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LINKING, BONDING, BRIDGING

The role of social capital in facilitating access to livelihoods among
refugees in Gulu City, Uganda

Betty Adoch

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Gulu city hosts over 5,000 refugees who mostly come from South Sudan and from the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRQ).

Refugees in Gulu city maintain close ties with family members and relatives, which provides avenues for economic
survival. In the city, refugees tend to stay in the same neighbourhoods to offer each other protection and support.

Many refugees within Gulu have established cordial relations with the host community. Most interactions between
refugees and host communities take place in neighbourhoods, churches, and schools. However, some refugees
struggle to connect with members of the host community and other refugees because of language barriers. Local
authorities should consider creating more places for refugees and host communities to interact casually and build
networks. These places could offer interactive activities such as guidance and counselling, games and sports, and
language classes.

There is very little humanitarian presence in Gulu city, and only limited interactions between refugees and local
government institutions. Instead, churches play a significant role in building social capital and bridging relations,
and in providing livelihood assistance and informal psychosocial counselling.

Many refugees engaged in businesses for income generation reported experiencing financial challenges because
of insufficient capital and the high costs of conducting business. Well-connected refugees leverage their social
networks to access information on business opportunities, ideas, support, and market linkages. Some Congolese
refugees use savings groups to finance their businesses with other refugees and host community members.
However, the amount that participants in savings groups can borrow is minimal and does not allow refugees to
expand their businesses.

Some Congolese refugee respondents mentioned accessing job opportunities through referrals from fellow
refugee friends and through host communities. However, only a few refugees are able to access the formal sector.

Many young refugee students drop out of secondary school and struggle to access training opportunities due to
financial difficulties. Providing support for refugee students to complete their schooling would increase their
chances of becoming self-reliant.

Because of the cost of travelling to the settlements, urban refugees may bypass registration points and this affects
their opportunity to obtain a refugee identity card. Refugees without ID are unable to access critical services such
as SIM registration and banking. The Government of Uganda should decentralise and simplify refugee registration
in urban areas with a significant population of refugees, including Gulu city.
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