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Talking of Aglaura, one of the bizarre yet eerily familiar cities listed in Le citta invisibili, Italo
Calvino’s Marco Polo said that he could hardly go ‘beyond the things its own inhabitants have
always repeated’, even if their stories jarred with what he himself though he was looking at.
‘You would like to say what it is, but everything previously said of Aglaura imprisons your words
and obliges you to repeat rather than say.’ And so, securely ensconced within the city walls
made of the ever repeated stories after the fashion in which the ramparts of some cities are
made of stone, Aglaurians ‘live in an Aglaura which grows only with the name Aglaura and they
do not notice the Aglaura that grows on the ground’. How could they, indeed, behave
differently? After all, ‘the city they speak of has much of what is needed to exist, whereas the
city that exists on its site, exists less’.
– Quote from ‘Wasted Lives – Modernity and its Outcasts’ by Zygmunt Baumann –
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This thesis is an exploration of how resilience humanitarianism and the push for self-reliance affect
the lives and livelihoods of refugee households, perceived through a governmentality lens. The
research has been carried out during three months of ethnographic fieldwork in Bidibidi refugee
settlement, mainly collecting data through observations, interviews and casual conversations, and a
participatory photography exercise. Hence, the story of Uganda’s refugee assistance as presented in
this thesis is a critical and bottom-up view guided and shaped by photographs taken by South
Sudanese refugee women living in Bidibidi telling their tales of food, land and alternative income
generation activities.
Bidibidi is known as the largest refugee settlement on the African continent and located in Uganda’s
West Nile region. This region is characterized by its political marginalization and high poverty rates,
and has been hosting South Sudanese refugees since 2016. The Ugandan model has been
internationally praised as one of the most progressive in the world, giving Uganda the nickname
‘refugee paradise’. Uganda’s refugee model aims to cultivate an environment which supports selfreliance and resilience, among others by granting refugees the right to employment and freedom of
movement and by promoting their socio-economic integration into host communities through a nonencampment policy.
But based on refugees’ narratives, I will argue that despite the perceived conceptual potentiality of
the increasingly popular term ‘resilience’, an uncritical and top-down application in humanitarianism
– especially when inspired by Uganda’s economically focussed push towards self-reliance through
agricultural interventions – do not automatically translate into more resilient refugee livelihoods in
Bidibidi. Although in line with these policies Bidibidi bares the looks of a well-integrated village, this
thesis will show that underneath a well-knitted cloak of words and appearances some restrictive living
conditions and structural livelihood constraints are hidden.
Moreover, the pressure to become self-reliant and self-responsible humanitarian subjects in a
situation where there are many livelihood constraints and challenges and a lack of power to resist the
dominant discourse, can have negative effects on refugees’ protection and well-being. The high
refugee influx has led to severe environmental degradation. At the same time, following Uganda’s
land allocation policy and predominant focus on agricultural interventions, livelihoods heavily depend
on the increasingly scarce natural resources. This development risks increasing tensions between host
communities and refugees. Nevertheless, among others justified by a similar historic and cultural
background, refugees are made self-responsible through the ‘refugee-lead model’ to access extra land
to engage in agriculture and eventually to increase their level of food security and self-reliance, leaving
them vulnerable to the goodwill of their host communities.
Additionally, following an exploration of the historical trajectories and (inter)national political context
of Uganda’s refugee policy framework, it becomes clear that instead of radical innovation sparked by
the increasing popularity of the term resilience, there has been a repackaging of historical policies and
strategies based on achieving self-reliance through economic development and agricultural
interventions supported by Uganda’s land allocation policy. Hence, related to questions of who and
why resilience discourses and self-reliance strategies are popular and promoted, I will also question
whether Uganda’s developmental approach is primarily designed and internationally promoted to
enhance the protection and resilience of refugee populations, or that the priority lies somewhere else.
For example, with the development of and/or gaining extra governmental control over refugeehosting areas, or decreasing the rising economic costs associated with humanitarian aid by providing
international actors with a cheap exit strategy.
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NGOs

Nongovernmental organisations
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Refugee and Host Population Empowerment Strategic Framework

SRS

Self-Reliance Strategy

RWC

Refugee Welfare Committee

STA

Settlement Transformative Agenda

UNDP

United Nations Development Programme

UNHCR

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

WFP

World Food Programme
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1. Introduction
It was a hot, dry and dusty day in October when I arrived in Bidibidi: the second largest refugee
settlement in the world. It was the first time I set foot in a refugee settlement, and although Bidibidi
hosts 232,109 South Sudanese refugees, the place did not look like what I thought of as a ‘traditional’
refugee camp. Instead, Bidibidi refugee settlement was very village-like, consisting out of little houses
made from unburnt bricks, including a variety of communal spaces such as churches and market
places. Here, in this refugee settlement which was baring the looks of a slightly too large Ugandan
village, I spend a few weeks to conduct fieldwork as part of my graduation research.
This document is the result of my research, and contains a final thesis written as part of my Master
program International Development at Wageningen University. In this thesis I will take you on my
research journey in Bidibidi, in which I will attempt to illustrate how Uganda’s push for self-reliance
and the internationally adopted top-down discourse of resilience enable, shape and block refugee
livelihood opportunities, vulnerabilities and constraints in the particular socio-ecological and political
context of Bidibidi refugee settlement.
Since I believe refugees are active actors who make decisions and enact agency every day in a diverse
situations, the story as presented in this thesis has been guided by photos which are taken by refugee
women living in Bidibidi. Through these photos, refugees have had a direct voice in my research and
this thesis, and had the opportunity to shape the construction of the knowledge it contains. The
photos are complemented by insights derived from casual conversations, reflective interviews,
personal observations, and ethnographic fieldwork.
Although the civil war has been going on for quite a while already, most of the South Sudanese
refugees who are living in Bidibidi fled South Sudan after the peace deal with Sudan crumbled in 2016.
Forced displacement has become one of the most pressing wicked challenges the international
community has to deal with nowadays, and is causing increasing pressure on the way refugee
assistance is provided by international organizations, asylum states and host communities. There are
concerns whether the current refugee system is well-enough equipped to sufficiently address the
global challenges of today (Betts & Collier, 2017). In other words, while the operational and political
landscape of humanitarian governance is changing, and the international humanitarian sector is under
pressure to reform the way aid is delivered, the refugee regime seems to stay stuck in outdated
policies and practices.
Generally speaking, there is a call for more durable refugee assistance practices in order to tackle:
1. The increasing frequency and intensity of disasters and the rising number of displaced
people world-wide. The number of displaced peoples world-wide has reached record-levels.
For the first time in history, the number of refugees under UNHCR’s mandate exceeded 20
million (UNHCR Mid-Year Trends, 2018), and the expectation is that the numbers will only
increase further, among others exacerbated by climate change and population growth.
2. The increasing prolonged character of displacement. Partly as a result of not knowing if and
when they are able to return to their countries of origin, humanitarian crises and displacement
are becoming increasingly protracted since refugees tend to stay longer in refugee
settlements than anticipated. Instead of waiting for life to pass them by, displaced peoples
often start building their future at the place where they are located.
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As a result of the increasing prolonged character of displacement, refugee camps seem to evolve into
refugee cities through socio-spatial negotiations between humanitarian actors and their (bio)political
approaches of care and control on the one hand, and the human agency of inhabitants altering and
contesting the approaches on the other hand. Such production of space through humanitarian action
– a process which will be paid attention to in this thesis as well – has been described and studied as
humanitarian urbanism (Potvin, 2013; Jansen, 2018).
Humanitarian urbanism presents challenges at all levels of governance, particularly since long-term
displacement is not in line with the initial temporary design of refugee camps (de Rooij et al., ..). Many
refugee settlements around the world are still designed as temporary living places. In such places,
national laws and restrictions make work and movement outside camps difficult or even impossible
for refugees, while global developments are re-enforcing the importance of developing longer-term
interventions and asking for new ways of working.
Hence, over the past decades, the perception of crises and emergency assistance as characterized by
temporariness and exceptionalism moved towards a perception of crises as a new protracted
normality. In response, the concept of resilience has quickly gained popularity in humanitarianism.
Resilience thinking indeed seems to match with the need for more durable humanitarian and
development solutions which not only shelter the world’s refugees safely, but also more sustainably.
The concept of resilience can potentially serve as a linking pin between humanitarian aid and
development. The humanitarian-development nexus has even been named as ‘one of the aid policy
trends to watch in 2020’ (the New Humanitarian).
Following the rise of resilience, there is a perceived need to create a better understanding of how to
develop and support secure livelihoods for displaced peoples. Especially the issue of how to assist
refugee livelihoods and promote refugees’ economic ‘self-reliance’ has become of interest of the
global refugee regime (Easton-Calabria & Omata, 2018). Self-reliance is defined as ‘the social and
economic ability of an individual, a household or a community to meet essential needs in a sustainable
manner’ (UNHCR, source). Self-reliance also has a centre stage in UNHCR documents:
“Self-reliance has become an increasingly visible part of UNHCR’s approach and rhetoric towards
refugee assistance and protection. For example, the UNHCR Handbook for Self-Reliance states that selfreliance is ‘an integral and underpinning part of any durable solution’, which should be promoted in all
phases of refugee assistance” (Easton-Calabria & Omata, 2018).

A major objective of Uganda’s refugee policy framework has been to strengthen such self-reliance
among refugee households. Uganda currently hosts more than a million refugees and has already a
relatively long history of development-based refugee policies. Besides granting refugees wide-ranging
rights, such as the right to employment and movement, the Government of Uganda provides refugee
households with plots of land for settlement and agricultural purposes. Additional livelihood support
activities mainly focus on agricultural interventions which ideally should support refugees to access
markets, sell off surplus produce, and improve their nutrition status by diversifying their diet.
Despite the progressive approach of Uganda, Uganda’s refugee settlement system is not
unproblematically successful. Initiating and developing critical debate on Uganda’s refugee policies
and settlements, however, is rather difficult. People are continually invited to agree that the refugee
conditions in Uganda are better compared to the conditions as seen in other countries (Kaiser, 2006).
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Nevertheless, I will argue that the difficulties faced by refugees in Uganda should not be overlooked,
forgotten or cast away as being less important. Such an attitude will only block innovation and hamper
the search for the much needed durable and sustainable solutions to protracted refugee crises we are
looking for. Moreover, it can be argued that precisely because Uganda is seen as an international
example, its policies and practices should be thoroughly investigated, criticized and improved to
become even better and to inspire innovations in the broader refugee system.
But although there is an extensive uptake of resilience in humanitarianism, particularly in terms of
promoting self-reliance, the concept is still poorly understood. The same can be said about the effects
and consequences of humanitarian policy prescriptions and practices promoting resilience. Hence,
there is a need for more critical scholarship which point to the actual or potential impact of resilience
rhetoric and related actions on refugee livelihoods. Filling this gap becomes increasingly important
when perceiving the extensive uptake of resilience through a governmentality lens, seeing
humanitarian governance as a form of governmentality where the concept of resilience is applied as
a technology of governance to create humanitarian subjects who are resilient and self-reliant, and
when questioning the underlying power dynamics, intentions and interests.
Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to explore how the increasing popularity of the concept resilience
and related rhetoric in humanitarianism translate into refugee policy and practice in Uganda and
effect refugee lives and livelihoods in Bidibidi. Hence, the core question aims to answer is:
How does the use of the increasingly popular idea of resilience as a technology of humanitarian
governance affect the livelihoods of refugee households living in Bidibidi refugee settlement?
While answering this question, this thesis will show that although Uganda’s policy framework is
internationally praised for its progressiveness and hospitality towards refugees, there are some
serious weaknesses in its implementation, which are negatively affecting the livelihood opportunities
and resilience of refugee households. In the analysis, special attention has been given to the sociopolitical dynamics surrounding two of the most important natural resources needed for self-reliant
livelihoods in the area: land and food. I will argue that, although resilience is being sold as a way to
empower communities through capacity building, in reality local needs in terms of food security and
resilience are not adequately met. At the same time, refugees, as well as their host communities, lack
sufficient power and voice to challenge, resist and change the top-down discourse.
The main story of this thesis is divided into four chapters, which all end with a few summarizing key
takeaways explaining the main insights and conclusions derived from that particular chapter. The first
chapter will dive deeper into the historical and political trajectories of the (inter)national policy
landscape through which Uganda earnt its nickname as a ‘refugee paradise’. The second chapter
welcomes the reader to Bidibidi refugee settlement, providing a more in-depth sense of the research
area, the socio-ecological landscape, and its inhabitants.
The third and fourth chapters of this thesis are guided by the stories of South Sudanese refugee
women living in Bidibidi refugee settlement. Through their photos and interviews, I aim to tell their
tales of food, land and alternative income generation activities as part of revealing their struggle to
achieve self-reliance and resilience. The thesis concludes with a final chapter discussing the findings.
This chapter not only aims to answer the research questions, but also explores and reflects upon what
the insights as presented in this thesis can potentially mean for current and future refugee populations
and policies.
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2. Research Design
Uganda has repeatedly been praised by the international community for its progressive refugee
policies granting refugees wide-ranging rights. Indeed, when comparing Uganda with many other host
countries across the globe from a rights-perspective, it might not be surprising that Uganda is seen as
an international example to follow by other refugee-hosting countries. But I wondered if – especially
when not comparing Uganda to other host countries – the Pearl of Africa is perceived as a refugee
paradise according to the refugees who live there.
As soon as I found out about Uganda’s unique approach towards refugee assistance – which includes
interesting land allocation policies – I knew that was the destination where I had to go for my
graduation research. Bidibidi refugee settlement had been featured in a National Geographic special
report on growing cities and their liveability (see pictures below). This article about the ‘emerging
refugee city’ Bidibidi confirmed my choice to execute my research in that particular refugee
settlement.
ICCO Cooperation helped me with arranging logistical matters, such as transportation and
accommodation through the Agribusiness Skilling for Youth in a Refugee context (ABSYR) program. A
few months later I was packing my bags to explore whether the increasing popularity of resilience
humanitarianism and Uganda’s unique policy framework indeed help refugee households in Bidibidi
to become more self-reliant and resilient. This chapter elaborates upon the research design
underpinning this thesis, including the problem statement, the research questions, theoretical
foundations, the aims and objectives of the research, and a personal reflection on the fieldwork.

Figure 1: Photographs of the National Geographic article about the ‘rising refugee city’ Bidibidi
Source: Instagram of photographer Nora Lorek
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2.1 Problem Statement
The increasing popularity of resilience humanitarianism is accompanied by an extensive uptake of the
concept in policy and practice. Donor organizations also increasingly put resilience as a central
objective in their development and humanitarian assistance. On the one hand to ensure that
interventions reduce risks and strengthen people's coping capacities, and on the other hand to
minimise humanitarian needs. Generally speaking, resilience tends to be seen as a way of empowering
communities through capacity building, economic development and livelihood support.

Resilience is widely perceived as a promising and empowering concept, and among other things
plays a key role in the relatively recent developed Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework
(CRRF). The CRRF is a multi-stakeholder approach with the objective to ease pressure on host
countries by enhancing the self-reliance of refugees, and has been one of the outcomes of the New
York Declaration on Refugees that was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 19 September 2016.
Uganda has been selected to be a pilot country of the CRRF. In Uganda, a famous support mechanism
to achieve self-reliance is the land allocation policy which provides refugees with plots of land for
settlement and agricultural purposes. Access to land for cultivation seems to be a critical component
in the pathway towards self-reliance through self-sufficiency. Land even has been classified as the
main productive asset for building self-reliance in the area (UNDP, 2019).
But the concepts of resilience and self-reliance are poorly understood, and relatively little is known
about the effects and consequences of policy prescriptions focussed on resilience and self-reliance.
There is a need to open up this black box (Mosse, 2004) by closing the gap between the extensive
uptake of resilience into humanitarian policies and practices, and critical scholarship which point
to the actual or potential impact of resilience rhetoric and related actions on the lives and
livelihoods of those humanitarians aim to protect and support: the refugees.
There are still many questions surrounding whether it is possible (or desirable) to support refugee
populations to become self-reliant and resilient. The relationship between governmentality, the global
governance of humanity, and migration is relatively unexplored (Walter, 2015), and filling the gap
between humanitarian policy and practice and power-sensitive critical scholarship on resilience and
neoliberal governmentality is deemed important. Especially when considering concerns and questions
related to the reasoning behind the use of resilience and self-reliance in humanitarianism.
Because Bidibidi is growing out of its emergency phase while it is yet unclear if and when the South
Sudanese refugees are able to repatriate, There is a need to explore how the use of the increasingly
popular idea of resilience and self-reliance in policy prescriptions affect their livelihoods, and whether
they are indeed able to build a sustainable and self-reliant livelihood in the refugee settlement.
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2.2 Research Objectives
The objectives of this thesis are:
1. To contribute to opening up the black box that exists between policy prescriptions
concerning resilience humanitarianism and self-reliance strategies and their effects
on refugee livelihoods in Bidibidi.
2. To contribute to closing the gap between the uptake of resilience into humanitarian
policies and practices and critical scholarship pointing to the actual or potential
impact of such policies and practices on refugee livelihoods.
3. To contribute to the on-going debates on rethinking the refugee system and
localization of humanitarian aid with a focus on power, resilience and vulnerability in
humanitarian arenas.
4. To contribute to challenging the common portrayal of refugees as helpless victims, by
building further upon the perspective that refugees are viable actors making decisions
and enacting agency every day in a wide array of situations using their human agency
and entrepreneurial capacity.

2.3 Research Questions
These main research question this thesis aims to answer is: How does the use of resilience as a
technology of humanitarian governance affect the livelihoods of refugee households living in Bidibidi
refugee settlement?
The sub-questions which have been formulated (and continuously re-formulated) are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the refugee policy framework of Uganda, and why is it considered progressive?
How is the idea of resilience integrated in Uganda’s model for refugee assistance?
How does resilience function as a technology of humanitarian governance in practice?
How does this mechanism influence refugee livelihoods and well-being in Bidibidi?
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2.4 Theoretical Framework
This thesis aims to create a better understanding of the influence of policy discourses on resilience
and self-reliance on refugee livelihoods in Bidibidi. This will be done using a governmentality lens,
through which the adoption of resilience is perceived as a technology of humanitarian governance
which creates resilient and self-reliant humanitarian subjects and fuels and shapes ‘campzenship’ as
a form of citizenship (Sigona, 2015).
Humanitarian governance has been defined as “the increasingly organized and internationalized
attempt to save the lives, enhance the welfare, and reduce the suffering of the world's most
vulnerable populations” (Barnett, 2013). Humanitarianism and the governance of refugee populations
is commonly seen as ‘a good thing’ and humanitarians are perceived as people who aspire to humanize
the world by saving the lives of the world’s most vulnerable and neglected populations. In practice,
however, humanitarian governance is not that straightforward, and cannot be perceived as
automatically ‘good’.
Although humanitarian governance operates in the name of vulnerable populations, it is still a form
of governance. And governance is about rule, and rule is about power (Barnett & Duvall, 2005).
Governance can be understood as a “process of steering society and the economy through collective
action and in accordance with some common objectives’’ (Torfing et al., 2012). Hence, the global
humanitarian project can use governance processes to shape refugee lives, habits, dispositions, and
institutions according to certain wishes, discourses and objectives.
Typically, humanitarian governance consists out of an impressive range of diverse activities which are
typically executed by a mixture of humanitarian actors, agencies and authorities who are collaborating
and competing for legitimacy, recognition and funding in a humanitarian arena (Hilhorst & Jansen,
2010) characterized by a ‘humanitarian marketplace’ (Chimni, 2009). Additionally, non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) tend to fill a sovereign vacuum created by governments who are outsourcing
their governing functions (Narkunas, 2014). All these different actors together are governing refugee
camps and settlements by making sure food aid and additional support is being distributed to
identified, counted and managed populations.
The governmentality lens (for example, see McKee, 2009) has proven to be very useful to look at such
humanitarian governing processes and their (un)intended outcomes because of two reasons. First, the
governmentality lens as originally introduced by Foucault (1988) is helpful in understanding the nature
of government and governance dynamics, or in other words, the ‘art of government’ (Rose et al.,
2006). Second, adopting a governmentality lens can enable researchers to investigate the relation
between those in power and the ones who are governed – and in this case how humanitarian subjects
are created – since it allows for a focus on political technology and can demonstrate how governing
processes and discourses intersect with questions concerning subjectivity. This way, extra focus can
be given to the manifestation and dynamics of power and politics.
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One of the more visible operation channels of power is the governance and management of space
(Sigona, 2015). To stay in the Foucauldian sphere; ‘space is fundamental in any form of communal life’
& ‘space is fundamental in any exercise of power’ (Foucault, 1984). This means that space is not
‘innocent’ and cannot be a ‘depoliticised’ context of social interactions (Lefebvre [1974] 1991; Soja
1989). Rather, historically shaped and spatial-contextual manifestations of power can produce and
maintain social, political and economic inequalities. Hence, camp or settlement design and the use
and meaning of space are instrumental in informing our understanding of such places.
Interest in refugee camps and settlements has grown over recent years, but has been predominantly
built on Agamben’s work and the view of the camp as a space of exception (1995; Homo Sacer:
Sovereign Power and Bare Life). But following the increasing prolonged character of crisis situations,
refugee camps and settlements are for many people no longer an exceptional state. Rather, refugee
camps and settlements which were once meant to be ‘in-between-places’ have become a new
normality characterized by a ‘temporary permanence’ or ‘permanent temporariness’.
In this thesis, the refugee camp or settlement is understood as a protracted socio-political space
hosting humanitarian governing processes which constitute social and political relations in specific
ways (Ilcan & Rygiel, 2015). Additionally, following the governmentality lens, displaced peoples
inhabiting refugee camps or settlements are refashioned into desirable political subjects of a
humanitarian regime (see Agier 2002, 2010, 2011; Isin and Rygiel 2007; Rygiel 2011; Sigona 2015).
Consequently, refugees can be perceived as subjects of “humanitarian government” (Fassin, 2007).
The constitution of political subjects under humanitarian government also links up to the earlier
mentioned concept of ‘campzenship’ as a form of citizenship (Sigona, 2015), again revealing how
humanitarianism can be a form of humanitarian governmentality (Fassin, 2007; Agier 2011).
Nowadays, humanitarian actors are increasingly engaging refugees to become resilient and selfreliant. Before the resilience concept entered the international development and humanitarian aid
domain, the concept has already been used in a variety of academic disciplines such as engineering,
ecology, and psychology. An important insight informing the resilience discourse is that social and
ecological systems cannot be conceived apart from each other due to many interactive dynamics and
feedback mechanisms (Côte & Nightingale, 2012), addressing the dynamics and development of such
systems through its adaptability and transformability.
According to the Handbook Resilience 2.0 for aid practitioners and policymakers (Heijmans, 2017), a
prevailing definition of resilience is ‘The capacity of a system, community or society potentially
exposed to hazards to adapt, by resisting or changing in order to reach or maintain an acceptable level
of functioning and structure. This is determined by the degree to which the social system is capable
of organizing itself to increase its capacity for learning from past disasters for better future protection
and to improve risk reduction measures’.
But although such a definition of resilience ‘appears to be value-free because the system is valued,
not the well-being of a particular social group’ (Heijmans, 2017, p.6), this study aims to look at the
concept of resilience in a more power-sensitive manner through the lens of governmentality. This
approach has been informed by scholars who have raised questions about power inequalities and
political implications of the use of resilience in policy and practice (see for example Lebel et al., 2006;
Cretney, 2014; Dewulf et al., 2019).
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As mentioned before, the governance and management of space is one of the more visible operations
of power. Natural resources are often subject to complex forms of social, legal and political control,
and principles and rules define rights and obligations determining who has (il)legitimate access to
resources for specific uses (see Ribot & Peluso, 2003). Hence, a focus on governing processes
surrounding gaining and maintaining access to natural resources such as land, can be useful to explore
the power inequalities and implications of the increased popularity of resilience humanitarianism for
refugee livelihoods. As will become clear in this study, refugee livelihoods living in Bidibidi highly
depend on natural resources for survival, and the socio-political dynamics surrounding access to
natural resources strongly shape their livelihood opportunities and constraints.
A theoretical focus on socio-political dynamics surrounding natural resources and how these impact
refugee livelihoods also provides a suitable window to explore human agency. This is necessary, since
governance brought by development schemes also involve agency, collaboration and compromise
from below (Mosse, 2004). For example, in line with the ‘arena perspective’, aid can be seen as being
shaped through social-spatial negotiation processes (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). And as will be shown
in this thesis as well, refugees are using their resourcefulness to become active contributors to the
materialization of socio-spatial organization, transforming refugee camps into emerging urban
environments with a more permanent character (Agier, 2002; Potvin, 2013).
But creating a better understanding of refugee livelihoods is still needed in order to be able to evaluate
the impacts of resilience humanitarianism. Hence, the livelihoods framework has been adopted in this
theoretical framework as well (see figure). Livelihoods have been central to the debate about rural
development, poverty reduction and environmental management already for quite some time
(Scoones, 1998), and can be defined as ‘the capabilities, assets and activities required for a means of
living’. A livelihood is considered to be resilient, when ‘it can cope with, and recover from, stress and
shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood
opportunities for the next generation’ (Chambers & Conway, 1992). The livelihoods framework has
been an effort to conceptualise livelihoods in a holistic way.
Livelihood opportunities and constraints are influenced and shaped by many factors, ranging from
(inter)national trends and discourses (in this case for example the increasing popularity of resilience
humanitarianism), to local institutional structures and the assets households have access to. The role
of institutions engaged in humanitarian governance activities are of special concern for this research.
Institutions are often referred to as "rules of the game" (North, 1995), which can be described as the
social norms and traditions which establish what behaviour is considered to be "normal" or
“desirable” in certain situations. Additionally, institutions heavily influence refugee household
livelihood strategies and outcomes by providing or shaping access to assets, sources of income, and
levels of vulnerability and resilience.
Since the inhabitants of Bidibidi heavily rely on access to natural resources, particular attention will
be given to the manifestations of power which create and determine access to for example land and
food. Although consequently the household is the intuitive unit of analysis, analysis will be done in
recognition of the fact that not all individuals in a household benefit equally. Additionally, as also will
come to the fore in this thesis, especially social capital and connectedness play a key role in the lives
and livelihoods of refugee households living in Bidibidi. The concept of social capital, which can be
defined as the norms, networks and social relations embedded in social structures of society which
enable people to coordinate action and achieve desired goals, is closely related to local institutions
and collective action (Ostrom & Ahn, 2009).

- 15 -

In sum, in order to answer the research question a greater understanding of the linkages between
refugee livelihood strategies and the institutional and physical environment is needed, including how
their vulnerabilities and levels of resilience are shaped by the socio-ecological and political dynamics.
Therefore, the livelihoods framework will be adopted under the umbrella of humanitarian
governmentality. Special attention will be given to the part of the framework which links livelihood
assets with policies, institutions and processes, while taking into consideration the earlier mentioned
theories and concepts. This theoretical approach allows for an exploration of the linkages between
livelihood resilience, vulnerability and subjectivity in a power-sensitive manner.

Figure 2: Sustainable Livelihoods Analytical Framework
Source: DFID
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2.5 Research area & partners
Bidibidi refugee settlement has been selected for logistical reasons as well as for its relevancy. Uganda
is relatively well accessible for researchers, and English is an official language. Because the country
has been praised as ‘a refugee paradise’ and grown to be an international example of developmentbased approaches to protracted refugee situations, contributing to a better understanding of the
effects of its self-reliance policies on refugee livelihoods could potentially be helpful in further
advancing policy, programming, and advocacy efforts on how to shelter refugees not only safely, but
also more sustainably.
The research has been accommodated by ICCO Cooperation and partly funded by Ecosystem
Kickstarter. The exact research area was near the office of the AgriBusiness Skilling for Youth in a
Refugee context (ABSYR) programme, located in Bidibidi zone 5 (see map on the next page). The ABSYR
programme has been developed by ICCO Cooperation, ZOA and War Child Holland and in close
collaboration with the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands (EKN). ABSYR aims to respond to:
1. The high refugee influx from South Sudan leading to the need to develop livelihood
opportunities in Yumbe district.
2. The need to work in line with the CRRF and the humanitarian-development nexus aiming to
integrate refugees into district development plans.
3. The high number of unemployed youth in both refugee and host communities.
According to the UNHCR refugee statistics of April 2019, there live 6,682 refugees in Bidibidi zone 5. .
In order to give a rough idea of the local situation, below is a list of some characteristics of the sociodemographic profile in zone 5, derived from a baseline survey executed in the inception phase of the
ABSYR program. The survey had a sample size of 761 respondents, of which more or less 70% were
refugees and 30% were host community members.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

39.9% of the households are female-headed.
50.1% of the households are headed by youth aged between 16 – 35.
33.5% of the households are headed by youth aged between 16 – 24.
58.6% of the youth are married.
69.6% of the youth have children.
35.8% of the households are polygamous.
92.4% of the respondents are school dropouts.
57% of the respondents are Christian (primarily from the refugee community).
43% of the respondents are Muslim (primarily from the host community).
55.6% of the households have at least one pair of shoes for all members.
49.1% of the households have chicken.
36.9% of the households have goats.
12.2% of the households have improved seeds.
2.9% of the households have animal plough.
52% of the households own a mattress.
34.6% of the households own a bicycle.

Additionally, with the aim to address potential program sustainability concerns, refugee respondents
were asked where they plan to be over the next three years: 59.2% said they plan to remain in Uganda,
and 39.7% said they plan to return to South Sudan.
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Bidibidi is the biggest refugee settlement on
the African continent, and located in one of
the poorest regions of Uganda. The
inhabitants are South Sudanese nationals and
refugee households predominantly consist
out of women and (orphaned) children.
Figure 3: Maps showing the research area
Source: UNHCR & OPM

On the picture one can see the house in Ariwa
(Bidibidi zone 5) where I stayed and lived on
weekdays during the three-month ethnographic
fieldwork of this research. The other houses were
inhabited by local employees, colleagues and friends
working for Warchild Holland, ZOA and ICCO
Cooperation.
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2.6 Methodology & methods
The methodology and methods used for this research have been based on a qualitative study design.
Essentially, with the side note that the research process has been fuzzy and iterative, the data
collection activities can be divided into two main elements:
Element 1: In recognition that a lot of relevant research has already been done, the first step
was to acquire an in-depth understanding of earlier research on the topic, complemented by
experiences of key operating organisations in the research area. This was done through online
research looking into scientific literature, policy documents, manuals for practitioners, and
diverse media sources. This information was complemented by both formal and informal
interviews with representatives of organizations working in Bidibidi refugee settlement.
Element 2: The second element of the research consisted out of ethnographic fieldwork, for
which I lived for a period of more or less 8 weeks in Bidibidi refugee settlement. Here I was
looking into how refugees make their everyday decisions and enact agency when building
their livelihoods. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, informal
conversations supplemented by ‘accidental ethnography’, and focus group discussions.
The combination of the research methods provided me with the necessary window to explore how
refugee households cope with policies and practices of institutions influencing their livelihoods. It has
to be noted, however, that among others due to the relatively short period spend in the field, the
nature of this research has been primarily exploratory. Additionally, during the entire research, special
attention has been given to the socio-political and governance dynamics surrounding gaining and
maintaining access to land and food resources.

Figure 4: One on the interviewees and her son showing Beatrice and me
around the place where she currently lives
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Figure 5: Ten South Sudanese ladies currently living in Bidibidi who voluntarily
participated in one of the focus group discussions as executed for this thesis

The data collection activities which took place were various, taking into account the necessity to
triangulate date. They consisted out of the following methods:
•

Academic and grey literature review throughout the entire research process, all mentioned in
the bibliography of this thesis.

•

(In)direct observations and ethnographic fieldwork, including informal interviews and casual
conversations. In response to the complex environment and need for a more informal, relaxed
and safe atmosphere, the interviews with refugees and host communities evolved into more
casual conversations without audio recordings, mostly happening during everyday activities
in communal places. For example when playing pool or football in the neighbourhood I lived
in, at the market when buying onions and tomatoes, in the field attending a business model
meeting of the ABSYR program, when waiting in line for the food distribution of WFP, or near
the cinema listening to people who were watching a soccer game.

•

Three focus group discussions with 8-10 refugee women living in Bidibidi.

•

Semi-structured interviews and informal meetings with representatives from the refugee
welfare committees (RWCs), local government officials, the Office of the Prime Minister
(OPM), the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the World
Food Program (WFP), the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), and other actors active in
the humanitarian arena of Bidibidi.

•

Continuous personal reflection in a diary, tracking my activities and thoughts while taking into
account influencing factors such as my health and emotions.
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In addition to these research methods, I also executed a participatory photography exercise with five
South Sudanese refugee women living in the settlement since October or November 2016. Because
refugees are rarely given a direct voice in humanitarian practice and academic scholarship (source)
and one of the objectives of this research is to challenge the common portrayal of refugees as merely
helpless victims, I brought five disposable cameras from the Netherlands with me and gave them to
five refugee women. This exercise turned out to be very useful to deepen my contextual
understanding and to strengthen the storytelling capacity of this thesis.
Henry, the RWC leader of Ariwa I, assisted me in selecting women with different livelihoods but living
in the same village as the ABSYR office. This way I could keep in contact and collect the cameras easily
after the exercise was completed (Ariwa I, Bidibidi zone 5). I met the women for the first time in the
women’s centre of the village, and after a short ‘getting to know each other’ and a briefing on the
assignment and on how to use the camera, the women got 5 days to make photos of their lives and
livelihoods. A few weeks later, after the Christmas holidays, I returned with the printed pictures to
Bidibidi, and we gathered again in the women’s centre to discuss the images together.

Figure 6: Awate and Suzy who are checking out the photos they took
as part of the photography exercise for this research
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2.7 Data analysis
The methods used to analyse the data are based on the three steps of grounded theory: (1) coding
the texts (including the pictures taken by refugees themselves) for themes; (2) linking the themes to
the theoretical models; and (3) displaying and validating the models (source). For the coding of texts
according to themes, I used a three-step approach combining inductive and deductive methods:
1. Predetermining themes derived from the literature. These themes have clear links with the
theoretical framework as introduced in the research proposal, and effectively served as a
guiding framework to look for data I was after in the field. They also served as a stepping stone
towards the second step;
2. Identifying and adding additional themes and subthemes during the analysis. These themes
emerged from the data (texts as well as images) when I was reading and observing them,
especially looking for repetitions and highlighting important parts;
3. Merging the themes of step 1 and step 2 together. This resulted into the following themes:
1. Power & governmentality in the humanitarian arena
2. Resilience & self-reliance
3. Human agency, income generation & livelihood strategies
4. (Access to) land & food
These themes were used for the eventual data analysis. While analysing, I was also looking for patterns
and identifying how the separate themes were linked to each other through the theoretical
framework. Although these data analysis methods not allow me to turn the data into variables to study
relations, the approach produces valuable insights and understandings concerning the complexity of
the problem under investigation. This way, the study can contribute to visions and strategies on
resilience and self-reliance in humanitarian contexts by providing some food for thought.
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2.8 Facing fieldwork
Fieldwork in (post-)conflict societies typically involves a number of methodological challenges, for
example juggling issues related to access, safety, and framing. Because I wanted to keep a responsible
attitude towards the research project, I continuously reflected upon considerations, choices and
emotions which influenced the entire research process. I did this by using a diary and regularly sharing
my sometimes confusing thoughts with two people I could easily connect with and had already lived
and worked in the area for more or less two years: my neighbour and Warchild employee Beatrice and
my ICCO colleague Collins.
Fieldwork is not always fun. The adventure included dealing with a different culture, unfamiliar health
issues, difficult emotions, and other unexpected surprises and obstacles. Hence, this research has not
only been a professional learning journey, but also a personal one through the processes of learningby-doing, learning-by-discovering, learning-by-struggling and learning-by-failing. Of course, the
experiences and challenges I faced in the field are too many to describe them all here in this thesis,
but I have selected and described the – in my view – most influential challenges I faced and choices I
made.
A major logistical challenge for me was getting from place A to place B: transportation. Without
reliable access to transportation facilities it appeared to be very hard to make and follow-up
appointments for interviews.
After several attempts to make an appointment, today I finally succeeded! I made it to the
OPM office! Of course, I arrived two hours later than planned, but that has been the ultimate
struggle for me as a student without proper access to a motorcycle, bodaboda or car with
driver. Very frustrating sometimes. But today was a lucky day; I had an interview at UNHCR
this morning, and that they offered me a ride to base camp to meet with Michael, the Bidibidi
settlement commander.
– Notes from my research diary –
After some time, and with some help of an employee of the Austrian Red Cross, I learnt to use my
Dutch directness and brutality to hitchhike along with humanitarian organisations such as UNHCR,
Save the Children, World Vision and the Red Cross. A friend would later call it a ‘new networking
frontier’.
Another challenge related to making appointments for interviews was the timing of my research. Not
only was the time period covered for the ethnographic fieldwork relatively short, the first part of the
research also took place at the end of the year. Consequently, all the staff working in the area were
busy with reporting and preparing for their Christmas leave. To make things worse, the ABSYR
coordinator left a few days after I arrived, and did not come back to the office until January. This
affected my possibilities and legitimacy in the area and among colleagues.
A professional challenge was juggling the interests of all the different organizations and individuals I
was working with. Not surprisingly, my physical appearance made people wondering if they could take
advantage of my presence somehow. Related to this was the personal challenge to merely accept the
fact that I am just a starting researcher, and my main task was to collect data to write this Master
thesis. I felt very uncomfortable in this role, sometimes even guilty, wishing I could have done more
meaningful activities

.
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Partly due to such challenges, a major choice I made concerning was to choose quality over quantity
in terms of data collection. Right from the beginning I have been wondering how many interviews are
‘enough’ to write a good master thesis. Because this question seemed to be impossible to answer, I
instead started to ask the question whether my research question has been answered to a degree of
satisfaction. But then again; How do measure this? And who decides the level of satisfactory fulfilment
of the research questions and objectives? In the case of this research the answer to this question was:
me and my time and resource constraints.
Following this realization, I came to the conclusion that I preferred a few good in-depth interviews and
casual conversations over many shallow interviews, partly because of the unique opportunity I had to
actually live in the refugee settlement and build trust relationships with the people who live there.
Hence, I started to focus on the quality of the interviews and conversations, and the ethnic
considerations which included a form used for informed consent.
One of the methods to enhance the quality of interviews was the participatory photography exercise.
As mentioned before, one of the objectives of my research was to challenge the common portrayal of
refugees as merely helpless victims. Therefore, I decided to give five women a disposable camera and
with it a direct voice in my research. Although this is a data collection method which is still rarely used
– especially in humanitarian contexts – the method proved to be very valuable for the research.
Despite that refugees were somewhat used to researchers, they were used to short surveys only. It
became clear that I had to put in extra efforts to build trust relationships with people in the area in
order to execute more in-depth interviews and conversations to dig deeper in their life stories and
coping strategies. Besides doing most of the interviews without audio recordings – instead I took notes
by hand, which in my experience was needed to create a more relaxed and informal atmosphere, thus
more reliable data – the visual component of photography and the ability to give refugee women a
direct voice and the opportunity to shape the research questions helped in creating a more fun and
curious atmosphere, allowing for more spontaneous and original interview questions. Additionally the
method appeared to be very useful in breaking through the more traditional role divisions of the
researcher versus the research participants. Hence, the participatory photography exercise really
helped in this regard by opening doors towards richer and more honest interviews.
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3. Findings
During my research in Bidibidi refugee settlement, diverse data has been collected through the
methodology and methods as described in the previous chapter. This chapter will be based upon the
analysis of these data, and elaborate upon the findings, while reflecting on the complex interactions
inherent of humanitarian governance dynamics and taking into account the many international,
national, and local dimensions which are influencing Uganda’s refugee assistance on the ground (see
figure).

Figure 7: Visual representation of diverse dimensions – international discourses, national politics
and history, and local socio-ecological context – which shape refugee
assistance and its effectiveness

In the first subchapter – Uganda: a refugee paradise? – attention will be given to the increasingly
popular international discourse on resilience, particularly to its integration into humanitarianism and
into Uganda’s policy framework. In line with the ‘two-level games’ logic coined by Putnam (1988), the
subchapter will also dive into the influence of the political and historical landscape of Uganda as a
popular and experienced refugee-hosting country.
After providing information on the (inter)national context, the second subchapter – Welcome to
Bidibidi – will introduce the reader to Bidibidi refugee settlement, already shedding some light on the
political, social and ecological context which are shaping refugee assistance and refugee livelihoods.
The final subchapters will tell the Tales of food and land and Alternative livelihood opportunities of
refugees living in the settlement, guided by their personal stories and photographs.
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3.1 Uganda: a refugee paradise?
Uganda is currently hosting 1,411,098 refugees, ranking behind Turkey and Pakistan as the third
largest refugee-hosting country in the world. At the moment, the biggest part of the refugee
population living in Uganda originates from South Sudan (61.9%), a country which has been plagued
by violent conflict for most of its history (UNHCR refugee statistics, February 2020).
Uganda is perceived as being committed towards hosting refugees and internationally known and
recognized for its progressive policy framework and extraordinary hospitality. Their developmentbased approach towards refugee assistance even earned Uganda the nickname of a ‘refugee paradise’
across international media outlets:
According to a whole series of glowing headlines, Uganda is a paradise for
refugees. Its policies, experts say, are amongst the most liberal in the world.
Refugees can work and move freely around the country, many of their children can
access education, and they are even given a small plot of land and the basic
materials needed to build a house.
– Al Jazeera, 2018 –
At a time where migration is often framed as a global security threat, the approach adopted by the
Government of Uganda is in notable contrast with the adopted approaches by many other countries
across the globe, which tend to block refugees and migrants at their borders and consequently create
liminal zones between countries and continents (Agier, 2013). Where the EU for example has reacted
with various containment technologies such as the controversial EU-Turkey deal, Uganda has kept an
open-door and progressive refugee policy. Hence, the Ugandan approach is a rather remarkable
exception.
In order to be able to truly understand the nature of Uganda’s refugee policies and why the country
is internationally perceived as a refugee paradise, however, it is important to situate the policies in
their national as well as international political context. As Putnam (1988) illustrates with the term
‘two-level games’, international relations and domestic politics are always entangled. Consequently,
refugee policies and practices are shaped by both international politics and discourses on the one
hand, and by local socio-political, historical, and environmental context of the respective host-country
on the other hand.
First, internationally seen, humanitarian policies and practices are increasingly based on the
promotion of improving resilience and self-reliance of refugee livelihoods. ‘Resilience
humanitarianism’ (Hilhorst, 2018) began in the realm of disaster relief, but has spilled over to refugees
and conflict situations. The idea of resilience is gaining popularity in humanitarian discourse for various
reasons, but most importantly, because the resilience approach is historically based on the idea to link
relief efforts with development activities. The term can potentially serve as a linking pin between
these two worlds, contributing to the need for more durable solutions to deal with increasingly
protracted crisis situations.
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Not surprisingly then, humanitarianism informed by or based upon a resilience approach is often
framed as the holy grail needed to achieve more sustainable and cost-effective relief and development
practices. According to a Position Paper on Resilience (2011) written by the United Nations Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), a resilience-focused approach can potentially mean
a lot for improved humanitarian assistance. They describe a resilience-focused approach as:
…an approach that focuses on strengthening the resilience of communities and households can
increase the impact and cost effectiveness of humanitarian and development assistance. A shared
commitment to this approach can help prevent humanitarian crises and provide faster and more
sustainable solutions to crises when they occur. (OCHA, 2011, p.1).

Despite the widespread use of the concept and beyond the general opinion that integration and
implementation of the concept into humanitarianism seems to be ‘a good idea’, however, there is still
a limited understanding of what the term resilience exactly entails. This conceptual confusion
surrounding the term resilience has partly to do with the fact that resilience is commonly labelled
a so-called ‘buzz-word’ or as a host of conceptual diversity. Consequently, although humanitarian
and development actors in the field generally understand the concept of resilience as ‘resilience of
the vulnerable’, they often have quite different understandings of what resilience exactly means and
what a resilience-based approach to protracted crises should look like in practice.
Additionally – to make it all even more confusing – the paradigm and understanding of crises
underlying humanitarianism based on resilience, is radically different from the more classical
humanitarian paradigm based on the humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and
independence (Hilhorst, 2018). While ‘classic humanitarianism’, on the one hand, rests on the notion
of exceptionalism and can be described as being purely needs-based with the aim to avoid any
association with political motives and discrimination, ‘resilience humanitarianism’, on the other hand,
is based upon the perception that people can have the capacity to adapt to or bounce back from
disasters. The table below illustrates the main differences between the two paradigms.
The paradigm shift from ‘classic humanitarianism’ towards ‘resilience humanitarianism’ has resulted
into a radically different conceptualization and approach to aid. First, the definition of humanitarian
crisis is not only limited to disrupting events following natural hazards or conflicts anymore. Under
‘resilience humanitarianism’, the label is also applicable to situations in which people seek continuity
through adaptation, since ‘crisis as the new normality’ also refers to semi-permanent disaster
situations. Consequently, humanitarianism is no longer perceived as being a separate form of
intervention, but as an essential part of a more holistic approach to crisis resolution instead, based on
the need to bridge humanitarian action, development, and peacebuilding (Ban, 2016).
Second, resilience rhetoric tends to portray refugees as economic and entrepreneurial agents who are
resilient in finding ways to survive (Betts et al., 2014; Betts & Collier, 2017). As I will show and argue
later on in this thesis as well, this trend can lead to a form of humanitarianism which creates resilient
humanitarian subjects by making refugees themselves responsible to govern and enable their own
survival (Ilcan & Rygiel, 2015). Additionally, although at least on paper the policies are based on the
promotion of resilience among refugee households, the exact purpose of the extensive uptake of the
concept in humanitarianism is discussable.
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Although the paradigm shift from ‘classic humanitarianism’ towards ‘resilience humanitarianism’ has
resulted into a radically different conceptualization and approach to aid, in practice the paradigms are
often intermingled (Hilhorst, 2018) which is adding to the earlier mentioned conceptual confusion.
The humanitarian mandate still requires organizations to respond quickly to save lives in emergency
situations. As a result, resilience measures – including a broad spectrum of reducing risks, mitigating
the impacts of disasters, protecting livelihoods, and harnessing development gains from recurring
disasters – risk to be seen as merely an addition to humanitarianism.

Classic humanitarianism

Resilience humanitarianism

Keyword

Humanitarian system: humanitarian
aid as a system mainly consisting out
of international organizations
whereby different parts are connected
in a functional way

Humanitarian ecosystem:
humanitarian aid as less international
humanitarian agency-centred and
recognizes a large range of service
providers

Humanitarian crisis

Crisis as an exceptional state,
separated from normality

Crisis as the new normality

Humanitarian needs

Needs are triggered by crisis

Needs are offset against capacities
and resilience

Who provides aid?

International humanitarian agencies

More systematic attention to ‘other’
providers, and renewed attention to
national and local authorities as
responsible service providers

Humanitarian action

Projects defined according to
humanitarian principles

Aid primarily facilitates resilience
building, seeking bridges with
development and peacebuilding

Local institutions

Either spoilers and causes of crises or
in need of capacity building by
international community

Foregrounded in localization rhetoric,
but in practice there is a continued
emphasis on need for capacity
building

Aid recipients

Victims or cheats

Active and resilient survivors and first
responders

Table 1: Key differences between perceptions and practices
underlying classic and resilience humanitarianism
Source: Partly derived (but adapted)
from Hilhorst (2018)
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Uganda’s refugee assistance, however, seems to be an exception. This particular country has already
a lot of experience with refugee policies and practices related to the concept of resilience compared
to other host countries. For example, before the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement was signed in 1972,
there were already high numbers of Sudanese refugees confined in refugees camps in Northern
Uganda. This migratory movement reversed for the first time in 1971 after the seizure of power by Idi
Amin, when Ugandans crossed the border to seek safety and security in South Sudan. This safety and
security, however, got disrupted again in the late 1980s caused by an eruption of violence in South
Sudan, leading both South Sudanese and resettled Ugandan citizens to travel back to Uganda once
again (Hovil, 2018).
But instead of closing its borders and finding ways to limit refugees entering the country, the
Government of Uganda attempts to empower refugees by “cultivating an environment that supports
the self-reliance and resilience of entire communities” (Clements et al., 2016). Key elements of
Uganda’s policy and practice which are meant to empower refugees through enabling and supporting
self-reliance are:
1. The allocation of land to refugee households in rural settlements to build their homes and to
enable self-sufficiency in food production;
2. Free access of refugees to education, health and other facilities shared with the host
communities;
3. The right to employment and the freedom of movement;
As part of this strategy, the Government of Uganda also aims to promote social integration of refugees
into host communities. For example, through their Settlement Transformative Agenda (STA), Uganda
aims to support the integration of refugees by pursuing a non-encampment policy and designing
settlement structures in which there is a mix between Ugandan host communities and refugee
households (Bohnet & Schmitz-Pranghe, 2019). Following this non-encampment policy, most of the
displaced peoples in Uganda are hosted in relatively extensive rural settlements close to the borders.
It is claimed that the social integration of refugees is strengthened by the perceived openness and
generosity of local communities based on their shared historical, cultural and ethnic backgrounds
(Meyer, 2006). But in order to better understand Uganda’s policy framework regarding refugees and
their effects, it is important to consider historical trajectories and to situate the policies in their
political context (Hovil, 2018).
Uganda has had experience with migratory movements as ongoing migration for the purpose of trade,
as well as with hosting and generating refugees already since the 1940s (Meyer, 2006). In response to
these migratory movements and refugee influxes, the Control of Alien Refugees Act (CARA) as shown
in the timeline on the next page was introduced in Uganda in the 1960s. This approach was already
focussing on enhancing the economic development and improving self-sufficiency levels among
refugee populations. One of the most famous policies as shown in the timeline which explicitly
outlines the development orientation of refugee aid in Uganda, however, is the Self-Reliance Strategy
(SRS) (Krause, 2016).
The SRS was jointly developed by OPM and UNHCR in 1998, and implemented in 1999 to promote selfreliance among refugee populations. The SRS was a very ambitious 4-year strategy (1999-2003)
envisaging that by the year 2003, refugees would be able to grow or buy their own food, access and
pay for basic services, and maintain self-sustaining communities. The objectives were to empower
refugees and nationals to support themselves, and to ensure integration of services into national
systems.
- 29 -

According to Meyer (2006), the implementation of the SRS slowed down after the initial two years of
implementation, among others following concerns about the top-down manner of implementation
and the perceived lack of sensitivity to the concerns raised by the districts. Nevertheless, a new phase
began in December 2001 with the note that the strategy was official government policy and all the
implementing districts should proceed with the strategy.
In response to concerns raised about the top-down implementation of the SRS, however, a slightly
upgraded version with extra focus on involvement of local actors was introduced in 2003: the
Development Assistance for Refugee Hosting Areas (DAR) strategy. This strategy in turn evolved into
the current Refugee and Host Population Empowerment (ReHoPE) Framework. The objective of the
ReHoPE strategy is (again) to enhance the resilience and self-reliance among refugee and host
populations, among others by expanding economic opportunities and sustainable livelihoods with a
focus on women and youth, and addressing environmental degradation in refugee hosting areas.
The ReHoPE strategy has become part of the relatively recently developed Comprehensive Refugee
Response Framework (CRRF): a multi-stakeholder approach with the objective to ease the pressure
on refugee hosting countries by enhancing self-reliance among refugee populations. The CRRF has
been one of the outcomes of the New York Declaration on Refugees that was adopted by the UN
General Assembly on 19 September 2016. Partly because of Uganda’s extensive experience with
managing migratory movements and their progressive refugee policy framework, the country has
been selected to be one of the official pilot countries of the earlier introduced CRRF.
According to the declaration, the CRRF is aimed at “improving the way in which the international
community responds to large movements of refugees and migrants” (UNHCR, 2018, p.2), and is
perceived as a milestone for global solidarity and refugee protection at a time of unprecedented
displacement. In January 2018, the CRRF Steering Group adopted a roadmap, with milestones and
priority interventions for refugee stakeholders between 2018 and 2020. The roadmap among other
things includes entry points for non-traditional refugee responders in Uganda, such as the private
sector. Additionally, it is highlighting the importance of supporting livelihoods and promoting
resilience and self-reliance as priority areas of intervention.
Since the CRRF and related policies aim to provide an opportunity to support early recovery of affected
populations by creating a foundation for self-reliance and self-sufficiency, the CRRF can be associated
with the idea to better link emergency relief with development efforts. This idea is not new, and was
already born in the 1960s when UNHCR adopted the so-called ‘integrated zonal approach’. This
approach was followed by the Refugee Aid and Development approach in the 1980s, which in turn
informed Uganda’s (in)famous SRS in 1999 (Krause, 2016; Hovil, 2018). Following the historical
trajectories of Uganda’s policies, it can even be argued that Uganda’s refugee policy framework
already was moving towards the concept of self-reliance through the CARA.
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1960s: Control of Alien Refugees Act (CARA)
This approach is described as a restrictive
approach based on control rather than the
protection of refugees, prioritizing economic
development and self-sufficiency of refugees
while neutralizing their political intentions.

1976: Ratification of the 1951 Refugee
Convention and its 1967 Protocol, but with
several reservations.
1987: Ratification of the 1969 OAU Convention
on Refugees.

1999: Self Reliance Strategy (SRS)
This approach was part of the Refugee Aid and
Development (RAD) approach of UNHCR, with
the aim to transform refugees as mere
beneficiaries of aid into agents of
development. This was among others done
through the allocation of land to refugees for
agricultural activities, and to integrate services
into national systems (for both refugees and
nationals).

2003: Development Assistance for RefugeeHosting Areas policy (DAR)
This policy is an upgraded version of the SRS,
but with extra focus on enhancing the
involvement of local actors.

2008: Refugee Act
2011: Refugee Regulations
At least on paper, this new legislation was more
rights-respecting than the CARA, allowing for
freedom of movement and the right to work.

Figure 8: Timeline of policies informing Uganda’s development-based refugee assistance
Source: The information as presented in the timeline is based on Hovil (2018)
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An additional long-term goal of the CRRF in Uganda is reaching inclusion of refugees into national and
local development plans such as the National Development Plan II (NDP II) and National Development
Plan III (NDP III). Uganda is in the process of developing six five-year National Development Plans
(NDP’s) with the aim to achieve the Uganda Vision 2040. This vision aims to strengthen the
competitiveness of the country for sustainable wealth creation, focussing on the following five
investment areas:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Agriculture;
Tourism;
Minerals, oil, and gas;
Infrastructure development;
Human capital development.

The NDP II has been the second NDP which ran from 2015-2020, and has also aimed to assist refugees
and host communities by promoting socio-economic development through its STA. The STA aims to
transform the settlements as places of dependence and humanitarian aid into settlements of
independence and development. In doing so, Uganda shows off a rare example of supporting selfsettlement for refugees (Kaiser, 2006).
One of the crown jewels of the Ugandan refugee policy, however, remains its land allocation policy.
Upon arrival, refugees first register with the Office of the Prime Minister (OPM), after which they are
provided with a plot of land to settle alongside their host communities. The provided access to land
and right to employment potentially enable refugees to improve their food, nutrition and income
security through agriculture. Consequently, the land allocation policy and access to land for cultivation
are considered to be critical components in the pathway towards self-reliance. Land even has been
classified as the main productive asset for building self-reliance in the area (UNDP, 2019).
Although Uganda is internationally applauded for its progressive and development-based refugee
assistance, there are also some weaknesses in its implementation. But since there are globally only
limited success stories about alternative and more durable refugee assistance, the Ugandan model
sometimes tends to be idealised. This can become a problem when considering that other countries
might look to ‘refugee paradise’ Uganda to emulate their example. Hence, a more nuanced view of
the strengths and weaknesses of Uganda’s refugee model is needed.
Criticizing idealized policies, however, is not an easy job. Nevertheless, there have been criticisms in
academic scholarship on Uganda’s approach towards refugee assistance. First, Uganda’s focus on selfreliance has been accused to support the development of refugee hosting areas, rather than
enhancing the protection and resilience of refugees themselves. For example, refugee policies seem
to be predominantly directed at integrating service structures into national systems and supporting
refugees to become independent from aid structures and deliveries.
Second, there have been concerns about the fact that 'no benchmarks are provided to measure
recovery or the attainment of self-reliance' (Kaiser, 2006). This is a problem, because after several
years of existence, still many settlements do not provide for the right conditions for economic survival,
and refugees in them are still heavily reliant on food aid. Third, Ugandan policies have been accused
of being largely based on the assumption that refugees have the ability to engage in subsistence
agriculture, to produce surplus, and get involved in small-scale local trade and agribusinesses.
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But as this research has shown as well, still many refugee households struggle with building and
maintaining a food secure livelihood. The Bidibidi settlement commander even described the SRS as
a failure:
UNHCR and Government of Uganda implemented a project that is called Self
Reliance Strategy. I don’t know if you heard of it, but then I am sure that you know
it was a failure. It was based on the assumption that agriculture, people given the
land, they would benefit from the land and would become self-reliant.
– Bidibidi settlement commander, OPM –
But although new policies with different names seem to have emerged over time, support for
Uganda’s self-reliance model remains an important focus of refugee assistance, also in the CRRF (Betts
et al., 2019). As explained before, the current policies have been strongly shaped by historical
trajectories, and the changes which did take place can be considered as reformulations or additions
to already existing refugee policies and practices which ‘demonstrate more of a repackaging than true
innovation’ (Easton-Calabria, 2014). The idea of promoting self-reliance among refugees through
agricultural focussed development activities which were designed to strengthen livelihoods and
economic capacities has already been used since the 1980s (Krause, 2016).
More critical discussion and innovation is needed, especially since high numbers and speed of recent
refugee influxes are pressuring the sustainability of Uganda’s policy framework and refugees’
livelihood opportunities. For example, following the fighting between forces loyal to President Salva
Kiir Mayardit and Vice President Riek Machar, approximately 4.5 million South Sudanese citizens have
been displaced from their homes. This created an extraordinary high influx of South Sudanese
refugees fleeing into Northern Uganda in 2016.
Important to note is that Northern Uganda is still in the process of rebuilding peace after civil war
itself. Arua District, for example, has experienced peace only since 2002. The West Nile region is known
as one of the poorest and least developed regions characterized by a long history of marginalisation
and negligence by the central government of Uganda (Bohnet & Schmitz-Pranghe, 2019). According
to the Ugandan poverty report of 2016, the poverty rate in the West Nile and Mid-Northern regions
is significantly higher than the national average. Following this high level of poverty in most of the
area, the need for economic recovery and restoration of livelihoods has already been high for quite
some time (World Bank, 2016).
Nevertheless, the region hosts more or less 18% of all the refugees residing within the borders of
Uganda, of which the majority is South Sudanese. Supposedly, this has to do with the fact that West
Nile shares borders lies in the northwest corner of Uganda and shares its borders with the Democratic
Republic of Congo in the West and South, and South Sudan in the North. The region itself is divided
into 8 districts, of which the refugee hosting districts are Adjumani, Arua, Koboko, Moyo, Lamwo and
Yumbe. But most of them are living in the second largest refugee camp in the world: Bidibidi.
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IN SUM…
•

Uganda’s progressive policy framework and hospitality towards refugees – especially when
compared to other refugee hosting countries – has earned the country the nickname of a
‘refugee paradise’. Uganda’s refugee model aims to cultivate an environment which supports
the self-reliance and resilience of entire communities, among others by granting refugees the
right to employment and freedom of movement, and to promote social integration through
settlement design and a non-encampment policy. This developmental character has been
shaped by a historical trajectory which started with the CARA in the 1960s, followed by the
SRS in 1999, the DAR in 2003, and the ReHoPE strategy and CRRF in 2016.

•

International humanitarian policies and practices are increasingly based on a similar
promotion of improving resilience and self-reliance of refugee livelihoods under the ‘resilience
humanitarianism’ paradigm, among others because ‘resilience’ can potentially serve as a
linking pin between humanitarian aid and development activities. This paradigm, however, is
radically different from the ‘classic humanitarianism’ paradigm. Additionally, there is
conceptual confusion surrounding the concept of resilience, and it differently understood
among different actors.

•

Although Uganda is internationally applauded for its progressive and development-based
refugee assistance, there are also some weaknesses in its implementation. Uganda’s policies
have among other things been criticized based on the claim that priority lies with the
development of the refugee-hosting area rather than the protection and support of refugees.

•

In addition, although new policies with different names seem to have emerged over time,
support for Uganda’s self-reliance model remains an important focus of refugee assistance,
also in the CRRF. Instead of radical innovation following the increasing popularity of resilience,
there is a repackaging of older self-reliance policies and strategies which heavily rely on
economic development through agricultural interventions supported by Uganda’s land
allocation policy.

•

More critical discussion and innovation is needed, especially since high numbers and speed of
recent refugee influxes are pressuring the sustainability of Uganda’s policy framework, and
consequently also refugees’ livelihoods opportunities.
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3.2 Welcome to Bidibidi
Bidibidi is known as the second largest refugee camp in the world, and currently hosts 232,109
refugees who fled civil war in South Sudan (see the UNHCR Refugee Statistics below). Following the
spread of the South Sudanese conflict into the southern region of Equatoria which borders Uganda,
Bidibidi refugee settlement was established in September 2016 to accommodate some of the refugee
influx. The settlement closed to new arrivals only a few months later, in December 2016. Most of the
refugees residing in Bidibidi are women originating from the equatorial region (Boswell, 2018). Many
of them were widowed in the war and are currently raising their children – more or less five or six per
household – on their own.
As mentioned before, Bidibidi is located in Uganda’s Yumbe district, which is home to the indigenous
Aringa population. According to Boswell (2018), local politicians of Yumbe Dsitrict lobbied for the
refugee hosting site, since they were seeking development and aid resources they associated with
other refugee-hosting areas. The main city of the district, Yumbe town, consists out of nothing more
than one main street, a few hotels, and many huts surrounding the city centre, but since this particular
district is now hosting the majority of South Sudanese refugees residing in Uganda, it can indeed be
argued that Yumbe town has been ‘put on the map’. The district and sub-counties have benefitted
from the arrival of the refugees through extra employment opportunities at the government, the UN,
or non-governmental organizations. For example, the forestry department of Yumbe Local
Government hired extra employees to work on forestry and woodlots in response to rapid
deforestation following the refugee influx.

Figure 9: Refugee Statistics February 2020
Source: UNHCR
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When I for the first time set foot in Bidibidi, the place did not look like a ‘traditional’ refugee camp to
me. As explained in the previous chapter, when it comes to coping with refugee influxes and issues of
providing shelter and protection, the policies and practices enacted by European countries and the
USA on the one hand, and Uganda on the other hand, cannot be more contrasting. The progressive
Ugandan policies include enacting a non-encampment policy which supports the self-settlement of
refugees with the aim to enhance social integration instead of confinement. As a result of this policy,
particularly the design and architecture of the refugee settlement were not what I initially expected.
Upon arrival refugees received basic building materials to build similar huts as their host communities
are living in. Hence, all dwellings in the settlement look somehow similar: basic huts, mostly made of
unburnt bricks from mud, hold together with poles, and finished with roofs made from grasses, thatch
or tins. Additionally, alongside their huts people grow their crops, and some households even took the
initiative to add some colour to the settlement by growing pink and purple flowers in front of their
houses. The settlement also includes relatively good-looking communal spaces such as churches, pool
tables, small market places where both refugees and nationals can buy and sell food and other
products, football and netball grounds, and cinemas playing Nigerian movies or soccer matches.
Consequently, one who does not know that he or she is walking through a refugee settlement could
confuse Bidibidi with a slightly too large Ugandan village.
But taking into consideration the theories as laid out in the theoretical framework in the second
chapter of this thesis, space cannot be perceived as ‘innocent’ and a depoliticised context of social
interactions. Camp design and the use of space can serve as instruments in power and politics. For
example, on paper, the Ugandan policy framework aims to support the social integration of refugees
into host communities by designing settlement structures in which there is a mix between Ugandan
and refugee households. But although there are no visible fences in Bidibidi separating refugees from
host communities, there are still boundaries in place limiting socio-economic integration (Bohnet &
Schmitz-Pranghe, 2019), for example marked roads, trees, bushes, or sometimes ‘people just know’.

Host
communities

Refugee
population

Figure 10: Visualization of continuous separation rather than social integration of
refugee populations and host communities in Bidibidi refugee settlement
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Everyone seems to be clearly aware of where host communities live – mostly on the more favourable
or strategic places such as directly alongside the road – and where the refugees live. Such spatial
arrangements can maintain certain social, political and economic inequalities and feeding into
continuous separation rather than enable the integration of refugees. Hence, although Bidibidi may
not look like a refugee camp at first sight, it is obviously not a socially integrated Ugandan village
either.
The fact that although Bidibidi may not look like a refugee camp at first sight, but still is, also becomes
clear through the visible presence of humanitarian organisations. Just as in any other humanitarian
arena, Bidibidi is a space characterized by a ‘humanitarian marketplace’ where diverse
intergovernmental, international, and non-governmental agencies cooperate – but also compete –
with one another. Hence, all actors aim to enhance their visibility in the area, for example through
billboards (see picture below). Some argue that such developments are reflecting the changing nature
of humanitarianism which is more ‘muscular’, overtly political and based on a “neoliberal” or “market”
vision of humanitarianism (Chimni, 2009).

Figure 11: Picture taken in Yumbe Town showing a row of billboards of
organizations which are active in Bidibidi refugee settlement

Recent scholarship on humanitarianism, however, has emphasized that while humanitarian actors
compete with one another and differ in how they respond to emergencies, they are still part of a
broader humanitarian aid field characterized by international governing strategies (see for example,
Fassin 2007; Agier 2011; Ilcan 2013). Promoting self-reliance and resilience among refugee
populations can be perceived as such an (inter)national governing strategy.
When talking about resilience and self-reliance in Uganda, there is a big focus on enabling agricultural
livelihoods. The design of cross-sector programmes with a focus on agricultural interventions is
encouraged. In theory, such programmes would help refugees to access markets, sell off surplus
produce, and improve their nutrition status by diversifying their diet. As will also be elaborated upon
later on in this thesis, the focus on agricultural interventions has among other things to do with the
fact that there has not been many radical innovations in refugee livelihoods assistance practices on
the one hand, and with the typical remote location and limited infrastructure of refugee settlements
which leave limited options for non-agricultural livelihood activities on the other hand.
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Moreover, the agricultural sector still serves as the main source of income generation for many people
in the area. More or less 97 per cent of host communities and 95 per cent of refugees in Northern
Uganda are engaged in crop production (FAO & OPM, 2018). Ironically, however, the West Nile region
is one of the regions in Uganda with the highest percentage of households with unmet needs
concerning food security. Agriculture is characterized by low production and productivity, high
vulnerability to climate change and high post-harvest losses. Especially across the refugee-hosting
districts (WFP et al., 2017).
Since many livelihoods in Bidibidi refugee settlement rely predominantly on agriculture, they depend
on the natural environment for survival. Hence, an important and increasing challenge is the
competition over natural resources in the area. As shown on the aerial pictures derived from National
Geographic’s article on Bidibidi (2019) on the next page, the massive refugee influx coming from South
Sudan in 2016 has been followed by significant changes in the landscape surrounding Bidibidi. Trees
have been cut for the sake of clearing the land for settlement and agricultural purposes, which
arguably has led to rapid degradation of landscapes and wildlife resources which already were
significantly stressed.
The influx of refugees is reported to have exacerbated a range of ongoing environmental impacts and
associated challenges, including land degradation and woodland loss, resulting in inadequate access to
energy for cooking and competition with local people for water and other natural resources (World
Bank & FAO, 2019, p.1).

The insight that refugee influxes can cause substantial land use changes, resulting in environmental
degradation, biodiversity losses and tensions over natural resources, has been a major trigger for
UNHCR to adopt the ‘environment’ as a rather new focus area in their work.
Additionally, much attention has been given in international media and across humanitarian and
development organizations to the effects and conflicts of the collection of fuelwood and related
deforestation, partly because it is a very visible effect following the refugee influxes. Natural resources
competition plays a significant role in livelihoods of the rural poor, and can potentially lead to rising
tensions between social groups (Ratner et al., 2017), in this case between refugees and host
communities.
Lot of tension is probably access to resources, such as wood fuel. Refugees who
have not requested to go to someone's garden and still cut trees for firewood has
been causing a bit of tension.
– Innocent Muno, UNHCR –
It is also increasingly acknowledged that scarcity of land can be(come) a problem and source of conflict
as well. Most of the South Sudanese refugees in Uganda are settled on land that is owned by local
communities. In order to maintain the progressive refugee policies in the West Nile region, the
Ugandan government appears to depend on whether local communities are receptive to give land
access to refugees. Hence, local communities such as the Aringa people in Yumbe district seem to play
an important role in the hybrid governance of refugee populations.
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Headline from an article published
by the Guardian on 18 February 2019

The images above and on the right are derived
from the National Geographic (2019). The
pictures are taken two and a half years apart
from each other, showing the transformation
of Bidibidi zone 2, following the rapid
clearance of forest areas to accommodate the
many refugees who came from South Sudan.
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IN SUM…
•

Bidibidi is the second largest refugee settlement in the world, opened and closed to new
arrivals in 2016, and is mainly hosting South Sudanese female refugees and children coming
from the equatorial region.

•

Although in line with Uganda’s non-encampment policy Bidibidi bares the looks of a wellintegrated village, the presence and influence of a ‘humanitarian market place’ of cooperating
and competing humanitarian and development organizations is visible in the area.
Additionally, despite the lack of visible fences there are still borders and limitations which
separate refugees in the settlement from their host communities. Hence, it can be argued that
there are power inequalities between refugees and host communities visible in the spatial
arrangements of the settlement.

•

There is a big focus on enabling agricultural livelihoods in Uganda. Following a lack of radical
innovations in refugee livelihoods assistance and with the remote location and limited
infrastructure of refugee settlements.

•

Additionally, in the whole region, the agricultural sector still serves as the main source of
income generation, leaving many households dependent on the natural environment.
Nevertheless, West Nile is one of the regions in Uganda with the highest percentage of
households with unmet food security needs.

•

The environment has already been characterized by a high vulnerability to climate change,
and now the high refugee influx has also led to severe environmental degradation,
deforestation, and biodiversity loss. Additionally, an important and increasing challenge is the
competition over natural resources in the area.
.
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3.3 Tales of food and land
With a sparkle in her eyes and a big smile on her face, Rose starts to explain the pictures she took. We
have all been sitting barefoot on a woven mat in one of Bidibidi’s Women’s centres for two hours
already, but somehow the women, especially those who took pictures as part of my research, do not
seem to get bored or tired of talking about their lives. Although some need a little help with translation,
they all seem excited to show off all they have achieved, despite the challenges they had to face. And
Rose – a widowed mother with six children – is no exception.
The cheerful atmosphere seemed to change, however, as soon as I discovered that Rose did not only
take pictures of her own livelihood. Most of the photo’s she had been enthusiastically talking about
were portraying the land, food and alternative livelihood resources of her neighbours, wishing she had
the same opportunities as them. When I asked why she did not have access to land to cultivate her
own crops, or why she did not start one of the businesses as shown on her pictures herself, her smile
faded for a moment. ‘I simply don’t have the capacity’, she said.
As came to the fore in the previous chapter, humanitarian governance strategies which aim to
promote resilience and self-reliance among refugee populations predominantly focus on economic
development through agricultural interventions. The ambition to support refugee households through
agriculture seems to fit perfectly with Uganda’s land allocation policy. Already from the moment
Africa’s oldest refugee settlement opened in 1958, Nakivale settlement, Uganda has provided
refugees with plots of land for settlement and agricultural purposes. This approach was formalised in
1999 through the development of the earlier mentioned SRS (Betts et al., 2019).
At least in theory, the provided access to land and additional rights enable refugees to engage in
subsistence farming and improve their food, nutrition and income security. But effective governance
is influenced by and intertwined with international and local political, social, economic and
environmental systems, and also requires collaboration and compromise from below. In the case of
Bidibidi refugee settlement, the effectiveness of humanitarian governance and its land allocation
policies came with additional challenges, which are now structurally effecting the ability of refugees,
such as Rose, to successfully engage in agriculture.

Figure 12: Map showing the five zones of Bidibidi refugee settlement
Source: UNHCR
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First, in Northern Uganda land is communal property which is owned by local communities rather than
the National Government. But, as mentioned before, incentivized by the prospects of development
and aid resources the local government of Yumbe was willing to create a refugee hosting site in the
District. As a result, OPM officials collaborated with the local government to gain access to the land of
host communities in order to host the incoming South Sudanese refugees. Following these
negotiations, host communities gave access to pieces of their land to build Bidibidi refugee settlement
upon. As a result, the settlement is divided into 5 zones (see the map on the previous page). In each
of the five zones, all refugee households were provided with plots of land needed for settlement and
agricultural purposes, as promised by Uganda’s land allocation policy.
Second, as the world develops and changes over time, Uganda’s land allocation policy is not what it
used to be. Although a functioning land allocation system can theoretically be an effective means to
support refugees who are experienced with agricultural practices, it is increasingly recognized that the
current land allocation model is not working effectively. For example, due to growing refugee
numbers, both the quality and quantity of the allocated land has become inadequate. Consequently,
despite the formal access to land, building a resilient and food secure livelihood mainly based on
agriculture is not an easy task.
The CRRF and the New York Declaration were supposed to provide an opportunity
for looking at things differently, and as a learning opportunity to actualize the
Settlement Transformative Agenda (STA). But by the time the STA was drawn, every
family was receiving 100 by 50 meters of land. I was made to understand that due
to the big numbers here in the North, they brought it back to 30 by 30 meters. So
you see, compared with the time that the policy was drawn, the facts are now quite
different.
– Bidibidi settlement commander, OPM –
Thus, each refugee household in Bidibidi, regardless its size, was provided with a 30 by 30 meter plot
of land. These plots of land were primarily meant for settlement purposes, but were also used for
sanitation facilities and small agricultural activities to supplement the monthly food rations of WFP.
The provided plots of land, however, are considered to be insufficient to become self-reliant. Most of
the women who participated in in this research agreed that the plots allocated to them by OPM are
‘not big or good enough to dig’, especially when shared with a big household or another relocated
family. Hence, more or less two years later, UHNCR and OPM started to support refugee households
with extra farmlands to enhance their food production.
We got farmlands across the 5 zones, I think the biggest is in zone 3. These
farmlands we got in big size, and then apportioned to them on 50 by 50, so they
can do something
- Innocent Muno, UNHCR -
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But even with these extra provided plots of land, access to good quantity and quality of land is still
considered to be insufficient to enable households to become food secure. An additional concern is
that the extra farmlands are in a lot of cases too far away from the settlement. There have been
rumours and reports that on the way people get raped or even killed. As also confirmed by employees
of Save the Children and World Vision, refugees fear to go to plots of land which are ‘too far to actually
use’ because of security reasons.
Such stories reveal the creation of new or the strengthening of already existing vulnerabilities rather
than increased levels of resilience and self-reliance. Especially in the case of female refugees, there is
a risk to become exposed to increased levels of violence following the need to access land to become
self-reliant. Nevertheless, while using the pictures she made (see below), one of the refugee women
explains that despite the hardships and difficulties ‘we, brothers and sisters, are helping each other,
so no one goes hungry’. Following a shared background and similar traumatic experiences, refugees
with the capacity to do so are often willing to act as a safety net for those in need.

The initial plots of land as provided by OPM are
either too small, too infertile, and/or too far
away from the settlement for proper
agricultural practices.

Nevertheless, as shown on these pictures,
refugees explain that they try to make the
best of the situation by working together,
being friendly towards neighbours, and acting
as a safety net by taking care of those who
have no family or relatives in the settlement.

Having access to enough good land is considered to be crucial in order to be able supplement the
meagre food rations provided by WFP. Every month, WFP provides registered refugees – there are
rumours that some of the host community members are also registered as refugees – with portioned
food rations. As shown on the next page, the portions typically consist out of four basic commodities,
and according to the refugees both the quantity and quality are insufficient to realize a healthy diet.
Moreover, for a lot of families, the food rations are not enough to cover a whole month. Additionally,
they lack the money to buy or use machinery to grind the distributed sorghum or maize.
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Every month refugees registered in Bidibidi receive food aid provided by WFP and World Vision. Even the
refugees who moved to urban areas but are registered as refugees in Bidibidi, travel back to collect the food
they are entitled to. The UNHCR head of sub-office in Yumbe confirmed the increasing amount of travel
following the food distribution, a process which was jokingly called the ‘follow-the-food-parade’ by an
employee of ICRC.

The refugees who are helping WFP
and World Vision dividing the food
are chosen by the community
through the RWC of the village.

Typically, the food rations consist out of 4
commodities. In January 2019 refugees in
Bidibidi zone 5 each received:
•
•
•
•

12.6 kg sorghum
0.15 kg salt
0.9 kg cooking oil
3.0 kg beans

These commodities are not locally
produced, but imported from other
countries. In this case Sudan, the USA,
Indonesia and Kenya.

On the picture:
An acting
The dependency on food aid is also visible when looking
at a process
onegroup
of theconsisting
interviewees of this
outmonth,
of South
Sudanese
refugees
is areas but
research called the ‘follow-the-food-parade’. Every
refugees
who moved
to urban
entertaining
and
educating
fellow
refugees
are registered as refugees in Bidibidi, travel back to collect the food they are entitled to and still
who are waiting to enter the food
depend upon for their livelihoods.
distribution site.
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Nevertheless, the monthly food distribution still plays a key role in the lives and livelihoods of
refugees. Although nobody seems to know when ‘distribution day’ is exactly happening, it sure is an
important day for all the refugees. All the other work and activities immediately stop as soon as the
food arrives in the settlement. Hence, although it is deemed important to prevent or minimize
refugees’ dependency on humanitarian assistance for the sake of resilience and self-reliance
strategies, there is still a major reliance on humanitarian aid visible.
The dependency on food aid is for example also visible when looking at a process one of the
interviewees of this research called the ‘follow-the-food-parade’. Every month, refugees who moved
to urban areas but are registered as refugees in Bidibidi, travel back to collect the food they are
entitled to and still depend upon for their livelihoods. According to the Refugee Ugandan Response
Plan 2019-2020, by 2020 over 1.5 million refugees residing in the country are still likely to be in need
of food assistance. In reality even in Nakivale settlement the dependency rate is still 67 percent
(UNHCR, 2019).
Although it has been reported that both the quantity and quality of delivered food aid do not meet
the needs of refugee households in the area, not all the food is used for direct consumption. There
have been reports that a lot of refugee families sell or exchange half of their food rations right after
they received it from WFP. Sometimes even directly in front of the WFP tent, where every month a
spontaneous ‘pop-up food market’ appears (see pictures on the next page).
As soon as it is clear that I do not really understand the logic, one of the refugees who is waiting in line
to receive food aid himself explains that households need more than food aid alone. For example,
each year grass hoppers eat the grass of their roofs, and as a result refugee households need to collect
new grass each year (see pictures on the next page). Often they need to buy this grass from host
community members. In order to be able to do that, they need to sell a part of their food rations to
access much needed cash. Hence, as Puglia (2019) also argues based on research executed in
Adjumani district, food aid is not just a means to food security, but also an important economic asset.
Another example of why refugees need cash for survival, is the need to pay rent for extra land accessed
through the host community. The earlier described land plots as provided through OPM – according
to a UNHCR representative the ‘government- or authority-lead model’ to access land in the area – is
only one strategy to access more farmland. Because having access to good quantity and quality of land
is vital in terms of livelihood sustainability in the area, and because the provided plots of land through
the ‘government- or authority-lead model’ are insufficient, refugees took initiative and started
searching for additional land themselves. Hence, the most common way of getting access to extra or
better land for cultivation is the so-called ‘refugee-lead model’.
Another way of accessing land is with help and support from development partners, who often aim to
integrate refugees and host communities into ‘mixed farming groups’; a strategy which the ABSYR
program also adopted in their programming. In addition to helping refugees accessing extra land for
cultivation, mixed farming groups are also perceived as being very helpful in minimalizing tensions
over land access and land utilization. Too much interference by development partners, however, is
discouraged:
I tried to tell partners not to get directly involved because it will attract a lot of
attention from the host communities thinking that every land that a refugee comes
can increase the money or produce they get. So, I would say, let the refugees
negotiate.
– Innocent Muno, UNHCR –
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Refugees need cash to access
additional resources needed for their
livelihoods through trade with host
communities. For example grass for
roofs, or wood for cooking as shown on
the pictures below. When lacking
financial resources, they sometimes
use their received food aid as payment
instead.

Food distribution day is an
important day in the lives of
refugees, not only to collect
the monthly distributed
food rations of WFP, but
also to use the food aid as
an economic asset to trade
for
other
(food)
commodities, for example
directly on the pop-up
market in front of the WFP
tent as shown on the
pictures above.

In the ‘refugee-lead model’, refugees and host communities negotiate the terms around accessing
land themselves, without external support, supervision or guidance from local authorities or
organizations such as OPM and UNHCR. In other words, refugees are effectively made self-responsible.
Because refugees are not able to buy the land since by law it is forbidden for foreigners to buy such
property, the land is either given or rented to refugees. According to refugees interviewed for this
research, in most cases host communities ask either for a small fee or a share in the future produce.
We interact with the neighbours. We say that we need to plant our things but that
we don’t have the land. My land is very small. Can you help me with a piece of land?
It depends on them if they say ‘you can take it for good’ or ‘you can take it for 2
years’. Some may say ‘you give me small money’, others may say ‘next time we are
the ones to go to your country. Just take it’.
– Female refugee –
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As Innocent Muno of UNHCR passionately explains during our interview, the refugee-lead approach
to access land can be very successful because the host communities are willing to give their land to
refugees for two major reasons. First, host communities tend to acknowledge the contribution
refugees make to the local economy, perceiving them as a benefit rather than a burden. Second, the
success and justification of the ‘refugee-lead’ approach is also related to the often cited shared
background, culture and language between refugees and host communities.
The good thing here is that a refugee from South Sudan has a similar culture in
terms of language and tribe. When you go to South Sudan we have the Kakwa,
when you come to Uganda we also have the Kakwa. So we have the same dialect
we speak, can understand themselves. So we can easily go and have a discussion.
– Innocent Muno, UNHCR –
During the ethnographic fieldwork as conducted for this thesis, it indeed became clear that host
community members in Bidibidi indeed regularly refer to refugees as their ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’. As
also explained in chapter 3, following the history of the region almost all Ugandans living in the
northern border region have either been refugees themselves, or have hosted refugees before (Kaiser,
2006). The similarity in history and ethnic background can be seen as a form of capital, 'ethnic capital',
which can be deployed in the search for access to land or other support.
But not all refugees succeed in accessing land through the ‘refugee-lead model’, and for those who do
succeed, there are big difference in renting conditions. For example, one of the female refugees who
participated in one of the focus group discussions, notes that some of her neighbours have been lucky
to know host community members who are registered as refugees. As a result, they are able to access
extra land for free in exchange for their silence. Some refugees, on the other hand, have complained
about their lack of financial capital and related capacity to pay for the rent, which render them unable
to access the land they actually need. As a result, the approach produces winners as well as losers,
with the risk to exacerbate existing inequalities and leave the most vulnerable behind.
Some give refugees land for free, but others ask for small money. This can be a
problem.
– Henry, RWC –
Hence, despite the promised or perceived economic benefits of hosting refugees and a shared
historical and cultural background, gaining and maintaining access to sufficient land is perceived as a
major challenge by refugee households living in Bidibidi. Following the need to negotiate – and besides
access to food, financial capital and other tangible assets such as land and seeds – the ‘ability to make
friends’ and having social skills and connections appear to be valuable assets needed to sustain their
livelihoods.
Both the importance and struggle of accessing land has also come to the fore during an introductory
meeting of the ABSYR program. Youth representatives assured that although they did want to strive
for better living conditions and economic well-being, they needed help in facing some challenges and
overcoming some obstacles which affect their farming activities. For example, there seems to be a
persistent lack of quality seeds and tools needed to be able to cultivate crops. As a coping strategy,
some save their seed stock for next season as a livelihood coping strategy.
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Furthermore, crop diseases such as the cassava mosaic disease spoil harvests. Such factors make
agriculture a risky business and present additional challenges to food security and income generation
through agriculture. As a consequence, some refugees reported that as a coping strategy to deal with
agricultural risks they had to sell more animals than they actually would have liked to, as well as
reducing expenditure on for example better education facilities and health.
But although several obstacles were mentioned – such as water scarcity, difficult access to markets,
and lack of inputs – access to land appears to be the main issue. The baseline survey as executed by
the ABSYR consortium concluded that only 68.5% of refugee households compared to 98.4% of host
households have access to land for production. Additionally, host communities tend to have access to
larger plots of land (67.5% had access to two acres or more), while members of the refugee
communities mainly rely on kitchen gardens.
While showing the pictures they took of their land and crops, refugee women living in Bidibidi
complain that they face numerous challenges in accessing land for sufficient agricultural purposes.
Because land negotiations under the ‘refugee-lead model’ are not monitored by OPM, UNHCR, or any
other third party, refugees feel they depend on the goodwill of their host communities on the one
hand, and their social and negotiation skills on the other hand. This is worrisome, since land
negotiations are not perceived as an undisputable peaceful process by many refugees.
The increasing scarcity of land and increasing occurrence of land conflicts have indeed been
mentioned, both by respondents as part of this research as well as in academic literature and media
resources. For example, during interviews and conversations with refugee households it became clear
that host community members sometimes do not allow refugees to access their land. In other cases,
refugees fear the process of clearing the land they got from the host community, because it can easily
be 'grabbed' back by nationals who then chase the refugees away to another bushy piece of land, only
to repeat this process over and over again.
Although several of cases were reported in which refugees were being forced off the land they had
begun cultivating, according to a representative of UNHCR these are only ‘some few isolated cases’
and can be explained by miscommunications. Either because (a) the refugee did not access the land
directly via the landlord, but through one of its relatives, or (b) the relatives of the landlord were not
consulted and did not agree with the decision made to rent the land to refugees.
Then they say: “stop don’t use this land, because my father did not consult me when
he was giving the land”. So those isolated cases were there. But not so rampant.
– Innocent Muno, UNHCR –
Informal and often undocumented negotiations over land accessibility are common practice in the
area, leading to a lack of tenure security for refugee households. Following refugees stories and the
emphasize on the ‘refugee-lead model’ might imply that policies addressing resource tenure with
equitable engagement of all groups in dialogue and negotiation are lacking. Such policies, however,
are considered to be one of the necessary ingredients needed for a pathway towards resource
collaboration instead of conflict (Ratner et al., 2017).
Current practices reveal power differences, notably between host community members and refugees,
which might feed into inequalities and an increased risk for refugees to become vulnerable to abusive
behaviour. But, as mentioned before, access to land is perceived as being crucial for survival to
supplement the meagre food rations of WFP, leaving refugees little choice but to engage in
negotiations to search for extra land for cultivation.
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Under the ‘refugee-lead model’
refugees are made selfresponsible to access extra land
for food production through
negotiations with their host
communities

Land tenure arrangements are
often informal and insecure,
leaving refugees vulnerable to
the
goodwill
of
host
communities, who sometimes
chase refugees away from their
land as soon as they cleared it

Cassava grown on rented land
from the host community, and
dried by Awate in front of her
house. She pays 80,000 UGX rent
to use 1 acre of land.

Popo (above) and sweet potato
(right) primarily meant for home
consumption and grown on the
30 by 30 plot facilitated by OPM
upon arrival.
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Challenges surrounding accessing extra land have been repeatedly cited, but not only the quantity,
also the quality of land is an important factor influencing livelihood opportunities. A joint inter-agency
MSNA of UNHCR/REACH (2018) found that 70 per cent of refugee households had access to
agricultural land, but 75 per cent of these refugee households living in West Nile reported that the
land was of insufficient quality to produce food for the entire household. Additionally, the
unfavourable climate conditions and changes in the weather pattern are also causing problems.
Abnormal rainfall patterns and droughts make farming increasingly difficult. And although elders used
to have traditional knowledge to help predict rainfall, this knowledge is not sufficient anymore.
Although the soil characteristics differ across Bidibidi, many refugees indeed have complained about
its quality, for different reasons. For example, while in one place soils are very sandy and might
collapse following a heavy rainfall event, in other places soils are very rocky and therefore make it
hard to cultivate anything else than onions.
What I wanted to talk about is that this area, as you can see, the soil is not okay.
When it rains, movement and getting food are big problems. And our latrines have
collapsed. Almost 99% of all the latrines have collapsed. If you want to dig a new
one, there is no way, because of the rain. This is the most challenging thing. And if
you go relief yourself in the bush with a hoe to dig a hole, this is a problem because
the water may come up. This is not good.
– Female refugee –
Although each place has its own advantages and disadvantages, in all cases seem the threat of the
weather and poor soil conditions spoil the opportunity to produce enough food for consumption. As
mentioned before, the whole of West Nile is one of the regions with the highest percentage of
households with unmet needs concerning food security in Uganda. Especially across the refugeehosting districts, agriculture is characterized by low production and productivity, high vulnerability to
climate change and high post-harvest losses (WFP et al., 2017).

Figure 13: A refugee shows and explains that the soil of his land is
too rocky, and is therefore only able to cultivate some onions
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Despite – or because of – all the difficulties, the need to access good quantity and quality of land for
cultivation has become even bigger over time following the fear of diminishing food rations of WFP.
Refugees are aware that they are expected to become self-reliant, and feel the pressure to become
self-reliant as soon as possible due to rumours and a perceived threat of decreasing aid. Under the
SRS it happened before that after a number of relatively successful agricultural seasons, food rations
were diminished or totally withdrawn from refugee households following the assumption that they
were moving towards self-sufficiency (Krause, 2006).
While the Bidibidi settlement commander confirms these stories in an interview, he is calling the SRS
a failure for it. He is not worried about the possibility that this might be going to happen in Bidibidi.
WFP has been given food rations to refugees in Dabaab for the last sixty years, or
forty, years. So why would they reduce the food rations here. I know the
government policies steer towards self-sufficiency, but if it does not achieve it, then
why would WFP stop the work?
– Bidibidi settlement commander, OPM –
Humanitarian food assistance, however, is known to be incredibly susceptible to funding cuts.
Precisely because of this reason, the refugees’ fear turned into reality when WFP diminished food
rations in Bidibidi in April 2020 with 30%, only a few months after the research of this thesis took
place. Because, as argued before, food aid is not only necessary in terms of food security but can also
perceived as an important economic asset for refugee households, the unstable and unpredictable
character of humanitarian food assistance can have severe consequences for the socioeconomic
structures of refugee settlements and the future livelihood opportunities and resilience of its
inhabitants (Puglia, 2019).
As has become clear from refugees’ tales of food and land, agricultural livelihood opportunities and
constraints are influenced and shaped by many intertwined factors which make building and
sustaining resilient agricultural-based livelihoods in Bidibidi a very complex task. It has become clear
that, as a result of the encouraged ‘refugee-lead model’, a refugees’ success in accessing land depends
on the goodwill of their host communities and their social skills, revealing a significant power
difference influencing the livelihood opportunities of refugees.
This power difference between host community and refugees is also visible in space, but hidden
underneath a display of resilience and self-reliance of a village-like refugee settlement. For example,
although it has been often repeated that because of several reasons – such as the similarities in
cultural and historical background between the refugee and host populations – landlords in the area
voluntarily provided OPM with land to host refugees, they presented them with their least productive
pieces. Consequently, the inadequate soil quality of the land the refugees have been settled upon
negatively influence their ability to make strategic livelihood opportunities and choices. Among others
because of this reason, according to the Bidibidi settlement commander, having agriculture as the
only source of livelihood and self-reliance in Bidibidi would be bluff.
As you have seen, all refugees do some small agriculture. Kitchen gardening,
growing vegetables, and so on and so forth. The question is if this all would be
sufficient for someone to survive minus the food rations, minus the free education
system, minus the free health care... I don’t know. I don’t think so.
– Bidibidi settlement commander, OPM –
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IN SUM…
•

In Bidibidi, land is communal property of host communities. As a result, when the national
government sourced for land to host the incoming refugees, Bidibidi needed to be split up
into five zones and built upon the least productive pieces of land available. Both the
remoteness of the settlement and quality of the soil are structurally constraining agricultural
livelihood opportunities of refugee livelihoods in the area, particularly in combination with
the climate conditions.

•

Land is considered to be the main critical asset for achieving self-reliance in Bidibidi, since the
provided access to land and additional rights potentially enable refugees to improve their
food, nutrition and income security.

•

Based on the refugees’ tales of food and land, which among others explained that:
o The plots of land as allocated by OPM are too small and/or too unproductive to realize
effective food production.
o The extra plots of land available for refugees are considered to be too far away from
the settlement regarding security reasons.
o Food assistance still plays a key role in refugee livelihoods, even in older refugee
settlements, both in terms of being a means to increase food security levels as well as
being an important economic asset.
o The fear of diminishing amounts of the already meagre food rations add to
psychological pressure of becoming self-reliant.
o Under the ‘refugee-lead model refugees are made self-responsible to negotiate for
access extra land for cultivation, while lacking sure tenure arrangements and being
vulnerable to power inequalities with and the good-will of their host communities.
It can be argued that an uncritical application of self-reliance strategies through agricultural
interventions and current implementation of land allocation policies In Bidibidi are insufficient
and sometimes even risking to reinforce new and old vulnerabilities instead of protecting and
supporting the resilience of refugees in the area.

•

Some major key livelihood assets and capabilities to successfully build and maintain a
livelihood are ‘the ability to make friends’, social connectedness, and access to financial
resources, for example in order to be able to pay the rent for land.

•

A predominant reliability on agriculture to build a resilient livelihood is questionable, among
others following the difficult environmental conditions, the problematic access to increasingly
scarce natural resources, and a lack of quality inputs. Other pathways towards self-reliance
are necessary.
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3.4 Alternative livelihood opportunities
It has been argued that agriculture should be promoted alongside a range of other pathways to selfreliance. Refugees who engage in agriculture generally have lower incomes and welfare outcomes
than refugees who are able to engage in other types of income generating activities (Betts et al., 2019).
Ideally, livelihood diversification can contribute to increased levels of resilience since it will help
households more easily to adapt to shocks and stresses.
A common adopted strategy in the settlement is the provision of livelihood support to establish
alternative non-agricultural livelihood activities. This subchapter, however, will discuss the difficulties
and paradoxes surrounding alternative income generating activities by diving into the complexities
and constraints as created by Bidibidi’s socio-spatial context and the neoliberal nature of many
livelihood support activities in the area.
In terms of Bidibidi’s socio-spatial context, it is important to realize that refugee settlements in Uganda
are generally located in relatively remote and impoverished areas with limited transportation and
communication infrastructure and problematic access to markets and urban areas (Kaiser, 2006).
Transport between Bidibidi refugee settlement and the local markets of Yumbe, Koboko and Arua is
sporadic and expensive.
Additionally, asset ownership – although varying considerably by asset and household, for example
depending on whether a household consists out of host community members or refugees or whether
the household is headed by a male or female – in the area is generally low, which impacts livelihood
resilience and economic well-being. Such factors constitute a rather unfavourable climate for income
generating activities other than agriculture. Consequently, non-agricultural employment and incomegenerating opportunities for refugee households living in remote settlements are limited.
Nevertheless, there are people living in Bidibidi settlement who manage to generate a small income
by starting a business. It has been reported that across the whole settlement more and more shops
are popping out of the ground selling biscuits and sodas. As shown on the pictures on the next page –
most of which are taken by a 38 year old South Sudanese mother of five – throughout the settlement
small saloons, shops, tailors and beer breweries can be found. She took pictures of the most common
businesses her neighbours were engaged in.
Most of the businesses in the settlement are started with much needed seed money and skills support
offered by organizations present in the area. Given their lack of cash for personal investment, low
asset ownership, and the many difficulties surrounding agricultural practices as described earlier, such
seed money to start a business and diversify income generation activities is very much welcomed by
the refugees. Limited access to finances and business development support are reported to be key
barriers in managing to earn an income (WFP et al., 2017).
When I asked the woman who took the pictures on the next page which one of the businesses was
the most successful, more than one woman in the Women’s Centre started laughing. Without
hesitation she pointed at the picture as shown in the middle: one of her neighbours leaning forward
to light a fire beneath a big iron cooking pot. According to them, beer breweries are the new booming
business of Bidibidi. Simply because that is the product host communities want to buy from them.
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Grinding business: Seed money
has been used to buy a grinding
machine to grind the food
commodities distributed by
WFP.

A woman brewing beer. More
and more people start
engaging in brewing beer
based on the argument that
the host communities like it
and want to buy it.

A little shop selling biscuits
and sodas imported from Arua
town.

As will come to the fore later on in this thesis as well, especially refugees who have access to the right
social and economic resources benefit from the possibilities to start a small business. For example,
people who do have easier access to transportation are able to buy goods in the refugee settlements
and to sell these goods for a higher price in urban areas. Local humanitarian and development
employees working in the settlements also tend to earn some extra money by participating in this
economy. Such a market mechanism can potentially feed into increasing inequalities.
At the moment of this research, Save the Children was the most active organization working on
livelihood and business support in Bidibidi zone 5. Together with Betty, an enthusiastic Ugandan
national who is working for Save the Children in the area, I went to visit a few of the newest businesses
they have provided seed money for.
Save the Children is helping people to do good business. Others are selling clothes,
others are baking bread, others are making chapatis. They have different business.
Others are selling biscuits, and so on.
– Female refugee –
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When walking through Bidibidi, Betty explained that despite the seed money and freedom of choice
to start any business a refugee would like to (but after consultation with and approval of the money
provider) there are only a limited number of other income generating activities households are able
to engage in. The limited choices and opportunities are partly due to the earlier mentioned
remoteness of the refugee settlement, in combination with the bad roads and expensive
transportation facilities. Consequently, markets and urban areas are difficult to reach to buy inputs
(for example kitenge cloth to make clothing or chicken to produce eggs) or sell outputs.
Three typical businesses found
throughout the settlement and
which organizations provide seed
money for are hair dressing (left),
soap making (below), and brick
making (right).

But although beer breweries were considered to be the most profitable business in Bidibidi at the time
of this research, it certainly was not the most popular one. Visibly proud and with a little sparkle in
her eyes, Rose Juan points at two photos she took of fellow refugee women working on embroidery
art (see below), and tells me that she helped launch the ‘Milaya Project’. The Milaya Project was
discovered and accelerated by the same people who produced the article in the National Geographic
which inspired me to travel to Bidibidi for this research: journalist Nina Strochlic and photographer
Nora Llorek. As part of a journalistic assignment two years ago, Nora had asked the refugees what
they brought with them when they fled from South Sudan. The answer was not what she expected to
hear beforehand, and a bit surprised Nora scribbled the word ‘bedsheets’ in her notebook.
Not much later, more and more South Sudanese women showed her the embroidered traditional art
in the form of bedsheets they used to make in South Sudan. Nora decided to make a photo project
about it, and not much later an internationally selling Milaya start-up was born. Although the longterm prospects are considered to be uncertain, at the moment the Milaya Project can be described as
a non-profit working with female artists living in Bidibidi settlement to produce and sell traditional
South Sudanese embroidered goods, and helps a group of more or less 60 refugee women to earn a
small income. To quote from their website: “in Uganda South Sudanese refugees fled for their lives
carrying only an embroidered sheet. Now, these stunning pieces of art could provide a lifeline for
survival”.
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The most popular refugee business
in Bidibidi is the Milaya project.
Refugee women are making their
traditional embroidery art to sell on
the international market with help
from Nina and Nora.

The pictures below were taken when I was spending a
day with National Geographic journalist Nina Strochlic
and photographer Nora Lorek when they are at work in
one of the women’s centres in Bidibidi. On this day, they
brought new sewing machines, and collected the first
orders which first needed to be approved by Nora and
Nina before they were going to be shipped off to buyers
living in the USA.
Additionally, Freya – who has worked in the UK in the
fashion industry before she decided to move to the
African continent to work with artisans in among others
Tanzania and Uganda – was giving a group of South
Sudanese a workshop on how to make tight and high
quality pillow cases for the next order.
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Although the Milaya project is a nice example of a relatively successful refugee start-up, alternatives
to agricultural based livelihoods are still rare in the settlement and do not come without any
challenges. For example, just as with the negotiations over access to land, having access to the right
social connections and networks appears to be an important factor determining success. To quote one
of the youth representatives who attended the introductory meeting of the ABSYR program: “Some
of us have the capacity to reach out to leaders and to make their voice to be heard. Others don’t have
the same possibilities”.
The organizations who provide seed money for starting businesses typically select their beneficiaries
through the RWC leader of the village. But according to some refugees, RWC’s tend to favour friends
and family members over other refugees. One of the refugee respondents explained that almost all
refugees who are assisting WFP with the monthly food distributions, are socially connected to their
RWC leader.
An important side-note, however, is that the selection of so-called ‘beneficiaries’ of programs and
projects is also happening the other way around. Although beneficiaries are selected in close
consultation with the RWC leaders, selection is also informed by a wish-list provided by humanitarian
and development organizations. These lists with requirements are in turn shaped by donor
organizations and informed by international political concerns and discourses, which are now
particularly focussed on issues surrounding youth unemployment and women empowerment. As
Carpenter (2005) described in the case of human rights advocates, a lot of international actors seem
to be more receptive to messages if they are framed in terms of protecting (or empowering) women
and children, with the risk to reproduce harmful gender stereotypes.
As a result, some refugees worry that development programmes have a strong focus on one particular
target group, driven by international donor interests and discourses. Indeed, a lot of the selected
beneficiaries fit into the same category, which are most importantly people who are female and below
the age of 35. The same was the case for the ABSYR program, in which the initial target group was
youth aged between 15-25. Adaptive programming made it possible to change the program a little bit
to better fit the local context.
For ABSYR we also focussed initially on youth, until on the ground we realized that
the youth need to go to school. We changed the age from 15-25 to 18-30 years.
But still there are people excluded, because when someone from 40 is very
enthusiastic about farming, he or she does not fit into our target group.
– Psycho-social trainer, Warchild Holland –
But when talking about resilience and self-reliance, interventions primarily focussing on one particular
social group not necessarily contribute to decreasing levels of vulnerability. Instead, the age restriction
targeting youth sometimes exclude rather than include vulnerable people from accessing alternative
livelihood opportunities. The fact that large groups of refugees are more or less automatically
excluded from sometimes much needed support, can lead to feelings of discontent and unfairness.
I was not confined, because of the age limit. They wanted the age to be from 15 to
24. But I’m above. That is a problem. I am angry about that.
– Female refugee –
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Hence, a better understanding of social infrastructures and connections and how these shape access
to support is needed in order to understand the dynamics of self-protection and resilience in the
settlement (Stites & Humphrey, 2020). For example, leaving men out of the women empowerment
equation can turn out to be problematic and increase rather than decrease women’s vulnerability to
gender-based violence.
Men are not prepared for the changes women undergo, and want to defend their
position as the head of the family… if you emphasize the left and leave the right,
this kind of intervention has a challenge. And that’s why most times violence may
not stop. Our interventions are one-sided. If it is two-sided, where both people
understand exactly the dynamics in the house, how to handle household economics
issues, budgeting, we have been trained in the same perspective you understand
each other. If not, men stay with their mentality, and not bring about change. We
really need to put gender in perspective of all vulnerability criteria, not only looking
at women. If we do it like that, the household livelihood will increase.
– Innocent Muno, UNHCR –
Thus, despite Uganda’s intention to offer refugee populations a pathway towards reintegration
through enhancing resilience by granting them all sorts of rights, the dependency on external aid
remains high and refugees fear for a future with diminishing support. And a commonly cited cause is
the lack of alternative livelihood opportunities besides agriculture.
The lack of livelihood opportunities is not only a problem in terms of direct income generation, but
also when considering longer term possibilities. First, it can be argued that following the current topdown approach the talents, capacities and aspirations of refugees tend to be neglected (Krause, 2016),
which is in turn causing a “long-term erosion of skills, talents and aspirations, and often exacerbating
a sense of alienation and hopelessness” (Betts & Collier, 2017, p.156). Hence, when taking into
consideration that a livelihood is considered to be resilient when it cannot only cope with the current
situation, but it also needs to be able to provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next
generation (Chambers & Conway, 1992), it is questionable whether current (inter)national strategies
in the socio-ecological context of Bidibidi effectively enhance the resilience of refugee livelihoods.
Second, the possibility to engage in alternative (business) activities also inspires a much needed feeling
of having a purpose and being useful for the community. At the moment, refugees – and host
communities alike – struggle with the feeling of being useless.
Especially youth are redundant and have nothing to do. There should not only be a
focus on agricultural activities. Women also, during the dry season they have
nothing to do. Providing them with training courses (for example hairdressing or
other activities for income generation) would be great. It’s also a good way to
recover from losses of agriculture.
– Henry, RWC –
In response to such feelings of hopelessness and the sense of being useless, Modi – one of the refugees
living in the settlement – took the initiative to start the so-called ‘Ministry of Useless Affairs’. Through
this refugee-lead initiative he aims to connect youth who struggle with the feeling of being useless to
meaningful activities to become useful for the community. For example, assisting the older or disabled
people with repairing their huts or providing assistance during the sometimes chaotic food
distribution days.
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Engaging in meaningful activities or by contributing to a business, can ease psychological pressure.
According to psychosocial workers from Warchild Holland, such initiatives which are creating and
supporting the feeling of being useful are very important in avoiding or battling depression and the
consequences of traumatic experiences. For example, one of the refugee women working for the
Milaya project compared embroidering with a form of meditation and healing.
The internal need to feel useful and contribute to the community, however, should not be confused
with the external push to become self-reliant. Based on the refugees’ tales of food, land, and
alternative livelihood opportunities, it can be argued that an uncritical and top-down application of
the concept of resilience can contribute to feelings of hopelessness, and can exacerbate already
existing psychological pressures from traumatic experiences and increase vulnerabilities.
First, as part of the push for self-reliance, refugees are increasingly made self-responsible. For example
by accessing land through the ‘refugee-lead model’ where they experience a lack of assistance, which
is adding rather than easing pressure on refugees. Second, the pressure to become self-reliant risks to
expose some refugees – who under the humanitarian mandate need protection – to vulnerabilities.
For example, women can become extra vulnerable to violence when they have to travel to plots of
land which are needed to achieve better levels of food security. Additionally, excluding men from the
equation of gender-programming may increase the feeling of being useless among men, increase
levels of depression and alcohol and drugs consumption, and eventually may even increase (genderbased) violence.
Although, seen from this perspective, the an uncritical approach towards resilience and self-reliance
can enhance vulnerabilities and increase the pressure on already psychological stressed peoples,
refugees aim to keep up the good spirit by sharing hopeful messages (see picture below). But
according to a news story published by UNHCR (2020), the number of suicides and suicide attempts
among South Sudanese refugees are on the rise. And although they state that suicide is a common
issue in northern Uganda, the increased number of suicides among refugees in Bidibidi illustrates the
growing problem of the dire need for mental health-care services, especially when considering the
additional pressure coming from their struggles to make a living.

Figure 14: A refugee sitting in front of her restaurant with the quote ‘You are welcome,
you never know tomorrow, don’t lose hope’ written down
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IN SUM…
•

It has been argued that agriculture should be promoted alongside a range of other pathways
to self-reliance, particularly since livelihood diversification can contribute to increased levels
of resilience. Despite Uganda’s intention to offer refugee populations a pathway towards
reintegration through enhancing resilience by granting them all sorts of rights, the
dependency on external aid remains high and refugees fear for a future with diminishing
support. And a commonly cited cause is the lack of alternative livelihood opportunities besides
agriculture.

•

The non-agricultural employment and alternative income generating activities are limited
because the enabling environment – for example in terms of settlement location – is
considered to be unfavourable. Refugees lack access to sufficient market infrastructures and
transportation facilities.

•

Although non-agricultural employment opportunities are limited, diverse refugee businesses
are popping up in the settlement. Most of these businesses are run by women and youth who
were selected to receive start-up seed money provided by humanitarian and development
organizations through livelihood support programs. As a result, some refugees worry that
development programmes have a strong focus on one particular target group – hence
excluding others – driven by international donor interests and discourses.

•

Although there are some nice examples to be found – such as the Milaya project – alternatives
to agricultural based livelihoods are still rare in the settlement and do not come without any
challenges. For example, just as with the negotiations over access to land, having access to
the right social connections and networks appear to be an important factor determining
success.

•

Alternative livelihood initiatives and activities are not only considered to be important in
terms of income generation, but also to battle feelings of uselessness and depression.
Engaging in meaningful activities or by contributing to a business, can ease psychological
pressure.

•

Hence, there is a paradox between the internal wish of refugees to feel useful on the one
hand, and the pressure they feel to become self-reliant. Such a pressure resulting from an
uncritical approach towards resilience, risks to increase the pressure on already
psychologically stressed people.
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4. Conclusions & Discussion: What does it all mean?
This research has been an exploration of how resilience humanitarianism and Uganda’s self-reliance
policies impact the lives and livelihoods of refugee households living in Bidibidi. Guided by the photos
taken by refugee women, I have attempted to illustrate how the increasing popularity of resilience
and the push for self-reliance in the particular socio-ecological and political context of Bidibidi enable,
shape or block opportunities, vulnerabilities and constraints of refugee livelihoods in the area.
Following the governmentality lens, the aim was to study the effects through the process of creating
resilient and self-reliant humanitarian subjects. Hence, special attention has been given to power
dynamics underlying both the characteristics and tolerance of agro-ecosystems, and people’s ability
to access livelihood assets through governance mechanisms (Fraser, 2007). In this final chapter, I aim
to answer the research questions which guided the process of data collection and analysis:
Main question: How does the use of resilience as a technology of humanitarian governance affect the
livelihoods of refugee households living in Bidibidi refugee settlement?
Sub questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the refugee policy framework of Uganda, and why is it considered progressive?
How is the idea of resilience integrated in Uganda’s model for refugee assistance?
How does resilience function as a technology of humanitarian governance in practice?
How does this mechanism influence refugee livelihoods and well-being in Bidibidi?

As mentioned before, the insights derived from this research are invitations to think and discuss
critically about current discourses surrounding self-reliance and resilience humanitarianism, especially
its neo-liberal characteristics. Nevertheless, I will use the insights to argue that an uncritical and topdown application of resilience as a technology of humanitarian governance – through Uganda’s
pressure to become self-reliant through agricultural practices in remote rural settlements
characterized by challenging socio-ecological circumstances – seem to negatively affect the well-being
and livelihood opportunities of refugees.
Some, before me, have already argued that humanitarian assistance informed by notions of resilience
can work disempowering rather than empowering. Refugee livelihoods tend to face more rather than
fewer challenges in protracted situations, and some of the constraints can be partly or wholly
attributed to the structure and nature of a refugee settlement system which is increasingly focussing
on creating resilient and self-reliant humanitarian subjects (Kaiser, 2006). As Ilcan & Rygiel (2015)
explain:
Refugees are now expected not only to withstand adversity, but also to thrive by becoming empowered
and involved in the management of camp life” (Ilcan & Rygiel, 2015, p.5).

Nevertheless, for many people humanitarianism informed by or based upon a resilience approach is
the key to achieve more sustainable and cost-effective relief and development practices. Beyond the
general opinion that integration and implementation of the resilience concept into humanitarianism
seems to be ‘a good idea’, however, there is still a limited understanding and consensus of what the
term resilience exactly should entail in humanitarian policy and practice. Hence, resilience can be
considered to be an empty concept, a so-called ‘buzz-word’, or as a host of conceptual diversity.
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Such a conceptual confusion surrounding resilience and related policy and practices can become
problematic when talking about effectively connecting policy and practice in increasingly complex and
protracted humanitarian arenas (Mosse, 2004). It is not only difficult to make ‘models of change’ or
‘detailed planning and management procedures’, it also makes it hard to make absolute claims about
the usefulness of the concept, and if it will have either a positive or negative impact in a certain context
(Cavelty et al., 2015). Hence, in order to be able to evaluate the impact and influence of resilience
rhetoric and self-reliance strategies on refugee livelihoods, this research has aimed to start opening
up the black box that exists between policy prescriptions focussing on resilience and self-reliance in
humanitarian settings, and their effects on the people the policies are (at least supposedly) meant for
(Mosse, 2004).
As came to the fore in this thesis, the Government of Uganda mainly aims to enhance the resilience
of their refugee populations by providing them with some important rights and a plot of land to
support self-reliance. Especially when comparing this approach to the approach adopted by other
refugee hosting countries, Uganda’s policy framework is considered to be progressive and the country
even has been nicknamed ‘refugee paradise’.
Following the findings of this research, however, it has become clear that despite Uganda’s focus on
resilience and self-reliance in refugee policy and practice, it is still rather difficult (or even impossible)
for refugee households living in Bidibidi to build a basic food secure livelihood. And this situation is
unlikely to change in the future. Generally speaking, communities and households are considered to
be resilient when they are able to meet their basic needs in a sustainable way and without reliance on
external assistance (OCHA, 2011). But refugees reported to face numerous challenges in becoming
resilient and self-reliant, especially when their livelihoods are predominantly based on agriculture.
As came to the fore in the last chapter of this thesis, however, building and maintaining nonagricultural livelihoods and diversifying sources of income, is a rare luxury in the settlement.
Particularly since Bidibidi is located in a rural and remote area. Hence, despite refugees’ right to
movement and to seek employment, it is difficult and/or expensive to travel to urban areas and labour
markets to look for alternative income generation activities. Moreover, as soon as refugees move from
the settlement to another area, they lose access to one of the lifelines they are still desperately
depending upon: food aid.
Refugees expressed worries about the future of their food, health and family. Although refugees did
not (dare to) criticize the adopted approach – either out of gratefulness for Uganda’s hospitality, or
out of fear to harm the relationship they have with their host communities – it was clear that they
were sceptical about their possibilities to become self-reliant and struggled with the pressure. Their
dependency on external food aid remains high, and following the push for self-reliance, refugees fear
for a future with diminishing amounts of food rations; a doom-scenario which turned into reality on
the 1st of April 2020, when food rations declined with 30% in Bidibidi. Food rations provided by WFP
were reported to be already insufficient to meet the needs, both in terms of quantity and variety.
When considering resilience as an end state where vulnerable people have access to a range of skills
and resources which allow them to adapt without comprising their long-term prospects (OCHA, 2011),
the current dependency on agriculture seem to be problematic. This finding is among others
confirmed by a report written by FAO & OPM (2018), showing that refugee households are less
resilient than host community households due to poor diversification of income sources, limited
number of crops cultivated. and limited access to other productive assets. Especially when considering
that the existing environmental characteristics, such as poor soil quality and climate, spoil agricultural
livelihood opportunities.
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Following the reliance on agriculture as a source for livelihood resilience, access to sufficient and
secure land resources is perceived as a necessary corner stone. But, as shown in this research, gaining
and maintaining access to sufficient land resources is considered to be one of the biggest challenges.
In theory, with the help of Uganda’s famous land allocation policy, refugees are able to settle on small
plots of land where they can start agricultural practices to supplement the meagre food rations. But
although OPM allocated plots of land to refugee households upon their arrival, these plots of land are
reported to be too small, too unproductive, and/or too far away from the settlement. Hence, despite
the land allocation policy, securing and maintaining access to sufficient quantity and quality of both
food and land resources are main worries of refugees living in Bidibidi.
Additionally, the land Bidibidi is built upon is communal property of local host communities. Therefore,
if refugees want to access extra land for agricultural purposes, negotiations with host communities
have to take place. This research has shown that refugee households are trusted with the
responsibility to access extra or better quality land plots for agricultural purposes under the so-called
‘refugee-lead model’ themselves, lacking any external or third-party assistance during negotiations. In
other words, refugees are made self-responsible. As a result, they are left vulnerable to the good-will
of the respective host community members on the one hand, and their social skills and connectedness
– as well as financial capital for rent – on the other hand.
Making individuals responsible for their actions and livelihood outcomes under the banner of
resilience and/or self-reliance, however, is problematic. As a consequence, a variety of issues can then
be viewed as the result of individual actions rather than external governing structures (Chandler, 2013)
or environmental characteristics. Following this insight, it can be argued that there is a risk that
resilience discourses initiate or enhance responsibility shifts towards individuals followed by an
increasing exclusion of the external world.
It also seeks to responsibilize crisis-affected populations – refugees and survivors of disasters – in
particular. One consequence of this is that the responsibility of the state to protect its citizens gets
increasingly blurred and backgrounded (Hilhorst, 2018, p.6).

Although refugees are not helpless vulnerable victims since they adopt a number of coping strategies
in dealing with their issues – such as selling half of their food rations to access capital for investment,
or starting other types of businesses such as beer breweries, saloons, and small shops – acts of human
agency should not serve as an excuse and argument for using the concept of resilience as an umbrella
term to enhance a responsibility shift from institutional actors towards individuals.
This becomes especially important when considering that the scarcity and insecurity surrounding
access to land is growing in the area, and that increasing competition over natural resources can also
potentially lead to rising tensions between social groups. In order to incentivize resource competition
into the right direction, policies should more adequately address resource tenure, conflict resolution
mechanisms, and social inequalities following resource competition (Ratner et al., 2017). As Kandel
(2016) argues, post-conflict rearrangements in property relations can create complex challenges for
resettling populations, and if left unaddressed will result in increasingly unstable land tenure regimes.
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This means that – seen from a neoliberal governmentality point of view and in contradiction with what
humanitarian and development workers want to believe – resilience does not automatically and
necessarily act as a tool of empowerment for refugee livelihoods. Despite the theoretical potential of
the resilience concept, various critical scholars have already warned that resilience should not be
perceived as being unquestionably ‘good’. As this research has shown as well, an uncritical application
of resilience and self-reliance strategies can reinforce and strengthen vulnerabilities rather than
empowering meaningful participation. This is in contradiction with pledges to the Sustainable
Development Goals and related statements such as “leave no one behind”.
It can be argued resilience can act as a tool to push the responsibility to adapt to shocks and stresses
on individuals. Resilience then functions as a technology of humanitarian governance through the
creation of self-responsible humanitarian subjects, for example through promotion and encouraging
‘the refugee-lead model’ as a successful way of accessing land. Such practices also increasingly
contribute to phasing out external players (such as the international community) by providing them
with a cheap way out of expensive aid delivery.
This brings attention to an underlying and underexplored question concerning humanitarian
governmentality: for whom does resilience humanitarianism actually build resilience? What is the
underlying rationale of aid agencies, donors and asylum countries to increase their focus on resilience
and linking refugee and development aid (Krause, 2016)? Is it for the sake of refugees, for host
communities, for international organizations, or for the Ugandan government?
For example, seen from the perspective of the international community, an explanation for the
increasing interest in resilience humanitarianism could be that humanitarian organizations tend to
suffer from a lack of adequate funding, particularly in protracted situations. History has indeed shown
that one of the major challenges in prolonged displacement situations is diminished donor interests.
Adding more developmental oriented activities to their work can offer a way for humanitarian
organizations to access extra funding possibilities on the one hand, and to become more
(cost)effective and efficient by better linking emergency relief activities to sustainable development
and peacebuilding efforts on the other hand.
It has also been argued that Uganda as a host country has additional political interests in implementing
progressive refugee policies and practices besides showing solidarity with refugees from neighbouring
countries:
Uganda’s progressive refugee policies have been shaped and adopted as part of a broader strategy of
engagement with the international community that has sought to boost Uganda’s reputation and
guarantee that its government has access to much needed external development and humanitarian aid
(Hovil, 2018).

Additionally, longer-term development aid with a focus on self-reliance might increase the influence
of the national Government of Uganda among the populations living in the West Nile region. Following
the creation of self-responsible and resilient humanitarian subjects, political discussion or resistance
are limited due to fear for a food insecure future and more hardship as soon as external aid decreases.
In this light, it can be argued that humanitarian government can also be understood as the biopolitical
government of host populations through the humanitarian government of refugees (Mavelli, 2017).
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But… where does this leave the refugees? And the humanitarian principles and protection priorities?
Criticism could be levelled at programmes which work for the integration of services into the national
system locally, but not for the integration of refugees (Krause, 2016). It even has been argued that
politically the aim is to promote the repatriation of the refugees as the only viable solution – rather
than allowing them to stay and integrate locally – while the service structures build under
humanitarian governance mechanisms remain for the locals.
…generations of supposedly transformative policies have only entrenched the settlement model and
reinforced the idea that repatriation is the only viable durable solution. They have focused on
enhancing the integration of refugee services into the national system – or arguably vice versa:
enhancing the integration of nationals into the refugee service delivery system – while blocking the
integration of the refugees themselves (Hovil, 2018, p.8).

Seen from this perspective, it can indeed be argued that resilience is currently deployed as a tool of
governmentality with the aim to refashion refugees as self-reliant and responsible humanitarian
subjects.
Based on the refugees’ narratives and arguments, the current interpretation and application of the
resilience concept and Uganda’s push towards self-reliance tend to negatively influence the long-term
resiliency of refugee livelihoods in Bidibidi refugee settlement. Despite its perceived potential to act
as a linking pin between emergency and development situations, an uncritical material and
economically focussed application of resilience risks to create or enhance vulnerabilities. In this light,
it is important to highlight that true resilience goes well beyond possession of material assets. A
realization which tends to be underestimated, especially by humanitarian actors who mainly focus on
the material aspects of building resilience and livelihood support (Hovil, 2018).
Additionally, refugees experience pressure to become self-reliant and self-responsible humanitarian
subjects under humanitarian government informed by resilience. Following conversations and
interviews with refugees, it indeed became clear that they are aware of Uganda’s wish for refugees to
become self-reliant. Among others following the threat of diminishing food rations, refugees reported
to feel an increasing pressure to become self-reliant as soon as possible. The additional pressure
coming from the struggle to make a living can have negative effects on refugees’ protection and
psychological well-being. It even can be argued that the push for self-reliance contributes to feelings
of hopelessness, exacerbating already existing psychological pressures from traumatic experiences,
increase levels of depression and alcohol and drugs consumption, and eventually even increase
(gender-based) violence and suicide rates.
Following unequal power relations inherent of the current humanitarian system, however, refugees
are not in the position to question or resist the dominant discourses and approaches, while these are
heavily influencing their livelihood strategies and outcomes. Although many refugees explained that
self-reliance is a goal they logically also want for themselves – for example to fight the sense of
uselessness, hopelessness and looming depressions – they also advocate that more help and support
is needed.
But for change to happen in the lives of people living in poverty, they need to be given the opportunity
to participate in decision-making processes that matter most to them (Burns et al., 2013). To
transform their lives, they also need strong support to build their knowledge and organizational
capacity, and create spaces for dialogue where inequalities can be redressed (Narayan et al., 2000).
For example through more equitable engagement in dialogue and negotiation over resource access
and use. But such empowering socio-political ingredients seem to be missing in Bidibidi.
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Hence, to conclude, underneath the well-knitted cloak of words and appearances, some serious issues
and livelihood challenges are hidden. Although the refugee settlements in Uganda are very village-like
and look rather sustainable and durable, refugee households struggle. Based on the rather restrictive
living conditions and the continuous dependency on food aid, it can be argued that, despite Uganda’s
non-encampment policy and emphasis on using the word ‘settlement’ instead of ‘camp’, in effect the
refugees living in Bidibidi remain encamped (Krause, 2016).
In the end, while words on paper can set out good intentions about empowering marginalized
communities, reality can be very much different. The way in which resilience is enacted determines
its outcomes, rather than the way in which resilience is framed or imagined. More attention should
be paid to the she structural negligence of power inequalities, shifting responsibilities and importance
of social connectedness in building resilience. Resilience, then, can also be seen as presenting new
possibilities for resistance to build a new, more localized and less market oriented way of
humanitarian governance.
Power is both the greatest resource and greatest impediment to effective local humanitarian action:
the power relations embedded in formal humanitarian structures must be confronted
and transitioned to reflect new possibilities. If understood and applied in a different manner,
resilience can bring the promise and possibility of the emergence of a new system out of the old
(Nelson, 2014), with more empowering rather than pressuring and disempowering options for
refugees to build more resilient livelihoods.

Figure 15 (left): A wall-painting seen throughout the settlement, mainly painted on communal buildings
Figure 16 (right): Suzy taking a look at the pictures she took for this research
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ANNEXES
A: List of Key Interviews
Note: This list of interviews only shows key and well-documented interviews with respondents of
whom the name is known. The list excludes casual conversations held in the field and in the offices of
ZOA, the subcounty and ICCO, observations, and the focus group discussions.
No.

Name respondent

Function / Organisation

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Dominic
Martin
Daniel
Collins
Beatrice
Modi

ABSYR Coordinator / ICCO Cooperation
ABSYR Agribusiness Expert / ICCO Cooperation
ABSYR / ZOA
ABSYR Business Support Facilitator / ICCO Cooperation
ABSYR Psychosocial Trainer / WarChild Holland
ABSYR Business Support Facilitator / ICCO Cooperation
Chairman / Ministry of Useless Affairs

7.
8.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Michael
Innocent
Slivia
Betty
Samuel
Wilfred
Sara
Solomon

Bidibidi Settlement Commander / OPM
Livelihoods Officer / UNHCR
Education Officer / World Vision
Business and Livelihoods Officer / Save the Children
Food Distribution Coordinator / WFP
Land Governance Expert / FAO
Livelihoods Officer / UNDP
Senior Forest Officer / Yumbe District Local Government

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

Henry
Grace
Sunday
Suzy
Awate
Liberty
Rose
Asha
Rose
Maria
Shida

Refugee Welfare Committee leader Ariwa I
Refugee Ariwa I
Refugee Ariwa I
Refugee Ariwa I
Refugee Ariwa I
Refugee Ariwa I
Refugee Ariwa II
Refugee Ariwa II
Refugee Yangani
Refugee Yangani
Refugee Yangani
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B: Local Government Structures and Functions

Source: Brock, K., R. McGee, and J. Gaventa (2004), Unpacking Policy: Knowledge, Actors and Spaces in Poverty
Reduction in Uganda and Nigeria, Fountain Publishers: Kampala, p.302.
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