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Abstract

Uganda is internationally recognised for its progressive refugee policy, in particular its
Refugee Act of 2006. However, despite these inclusive legal provisions, refugee women in
Uganda continue to face structural and socio-cultural obstacles in accessing the Ugandan
legal system. This working paper focuses on the situation of women refugees in the Kyangwali
Refugee Settlement and provides recommendations to actors within the refugee protection
ecosystem to improve their access to justice.
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ethical and rigorous research methods to capture the thematic priorities of displaced
communities. Through the Refugee-Led Research Series, we aim to provide evidence to
stakeholders to advance policies and programmes that are more responsive to displaced
community needs.
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Studies relate to 1) livelihoods and self-reliance; and 2) leadership and participation of
displaced populations in humanitarian response and policymaking. RLRH also offers a series
of academic programmes which support graduate access and professional development for
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Executive summary

Uganda is lauded as a progressive legal and policy environment for refugees, with the
2006 Refugee Act granting fair and non-discriminatory rights to refugees. However,
despite these progressive policies, displaced women in Uganda face significant barriers
in accessing legal help and justice.

In Kyangwali Settlement, the main obstacle faced by refugee women in pursuing justice
is intimidation by both perpetrators and authorities they may report abuse to. The fear
of retaliation from their abusers can sometimes lead victims to withdraw charges or not
report violence at all. Conversely, women may not trust local leaders or authorities,
citing cases where sexual favours were solicited in exchange for processing complaints,
or offices accepting bribes from perpetrators.

Cultural beliefs that women should persevere abuse in marriage may prevent victims of
abuse from reporting their spouses, and when they do report these cases, they are
alienated by their family and community. This discourages women from pursuing justice,
sometimes turning to elders who dismiss their claims and send them back to an abusive
home, leading to a cycle of violence.

Economic constraints further limit access to justice, where sometimes women choose to
cater to immediate basic needs rather than pay transport costs to attend hearings in
courts far away from the settlement. Some are also unable to afford court fees or to pay
for legal representation, hindering their ability to pursue justice.

Structural factors, including limited English proficiency (used for legal proceedings and
reporting), limited knowledge of rights under Ugandan law, and lack of funds for
transportation, further constrain access to justice and reporting of abuse for refugee
women.

This study recommends that UNHCR, NGOs and the law enforcement implement robust
legal protections for refugee women who report violence to protect them from
perpetrators. This should include mechanisms to remove corruption within the
authorities (police and community leaders) and ensuring fair investigations to hold
perpetrators accountable.
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Introduction
Background

Uganda, known for its welcoming approach towards refugees, is now grappling with the gaps
between its legal framework and its implementation.! Uganda has a well-established
commitment to refugee protection, supported by the 1951 UN Refugee Convention and the
Uganda’s 2006 Refugee Act which governs the rights and protections given to refugees in
Uganda.? Section 29(1)(c) of the Act requires fair and non-discriminatory treatment of
refugees, while Section 29(1)(h) guarantees their right to free access to justice. It further
provides for access to healthcare, education, and essential services for refugees. It also
includes gender-sensitive provisions that safeguard refugee women'’s rights, ensuring equal
opportunities and protections, particularly in refugee status determination processes.> While
Uganda’s legal framework offers substantial protections, practical implementation remains
a critical challenge disproportionately affecting the most vulnerable segments of the
population, particularly refugee women.*

While much of the existing research has explored refugee rights in general, it has not
adequately addressed the gender-specific challenges that women face.® A similar study by
Natukunda (2008) observed that discriminatory cultural norms within the Kyaka Il settlement
persistently undermine the constitutional promise of gender equality enshrined in the 1995
Ugandan Constitution.® Building upon previous research, and in order to contribute to the
existing body of evidence on this critical issue, this working paper focuses on the gap between
Uganda’s legal framework and the lived experiences of refugee women in the Kyangwali
Refugee Settlement.

1 Ahimbisibwe F (2020) The 2006 Refugees Act in Uganda: Between Law and Practice, Working Paper,
June 2020, ISSN 2294-8643. Institute of Development Policy, University of Antwerp.

2 Ahimbisibwe F (2020) The Legal Status of Refugee Protection and State Obligation in Uganda, US-
China Law Review, Vol 13: 2016.

3 Sebba R K & Zanker F (2022) Political Stakes of Refugee Protection in Uganda. Arnold-Bergstraesser-
Institut, August 2022.

4 Natukunda P (2008) Women and Domestic Violence in Uganda: A Case Study of Refugee Women in
Kyaka Il Refugee Settlement in South Western Uganda (Master’s dissertation, University of Zimbabwe,
2008); Refugee Law Project, Gender and Access to Justice in Uganda’s Refugee Settlements: The
Experiences of South Sudanese Refugees. 27 September 2022.

5 Ahimbisibwe F (2016) “The Legal Status of Refugee Protection and State Obligation in Uganda”. US-
China Law Review Vol13: 2016.

6 Natukunda P (2008) “Women and Domestic Violence in Uganda: A Case Study of Refugee Women in
Kyaka Il Refugee Settlement in South Western Uganda” (Master, University of Zimbabwe, 2008).
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Research questions

The study was carried out in the Kyangwali Refugee Settlement located in Kikuube District,
formerly part of Hoima District, with data collection from July to August 2024.

Box 1: Kyangwali Refugee Settlement

Kyangwali Refugee Settlement is one of Uganda’s largest and oldest refugee settlements.
The settlement was originally established in 1960 for Rwandan refugees fleeing the 1959
conflict but most had returned to Rwanda by 1995, leaving the settlement largely
unoccupied.” Congolese refugees began arriving in the settlement in 1996-97, fleeing
conflict in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).?

Since then, Kyangwali has hosted hundreds of thousands of refugees from countries
including DRC, Rwanda, Burundi, and South Sudan, with its population standing at
142,553.° Congolese refugees make up about 96.5% of Kyangwali’s population as of 2024.
Refugees from South Sudan, Rwanda, and Burundi constitute the remaining population.*®
The South Sudanese refugees in Kyangwali primarily fled the violence that erupted in
December 2013 in Juba. The Rwandan and Burundian refugees are largely survivors of the
1994 Rwandan genocide and the civil war in Burundi, respectively.

To understand and address gender-related legal barriers that refugee women face in the
settlement, the study focused on four key objectives:

e to investigate the gender-specific legal barriers that hinder women’s access to
justice in Kyangwali Refugee Settlement,

e to understand how cultural practices impact refugee women’s ability to seek and
obtain legal recourse,

® to assess the role of NGOs and CBOs in mitigating these barriers, and

® to propose best practices to improve refugee women’s access to justice.

7 Refugee Law Project (2022) Refugees in Kyangwali Settlement: Constraints on Economic Freedom,
Working Paper No.7, November 2002.

8 Centre for Preventive Action (2024) Conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

9 UNHCR (2024) Uganda - Refugee Statistics September 2024 - Active Population by Settlement, 4
October 2024.

10 UNHCR (2024) Uganda - Refugee Statistics September 2024 - Active Population by Settlement, 4
October 2024.
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| adopted a qualitative approach to draw contextualised insights into the legal challenges
they face when seeking justice and legal services within the settlement. | conducted 11 key
informant interviews with key stakeholders: representatives of the Refugee Welfare Council,
six officials from national and international NGOs operating in the settlement, and three
members of the Uganda Police Force. | also carried out four focus group discussions with
refugee women, each with no more than seven participants drawn from different areas of
the settlement to reflect diverse perspectives.

| did not conduct in-depth individual interviews with refugee women due to the sensitivity of
the topic, which limited my ability to capture the full scope of the challenges faced by women.
Focus group discussions were deemed more appropriate, as they allow questions to be
framed more generally rather than directed at participants’ personal experiences.

As a refugee and an advocate for gender equality, my journey began in 2013 when | fled to
Uganda after the outbreak of conflict in South Sudan. As a resident of the Kiryandongo
Refugee Settlement, | witnessed the legal barriers faced by refugee women in their quest for
justice, grappling with legal systems that often fail to protect their rights. Through my
subsequent work in advocacy around displacement and forced migration, | gained a deeper
understanding of the compounded discrimination and marginalisation experienced by
refugee women who live in settlements. These insights have driven this study.

Obstacles faced by women to obtain justice

Refugee women in the Kyangwali refugee settlement face challenges in accessing justice,
particularly in cases of violence where victims are threatened and intimidated. In some
cases, when a perpetrator is apprehended, the victim may request the offender's release out
of fear of further attacks. Given their already vulnerable circumstances, these women are
often coerced into resolving matters through elder mediation rather than police intervention.
While it may seem that a quick and private settlement has been achieved, this approach
bypasses the official legal framework, producing situations in which offenders escape
punishment while victims remain unprotected. A woman recounted her ordeal: “/ was
threatened by the perpetrator; he said if | report the case, he will deal with me in the village
and even in Congo. I’m afraid to report him because the authorities will neglect giving me
adequate security.”

The fear of reporting to the authorities is further exacerbated by the knowledge that justice
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is not always served. Many refugee women feel that, even if they report violence to the
police, their cases may not be taken seriously. Participants reported that offenders may bribe
law enforcement officers to avoid prosecution. As a result, women are left feeling
disempowered and betrayed by the system designed to protect them. During a focus group
discussion, a woman recounted: “And also, there is a scenario where when a woman reports
a case of violence to police, the perpetrators tend to bribe the police and pay them a lot of
money and in this case, the police tend to be reluctant about the issue and not follow up the
case because they have been bribed and such cases could not be solved, denying the victims
the right to justice.”

Even in the absence of bribery, there are cases of women being neglected by elders or the
leaders of the community. The women may be told to return home without an opportunity
to discuss her issue. This pattern of being dismissed or being told to “come back tomorrow”
effectively prevents them from seeking justice, leaving them with no recourse. The lack of
responsiveness from community leaders makes women who are already facing serious legal
issues even more vulnerable, as they may be unable to report perpetrators to the authorities
independently.

Women, especially single mothers and widows, may be exploited by the block leaders
when seeking justice. In a disturbing abuse of power, some block leaders are reported to
demand sexual favours in exchange for assistance with addressing grievances. This form of
exploitation is a gross violation of these women'’s rights and further marginalises those who
are already vulnerable. One woman said in one of the focus group discussions: “Some block
leaders when you take a case to them, they say ‘marry me, or sleep with me, and | will attend
to your case’, and this kind of abuse has been taking place for long.”

In many cases, refugees in Kyangwali, particularly women, do not understand the legal
procedures that could help them seek justice. Refugee women are often unaware of the
legal options available to them when their rights are violated and do not know where to begin
when seeking legal action. This results in violence and abuse against women going
unpunished. As one refugee woman pointed out, “Many people here do not know what their
rights are. We don't know where to go or who to see when we have problems. We are just
left to ourselves.”

Seeking justice for refugee women in the Kyangwali settlement is made even more difficult
by language barriers. Without the ability to speak English or another language (such as
Luganda), it is difficult for these women to report incidents effectively. In the absence of
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adequate language support, such as interpreters, refugee women are unable to ask for legal
help or to voice their demands. The underlying fear of being misunderstood stops them from
trying in the first place, rendering their cases practically invisible within the judicial system.
One woman explained: “I talk one language and the officers use English. | avoid reporting
because | may struggle to articulate myself.”*

Participants also expressed concerns that interpreters in court or support staff at
organisations may misrepresent their words, due to simple misunderstandings, or
corruption. A case worker raised this concern, saying: “Someone may be guilty, and the
interpreter, if bribed, might fail to communicate what the perpetrator actually says, and then

translate whatever they feel like.”*?

Poverty is one of the biggest challenges for refugee women as they seek justice within their
settlements. Many women in Kyangwali lack the funds required to visit organisations that
provide legal help in person, or to go to court. They may prioritise meeting their basic needs
over seeking justice. As a result of not attending court hearings, their cases may be pushed
back or closed. As a key informant stated: “These women who are poor do not have sufficient
funds to bring such cases in the court which requires several hearings, and some do not even

pay the fees which the court demands.”*?

Box 2: Spotlight on refugee women with disabilities

Refugee women with disabilities face particular challenges, especially those with
communication impairments (e.g. deafness or an inability to communicate in conventional
ways). Due to communication barriers, they may be unable to ask for help or seek justice,
despite being vulnerable to many forms of violence in settlements, and signs of abuse may
be more difficult to detect.

As one NGO official described: “Then we have the disabled who cannot speak. Maybe after
a month a caretaker notices, but she cannot express herself because she is mute. The victim
doesn’t receive first aid, doesn’t go to the hospital, doesn’t get tested, doesn’t report to
the police. They’re only noticed after conceiving. We don’t even have sign language
experts. When they come, how are we supposed to communicate with them if they can’t
express themselves? They should hire sign language experts at police stations and

11 Focus group discussion with refugee women at Nyabongo, Kyangwali Refugee Settlement, 5 August
2024.

12 Interview with a NGO representative, 30 July 2024.
13 Interview with a NGO representative, 27 July 2024.
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organisations, at least one expert, so when someone comes in, they can be attended to.

These women are dying silently because no one can help them.”*

Without appropriate communication support, such as sign language interpreters or
alternative communication methods, victims are often unable to convey their experiences
to authorities or seek help from support services.?

Impact of socio-cultural norms

Socio-cultural norms may prevent refugee women from reporting crimes. In the focus group
discussions, women reported a strong preference within their communities for handling
disputes internally. This internal resolution process is described to be deeply ingrained,
leading to a reluctance to involve legal authorities and a corresponding lack of justice for
victims. One NGO official explained the situation: “They have a way of dealing with cases
internally, but they forget that reporting cases is very important. For example, how can rape
be handled internally?”®

Moreover, women may be pressured by their families and religious communities to remain
silent. Reporting a crime, especially against a male relative or husband, is viewed as crossing
a forbidden boundary, resulting in social ostracism, family backlash, or even expulsion from
their religious community. In some cases, survivors plead with authorities not to disclose
their reports for fear of repercussions from their husbands or religious leaders. For instance,
one police officer shared: “Even if they come here to report rape or physical assault, the
survivor comes and says, please do not reveal this; if my husband or pastor finds out, it will
bring problems. | could be chased from my religion or my church.”’

Women are particularly reluctant to report sexual and gender-based violence. While there
have been reported instances of rape or sexual assault against women who were gathering
firewood, these women are unlikely to seek justice. They fear that, despite being victims,
they will be blamed, disbelieved or ostracised from their community. Mothers and older
women may be told that they are not credible victims of sexual assault.

14 Interview with a NGO representative, 26 July 2024.
15 Interview with a NGO representative, 30 July 2024.
16 Interview with a NGO representative, 26 July 2024.
17 Interview with a NGO representative, 26 July 2024.
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Beliefs relating to domestic violence also prevent refugee women from seeking redress.
Participants reported the expectation that women should honour their husbands, regardless
of how they treat them. Because of this expectation, women are often prevented by relatives
from contacting the authorities, as such action is seen as a breach of customary norms and
disloyalty to the family. Alternatively, women are more likely to refrain from doing so
themselves. One woman from the community explained: “In our culture, even if we get
mistreated, beaten, and violated by our husbands, we cannot report them to the authorities
because we must respect the man no matter what. For that, we are afraid of reporting them.”

Domestic violence was also perceived to be a family issue that did not require police
intervention. As a key informant explained: “In some cultures, women beating is considered
quite trivial and it does not warrant a police case because, as a woman, you are not expected
to report your husband to the police.”*® Furthermore, another key informant reported that
some clients perceived domestic violence as a sign of love.®

Role of non-governmental organisations

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) offer services at different stages of the reporting
and legal recourse process, but structural challenges remain.

NGOs play a role in the identification of victims and their subsequent referrals. One notable
example is the establishment of reporting mechanisms by Alight International, an NGO that
aims to help women safely report cases of abuse, among other objectives. For example,
during community awareness sessions, Alight International workers identify women in need
of legal assistance. Alight International also collaborates with Village Health Teams and
community-based organisations (CBOs) such as the Humanitarian Service Action, the
Wezesha group® or the Youth Organisation for Building African Communities, to identify
cases of abuse and refer them to police or healthcare facilities.

However, even if cases are referred, there is the challenge of responders not taking them
seriously. As mentioned previously, women may be turned away without assistance or made
to wait for an inordinate amount of time. One woman explained: “There is limited attention

given to those who want to access legal services. Some of them are even chased away.”?

18 Interview with a NGO representative, 27 July 2024.

19 Focus group discussion with refugee women at Nyabongo, Kyangwali Refugee Settlement, 5 August
2024.

20 See: https://wezeshawomen.org/

21 Focus group discussion with refugee women at Mukarongo, Kyangwali Refugee Settlement.
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NGOs play an important but often constrained role in helping refugee women access
justice, as limited funding and practical barriers reduce the reach of their services. NGOs,
such as the Refugee Law Project, may provide direct assistance to survivors of violence, such
as legal support and accompaniment during legal proceedings, to help refugee women
navigate the justice system. However, these activities are expensive and subject to donor
funding cycles. Women may also not be aware of these services or have the money to visit
their offices.

Box 3: Mobile courts

Mobile courts were designed to travel to remote areas to provide legal services directly to
communities who might not be able to reach traditional court facilities.?? In Kyangwali
Refugee Settlement, mobile courts are being funded and supported by UNHCR in
partnership with the Government of Uganda. The court teams typically consist of a chief
magistrate, police officers, interpreters, and legal personnel from the Refugee Law Project.
Although they are scheduled to hold two sessions annually, each lasting between 14 to 28
days, this rarely happens due to a shortage of legal personnel and funds. As a result, many
sessions are cancelled, and some residents are unaware of the courts’ existence or
services. As one NGO representative noted: “mobile courts are not properly funded or
facilitated to handle cases within the community. Criminals and lawbreakers need to see
those who perpetrate injustices against women being judged and sentenced to prison for
justice to truly be served.”?

Recommendations

In Kyangwali, refugee women face many obstacles when trying to access legal services. While
some initiatives have been successful in providing partial solutions to these challenges, much
more needs to be done to address the deeply rooted structural barriers to seeking legal help,
reporting abuse, and obtaining justice.

To UNHCR/NGOs:

e Increase access to legal representation and vetted interpreters for refugee women.
Refugee women face significant barriers to justice, including language barriers, limited
legal personnel and unreliable interpreters. NGOs should hire more lawyers who are
trained in gender-sensitive approaches, as well as well-vetted and trained interpreters, to
improve access to justice.

22 UNHCR (2013) ‘Mobile Court Scheme Launched in Uganda’s Nakivale Refugee Settlement’
23 Interview with a NGO representative, 30 July 2024.
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Implement targeted educational and awareness programmes among refugee
communities. Many refugee communities living in Kyangwali hold harmful cultural norms
and beliefs towards sexual abuse and domestic violence. These attitudes may discourage
women from seeking justice. NGOs should implement educational and awareness
campaigns on these harmful beliefs in the settlement, in collaboration with CBOs and
local institutions. As part of these programmes, NGOs and the UNHCR should provide
information on the rights of refugees and the legal protection available to them, as well
as information on how to seek assistance.

To donors:

Direct resources towards mobile courts. In Kyangwali Refugee Settlement, mobile courts
are intended to improve access to justice by bringing it closer to refugees. However,
scarce resources limit the courts’ capacity to handle cases effectively, leading to delays in
delivering justice. Donors should provide the necessary support and funding for mobile
courts. This would enable mobile courts to increase the frequency and duration of
sessions, reducing case backlogs and providing timely justice.

Fund initiatives to provide police stations with sign language interpreters. The lack of
any communication assistance such as interpreters makes it difficult for women with
communication impairments to report any form of abuse, which makes them even more
vulnerable to violence. Donors should fund the establishment of a network of sign
language interpreters in the local community and nearby cities who can translate for
these women. They should be trained in gender-sensitive and trauma-informed
interpretation practices.

To the police:

Implement strict oversight mechanisms to combat corruption. Corruption within the
police force and among community leaders undermines women’s access to justice, as
bribery and intimidation prevent victims from reporting crimes. The Ugandan police,
supported by the Refugee Welfare Council, should strengthen independent bodies to
investigate misconduct, and implement anonymous reporting systems to enable victims
to report cases of corruption safely. Those found guilty must be held accountable.

To the Refugee Welfare Council:

Establish peer-led community monitoring groups comprised of respected refugees
(especially women) to oversee the conduct of block leaders. Refugee women may face
exploitation at the hands of some block leaders, when addressing grievances. The
Refugee Welfare Council's leadership could establish a peer-led monitoring group to

10
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oversee the conduct of block leaders. This group should provide the Refugee Welfare
Council with regular feedback to ensure transparency in the actions of block leaders.

11
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