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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Uganda in 2013 shows positive and negative faces: high economic growth rates on the one hand 
and an autocratic government and intractable poverty on the other. This study combines Reality 
Check methodologies with meso-level research to explore three key development issues from the 
perspective people who are poor. It asks what are the enabling conditions that would allow them to 
better their overall standards of living. Specifically, it looks at the key issues of post-conflict 
reconstruction, environmental sustainability and youth livelihoods in three distinct local contexts. 
Later in the report, we discuss the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the human-rights based 
approach championed by Sweden and implemented by Swedish Framework Organisations and their 
partners, and provide suggestions for what a human rights based perspective means in Uganda 
today. We also look at the SFOs’ theories of change in terms of their relevance and alignment 
within the current socio-political climate.  
 
Country Context 
 
In Uganda, a growing economy and rapidly increasing population is creating a demand for jobs that 
far outstrips supply. While this rush for jobs has triggered a rapid rural-urban migration, most 
Ugandans continue to live in the countryside and the majority are very poor. As the government 
attempts, with donor support, to make public services universally accessible, these services are 
declining in quality and increasingly expensive. Citizens speak of widespread corruption and 
discrimination at all levels of government and private sector and point to this as the key problem 
that undermines development efforts. Civil society protest is not looked on favourably within the 
country and SFOs and their partners tend to shy away from it. Freedom of expression and 
association has been restricted and anti-corruption movements suppressed. Despite the restoration 
of peace in Uganda following the war with the Lords’ Resistance Army, the space for democracy 
and human rights appears to be shrinking.  
 
Methodologies  
 
Methods used for this study include Reality Checks in three different regions of the country as well 
as meso-level interviews with both local and national-level leaders, to deepen understanding of the 
issues. Reality check locations were chosen as areas in which Swedish Framework Organisations 
and/or their partners are active and which highlight a diversity of political, social and economic 
conditions. 
 
Reality Check #1 – Pader, Northern Uganda 
Pader was chosen for the site of a Reality Check as an area heavily affected by recent war. SFOs and 
their partners are working on post-conflict restoration, focusing on income diversification, women’s 
empowerment, credit and small scale infrastructure. While the aid provided by local NGOs is 
appreciated, there is a sense that it is not finding ways to tackle the issues of marginalisation and 
disempowerment that characterise the distorted and unequal post-conflict political economy, with 
its discriminatory relations and consequent personal stresses.  
 
Reality Check #2 - Mbarara, Western Uganda 
Mbarara was chosen for the site of a Reality Check as an area of intensifying agricultural production 
and rapidly growing population, hosting SFO-supported programs on environmental sustainability 
and farming. President Museveni’s home area, the region is relatively well served with paved roads 
and government funding. While the intensification of land use threatens the environment and 
offers richer farmers commercial opportunities, poor people’s attention is on declining access to 
employment, land and welfare. SFO-partner work on environment and agricultural production 
comes through as highly relevant, often effective, but not ameliorating the increasing 
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disempowerment of people who are very poor. 
 
Reality Check #3 – Wakiso, Central Uganda   
Wakiso, a peri-urban district located close to Kampala, was chosen as the third Reality Check site. It 
is the home to many young people who have migrated to the city in search of work and have found 
a foothold on the periphery of the city. SFO-partner organisations are thin on the ground in these 
communities, but those that are present do useful work for small income-generating and credit 
groups. However, these efforts are not at a sufficient scale to make a visible difference to the ever-
growing numbers of young residents. SFO partners’ work to advocate for better conditions for poor 
people in urban areas is quite active, but as yet shows little impact in the site visited for this report. 
As in other parts of Uganda we found that commercialisation, discrimination, corruption and stress 
are the matters that people talk of most. 
 
Analysis 
 
We find that Sweden’s Civil Society Strategy and those of its partner SFOs and their partners in the 
field are not entirely aligned with the great thrust of reality in Uganda1. The work on post conflict, 
environment and youth livelihoods that the agencies contribute are relevant, and are often useful 
and appreciated, but the strategies miss the big issues that sustain poverty. These big issues are 
about relations of rights between the citizen and the state and of reciprocity and respect between 
individuals, genders, classes and tribes in society.  
 
Many of the people we spoke with in all three areas spoke of the importance of making state 
services more reliable and accessible – both concrete outcomes of rights. For instance, most people 
consider education to be an enabling condition, however poor in quality. However, due to the 
exclusion of poor people from the majority of political processes, in combination with a climate 
that discourages civil engagement, poor citizens cannot claim reliable and accessible services as 
rights – only as hopes. Thus, the extent to which they can access these enabling conditions 
continues to be limited. While SFOs and their partners tend to fill gaps in service provision and 
often provide capacity training for citizens, they rarely work to challenge the status quo in terms of 
attempting to alter the existing political climate.  
 
The theme of ‘capacity building’ is central to the theories of change employed by many of the 
Swedish-linked CSOs we encountered. Local community members and critics in Kampala suggested, 
however, that capacities gained do not allow people to confront the disabling conditions they face, 
giving them no powers over the capture of resources by elites and the threat of violence directed 
towards anyone attempting to change the system.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Ultimately, the state treats its citizens not as rights bearers, but as populations to be managed. This 
makes a human rights based approach difficult, though not unimportant. The question is how to 
achieve rights in such a situation. While government encourages civil society to focus on micro-
economic capacity building and filling deficits in service provision, it discourages citizens from 
challenging the status quo. This undermines civil society’s ability to contribute to enabling 
conditions for poor people.  
 
Some SFO and their partners already do take account of and even act on the way political 
corruption, social discrimination and personal stress hinders progress on issues such as 

                                                           
1
 This is not a comment on any particular SFO or partner, since there is a range of strategies and 

understandings, but it is an overview of the general direction of effort. 



6 
 

environment, post conflict reconstruction and youth employment. These organisations offer a way 
forward for aligning civil society strategies with reality.  
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ABBREVIATIONS 
 
ADRA Adventist Relief and Development Association 
CBR Centre for Basic research 
CSO Civil Society Organisation, defined as social change actors in the civic realm, not 

necessarily formal or linked with international cooperation 
DENIVA Development Network of Indigenous Voluntary Associations 
HRBA Human Rights Based Approach  
IAS International Aid Services 
IDS Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex, UK 
IOD PARC  International Organisation Development /  
LPO Local Partner Organisation (of SFO) 
LO-TCO Secretariat of International Trade Union Development Cooperation 
LRA Lord’s Resistance Army 
LWF Lutheran World Federation 
NAPE National Association of Professional Environmentalists 
NGO Non Governmental Organisation, defined as formal organisations usually having 

some links with international development cooperation 
NRM National Resistance Movement 
NUSAF Northern Uganda Social Action Fund 
PAYE Pay As You Earn (income tax) 
RC Reality Check (also referred known as RCA – Reality Check Approach) 
SFO Swedish Framework Organisation – Swedish CSO supported in part via Sida 

framework agreement. Also referred to as ‘Swedish CSOs’. 
Sida Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
SIPU Swedish Institute for Public Administration (SIPU International) 
SMC Swedish Mission Council 
SSNC/NF Swedish Society for Nature Conservation 
UCA Uganda Cooperative Alliance 
UNFF Uganda National Farmers Federation 
UPE/USE Universal Primary and Secondary Education 
UGX Uganda Shilling 
VAT Value Added Tax 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
This report presents the findings of three reality check studies conducted in Uganda in August 2013. 
The three studies, which involved researchers staying four-five days in one community, in one or 
more households, meeting numerous members of the local society and following up with 
interviews at local and national levels, give an insight into how poverty works in northern, central 
and western Uganda.  
 
The districts, communities and households were chosen as sites that could give us perspective on 
key issues identified by partner organisations as crucial to anti-poverty efforts. We begin by 
showing what the families that hosted us were concerned with, how their lives were going and how 
poverty, development, government and civil society look from their perspective. This allows us to 
frame the issues they face in a way that we hope would make sense to these families.  
 
The report then takes the enquiry from the local level to the meso-level by reporting the results of 
literature searches and interviews with officials and specialists at local and national level. We then 
consider the strategies of a selection of civil society organisations linked to selected Swedish 
Framework Organisations (SFOs). The selected organisations are operating in the districts studied, 
and are members of or in partnership with SFOs. In the last sections we analyse the material 
collected in the light of a set of questions around enabling conditions for people who live in poverty 
to get beyond it and ask if the Sida civil society strategy and the activities of organisations 
supported through Swedish Framework Organisations are aligned with the reality we have learned 
about and whether the issues they choose to work on are relevant and whether their aims on these 
issues are feasible. 
 
This report from Round One of the Reality Check in Uganda should be read alongside the global 
synthesis report and inception report for the civil society strategy evaluation. The individual site 
reports and meso-level interviews on which this report is based are not being published, as it would 
be too difficult to conceal individual identities.  
 
This report should also be understood as the first round of two reality check reports, with each 
report building on the last. Learning engagements with local partner organisations and SFOs about 
the key issues and debates emerging will form part of the next stage of reality check. The question 
of how development actors’ theories of change align with those of poor people, how relevant are 
their programmes to the concerns of the very poor in the short and long term, and how feasible is it 
for their programmes to create conditions of empowerment and change in current conditions are 
sketched in this report and will be deepened together with partner agencies as the evaluation 
proceeds to the second round.   
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2. THE CONTEXT 

 
 

2.1 Economic overview 
The World Bank reports that population in 2002 was 25 million and in 2012 it was estimated at 35 
million2. National income is largely generated in the capital Kampala and wealth is concentrated in 
the hands of a small percentage of the population.  Wealth is subject to a system of patronage. 
Economic growth began to take off in Uganda the 1990s with liberalisation of the economy and 
high world prices for commodities such as coffee, along with generous aid. Fuelled by discoveries of 
oil, growth had been over 7% on the 2000’s, but recent political setbacks brought it down to 3.4%. 
Average per capita income is $506, undermined by inflation at 14% and rapid population growth 
estimated at 3.4%, one of the fastest growing populations in the world3. 
Kampala has an estimated population of 1.6 million, over 4 times larger than the next largest city. 
Its population growth rate is twice the national average. It is the location of more than 80% of the 
country’s industrial and service sector firms and generates nearly half of national GDP4. There has 
been a shift in recent years from agriculture to services, but this has not led to increased 
employment opportunities as might have been expected. The urban economy, although absorbing 

                                                           
2
 World Bank, http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uganda 

3
 IFPRI, 2012 

4 Giddings, S., 2009, The Land Market in Kampala, Uganda and Its Effect on Settlement Patterns. 
Washington DC: International Housing Coalition 
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more and more people, is not providing adequate employment for the many Ugandans entering 
the workforce every year. According to World Bank statistics, young people are joining the job 
market at a rate of more than 4% per annum. From every town and village young people are 
moving towards a local town or city, seeking a livelihood.5   
 
Growth is in capital-intensive businesses that employ only a small proportion of the workforce. It is 
clear that economic growth is not moving fast enough, nor is it broad enough to catch up with 
growing demand for jobs. Neither is it equitably distributed: the vast majority of Ugandans are 
earning very little. Employment is increasing in agriculture, but output is declining and income per 
capita is also in decline. 
 
Favourable economic development has contributed to a reduction of the proportion of the 
population falling under an income poverty line, but, the line does not take into account the 
growing number of necessary expenditures for items which once stood outside the monetised 
system. The number of people earning less than $1 (UGX 2,500) a day may have fallen in Uganda, 
(recent statistics show a drop from 32% – 26%6) but the cost of living has risen by a factor far 
greater.  The official Gini Co-efficient that shows the gap between rich and poor has worsened from 
0.408 to 0.426. Given that much of the wealth that accrues to the rich is probably not measured in 
national income statistics, we can assume that inequality is even greater than this official figure 
would suggest. 

2.2 Public services and government 
In addition to economic struggles, the country is also suffering from severe administrative 
difficulties. Since the adoption in 2005 of a multi-party system, there has been a clear tendency 
towards increased exercise of presidential power. Power in Uganda is highly concentrated in the 
executive branch of government. The National Resistance Movement (NRM) headed by President 
Yoweri Museveni for 25 years, is the dominant political organisation. It controls political and to a 
great extent economic development in the country. The introduction of a multi-party system in 
2005, in exchange for the abolition of a constitutional limit on presidential terms, has not altered 
this situation. Fundamental freedoms of expression and association have been restricted and other 
violations of civil and political rights are common. Most recently, in August 2013, a public order bill 
was passed that requires meetings of more than 3 persons to be registered with the authorities in 
advance. 
   
In the report ‘Uganda at 507,’ the Centre for Basic Research (CBR) reports from a wide consultation 
of citizens who deliberated the meaning, agency and value of their citizenship. The report notes 
‘the positive post-independence strides’ in services, infrastructure and security.  But it also 
highlights deep citizen concern with corruption and inequality. It concludes that Uganda is facing ‘a 
big challenge with citizenship and participation as the state increasingly hijacks the people’s agenda 
and ignores popular voices. The militarisation of politics has instilled a sense of fear and 
resignation, thereby curtailing people’s self-expression. There are several instances where people’s 
agency has been either watered down or pushed to the periphery completely. For example, the 
demand for political pluralism was acutely watered down while the issues to do with livelihoods of 
the majority poor have been distorted to facilitate a corrupt system leading to massive service 
delivery deficits.’8 

                                                           
5
 Paul Mukwaya, Yazidhi Bamutaze, Samuel Mugarura, and Todd Benson, 2012, Rural-Urban Transformation 

in Uganda, IFPRI 
6
 Uganda Bureau of Statistics (2012) Statistical Abstract 

7
 Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50: Amplifying Citizen’s Voices, Report of Citizen’s Dialogue on 

the Uganda I want to see’  
8
 Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50, p.3 
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Public services are generally considered to be poor, strained not only by rising demand, but also by 
mismanagement and corruption. The period since 2005 have been marked by scandals relating to 
theft of public money, which have shut off donor flows and put new pressures on public services.  
 
As the economy has grown, so the cost of basic commodities, goods and services has also increased 
substantially. Civil service wages, for all except the higher echelons, remain very low, and the ability 
of a civil servant to afford rent, food, transport and school fees is ever under stress. It is now 
normal for service providers on the front line to levy charges to keep their services open – since 
they do not receive much in the way of running costs or salary from government.  
 
Poor parents sending their children to school under the supposedly free Universal Primary and 
Secondary Education (UPE/USE) system, incur fees of a minimum of UGX 50,000 per child per term 
and rising. Failure to pay these ‘fees’ (for ‘books’, ‘extra lessons’ and ‘school maintenance’) mean 
the child is sent home from school and not allowed to sit exams. These fees are added to the cost 
of uniforms, food and exercise books. Health services are also hardly free, the same system of 
‘allowable’ charges becoming the gate through which prospective patients must pass in order to 
qualify for any kind of care. The increasing cost of accessing public services, and yet the increasing 
need for such services is putting enormous stress on poor people.  
 
In addition to problems of affordability, there are also questions of quality. The policy of universal 
education has led to a rapid increase in the number of schools and the levels of enrolment, but has 
done little for the quality and effectiveness of education itself9. Two thirds of children are failing to 
make it through basic primary education. Uganda enrols 1.5 million children every year, and yet 
only 500,000 are graduating from primary seven10.  Eight out of ten children in primary three 
cannot do work set for primary two11. In the health sector, mothers die on hospital floors. 16 
women die every day from preventable complications. Health centres are often unstaffed, or have 
little or no medicine. The poor roads claim increasing numbers of Ugandan lives. 
 
The breakdown in public service delivery has meant that people have to get their services from the 
private sector, even if they are very poor. Parents pay for education in private schools if they can, 
as they are anxious to ensure that their children learn the how to navigate Uganda’s rapidly 
changing world. Citizens pay for almost all their health care, water is paid for, and those who can 
afford it have a generator to supply electricity that should come from the national grid. Everywhere 
public services are under stress and at a price.  
 
Not only the poor, but also the working and middle classes feel vulnerable, and mutual support is in 
decline. Inside the poorer households the sense of vulnerability is acute, as there is no effective 
state welfare system and community and kin welfare systems are under tremendous strain. If a 
breadwinner falls sick, it may mean that the children will not go to school and the householder will 
have to sell vital assets just to respond to the household crisis12.  
 
The middle class person understands both poverty and wealth. These are the lucky ones that came 
out of this challenging reality. They look on and cannot intervene in any meaningful way. They see 
the corruption in government as public funds are stolen, services undermined, and desperate youth 
scratch a living as motor-bike taxi drivers. People look on mesmerized by the elite gluttony and in 
perplexity at the half-hearted opposition politicians that pull a few camera-friendly stunts of 

                                                           
9
 Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50 

10
 Uganda Bureau of Statistics (2012) Statistical Abstract  

11
 Uganda National NGO Forum (2011), Are our Children Learning? Uwezo 2011 National Report, Kampala 

12
 Uganda at 50 
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activism. Many have taken to new evangelical religions. The savvy NGO worker continues to see a 
project in every crisis and constructs her own small world filled with Facebook, Twitter and satellite 
TV, enjoying short spurts of modernity facilitated by donor funds.  
 
The government is widely mistrusted by the citizens. The space for democracy and human rights 
appears to be shrinking. When the President influenced the change of the Constitution to remove 
Presidential term limits, this was an expression of the insecurity that politicians anticipate when 
leaving office. Most leaders express reluctance to leave power. This is true at every level from 
leader of the local council to president. The government is thus present and absent at once. On the 
one hand the country is over-governed. There are 2 million elected leaders. On the other hand if 
you are looking for supportive government, it hardly reaches the needy people, as indicated above 
in the description of the public services. The fire-brigade is never on time13.  However, if one 
‘walked to work14’ one could expect a heavy presence of government. If one protested the theft of 
public funds, as the Black Monday Movement15, there is government to tell you to protest indoors. 
Police will always find enough numbers to deploy for elections, but never enough numbers to stop 
violence against women or child sacrifice. “While in some parts of Uganda you walk 5 kilometres for 
find a policeman, in Kampala you walk 5 metres to find one.”16 This is a critical development 
challenge.  
 
The commercialization of politics, services and welfare offers fertile ground for the propagation of 
politics of patronage with leaders behaving very much as transactional leaders. There is widespread 
vote buying, which the voters feel they have to accept. Leaders spend money in their constituencies 
helping out at burials, weddings and other community activities. Land is alienated from 
smallholders by powerful investors, the environment is being plundered, and yet the majority of 
people feel powerless to prevent it. 

2.3 NGOs in Uganda 
NGOs in Uganda have increased some 50% in the last five years. In 2007 between 6-7,000 were 
registered with the NGO Board, and by the end of 2012 the number had reached 10,000. NGOs 
create awareness, deliver social services, contribute to and monitor policy processes, build 
capacity, organize and challenge. They create employment and pay significant amounts in taxes 
such as import duty, PAYE and VAT, contributing to the growth of the economy.   

 
There have been a number of attempts to document the contribution of NGOs to development in 
Uganda. Nyangabyaki, et al (2000)17, writing for the John Hopkins Comparative Non-Profits Sector 
Project, estimated that civil society in Uganda in 1998 accounted for about $89 million in 
expenditures, and amount equivalent to 1.4% of GDP that year. It found out that the sector 
employs over 230,000 workers representing 2.3% of the country’s economically active population 
and 10.9% of its non-agricultural employment. This number was approximately one-and-a-half 
times that of the public sector workforce.  

                                                           
13

 A fuel tanker recently had an accident on a highway and people ran with jerrycans to collect the petrol. 
Over 40 people died in the inferno that followed and the fire brigade, police and national referral hospital 
could not respond to this incident effectively. 
14

 ‘Walk to Work’ was an opposition politician’s street demonstration and campaign against inflation and run 
down public services. It was banned by government and politicians were arrested and several people lost 
their lives.  
15

 Black Monday is a civil society campaign against theft of public funds.  The campaign asks citizens to wear 
black clothes every Monday, the campaign publishes a newsletter on a corruption scandal every month. 
16

 Uganda at 50 
17

 Bazaara Nyangabyaki (2000), Contemporary Civil Society and the Democratization Process in Uganda: A 
Preliminary Exploration. Working Paper 54, Centre for Basic Research Publications, Kampala, Uganda 
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Other studies including Barr, Fafchamps and Owens, 2003, and DENIVA 2006 highlight important 
trends in Uganda civil society confirming the shifting position of civil organisations in the 
governance arena18. The period of reconstruction, after the political crises of the 1970s and 1980s, 
provided space for the emergence of indigenous civil society organizations and the creation of an 
umbrella organisation, DENIVA – Development Network for Indigenous Voluntary Associations. 
With social service delivery beyond the capacity of government and with donor funding to NGOs in 
Uganda in full flood, a ‘laissez-faire’ attitude characterized government attitudes towards NGOs in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. An era of growth followed for both indigenous and international 
NGOs. Many took on the service delivery role funded by bilateral donors, while the World Bank 
worked with government to try to strengthen public service delivery.  

 
Contrasted against state inefficiency, NGOs were considered ‘less corrupt, and closer to the 
people.’ Owing to the generous support of foreign donors, NGOs started to act without reference 
to government policies, while government functionaries viewed the resource flows to NGOs with 
envy and cynicism. The era established two important dimensions of civil society in Uganda: first, 
the lasting association, even equation, of civil society with NGOs, while its other components (such 
as trades unions and co-operatives) were ignored or even undermined and second, the tendency 
for NGO growth to be driven by availability of donor funding rather than the imperative of 
providing answers to deep seated problems.  

 
The bonanza years for NGOs came to an end around 1993, with the strengthening of government 
structures and systems, especially at local level. The latitude for CSO involvement in service delivery 
narrowed. The larger indigenous NGOs, with their burgeoning bureaucracies, were being 
confronted with the challenge of downsizing and were being forced to explore new funding 
mechanisms such as consultancies from government and other state grants.  
 
In Northern Uganda, NGO involvement in delivering humanitarian assistance continued throughout 
the period until the ravages of the Lords Resistance Army began to slow in 2008. In the last five 
years, civil society organizations in northern Uganda have transformed, shifting from humanitarian 
to development work. While many organisations have left northern Uganda, those who stay are 
learning how to deliver long-term development support.   
 
For a long time, between the early 1960s and the declaration of multi-party politics in 2002, the 
one-party political system suppressed CSO advocacy. Multi-partyism appeared to open up potential 
for a burgeoning of advocacy organisations. However, while there has been a growth of 
organisations, state democratic credentials have been retrogressive. Restrictions on NGOs have 
been increasingly overt, culminating most recently in the NGO Act (2006) and further amendments 
(2009) has meant that NGOs now have to find new ways of engaging with citizens and the state. 

  
According to the Uganda NGO Forum, the NGO Act CAP 113 (2006) falls short of achieving a 
progressive law in a country aspiring to deepen democracy and claiming to respect constitutional 
law and its obligations under various international instruments and covenants. Article 1(e) of the 
Act defines an NGO as ‘an organization established to provide voluntary services, including 
religious, educational, literary, scientific, social or charitable services, to the community or any part 

                                                           
18

 Deborah Eade (ed.) 2000: Development, NGOs and Civil Society; Oxfam, UK, Saral Michael 2004: 
Understanding Development: The absence of power among local NGOs in Africa, DENIVA 2006: Civil Society 
in Uganda: At the Crossroads?, Kwesiga J.B. and Ratter A. J. 1994: Realising the Development Potential of 
NGOs and Community Groups in Uganda, Riddell, Gariyo and Mwesigye 1998: Review of National Policy on 
Non-Governmental Organisations for Uganda, Barr, Fafchamps et al 2003: Non-Governmental Organisations 
in Uganda 
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of it’. The Act is silent on the broader governance, policy and human rights aspects of civil society 
activism, i.e. the political dimensions of NGO work. This means that the state can invoke the law to 
curtail the work of NGOs in the areas of democracy, governance and human rights.  

 
Regulation 13 states that ‘an organization shall, in carrying out its operations… not make any direct 
contact with the people in their area of operation in Uganda unless it has given seven days’ notice 
in writing of its intention to do so to the local councils and RDCs of the area’. According to the 
Uganda NGO Forum, this provision is ‘tantamount to creating a police state’. 

 
Today we see organizations working collectively on campaigns, ranging from saving forests, 
campaigning around the Public Order bill, corruption and several other issues. All these 
developments have taken place in an environment of a strong state. While for a small number of 
organisations this period has been marked by emerging civic competence, many others have been 
intimidated and become docile. . The picture of civil society is one of varied capacity as different 
organisations negotiate the ever-changing terrain of the Ugandan state.  

2.4 Known key issues  
Reviewing the activities of the partners of Swedish Framework Organisations in Uganda, the 
evaluation team selected three key issues on which they were working and used these to identify 
locations for reality checks: post conflict reconstruction; environment; and young people’s 
livelihoods. We set out here how these are broadly understood by a selection of SFO partners 
operating in the selected districts.   
 
In northern Uganda, the post-conflict agenda is uppermost in the minds of SFO partner 
organisations. The partners, supported by Swedish Mission Council, frame the problems as 
shortfalls in knowledge, organisation and resources.  
In Central Uganda, on the edges of Kampala, the known key issue is youth livelihoods. 
Organisations working on the issue tend to focus primarily on income generation and credit in 
support of small business.  Local organisations working on livelihoods are supported by Swedish 
Mission Council. Other SFO partners include those working on housing advocacy, linked to 
WeEffect. Initial attempts by our team to locate Forum Sydd partners were not successful as the 
partners are very small, and we found that LO-TCO’s trade union partners, which we thought might 
have been supporting employment initiatives were not focusing on these issues at present. 
 
In Western Uganda the known key issue is the environment. The organisations working on the issue 
frame it as a concern for biodiversity and environmental damage resulting from industrial and 
agricultural activities. The organisations met by the reality check team are linked to the Swedish 
Society for Nature Conservation/Swedish Fund for Nature (SSNC).  Other SFO partners include 
those working on agricultural associations and cooperatives, linked to WeEffect. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Site selection:  
The reality check began with selection of three districts in different parts of Uganda. We selected 
these districts on the basis of two criteria:  

 

 It is a district where there are CSOs allied to Swedish Framework Organisations are active. 

 It is a district that highlights a specific key issue worked on by one or more partner 
organisations while also showing a diversity of political, economic and social conditions.  

 
We selected Pader, Mbarara and Wakiso districts in North, west and central Uganda respectively. 
Each district presents a known key issue and demonstrates distinct regional variations in terms of 
economic status, geography, civil society activity, ethnicity, political power and history of violent 
conflict.  

 

 Pader is a northern district only recently emerged from over 20 years of horrific civil war. 
Known key issue: post-conflict reconstruction. 

 Mbarara is a western district with substantial agricultural production and powerful political 
representation. Known key issue: agriculture and environment. 

 Wakiso is a district that surrounds Kampala municipality, representing Uganda’s rapid urban 
growth. Known key issue: young people’s livelihoods. 

 
Uganda Site selection 

Reality 
Check # 

Key Issues Swedish Framework 
Organisations 

Geographic sites /  
Selected CSO partners  

RC1 KKI: Post conflict 
reconstruction;  
OKI: gender based 
violence and social 
displacement of 
men 

Swedish Mission Council  
 

Pader District, Acholi Sub-Region 
(affected by war between LRA and 
Ugandan Government) 
International Aid Services 
Lutheran World Federation  

RC2 KKI: Young people’s 
livelihoods 
OKI: Housing and 
sanitation 

Swedish Mission Council 
 

We Effect 

Wakiso, Kampala District (Central 
Region, hinterland of Kampala) 
Uganda Human Settlements 
Network 
Adventist Development and Relief 
Association (ADRA) 

RC3 KKI: environmental 
management 
OKI: Discrimination, 
Education, 
Agriculture 

SSNC 
WeEffect  

 

Mbarara District (Western 
Region), High productivity region  
Nature Uganda 
National Association of 
Professional Environmentalists 
Uganda Cooperative Alliance 
Uganda National Farmers 
Federation 

3.2 Partner engagement  
The second step was to invite as many of the local organisations working in those districts with 
partnerships with Swedish Framework Organisations as we could identify from the available 
documentation and which had local representation. Eight civil society organisations joined us for an 
introductory meeting (see Annex 1).  The research team gave a briefing on the study and made it 
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clear that the approach was designed to learn together, and it was not designed to evaluate the 
partner organisations, or the framework organisations, but to explore the alignment, relevance and 
feasibility of agency development strategies in general with the strategies of the people whose 
perspectives we had understood through the reality checks.  

3.3 Reality checks  
The third step was the reality checks. Teams of between two and four people, a mix of Ugandans 
and outsiders, went to each site19.  
 
Once in the district centres the teams met with district authorities to brief them on the study and 
make sure of permission to proceed. Within a district (or county) there are several sub-counties 
and within that a number of parishes. We chose our locations through discussions with key 
informants, looking for parishes where we would find poor households for whom the known key 
issues would be relevant in some way. We then chose our households, first by contacting key 
informants in the settlement and then by walking through it and chatting with people. We looked 
for households that were clearly poor, and where our known key issue could be expected to be 
relevant.  
 
We spent four-five days with a household, or more than one household, staying the nights in their 
houses where appropriate. We spent much time with the householders, their children and 
relatives, and also spent time with their neighbours. We went with them to market or on their 
errands and to their work places and there met other people and chatted with them. We inquired 
into everything that was happening, everything we could see and hear, taste, smell and feel. We 
asked them to tell us stories, to tell us more about matters that came up in conversation and to 
explain how things worked and who was who in the community and who did what.  Our aim was 
not only to learn about the ‘known’ key issues (those highlighted by NGOs), but also about other 
issues that were given priority by the householders, their relatives and neighbours. We will return 
to these same households a second time, after 9-12 months to feedback our analysis and deepen 
our relationship and learning. 

3.4 Meso-level interviews 
During the reality checks, we interviewed local key informants, to ask about known and other key 
issues as they arose. We also met with representative of local partner organisations who were 
receiving support from Swedish Framework Organisations.  
 
In the capital city Kampala, we met key informants able to give a national view on issues arising 
from reality check households and communities and meeting SFO partner organisations to explore 
their theories of change and theories of practice with them. Some were met before the reality 
checks were finished. To those we met after the reality check we were able to give feedback to 
them about what we had learned and gain their perspective. Finally we discussed the evaluation 
and interviewed the Programme Officer at the Swedish Embassy responsible for civil society. 

4. FINDINGS FROM THE REALITY CHECKS  
In this section we summarise the perspectives gained from staying with households in the three 
districts and explain the questions that we then pursued at meso level. We consider the key issues 
we identified in advance from documentation of local organisations and Swedish Framework 
Organisations, which we have termed ‘known key issues.’ And we put forward the key issues that 

                                                           
19

  Pader: Josephine Ahikire and Harriet Pamara (CBR) and Rosie McGee, (IDS). Mbarara: Joanita Tumwikirize 
(CBR) and Patta Scott-Villiers (IDS). Wakiso: Margaret Aduto, Margaret Nakibuuka (CBR), and Eberhard Gohl 
(Impact Plus).  
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our hosts and others in the local communities where we stayed identified as holding them back in 
their efforts for wellbeing. These locally derived key issues seldom contradicted the issues located 
by the SFO partners, rather they added depth and dimension to our understanding of the known 
key issue. There were some cases where the local people suggested alternative priorities to those 
identified by SFOs. 

4.1 Pader 
Pader District, in the Acholi sub-region of the Greater North, is one of the three districts that were 
most heavily affected by the war waged by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) on the Government of 
Uganda and civilians in the north. We chose this district because it offered an opportunity to 
conduct reality checks in an environment of post-conflict reconstruction efforts involving civil 
society organisations that are members of Swedish Framework Organisations. Our village, Pari, is a 
scatter of thatched huts surrounded by tall elephant grass, shea butter trees and farming plots 
painstakingly cleared from the bush. 37 families have returned so far from displacement camps to 
repopulate the village, a place without much NGO activity.  
 
Pader district does not have a large number of different CSOs linked to Swedish Framework 
Organisations, but the sub-region is a focus area for at least two important Swedish-linked 
organisations.  The north of Uganda is a priority area for Sweden. NGOs are providing livelihood 
support for returnees from displacement camps, installing water and sanitation infrastructure and 
providing capacity building for community empowerment, health and environment.  
 
The Pader team stayed with Francis and Evelyn in their compound of thatched huts. Francis and 
Evelyn returned to Francis’ parents’ land 15 years after he had left it as a teenager.  
 
i) Household perspective on post conflict reconstruction 
Our interest was the post-conflict environment and within it the focus on rebuilding wealth-
creation capacity, economic empowerment, and dealing with the realities of gender-based violence 
and social displacement of men.  
Francis has cleared some of the land, but there are still many stumps that need to be dug out by 
hand. The need to open up land is urgent and everyone wishes for oxen and ploughs. There are 
oxen and ploughs in the village, belonging to the better off, and people rent them. “All we need is 
agricultural inputs. Before the war, we had animals for ploughing. We need improved agriculture to 
get out of poverty,” said one young man.  
 
Our hosts and others we met told us that there is no problem of food shortage in Pader; instead the 
main economic problem is the need for a cash income. We were shown how the community is 
struggling and people are working very hard. They make ceaseless efforts to translate energies into 
cash income to buy basics like paraffin, soap and salt, which are relatively expensive because of 
high taxes. They sell whatever they have to sell. There is some brickmaking by men and petty 
trading by women, but “we don’t make much cash because there is no access road.” They have 
expansive land and the soil is fertile.  Men used to grow and sell cotton and the Union used to 
protect cotton prices, but the Union was destroyed in 1986 and has yet to return. NGOs have come 
in and set up savings and credit group and have supplied seed and are teaching farming methods. 
But the people we talked to said they don’t need seeds and they know how to farm. NGOs address 
livelihoods by providing agricultural inputs and training (‘capacity building’). Said one local 
organisation leader of the donor-funded NGOs: “they are not listening – we don’t need cabbage 
seeds, we have plenty of good vegetables that are acclimatised here! They will send someone to 
teach us farming!”  
 
There are aspirations for services, but if you want them, you have to pay, explains Evelyn. 
Government schools near to the village of Pari have no teachers. Six-year old Lakot is better playing 
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here at home than in school where the teachers are absent. Classes are small because there are not 
enough children to go. Christine, a neighbour, is on the school management committee, which 
bought sugar for the teachers to persuade them to attend. But they didn’t stay.  
 
The nearest health facility never has any drugs, so at best people go there to have a test, get a 
diagnosis and a prescription and then go to purchase the drugs at private drug stores. Sometimes it 
is announced on the radio that the local health centre has just had a drug delivery and then people 
rush there with their prescriptions to claim medication they were prescribed weeks ago. The health 
centre at Pajule is supposed to have a doctor. The centre should carry out the HIV test, which is 
now a condition for accessing antenatal care, but does not have the testing equipment so sends 
pregnant women to Pader. The women do not go, as they are not very interested in antenatal care 
anyway and prefer to deliver in their huts attended by a traditional birth attendant.  
 
We sat in on the meeting of a savings and credit group, set up by a Dutch NGO, which includes 
some 20 of the 27 households. Last week the meeting was cancelled because the NGO man 
couldn’t come. The members give in and take out money with little energy, until at the end of the 
session they do kalulu, the traditional money sharing. They perk up, everyone laughs, they all pile in 
their contributions and two of the group scoop it up and take it home.  
 
ii)  Psychological stress 
An older man described the war. ‘They went about killing people, cutting off hands and lips. When 
they ran short of manpower, they abducted men and children. Some abductees failed to escape, or 
chose to stay, and then tried to get abductees from their own villages and clans. So then the 
government decided people should congregate rather than live spread out. I lived in camps for 
twenty years. Life was very hard – cholera, hunger, the whole set up. Then I was ordered to return 
home. That was a big challenge for me. Here the health facility is very far. There are land conflicts, 
as people claimed what they wanted on their return. Another problem was water – here we have 
to walk three kilometres to the borehole. In most of the surrounding villages rebels originated from 
there and some personal vengeances remain.’ 
 
Only half of the households that used to make up the village of Pari have so far returned. More will 
return, but are coming round to the idea slowly. A group of men told us, “people have returned, 
but live in fear and uncertainty. We hear from the radio how Kony [leader of the Lords Resistance 
Army] is still there with his army and we are afraid.’ 
 
iii)  Social discrimination 
Alice Achan set up the Pader Girls Academy, a secondary school with day care facilities, for young 
women who had been abducted, raped, become pregnant and given birth. At first a trauma 
counselling service, Alice developed it into a school so that abused young women might reclaim 
their right to an education and personhood. The school and its attached day-care centre continues 
to provide a vital service in the post-war period.  A number of the girls have come back from 
holidays in their home village pregnant.  
  
We asked a group of four in the village of Pari men about gender-based and sexual violence. ‘It is 
rampant in the Acholi sub-region’, one replied, ‘because women are abusing rights that the 
government put in place for them. What man could keep quiet when his wife refused to cook for 
him?’ Another added that a major cause of domestic violence is alcohol consumption by both men 
and women: their resulting failure to ‘understand each other’ leads to blows. Another reflected, 
‘women now go from the village to discos in the trading centres and you can’t stop them, because 
they have rights and get started much younger.’ Another pointed out that there is no deterrent 
against rape or defilement because men arrested for it appear back in their village a few days later, 
having paid off the police. The parents give up trying to prosecute.  
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The men explained the history to us. During the years that most Acholi spent in camps, men who 
had farmed all their lives were corralled, landless, in seas of closely-packed huts overflowing with 
families who survived on food relief. Humanitarian agencies consciously addressed women as 
conduits and agents of relief and rehabilitation (as the agencies call it). The sale of sex for food was 
common. Promiscuity and early induction into sexual relations abounded with the overcrowding 
and disruption of normal cultural controls. The militarization of the region and the rebel’s predation 
on women and girls re-cast masculine roles as armed aggression, emasculating the men that stayed 
in the camps. Women’s rights training in camps led some to challenge gender norms in the 
domestic sphere. All these seem to have become factors in increasing domestic violence. Gender 
roles were dislodged.  
 
Alice says that child mothers and pregnant school girls need practical support to replace the social 
and family networks that turn away from them in their time of need. But rather than carrying on 
saving pregnant teenagers from social exclusion, she recognises that more work is needed to 
challenge the social norms that allow them to be raped, defiled and pregnant, and to reject them 
once this has happened. And to address the pressing mental health and psycho-social needs of the 
Acholi people. Alice’s work is unique and important, even if it is only part of what is needed to 
transform gender relations in Acholi society. 
  
iv)  SFO partner perspectives on post conflict reconstruction 
We were briefed by two Christian organisations working on post-conflict reconstruction in northern 
Uganda (including in Pader), one linked to the Swedish Mission Council and the other to the Church 
of Sweden. Both organisations are supporting people to resettle in their villages of origin after 20 
years of displacement. They drill wells, dig pit latrines, plant trees, distribute fuel-efficient stoves 
and agricultural inputs, support credit and savings groups, and give training in business, agriculture, 
nutrition, hygiene and rights for women, children and human rights more broadly. Farmer groups 
are given oxen, ox-ploughs, seeds and training in farming techniques.  
The organisations told us how they work within the government’s District Development Plans and 
use district structures to aid in the selection of target households.  They have done extensive 
analysis of the situation. They see communities in need of training, co-operation and increased 
access to better means of production and they believe that these can be provided. As one NGO 
worker put it, whose organisation works with 200 families, ‘we work to empower community 
members to increase their productivity and participate in the development process through 
capacity building in agro-business.’  The theory of change is that these inputs will increase 
productivity, market exploitation and diversification of livelihoods thus reducing exposure to the 
effects of disaster.  
 
The organisations have seen increases in income levels of people who belong to the groups they 
have helped to set up, but note that the interventions are not without their problems. One NGO 
worker reported that some women face challenges from men at home. Men complain that women 
no longer respect them, that they exert their rights over the rights of men, and that they 
undermine tradition by buying their own land. Domestic violence has been the result in some, 
perhaps many, cases. On realising this, the agency began to promote community dialogues, and 
also included men in the business training events. Some men apparently accepted the project 
because it brings in income.   
Recognising that aid has not always led to effective development, one of the agencies has adopted 
an approach that tries to change mindsets of NGO workers, government actors and community 
members alike. The intervention builds capacity to attain poverty reduction through skills training 
and sensitization, so that ‘communities own the development process’.  
 
Government officials and local CSO leaders in sub-county and district offices recognise the efforts of 
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outside NGOs in post-conflict reconstruction. But they complain that their efforts tend to be 
segmented and projectised, predicated on reporting times to donors as opposed to the real needs 
on the ground. The director of community development in Pader was of the strong view that 
success will be likely if organisations take into account the multi-dimensional reality. On the critical 
need for reconciliation, the coordinator of Pader NGO Forum said that donor-supported NGOs have 
done a great deal, but the reconciliation is inconclusive, because they “hurry” to report. 
 
Alice Achan talked about development agencies and their fascination with money: ‘the agencies 
only value cash. They don’t value other (non-monetary) ways of surviving. I don’t need cash to live 
in Pader, even now: I need social relations and networks. You don’t need cash and you don’t 
naturally save in cash when you live in a grass-thatched hut. It’s very foreign. … On return, people 
quickly gained food security [on their farms] and the social support networks kicked in: people took 
care of one another and of orphans. We strengthened the leadership system – traditional clan 
leadership was put back in place to help resolve small conflicts over land, marriage … that was a 
very positive step.” 
 
Wealth creation depends on security said Francis. The villagers of Pari speak often of living in fear 
and uncertainty. A group of men told us, “we hear form the radio how Kony [the rebel commander] 
is still there with his army, and we are afraid.” 
 
One interviewee explained how the post-conflict reconstruction effort is also hindered by 
corruption. “Government took advantage of the [post-conflict] situation. So much money has been 
injected which hasn’t helped common people. NUSAF [the Northern Uganda Social Action Fund] 
was used politically, the funds were given out as political patronage and never got anywhere near 
the level where you have been this week. The government system is defective at all levels.” 
 
Some commentators in Kampala are critical of the aid effort in northern Uganda. One interviewee 
said, ‘the idea of capacity building means forcing recipients of donor money to abandon the way 
they have been doing things for year. In the north people were encouraged to move away from the 
old style of village meeting to workshops with per diems. They told you to change the way you 
question your leaders. The way you make ends meet they told you to change. Your way of earning 
money they told you to change. But the NGO and donor doesn’t know something better. They are 
encouraging people to accept NGO/donor incapacity. It is laziness on the part of the donor and the 
NGO. They don’t ask, how do these people survive, how do they make ends meet?’ 
Society is fragile and the response is fragile. Aid and development has not taken account of the 
whole fragile and politically shattered context of people’s lives and societies. It has to recognise the 
real and profound defects of the government system and the great difficulties of unravelling 
decades of distrust, coercion and violence. 
 

4.2 Mbarara 
We chose Mbarara District, in western Uganda because it is hosts the activities of several SFO-
connected programmes working on environment. It is an area of small farms and ranches, active in 
agricultural production. 75% of Uganda’s population live in rural areas or small rural towns. 90% of 
poor citizens make a living in whole or in part from agriculture20. Politically the west is also 
distinctive. The west is President Museveni’s home area, which translates into a higher density of 
tarmac roads and a relatively higher proportion of government funds channelled to the region.  
 
Our village, Kamanga, lies a few kilometres outside the growing town of Mbarara. It is  a village of 
middle class and poor living next door to one another small farmers, public servants, business 
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people and traders. The village is filling up rapidly – with better-off people building cement houses 
with space for a car out the front, electricity and running water and with poor people drifting in 
from villages in the hinterland, pushed out by a growing population and increasing agglomeration 
of land holdings by the richer farmers.  
 
Industries are beginning to establish on the banks of the river that runs through Mbarara town and 
land use intensifying and becoming ecologically damaging. We stayed with Edith and Buku in a run-
down rented house in the middle of the village. At the end of the week we went to Mbarara town 
and met SFO partners working in Mbarara and later met others in Kampala.  The issues for these 
agencies are the agricultural economy and a sustainable environment.  
 
i) Household perspective on the issue of environment 
According to local officials and local farmers, land use in Mbarara district is intensifying as the 
population and economy grows. A worker for an environmental NGO in the district pointed out 
how the intensification threatens the environment, but neither Edith nor Buku could afford to 
worry. When we were digging in the fields we asked if they ever rest the land and the women 
laughed. “The field can rest but the belly cannot!” We saw how the crop detritus and weeds are 
dug up and burned and we asked about compost, they laughed again and said that they didn’t 
know when they would lose the land.  

 
Our host householders did not have any contact with environmental NGOs and knew nothing of 
their work. They said they had neither the time, nor the resources, nor the land rights to take a 
stand on environmental conservation, even though they acknowledged that the health of the 
environment affects their ability to make a living and live a good life – the water they drink, the 
fields they till, the air they breathe, and the food they eat.  
 
ii) Psychological stress 
Buku was born with a disability and as a child walked with a pronounced limp and a bent foot. Her 
mother died when she was young and her father treated her badly, in accordance with custom that 
saw deformity as cursed.  Now a single mother, her life has been a long struggle against abuse and 
neglect. She earns just enough to scrabble school fees for her three children, to eat, buy water and 
pay rent. Her children are at the UPE21 schools, the quality of which seems very poor. She says that 
now all she is interested in is raising her children and educating them so that they can live a good 
life. She lives in a rundown house with Edith, an older woman, also very poor. Edith used to have 
money, she once owned a bar in the local shopping centre. Her last child has just left senior school 
and cannot find a job. Edith and Buku have a profound catholic faith. Sometimes they go to the 
Catholic chapel at the university, because they heard that the whites there sometimes give out 
sponsorship for poor children’s education.  

 
The problem is a mix of disability, social stigma, cruelty, gender discrimination, sexual exploitation, 
psychological distress, gossip, rumour and social stratification. Buku’s and Edith’s strategy, in the 
end, has been to cauterize themselves from those who would disrespect or exploit them, hold up 
their heads when they walk through the village, be outwardly cheerful, and friendly to those who 
are willing to keep them as friends and deeply committed to their religion and their children.  

 
We came across two formal systems that deal with these kind of issues, one delivered by the 
chairman of the local council and the other by the Catholic church, neither of which had actually 
played a big part in the stories of Buku and Edith. The chairman presides over a dispute resolution 
system, but a poor person is automatically at a disadvantage in this system. Since the LC1 is not 
paid, his reward from this work is status, opportunity and perhaps backhanders  - he is always 
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under pressure from the better off to find in their favour.   
 

Sister Beata runs a Catholic training centre offering a masters degree in psycho-social counselling, 
another source of potential help in cases of abuse and discrimination. She told us that graduates 
have to find jobs, so their skills get taken up in institutions and NGOs not in the wider community. 
Their services are inaccessible to the majority of poor people.  

 
Beata described the times as an era of HIV, inflation and unemployment in which psycho-social 
stress is ever increasing. ‘We have seen,’ she said, ‘more and more families headed by children, or 
unemployed youth under the care of feeble old women who have no work, no land to their name, 
moving from shelter to shelter that they can afford.’  

 
This description fits Buku and Edith perfectly, but they are not reached by Beata’s psychological 
support. As Beata put it, ‘we are looking at the fibre of society and how fast it is deteriorating. By 
the time an individual comes to us for help, we know the system itself if wrong. But we are the only 

ones to recognise this need for psycho-social support.’  Buku gets her psycho-social support from 
people like Margaret, a neighbour whose husband is a civil servant, whose family has done well, 
and who is always ready to listen, to support, to encourage and be a friend. But it seems that the 
likes of Margaret are fewer and fewer these days. Now everyone has to look after themselves 
everyone says. 
 
iii) Social discrimination 
When we were talking to the village chairman (the LC1) and we told him we were staying with Buku 
and Edith his eyes widened and he put his hand up to his mouth and said nothing for a moment. 
‘What? How can you stay there? What do you eat? What about the insects, flies and mosquitos? 
Why didn’t you come and stay here with me? That old woman is an outcast. She can’t afford a 
decent meal.’  Some people, apparently, believe that Edith was involved in witchcraft. There was no 
sign of any such thing in the house – no strange rituals, no insects and no bad food. Both Buku and 
Edith are stereotyped by the prejudice of others in society, which, we learned, limits their networks 
of friends, and support and their access to fair and respectful institutional help.  

 
It also profoundly affects their experience in the personal and intimate realm and gives a logic to 
their involvement in the religious realm. Buku showed us how it is considered acceptable to 
mistreat a disabled person. How a girl is more likely to be mistreated than a boy and when a 
husband walks away from a woman there is little outrage, maybe some pity. Society is able to label 
women as degenerates and spread rumours about them. There have been times when Buku and 
Edith have not been in control over body, sexuality, security and safety. Their self-esteem has been 
bruised by experience and they have withdrawn. Their sense of purpose is strengthened by belief in 
the church and in the future of her children. But there is no sense of power to complain, or to know 
what government or NGOs are up to. There is no reason to join associations promoted by 
untrustworthy people who take registration fees and give nothing in return except meetings.   

 
The stigma of disability is still a reason for demeaning people, if only because it may well be more 
difficult for a disabled person to make an income when there are no facilities in her favour. Gender 
relations may be changing: women are accessing education and their capabilities in the economy 
are acknowledged. But in Kamanga, an increasingly competitive system creates the constant 
imperative for one person to gain some advantage over another, so gender, disability and other 
forms of discrimination are always subtly at work in the struggle for small wins.  
 
iv) Commercialization 
Though there are many better-off people in the village of Kamanga, Edith and Buku are certainly 
not the only ones who struggle to live. We met several neighbours living in similar conditions and 
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heard some of their stories of life. There are very few things that are not commercialised in 
Kamanga. Buku and Edith are paying for water, rent, land, firewood, school, health, clothes and 
much else, despite having no assets and only borrowed land to cultivate. Even church involves 
putting money into the collection plate or being censured. What remains of the non-commercial is 
uncertain – the church lends land but only for a short time, a neighbour may give some food, or 
banana leaves for cooking, but who knows when they will decide to stop?  
 
Development interventions promoted by the co-operative alliance, the farmers association, the 
schools, the clinics, are beyond their reach, they tell us. These programmes are subtly creating an 
ever more stratified access to social goods – if you are successful you can take part, if you are not, 
you are left behind. 
In interviews with local organisations, we heard how necessary and inevitable is the differentiation 
between those who can belong to their coops and associations and those who are too poor to take 
part. A successful co-operative has to be disciplined and its members have to resist political or 
economic co-option. The members must not sell to private buyers, even if they offer higher prices. 
They must produce on time and to high quality. When they do this they become part of a 
systematic marketing and quality upgrading system that provides them with a secure and growing 
income, with technical advice on production and marketing, with access to inputs at subsidised 
prices. The co-operatives provide detailed information on market prices, and consolidate the sales 
of crops, so that they can set prices. For Buku and Edith, with their borrowed land, their tiny plots, 
and their lack of money, such membership is unthinkable. 
 
The farmers associations are about voice and technical support, their work seems more vague in 
terms of objectives and utility than the co-operative alliance, but anyway, they are of no help to the 
likes of Buku and Edith. There is no point in learning how to improve the land when it is not yours, 
when you have no ability to spend money on inputs, and no reason for spending time and money 
on going to voice concerns with the agricultural department or a commercial buyer. Environmental 
sustainability is a luxury concern that the landless, or the small landowner cannot afford to think 
about, even as their land and water is put under pressure by the activities of factory owners, forest 
clearers and the like.  
 
In the domain of public services we found that everyone had access to schools, from pre-primary to 
secondary, but only if they could afford to pay. The same went for health services. As a result of a 
crunch in the government budget, which people attribute at least in part to the suspension of aid as 
a result of high-level corruption, teachers have not been paid for three months and schools have 
received no running expenses. The quality of teaching at the government schools is considered 
pretty bad by most parents we met, and yet we met no one who wasn’t determined to send their 
children to school to learn the ways of the modern world and to give them a one in a million chance 
of success.  
 
There is no state welfare. Welfare is largely managed through neighbourliness and the support of 
relatives, and yet this appears to be declining as commercialisation takes over. Although many 
families look after the children of relatives and when they have money will often sponsor a child 
through school, we heard many stories about sponsors losing their jobs and stopping support. The 
church is an important welfare provider. Buku had applied the Catholic Church for support to her 
children’s schooling, through a programme where overseas sponsors adopt individual children.  She 
had been turned down and not told why. 
 
One person we met had managed to get legal aid support in a dispute she had with the church 
about rent arrears and abuse. But this was just one small instance of success for a poor person in a 
sea of failed services. There is very little that a poor person can do to influence institutions to treat 
her fairly, or to improve the quality of services. Competition for access to thin and unregulated 
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services mitigates against transparency. Transparency is something that is useful within a group – 
like in the savings and credit group – but it is rationed very strictly in dealings outside one’s group. 
There was no sign of systematic efforts to improve services of any kind. 
 
Our experience in Kamanga gave us the impression that low levels of personal and social power 
among the poor and people who are marginalised often generates a perverse response among the 
staff of clinics, schools, the church, the administration and NGOs. The sense of relative success 
enjoyed by the staff of these organisations, in comparison to people in difficulty, is enacted in 
highly discriminatory gendered, economic, political and social relations. Buku and Edith live on the 
edge, not only because of the cost of things and their absence of material assets, but because of 
the stresses on them and discriminations they face. 
 
v) SFO partner perspectives on environment 
Sister Jane is a biologist at the University of Mbarara. She is a representative for the local chapter of 
a national environmental organisation, whose main goal is to conserve biodiversity and create 
better environmental management through awareness. She spoke passionately about the annual 
wildlife count, and the campaign days when students clean the campus and the town. Her students 
get enthused by her passion and do projects on biodiversity. She is concerned about rubbish 
dumping, forest clearing and the new industries polluting and over-using water from the river. She 
said that she is aware that all these matters are indirect to the immediate concerns of poor people, 
but says that conserving biodiversity is vital to people’s wellbeing in the long term.  
Sister Jane’s organisation is one of a number that works across Uganda in awareness raising and 
advocacy. Schools are provided with educational materials and in some cases act as visitor centres 
and demonstration sites for environmental projects. The knowledge transfer is then expected to 
lead to improvements at home. The home would become a better habitat conservation area, which 
in term would improve the overall environment. 
 
An active SFO partner organisation with major activities in western Uganda is an association of 
environmentalists based in Kampala who use a powerful mix of science and community 
mobilisation to protect the environment.  They put together scientific reports to challenge the 
government on issues of pollution. They monitor government action, conduct research, develop 
science-based strategies, organize communities affected by pollution and engage government at all 
levels. This organisation is one of the few SFO partners to take on the issues of politics and 
corruption. Their Kampala representative points out that poor governance and unaccountable 
public management are as much responsible for environmental problems as lack of awareness.  
They engage directly with violators of the environment, from government and the private sector, 
lobbying them with well-researched challenges.  
 
Advocacy is balanced by community-level projects, providing latrines, water harvesting tanks and 
solar lamps, and running training and awareness raising campaigns. Other activities take a rights-
based approach include supporting community voices against companies and bodies that damage 
the environment. Running outdoor schools, these organisations raise mobilise people affected by 
dams, oil, forestry or plantation agriculture coming together to learn about and act on issues 
affecting them. Actions can include policy influence as much as public campaigns against negative 
behaviour by corporations of government22. Accused of ‘sabotaging’ development and economic 
growth, this organisation is working on citizen-government relations, without conceding that 
citizens should accept government and private sector interests as being above their own. 
 
The goal of SSNC (Swedish Society for Nature Conservation) in supporting these local partners is to 

                                                           
22

 For example, NAPE, the National Association of Professional Environmentalists is well –known for its work 
in saving the Mabira Forest in 2006 from alienation by the Sugar Corporation of Uganda. 
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improve the resilience of communities by improving the resilience of ecosystems. Small scale 
farmers, they point out, tend to understand resilience in the ecosystem and know the 
consequences of losing it. The rights involved are those of the environment itself, of which human 
beings are a part. In Uganda the state has repeatedly failed to show respect for such rights, and is 
the target of challenge and advocacy, rather than the body that secures rights. 
 
While Buku and Edith knew nothing of these efforts, they would, we think, approve of them. The 
task in Mbarara in relation to anti-poverty is to find ways of including poor people in environmental 
rights, over and above school awareness-raising. It would not involve using their precious time, 
resources or political capital, but it could involve giving them information of what was being 
achieved and raising their enthusiasm for this vital key issue.  
 

4.3 Wakiso 
Wakiso district directly abuts Kampala municipality. With economic growth centred largely on the 
city of Kampala, many young people from all over Uganda come to the city in search of a living. 
When things do not work out for them in the city itself, they head for the peri-urban settlements of 
Wakiso and other districts around the city.  Bugode in Lamata parish is a settlement of about 1,000 
households (about 10,000 people), 7 km from central Kampala. The brick houses cluster close 
together on land that slopes down to a swampy area.  The community has a high percentage of 
youth, as well as children of school-going age not attending school. We chose Bugode because to 
inquire into the known key issue of youth livelihoods there. The village and district is undergoing 
increasingly rapid economic and social change, has a rapid influx of population from rural areas all 
over Uganda, yet, unlike the city itself, it has relatively low levels of professional CSO activity.  
 
The team stayed with three families. Our first host is an older man, John, a brickmaker. His wife was 
not there, because she was with her daughter in hospital who had nearly died from a backstreet 
abortion. The couple has nine children, six are now adults and living in different buildings clustered 
around the plot. The second family is headed by a farmer, Maria, a widow who moved to Bugode 
30 years ago with her late husband. Hers is one of the few households that still owns a relatively 
large piece of cultivable land in the village. She lives together with her daughter and grandchildren 
in one homestead next to the rutted community road. Her sons live in other small brick houses on 
the plot. The third family is a couple, Erasmus and Rachel who moved to Kampala from Western 
Uganda 20 years ago. However, life in the city did not work out and they settled in Bugode village in 
2003. Their plot is extremely small, fully taken up by the two-roomed brick house where the father 
is a cobbler and repairer of bicycles and motorbikes. Rachel is 40 years old and has given birth to 14 
children, ten of which survive.  
 
i) Youth Livelihoods 
The main problem that the young people talk about is unemployment. Agricultural land is sold by 
and by and used for constructing houses. Brick-making, brick-laying and other construction work for 
the ever growing settlements are the main income sources for unskilled male workers, apart from 
agriculture, if the family owns land. Other non-agricultural jobs emerge for men: craftsmen such as 
carpenters, blacksmiths, and mechanics. Men and women run small shops of all kinds. However, 
purchasing power is very limited, the turnover is mostly modest.  
 
For almost every household with a piece of land and young men, brick making is an inevitable 
occupation.  Heaps of soil, mud bricks drying in the sun and clamps of burnt bricks (that are ready 
for sale) are a common sight. No one seems worried that the clay will eventually run out. Many 
young men say they find temporary employment as masons or porters at the different 
construction-sites where they may also do other construction work, such as plastering, plumbing, 
and painting.  
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Most of the young men we met who work on the sites have learned their skills on the job simply 
because the majority of them have not had any opportunity to acquire these skills through 
vocational training. A foreman said that there is no advantage employing people who have got 
vocational training because; “they only know theory but not practice”. In his opinion, young men 
are lazy and prefer less labour-intensive jobs like riding motor-cycles.  
 
Families do some cultivation, but for most it is not much, because most of the land has been sold 
off and there is almost nothing left. Only a few households own relatively large pieces of land.  One 
old woman who has lived through many changes in the village observes that the agricultural land is 
becoming ever smaller as most of it has been sold off. Brick-making and brick-laying are a recent 
development as people try to cope with the increase in population and high costs of living. 
 
In his struggle to earn a living, Erasmus started by operating a petty shop, but the children used to 
eat what was meant for sale; so he decided to change his income source to work as a two-wheeler 
mechanic and as a cobbler. He learnt the skills of being a mechanic and cobbler through 
observation. He had earlier paid for his brother to acquire the skills in mechanics and while his 
brother was being taught, our host sat and observed and later he was able to practice the skills. His 
turnover is considerable, but there are material costs involved; he usually has to buy the spare 
parts from Kampala. He reckons he could probably be rich if he did not have to pay school fees and 
cater for so many children. 
 
The family is part of a religious group, “faith of unity”, that has given them spiritual orientation and 
social support (food, medicine, and moral support during funerals). In this religious community of 
about 70 members, there are savings groups for improving each other’s social welfare. The church 
members are divided into groups of four where they each contribute the same amount of money 
based on their economic strengths. This contribution is then given to members on a rotational 
basis. 
 
In other houses self-help groups are considered to be risky: “if a member fails, they will carry away 
the few assets you have,” said one young man. Groups are closed, limited to families, and men do 
not take the initiative “we are survivors, we have to work.” John once belonged to a savings group, 
which started with good intentions, but then collapsed as some members failed to pay back their 
loans. The group stopped lending out money and has now opted for savings alone. The savings are 
shared amongst members at the end of the year. To get out of the poverty trap, you have to rely on 
your own, said John. Family initiatives are reliable, but not with others. 
 
The philosophy seems to be: “you have to struggle for yourself, if you are lucky, the family will help 
you, you may form a small group with them; but do not put trust in joining groups with other 
people. There is a serious problem of theft in the village. If you get something from government or 
an NGO, use it for yourself!” Commercial survival is paramount.  
 
Young people, who make up the majority of the population of the village, are constantly in search 
of income. John’s eldest daughter has four children; she lives in the compound with her parents. 
Her marriage did not go well, so she returned. She is running a food stall between her parents’ shop 
and the new construction where she prepares traditional food. It is here that the brickmaker pays 
for his meals while his wife is away. These little food businesses are unreliable income sources, 
because the turnover depends on nearby construction sites as most of the customers are builders. 
 
In the growing peri-urban economy, many young men find temporary employment as masons or 
porters at the different construction-sites where they are expected to be able to do other 
construction work, such as plastering, plumbing, and painting. Most of the young men who work on 
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the sites have learned their skills on the job simply because majority of them have not had any 
opportunity to acquire these skills through vocational training.  The hands-on experiences have 
given them an edge over those who go through the vocational trainings.   
 
Most of the women – of all age groups – engage in domestic chores like taking care of the family 
and going to the garden. They run small shops or food stalls. However, the team observed that 
there were few young women in village. A young woman who runs a food stall explained that there 
are few opportunities for girls in the village; therefore young women often move to town: they opt 
out and look for “greener pastures” and prospective partners, because they don’t want to marry 
from within. “The girls want to escape from shame having failed to make it in life”, i.e. not 
completing school, having no skills and no job. This seems to be generally accepted and even 
successful.  They usually don’t come back to the village, but at least they keep in touch and may still 
support their parents when they are in town (contrary to the young men).  
 
Herbert is 24 years old. He was brought from Kibale in Western Uganda to Bugode by his elder 
brother. He was assigned a task to take care of the construction materials in his brother’s shop but 
also act as a caretaker of his brother’s rental properties. Having lived in Bugode for some time, he 
started a chapatti business to supplement his income; a skill that he was taught by one of the 
neighbours who was renting one of his brother’s units. From the capital he earned from his food 
stall, Herbert opened a petty shop of his own. He attends the shops and the food stall daily until 
1.00 pm, then he sets off at 2.00 pm for university where he is pursuing a diploma in computer 
engineering and comes back home in the night.  
 
Herbert opted for these income sources as they do not require as much physical effort as 
bricklaying. Unlike other youth in Bugode who opt for ”quick cash”, he has his future planned, he 
wants to become a teacher, because he admires the teaching profession, and believes “if you have 
the skills you can teach in various schools in addition to your other businesses”. 
 
ii) Psychological stress and gender discrimination 
The speed and intensity of socio-economic change seems to increase the emotional pressure on 
people, including the youth. Some individuals & families are able to cope with this change, but 
others are obviously not; many people seem tired, depressive, burnt out. Young women go away 
“in search for greener pastures;” they want jobs and husbands who are more open-minded; they 
cannot expect more security in town, but new opportunities. They don’t want to marry from within. 
“The girls want to escape from shame having failed to make it in life”, not completing school, 
having no skills and no job. They usually don’t come back, but at least they keep in touch and may 
still support their parents when they are in town (contrary to the young men).  
 
The farmer’s daughter talked about the many challenges the girls are facing: there are very limited 
opportunities for girls that have prompted them to leave the village in search of alternatives. Life 
should have been better for Maria since she can make a living from her land, but she is facing 
problems with one of the daughters-in-law who looks down on her and assumes ownership on the 
family’s land simply because her husband is the heir. 
 
The brickmaker was listless and depressed when we were there, the farmer was sanguine and the 
cobbler was positive –he is almost permanently smiling. “Everybody can come out of poverty, if only 
they work hard”. He said that children give security against the uncertainties of the future. He has 
hope that at least one of his children will succeed in life and become a teacher so they can build a 
school back in their home area or even a doctor and be able to set up a clinic. 
 
iii) Public Services 
There are no government schools in Bugode and only one government primary school in the parish. 
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The next governmental primary school is several kilometres away. As a consequence, private 
nursery and primary schools are mushrooming. The team saw at least 10 nursery and primary 
schools in one subsection of the village. For poor people, this means that if their children are to 
access education services in the privately owned schools, they have to part with higher school fees 
than they would have paid in governmental schools. Some of the private schools however work on 
charitable basis thus they can afford getting contributions in kind, or can subsidise the school fees; 
but sometimes these are very poorly equipped. It seems that between 25 and 50 % of children of 
school going age are not going to school.  
 
The area has been connected to piped water, but it is intermittent and expensive. It is only on from 
3.00 to 6.00 am and access remains a big challenge to the locals because it is paid for according to 
the level of consumption. Many of the households cannot afford to connect piped water to their 
houses, so they may buy water by the jerrycan from a water tap owner or go to unmaintained wells 
and springs. 
 
The other key issue is access to secure and decent housing and environment in urban 
neighbourhoods. It is broken down into poor infrastructure, lack of access to services for health, 
water and sanitation, poor waste management, lack of security of tenure, forced and haphazard 
evictions.  
 
iv) Politics 
The farmer’s sons were discussing politics. They would like more opportunities for young people to 
participate, but politics costs money and votes have to be bought. Since money is concentrated 
among the very few, who control politics, they do not have much hope. If they did try to join in, 
neither the council chairman nor council members would not listen to them. To become a 
councillor is very difficult; elections have not taken place for a long time. Contesting elections 
would be possible, but a campaign costs a lot of money, and you need the support from your family 
(and from the perspective of the cousin who is member of an opposition party, even their support 
is not assured).  
 
They say that everything in politics is led by personal interests. They do not see any potential for 
young people’s collective action, not even to advocate for a football pitch: “you can’t expect people 
to be active for the good of the community.” When people join a party, it is out of opportunistic 
reasons, to climb the political ladder. The multi-party governance system does not work well. The 
last elections for local council chair at the parish level took place in 2001; in the communal 
leadership there has been no change since 1997. Young people do not seem to fear expressing their 
opinion about politics to us. These young people can imagine having a commitment to a political 
cause, but they are not clear how to take such a responsibility. 
 
The local economy develops very dynamically; the local political context changes slowly. The Chair 
of the Local Council has been in place since 1997, elections have not taken place since 2001. At LC3 
level, the administration is getting more modern; professionals with an urban background try 
innovations. But people hesitate to be active for the community; the investment involved in 
contesting for elections is high, and so is the risk in case of failure.  
 
vii)  Civil society perspectives on livelihoods 
Rapid changes are taking place in Bugode. The older people explain how the influx of people from 
all parts of the country is transforming the social structure. People tend to rely only on themselves 
and their family; cooperation with others is more difficult than ever. In spite of this increasing 
diversity, there seems to be mutual tolerance and respect.  
 
A local NGO leader described a difficult situation. ‘Employment opportunities are limited. There are 
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very few NGOs who might have offered employment to youth. Most of the youth are self-
employed, riding motor cycles (boda boda), or dealing in drugs (marijuana). These two activities 
earn them quick money. Those dealing in drugs, for example, can earn up to about 500,000 Uganda 
shillings [USD 50]. During the dry season the youth get very busy watering the marijuana and they 
earn 1,000 shillings for every jerry can. A few are involved in small scale agriculture, sand mining, 
fishing and are in village savings and loans associations. The other booming business is prostitution: 
many of the girls who drop out of school end up in prostitution.’ 
 
There are many school drop-outs. Some drop out of primary, others reach senior four and then 
drop out. In the opinion of the local worker, children drop out because of early pregnancy, lack of 
school fees, poverty and, those who lost their parents to HIV lack guidance. Children walking a long 
distance to school are easily derailed and convinced to drop out of school by the sand truck drivers 
who offer them lifts. The dropouts have no skills to enable them to compete for formal jobs.  
 
The rapid change offers as many opportunities as problems. Some people are able to use these to 
come out of poverty; young women often move to town. Most people, however, seem just to cope 
with the change, adapting themselves and looking for jobs to survive; as they are underemployed, 
they are often passive, some people say lazy. A third category, though a minority, seem to be 
people who have failed to maintain their livelihood, they are slowly losing their assets (e.g. land), or 
they are burnt out, they seem to fall into depression and hopelessness.  
 
There did not seem to be any NGOs operating in Bugode itself. Problems are manifold in the 
community; there would be many tasks for them to support people improving their livelihoods. If 
NGOs come, they will face a situation where people expect them to directly distribute benefits for 
the individuals; but it will be rather difficult for NGOs to motivate people to get active for their 
community.  
 
Organisations working on poverty and livelihoods in nearby communities include one that is 
supported through a member of Swedish Mission Council. It supports 50 small local groups and 
organisations with credit, training and investment in a range of small businesses including milling 
machines, tailoring, carpentry, weaving, tent hire, paraffin sales, pharmacies, farming, flowers and 
soap making. Savings and credit groups are linked together in a cooperative ‘SACCO.’ The 
organisation also works with the local ‘Community Development Office’ under the National 
Agricultural Advisory Service (NAADS) project. In Bugode, however, we heard criticism of NAADs for 
half-hearted assistance on the one hand and corruption on the other. The NGO hopes that in 
engaging with NAADS, it will encourage ‘duty bearers’. Our householders were not so sure. 
 
We learned that a number of organisations work on issues of housing and sanitation in informal 
settlements in the urban areas. Joined together in a network, they speak of haphazard expansion of 
trading centres, slums and the creeping peripheries of urban zones. Due to inadequacies in 
planning, and management, the expansion is uncontrolled and unregulated. There is pressure for 
land, houses, drainage, sanitation, water, electricity, roads and other infrastructure. The 
Government of Uganda, they note, regards housing as the responsibility of the individual or 
households. It commits only to providing an enabling environment for the operation of actors 
engaged in provision of housing (such as the private sector, communities and households). 

5. ANALYSIS 
In making an overall analysis of the learning from the three sites we consider five questions, 
beginning with a consideration of whether enabling conditions are being built for people who are 
poor and proceeding to a question of the contributions of Swedish supported CSOs and the 
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alignment of the CSO strategy to the concerns of poor people in our three sites. 

5.1   Enabling conditions   
 
What are people’s perceptions of the changes taking place, or not, in the enabling conditions 
needed to improve their lives in relation to key issues? 
 
In Pader, we understood from our hosts, their neighbours, members of local agencies and 
government and experts in Kampala that some of the most enabling conditions for improving post-
conflict reconstruction would be conditions in which material investments were fairly distributed, 
services were accessible and reliable and people’s physical security was protected. The people we 
met did not see these conditions coming about in a dependable way, except from within their own 
communities.  
 
In Wakiso, across a wide range of people we met, we understood that the enabling conditions for 
improving life in the situation of youth in-migration and rapid economic change would be reliable 
and increasing services, especially education and infrastructure, and job availability on a significant 
scale. The people we met did not see these conditions coming about as a result of efforts by the 
public sector or civil society, rather their hopes lay with the private sector. There was little talk of 
workers’ rights, when the only work is on small-scale brickworks or as casual labourers in the city. 
While there is little in the way of sanitation, village infrastructure or public services, poor people 
are appreciative of a general condition of security and orderliness allowing them to go about their 
business. 
 
In Mbarara we understood from our hosts, friends, neighbours, members of local churches and 
NGOs and national level organisations that enabling conditions for improving life under 
environmental stress and agricultural intensification would be secure access to basic productive 
resources, like land, water and markets, but also systematic and fair access to giving children a 
means of finding a different way of life in the small towns, initially through education and health 
care. The people we met who were very poor did not see these conditions coming about, quite the 
reverse. They saw their rights to productive assets diminishing with increased competition for land 
and water and basic services failing to perform and getting more and more costly. 
 
The common threads are reliability and accessibility – both concrete outcomes of rights. The 
difficulty for all the poor people we met, and confirmed in most of the meso-interviews, is that 
poor citizens cannot claim reliability and accessibility as rights, only as hopes. All in all, as the 
economy grows at one rate and the population and inflation grows faster, and as political 
conditions become increasingly unaccountable, the enabling conditions for the very poor appear to 
be dwindling rather than improving.  
 
More specifically, enabling conditions for very poor people are probity of authorities, systematic 
wealth redistribution from the winners in the economy to the losers, and specific economic and 
social opportunity for people who are poor. None of these conditions are present, nor are they 
looking likely to be.  
 
On the positive side, people see education as an enabling condition, however poor in quality. They 
also see the inputs and services provided by NGOs as potentially enabling. However in our sites, 
people see inputs as plugging gaps, rather than helping to build the conditions. This is not surprising 
given that these enabling conditions are actually political conditions.  The help given by NGOs in 
many cases offers temporary support within an uncaring regime. Most NGOs feel unable to openly 
question the reality of the utopia that elites claim to be building. A small number of organisations 
are trying, bravely, to act directly on the political conditions that are disabling poor people and 
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many others, but it is an uphill struggle.  

5.2   Meaning of a human rights based perspective 
 

What does a human rights based perspective mean to people living in poverty and 
marginalisation, in the context of the key issue? 
 
The people with whom we stayed during the reality checks, and many of their neighbours whom 
we met, are by necessity those for whom participation, transparency, accountability and non-
discrimination are the most elusive. 
 
While many people in Pader are profoundly relieved that the war has died down and that they are 
not living in camps where they had almost no human rights (except to handouts and some 
questionable security) they have found that the conflict-induced discrimination and impunity has 
seeped into peacetime life. There is no trustworthy state structure to participate with and it seems 
that participation with NGOs is often rather shallow. We saw no transparency, heard of no 
accountability and were made aware that discrimination is common and normal. 
 
While the people of Wakiso are excited by economic possibility in the rapidly growing city, they 
don’t feel they get any say in it, they just grab what they can as it rushes by. Local people’s 
comments about the way politics and administration works in the district were not encouraging. 
Participation, transparency and accountability are not about democracy and citizen rights, but 
about becoming a player in a game of winners and losers.  
 
Likewise, in Mbarara, our interlocutors feel that their entitlement is neither for fairness nor 
transparency, but they do feel entitled to play a part in the competitive arena.  

 
In all our sites, the people told us that the places where they could expect participation, 
accountability, and a measure of transparency were in their relations with one another, neighbours, 
some family members, some front-line workers such as nuns, teachers and NGO workers and for 
those well off enough, in co-operatives and savings groups.  They explain that, in these spaces 
discriminations are strong, and even increasing, as the worth of a person or household is more and 
more valued in monetary rather than other terms.  
 
No one that we met spoke of the government as a rights-providing body, rather it is seen to act as a 
political and economic power. Our hosts and their neighbours advise that their best approach is not 
to complain, but to struggle on, and not to have a sense of entitlement, but a nose for opportunity 
and tactics. 

5.3   Contributions to changes in enabling conditions 
 
What actors, including the Swedish CSOs and their partners, can plausibly be inferred to be 
contributing positive changes in the enabling conditions? 
 
NGOs and FBOs (faith-based organisations) are making contributions by providing services and 
materials. It is not obvious that any CSO or NGO is making progress in each of the three sites 
against the decline in enabling conditions. Our meso interviews indicated that organisations across 
Uganda are suffering from this decline in enabling conditions themselves. They explain that poor 
accountability from government hampers empowerment. They also point out that their ability to 
work on disabling conditions is hampered by increasing competition between funded agencies for 
limited operational resources (which reduces their programming freedom) and by increasing 
demands that NGO productivity be demonstrated with short-term results. These results are best 
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achieved with people who are economically and socially stronger than the very poor, and not best 
achieved by challenging the government.  The agencies that are putting up a stand against the 
decline in conditions – such as those that are part of anti-corruption, identity rights, press freedom, 
land rights, or environmental movements – are concentrating their fight at a relatively high level of 
politics, mostly in Kampala. This is not to say that there are not struggles nearer the ground – the 
professional environmentalists, for example have taken a number of stands on behalf of specific 
communities, and the sexual rights advocacy groups have done similarly. These heroic efforts 
notwithstanding, there is a feeling that progress is not being made at the moment.  

 

5.4   Theories of change and capacity development 
 
What are the theories of change and strategies of the Swedish CSOs and their partners, and what 
do the four human rights principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and 
accountability mean in their practice? 
 
What plausible contribution can be inferred to the role of CSO capacity development and 
enhancement in the context, and in relation to the key issue? 
 
Many of the organizational theories of change that we encountered among partner organisations 
to and members of Swedish Framework Organisations are underpinned by a notion of ‘capacity 
building’.  Thus we have combined questions d) on theory of change and e) on capacity building. 
Capacity is understood in terms of materials, skills and organization, which, if in place, should offer 
a person or a community the ability to make a living or press local government for services. 
However, local community members and critics in Kampala suggest that the capacities they gain do 
not confront the disabling conditions presented by elite capture of resources, political clientelism, 
and threats of violence towards anyone who complains too much. In some cases aid has even 
contributed to the disabling conditions (such as when aid resources have been diverted), in other 
cases it has simply allowed the disabling conditions to continue unchallenged, and in most cases it 
seems that aid-supported capacity given to poorer people is simply inadequate to counteract the 
far greater material, skill and organizational resources of the political organisations that thrive on 
the disabling conditions.  
 
Many agencies are undertaking advocacy campaigns that are founded on an idea that rights are 
there to be claimed. But it seems that this is a wrong assumption. Our hosts and their neighbours 
and relatives showed us how government does not treat them as rights-bearing citizens. Within 
NGOs and civil society, the principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and 
accountability are promoted and widely discussed. However the ordinary people we met did not 
speak of CSOs as automatically promoting or even living by these principles themselves. There were 
notable exceptions in every location. It is not necessarily the omission of the NGOs - the poorest 
people don’t offer their unfettered participation and don’t tend to demand accountability from 
NGOs or government, as we have noted above. It simply isn’t worth it. So an NGO wanting to 
promote such behavior faces an uphill struggle. 
 
The final question to which we want to address our attention is ‘what is the relevance alignment 
and feasibility of the theories of change, strategies and interventions of the Swedish CSOs and their 
partners?’ We turn to this question in the next section of our report. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS: RELEVANCE, ALIGNMENT AND FEASIBILITY 
 
In conclusion, we link the findings of the reality checks and meso-level interviews to SFO strategies 
and to Sida’s CSO strategy. We explore the relevance, alignment and feasibility of Swedish 
organisations and partners building civil society using a human rights based approach to voice, 
service provision, and democratization in Uganda.  
 
Sida’s support to Swedish Framework Organisations is guided by the Government of Sweden policy 
on support to civil society, which indicates that Sweden wishes to see the development of a vibrant 
and pluralistic civil society that contributes effectively, using a rights-based approach to reducing 
poverty in all its dimensions23.  In an authoritarian state or a state in transition to democracy, 
Sweden gives priority to civil society efforts that focus on democratisation, putting pressure for 
reform and drawing attention to issues that are avoided by the regime. Civil society is seen as a 
realm in which a counterweight to revitalise democracy operates from within and below.  In 
Uganda, at least among those SFO partners that we met during Round 1 of the reality checks, most 
support is guided by a different set of criteria. The primary thrust of partner work concentrates of 
formation of small groups and associations, delivery of credit and basic production inputs, and 
delivery of skills.  

6.1  Post-conflict reconstruction 
Meso level interviews and documentation allows an overview of the situation in which civil society 
organisations are working. Armed conflict in northern Uganda devastated the lives and 
communities of large numbers of people. The Lord Resistance Army (LRA) conflict with the 
Government Of Uganda was largely fought between rebel fighters and civilians as proxies for 
government. The 20-year war was suspended in 2009 after peace accords that began in 2006. 
However the peace has never been finally concluded with the LRA and people still fear that it could 
break down.  
 
The war forced large numbers of people to live for years in internal refugee camps in very harsh 
conditions. Many died in the camps of starvation and illness and there was widespread violence 
and abuse. People are relieved by the current state of security, but few feel very secure. Not only 
has Joseph Kony, leader of the LRA not been brought to justice, but the general functioning of the 
corrupt economy renders insecurity all the more likely as elites have already shown themselves 
willing to use any means to secure their power. 
 
There are not only few resources and services, but there is also fear, insecurity and distrust in 
government. Post conflict reconstruction has tended to focus on trying to fill gaps in resources and 
services, with considerable effort and finance being put into reconstructing infrastructure and 
facilitation of groups to receive materials, training and encouragement.  
 
In our village of Pari, resources are very scarce and local people find it relevant that agencies try to 
bring resources for the people who are struggling to rebuild. They need ox ploughs, water pumps, 
health centres with medicines and much else besides. However, they explain that the resources 
that come into Pari from outside tend to be annexed by powerful members of the community. This 
is a pattern that is normal for post-conflict communities where the political and military aspects of 
power have not been resolved.  This pattern of annexation challenges the feasibility of the 
resource provision approach.  
 
Another problem of relevance is the varieties of resource on offer – for example where it is the 
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wrong seeds, or too few oxen that get annexed by a few families, the relevance declines. If the 
resources are not entirely fitting the needs of the moment, in practical and political terms, then 
they will fail to create reconstruction, or will create uneven results and potentially cause more 
conflict and confusion. When the resources are fitting, people find them a great help – water, 
functioning schools and so on. 
 
While theories of change between the different development actors at different levels are 
relatively well aligned with one another – i.e. NGO workers all speak a similar language of service 
provision, empowerment and capacity building to one another -  there is misalignment with the 
deeper needs of people who are struggling to rebuild, because people need rights in order to use 
their capacities. The ambition of Sida and SFOs for a rights-based approach based on a responsible 
state, is aligned with the capacity-building approach of organisations working on the ground, which 
assumes a deficit of skills and organisation.  
 
People do not so much need capacities in order to have rights – they need to be entitled to rights in 
order to be able to claim rights. The SFO partner strategy may be fairly well aligned with the Sida 
strategy, and the Sida strategy may talk of CSOs as democratic counterweights, but the Sida 
strategy is idealistic, and misaligned with the local reality. Local people operate in a pragmatic way. 
The state cannot be relied upon to uphold rights, it is more likely to take them away, but it can be 
cajoled, tricked, pressed or avoided. Local people work in this way. They work to produce goods, 
co-operate with one another, and try to become strong enough to withstand insecurity and politics.  
 
The supporting agencies, in working within national and district level development plans, can find 
themselves offering an approach that aligns them with sometimes predatory state officials which 
may actually undermine local self-determination, even as it attempts to support it.  
 
In trying to be open to community members’ wishes, NGOs are pressured to fill in government’s 
shortcomings in service provision. In trying to also serve the requirements of head offices, NGOs 
pre-design interventions (even as they claim participation) and unwittingly limit the freedom of 
local people.  Thus, decisions about what rebuilding should be done, what materials should be 
provided, what constitutes a good business, the right crop, the right way to lend money, the right 
kind of gender relations and gender rights are over-determined by civil society organisations, giving 
little room for real local development. CSOs show great tenacity in trying to align with the interests 
of the people they serve on the ground, but it is not an easy task in Uganda, given the disabling 
conditions. Counteracting the pressures to prescribe solutions with listening, analysis and an ability 
to balance conflicting interests is a great challenge, but not an insurmountable one.  
 
The Sida strategy suggests that a vibrant and pluralistic civil society will be able to contribute to 
reducing poverty in all its dimensions. The community members that we met in Pader enacted their 
kind of civil society when they were doing kalulu sharing together, or when Alice Achan was setting 
up and running her school for young violated women. These people were describing a kind of 
vibrant civil society that entailed an ethic and practice of collaboration with others across the 
community for common ends. Much of the rest of civil society consists of a plethora of new 
associations and groupings created to manage credit, or farming inputs from NGOs and big 
government programmes. At present, in the post conflict struggle for power, civil society is still 
weak, and it will remain so as long as nothing changes in the way the government and the market 
works to poor people’s disadvantage.  
 
Our hosts indicated that the newly formed community groups are likely to be unsustainable 
because they had been formed quickly, for the purpose of getting whatever it was that was on 
offer.  A vibrant and pluralistic indigenous civil society may be feasible within Pader, despite 
government’s efforts to suppress it, and despite the way it bends to the ideals of donor money. It 
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will require some changes of approach, however, if by vibrant we mean motivated from within 
(rather than by money from without) and by pluralistic we mean reflecting the variety within 
society (rather than substituting for the failures of government services).  However, the disabling 
conditions that are blocking poor people in Pader and other parts of the north of Uganda from 
associating and thriving are the same conditions that are blocking the NGOs. The theory of change 
of the Sida CSO strategy assumes that the NGOs channelling the funding are somehow immune, 
and can turn the disabling conditions around. It seems that at present they cannot do this. 
 
Is post-conflict reconstruction based on the rights-based approach feasible in the current 
circumstances? It would require that civil society organisations pay attention to the discrimination, 
inequality and violation that people still suffer and which are holding back the CSOs too. They 
would also have to take account of corruption and public service weakness.  
 
Our interviews and much current literature on Uganda attest to an increasing problem of 
centralisation of political and state power, hollowness of the democratic process and worrying 
levels of corruption. Top level graft in Ugandan public service (and in the private sector) is a 
common topic of discussion among ordinary citizens and diversion of government resources is 
becoming increasingly clear. The scandal in 2012 in the Prime Ministers Office regarding the 
diversion of large sums of foreign aid destined for Northern Uganda is said by many to be only the 
tip of the iceberg.  
 
As far as we heard from our host community members, they would welcome a rights-based 
approach involving participation, transparency and empowerment. The reality at present, however, 
is that rights are not how government, NGOs or community construe relations between citizens and 
the state. It is only a short time ago that the citizens were the victims of terrible violence and these 
are not experiences easily forgotten.  
 
Despite the difficulties, CSOs are deeply committed and reflective. Their commitment to changing 
their own mindsets and to improving their ability to make analysis of the situation suggest a more 
aligned, relevant and feasible future. But government resources and personnel are stretched thinly 
on the ground and local people and government do not trust one another. There are few 
mechanisms for proper engagement, despite plenty of ‘meetings’ and ‘workshops’. But there are 
few incentives to encourage local people to participate as equal citizens.  Participation is uneven 
and staged, rather than spontaneous and powerful. Transparency is hardly apparent. 
Empowerment is uneven.  
 
A rights-based approach does not create an enabling environment in a post-conflict situation where 
local actors can demand and the state can respond; it requires an enabling environment to succeed. 
While community members seem to appreciate economic interventions, they explain that such 
interventions do not work well if they are done in isolation from social and political realities. The 
discrimination that caused the conflict in the first place has not disappeared.  

6.2  Environment 
Households in rural Uganda derive 26% of total household income from forests and other wild 
areas, including fallows, agricultural lands, wetlands, grasslands and shrub land24. In general lower 
income households are more dependent on forest and wild products and income from these 
products reduces inequality between households. The loss of this income in Western Uganda, as a 
result of deforestation and land degradation, has implications for rural livelihoods and for the well 
being of poor households.  

                                                           
24

 Pamela Jagger (2012) Environmental Income, Rural Livelihoods and Income Inequality in Western Uganda, 
Forests, Trees and Livelihoods, vol 21 no. 2 



36 
 

 
NEMA, the National Environmental Management Authority (NEMA) reported in 2010 that Uganda 
faces severe environmental problems including soil erosion and declining soil fertility, 
deforestation, pollution of land, water and air, loss of biodiversity and over-harvesting of forests, 
fisheries and water courses25. This continued liquidation of the country’s natural capital, says 
NEMA, undermines long-term economic progress and aggravates poverty. The agency calls for 
improved environmental governance with specific focus on information provision, compliance and 
enforcement. 
 
Even though people who are very poor express a lack of immediate interest in environmental 
concerns, it is evident that the semi-rural and rural poor need a functioning environment as much if 
not more than others who are better off. The activities of the environmental NGOs seem to be 
relevant to this reality.  
The challenging and well-researched advocacy activities of the professional environmentalists seem 
to be well aligned with NEMA’s calls for improved environmental governance.  They provide hard 
facts in useful formats, while also supporting mobilisation of communities affected by pollution and 
land grabbing. Environmental education efforts in schools seem to also be aligned with the 
potential for ordinary people to become environmentally aware. However the great problem for 
the poor is how they can be included and empowered by environmental work, when they cannot 
afford it. Only when they are desperate – for instance when their land is being alienated by a 
mining company and their water supply polluted – do they have no choice but to act. It is our 
contention that SFO partners could do more to take their successes to poor people, not to 
encourage them to take up part of the work, but to pull them into the national conversation on 
environmental concerns.  
 
Might it be possible to achieve greater impact on a wider scale, at the pace required by rapid 
economic growth and looming environmental threats? The feasibility of a broader and more 
significant impact is limited by a number of factors identified both in the reality checks and the 
meso level interviews: corruption, elite control of the economy, commercialisation, unequal 
economic growth, stress and disempowerment. Environmental efforts seem limited when 
compared to the size of the task. 

6.3  Youth livelihoods 
The National Bureau of Statistics states that 78% of Uganda’s population was under 30 years old in 
2012. It is clear that their well-being should be a priority focus of development interventions, in all 
its aspects: health, formal and informal education, building of personality, participation as citizens 
and community members, and of course: employment and income generation. According to the 
World Bank, Uganda has only 5% unemployment, but the majority of the labour force works in low 
productivity sectors and is unskilled26. About half a million new young workers join the labour 
market every year and future job prospects are bleak for many.  Even for educated youth, there are 
difficulties. Many educated youth, including those we met in Mbarara and Wakiso, cannot find jobs 
that match their training. 
 
Youth employment is therefore a highly relevant topic; the reality checks confirmed the relevance:  
the psycho-social stress on young people is ever increasing as a result of unemployment. Youth are 
migrating from districts like Mbarara and Pader to the capital or to districts close to Kampala like 
Wakiso. In Kampala and the nearby districts, rapid economic change offers many opportunities. 
Some people are able to use these to come out of poverty; most people, however, seem just to 
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cope with the change, adapting themselves and looking for jobs to survive; as they are 
unproductive, often passive, sometimes hopeless, losing initiative; some people say lazy.  
 
The economic and social situation in these areas also offers remarkable potential: there is a 
growing economic power at all levels, it spreads from the city to the nearby rural areas; new 
employment opportunities are emerging, young people learn new skills; newcomers are learning 
not only the local language (Luganda) but English, too, which is used as a frequent communication 
language.  
 
The site visits did not show evidence that youth livelihoods and employment was an issue taken up 
by NGOs in Uganda at the scale needed to make a substantial difference. Currently the kind of work 
SFO connected NGOs are doing is small scale. Small businesses are important, but they will begin to 
show diminishing returns unless there are larger initiatives which are accessible to poor people. It 
seems that the NGO interventions are not entirely aligned with the scale of this reality.  
 
The Sida strategy for support via Swedish civil society organisations 2010–201427 is similarly 
disappointing. “Pluralism”, the Government Offices of Sweden’s strategy paper subtitled “Policy for 
support to civil society in developing countries within Swedish development cooperation” (2009) 
does also not mention employment challenges; but it emphasises on p. 15: “Young people’s 
capacity to organise and potential to contribute to processes of change are to be highlighted.”  
 
In view of this fact that relatively little attention is given to youth, and to employment, the 
evaluation team concludes that there is an alignment between the Sida strategy and the SFO’s 
Ugandan partners in regard to underestimating the scale of the task. Given this analysis, the 
question of feasibility is whether it would be possible for SFO partners to engage more with the 
issue of youth livelihoods and the answer is yes, of course! However, vested interests, ineffective 
labour unions, low levels of probity among higher officials and low levels of power among local 
officials all hinder success.  
 

6.4  Other key issues: discrimination and corruption 
In each of our reality check sites, we came across intense and widely replicated issues of 
discrimination and political corruption. These issues have to be taken into account when 
considering the feasibility of the civil society strategy, as they can render unfeasible even the best 
intentioned of projects and undermine civil society itself. They must also be taken into account 
when considering alignment and relevance. Local people may want what Swedish partner 
organisations have to offer, but there are things they want more – and that is security, fairness and 
straightforward dealings with authorities. They do not want to be labelled as victims, nor be given 
inappropriate aid, but neither do they appreciate neglect.  
 
In the last two decades, Uganda has seen the rise and popularization of the language of vulnerable 
groups and the need to tackle discrimination. The major points in this narrative have been focused 
on gender, age and disability. Women, youth and people with disabilities are familiar categories in 
government programming and a sizeable proportion of CSO work. This narrative eventually gave 
rise to the Equal Opportunities Act (2010). The three – women, youth and people with disabilities – 
have become political constituencies. There are many initiatives especially for income generation 
and empowerment.  
 
While this has brought some precious visibility to the issues that affect women, youth and people 
with disabilities, the language of victimhood has tended to label them as second-class citizens. 
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Women are still subject to men’s veto power, for instance. Nonetheless there is indication that in 
the social sphere, women are making inroads into patriarchal power. In the case of post-conflict 
Northern Uganda, but also elsewhere in Uganda, the increased public and private relevance of 
women has bred a situation where masculinity is under relative stress – manifested in view that 
women are abusing or overstepping their rights28. 
 
Woven into the discrimination on the basis of age, gender and disability is the fact of a highly 
ethnicised Ugandan population. This is necessary for sustaining the politics of patronage and 
corruption, setting one group against another with ease, and sustaining elite corruption at ever 
increasing levels.  The politics of patronage has given rise to a new meaning of Ugandan citizenship 
where rights and entitlements are looked at in tribalised terms, i.e. some tribes are more citizen 
than others. This is one of the reasons why, for example, the creation of districts has escalated, 
with the effect of bloating the public administration burden and weakening services. In the case of 
the North-South divide there is a constant feeling of marginalization on the part of the North. This 
general tribalization has led some observers to view Uganda as a non-viable project calling for a 
national convention for change. 
 
It is these vast and pervasive issues with which civil society inside Uganda and its supporters 
outside must do battle.  

7. SUMMARY CONCLUSIONS 
 

The Swedish civil society strategy suggests that in a country like Uganda, which is not democratic, 
the focus of civil society support should be on promoting democratic change. Conditions are not 
conducive for such change at present, which puts SFOs in a difficult position. It would be naïve to 
hope that in a country where democracy is really just a thin veneer over autocracy, accountability 
will be valued, non-discrimination honoured, transparency implemented and participation not 
forced.  
 
The implication is that a strategy has to take account of a reality that encompasses vicious politics, 
a selfish and increasingly rich elite, a strained bureaucracy and a rapidly transforming economy and 
society that is becoming ever more exploitative of the poor and the young. It may be that, at the 
present juncture, Ugandan civil society needs neither vibrancy nor pluralism, but instead would do 
better to struggle for realism, determination and unity. 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
28

  Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50: Amplifying Citizen’s Voices, Report of Citizen’s Dialogue on 
the Uganda I want to see’ 



39 
 

ANNEX 1 – INTERVIEWS  
 
 

Name Organisation  

Kiyingi David ADRA, Wakiso 

Amony Catherine Community Development Office, Pader 

Maureen Nahwera Embassy of Sweden, Kampala 

George Odong Gulu NGO Forum 

Juliet Namukasa  International Aid Services (IAS) Kampala  

Jesse Kamstra Lutheran World Federation, Kampala 

Naomi Achera Lutheran World Federation, Pader 

Justus Kibanda Mbarara Farmers’ Association 

Frank Muramuzi National Association of Professional Environmentalists, Kampala 

Rafab Yusu Bwengye National Association of Professional Environmentalists, Kampala 

Peter Werike National Organization of Trade Unions, Kampala 

Achilles Byaruhanga Nature Uganda, Kampala 

Sister Jane Nature Uganda, Mbarara University 

Josephine Akia NOGAMU, Kampala 

Moses Muwanga NOGAMU, Kampala 

Stella Grace Lutalo PELUM, Kampala 

Martin Agaba  
 

Shelter and Settlement Alternatives (SSA) : Ugandan Human 
Settlement Network (USHNet) 

Sister Beata St Francis School of Psycho-Social Counselling, Mbarara  

Patrick Okello Uganda Cooperative Alliance, Kampala 

Leonard Msemakweli Uganda Cooperative Alliance, Kampala 

Robert Patrick Uganda Cooperative Alliance, Mbarara 

Dorothy Baziwe Uganda Human Settlements Network, Kampala 

Steven Ouma Uganda Journalists Union, Kampala 

Charles Ogang Uganda National Farmers Federation, Kampala 

Leonard Okello Uhuru Foundation, Kampala 

Sharon Achiro ZOA Pader, Pader 

 


