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Abstract 

The contemporary refugee crises increasingly have become inseparable from the intricate 

transnational nature of conflicts, wars, and human rights violations across the world. While many 

countries are finding new ways to limit the number of refugees reaching their territories, Uganda, 

on the contrary, has kept open its borders. Uganda’s Refugee Act of 2006, which in theory, bestows 

significant rights to refugees is a significant pull factor for refugee inflows. Consequently, it is the 

third-largest refugee-hosting country in the world and the one with the highest number of refugees 

in Africa. While the political and legal expediency as a driving force in Uganda’s pragmatic 

approach is commendable in as much as there is significant scope to leverage the goodwill, this 

study examined the contextual motivations behind the open-door policies and its resulting socio-

economic effects on both the refugees and the hosting community. The study starts by exploring 

relevant literature and stating the methodology employed. The study interviewed 106 people 

selected from 3 of Uganda’s districts with the highest number of refugees in July – August 2019.  

The results suggest that the GoU adopted its refugee policies on; 1) Humanitarian grounds 

and legal obligation, 2) to bolster its diplomatic influence, and 3) to accelerate rural development. 

The perceived positive impacts include; 1) Improvement in access to and delivery of quality social 

service and infrastructure, 2) Increased employment opportunities, 3) filling of necessary labor and 

demographic gaps, and 4) expansion of markets and spurring long-term capital investments. 

Negative impacts include environmental degradation and decay of social structures on the altar of 

integration. The thesis suggests for further research on sustainable refugee protection models that 

can cautiously translate the refugee crisis into opportunities while circumventing risking a 

protracted refugee crisis using the lessons from Uganda's approach. 
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Summary of the Thesis 

This study critically examines the intricate factors behind government of Uganda’s (GoU) ‘Open 

Door’ refugee policies and their socio-economic impacts on both the refugees and the host 

communities. The thesis comprises six chapters. The first chapter gives the background, the puzzle, 

and describes the methodology used in the study. Chapter 2 comparatively analyses Uganda’s 

refugee policies vis-à-vis the 1951 United Nations and 1969 OAU Refugee Conventions. Chapter 

three discusses the reasons for the open-door refugee policy, while Chapters four and five present 

and discuss the socio-economic effects of the policies on both the host community and the refugee. 

Chapter six in concludes the findings summary and suggests areas for further research. 

Chapter one: Background and puzzle of the study. 

According to the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) 2018 statistical 

yearbook, by the end of 2018, over 68.5 million people were forcibly displaced worldwide. 40M 

of these are internally displaced, while the other 25.5M are refugees and 3.1M are asylum seekers. 

While many countries are finding new ways to limit the number of refugees reaching their 

territories, Uganda, on the contrary, has kept open its borders. Uganda’s Refugee Act of 2006, 

which in theory, bestows significant rights to refugees is a major pull factor for refugee inflows. 

The policy entitles refugees the right to; work, own property, and start business; access to land, 

legal documents, education and health, and freedom of movement. Consequently, it is the third-

largest refugee-hosting country in the world and the one with the highest number of refugees in 

Africa. However, the high refugee influx, coupled with the underlying poverty and vulnerability 

of refugees, and the insufficient viable socio-economic opportunities, contribute to the higher 

overall poverty levels in the remote refugee hosting-districts.  



Nevertheless, the dominant refugee protection discourse is focused on replicating Uganda’s open-

door approach, and in further exploring the humanitarian and development nexus. This approach 

leaves unquestioned the long term socio-economic, political, and environmental effects created by 

hosting large refugee numbers in poorer and remote communities. On this background, this study 

sought to answer two research questions.  

1) What are the factors that have influenced the government of Uganda to adopt and 

pragmatically pursue the open-door refugee policies? 

2) What are the socio-economic effects of the open-door refugee policy on both the host 

communities and on the refugee? 

Research Methodology 

This is a case study research design which adopts an exploratory qualitative approach, as well as 

deductive data analysis. Primary data for the study was collected using key informant and semi-

structured interviews and a review of primary documents such as unpublished documents, relevant 

reports, and selected press releases. 104 people participated in this study. 20 were key-informants 

selected from GoU agencies, UNHCR, and Non-Government Organisations. 84 people (42 

refugees and 42 nationals) participated in semi-structured and group interviews. Secondary data 

was obtained using reviews and analysis of relevant academic literature and other materials.  

Conceptual Framework 

The adopts a legal framework of analysis to contextualize the opportunities, barriers and 

challenges faced by both the refugees and their hosts in view of contemporary refugee governance 

policies. The study summarizes the Micro, Meso, and Macro theories of migration to theorize the 

question; why do people migrate? The main argument is poised to the understanding that forcible 



migration - in the case of refugees - occurs as a result of prevailing push-factors which often are 

structural, but triggered by factors such as state persecution, generalized violence, war, and 

catastrophes which pushes people to migrate. However, migrants chose their destination asylum 

host-state based on corresponding attractive pull factors such as open-door policies that guarantees 

migrants protection and stability, freedoms and rights, and socio-economic opportunities. 

 The study used Ager and Strang’s 2008 Integration Framework to conceptualize the links between 

forcible migrants (refugee) policies and their ability to integrate and contribute to their own welfare 

and the host states socio-economic development. This framework shows that, integration involves 

inclusion and participation of both refugee and host communities in a binary and two-way 

relationship. However, for this integration to be successful, there has to be an enabling 

environment that facilitate this interaction guaranteed by policies and services. 

Chapter Two: A Comparative Analysis of Uganda’s Refugee Policies (1950 – 2018) 

Uganda is a signatory to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1969 OAU 

Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa. Nationally, Uganda 

has adopted specific policies aligned to the above Conventions, to regulate and guide the 

management of refugees within its territories. Since 1914 colonial administration to present, the 

successive GoU have enacted three refugee policies as outlined below.  

1) The 1995 Control of Refugees from Sudan Ordinance was the first policy enacted to manage 

Sudanese refugees who were fleeing the first Sudanese Civil War (1954 – 1972).  

2) The 1960 Control of Alien Refugees Act (CARA) was enacted to repeal the 1955 Sudan 

Ordinance. It provided one legal regime to control all the refugees in Uganda. However, CARA 

emphasizes refugee control over protection. 



3) The 2006 Refugee Act was enacted to repeal CARA, which had become inconsistent with the 

minimum provisions and fundamental freedoms enshrined in the 1951 UN and the 1969 OAU 

Refugee Conventions. The 2006 Act substantially reflects GoU’s obligations to refugee 

protection under the relevant refugee and human rights instruments. It deals with group and 

individual persecution, rights of refugees including special interest groups like women and 

children, and further added ‘gender discrimination’ as a condition for granting refugee status. 

Articles 29 – 33 specifies the rights refugees are entitled to in Uganda. 

The analysis compares Uganda’s refugee policies to the Geneva and OAU Conventions, and 

contemporary refugee policies of select countries in the horn of Africa like Kenya, South Sudan, 

and Ethiopia. While the claim that Uganda’s refugee policies is progressive and open-door because 

of the high number of asylum seekers who have been granted refugee status in Uganda compared 

to its neighboring countries, the analysis shows that the policy is only open to those who fulfil the 

set qualification standards. In addition, the practical purposes for pursuing the policy suggests 

motivations beyond humanitarian protection for asylum seekers.  

Chapter Three: Rationale for Uganda’s Open-Door Refugee Policy 

This chapter answer the first research question, “What factors have influenced the government of 

Uganda to adopt and pragmatically pursue the open-door refugee policies?” to provide nuanced 

insights to the reasons for enacting the open-door policy, and the covert purposes it seeks to 

achieve. The results suggest an intricate web of factors including; The prevailing political will 

supported by the pan-African ideology (Africans-for-Africans), in addition to fulfilling the 

country’s legal obligation and commitment to refugee protection. This is supported by history of 

refugees in Uganda where several of current serving officials in the GoU were refugees. Also, the 

similarities in cultures, languages, and ancestral origins between the refugees and host population 



has facilitated social integration and assimilation of the refugees to the host communities. In 

addition, the refugee policies have worked to attract popular support, thereby consolidating 

political leverage in the regions historically opposed to the current (NRM) government of 

Uganda.  in addition, the policies also works as diplomatic tool to revamp and propel GoU’s 

influence in the horn of Africa and internationally- an indication of the growing prominence of 

refugees as an emerging area of foreign policy and diplomacy. Also related to this, the policy is 

pursued to balance GoU’s controversial role in the regional conflicts for example the civil wars in 

South Sudan, the Congo and Somalia as both an aggressive participant in the conflicts that created 

the refugees it is claiming to protect with its refugee policies. Furthermore, the refugee policies 

which pursues a non-encampment approaches which demands 70:30 ratio to refugees and host 

population in all aid assistance, while simultaneously discouraging creating of temporary 

infrastructure has worked to accelerate rural development, improved social and physical 

infrastructure and increased employment opportunities.  

Chapter Four: The Socio-Economic Effects of the Policies on Host Community 

This chapters answers the second research question: "What are the socio-economic effects 

Uganda's open-door refugee policy on the host communities? The results show that most current 

refugee-hosting districts have hosted refugees for more than two decades. Most respondents, 

including local government officials, agree to host refugee settlements to comply with government 

directives. The majority of the respondents want the settlement arrangement to continue due to a 

wide perception that doing so comes with significant benefits and opportunities. 

The perceived positive impacts of the policies according to the findings include; 

improvement in the access to and delivery of quality social services like health and education. For 

example, the 2017 Education Response Plan report indicates an average increase of 12 percent in 



Gross Enrolment Rate (GER) in the refugee-hosting districts compared to non-refugee hosting 

districts as a result of provision of direct services and expansion of facilities by mainly NGOs. 

Other effects include expansion of markets, business opportunities and capital investments 

resulting from increased demand due to the high population. Also, improvement in road 

infrastructure due to the construction of emergency feeder roads to access rural refugee 

settlements; availability of cheap labor provided by refugee youth, and increased in skilled and 

semi-skilled employment opportunities especially in the refugee response sector. 

Negative impacts include; adverse environmental degradation characterized by destruction 

of forests for wood fuel and building materials, and over exploitation of eco-system in the process 

of creating settlements for the large refugee numbers; and rise of tensions and conflicts between 

communities over land issues and prevailing inequalities. There is congestion in schools and health 

centers, which has degraded quality standards. Also, the results suggest that some of the refugee 

settlements have been infiltrated by armed groups from refugee's countries of origin, who come 

disguised as refugees, but use the settlements to recruit and mobilize political and military support. 

Chapter Five: The Socio-Economic Effects of the Policies on Refugees 

The chapter discusses the findings of the socio-economic effects of Uganda’s refugee 

policies to the refugees. The findings shows that the policies grants refugees a considerable number 

of benefits and rights, but also brings with it significant challenges to the refugees especially those 

living in urban areas. Positively, the policies have given refugees opportunities to access quality 

education and better health services in Uganda compared to most of the refugees countries of 

origins. 70 % of refugees from DRC and South Sudan agree that the education their children 

receive in Uganda is of high quality compared to that in their countries of origin. In addition, 

refugees have diverse livelihood opportunities to support their self-reliance. The policies have also 



permitted refugees to exercise their rights to start small scale businesses, find gainful employment 

thereby contributing to their standards of living, improving household income and supporting the 

development of Uganda’s economy. On post-secondary education, refugee children are provided 

scholarships to study in universities in Uganda and to other countries like Canada and Australia.   

However, the findings also show that refugees are confronted with several challenges in 

Uganda. Most participants mentions discrimination, xenophobia and negative stereotypes at 

community levels as major challenge. Even though this is not created by the policy, the practice 

of implementing the policy for example ethnic segregation of refugee settlements tends to reinforce 

the discrimination. Besides, there is an increase in cases of gender based violence, and trauma 

among refugees. Refugee also face labor exploitation, and higher rental rates compared to nationals 

and language barriers which is an impediment to access social services. 

Chapter Six: Summary and Conclusion 

Uganda’s refugee policies are claimed and considered to be progressive by several 

international agencies like the UNHCR and World Bank. The high asylum admission rates and 

refugee numbers in Uganda compared to neighboring countries in the horn of Africa region has 

been used to justify this claim. However, this study finds that at the policy implementation level, 

the policy is not but progressively pursued for covert purposes and strategic reasons that are not 

humanitarian. However, this study has not made policy recommendations, but rather suggest 

further research on sustainable refugee protection practices that can facilitate a progressive and 

sustainable integration on one hand, but also circumvent precedence of displacement in refugees 

hosting states on the other. The author hopes that the Ugandan approach to refugees can serve as 

a learning point for cautiously translating the refugee crisis into socio-economic opportunities, 

without deliberately sustaining the cycle of forced displacement. 
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