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Update on Repatriation of Rwandese Refugees In Uganda 
 
Factual Background 
 
Following on from the previous RLP fact sheet of 
December 2003, the Refugee Law Project (RLP) 
made another visit to Nakivale and Oruchinga 
refugee settlements on 13th 
February 2004 to monitor the 
repatriation of refugees to 
Rwanda. Based on interviews 
with settlement officials and 
refugees, the team established 
the following: 
 
o Between the 19th and 23rd 

January 2004, three convoys comprising 898 
refugees left for Rwanda from the three main 
settlement camps – Nakivale, Oruchinga, and 
Kyaka II.  Out of a total of 19,149 Rwandese 
refugees living in the camps, 540 were 
repatriated from Nakivale, 157 from Oruchinga, 
and 201 from Kyaka II.  A further 993 refugees 
from the 3 settlements have registered for 
repatriation during the next convoy trip, as of 
this week. 

 
o The repatriation appears to have remained 

voluntary. Indeed, in Nakivale settlement, 
registration must be followed by subsequent 
confirmation by the 
refugee of their desire to 
be repatriated.  None of 
the refugees spoken to 
expressed fear of being 
forced back to Rwanda.  
Rwandese refugees who 
fled Tanzania into Uganda 
are also being included in the repatriation.  
More on their situation will be updated in the 
next RLP fact sheet. 

 
o Efforts have been made to keep the refugees 

informed about all aspects of the repatriation 
process. For instance, the Rwandese Joint 
Repatriation Commission (JRC) visited the two 

settlements on 10th January 2004 and 
addressed refugees concerning the security 
situation in Rwanda. Since then, the Ugandan 
JRC has continued to inform the refugees of 
developments in the repatriation process.  

 
 
Reluctance to 
Return 
 
Despite the above, 
fewer than 5% of 
Rwandese refugees 
have registered for 

repatriation.  Some refugees interviewed felt that 
the loss of their relatives and property through 
genocide related violence had obliterated any 
socio-economic ties they had to Rwanda. Others, 
who still expressed a desire to return home, 
seemed to be reluctant to do so for the following 
reasons:  
 
o Most refugees interviewed believed that 

although the security situation in Rwanda had 
improved, they still felt that conditions in 
Rwanda are not yet safe to return. In particular, 
there were fears that the criminal justice 
system in Rwanda, especially in rural areas, 

may allow for collective 
criminalisation of all 
Rwandese Hutus for 
participation in the 1994 
genocide, solely on 
account of their ethnicity.  
Many are also waiting 
for the news from 

refugees from the first convoys, 2-3 of whom 
were rumoured to have returned to Nakivale. 

 
o Many refugees also expressed concern about 

the apparent insufficiency of land in Rwanda. 
As one refugee put it, “Every day we hear from 
our colleagues in Rwanda that there is no land 
there. Our land was taken over by new people. 
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“Every day we hear from our 
colleagues in Rwanda that there is no 
land there. Our land was taken over 
by new people.”  
– Rwandese refugee, Nakivale Settlement 

 

“We are not forced to return, you can 
go if you want.  But I’m not ready yet, 
I want to go and observe clearly if it 
is safe.  I don’t want to go like goats, 
not knowing the direction.”                      
– Rwandese refugee, Oruchinga Settlement 

 



Plot 9 Perrymans Garden, Old Kampala     P.O. Box 33903, Kampala, Uganda 
Tel:  041 343556     www.refugeelawproject.org   E-mail: research@refugeelawproject.org  

Yet when you get to Rwanda, they give you a 
package that is too small to support you and 
your family. At least here [in Uganda], we get 
some land to sustain ourselves.” There were 
reports of some repatriated refugees even 
returning back to Uganda, though RLP was 
unable to confirm such stories.  

 
o There appears to be a lack of co-ordination 

between the JRC and World Food Programme 
(WFP). For instance, while WFP insists on not 
giving food rations to refugees who register for 
repatriation, there is often a considerable time 
lag between registration and actual repatriation 
of refugees. Since the refugees do not get their 
resettlement package until after arriving in 
Rwanda, many refugees have gone without 
food while awaiting repatriation.  

 
o It is important to note that many refugees have 

not registered for repatriation because of the 
planting season, still waiting to harvest their 
crops.  Several interviewees said they were 
planning on registering once they had 
harvested. 

 
Aggravating Land Problem 
The ongoing repatriation process also appears to 
be aggravating tensions over land in Nakivale 
Settlement. In many instances, Ugandans and 
long-term refugees are claiming land vacated by 
repatriated refugees, thereby worsening tensions 
between the two groups. Although President 
Museveni is reportedly set to intervene in the 
matter, the settlement Commandant in Nakivale 
believes such interventions will not resolve the 
problem and that “the best solution is to survey and 
determine the boundaries of the settlement land. 
This will allow us to protect the settlement land from 
encroachment.”1 
 
Recommendations 
 
1. The GoU once again deserves to be 

commended for ensuring that the repatriation 
process is voluntary.  It is vital that this 
continues to be the case, especially given the 
disastrous experience in Tanzania and the 
current reluctance of refugees in Uganda to be 
repatriated. 
 

2. The RLP calls on the Government of Rwanda 
(GoR) to strengthen its criminal justice system, 
especially in the rural areas, to allay fears of 

                                                   
1 Interview with Nakivale Settlement Commandant, 
Nakivale, 13th February 2004.   

improper criminalisation of returning refugees. 
The GoR should also ensure that returning 
refugees are safe from attack, particularly in 
rural locations. 
 

3. Furthermore, while the shortage of land in 
Rwanda may not be easily surmountable, the 
GoR should move to restore and enforce pre-
existing land rights, especially those of 
returning refugees. 



 

 


