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Abstract: 

The numbers of refugees have been increasing annually, engendering 

protracted refugee situations in the developing countries hosting 

refugees, yet with very minimal implementation of durable solutions. 

This intrigues the question of whether the approach of local solutions 

that empower protracted refugees to become resilient and self-

reliant, can become a viable option to durable solutions especially in 

poor African countries such as Uganda? We use secondary literature 

and primary data collected from South Sudanese refugees in Uganda 

to answer this question. We argue that in the absence of granting or 

minimally granting refugees any of the three conventional durable 

solutions of repatriation, local integration and resettlement; the 

approach of local solutions can become an important but temporary 

(although long term) alternative for refugees to live relatively 

comfortable lives. However, this approach has to be holistically 

embraced and supported by various stakeholders, including the 

national government, local governments, international community, 

donors, and various nongovernmental organizations, to overcome 

the accompanying challenges and for the approach to succeed in 

empowering refugees to become resilient and self-reliant for a long 

time in their first asylum country and live a life outside camps or 

designated settlements, as they wait for any of the conventional 

durable solutions. 

https://doi.org/10.12700/jceeas.2024.4.3-4.293
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Introduction 

The numbers of refugees and other people forcibly displaced have been escalating year 

on year. By the end of 2018, the number of refugees was at 25.9 million (UNHCR, 

2019); by the end of 2020, the number of refugees was 26.4 million (UNHCR, 2021); 

by the end of 2021, the number of people forcibly displaced was 89.3 million with 27.1 

million refugees (UNHCR, 2022); by the end of 2022, the number was at 108.4 million 

with 35.3 million refugees (UNHCR, 2023); and by the end of 2023, the number was 

at 117.3 million with 37.6 million refugees (UNHCR, 2024). In Uganda, the case study 

for this article and the highest refugee hosting country in Africa with the most generous 

refugee policies in the world, the number of refugees hosted by the country stands at 

over 1.6 million (OPM & UNHCR, 2024). 

Besides the yearly increase in the refugee numbers worldwide, many of them have 

been in protracted situations. At the closure of 2021, 2022 and 2023, 15.9, 23.3 and 

24.9 (66%) million refugees and other people who needed international protection 

respectively, were in protracted situations. “There were 58 protracted situations in 37 

host countries”, by the end of 2023 (UNHCR, 2022:20; UNHCR, 2023:22; UNHCR, 

2024:21). These protracted refugees are in a state of limbo with uncertain future: 

whether they will end up in repatriation, local integration, or resettlement in the second 

asylum country (Agblorti and Grant, 2019). Refugees in protracted situations are afraid 

of remitting back to their origin country because of insecurity (Crisp, 2003); yet only 

1% succeeds in being resettled, and numerous of them are unable to permanently live 

in their first country of asylum because the host state does not want them to remain on 

its territory indefinitely (Karooma, 2017; Long, 2011).  

To delve more deeply, resettlement normally targets only the most vulnerable 

refugees (UNHCR, nd.), applying an awfully selective process (Garnier et al., 2018). In 

2022, out of the 116,500 refugees that UNHCR submitted to the resettlement countries 

for consideration, 114,300 refugees got resettled, twice the number of the foregoing 

year (57,500), as depicted in the government statistics. This figure accounts for less than 

1% compared to 35.3 million refugees in need of durable solutions around the world 

(UNHCR, 2023). This is concurrent with the argument that resettlements in the third 

countries in the global north account merely as a token of durable solution, considering 

global displacement as a whole (Schneider, 2021). In fact, “given the narrow quotas, 

the chances of being resettled is slim, and indeed many people in refugee camps think 

of resettlement as akin to winning the lottery” (Jacobsen, 2005:55). Only 1% of 

refugees gets resettled (Long, 2011) or less as the above 2022 figures indicate. 

Similarly, voluntary repatriation is considered the best durable solution for refugees. 

In an ideal situation, this is where refugees on a voluntary basis, are officially sent back 

to their home country at the end of the conflict, to participate in the reconstruction 

process and rebuilding of their country (Ahimbisibwe, 2019, p.575). However, just like 

resettlement to the third country, the number of repatriated refugees has been low.  Out 

of the 35.3 million refugees generated by the end of 2022, only 339,300 (0.96%) 
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refugees officially returned to their home countries (UNHCR, 2023:2). The total 

number of resettled refugees (114,300 or 0.32%) in 2022 plus the number of returnees 

(339,300 or 0.96%) comes to 453,630 (1.28%), which means over 98% of refugees 

are still living in and/or trapped in protracted situations in the first country of asylum. 

To what extent has the remaining 98% in the first asylum country been locally 

integrated?  

With respect to local integration in 2022, only 50,800 were naturalized (UNHCR, 

2023) out of the remaining over 34 million refugees without any form of durable 

solution. Earlier in 2017, 73,400 refugees in 28 countries were locally integrated, which 

was a rise of 217 percent from the 2016 figure, primarily due to Turkey’s decision to 

locally integrate 50,000 Syrian refugees. Within the same period however, very little of 

the developing world, which contemporarily hosts almost all protracted refugees, 

witnessed reasonable numbers of refugees who were locally integrated: 115,200 

refugees went back to their home countries and 102,800 had the opportunity to be 

resettled in a third country (Agblorti and Grant, 2019:196). This shows that majority of 

refugees remain protracted in the developing countries that host 75% of refugees 

(UNHCR, 2024:2), especially in poor countries of Africa and particularly Sub-Saharan 

Africa that hosted 25.3 million refugees in 2022 (UNHCR, 2023:11), where Uganda is 

the highest refugee hosting country with 1.6 million refugees by the end of 2023 (OPM 

and UNHCR, 2024) and many have lived in the country for decades; many refugees 

have lived in the country for over two decades and some for over 4 decades. Their 

numbers are in thousands and predominantly from Sudan, DRC and Rwanda. Some 

have lived entirely in Uganda, raised families in Uganda, and for them Uganda is their 

home. However, up to this moment, they have not yet been naturalized, neither have 

they been resettled. Refugee status has become unending limbo for them – “they are 

unable or unwilling to return to their home countries because of the persecution suffered 

there, but not permitted to integrate in their adopted home” (Walker, nd:1). Despite 

the court ruling in 2015 that refugees were eligible to naturalize, Ugandan government 

has not positively acted on this ruling (Citizenship Rights in Africa Initiative, 2016; IRRI, 

2016); yet the number of refugees keeps growing and Uganda now hosts over 1.6 

million refugees (OPM and UNHCR, 2022). The question that begs an answer is, in the 

absence of, or very limited availability of the three conventional durable solutions 

(repatriation, resettlement and local integration) to refugees; can “local solutions” – the 

approach that empowers the protracted refugees to become resilient and self-reliant in 

the first country of asylum - become a viable option to durable solutions especially in 

poor African countries such as Uganda? This article attempts to answer this question, 

learning from Uganda’s approach of hosting refugees that has been globally lauded as 

a model.  
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Materials and Methods 

To examine the above question, we use secondary scholarly and grey literature to 

answer the question posed. We assess the success and challenges of local solutions of the 

Ugandan nature, using the available reports supplemented by the primary views of 

South Sudanese refugees, who make up over 63% of refugees in Uganda (UNHCR, 

2022:18). The primary data we used was collected from Pagirinya Refugee Settlement 

in Adjumani district in Uganda, to understand the views of South Sudanese protracted 

refugees concerning their situation in Uganda under local solutions. We selected both 

male and female ordinary adult refugees, elderly refugees and refugee leaders. Both 

ordinary and refugee leaders gave their perspectives on how they felt about their 

conditions in Uganda under local solutions, and whether they wanted to continue living 

in Uganda in such conditions or return to their country, since resettlement in third 

countries is only for a very few numbers of refugees. We also conducted individual 

interviews with key informants, including Refugee Welfare Council II, Assistant 

Settlement Commandant, and NGO staffs operating in the settlement. These range of 

respondents (124 in total) helped us to delve into the respondents’ views and 

experiences of living under local solutions. Data collection reached saturation level 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Hennink et al., 2011:8). The first phase of fieldwork started 

on 15th September to 5th October 2020, and the second phase from 4th April – 25th 

April 2022.  

 

Contextualizing Protracted Refugee Situations in Uganda  

The profoundness of protracted refugee situations and the conditions of refugees living 

in such situations (UNHCR, 2004) have intrigued debates on refugee durable solutions 

(Forced Migration Review 2009:30-31; Long, 2011; Rohwerder, 2015; Agblorti and 

Grant, 2019, p.196). A protracted refugee situation is explained by the UNHCR’s 

Standing Committee as: 

 

“…one in which refugees find themselves in a long-lasting and intractable state of 

limbo. Their lives may not be at risk, but their basic rights and essential economic, 

social and psychological needs remain unfulfilled after years in exile. A refugee in 

this situation is often unable to break free from enforced reliance on external 

assistance... UNHCR uses the ‘crude measure of refugee populations of 25,000 

persons or more who have been in exile for five or more years in developing 

countries.” (UNHCR, 2004a). 

 

In regards to the above definition, it appears as if there is no end of protracted refugee 

situations as long as the push factors in the country of origin persist and refugees are not 

willingly repatriated or refugees refuse to repatriate, and as long as there are very limited 

opportunities for resettlement in the third countries and refugees remain in the first 
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asylum country for unforeseeable future due to the absence of opportunities for local 

integration.  

By the end of 2022 and 2023, 23.3 and 24.9 million refugees and other people who 

require international protection respectively, were living in protracted situations 

scattered across 37 host countries (UNHCR, 2023:22; UNHCR, 2022:20). These 

protracted refugees are in a state of limbo and are uncertain of their future: whether 

they will be repatriated, locally integrated or resettled in the third country (Agblorti and 

Grant, 2019). Refugees in protracted situations fear going back to their homeland 

because it is not safe for them to do so (Crisp, 2003). Yet, many are unable to 

permanently live in their first country of asylum because the host state does not want 

them to remain on its territory indefinitely, and resettlement to the second country of 

asylum is possible only to 1% of the refugees worldwide (Karooma, 2017; Long, 2011).  

Protracted refugee situations come with accompanying challenges to hosting 

countries accommodating permanent refugees with unforeseeable panacea to their 

problem. In a circumstance of minimal international support, host countries find 

themselves in the dilemma to respond to the necessities of refugees. As such, many of 

their responses have been restrictive in nature: constraining refugee rights, encamping 

them, limiting their movement and restricting their employability (UNHCR, 2006:114-

115; Milner, 2009). Yet, such restrictive approach amounts to states’ self-abrogation 

from their international obligations (Milner, 2009; UNHCR, 2006).  

Uganda is the highest refugee hosting country on the African continent and features 

among the top refugee hosting countries worldwide, hosting an estimated over 1.6 

refugees (UNHCR, 2022; OPM and UNHCR, 2024), mainly from South Sudan (63%) 

and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) (29%) (UNHCR, 2022:18). It has 

been globally applauded as liberal and exemplary with progressive refugee policies and 

laws such as the 2006 Refugees Act (which grants refugees right to work, freedom of 

movement, right to start businesses and access to social services such as education and 

health on the same footings as Ugandan nationals), which are in consonance with the 

country’s national, regional and international obligations (Ahimbisibwe, 2019 and 

Government of Uganda (GoU), 2006). Most refugees in Uganda flee from the adjacent 

countries and the broader region, among which are South Sudan, DRC, Burundi, 

Somalia, Rwanda, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Eritrea, and so on (Office of the Prime Minister 

(OPM) and UNHCR, 2018).  

The unending war in South Sudan has heightened the number of refugees in 

protracted situations in Uganda. The number of South Sudanese refugees reached 2.4 

million by the closure of 2021, virtually “hosted by four neighbouring countries: Uganda 

(958,900), Sudan (803,600), Ethiopia (386,800) and Kenya (135,300). Out of the near 

1 million South Sudanese displaced in Uganda since the war started more than a decade 

ago, only 180,400 returned to their country by 2021 and, in 2022, “the largest groups 

of returnees (in the world) with 151,300 returning in 2022 primarily from Uganda 

(75,500)”. “Returns to South Sudan are difficult to verify, however, as they tend to be 
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self-organized, and access is often constrained in areas of returns” (UNHCR, 2022:36 

and UNHCR, 2023:38). In any case, it leaves many of them protracted in Uganda. 

As reported by the World Bank (2016:71), “Uganda is faced with a large number of 

refugees caught in protracted situations, unable to return to their countries of origin, 

sometimes for decades”. The report further contends that “most of the refugees in 

Uganda are in a situation of protracted displacement with limited prospects for a 

durable solution” (World Bank, 2016:6). The refugees engulfed in a protracted situation 

in Uganda are mainly from South Sudan, Congolese origin and Somalia. Much as 

refugees from other countries such as Rwanda, Burundi, Eritrea and Ethiopia have lived 

in Uganda more than five years, their numbers fall below the threshold of 25,000, the 

standard UNHCR figure for designating refugees in protracted situations (Ahimbisibwe, 

2019:65). 

To compound the problem of protracted refugees in Uganda, there are no signs of 

the end of the armed conflict in South Sudan that began on 15th December 2013. 

Fighting rages on in some areas of South Sudan despite the negotiated peace process 

under the auspices of the Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD). The 

2015 Compromise peace agreement appended on by the South Sudan People’s 

Movement (SPLM/A) and SPLM in Opposition led by the former Vice President Riek 

Machar has been abrogated a number of times (Ahimbisibwe, 2019:65; Opono, 2021). 

This shows that refugee movements and their protracted situations with accompanying 

challenges in the neighbouring countries such as Uganda will remain or even worsen if 

the conflicts continue without any meaningful peace processes, which affect the hope 

for any voluntary repatriation as a preferred durable solution, yet Ugandan government 

has not yet considered naturalization of refugees and resettlement of refugees to the 

third countries in the global north is merely a token and an obstacle to international 

solidarity and responsibility sharing; only a handful of the sum total of refugees globally 

find a spot to get into the minority world countries and, in the process incur a high 

financial, physical and psychological costs (Hovil and Maple, 2022:252). So, what are 

‘local solutions’ approach and how has it been applied in Uganda, making it 

praiseworthy in hosting refugees, even if the three durable solutions are barely 

implemented to help in permanently addressing the challenges of protracted refugees in 

the country? 

 

The Concept of Local solutions  

When states in the global south resisted the international pressure to uphold national 

policies that support the durable solution based on local integration, an alternative but 

temporary model of hosting refugees emerged, backed at an international level in the 

past decades; it’s been backed to strike a compromise between the majority states in the 

global south and minority states in the global north (Landau, 2019; Brankamp, 2021). 

This model espouses a development style settlement, introducing the option of “local 

solutions” - a policy geared towards concepts such as “self-reliance” and “resilience”. 

These all help to confine the mobility of refugees within the African continent (Hovil 
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and Maple, 2022:256) and to host and protect refugees in their first countries of asylum 

and accord them ‘fair access to public services and enjoy peaceful and productive 

relations with the host population’ (Crisp, 2023:14). Local solutions for refugees in their 

first asylum states are considered as ‘transitional solution arrangements aiming to assist 

and equip refugees on their path towards a durable solution, notably local integration’ 

(UNHCR & ICVA, 2021:6). Local solutions aid in facilitating ‘the economic, social and 

cultural inclusion of refugees’, fostering ‘the peaceful and productive inclusion of 

refugees and the well-being of local communities’, while addressing ‘issues such as 

documentation and residence permits’ (ibid). 

This conceptualized notion of development style settlements has been set into 

motion (Jansen and Bruijne, 2020) and has already been adopted in some countries in 

the global south. For instance, settlements in Uganda and Kenya where the governments 

of theses host countries have demonstrated the willingness to allow activities inside the 

settlements that surpass humanitarian aid (exemplified by activities in Nakivale and 

Kalobeyei settlements in Uganda and Kenya) have been sites of much focus by academics 

and policy researchers and analysts (Omata and Kaplan, 2013). These settlements are 

often illustrated in reports and publications as different entities from the known 

conventional enclosed and restricted refugee camps like the Dadaab refugee camps in 

Kenya (Omata and Kaplan, 2013). There are obvious important benefits in advocating 

for a more planned and development style settlements, which also involve heightening 

interaction and engagement with local communities and recognition that refugees will 

most probably stay in the settlements for relatively long time (Hovil, 2016). However, 

despite reasonable freedom and acknowledgement of the above facts, restrictions on 

refugee mobility are not suspended, and political opportunities and interaction with 

state structures and the broader community remain restricted (Hovil and Maple, 

2022:257). Uganda has, however, taken this self-style development approach further 

in its 2006 Refugee Act and 2010 Refugee Regulations that grant refugees freedom to 

move, right to work, right to start businesses and access to social services just like 

Ugandan nationals. 

It is a known fact that these local solutions of refugee resilience and sustainable 

livelihood are funded partially or fully by the international donors or as part of wider 

policies of containing refugees within the global south, and bar them from further 

mobility into the north (Chimni, 2002). Indeed, whereas Uganda refugee policies is 

outstanding and a transformative model in these local spaces, it is still worth noting that 

most of its decisions have been influenced and adopted partly as a wider strategy of 

engagement with the international community that has interest in supporting and 

maintaining Uganda’s reputation and ensure that its government accesses its desired 

foreign development and humanitarian assistance (Hovil, 2018). Because of that, its 

“transformative” policies have effectually consolidated the settlement model approach 

and beefed the notion that repatriation is the sole feasible durable solution; while local 

integration has been continuously obstructed, in spite of the great attention on 
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augmenting de facto integration (local solution) of refugee services into the national 

system. 

Furthermore, in relation to this novel advocacy for local solutions, is the growing use 

of policy jargons like self-reliance and resilience, and the enactment of policies based on 

these concepts, which has emerged as a comfortable replacement for local integration 

by international donors, UN agencies and host countries (Hovil and Maple, 2022:258). 

These policies pay attention on the agency of refugees to mold an environment in which 

they are able to survive such as in urban areas and, at least on policy documents, is an 

important pathway to a sort of local inclusion. It is a fact that international agencies like 

UNHCR are facing challenges that are political and financial in nature in attempt to 

execute refugee policy in urban environments. Therefore, it can be argued that these 

types of inclusionary and integration approaches are merely trying to get the best from 

very complicated political environments. “Yet, fundamentally they also neatly side-step 

issues relating to both genuine political inclusion of refugees, and state and international 

agencies’ roles in providing international protection for refugees. For example, refugees 

living in many urban areas in Africa – especially countries that have encampment policies 

– are still offered little to no assistance by the state or UNHCR” (Hovil and Maple, 

2022:258). Uganda seems to be an exception in this argument because of its open-door 

policies - 2006 Refugee Act and 2010 Refugee Regulations, and refugees living in urban 

areas seem to be faring well economically and are not interested in humanitarian aid 

(Omata and Kaplan, 2013; Opono and Ahimbisibwe, 2023). 

The justification of these approaches of local solutions is hinged on the “resilience” 

of refugees, with both states and UNHCR basically embracing the policies of non-

interference in urban areas. If refugees choose to do away with the aid channeled to 

them in the varied refugee camps in Africa and move to towns and cities, they are now 

on their own to self-integrate and provide for themselves (Hovil, 2016). In short, local 

solutions aspire to make refugees economically self-reliant and resilient, not dependent 

on humanitarian aid, de facto integrate in the host communities and away from the 

camps and settlements especially in urban areas and also in rural host communities such 

as in Uganda, even if they are not naturalized. Below is a practical application of local 

solutions based on Ugandan case, featuring comprehensive extracts of the successes of 

policies based on local solutions as a model of refugees hosting in the world. 

In responding to the needs and aspirations of refugees in Uganda, Ugandan 

government uses an integrated system of management framework called the 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF), which is the “multi-stakeholder 

and partnership approach to the refugee response … that promotes self-reliance for 

refugees and measures to ease the pressure on refugee-hosting districts” (UNHCR, 

2021b:3; Ifat, 2020). A vital aspect of the CRRF in Uganda is integrating refugees in 

national planning and local development, as a way of reducing the pressure on refugee-

hosting districts and to improve service delivery for both refugees and local communities 

as highlighted in these extracts below. 
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Figure 1: Extracts explaining Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF). Source: UNHCR, 

2021. 

 

As highlighted earlier, durable solutions to refugees are being minimally implemented 

around the world and refugees are living in the host countries for a very long time 

without realizing any durable solution, for instance living for more than 20 or 40 years 
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in Ugandan, yet without being locally integrated. Uganda has instead, with the help of 

various partners and the international community led by the UNHCR, adopted the 

multi-stakeholder approach in their CRRF which mirrors a system of local solutions that 

seek to make refugees resilient and self-reliant in the Ugandan hosting communities. The 

following successes by sectors have been registered in the empowerment of refugees in 

different sectors of the Uganda economy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comprehensive extracts of the success of local solutions in Uganda (UNHCR, 2021b)  
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Figure 2: Comprehensive extracts of the success of local solutions in Uganda. Source: UNHCR, 2021b. 

 

Based on the above documented achievements of the initiatives underlying the 

approach of local solutions in empowering refugees to become self-reliant and resilient 

in Uganda, and considering the scarce access to resettlement to the third countries in the 

global north, we asked South Sudanese refugees in Pagirinya Refugee Settlement in 

Adjumani district in Uganda if they would consider remaining in Uganda or prefer 

returning to their home country – South Sudan- and the reasons for their choice. We 

summarize their responses in the three major typologies below. 

 

 

Refugees who had unconditionally made up their minds to remain in 

Uganda 

 

Civil wars and their effects in South Sudan 

There was the category of refugees who had decided to settle in Uganda irrespective of 

whether their country of origin regained normalcy in terms of peace and wellbeing. 

These refugees had decided to settle in Uganda, despite lack of economic and livelihood 

opportunities experienced by refugees as delineated in the next typology; yet, in their 

country of origin, they were overwhelmingly engaged in jobs in governments, NGOs, 

private and informal sectors of their economy. Their decision was based on the pre-

negative violent and chaotic experiences and atrocities faced in South Sudan, which led 

to loss of lives of relatives and friends, loss of properties they worked hard to attain, 

and suffering of family members. The following extracts represent their decision:  

 

“As for me, what has happened to me and my family in South Sudan I have not 

forgotten up to now. So, considering what has happened to me and my family, I 

will never accept to go back to South Sudan just like that. My main aim is just to 

stay here.” (Cluster Leader of Block F in an FGD on 24th September, 2020).  

 

“By the time I was in South Sudan, I was engaged in business. I was selling food 

stuff, clothing, and so on. But when the war started, I was unable to flee with 

anything. I came with nothing. Right now, I am unable to pay school fees for the 
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children.” (A Woman Cluster Leader in Block E in an FGD conducted on 

23/09/2020). 

 

“…Sometimes they begin to beat you up. They take away your solar, when they 

see it outside and, if you ask them why they are going away with your thing, they 

kill you now. That is the problem; they take everything in your compound. They 

come in and they want you to give them the cow, the chicken, the what… and 

they take it by force. And they begin to suspect people anyhow, killing people 

anyhow… You find they have killed so and so in this area, so and so in this area, 

so we realized life was more important and we decided just to run and we left 

everything behind. We left good houses.” (Vice Chairperson Block E, interviewed 

on 23/09/2020). 

 

These refugees feared returning, working and losing everything once again, in addition 

to the tragic risks of losing their lives. They lost faith in South Sudan governance and the 

peace processes. Therefore, they would rather remain and rebuild their lives in Uganda 

where there is relative peace, calmness and normalcy. 

 

 

Rule of law, peace and security in Uganda Vs lawlessness and insecurity in 

South Sudan 

Furthermore, the decision of this category of refugees to unreservedly remain in Uganda 

was based on the relative observance of rule of law in Uganda, while lawlessness 

continued to prevail in South Sudan. Because rule of law prevails in Uganda, security is 

largely guaranteed; yet, in South Sudan, refugees recalled that people’s lives were not 

valued - anybody can be killed any time - because security forces are brutal and non-

law abiding, on top of extrajudicial behaviours of the local tribal communities in terms 

of meaningless killings and cattle raiding. In fact, respondents narrated that in Uganda, 

people are secure and have a peace of mind; one sleeps peacefully and does not hear 

the sound of a gun, unlike in South Sudan where people live in uncivilized and archaic 

manner, applying the ‘law of the jungle’ of “survival for the fittest”, an almost anarchic 

situation. These refugees are negative about peace ever returning in South Sudan, that 

war will not end because of power struggle and enmity between the Nuer tribe and 

Dinka tribe, because agreements have been signed but conflicts have continued. This is 

true in view of the fact that the 2015 peace agreement flopped, cessation of hostilities 

have been violated several times, and the current transitional government of national 

unity is barely holding. Refugees therefore feel those who are in power - political and 

military officers - are not fit to lead the country because they don’t care about the 

wellbeing and security of the ordinary populace; they are not educated enough, they 

are not after peace or protecting the citizens, they are not after the wellbeing of the 

nation but after their selfish interests and greed. This category of refugees further believes 
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that segregation and tribalism will persist in South Sudan and tribal wars will not end. 

In short, they are pessimistic and have lost faith in their government.  

 

“Me, I will not go back to South Sudan, law is okay here (in Uganda), compared 

to South Sudan. Generally, the security of this country is properly catered for and, 

hence, all those things come in when the security is proper.” (Cluster leaders of 

Block F in an FGD conducted on 24th September, 2020). 

 

“The thing is war will not end. Like those two tribes there: the other one is a 

president, another is a vice president. Even if those people go away or they die, 

another one will still say I am here; also, the other one will also come and say, I 

am here, then the war will continue! That’s why some of us are fearing to go 

back.” (Cluster leaders Block C in an FGD conducted on 25th September, 2020). 

 

In subsequent fieldwork in April 2022, it was supplemented that insecurity in South 

Sudan had not abated. Fighting, torturing and killing of civilians were still rampant, 

perpetuated mainly by government soldiers. Insecurity was further exacerbated by 

pastoralists who moved from place to place displacing farmers, killing resistant farmers, 

but also fighting among themselves - fellow pastoralists - especially Dinka, Nuer and 

Murule as it was lamented in an FGD with refugee women on 05/04/2022:  

“Those people have many cattle; thousands of herds… When we say we have 

gardens, we have our land to dig, if you keep these cattle here, we cannot dig… 

then they start shooting people because of talking like this. They have killed many 

Acholi there.” 

 

This category of refugees, therefore, were scared of insecurity situation and lawlessness 

in South Sudan, but positive about deriving livelihood in Uganda especially acquiring 

land and practicing agriculture. They were further positive about the prospect of 

changing their nationality in the long run, despite the fact that the process of 

naturalization takes a long time. 

 

Refugee fatigue 

“This is my first time of running, this is my second, this is my third.” (Respondents 

retorted) (FGD with Cluster Leaders of Block C on 25th September, 2020). 

 

“We have a challenge of going and coming back, going and coming back, that is not 

okay.” (FGD with cluster leaders of Block C on 25th September 2020. 

 

“For us we have decided that when time for official repatriation comes, we shall 

not go back to South Sudan. We will settle here in Uganda, because South Sudan 

has problems: you go and you come back, you go and you come back again. For 

me and even my son, we have decided to stay in Uganda… Even burial, I will be 
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buried here. I am now tired: the first war, I came to Uganda; during the second 

war, I came to Uganda; and the last one (1954, 1989, and in 2016). I am now tired 

of fleeing because of these wars.” (Interview with an elderly woman on 

06/04/2022). 

 

“… I was born during the time of war - the time of Anyanya - so we came here in 

Uganda… I was 9 years; we were taken back to Sudan. I continued with my 

education and coming to 1980s, I got married, I had one child, and the war of 

SPLA started. So, I moved around South Sudan until I could not persevere anymore 

and I came back to Uganda. My husband remained in Sudan and I came with the 

children. So, these children I have suffered with them. So, we went back towards 

the time of referendum and reunited with my husband. Again, we began to 

struggle to make a better home and again the war started. I ran back to Uganda 

and left my husband in Sudan… That is why I am saying, if my children can get 

good education and buy land and build for me a house, if others are going back, 

I will go to the town-Adjumani- and stay there than going and coming back again.” 

(Interview with Vice chairperson, Block E on 23rd September, 2020). 

 

Some refugees had fled to refuge multiple times, so were tired of fleeing endlessly. Some 

of them had run into refuge three times: in 1950s, in 1980s and in 2016. These refuges 

were bitter about poor governance in South Sudan, uncertain peace, loss of properties 

due to war after working hard to acquire them; for example, losing a permanent house, 

yet they were aging and deteriorating in strength and could not keep on cutting grasses 

yearly to roof grass thatched houses that were frequently destroyed by termites. They, 

however, had their assets in the country of origin especially large chunks of land, and 

others were hopeful that someday peace might return and they might return to their 

country again, but others were thinking of settling in Uganda permanently, die in 

Uganda and be buried in Uganda. The major emphasis of this category of refugees was 

the fact that they were tired of fleeing their country over and over again due to 

insecurity and war. These refugees were hopeful of getting integrated in Ugandan 

community as they compared themselves with those who never went back after they 

ran to refuge in Uganda during the previous war/s and were now well integrated in the 

Ugandan society; they had jobs, owned land, their children were studying and some of 

them even had Ugandan National identity cards (Opono and Ahimbisibwe, 2023:7). 

Refugees who had made up their minds to unconditionally return to their country of 

origin, South Sudan 

These were refugees who had decided to return to South Sudan irrespective of 

whether the security situation in South Sudan had improved or not. Their decision was 

based on the proceeding factors. 
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Livelihood  

While in the preceding typology, refugees who preferred integrating in Uganda had 

hope of making a living in Uganda; paradoxically, in the current typology, refugees who 

had totally opted to return to their country of origin, irrespective of the security 

situation back home, rationalized their decision on difficult livelihood in Uganda. Their 

decision was partially dependent on the fact that refugees received limited food rations 

which further reduced due to corona pandemic, coupled with difficulties to find other 

income generating opportunities. Allocated land for building and farming was small 

and, for educated refugees, in spite of freedom to be employed in Uganda as provided 

for in the 2006 Refugees Act and 2010 Refugees Regulations, it was hard for them and 

many remained unemployed.  

 

Social services and dreams   

Whereas some refugees had decided to remain in Uganda because of improved social 

services especially in health and education; there were refugees who had made up their 

minds to return to their country of origin on account of difficulty in accessibility of these 

social services. According to this category of refugees, even if education or health care 

services were comparatively better off in Uganda in public health centres in and outside 

the settlements, sometimes they wanted to access these services in private facilities but 

it was difficult for them due to meagre income they had, yet sometimes there were 

inefficient services in public facilities, delays in referrals and lack of drugs in health centres 

in the settlement, and payment of school fees or development fees in schools.  

“Here, even if you complain that you are sick, you are not sent anywhere…. They 

don’t refer you; they keep you there until you are very sick. The problem is there 

is no proper medical treatment for refugees. But in South Sudan, you have what 

to do and you can get money to go to the private clinic when you are sick.” (FGD 

with cluster leaders of Block E on 23rd September 2020). 

 

“…These health centres when you are sick, they only test for malaria, but for other 

complications they send you to Adjumani… They refer you to other hospitals only when 

you are badly of…” (FGD with cluster leaders of Block E on 23rd September 2020). 

 

“… if you send your child to school here, they ask for money. If you don’t have money, 

they will tell you to sell part of your food rations, yet the ration is too small, so me I 

will go.” (FGD with cluster leaders Blocks A and B on 21st September 2020). 

 

Lastly on this category of refugees who had decided to return to their country 

irrespective of whether peace had returned or not, were those who based their decision 

on patriotism. For some refugees, this decision was due to the love they had for their 

country, that one’s country is one’s country irrespective of the situation: your land is 

yours even though it is bad, because there you have land to dig in order to survive (FGD 

with Cluster leaders of Block E on 23rd September, 2020). To the majority, however, 
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this decision was due to hard economic situation in the settlement, yet there were 

economic prospects and opportunities to progress in their country despite insecurity. In 

fact, interviews revealed that some male youth and men, after finding life in the 

settlement increasingly hard, decided to leave the settlement unofficially and returned 

to South Sudan. 

 

Refugees who were in doubt 

The third category of refugees were those who were undecided. They were unsure of 

whether to return or remain. They were uncertain about peace ever returning to South 

Sudan due to bad governance that culminated into wars. Their decision to remain or 

return depended on the prevailing circumstance in the home country. Some of them 

lost their properties in their country of origin due to war; some of them had been in 

refuge for the second or third time, in 1950s, 1980s and in 2016, and were tired of 

constantly running to refuge; some of them had all their levels of education in Uganda 

but went back and was disappointed by poor governance system which manifested into 

war and uncertain peace which forced them back to refuge but, because of better job 

opportunity back home, they would want to go back and work while the family remains 

in Uganda; some of them had relatives both in Uganda and in South Sudan; the young 

ones wanted peace to prevail in South Sudan so that financial support for education 

would be available to them - sent from South Sudan by relatives who were living there; 

yet some older refugees wanted to remain in Uganda, send their children to school so 

that the children could be their source of support and security in the future, for instance 

to get a plot of land for them (parents) and help them (parents) to settle in Uganda. 

 

“Me, mine is still unknown. This is now second time of being a refugee. I started 

my nursery here, I completed my secondary here, even my tertiary education I 

completed here in Uganda. So, with this, when I went back to South Sudan in 

2007, I thought I was now at home and things are okay. But the way the country 

is governed, if they don’t come to the reality, I will not uproot myself (from 

Uganda). I will only go to work then I leave my family here while checking them, 

because that country (South Sudan) can blow anytime, you cannot be so sure of 

what tomorrow is going to be; today there is peace, tomorrow there is no peace; 

a lot of trouble and other things.” (FGD with cluster leaders of Blocks A and B on 

21st September, 2020). 

 

“For my case, up to now my dream is not settled. So, it is hard to decide where 

to go exactly. I am just in the middle. I have not decided exactly where to stay. If 

real peace comes to South Sudan and if I see good things happening in South 

Sudan, then I will decide to go. But, if those two people are still on the chair, I 

will not go. But if you can get some money, get a plot, you can become a citizen 

(in Uganda) and you stay.” (Interview with Vice Chairperson of Block E on 23rd 

September, 2020). 
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Discussion 

As illuminated in the extracts from “UNHCR Fact sheet, January – March 2021”, all the 

achievements in different sectors of Uganda’s CRRF were possible due to the support 

and collaborations with relevant ministries in the Ugandan government, relevant district 

local governments of Uganda in the refugee hosting districts, various UN agencies, 

numerous NGOs and donor governments (UNHCR, 2021b:8). No wonder CRRF is the 

“multi-stakeholder and partnership approach to the refugee response … that promotes 

self-reliance for refugees” (UNHCR, 2021b:3; Ifat, 2020) and their integration in the 

national planning and local development. Furthermore, the success of the CRRF’s 

initiatives – local solutions - is attributable to Uganda’s willingness to enact and 

implement generous refugee policies, assisted by various stakeholders in practically 

implementing those policies for the betterment of both refugees and their host 

communities. Uganda refugee policies have been internationally levelled as progressive 

and as the best global policies for hosting refugees. As provided for in the 2006 Refugees 

Act and 2010 Refugees Regulations, refugees have the right to work, do business, move 

freely, access social services such as health and free primary education. Refugees are not 

restricted to live in the camps but can live in towns and cities. These policies have 

enabled Uganda to receive immense positive attention in promoting the refugee self-

reliance.  

In our fieldwork, there were refugees who had unconditionally decided to remain 

and integrate in Uganda. They cited refugee fatigue, a more stable rule of law and peace 

and security in Uganda compared to lawlessness and insecurity in South Sudan as reason 

for refusal to return. Additionally, in our previous report ‘Attitudes of Refugees Towards 

Integration: The Experience of South Sudanese Refugees in Adjumani District in Uganda’, 

some refugees were hopeful of fully getting integrated in the Ugandan communities as 

they compared themselves with refugees who never went back to South Sudan after 

they ran to refuge in Uganda during the previous war/s. These refugees who never went 

back were now de facto integrated in the Ugandan society; they had jobs, owned land, 

their children were studying and some of them even had Ugandan National identity 

cards (Opono and Ahimbisibwe, 2023:7). Moreover, there were refugees who were 

well integrated in the Ugandan society and were benefitting from its comparatively 

better health and education services and a more stable food security compared to South 

Sudan (Ibid:4). All these de facto integration in the Ugandan host societies, despite the 

absence of local integration, mirror the success of the model of local solutions captured 

in CRRF and Uganda’s favourable refugee policies, most notably 2006 Refugees Act and 

2010 Refugees Regulations that grant refugees freedom to move, right to work, right to 

start businesses and access to social services just like Ugandan nationals.  

Furthermore, as our fieldwork unearthed, refugees who were in doubt – undecided 

whether to return to South Sudan or remain in Uganda – might all still be living in or 

majority of them are still living in Uganda due to war in South Sudan, including the 

category of refugees who responded that they had made up their minds to 
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unconditionally return to their country of origin - South Sudan - irrespective of the 

situation there. This argument is tenable because officially, out of the near 1 million 

South Sudanese displaced in Uganda, only 180,400 officially returned to their country 

by 2021 and, in 2022, only 75,500 returned, although “returns to South Sudan are 

difficult to verify as they tend to be self-organized, and access is often constrained in 

areas of returns” (UNHCR, 2022:36; UNHCR, 2023:38). Generally, Uganda is a home 

to many refugees who have lived in the country for over two decades and some for 

over 4 decades. Their numbers are in thousands and predominantly from Sudan, DRC 

and Rwanda. Some have lived entirely in Uganda, raised families in Uganda and, for 

them, Uganda is their home despite not being naturalized yet. Despite the court ruling 

in 2015 that refugees were eligible to naturalize, Ugandan government has not 

positively acted on this ruling (Citizenship Rights in Africa Initiative, 2016; IRRI, 2016), 

which is congruent to the observation that states in the global south hosting most of the 

refugees have evaded long-range commitment that involves granting citizenship to 

refugees within the framework of international pledges and pressures from home (Hovil 

and Maple, 2022:264). Nonetheless, these long-staying unnaturalised refugees have 

been favourably living in Uganda, protected under Uganda’s generous policies, 

including the 2006 Refugees Act, the 1995 Constitution, and the 1997 Children’s Act, 

among others (Ahimbisibwe, 2020:2) which, on the other hand, reflect Uganda’s 

national, regional and international obligations (Ahimbisibwe, 2019 and Government 

of Uganda (GoU), 2006), reflected in the CRRF designs mirroring local solutions.  

Despite all these strong legal frameworks and achievements as systematically 

expounded in the CRRF extracts, refugees are not free from struggles under the CRRF 

and Uganda’s generous refugee policies that epitomize local solutions. In fact, as our 

data presentations show, there were refugees who had made up their minds to 

unconditionally return to South Sudan, irrespective of whether the security situation had 

improved in their country or not. The reason for their risky decision was based on the 

difficult livelihood in Uganda and limited food rations which were further compounded 

by the corona pandemic, in addition to difficulty in earning extra income – outside of 

humanitarian aid – to pay for private services especially in education and health because 

even if education or health care services are comparatively better off in Uganda in public 

health centres in and outside the settlements, sometimes refugees want to access these 

services in private facilities but it is difficult for them due to the meagre income they 

earn; yet, sometimes there are inefficient services in public facilities, delays in referrals 

and lack of drugs, and payment of school fees or development fees in schools. As a 

result, as our previous study shows, due to hardships in the settlement some refugees 

unofficially left the settlement and returned to South Sudan while others were 

contemplating the same even if the country was still insecure (Opono and Ahimbisibwe, 

2023:5). 

Other studies also find weaknesses in Uganda’s generous approach mirroring local 

solutions. Refugees are not recognized in law as refugees if they live in other urban areas 

apart from the capital - Kampala. As “self-settled” urban refugees, they are in danger of 
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being misunderstood as economic migrants. Urban refugees forfeit assistance if they are 

not formally registered as refugees, unless they were registered in one of the settlements. 

Despite economic diversity among the refugees with more than 70 kinds of livelihoods 

activities, most refugees in settlements live by subsistence farming as their principal 

livelihood. The plots of land provided to refugees in the settlements are small and often 

infertile, discrediting farming as a viable livelihood for many refugees. This is an 

indication that even the “liberal refugee policies, like those promoting self-reliance in 

Uganda, must be backed with adequate resources if they are to be more than just words 

on paper” (Solutions Journalism, 2021). In their analysis of already vulnerable Ugandan 

economy and employment challenge for the locals despite progressive refugee policies, 

refugees in Uganda face and are engulfed in employment challenges even after 10 years 

of arriving in Uganda. “The data show a large employment rate gap of 35 percentage 

points between refugees and Ugandan nationals and a corresponding labour 

participation gap of 27 percentage points”. For both old and new refugees to sustain 

their families and make economic contribution to Ugandan economy, more need to be 

done to help refugees access the employment market (Sarr et al., 2022).   

However, despite the challenges associated with Uganda’s generous policies 

underlying the philosophy of local solutions, Uganda has a long history of hosting 

refugees in large numbers since 1940s (Solutions Journalism, 2021; Sarr et al., 2022) and 

it has recently benefitted both politically and financially from its established refugee 

open door policy, with hundreds of millions of donor funds being channelled into the 

country annually to support humanitarian and development projects that benefit both 

refugees and the host communities. For example, between 2012 to 2021, Kenya 

“received Euros 200 million in humanitarian aid from the European Union, while 

Uganda received this much from the EU in just over four years” (Solutions Journalism, 

2021) to finance its integrated system of managing refugee situation, while the three 

durable solutions – repatriation, local integration and resettlement - are being marginally 

applied at the global and local levels, including in Uganda. In the Ugandan case, out 

over 1.5million refugees hosted in the country by the end of 2022, only 509 departed 

for the third countries, and only 75,500 officially returned although others could have 

returned unofficially due to the porous borders and the nature of back and forth 

movements of South Sudanese refugees  from Uganda to South Sudan, and Uganda has 

not yet naturalized refugees, but its approach  - herein referred to as “local solutions” - 

has been globally praised as a model of hosting refugees, with some refugees who have 

stayed in the country for more than two, three or four decades.  

 

Conclusion 

The shrinking of the conventional three durable solutions of repatriation, resettlement 

and local integration, has engendered a de facto compromise known as “local solutions” 

between the global north and the global south refugee hosting countries and UNHCR. 

Local solutions, implemented by the national and local governments in conjunction with 

UNHCR and financially supported by the donor countries and the UNHCR, present 
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refugees with opportunities to become resilient and self-reliant, while providing a 

temporary although a long period for refugees to live relatively comfortably and freely 

in the first country of asylum, while the traditional three durable solutions are absent or 

limitedly implemented. Local solutions in Uganda have been successful in providing 

refugees services more or less like Ugandan citizens, backed by Uganda’s much 

applauded favourable policies, of course with lingering challenges such as 

unemployment and restricted assistance when refugees choose to live in other cities 

other than the capital. Therefore, for local solutions to succeed more substantially, 

national governments such as Ugandan government have to be willing to host refugees 

indefinitely, the international community and different organizations should also be 

willing to financially support the national hosting governments constantly, and these 

different entities should work together to protect and empower refugees by 

guaranteeing their freedom to live like in Uganda’s case with favourable refugee policies. 

It is however important to remember that, much as local solutions provide prolonged 

temporary relief to refugees in protracted situations, it is not a permanent solution; it is 

merely a transitional solution to permanent solutions. Therefore, it remains important 

for the international community – the global north states and the global south countries 

– not to negate their legal obligations, but to keep engaging each other and coming up 

with innovative ways of sharing responsibility of hosting refugees, and ultimately 

mechanisms of implementing the official international durable solutions in the long run, 

in order to ultimately address the challenges of the constantly growing numbers of 

refugees in protracted situations. 
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