
 
 
 

ONGOING REPATRIATION OF RWANDESE REFUGEES IN UGANDA 
 
 
Background 
 
Uganda currently hosts about 25,000 registered 
Rwandese refugees, most of whom reside in 
the settlements of Nakivale, Oruchinga and 
Kyaka II, in western Uganda. In 
July 2003, the government of 
Uganda (GoU), the government of 
Rwanda, and the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) signed a tripartite agreement, under 
which Rwandese refugees in Uganda would be 
allowed to return home voluntarily. On the 3rd 
November 2003, the Minister of State for 
Disaster Preparedness and Refugees formally 
launched the repatriation program. A 
Commission comprised of members from 
Uganda and Rwanda was established to co-
ordinate the registration and eventual 
repatriation of the refugees.   
 
Some Initial Concerns with the Process 
 
Despite the good intentions of the tripartite 
agreement, there were concerns that the 
repatriation process would not be voluntary as 
required by international law and that the 
refugees would, in practice, be forced to return 
home, their fears and concerns 
notwithstanding. These concerns were based 
on two precedents. The first concerned 
Rwandese refugees in Tanzania who, despite a 
similar agreement for voluntary repatriation, 
were forced to return home. The second 
concerned the conduct of the GoU which 
recently forced refugees formerly in Achol-Pii 
settlement, and who were in transit in 

Kiryandongo settlement to relocate to West 
Nile, despite fears for their security.  
 
In response to these concerns, a joint team 

from the Refugee Law Project 
(RLP) and the Lawyers 
Committee for Human Rights 
(LCHR) made a brief and 
informal visit to Nakivale and 

Oruchinga Settlements on the 2nd December 
2003. The team sought to establish the extent 
to which the repatriation process satisfied 
international standards, in both procedural and 
substantive terms. Below are some of the 
team’s findings, as well as recommendations 
on the way forward. 
 
Findings 
 
Since the programme’s launch, 490 out of a 
possible 20,000 refugees in both settlements 
have registered for repatriation. This 
registration process has been conducted on an 
entirely voluntary basis. Indeed, the only 
complaint raised by those who had volunteered 
to return was that, since registering for 
repatriation, they had been left in suspense as 
to the exact date of repatriation. 
 
It is clear, however, that the overall response 
towards the repatriation process has been poor, 
and that most refugees view the program with 
suspicion or even fear. According to the 
Settlement Commandant Nakivale, this is 
owing both to the fact that the food harvest 
season is due shortly, and to a “misconception 
about the whole repatriation program”. He 
further stated hat they as authorities had 
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would be forced to leave 



responded by holding “several meetings in the 
different locations of the settlement to assure 
the refugees that they are not going to be 
chased away and that they should stop selling 
their property.”  As a further step, the 
Rwandese members of the Repatriation 
Commission will visit the two settlements in 
December 2003, to address concerns about 
refugees’ security. Finally, a group of refugee 
leaders will be allowed to visit Rwanda in 
order to ascertain whether conditions are safe 
for return.  
 
Lingering Fears  

 
In spite of these efforts, however, many 
refugees fear that they will be persecuted upon 
return to Rwanda. 
 
These fears are based on the Tanzanian 
experience where, despite a similar agreement 
for voluntary repatriation, some Rwandan 
refugees were forced to return home without 
due regard to their security concerns. 
Predictably, according to the Nakivale 
Settlement Commandant, “on hearing the news 
of repatriation, many refugees assumed they 
would be forced to leave and began selling 
their possessions hurriedly and at give away 
prices.”  He added that an estimated 2000 
refugees had fled to other locations within the 
country, as well as to countries such as 
Malawi.   As one refugee put it, “most refugees 
have not registered due to fear. How can you 
tell someone to return to Rwanda when, up to 
now, there are still people fleeing from 
Rwanda because of insecurity?”  The refugees 
also insist that getting their leaders vouch for 
their security in Rwanda will not be helpful, 
since previous delegations have been subject to 
pressure or bribery, in order to give a report the 
authorities prefer. In any event, according to 
the refugees, their leaders would be reluctant to 
be part of such delegation.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
The RLP notes that the repatriation exercise 
has, thus far, been entirely voluntary and for 
this, the GoU must be commended. Indeed, 
only a process which, in keeping with Article 
14(2) of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, is without any form of coercion, and 
allows one to freely choose if and when to 
return home, will inspire the refugees’ 
confidence. 
 
In light of the above, we   
 

(1) Urge all concerned parties to continue 
to ensure that the repatriation process 
is voluntary and based upon 
international human rights standards, 
including the principle of safe return. 

 
(2) Call on the authorities concerned to 

furnish refugees registering for 
repatriation with sufficient information 
on the logistics and timing of the entire 
process.

How can you tell 
someone to return to 
Rwanda when there 
are still people fleeing 
because of insecurity? 
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