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Abstract
This article examines refugee integration in a globalizing world through the example of the efforts made, and challenges 
faced, by refugees, communities, and governments in Zimbabwe and Uganda. Using documentary analysis, the article shows 
how the two countries have striven to integrate refugees through encampment and non-camp settlement policies despite 
structural challenges such as restrictions on movement, economic crises, high unemployment, and limited state funding and 
resources. The article begins by conceptualizing globalization and integration and then reviews the perspectives on refugee 
integration in the two countries. It concludes with some recommendations to improve refugee integration in both countries.
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Introduction

The global interconnection of most spheres of human life—
culture, politics, economy, technology, and education—is 
facilitated by, and facilitates, the great tides of interna-
tional migration (Castles & Miller, 2003; Castles et al., 
2002; Jones, 2006) that have “become a reality that touches 
nearly all corners of the globe” (UN, 2015, p. 1). The United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 2020a) 
reported 79.5 million forcibly displaced people, 26 million 
of whom were refugees. With peace deteriorating in Ethio-
pia, Eritrea, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Syria, Afghanistan, South 
Sudan, Somalia, and elsewhere, even more people will be 

displaced, further stressing the complex and gradual process 
of local integration that, despite globalization’s facilitation, 
imposes legal, economic, social, and cultural demands on 
both the individual and the receiving society (Castles & 
Miller, 2003). 

Traditionally concerned with protecting the rights and 
entitlements of their citizens (Hugman et al., 2010), coun-
tries faced with increasing globalization and forced migra-
tion now focus more on integrating the new immigrants 
(Karakayali & Rigo, 2010). This shift has been accelerated 
by worsening refugee crises in both the Global North and 
the South that oblige countries to accept and provide for 
ever more people. Such countries’ practices, policies, and 
procedures are now influenced by the broader processes and 
realities of globalization (Bauman, 1998). The UN (2000) 
contends that countries able to ride the wave of globaliza-
tion respond to increased migration with an appreciation of 
global citizenship, comfort with uncertainty, and optimism 
about the future, and can then open their policy analyses to 
uncertainty, ambiguity, and change. Countries previously 
hostile toward immigrants have begun to change (Polzer, 
2008), and recent evidence shows many adopting integra-
tive and transformative approaches to managing emerging 
aspects of globalization (Kreibaum, 2016). 

International migration includes many different types 
of migrants, most of whom have moved to countries in the 
Global South. Academic discussions on refugee integration, 
however, have mainly discussed the issue in terms of the 
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Global North. To redress this imbalance and contribute to 
a more global perspective, this article focuses on progress 
and challenges in integrating refugees in the seldom studied 
African countries of Uganda and Zimbabwe and refugees. 

Conceptualizing Globalization and Refugee 
Integration

Conceptualizing, defining, and interpreting globalization is 
a complex task due to the many contexts and fields in which 
this word is variously applied (Jones, 2006). Globalization is 
not a static concept, but a quickly evolving (Jones, 2006) and 
highly contested domain, with no clear lines of demarcation 
(Mittelman, 2004). Hundreds of definitions exist for globali-
zation, and interpretation largely depends on the theoretical 
lens or perspective. Despite the many conflicting interpre-
tations, however, most definitions agree that globalization 
is driven by the international movement of people, goods, 
capital, ideas, and values across the globe. As Angell noted 
as early as 1911:

The world economy has become as highly interdepend-
ent as to make national independence an anachronism, 
especially in financial markets. The interdependence 
is driven by science, technology and economics - the 
forces of modernity; and these forces, not govern-
ments, determined international relations. (p. 17)

His observation makes sense, especially considering  
Harvey’s (2005) assertion that globalization emerged mostly 
in the realm of economic gain, of which the “neoliberalist 
blitz” conveniently takes advantage.

Albrow (1990), however, views globalization not only 
as economic, but also as involving all those processes by 
which the peoples of the world are incorporated into a single 
world society, global society, culture, and web of social rela-
tions. Appadurai (1990) adds that, from a cultural perspec-
tive, “what is taking place is a process of cultural mixing or 
hybridization across locations and identities” (p. 90). From 
a political perspective, Beck (2000) notes that globaliza-
tion implies the weakening of state sovereignty and state 
structures. Beerkens (2004) looks beyond the demise of 
state sovereignty and argues that with globalization “social 
arrangements (like power, culture, markets, politics, rights, 
values, norms, ideology, identity, citizenship and solidarity) 
become disembodied from their spatial context” (p. 9). A 
popular definition in sociology comes from Giddens (1990), 
who maintained that globalization is “the intensification of 
worldwide social relations which link distant localities in 
such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occur-
ring many miles away and vice versa” (p. 64). From these 
definitions, we can surmise that globalization is saliently 
international, aggressive, multi-dimensional, systematic, 

dynamic, complex, and irreversible (Beck, 2000; Beerkens, 
2004).

Various theories have emerged, especially from sociol-
ogy and anthropology, to explain globalization. Held et al. 
(1999) identified three strands of theoretical perspectives 
on globalization: hyperglobalism, transformationalism, and 
skepticism. A hyperglobalist perspective offers an overly 
optimistic analysis, arguing that globalization is a legitimate, 
socially desirable, and progressive process, with great eco-
nomic, cultural, social, and political gains that outweigh any 
negative consequences (Fukuyama, 1992). Skeptics, how-
ever, argue that individual states still wield a great deal of 
influence and globalization is slowing, its golden age back 
in the nineteenth century. Skeptics also view globalization 
as post-colonial imperialism and imperialist cultural expan-
sionism, and they question most arguments of the hyper-
globalists (Cambridge, 2000). Transformationalists depart 
from hyperglobalists and skeptics to view globalization as 
a multi-layered, non-linear, progressive, and transformative 
process. Held et al., (2000) hold its powerful transforma-
tive force responsible for a massive shakeout of societies, 
economies, institutions of governance, and the world order. 
Another transformationalist, Giddens (2001), maintains that 
globalization is the spread of four forces of Western moder-
nity: the world capitalist economy, the nation-state system, 
the world military order, and the international division of 
labor.

The tide of globalization has facilitated great movements 
not only of goods and capital, but also of people (Castles 
& Van Hear, 2005; Castles et al., 2002). The UN (2015) 
estimated cross-national migration would likely continue 
to increase due to economic opportunity, poverty, climate 
change, war, and instability. As people move to different 
places, they are compelled to integrate into various, often 
new, social and economic spheres such as the labor market, 
local culture, and new social relations (Castles, 2004; Castles  
& Van Hear, 2005). Integrating refugees and migrants has 
therefore become a topical and highly challenging issue 
(Castles & Miller, 2003) affecting and affected by history, 
tradition, economics, human rights, national policy, and 
national identity all over the world.

Like other social issues, integration is challenging to 
define and conceptualize because it has so many faces. As 
Robinson (1998) observes, “meanings of integration vary 
from country to country, change over time, and depend  
on the interests, values and perspectives of the people  
concerned; integration is individualized, contested and con-
textual” (p. 118). Sigona (2005) concurs that integration  
is a complex process involving “many actors, agencies, 
logics and rationalities” (p. 118), and so it is often used  
interchangeably with other terms such as assimilation, 
adoption, adaptation, and accommodation. Penninx (2004) 
conceptualizes integration holistically under four major 
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categories: cultural, social, economic, and political. Cultural 
integration pertains to learning and adopting new cultural 
knowledge such as language (Castles et al., 2002); social 
integration concerns local social relations and services such 
as health and education (Castles & Miller, 2003); political 
integration is participation in political processes such as vot-
ing (Castles et al., 2002); and economic integration refers 
to participating in the economy, though the labor market or 
business, for example (Castles & Miller, 2003). Like Pen-
ninx (2004), Crisp (2004) provides a comprehensive and 
three-dimensional definition of integration:

Firstly, it is a legal process, whereby refugees attain a 
wider range of rights in the host state. Secondly, it is 
an economic process of establishing sustainable liveli-
hoods and a standard of living comparable to the host 
community. Thirdly, it is a social and cultural process 
of adaptation and acceptance that enables the refugees 
to contribute to the social life of the host country and 
live without fear of discrimination. (p. 1)

However, as this paper demonstrates, integration in 
Uganda and Zimbabwe falls short of most of this definition, 
confirming the complexity of the process.

Methodology

The article relies on documentary analysis to describe refu-
gee integration in the two African countries (Stake, 1995). 
We analyzed both technical and non-technical documents 
because scientific studies on refugee integration in these 
countries are limited. The technical documents included sci-
entific journals, books, theses, conference papers, and work-
ing papers. The non-technical documents consisted of insti-
tutional reports and press releases. Documents were selected 
for analysis through an exhaustive search of the internet and 
databases such as the Sociology Collection, the Social Sci-
ence Premium Collection, and Sociological Abstracts. We 
mainly used phrase and free text searches because some 
terms needed to be searched consecutively. The concepts 
of refugee integration, refugee support, refugee responses, 
and refugee challenges were used to identify the documents.

The scope of the analysis did not permit us to review 
documents about refugee integration in countries other than 
Uganda and Zimbabwe. These two countries were cho-
sen not only because most academic discussions focus on 
refugee integration in the Global North, but also because 
these are the authors’ home countries. Given the scarcity 
of relevant documentation, we limited inclusion criteria to 
relevancy and publication in English. Date of publication, 
while perhaps of interest, was not ground for inclusion. Of 
the 56 documents identified in the search, many were irrel-
evant and did not address the integration of refugees. The 

final sample for analysis comprised 14 documents (3 scien-
tific and 11 non-scientific) addressing the phenomenon of 
refugee integration.

Integration of Refugees in Zimbabwe

Because of political instability, many people continue to flee 
sub-Saharan Africa, some seeking refuge in Zimbabwe. In 
2014, Zimbabwe hosted about 9493 refugees and asylum 
seekers (Mhlanga & Zengeya, 2016), mostly from Burundi, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Eritrea, Mozam-
bique, Rwanda, and to some extent Ethiopia (UNHCR, 
2014). About 97% of the refugees at Tongogara Refugee 
Camp in Zimbabwe were from the Great Lakes region 
countries (Burundi 7%, DRC 80%, and Rwanda 10%); the 
remaining 3% were mainly from the Horn of Africa: Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, and Somalia (UNHCR, 2014). As of October 2020, 
the number of refugees at Tongogara Refugee Camp in Zim-
babwe stood at 10,563 (UNHCR, 2020b). Encouragingly, 
most of these people have successfully applied for refugee 
status, and Zimbabwe has been praised by the UNHCR for 
awarding refugee status to most asylum seekers (Chikanda 
& Crush, 2016), enabled by its Refugee Act of 1983, which 
facilitates the speedy and fair legalization and settlement of 
refugees (Klaaren & Rutinwa, 2004).

Zimbabwe mostly pursues a policy of refugee encamp-
ment, confining refugee settlement to camps (Chikanda 
& Crush, 2016). The encampment policy is guided by the 
Refugee Act of 2001 (Republic of Zimbabwe, 2001). Under 
this policy, refugees are restricted to the camps, where (in 
line with Article 33 of the 1951 UN Convention) they are 
protected from expulsion or return to dangerous or war-
torn countries. In the camp, social workers strive to pro-
vide psychosocial support and adjustment services to unac-
companied minors, people with physical hand and mental 
challenges, the elderly, single women, and the terminally 
ill (Mhlanga & Zengeya, 2016). Social workers also link 
refugees with resources and systems that can help to fill 
their various needs. Different state and non-state actors also 
assist through providing items such as maize, grain, cooking 
oil, and clothes.

The encampment policy pursued in Zimbabwe limits the 
movement of refugees across the country, is a barrier to their 
integration in society and local communities, and is a form 
of repression that may violate Article 13 (1) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), entitling all people 
to freedom of movement. Under the policy, most refugees 
cannot move to pursue a livelihood through work or busi-
ness as their designated residence is the camp (Chikanda & 
Crush, 2016), which violates Article 23 (1) of the UDHR on 
people’s right to work and freedom of employment. Through 
denying refugees these important rights, the Zimbabwean 
encampment policy also denies them social, cultural, and 
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economic integration, which in turn preclude their politi-
cal integration (Chikanda & Crush, 2016). The exclusion 
of refugees from these vital arenas is arguably yet another 
violation of the UDHR, in this case Article 27 (1), which 
states that everyone has the right to participate freely in the 
cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts, and to share 
in scientific advancement and its benefits.

To obey international law, some African countries such 
as South Africa and Botswana have abolished encampment 
policies and permitted those with refugee status to enjoy 
freedom of movement and the pursuit of various livelihoods 
(UNHCR, 2015). In Zimbabwe, however, only wealthy refu-
gees have been allowed to move away from the camp to 
other areas, perhaps because the state wants those refugees 
to invest in local economies. Another reason could be that 
the state wants to deny responsibility for these refugees, who 
presumably can provide for themselves. However, very few 
refugees can actually move away. Because of the conditions 
in the refugee camp and the rarity of anyone being allowed 
to leave, the meaningful economic, social, and cultural inte-
gration of refugees in Zimbabwe seems unlikely except for 
a lucky few (Chikanda & Crush, 2016). However, people 
are resourceful, and about 25% of refugees in Uganda, in 
contrast, have earned livelihoods in refugee camps through 
various methods such as farming, vending, and operating 
barber shops and small stores to supplement the support they 
receive from international organizations (UNHCR, 2015). 
These livelihoods, however, are precarious and lacking in 
financial capital, state support, electricity, demand for their 
goods and services, and spendable income among prospec-
tive client/customer refugees (Klaaren & Rutinwa, 2004).

Integration of Refugees in Uganda

Uganda has been a welcoming nation since and because of 
its formation by over 56 tribes such as the Nilotic, Nilo-
Hamite, and Hamite peoples that migrated to Uganda from 
other parts of Africa (Chigwedere, 1998). To attest to its 
tradition of hospitality, Uganda hosted 7000 Polish refugees 
after World War II (Sharpe & Namusobya, 2012). Since 
then, it has continued to receive frequent refugees from 
DRC, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, Pakistan, Rwanda, 
Somalia, South Sudan, and Sudan. Between 2016 and 2017, 
the country received a record-breaking refugee population 
of 1.4 million, making Uganda the second highest refugee-
hosting country in the world after Turkey (UNHCR, 2018). 
Official statistics estimated the daily influx of refugees at 
about 2000 (Office of the Prime Minister, 2017). By the end 
of January 2020, the country still hosted 1,394,678 refugees. 
Of these, the highest population (867,453), came from South 
Sudan, while 46,707, 402,521, and 77,997 refugees respec-
tively came from Burundi, DRC, and a mix of other coun-
tries (UNHCR, 2020c). This influx has continued to increase 

as unresolved political questions cause more chronic and 
exacerbated instability in Burundi, DRC, Somalia, and South 
Sudan. Refugees in Uganda settle mainly in the West Nile 
districts of Adjumani, Arua, Moyo, Koboko, and Yumbe, 
which host 752,596 refugees, while the western districts of 
Hoima, Isingiro, Kamwenge, Kiryandongo, and Kyegegwa 
have 508,017 refugees, and in northern Uganda, Lamwo has 
the highest population of 52,547 (UNHCR, 2020c). Many 
“self-settled refugees,” however, live outside the refugee set-
tlement areas, and other “urban refugees” have settled in 
cities and towns, including 78,501 in and around Kampala 
(UNHCR, 2020c). Self-settled and urban refugees control 
their own lives and receive no material support from gov-
ernment or refugee assistance organizations. There are no 
official refugee counts, however, partly because the relevant 
information system, database, and documentation are poorly 
managed and partly because Uganda’s permeable borders 
allow refugees to enter and settle extra-legally, sometimes 
with Ugandan relatives.

Most significantly, Uganda is a signatory to the 1951 Ref-
ugee Convention, the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status 
of Refugees, and the Organization of African Unity Conven-
tion Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems 
in Africa. To fulfill its commitments to these international 
and regional conventions, the country enacted the Refugee 
Act in 2006 to protect the rights of the refugees. This law 
replaces the Control of Alien Refugees Act of 1960, which 
focused more on controlling “unwanted aliens” than protect-
ing refugees (Lomo et al., 2001). Crucially, the Refugee Act 
recognizes significant international and regional conventions 
including refugee protection and their rights to an identity 
card, non-discrimination, elementary education, gainful 
employment, freedom of movement, freedom of religion, 
and legal assistance (Refugee Act 2006, Sects. 29–36). 
Opinion leaders have commended this law as progressive 
and oriented to protecting human rights (Refugee Law Pro-
ject, 2009). Better still, since 2017 the country has devel-
oped important documents such as the Uganda Compre-
hensive Refugee Response Framework to protect refugees 
and facilitate refugee integration through supporting local 
hosting districts to empower refugees to be self-reliant.

In contrast to Zimbabwe and other countries, Uganda  
pursues a non-camp policy to create local refugee settlements.  
Under this policy, refugees are allocated relatively large 
plots (100 × 100 feet [~ 30.5 × 30.5 m]) of land to farm,  
produce their own food, and sell the surplus. The size of the 
plot, however, depends on the number of refugees in each 
location. The government also provides non-food items,  
materials to build a basic home, food aid until crops mature, 
a health center, and a primary, a secondary, and a vocational 
training school in each location (Omata & Kaplan, 2013; 
UNHCR, 2003). These settlements differ from camps such 
as those in Zimbabwe in that refugees are allocated land to 
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build their houses and engage in livelihoods. While these 
settlements also have some restrictions, they are better than 
camps because they give refugees a sense of security and 
self-reliance. Several writers and international organizations 
have welcomed this policy because it allows refugee families 
to attain socioeconomic security and reduce their dependence 
on housing and food aid (Omata & Kaplan, 2013; UNHCR, 
2015). Research conducted in 2013 under the auspices of 
the Oxford Humanitarian Innovation Project (2015) indicated 
that only 1% of refugees in Uganda depended completely on 
aid compared with over 75% of refugees in Zimbabwe. The 
2016 UN Summit for Refugees declared the Ugandan policy a 
model for refugee integration, and UNHCR (2015) described 
Uganda as the most conducive environment in the world for 
refugees. Even Pope Francis, on his arrival in Uganda in 
2015, applauded the country for demonstrating “outstanding 
concern for welcoming refugees, enabling them to rebuild 
their lives” (Ibanez, 2015). Uganda’s integration practices 
generally fit well in Jacobsen’s (2001) conceptualization of  
integration, which includes.

… lack of physical danger; freedom to return to the 
home country; access to sustainable livelihoods; 
access to government services like education, health, 
and housing; social inclusion through intermarriage 
and social interactions with the host community; and 
comparable standards of living in comparison with the 
host community. (p. 4)

Uganda strongly recognizes freedom of movement as 
key to integrating refugees, and therefore, Sect. 30 of the 
2006 Refugee Act mentions it specifically. Refugees who live 
outside settlements (self-settled refugees) may move freely 
within the country. Unfortunately, though, those in settle-
ments are restricted under the Refugee Regulations 2010, 
Sect. 47, which stipulates that.

The freedom of movement of a recognized refugee 
in Uganda is subject to reasonable restrictions speci-
fied in the laws of Uganda, or directions issued by the 
Commissioner, which apply to aliens generally in the 
same circumstances, especially on grounds of national 
security, public order, public health, public morals or 
the protection of rights and freedoms of others.

Because this right is not absolute, it violates Uganda’s 
Constitution and the 2006 Refugee Act, especially when 
such restrictive regulations are religiously administered 
in refugee settlements. As extrapolated by Bernstein and 
Okello (2007), restricting freedom of movement under-
mines integration by making other necessary components 
more difficult. For example, permission is often refused refu-
gees who apply to move to trade with local communities 
or search for skilled jobs. In such circumstances, refugees 
cannot easily develop their businesses or find employment. 

From a legal perspective, Hovil (2002) stated that restricting 
refugees from movement obstructs their right to effective 
remedy. In this case, refugees also cannot travel to courts 
or relevant offices to submit an appeal against a court or 
other official decision. Indicating such a reason for travel 
could be tantamount to inviting denial from the settlement 
commandant, especially if the appeal challenges the deci-
sion of the refugee authorities. This could be even worse for 
prospective travelers who have no attorney to argue for them. 
With continuing advances in information and communica-
tion technologies, however, such restrictions on movement 
may now be obsolete.

Uganda’s self-settled refugee population has been 
recorded at 78,501 (UNHCR, 2020c). Analysts have attrib-
uted this phenomenon to the conditions and restrictions 
associated with settlement life, and the better educational 
services, security, and opportunities to work and start busi-
nesses outside of the settlements (Hovil, 2007; Kaiser, 2005). 
Although refugee self-settlement is lawful and a stepping-
stone in the integration process, it has challenges of its own. 
For example, Hovil (2007) argues that self-settled refugees 
are not recognized because the government policy is more 
concerned with, and provides assistance and protection only 
to, settlement refugees. This means that the self-settled have 
no specific rights to protection from the government or the 
UNHCR, often live in terrible conditions, and are suscepti-
ble to prejudice. Self-settled refugees are also challenged in 
accessing health, shelter, and educational services because 
host communities believe that refugees must reside in desig-
nated settlements. Also worrisome is the government’s lack 
of investment in interventions critical to reducing conflict 
between refugees and host communities. Several government 
programs that aim to balance assistance to refugees and to 
host communities remain on paper. For example, a policy 
to award 30% of external humanitarian relief to the host 
communities has never materialized. This lack of sharing 
could cause or exacerbate conflicts and endanger the rights 
of refugees.

From an educational perspective, Ugandan governments 
did partner with the European Union to establish vocational 
training centers in the refugee settlements. These centers 
equip refugees with practical skills in bakery, tailoring, 
carpentry and joinery, building, and metal fabrication to 
allow them to become competitive in the job market (Hovil, 
2007). There are four vocational training centers for refu-
gees, the largest in Nyumanzi. However, these do not go 
far in solving the refugee’s predicament. While attaining 
these skills should be a huge step toward self-reliance and 
integration, refugees outside of settlements are hindered by 
high unemployment and job scarcity, employer uncertainty 
over the legality of employing refugees, and xenophobia 
(Ssemugenyi, 2011). This echoes an earlier observation that 
many refugees have employable skills but cannot seek work 
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because they lack identity documents, are restricted to settle-
ment areas, and face other challenges (Bernstein & Okello, 
2007). It is also clear that while some refugees have practical 
skills and the potential to sell their labor, most speak Ara-
bic, Eritrean, French, Somali, or other languages but neither 
English nor Ugandan languages. The Ugandan government 
has adopted plans to address the language barriers among 
refugee schoolchildren through programs to build their skills 
in English, literacy, and mathematics (Trudell et al., 2019), 
but this is a long-term solution to an immediate problem.

Refugees also have a different relationship with the courts 
than nationals. Juvenile offenders have received particular 
attention (Wang et al., 2015), and although juvenile prisons 
and trained staff are few, juvenile cases and those of sexual 
and gender-based violence are addressed promptly by full-
time lawyers employed by agencies such as the UNHCR 
and the International Committee of the Red Cross Uganda 
Chapter.

Challenges of Refugee Integration

Despite several efforts in both Uganda and Zimbabwe, a 
host of challenges, most notably the countries’ socioeco-
nomic crises, continue to hinder effective refugee integra-
tion. Refugees are not a high priority for these states during 
this crisis, and state funding for their support and access to 
social services and economic opportunities has been greatly 
reduced. Briefly, since the early 1990s, Zimbabwe has suf-
fered protracted political and socioeconomic challenges such 
as high unemployment, economic recessions, hyperinflation, 
and unabated corruption (Coltart, 2008; Dudzai et al., 2020). 
Dekker (2009) observes, “in the past decade a political and 
economic crisis has unfolded in Zimbabwe, resulting in two-
digit negative growth rates, sky-rocketing inflation, decline 
in the rule of law and a disintegration of markets, notably, 
output and labor markets” (p. 1). It all started in 1990, when 
the government, on the advice of the International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank, adopted the Economic Structural 
Adjustment Programme (ESAP) to address spiraling public 
debt, liberalize the economy, and stimulate economic growth 
(Muchacha et al., 2016). The ESAP, which ran from 1990 
to 1996, was a dismal failure that led to economic recession 
and high unemployment. Since then, for reasons including 
bad governance, corruption, and retrogressive economic 
policies, the Zimbabwean economy has been in freefall. In 
2008, for example, Zimbabwe had the highest inflation rate 
in the world: over 50,000% (Coltart, 2008), and in 2016, 
Muchacha et al. (2016) estimated it had over 90% unem-
ployment and more than half its 14 million people living in 
abject poverty. 

That socioeconomic situation has made integrating refu-
gees in Zimbabwe extremely challenging. Due to limited 
funding and lack of resources, the Zimbabwean government 

has mainly left the care, integration, and protection of ref-
uges to international organizations operating in refugee 
camps such as the UNHCR. The only functional refugee 
camp in Zimbabwe now is Tongogara Refugee Camp 
(Mhlanga & Zengeya, 2016), supplied mainly by the World 
Health Organization and the UNHCR, who also have lim-
ited resources. With no support from the state, the services 
provided by these non-governmental organizations are inad-
equate and contribute to an ongoing humanitarian crisis. 
Results of a (2015) UNHCR/World Food Programme survey 
in the Tongogara camp showed that over 75% of refugees 
had insufficient food, over 1000 households needed housing, 
and new arrivals were housed by their relatives, leading to 
congestion and overcrowding (UNHCR, 2015). Over 75% 
relied on supplies from non-governmental organizations and 
had no other resources. Other challenges included limited 
access to health care, water and sanitation, nutrition, educa-
tion, and amenities (Taruvinga et al., 2021).

In Uganda, allocating land to refugees to promote their 
development and self-sufficiency appears a perfect model 
for integration, but is undermined by the scarcity and poor 
quality of the land (Hovil, 2002). The resulting deteriorating 
relationship between refugees and host communities leads 
to xenophobia, animosity, and finally, violent confrontation 
(Bagenda et al., 2003). This hostile relationship is an obsta-
cle to integration and illustrates the large gap between the 
reality and the ideal of socioeconomic development for and 
through refugees (Koser, 2010). The refugee settlements 
were established in 1969 in sparsely populated zones on 
land never before cultivated. However, private land acquisi-
tion and the unprecedented population growth to nearly 46 
million people have made land scarce (UN, 2020). Settle-
ment boundaries are now disputed by local communities, 
refugees, and some government officials, each group accus-
ing the other of encroachment and damaging interactions 
between the parties. Some communities have called on gov-
ernment to speed up the return of refugees to countries such 
as Rwanda that have attained some level of peace.

Although some refugees grow crops for food and to sell 
for extra income, sales are greatly impeded by their restricted 
movements (Omata & Kaplan, 2013), and the bureaucratic 
difficulties involved in obtaining movement permits in both 
countries make the sale of agricultural products cumber-
some and minimally profitable. Betts et al. (2014) explain 
that restricting refugees’ access to markets denies their 
integration. Refugees who cannot travel to where prices 
are competitive must sell their products for whatever peo- 
ple are willing to pay. Transporting agricultural produce to  
the market, however, is greatly slowed by dilapidated roads 
and poor road networks, which affect local citizens as well. 
Tongogara Refugee Camp is about 420 km from Harare, 
Zimbabwe’s political and commercial capital (Muyambo,  
2018). Travel from Chipinge to Harare is normally by bus 
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and often complicated by the poor condition of the road 
to Birchenough Bridge near Mutema and Manesa villages. 
The long slow trip means that refugees taking produce to 
Harare’s competitive market may lose goods such as toma-
toes to spoilage. This may limit refugees and locals alike to 
selling locally, and faced with stiff competition from larger 
suppliers, they may be forced to sell their goods at giveaway 
prices.

Unfortunately, the much-heralded local settlement policy 
has led to land scarcity, triggering disputes over land and 
other resources such as firewood and water. This policy 
has continued to demand additional chunks of land at the 
expense of the expanding local population. Local people 
therefore see the policy as depriving them of their own land 
and opportunity for economic emancipation (Bagenda et al., 
2003), straining the gregarious and amiable relationship 
once enjoyed by the host and refugee communities. With an 
emphasis on private land acquisition, a cash economy, and 
food and energy crises spurring international companies to 
look for land to farm and mine, land in Uganda has become 
such a competitive resource that poor Ugandan citizens 
unable to cope have themselves been forced to migrate to 
settlements in search of land to graze their animals (Bagenda 
et  al. (2003). Conforming to research by Ahimbisibwe 
(2013), who established that some sections of host commu-
nities in southwestern Uganda had permanently migrated to 
the Nakivale refugee settlement in search of grazing land, 
this situation begets more land conflicts, with each party 
accusing the other of encroachment. Unfortunately, these 
tensions not only damage interactions between refugees and 
host communities, but also threaten children’s education as 
refugees fear sending their children to schools.

Language barriers remain a great obstacle to refugee inte-
gration. Uganda, for example, has over 56 native languages, 
most of which refugees neither speak nor understand. This 
has a large detrimental effect on integrating refugees into 
different host communities; the most vulnerable refugees are 
those who have not attained some minimum level of educa-
tion and competency in a local language (Kaiser, 2005).

Recommendations for Refugee Integration 
in Uganda and Zimbabwe

As the number of refugees increase, Uganda and Zimbabwe 
need to undertake concerted efforts to meaningfully inte-
grate refugees within their borders. Critical to refugee inte-
gration is the refugee host–community relationship, a ful-
crum upon which integration must balance. Social workers 
and the governments of Uganda and Zimbabwe should work 
toward constructing positive relationships among refugees, 
host communities, and government services and authorities. 
For example, these countries could adopt and develop inter-
ventions that benefit both refugees and host communities, 

such as the 30% humanitarian assistance promised by the 
Ugandan Prime Minister’s Office to host communities. We 
also recommend that both countries promote programs such 
as regular meetings or community events to bring refugee 
and host communities together, encourage social har-
mony and mitigate conflicts. Open discussions on shared 
resources, areas that have been major sources of conflict 
between refugees and host communities in Uganda such as 
roads, sources of water, health facilities, education facilities, 
and environmental reserves, should also be intensified.

Equally important, the encampment and local settlement 
policies in Zimbabwe and Uganda, respectively, affect 
the full integration of refugees in several ways. These 
policies of confining refugees to certain areas prevent them 
from integrating into local society, allow their continuing 
characterization as foreign “others,” and contravene Article 
26 of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
and Article 12 of the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, which provide refugees with the same human 
rights as locals (Bagenda et al., 2003). By providing land for 
agricultural livelihoods, Uganda is making significant progress 
toward the economic integration of refugees. Zimbabwe 
and many other countries need to learn from Uganda and 
implement similar policies to provide refugees with livelihoods 
and the opportunity to produce their own food and reduce their 
dependence on food aid. To address the problem of scarcity 
of resources, countries should empower refugees by providing 
them with socioeconomic tools such as micro-credit to help 
them create and support their own livelihoods, through work 
or through small and medium enterprises.

The social workers and governments of Uganda and Zim-
babwe need to raise mutual awareness between refugees and 
host communities, to encourage positive relationships, and 
to expand those relationships to include the government 
services and authorities responsible for integration. More 
importantly, governments and social workers need to publi-
cize the rights and obligations of refugees to host communi-
ties who may need to (re)learn to extend genuine kindness 
and warmth to refugees.

While we appreciate the Ugandan settlement policy, 
Uganda’s refugee services need to be decentralized to the 
refugee host districts. This will increase government spend-
ing on social services in refugee-hosting districts to facilitate 
refugee integration. Moreover, it will not only promote equi-
table resource distribution based on need, but also promote 
a culture of ownership and sustained peaceful coexistence 
between refugees and host communities. Decentralizing 
refugee services will also encourage districts to integrate 
refugee activities and projects in their developmental plan-
ning and budgeting. All key actors on refugee issues includ-
ing local governments, the UNHCR, the Office of the Prime 
Minister, and non-governmental organizations need to share 
their activities and approaches and identify critical gaps in 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



 Journal of Human Rights and Social Work

1 3

refugee integration. Besides reducing duplication, such 
inter-agency cooperation will help to capture all partner sup-
port in district development plans in a database for better 
planning refugee services. It will also promote partnerships 
between refugee host districts and other organizations and 
identify critical issues for discussion in the district councils.

Another critical problem in refugee integration in Uganda 
is the language barrier. Providing language lessons to refu-
gees would minimize communication barriers to social and 
cultural integration. Besides fixing communication barriers, 
humanitarian agencies and governments should promote the 
meaningful participation of both refugees and host popula-
tions in making decisions on matters that affect them. When 
both refugees and host communities feel included, especially 
through collaboration and a bottom-up approach, they can 
share ownership and work together to sustain and promote 
the holistic and mutually beneficial integration of the refu-
gees. This will also make refugee integration processes more 
rational, increasing the trust of individual and institutional 
donors, whose increased donations would support successful 
interventions and make integration sustainable.

Zimbabwe’s poor integration of refugees may be linked 
to its failure to inculcate in host communities the Ubuntu 
values and attributes upon which Zimbabwean society is 
ostensibly based. We recommend, therefore, consciousness-
raising programs to educate host communities on the signifi-
cance of Ubuntu philosophy, which is premised on the group 
solidarity central to the survival of African communities 
(Mbigi, 2005). According to Ubuntu philosophy, an African 
is not a rugged individual, but a person living in a commu-
nity (Mbigi, 2005). In this view, refugees living in the hostile 
environment of settlements characterized by hunger, isola-
tion, deprivation, and poverty rely for their very survival 
upon the Ubuntu spirit of community solidarity and broth-
erly and sisterly concern. When host communities believe 
and practice the values of Ubuntu, community members will 
be motivated to participate in benevolent initiatives based on 
respect, dignity, caring, and sharing (Fraser-Moleketi, 2007). 
Social workers from the Department of Social Development 
and Social Workers working at Tongogara Refugee Camp 
might promote the spirit of Ubuntu when encouraging com-
munities to care and share with refugees, by encouraging 
community members, for example, to give refugees part-
time jobs such as planting fields in the rainy season, weed-
ing fields, herding cattle and goats, and harvesting crops. 
These jobs would help to establish networking and interde-
pendency between host communities and refugees, which 
in turn could establish the spirit of togetherness cherished 
in Ubuntu philosophy. In more practical terms, this would 
also provide refugees with a livelihood and access to food, 
money, and clothing.

The Ubuntu spirit could also be fostered in local com-
panies who might be encouraged to demonstrate social 

responsibility by donating some of their profits to refugee 
communities. Social links created between refugees and 
such companies, both multi-national and local, would help 
establish and foster institutional and community cultures of 
respect, dignity, caring, and sharing with refugee communi-
ties. Even minor steps in this direction could be great strides 
toward refugees’ integration as they begin to feel accepted 
in the host country. Social workers in Zimbabwe and other 
host countries have to lobby and advocate to bring about 
such programs (Mhlanga & Zengeya, 2016) to enhance not 
only refugees’ integration, but also their well-being. With 
the small or dangerous chances most refugees have of return-
ing home, social workers must lobby governments and other 
relevant actors and advocate for policies and programs to 
integrate refugees in their countries of asylum.

Conclusion

The world is becoming increasingly globalized, and the 
movement of goods, capital, ideas, and culture beyond 
borders is unlikely to change; rather, it will increase as 
globalization is irreversible. This essay demonstrates the 
complexity of—and the major impact of scant resources 
on—integrating refugees in Zimbabwe and Uganda. Refu-
gees are restricted by both lack of resources and restraints on 
their movements, meaning they do not have the same rights 
as locals. We argue that successful integration in Zimbabwe 
and Uganda depends on refugees’ freedom of movement, 
and we implore these and other countries to utilize advances 
in information, communications, and technology to manage 
and protect refugees in transit rather than restrict their move-
ments. To achieve refugee integration, both Zimbabwean 
and Ugandan governments should provide and encourage 
language support, micro-credit facilities, and programs to 
facilitate social harmony and mitigate conflicts. Government 
policy must also balance assistance to refugees with the 
needs and values of the host communities. A policy to award 
30% of external humanitarian relief to host communities 
should urgently be implemented to avoid conflicts between 
host communities and refugees. To facilitate local ownership 
of refugee programs, we encourage Ugandan and other gov-
ernments to decentralize refugee services and integrate them 
in local development plans. Finally, activities that promote 
talent building and community engagement in events such 
as cultural galas, sports activities, and community dialogue 
geared toward harmonious living should be facilitated. Such 
measures, especially dialogues, will not only help to identify 
violent hotspots, but will equally reconcile those who had 
been aggrieved by either party.

More significantly, refugee integration could bring new 
opportunities to both Zimbabwe and Uganda. As the World 
Bank (2011) alluded, such integration can promote economic 
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expansion and innovation, and hence breathe new life and 
dynamism into a regional economy. This suggests that were 
refugees given adequate room to express their skills and 
expertise through various economic activities, they could 
initiate new models of production within the local economy 
while contributing significantly to the nation’s gross domes-
tic product. Arguably, effective integration would allow and 
encourage refugees to engage in a variety of entrepreneurial 
activities that would increase the supply of goods and ser-
vices. This would not only stimulate market growth, but also 
expand trade between locals and refugees, thus strengthen-
ing integration and furthering growth. 
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