  

Clan affiliation:  

Current size of household:  

Clan affiliations of household members:  

Current occupation (if any):  

Previous Occupation in the home country or other host countries (if any):  

 

Educational Background:  

 Attended primary education 

 Post primary 

 university education 

 professional education 

 

Marital status:  

 Location/status of spouse:  

 Current occupation of spouse (if any):  

Number of children (if any):  

http://www.refugeesinternational.org/where-we-work/asia/afghanistan
http://www.refugeesinternational.org/where-we-work/asia/afghanistan


 Age of children:  

 Location/status of children:  

 Location of parents:  

  

When did you come to Nakivale?  

 

Economic Needs/Resources and Strategies:  Livelihood accessibility. 

How do you support yourself (and) family in the settlement?  

 Do you receive remittance from abroad (If yes, specify where?)?  

 Do you receive financial assistance from the UNHCR (If so, how much, how often?)?  

 Do you work? (If so, what do you do? Where? Who is your employer? How regular is 

your work?)  

Housing:  

 How did you find your present accommodation?  

 Have you lived elsewhere in Uganda or in a different refugee camp? For how long?  

 Who lives with you?   

Expenses:  

 How much of your income do you spend on:  

 Food expenses  

Educational expenses (Where?)  

 Relatives? (Where?)  

 Health care 

 Community-based activities and donations (What are they? Which groups?)  

 Transportation  

Educational Needs: Resources and Strategies  

 Do you or your kids receive any kind of education? If yes, where?  

 When did you start? How did you find about it?  

 Have you taken/do you take literacy programs?  

 If yes, where? What kind of programs?  

 Government-run?   

 . Church-based? 

 Charities, which ones?  

 UNHCR? 



 

Do you receive any vocational classes?  

Are your children receiving schooling? What kind?  

Are you satisfied with the educational resources available for refugees?  

 

 Adult refugees  

 For refugee children  

 People from your country who are refugee 

How and where do you access these educational resources for yourself and or 

children/relatives?  

 Vocational programs  

 High school  

 University education  

 Private and public elementary and junior high schools  

 Community-based tutorials  

Health Needs: Resources and Strategies human capital accessibility. 

Did you have any health problems back at home and in prior host society? If so, what 

were they?  

 Did you have any health services? How did you access them?  

 Do you have any health concerns here? If so, what are they?  

 Do you seek any medical assistance?  

 Where do you get health services  

 Church 

 Charity 

 Humanitarian  

 Others which? 

 

Cross-Cultural and Ethnic Networking and Resources, social capital accessibility:  

 Do you have contacts and regular interactions with?  

 People from the same region with you? 

 Other refugee communities (Who?)  

 

In what contexts do you have contacts and regular interactions with Ugandans?  



 Neighbours  

 Refugee workers 

 Classmates (in regular schools, literacy programs, universities, primary schools?)  

 Government and or non-governmental officials (which organizations?)  

 Worshiping place/churches, mosques or mosque, or synagogue 

 Other  

 

How do you characterize these contacts and interactions?  

 Close and friendly  

 Friendly, but superficial  

 Distant  

 Hostile  

 Neutral  

 Other  

Do you have contacts and regular interactions with other refugee communities?   

 UNHCR premises  

 Church-based NGOs, which?  

 Church-based educational programs, which?  

 Other NGOs  

Other non-church based educational programs, which?  

 Your neighbourhood  

 Mosques, churches etc  

 Other:  

How do you characterize these contacts and interactions?  

 Close and friendly  

 Friendly  

 Distant  

 Hostile  

 Neutral  

 Other  

Do you depend on Ugandans or members of other refugee communities in meeting any of 

the needs discussed in this questionnaire?  

 



 If yes, who are they?  

 How do you depend on these contacts?  

 What needs do they help you meet?  

 How did you make these contacts? 

 

 

 Appendix 2 Map of Africa locating Uganda 

 

  

Uganda marked yellow approximately at the centre of the square. 

 

 

 Locating Nakivale  

 



 

 Nakivale is the circled area on the map. 


