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Uganda is a top refugee hosting country in 
Africa and the third globally, with one of the most 

“open-door” refugee policies in the world offering 
opportunities aiming at the resettlement of the 
refugees. Currently Uganda hosts over one million 
refugees in the different settlements scattered 
across the country, specifically in South Western 
Uganda, and West Nile and Acholi sub regions in 
Northern Uganda. 

While Uganda is lauded for its open-door refugee 
policy, the protracted refugee situation in Uganda is 
increasingly having an impact on Uganda’s natural 
resources and biodiversity. Tracks of land in square 
miles have been cleared to create room for the 
increasing number of refugees in different locations 
in Uganda. Kikuube District in mid-western Uganda 
is one of the districts in Uganda hosting refugees. 
Kyangwali refugee settlement in Kikuube District 
is located on the edge of Bugoma Central Forest 
and is host to over 120,000 refugees from Rwanda, 
Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, South 
Sudan and Somalia

Just like the host community, most refugees 
rely on their surrounding natural environment for 
food, water, livelihoods, shelter and fuel. This 
puts substantial pressure on the surrounding 
natural resources and their inhabitants. Currently, 
there is widespread and rapid degradation of 
forests around Bugoma Central Forest Reserve. 
These forests have been degraded over the years, 
resulting in the fragmentation of the once densely 
forested areas. Plumptre (2002) estimates that 
between 1986 and 2002, over 110 km2 of forest 
was cleared within 15 km of Bugoma.  Between 
2000 and 2017, area under substance farmland 
increased by 18,303hectares, and area under 
human settlement increased from 0 to 122 hectares. 
These changes in land use resulted in to a net 
loss of 734,562 tonnes of above ground biomass. 
During these two points in time (2000 and 2017), 
an estimated 20,000hectares of vegetation cover 
were lost within 15Km of Bugoma Central Forest 
Reserve. The loss of vegetation cover has greatly 
contributed to the reduction in the wildlife corridor 

connectivity functions of the different forested 
areas in this landscape. This degradation is mainly 
due to extensive encroachment for agriculture as 
well as the presence of refugees in the vicinity, 
which result into clearance of land for settlements 
in addition to increasing the demand for fuelwood 
and building poles.  The combination of ecosystem 
depletion, and increased insecurity due to climate 
change often drives farmers to short-term resource 
utilization decisions such as forest and wetlands 
exploitation in order to survive.  This human 
induced environmental degradation may further 
escalate the climate risks and other natural hazards, 
compromising the climate resilience of both the 
natural and productive landscapes. At this alarming 
rate of environmental degradation, and if no 
urgent environmental management measures are 
implemented, the areas in and around Kyangwali 
Refugee Settlement shall have lost all the remaining 
vegetation cover by 2028. As a consequence, 
there’s need to consider a raft of environmental 
management measures to conserve nature on 
both private and public lands, mitigate and adapt 
to climate change impacts and build resilience of 
refugees and host community to natural disaster 
impacts. 

The protracted presence of refugees is not only 
threatening the existence of the natural forest but 
also the livelihoods of both the refugees and host 
communities. To address the consequences of 
protracted refugee presence on the environment 
and livelihoods, Community Development 
Resource Network (CDRN) in partnership with Care 
International Uganda is currently implementing a 
pilot phase of a project titled, “Climate Change 
Adaptation and Mitigation Project (CAMP+). The 
project, with a focus on creating Green refugee 
settlements, is an ambitious one with two strategic 
objectives, namely: (1) addressing natural resource 
and environmental degradation, and (2) promoting 
sustainable food systems for refugees and host 
community. 

Under this pilot project, we conducted community 
natural resource mapping of Kyangwali Settlement 

1. Introduction
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and Host Community as one of the preliminary 
activities intended to inform project strategies. 
This activity was carried out in order to promote 
an environmentally sustainable refugee settlement 
by firstly establishing the current status and trends 
of the shared natural resources, gain enough local 
knowledge on the land use changes that have 
occurred over time, the causes of the different 
changes, their effect, and the current efforts that 
are geared towards maintaining and restoring the 
depleted resources and prevent further depletion. 
Information obtained is intended to assist in 
the development of an implementation plan for 
sustainable management/revival of the shared 
natural resources to ensure a sustainable refugee 
settlement.

Kyangwali refugee settlement in 
Kyangwali Sub County is located in 
Kikuube District in Midwestern Uganda. 
Kikuube district was curved out of Hoima 
District in 2017 and became operational 
in 2018. Kikuube District is bordered by 
Lake Albert in the West. Lake Albert lies 
on the border of the Democratic Republic 
of Congo and Uganda. Currently, the 
settlement sits on over 142km2 of land, 
on the edge of Bugoma Central Forest 
Reserve (CFR) in Kikuube District. With 
an area of 411 km2 of protected area, 
Bugoma CFR is one of the largest 
remaining block of natural tropical forest 
along the Albertine Rift Valley. Kyangwali 
refugee settlement was established in 
the 1960s to accommodate Rwandan 
refugees. By 2019, Kyangwali refugee 
settlement was hosting over 120,000 
refugees from Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, 
South Sudan, Somalia, and Kenya. 

According to United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) 

The objectives of the mapping were four-fold, 
namely:

a. To establish natural resources shared by 
refugees and host communities, and determine 
their current state.

b. To find out existing environmental and 
livelihoods related challenges facing refugees 
and host communities.

c. To identify potential intervention options to 
mitigate pressure on environment, enhance 
sustainable wood-fuel supply, protect existing 
natural     resources, and contribute to building 
the resilience of both displaced and host 
communities.

d. Make recommendations for sustainable use 
of environmental natural resources.

3. Study area

 

Map of Uganda showing the location of 
Kyangwali Refugee Settlement
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global guidelines, refugee settlements should be 
located at least at one day’s walking distance from 
protected areas or reserves. This is not the case 
with the Kyangwali settlement, which is adjacent 
to Bugoma CFR.  Kyangwali covers 142 km2 and 
the decision was made by the Office of the Prime 
Minister of Uganda (OPM) to settle Congolese 
refugees who arrived in 2018 and 2019 in the 
blocks immediately next to Bugoma CFR, with 

foreseeable implications for high-value natural 
assets (World Bank and FAO, 2020). The location 
of these refugee settlements near protected areas 
is not in line with Uganda’s conservation priorities, 
nor does it align with UNHCR’s global planning 
guidelines for refugee operations. 

4. Methodology

A sample of 10 villages was selected from both 
the host and settlement and these included; 
Kavule, Maratatu, Kyebitaka, Kagoma, Nguruwe, 
Nyakatehe, Namakakale, Ngogoli, Nyambogo and 
Rwensambya. The households were selected from 
both the host and the settlement through simple 
random sampling using a lottery method. A sample 
of 383 respondents, out of which 118 from the host 
community and 275 from refugee settlement were 
chosen, taking in to consideration age, sex, and 
duration one has spent in their respective locations. 

Literature review, household interviews, key 
informants’ interviews, focus group discussions, 
community meetings and transect walks were 
carried out in both the refugee settlement and 
host community. Refugees and host community 
members, and leadership at community, Sub 
County and District levels were consulted. Also 
consulted were Office of the Prime Minister (OPM), 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), and a cross-section of humanitarian 
agencies implementing environment and livelihoods 
related interventions in the settlement. 

5.  Key findings

i. Natural resources commonly found and used 
in the study area include natural forest/trees, 
land, wetlands and swamps. The majority 
of refugees and host community depend 
on these natural resources for construction, 
firewood, and food production for domestic 
consumption and for sale. A section of the 
community (refugees and host community 
members) was engaged in charcoal making 
and other forest products while others had 
encroached on wetlands and swamps from 
which they derived their livelihoods.

ii. Overall, both the natural forest, and swamps/ 
wetlands/streams/rivers had been significantly 
degraded. Some of the degraded wetlands, 
swamps, streams and rivers include Rwemiseke 
swamp in Warugaza village, Kobusinge 
swamp in Kobusinge village, Kitimwa Butoole 
in Butoole village, Nyakatehe swamp in 
Kyangwali parish, Nyarubaba in Nyakatehe 1 
Village, Nyarubabu Nayhatehe 2 in Nyakatehe 

village, and Kitakara stream and swamp in 
Kitakara village. Others include Nguruwe 
swamp in Nguruwe village, Nyambogo swamp 
in Nyabogo village, Kinkyeitake River in Block 
41 and Block 46, Banyejomba swamp in Musisa 
village, Musia Swamp on the border of Musia 
and Rwenyawawa, and Rwenyawawa swamps 
in Rwenyawawa. Also degraded are, Keitomi 
river in Keitoma village bordering Bukinda 
village, Kagoma swamp near reception centre, 
Mombasa swamp in Block 6 and 7, and tributary 
of Mombasa stream and Kirokole swamp, and 
Kavule stream in Block 109. Others are Kavule 
stream and Kavule river and swamp in block 
107 bordering Maratatu.

iii. Satellite images obtained showed that for 
the last 10 years up to 20 km2 of forestland 
had been cleared of its vegetation, implying 
that Kyangwali Sub County on average had 
been losing its biomass cover (forest) at the 
rate of 2km2 per year. Illegal forest activities 
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were taking place with charcoal kilns and 
newly harvested trees from Bugoma forest 
as pieces of evidence. Both the refugees and 
host community members had also invaded 
swamps, wetlands, streams and rivers for 
growing vegetables and other foods crops 
such as maize, beans, banana and potatoes.

iv. The majority of refugees and members of 
the host community reported that there was 
increased soil erosion and incidence of drought. 
Shrinking wetlands and swamps, and receding 
water tables were also reported. These were 
linked to the drying up of community boreholes, 
as water table gets lower and lower. Most 
importantly, both refugees and host community 
members reported increasing food insecurity. 
While food insecurity in the refugee settlement 
was linked to decrease in the amount of land 
being allocated leading to over cultivation 
and soil infertility, there was awareness that 
environmental degradation also contributed 
to poor yields both within the settlement and 
host community.

v. Most of the interventions in the environment 
sector were geared towards efficient use of 
energy (firewood). A couple of organisations 
were promoting use of energy efficient 
technologies such as charcoal stoves to 
reduce on the demand for firewood. Some 
efforts were also being made towards planting 
of trees by distributing of tree seedlings. 
However, no efforts were being made to 
restore the degraded forests and wetlands, 
and to sensitize the community on sustainable 
environment and natural resource use.

vi. While authorities have instituted regulation 
on access to the forest to collect firewood by 
refugees, little if not nothing is being done to 
stop illegal logging in Bugoma forest. There 
was no evidence that illegal activities in the 
forest were being monitored given the active 
encroachment that was taking place, meaning 
that the myriad of environmental protection 
policies were not being implemented or 
enforced in the area of study.  

vii. Plastic waste and polythene bags littered 
the settlement and were reportedly not only 
chocking the land where refugees cultivate their 
food but some had also been washed into the 
wetlands and swamps and other unprotected 
sources of water used by refugees. This has 
the potential of poisoning both the surface 
and underground water.

viii. There was increased use of chemicals by 
tobacco, vegetable and sugarcane growers 
and are seeping into the soil and being washed 
into streams, rivers, and wetlands, which have 
the potential of poisoning underground waters 
and the streams and rivers and may be harmful 
to human beings and plant life. 

ix. Finally, the ideal natural resource and 
environmental management that entails 
collaboration by four stakeholders, namely: 
public sector, private sector, civil society, 
cultural institutions and individuals/households 
playing their different roles in a coordinated 
manner was non-existent. While Government 
put in the necessary legal frameworks and/
or policy instruments, there was no evidence 
that the relevant institutions of government 
were acting in a coordinated manner nor 
were they playing their roles of coordination, 
education, research and monitoring. The local 
governments were financially constrained and 
could not effectively discharge their mandate 
of management of forests, wetlands, lakeshore 
and streams not gazetted as national protected 
areas. The civil society that we reached out to 
during the study were more focused towards 
service delivery and had not tackled its core 
mandates of watchdog, awareness raising, 
advocacy campaigns, and eco-labelling. 
The private sector was largely absent and 
their roles including production, investment, 
pollution prevention, re-use and/or recycling 
and service delivery were not recognisable. 
Finally, while the household/individuals played 
their consumption roles, they miserably failed 
in their core mandates of waste management, 
NR management and monitoring.
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A good Natural Resources (NR) management 
strategy involves the participation of all the four 
key stakeholders, namely: the public sector, private 
sector, civil society and individuals/households 
working together in a coordinated manner. As 
a first step, there is need to bring together the 
four key stakeholders on a round table to have 
a conversation on how they can work together 
to address the NR management challenges.  
The conversation should be able to identify and 
clearly set the roles and responsibilities of each 
stakeholder and put in place a mechanism through 
which the stakeholders will together deliver in the 
best interest of NR and the environment in general. 

The heavy encroachment of these natural resources, 
mainly the forest and wetlands/swamps/rivers/
streams in and around the refugee settlement 
calls for an urgent need to demarcate and protect 
the natural resources. The protection of these 
wetlands/rivers/swamps and streams will save not 
only the natural resources but will also reduce on 
siltation, soil erosion, flooding, as well as minimise 
incidence of boreholes which the majority depend 
on from drying up. Besides, their presence will help 
in providing the much-needed water for irrigation 
for kitchen gardening for refugees. 

Response to NR degradation particularly the forest 
has mainly focused on distribution of tree seedlings 
for planting for future wood fuel and introduction 
of energy efficient cook stoves to reduce on the 
amount of wood fuel consumed. Not much has 
been done to restore the degraded environment 
including the forests and forest-based resources, 
and wetland and swamps. It is recommended 
that as efforts are being made to take care of 
future energy needs of the community, more 
attention should be directed towards restoring 
the degraded forests and wetlands. This way, we 
shall be holistically addressing the climate change 
challenge and attain green settlements.

The fourth area of focus is livelihoods related 
challenges as a driver for environmental damage. 
The current livelihoods strategy by both refugee 
and host communities is heavily dependent on 
exploitation of natural resources (NR). For instance, 

charcoal making, sand mining, brick making and 
agriculture are all dependent on environment natural 
resources (ENR). We recommend introduction and 
scaling up of alternative livelihoods sources that 
do not entirely depend on use of NR, and skilling 
particularly the youth as one of the ways of reducing 
dependence on ENR.

Refugees as well as host community members 
reported food insecurity partly because of reduced 
ratios by World Food Program (WFP) but mostly 
because the amount of land being allocated to 
refugee households for food production had 
significantly reduced, rendering them incapable of 
producing food that can sustain them throughout the 
year. To address the food insecurity, efforts should 
be directed towards promoting sustainable food 
systems that involve production of food throughout 
the year. Introduction of production technologies for 
irrigation, water harvesting, and techniques such 
as kitchen gardening and sustainable land use 
management should be encouraged. The wetlands/
rivers/streams/swamps whatever the case may be 
can be used to provide water for upland irrigation. 

The civil society and government must set up natural 
resource management committees, build their 
capacity and equip them with the necessary tools for 
monitoring and reporting on natural resource related 
activities, with a focus on forests and wetlands.

Woodlots with concrete management plans should 
be developed across the settlement and within the 
host communities to provide the much-needed 
wood fuel and building material in order to minimise 
encroachment on forests. The management plans 
should spell the details of how the land will be 
acquired, who will provide the planting materials, 
who will maintain and provide the necessary security, 
who will harvest the trees, and how the harvest will 
be used. 

Institutionalization of ENR management in refugee 
response by all humanitarian agencies and other 
refugee stakeholders should be taken as an 
imperative. The OPM should consider leading on 
this to ensure that all interventions are NR sensitive/
responsive. This should also be part of the initial 
roundtable conversation. 

6.  Recommendations 
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7. Conclusion and suggested recommendations 

The following intervention options can support sustainable environmental management, ensure energy 
access for cooking, and contribute to building livelihood resilience in both refugee and host communities.

Key areas for strategy or 
policy formulation and 
review 

Key suggested interventions for consideration in strategy processes for mainstreaming 
environmental sustainability measures in Kyangwali Refugee development plans, 
programs and project

The civil society and 
government must 
set up and build 
capacity of natural 
resource management 
committees/
governance structures

i. Facilitate Kikuube District Local Government to orient in-coming 
Councillors and establish functional Local Environment Committees 
(LECs)

ii. Simplify/translate key Environment and Natural Resources (ENR) 
regulations for LECs and public dissemination 

iii. Facilitate Local stakeholder organisations, Kyangwali refugee settlement, 
Kingdoms and faith-based institutions to mainstream ENR in their 
interventions, plans, projects and programs

iv. National and locally-based institutions able to conduct advocacy and 
lobbying for improved governance identified and advocacy programs 
in place 

v. Raise awareness among refuges, host community, local community, 
lower Government structures, cultural institution structures and faith-
based organizations on ENR laws and policies

vi. Form participatory structures for environment and natural resources 
management at the Sub-county level and areas adjacent to Bugoma 
CFR.

vii. Need for collaborative work by stakeholders including Law enforcement 
agencies, Office of Prime Minister, Civil Society Organisations, Cultural 
institutions and Kikuube District Local Government to enforce natural 
resources laws, regulations, Bye-laws and ordinances

viii. Formulate and enforce compliance of natural resources Ordinances 
and Bye-laws 

Put in place 
a mechanism 
through which the 
stakeholders will 
together deliver in the 
best interest of NR 
and the environment in 
general. 

i. Establish mechanisms for coordination and cooperation between key 
players in the environment and natural resources sector  

ii. Prepare Sub-County Environment Action Plan (SEAPs) taking into 
account all-natural resources issues at all levels of planning 

iii. Empower refugees and Host Communities to participate in natural 
resources management  

iv. Build capacity and enable households to actively practice sustainable 
management of natural resources 

v. Build awareness of programmes for the sustainable management of 
natural resources in Kyangwali Refugee Settlement.

vi. Enhance the integration and coordination of natural resources 
management and sustainable livelihoods within Local Government 
planning processes 
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Key areas for strategy or 
policy formulation and 
review 

Key suggested interventions for consideration in strategy processes for mainstreaming 
environmental sustainability measures in Kyangwali Refugee development plans, 
programs and project

Restore and protect 
the ecological integrity 
of wetlands, forests, 
rivers banks and 
streams 

i. Restore and protect degraded habitats in key target areas of public 
and private land 

ii. Improve institutional management capacity of Lower Local Governance 
and Refugee structures for environmental planning and management 
in targeted habitats

iii. Strengthen enforcement and compliance of the existing legal frameworks

iv. Promote collaborative wetlands ecosystem management

v. Carry out physical wetlands and River banks demarcation and restoration    

vi. Build institutional capacity at the district and lower levels to enable 
institutions to carry out their responsibilities effectively.

vii. Provide alternative livelihood options to natural resources degraders

Reduce illegal activities 
in and around Bugoma 
Central Forest Reserve.

Restore degraded sites through:

i. Promotion of Collaborative Forest Management (CFM) in Bugoma 
Central Forest Reserves

ii. Build capacity for smallholder farmers to develop forest management 
plans

iii. Develop and implement a community – based monitoring plans

iv. Support the implementation of the plans

v. Support communities to domesticate indigenous tree species on 
private lands

vi. Building capacity of CFM groups to mobilize communities to restore 
degraded CFM and sites and maintain / increase tree cover on their land

vii. Allocate land dedicated for development of woodlots across the 
Kyangwali refugee settlement to meet the growing demand for poles 
for building and firewood as refugee population grows.

viii. Open and demarcate forest boundaries along Kyangwali Refugee 
Settlement.

ix. Support the establishment of community-based tree nurseries for 
mini-forest plantation establishment, and for continuous generation 
of tree seedlings to sustain landscape restoration

x. Build capacity for nursery operators to provide timely good quality 
seedlings
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Key areas for strategy or 
policy formulation and 
review 

Key suggested interventions for consideration in strategy processes for mainstreaming 
environmental sustainability measures in Kyangwali Refugee development plans, 
programs and project

Scale up the adoption 
of improved biomass 
cooking practices and 
technologies.

Support the adoption and use of improved and energy efficient technologies 
among the local community and institutions through:

i. Training community groups in improved energy technologies for cook 
stoves and char-briquettes. 

ii. Awareness raising

iii. Providing financial incentives and credit schemes for solar, biomass 
and gasification technologies

iv. Promote biogas production at institutional and household levels.

v. Support learning institutions construct institutional cooking 

vi. Support charcoal producers to adopt efficient charcoal production 
technologies such as casamance kilns and mobile drum kilns. 

vii. Establishment of private woodlots for energy and other purposes

viii. Produce feedstock for charcoal kilns through practicing Agroforestry on 
vacant land, family land, hill side and river banks as well as promoting 
Farmer Managed Natural Regeneration

Promote sustainable 
food systems that 
involve production of 
food throughout the 
year

i. Provide the much-needed water for irrigation for kitchen gardening 
for refugees

ii. Promote rain water harvesting at household and institutional level and 
storage, small water reservoirs, 

iii. Constructing sediment retention dams and gully erosion control 
structures, 

iv. Promoting conservation farming 

v. Planting multipurpose trees, afforestation, and reforestation

Introduce and scale up 
alternative livelihoods 
sources that do not 
entirely depend on 
use of NR, and skilling 
particularly the youth 
as one of the ways of 
reducing dependence 
on ENR

Support Livelihoods improvement interventions that are largely household-
based, and with substantial private benefits.  These are aimed at reducing 
harvesting pressure on the forestry and wetlands resources. They include 
support to income-generating activities that benefit the poor, such as  

i. Aquaculture, 

ii. Livestock development,

iii. Apiculture

iv. small scale irrigation activities. 

v. Coffee and Cocoa value chains

vi. Supporting access of smallholder farmers to micro financing through the 
establishment of schemes such Village Saving and Loan Associations
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Key areas for strategy or 
policy formulation and 
review 

Key suggested interventions for consideration in strategy processes for mainstreaming 
environmental sustainability measures in Kyangwali Refugee development plans, 
programs and project

Reduce, Reuse and 
Recycle (3Rs) waste 
plastics

i. Develop and implement an elaborate environmental education and 
awareness program on the dangers of plastic pollution, and ways of 
managing the problem

ii. Formulate and enforce ordinance at district level and bye-law on waste 
plastic management

iii. Equip communities and households with incinerators for burning plastics 

iv. Support Community Based Organisations to establish market-oriented 
and profitable small scale waste plastic recycling enterprises

B u i l d  c a p a c i t y 
local stakeholder 
organisations and 
Kikuube District Natural 
Resources Office for 
Land cover and use, 
and habitat mapping, 
mon i to r ing  and 
environmental reporting

i. Build local capacity for Remote sensing and Geographical Information 
System for carbon, land cover and habitat mapping and monitoring 
at the local level

ii. Establish a Community-based Environmental Monitoring system

iii. Develop in a participatory manner an environmental monitoring plan

iv. Build the capacity of local stakeholder organisations and Environment 
and natural resources committees at all levels in environmental reporting

v. Establish an early warning system to alert refugees and host communities 
on the impeding natural disasters 
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