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Shrinking global funding 
has forced many refu­
gees to voluntary re- . 
turn to their respective 
countries. 

BY ELIZABETH KAMURUNGI 

n the early hours of November 26, 
buses marked with the United Na­
tions High Commissioner-for.Refu­
gees (UNHCR) logo left the Naklvale 

Refugee Settlement. Their destination? 
Burundi. 

On board were 133 individuals who 
had sought refuge in Uganda but decid­
ed to return home through the volun­
tary repatriation process. .. .. 

Among them was 7o-year-.old Robert 
Mikaasi, who fled Burundi following 
speculations of an imminent war, and 
ended up in Uganda in September, after 
two years in Tanzania and Kenya. For 
him, there is no place like home. 

"I am alone here. I have a family in Bu­
rundi. They are waiting for me. My land 
and house are waiting for me,"he said. 

But for Ms Beatrice Ngabire, who has 
~ved in Uganda for nine years, return­
ing to her homeland is the last resort 
due to the growing challenges. "I have a 
small piece of land back at home where 
I will do some farming, or maybe some 
simple business. I am optimistic about 
returning home. Life here is impossi-
ble." _ 

VoluntarY repatriation is a global op­
tion for dealing with the refugee crisis. 
International law and protocols pro­
vide that refugees may return to their 
countries of origin only ifwilling. 

According to the UNHCR handbook, 
this should be done in circumstances 
that guarantee the safety and welfare of 
the individuals. 

The government ofUganda (GoU) and 
partners,including UNHCR,started im­
plementing this in 2022 with Burundi­
an nationals in the Nakivale Re1'ugE!e 
Settlement. This has since been extend­
.ed to other nationalities, including Su­
danese. 

Mr Patrick Okello, the commissioner 
for refugees in the Office of the Prime 
Minister (OPM), explained that volun­
tary repatriation applies to nationals 
from countries with relative peace. 

"Voluntary repatriation is part of the 
durable solutions for Refugees. It's in­
formed by relative peace in the country 
of origin, coupled With return in safety 
and dignity,"Mr Okello said. 

Mr Frank Walusimbi, the associate 
communications officer at UNHCR, 
said: "Voluntary, informed, and safe re­
turns respect the fundamental right 
of refugees to return to their country 
of origin while ensuring that no oneis 
forced back,in line with the principle of 
·non-refoulement. Ultimately, promot­
ing voluntary repatriation when refu­
gees make a well-informed decision to 
return and when conditions align with 
international law, safeguards refugee 
rightS, and offers a sustainable solution 
to displacement." 

Statistics from the two entities show 
that between 14,000 and 15,0,00 Burun­
dians and 2,000 Sudanese have been re­
patriated. Returnees are provided a re­
turn package, including a cash grantfor 
every individual, a: family health insur­
ance card, a three-month food ration, 
and each household is given a mobile 
phone and SIM. 

A survey conducted el!liy this year by 
the refugee agency found that Burun­
dian refugees mention family reunifi­
cation, access to education, and access 
to livelihood opportuui~.JIS th~ 
reasons forthoseopting~ . 
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Shrinking funds cOIllpel 
refugees to return hOIlle 

leaving countries and partners on edge. 
The impact on Uganda, the fifth 

'largest host of refugees in the world, 
was unprecedented. As of June, Uganda 
had only 18 percent of the required 
funding, according to the Uganda 
Country Refugee Response Plan 
(UCRRP). 

In the crosshairs 
ln Nakivale, where 54 percent of 

the refugees are women, youth and 
children, reduced funding has taken 
away basics, including food, education, 
health, water, and sanitation services 
and birthed challenges like abuse of 
minors, increased criminality, and 
insecurity. 

, Officials in the OPM, Department of 
_ "" ~ 'Refugees, say the country is stretched 

~~ '.._ : thin by the ever-growing numbers and 
shrinking funding. The consequences 
are cutting across the refugee and host 
communities. 

, "Last week we received 46 convoys. 
j A convoy is usually composed of 
: -400 to 500 households, yet our 

. . teachers, medical personnel and 

Refugees prepare to be repatriated at the Kabazaana Reception Centre. Statistics show that between 14,000 and 
15,0,00 Burundians and 2,000 Sudanese have been repatriated. PHOTO/COURTESY OF UNHCR 

food rations have been reduced. 
There is a need for more support 
because we are receiving more, yet 
the situation is worsening,"Ms Monica 
Kyokutamba, the Nakivale settlement 
commandant at the OPM discloses. 
She says while refugees would sustain 
themselves by tilling the land allocated 
by the government, it has been reduced 
significantly due to high numbers. 

.. On "[)ecember 2; tlie "UNHC"R·· ····· : 
held a pledging confe rence for 
2026 and raised $1.5 billion 
(Shs5.3 trillion), almost 18 percent 
of the projected funding needs of 
$8.504 billion (§hs30 trillion) for 
the coming year. 

"The pledges for 2026 highlight 
a worrisome trend as the 
percentage ofunearmarked 
funding pledged has dropped to 17 
percent, nearly half of what it was 
in 2023; UNHCR reported. 

For Uganda,. authorities are 
predicting a difficult 2026 as the 
population is predicted to surpass 
two million in months. Some of the 

donors have, however, reiterated 
their commitment to support 
the government in the refugee 
response, in spite of the cuts. 
The EU, through the European 

Civil Protection and Humanitarian 
Aid Opera1jions (ECHO), has so far 
committed €16.7.million (Shs68.7 
billion) to the refugee response 
in Uganda, Mr Liam Kelly, the 
head of office at ECHO Uganda, 
said in 2024, the EU allocated 
€36.4 million (Shs149.9 billion) 
in humanitarian aid, and over 
€24 million (Shs98.8 billion) so 
far in 2025, part of the aid that 
has facilitated health, WASH, 
and infrastructure services in 

For those unsure ofretum,political in- Diffic.ult times 
security, access to land, and fear ofre- While repatriation is voluntary, 
newed conilict were cited as reasons. with refugees registering at will and 
Authorities maintain they cannot free to change their minds at any 

force any forcibly displaced individu- point, deeper interrogation indicates 
al to go back, even when the reasons for underlying factors, leaving refugees 
the fleeing have been addreSsed. with limited choices. 

In Nakivale Refugee Settlement,mes- Ms Ngabire, who fled Burundi due to 
sages calling for those who would like insecurity in 2016, and was separated 
to return home are littered across the from her husband, with whom she 
settlement. This year alone, seven con- has never reconnected, says she can no 
voys have departed the settlement, fer- longer make ends meet. 
rying returnees to Burundi. • "I have decided to go back because life 

Nakivale is the oldest and most popu- has become hard. I was removed from 
lous refugee settlement in Uganda, 10- cash and food assistance. The children 
cated in the south-western district of have dropped out of school, and I can 
Isingiro,more than 250 kilometres from hardly find food. Before we were getting 
the capital,Kampalalt covers 72 square cash, but when it was scrapped, life 
miles with 275,231 refugees as of No- became nearly iinpossible,"the head of 
vember. a family of six,including grandchildren, 

The majority are Congolese,fleeing in- said. 
security, followed by Burundians and Ms Ngabire's story mirrors that 
Rwandans. Other nationalities are So- of several refugees living in the 
malis,Ethiopians, and Eritreans. settlement, as life-sustaining assistance 

The numbers here swelled in April fol- shrinks due to significant and then 
lowing the outbreak of violent fighting drastic falls in funding to the refugee 
in eastern DRC. More than 20,000 peo- response. 
pIe entered4h~ 'Settlement in APrib JL "When.. we arrived, we t:eceiv!:d.I5 
.alone. j S o . .Jn:·· t s lQl~~ affead ~ ~()n$l$ 

settlements like Nakivale. 
"In addition to humanitarian 

funding, we are working with 
the government and partners 
on securing a rapid integration 
of refugees in development 
programmes in Uganda, as 
this is crucial to support the 
government's efforts and reduce 
refugees' dependence on 
humanitarian assistance," Mr Kelly 
said. 
The Government of Uganda 

and partners are also finalising 
processes of main streaming 
refugee response to local 
governments to consolidate 
resources. 

"Girls are dropping out of school. and 
being married off, young children are 
forced to the streets to beg, and there 

j they are being harmed. . 
j "There is a lot of theft and break-ins. 
l The children are turning to the streets 
. to beg or criminal activity like break-

ins, due to a lack of food. There is an 
increased dropout rate beca~ parents 
cannot afford to P-aY the required. 
The teacher-pupil ratio, with the 
coming influx, in a classroom, which is 
supposed to be one teacher, 57 students, 
but ours is one teacher, 150 to 200,"Ms 

~ Kyokutamba told Saturday Monitor. 
was reduced to 12 kilogrammes"then : • Health challenges li,ke mental health 
to eight, six, then to three, and now I get : and malnutrition have also worsened. 
nothing. We are given small portions ' This year alone, the settlement 
ofland, we cannot grow our own food," : registered two cases of completed 
Christopher Munezero, who fled the : suicide, with cases of mostly depressive' 
DRCin2009,said. j disorders, post-traumatic stress 

He, however, can't return home disorders, and bipolar associated 
because of the cycle ofinsecurit¥ , disorders,increasing. 

Funding to the refugee response : "We had a psychiatric clinical officer 
has reduced globally, with Uganda, : who would support, but the person 
the biggest refugee host in Africa, and : was laid off due to the funding gaps. 
home to 1.9 million refugees,reeling ~ Nowadays, we partner with another 
under the growing numbers and : partner who sends us one once in a 
shrinking financing. : while. 

Agencies like UNHCR and the World : "In case you get an emergency;there is 
Food Programme (WFP) are now ~ nopersontoattendtothat,"DrKenneth 
forced to ration, while other vulnerable : Ssembuze, coordinator of Medical 
populations have been completely ~ TeamsIntemationalatNakivaleHealth 
stripped of assistance. ; Centre ill, which serves as the referral 

Funding to the country dropped to : point for the other six health centres in 
$143 million (Shs505.3 billion) in 2024 j the camp, says. . 
from $460 million (Shs1.6 trillion) in : Malnutrition has also increased 
2020. . from 5.2 in Octpber 2024 to 6.9 in 

According to insiders, 2025 has been ~ October this year, according to the Mass 
the toughest year yet. The United States, : nutrition screening in the settlement, 
the biggest funder, cut global refugee : MrWasswa Yosiya,anutritionist,said. . 
funding to UNHCR by more than half : 
from $2.1 ~billioll (Sh&7.4 trilUon),~ .~. .._ . ~ ~ - ~/ 

"2024 to $843 million (Shs2.9 trillion}, .ci; ditOrraJ<g]~g. !ltLo~~dl~~d~; J 

,," 


