
CamScanner

Refugee Law Project
School of Law, Makerere University

A Centre for Justice and Forced Migrants

PRESS STATEMENT
The tough task of balancing refugee protection and environmental protection

Joday, we commemorate one of the

pledges: the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR). This landmark
document enshrines the inalienable rights that
everyone is entitled to as a human being. The
Declaration was proclaimed by the United
Nations General Assembly in Paris on 10
December 1948 and sets out, for the first time,
fundamental human rights to be universally
protected.

Unquestionably, displaced people are
entitled to a variety of rights, some of
which are protected by both national and
international laws. These rights include the
right to employment, the right to education,
the right to healthcare, and the right to life,
liberty, right to be protected from torture
and degradingtreatment, the right to
personal security, among others.

This year, Uganda is commemorating the
day under the theme 'Reducing inequalities
in the enforcement of environment rights

and in the mitigation of the impact of
environmental degradation
Environmental rights are integral to human
dignity and survival, yet they remain among
the least understood and enforced rights in
Uganda. This year's theme calls for a critical
reflection on the disproportionate impact of
environmental degradation on vulnerable
populations, particularly refugees,

who

often bear the brunt ofdiscriminatory
practices and misplaced blame.

Refugees in Uganda, like all residents,
rely onthe environment forsurvival.
However, RLP's extensive work, including
our video productions on climate change
and environmental justice - The Golden
Tree andApocalyptic Fuel (accessible
on our website), have revealed troubling
narratives sometimes. It goes without doubt
that hosting a large number of refugees
puts pressure natural resourcesin
any community, but we have also seen
refugees often unfairly targeted and
blamed for environmental destruction, yet
sometimes the destruction is largely driven
by surrounding host communities, whose
practices often includeover-cultivation,
illegal logging,and other unsustainable
activities. Such misconceptions exacerbate
tensions between refugees and host
communities but also mask the systemic

drivers of environmental degradation, such
as weak enforcement of environmental laws,
inequitable access to natural resources, and
inadequate climate adaptation strategies.
It is imperative to keep in mind that
environmental protection is one ofthe
responsibilities expected of refugees. In a
press conference held on December 04,
2024, to begin commemoration activities for
International Human Rights Day in Uganda,
the Chairperson of the Uganda Human
Rights Commission (UHRC) stated that

"13% of human rights
incidences reported
were environmental

human rights
violations,

citing Uganda's recent alarming string of
environmental disasters over the past year.
She maintained that the intersection of
human rights and environmental protection
must be addressed immediately. Regretfully,there are several types of environmental
damagethat have been connected to
the refugee crisis as they try to fend for
themselves. These include housing needs,
agriculture, firewood and charcoal demands
among others. Uganda's forest cover has
decreased from more than 24% in 1994 to
less than 9%, as the country's people rely
significantly on natural resources to meet
their fundamental requirements, according
to the Ministry of Water and Environment.
The refugees in Uganda are hardlyan
exception, particularly those who reside in
settlements, which are thought to house
91% of the country's refugee population.
As such, not only must refugee needs be
addressed, but the environment, which has
already been affected in many ways, should
also be taken into perspective. Additionally,
refugees must be engaged to ensure that, in
addition to meeting their immediate needs,
the future is taken into planning. Therefore,
it is crucial that we commemorate Human
Rights Day while simultaneously thinking
about the future of the environment we will
either live in or leave for our children.

The government of Uganda through OPM,
UNHCR and the different development
partners along with their funders have
continued to endeavor in ensuring that
different rights are realized and enjoyed by
all the displaced persons. Uganda's open-
door policy has been key in giving individuals
in danger asylum. In an effort to raise our
national laws to a level that is comparable
with international legal frameworks, Uganda
passed theRefugee Act 2006and the
Regulations 2010 to guarantee that all
displaced people have access to their
different rights and that there is clearly laid
out process for seeking for refugee status.
Together with other laws that have been
passed, these frameworks have also served
as a guide for the various actors in their
day-to-day work with displaced people,
ensuring that they receive the rights and fair
treatment they deserve.

In order for refugees and asylum seekers in
Uganda to fully exercise their environmental
rights and live up to this year's theme, a
multifaceted strategy is required and this
Involves:

Advocacy: Human rights advocacy for
refugees is an important undertaking
that calls for a two-pronged strategy that
involves stakeholders as well as refugees
themselves. Refugees must take an active
role in building community organisations,
engaging decision-makers, and fighting
for their rights. By sharing their needs,
goals, and experiences, they can empower
themselves and influence local policy and
nationallegislative changes. The other
stakeholders ought to ensure that the legally
provided rights are enjoyed and where they
are infringed, bring the infringements to
light.

Provide durable solutions: This involves
emphasis on remedies that enable displaced
people to restore their lives in a dignified
manner that also protects the environment.
As such,this requires a fullswing shift
towards sustainable livelihood support for
refugees instead of handouts that are not
sustainable. Durable solutions can also be
in form of integration of the refugees into
Uganda as many are still here for a while and
can be meaningfully involved in a number
of activities that improve theirstandards
of living and that of their households and

communities without negatively impacting
the environment.

Massive awareness campaigns: This cuts
across to both the refugees and the nationals
and would in order to tackle environmental
concerns. For the refugees, it is to sensitize
them of their rights and obligations while in
Uganda in order to minimize conflict with

the laws and the hosts. For the nationals, it
is to ensure that societal attitudes towards
refugees improveand support them.
clear that the complex interplay of societal
attitudes raises concerns about the extent
to which refugees and asylum seekers are
able to fully enjoy their rights and live with
dignity in their host country and addressing
this wouldgo a long way.This can be
through social media and media houses in
different languages.

Increased donor funding: Humanitarian
funding for refugee protection and support
has drastically fallen, despite the fact that
the worldwide refugeesituation isstill
getting worse. Attempts to address the
urgent human rights issues that millions of
displaced persons face has been hampered
by this concerning trend. Funding must be
increased in order to guarantee the safety
and welfare of refugees. With increased
funding, humanitarian organisations will
be able to promote sustainable solutions,
advocate for the rights of refugees, and
deliver vital help as a result, ultimately
making the world a more compassionate
and just place.

As we commemorate this Human Rights
Day, we must remember the words of UN
Secretary-General António Guterres,

Human rights are
the foundation for
peaceful, just, and
inclusive societies.

As a society openly welcoming displaced
people we must continually strive to uphold
their rights to ensure that we create a just and
inclusive society for everyone who comes into
Uganda. For God and My Country!

Kingdom of the Netherlands

Uganda'.
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