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1.  OVERVIEW 

1.1 Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study was to provide a better understanding for policy makers and service providers 
of mobility and migration among ex-combatants and the effectiveness of DDR programming in Uganda. 
The study followed a scoping study on migration in Uganda conducted in March 2011 by the Transitional 
Demobilization and Reintegration Program (TDRP) of the World Bank. 

This study had the following specific objectives: 

1. To analyze push/ pull migration factors of ex-combatants in Uganda, with a specific focus on 
social as well as economic factors both within communities of origin and at new communities of 
re-settlement.  

2. To explore any impact of DDR programming on migration of ex-combatants in Uganda. 

3. To increase the understanding of the impact of migration by ex-combatants on the effectiveness 
of past and current DDR programming, specifically on reintegration efforts. 

4. To generate recommendations on how to improve DDR programming, taking into account 
findings from other related studies. 

1.2 Significance of study 

There has been a general lack of understanding regarding how forced and voluntary migration impacts 
the reintegration of ex-combatant populations in Uganda and throughout the Great Lakes Region of 
Africa. This has resulted in a lack of clarity on how DDR programming for these populations might be 
improved. This knowledge gap has been identified through several studies conducted by the TDRP 
Facility for Quality Enhancement and Innovation on the DDR processes, and documented in literature 
related to the subject, all of which point to potential differences in migration patterns between ex-
combatants and civilian non-combatants.  

Accordingly, special attention was given to:  

• Initial and current social reintegration within the family and community;  
• Initial and current economic reintegration in the community; 
• Identification of primary causes and factors related to migration, namely push and pull factors 

for migration of ex-combatant populations;  
• Areas of intersection between these factors including economic, social and cross cutting factors 

such as land; 
• Access to sustainable livelihoods, including training, education and employment opportunities; 

and 
• Any convergence or specific areas of divergence that can be identified between ex-combatant 

and civilian non-combatant migration experiences. 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

3 
 

1.3 Report structure 

The report is divided into five chapters: 

CHAPTER ONE provides an overview of the report, stating the purpose and significance of the study and 
explaining the structure of the report. 

CHAPTER TWO provides an overview of the research methodology utilized by the study, covering the 
study population, research setting, data sources and types, data collection techniques used, sampling 
size, methods, and observed research limitations. 

CHAPTER THREE presents a report of findings from existing literature, which covers discussions on 
migration and war, the post-migration experience (including reintegration, community of origin, the 
urban destination, internally displaced persons (IDP) and refugee camps, and host communities), factors 
that influence migration decisions (such as values and priorities, facilitators and obstacles, and push and 
pull factors inside and outside the context of war), and notable research gaps. 

CHAPTER FOUR presents a detailed report of findings from the field research conducted for this study, 
which covers a general overview of migration in Uganda, a snapshot of the present circumstance, 
reintegration trajectories, push and pull factors for migration, next steps for migrating ex-combatants, 
service and resource needs by rebel group, and other notable findings. 

CHAPTER FIVE provides a summary of the report findings as well as conclusions and recommendations 
in keeping with the objectives of the study. 

Finally, the APPENDIX contains the biographical data collection form, the questionnaire used and 
additional reporter quotes organized by topic area.   
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2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Data sources and types 

Primary and secondary data were collected and utilized in this study.  

Primary information was collected from a total of 121 ex-combatants who had migrated, 20 other ex-
combatants, and four community focal points (CFPs) that serve as a local resource and advisor to 
returning ex-combatants. Additional primary data was collected as part of a concurrent, but separate, 
study on children associated with fighting forces in Uganda also commissioned by the TDRP/World Bank, 
and used to inform and validate the questionnaire and analysis for this study. 

Secondary data was collected from print or electronic versions of journals, books, reports or other 
published sources. The secondary sources yielded information and statistical data on: 

• Theoretical dissertations on the causes of migration amongst war-affected populations globally; 
• Reports from organizations that conduct work in the field of war and migration; 
• TDRP scoping study on migration of ex-combatants conducted in March 2011; 
• Interview schedules from studies conducted in Uganda and on related topics in other regions; 
• Official documents covering government policies related to war and migration; and 
• Websites regarding war and migration in the Great Lakes Region and around the world. 

2.2 Research setting 

Interviews were conducted in five of the six districts in which the Ugandan Amnesty Commission (AC) 
had active Demobilization and Resettlement Team (DRT) offices, which facilitated sample formation. 
Final sample distribution of ex-combatant migrants was as follows (Table 1): 

Table 1 - Sample distribution of ex-combatant migrants (actual) by DRT/Sex 

DRT Region Male Female Total 
Arua 14 0 14 
Gulu 3 8 11 

Kampala (Central) 56 18 74 
Kitgum 3 4 7 
Mbale 11 4 15 
TOTAL 87 34 121 

2.3 Study population 

The target population for this study was ex-combatants who had migrated away from their community 
of origin since demobilization. The Ugandan Amnesty Commission refers to ex-combatants that have 
completed the Amnesty process as “reporters” and thus that terminology was used in the study. 
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Inclusion criteria for participants: 

• 18 years of age or older 
• Registered and verified ex-combatant with the Ugandan government (possessing proof of status 

of “reporter”1

• Relocated on a permanent, long-term temporary, or long-distance oscillating/commuting basis 
to a community other than an individual’s community of origin (including either their 
community of birth or the community in which they were recruited/abducted prior to 
mobilization). 

) 

The sample represented seven rebel groups, which had operated in Uganda including the Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA), Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), West Nile Bank Front (WNBF), Uganda National 
Rescue Front (UNRF), Uganda National Rescue Front 2 (UNRF II), Force Obote Back Army (FOBA) and the 
National Resistance Army (NRA) 

Four CFPs were also interviewed for the purposes of building background and context, and data 
verification.  

2.4 Sampling, size and methods 

The sample design included interviews with ex-combatants representing a variety of rebel groups, 
regions and both genders. To achieve this, a total of 145 interviews were completed in five regions 
across Uganda. This included 141 ex-combatants, with 20 interviews excluded from the final sample as 
the individuals’ migration trajectory was later determined not to match the sample criteria, leading to a 
final sample of 121 ex-combatant migrants. The research team encountered difficulties in some regions 
in finding qualified participants, especially in Gulu and Kitgum towns where instances of migration 
among available ex-combatants was much lower than in other regions. Gulu and Kitgum numbers were 
additionally impacted because several ex-combatants had joined their family in an IDP camp 
immediately upon their return, and have since moved with their family back to their original 
communities. It was determined by the research team that this movement should not be included in the 
sample as migration. Occasional miscommunication among staff, volunteers, interviewees and 
researchers regarding this study’s migration criteria also played a role in diminished usable sample 
numbers.   

Table 2 (below) lists the distribution of all interviews from each of the DRT regions: 

Table 2 – Total interview distribution by DRT 

DRT Region 
Ex-combatant 

migrants 
Ex-combatant 
non-migrants 

Community Focal 
Points (CFPs) 

Total 

Arua 14 2 - 16 
Gulu 11 8 1 20 

Kampala (Central) 
74 (3 of whom 
were also CFPs) 

4 - 78 

Kitgum 7 6 3 16 
Mbale 15 - - 15 
TOTAL 121 20 4 145 
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In order to locate eligible participants for this study, the research team utilized the resources and 
expertise of AC staff in the above five regions, who in turn, relied upon CFPs in outlying communities to 
identify and retrieve eligible participants. Transport costs were reimbursed to all participants, including 
CFPs. 

2.5 Data collection techniques 

Primary data was obtained using qualitative methods, namely structured interviews. Interviews were 
conducted face-to-face by two World Bank consultants conducting the research in English or through an 
interpreter. Interpreters were CFP volunteers, Amnesty Commission staff, or other reporters. A semi-
structured questionnaire was administered to all 141 participants, the first nine of which were pilot 
interviews but included in the final sample given that the content of the questionnaire was not 
significantly altered. Interviews were conducted at Amnesty Commission offices in Gulu, Kampala, 
Kitgum and Mbale, and at an ex-combatant association in Arua. 

Each of the face-to-face interview sessions lasted 30-45 minutes for English speakers, and 45-60 minutes 
for translated interviews. Each interview began with the completion of a short worksheet to collect 
biographical data, which was also used in determining eligibility for this study. The interview schedule 
itself was structured to follow the natural migration trajectory of ex-combatants in Uganda, beginning at 
demobilization, moving through the various locations the individual had resided, and ending with 
present circumstance and future aspirations. 

The questionnaire can be found in Appendix B of this report. 

2.6 Data analysis techniques 

Study participants were identified by an assigned number, not by name or any other personal 
characteristic. This participant number was used to track paper and computer interview data.  

The interviewer took a loose transcript of responses during each interview session. The interviewer was 
careful to record any key quotes verbatim. In fact, most interviews were transcribed entirely verbatim. 
Audio devices were found to be largely distracting and consequently were not used. 

Following each session, the research team populated a central matrix in Microsoft Excel© with 
questionnaire responses. Qualitative data was coded and the matrix was expanded to include emerging 
themes and issues throughout the data collection process, such as push and pull factors for migration. 
Key quotes were also included in a dedicated column within the matrix. Concurrently, the research team 
edited a working outline of the report based on new information gathered. 

After all data had been collected, the research team used SPSS Statistics 17.02 to run descriptive 
statistics and produce frequency tables and means reports. The aim of performing the additional 
quantitative analysis was to validate existing findings and support initial analyses made from this study’s 
qualitative data. 
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2.7 Limitations and other challenges 

2.7a Date/time of interviews 

Interviews were mostly conducted on weekdays during business hours. Participants often had to wait 
for up to several hours to get interviewed and then received a small stipend to cover the cost of 
transport to and from the interview. As a result, those who had steady employment might have been 
less likely be: a) free to travel and wait many hours for this study, b) interested in telling their story, or c) 
still in contact with the AC if they are economically and socially reintegrated.  

2.7b Single-source coordination of interviews 

The Amnesty Commission organized all interviews. Therefore, it is presumed that these individuals are 
still in touch with the Commission to some extent, which might increase the percentage of the sample 
who are spending time near the Commission waiting for additional assistance to become available. It 
might also be assumed that those harboring significant fear of the government may be less likely to 
interact with the Amnesty Commission, a Ugandan governmental office.  

2.7c Single-source recruitment of participants 

To collect interviewees, Amnesty Commission staff contacted the CFPs who identify and retrieve 
participants. While very efficient, this method of recruitment may have significantly limited the pool of 
potential participants, and consequently, the breadth of interview responses.  

2.7d Non-reporters 

As of August 2011 in Uganda, there were reportedly thousands of ex-combatants who had not yet 
reported or may never report to the Amnesty Commission, due to a number of reasons such as no 
perceived net benefit of reporting, deep distrust of government, strong desire to completely 
disassociate themselves with their rebel past, fear of consequences of people knowing, etc. While this 
study focused on the migration experiences of ex-combatants whose status could be documented, there 
remains a potentially sizable population of ex-combatant migrants whose experiences are 
unrepresented and unaccounted for in this study.    

2.7e Location of interviews 

All interviews were conducted in major cities or large district capitals limiting access of those living 
elsewhere. 
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3. MIGRATION AND CONFLICT: FINDINGS FROM EXISTING LITERATURE 

The research literature on migration is extensive, encompassing societies around the globe. However, 
within the study area of migration and conflict, especially with regard to former rebel combatants, 
significant research gaps persist. As a result, the following collection of literature is both a discussion of 
the previous work related to this study as well as a reflection on the absence of documented work 
regarding migration of former rebels. While stark contrasts exist, those migrating within and outside the 
context of war often move for similar reasons. Consequently, general migration literature can be helpful 
to constructing an understanding of post-conflict migration. However, this review gives special attention 
to conflict-related migration, as this is arguably the context in which most ex-combatants returning from 
rebellions find themselves. Within this context, the literature is useful to understand common types of 
migration destinations and components of the decision making process (e.g. values and priorities, 
facilitators and obstacles, push and pull factors), as well as the post-migration experience.  

3.1 Common post-conflict migration destinations  

While similar causes for migration may exist both in conflict and in non-conflict settings, migration 
becomes an even more attractive option during conflict. Migration destinations in this situation often 
differ depending on the phase of the conflict. During active conflict, most individuals who migrate flee 
either to camps for the internally displaced, across the border into refugee camps, straight to urban 
areas or to alternate host communities unaffected by the violence. At the same time, many either join 
or are abducted by armed groups. When conflict has ceased, these former Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs), refugees and soldiers begin the process of reintegration back into their communities. In many 
settings the entire community has been displaced and everyone must then begin anew upon return. This 
was primarily concerned with migration after the cessation of fighting. Individuals may return to their 
communities of origin, to alternate host communities including larger cities, or may stay for an extended 
period of time in an IDP or refugee camp. The reintegration of returning IDPs, refugees and particularly 
ex-combatants has social, economic and political dimensions (Taylor et al. 2006). Social reintegration in 
this context is to be understood as the self-reported relations with family and members of the 
community, economic reintegration as the ability to find productive livelihoods in the post-war context, 
and political reintegration the commitment to peaceful and democratic political expression (Taylor et al. 
2006). Another increasing dynamic in conflict settings is the “issue of young people’s migration due to 
war, economic hardship and lack of social opportunities for personal development (education, training, 
employment). This includes both rural to urban migration and migration from the war-affected country 
to a neighboring country or even a different continent” (Honwana, 2006). 

A thorough analysis of migration destinations and other migration-related themes was conducted by the 
World Bank for the scoping study, forming the foundation of this follow-on migration study. Therefore, 
this section makes frequent reference to that research (conducted by Viola Erdmannsdoerfer in 2011), 
linking it with further secondary source research. 

3.1a IDP and refugee camps 

As a result of intense conflict, large populations are often displaced. According to the Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC, 2010), 27.5 million people were internally displaced by conflict 
or violence as of December 2010. Furthermore, IDPs constituted two-thirds of all forcibly displaced 
people, with only the remaining one-third becoming refugees. The Africa region topped the number of 
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IDPs worldwide, with 11.1 million, or 40 per cent of the world’s IDPs by the end of 2010 (ibid.). The 
instability and destruction, which fueled the original forced migration, had a significant impact on 
migration decisions for those individuals and communities going forward. While “the majority of IDPs in 
the world lived outside gathered settings” (IDMC, 2010), many go to IDP or refugee camps for provisions 
and protection. Many of the refugee and IDP camps have existed for over a decade, serving as default 
homes for thousands of individuals. A large number of these individuals have been raised in camps and 
know little else.  
 
IDP camps can also have serious drawbacks and many people eventually migrate to the city or 
elsewhere, even before the camps are officially closed. Living conditions in IDP camps are often 
characterized by overcrowding and inadequate health services, education and nutrition, all serving as 
incentives to move on. However, it has been found that while “some [refugees] may [freely volunteer to 
return home] because the conditions of refuge become intolerable and because no viable alternatives 
exist,” in reality, this is rare (MacNamara & Goodwin-Gill, 1999). It has also been found that “in other 
situations, refugees may not want to return home even when it is safe to do so for fear of ongoing 
discrimination on return, or for economic or other reasons” (Ibid.). 

Refugees-turned-combatants in IDP and refugee camps have received attention for their role in the 
camps and their impact on subsequent conflict.  These individuals are often referred to as ‘refugee 
warriors’. Zolberg, Suhrke, and Aguayo were among the first to argue that refugee communities 
frequently become prime recruitment areas for combatant groups. While refugees flee conflict, they can 
also exacerbate conflict behavior. Se veral cases of refugee warrior communities illustrate this 
phenomenon: Afghans in Pakistan, Rwandan Hutus in the Congo, Cambodians in Thailand, and Sudanese 
in Chad, are just a few examples of significant refugee involvement in rebel activities (Salehyan, 2007). 
IDMC reports that in 2010:  

“IDP camps and informal settlements continued to be prime recruiting grounds, as children there 
were relatively densely gathered, often without access to education (particularly those of 
secondary-level age) and unable to engage in other livelihood activities” (IDMC 2011). 

3.1b New migration destinations 

After the end of hostilities, IDPs and former combatants will often attempt to resettle in their 
community of origin. Another possible destination of migration is a host community other than the 
community of origin. This is often the choice if migrants have a network that connects them to the 
destination city or if they are unable or uninterested in returning to their community of origin.  Often in 
war-affected situations, individuals will no longer have anything to return to, as frequently villages were 
destroyed, land taken, society divided, and family and social networks decimated. In addition, stigma or 
banishment and other factors may make it impossible for them to return home.  

While each situation is unique and the number of migrants joining a host community will have an impact 
on the reception, host communities have often been found to exhibit open hostility towards migrants of 
all sorts.  

“Displaced persons can pose an economic burden on receiving areas as they consume goods and 
services, and compete with locals for scarce resources and employment” (Saleyan, 2007). 

Adrian Martin found evidence from Ethiopia that local communities are often concerned about the 
economic effects that hosting refugee communities entails. In addition, a World Bank report3 notes a 
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link between refugees and infectious diseases such as malaria and HIV/AIDS. Refugees fleeing war may 
also place a burden on health infrastructure and hospitals, which are often not prepared to deal with 
large population inflows, especially those with the special needs of forced migrants. 

“While many authors have underscored the importance of human rights discourses in the 
protection of vulnerable persons including refugees, others have noted that accepting refugees 
and asylum-seekers is more than a humanitarian action. Unexpected mass migration can place 
significant economic and social burdens on host areas” (Salehyan, 2007). 

Moreover, in the case of ex-combatants, communities often are jealous of the special attention (and 
funds/ resources) from the United Nations (UN) agencies or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
feeling that they are undeserved (Stavrou et al. 2005). This jealousy is accompanied by a fear that ex-
combatants would re-engage in conflict. There is also usually a perception that the migrants are more 
prone to engaging in crime and violent behavior. Hence, urban communities feel threatened by groups 
of street children and fear child soldiers and ex-combatants in general. In the case of Bujumbura, there 
were complaints regarding the increase in both petty and violent crime, as well as a new breed of older 
and more demanding street children (Stavrou et al. 2005). 

As a result of all the above factors, life for migrants in host communities can vary greatly. As such, little 
is known about the experience beyond the fact that many migrants experience issues of stigmatization 
and a need for social integration. Variation can also exist based on the size of the receiving community, 
with larger cities more accustomed to absorbing transplants and providing more opportunity for 
anonymity, which often hides issues of stigma.  

3.1c The urban destination 

Irrespective of conflict, urbanization has become a major trend throughout Africa. Cities offer the 
promise of economic opportunities and upward mobility even for people with limited education, skills, 
and assets. Additionally, in the context of power imbalances and exclusion that characterize war, 
informal economic opportunities may be particularly beneficial to historically disadvantaged groups 
affected by armed conflict (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). Hence, there is 
evidence that an increasing number of migrants of rural origin, be it refugees, IDPs or regular migrants, 
become urbanized (Sommers, 2003). Based on each individual decision process, this migration to urban 
areas may occur within an individual’s own country, or result in a move abroad. In fact, a high 
percentage of those who have been forced to flee to camps eventually migrate to cities and other urban 
areas. This does not appear to be premeditated on the part of the IDP or refugee, but rather a result of 
camp conditions and the economic and social opportunities offered by urban areas (Stavrou et al. 2005). 
Two particular subsets of ex-combatants, children and females, appear to be more likely than their male 
counterparts to migrate to urban areas. The Rwanda tracer study found that seven in ten of the child ex-
combatants reside in an urban area, with 16.1% in Kigali alone, and that 70.6% of the female ex-
combatants currently reside in urban areas with 53.4% in Kigali City. In addition to rural-urban 
migration, others move from one urban destination to another if they determine that it may provide 
additional opportunities (Stavrou, Jorgensen, & O'Riordan, 2007). 

Despite the hopeful expectations of migrants, urban livelihoods rarely match expectations, regardless of 
whether the individuals are migrating due to conflict or not, and outcomes become even less favorable 
in conflict-affected areas. Once in the cities, most of these migrants become urban poor, become reliant 

Economic implications 
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on the informal economy, and live in overcrowded spaces with poor sanitation and a lack of security, 
social and health services (Zulu, et al. 2006, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). In sub-Saharan Africa, 72% 
of the urban population lives in slums, a situation expected to expand as the number of slum inhabitants 
is expected to double by 2030  (Coming of age in the 21st century, UN Habitat). In the case of Nairobi, 
most migrants live in the cheap squatter settlements, either out of necessity or to accumulate savings 
for various investments in their original communities (Zulu, et al. 2006, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). 
Such is the case in Darfur as well, where remittances enable local investment, trade and development 
(Young, et al. 2009). 

With limited employment opportunities and resources, the economic hardships encountered often lead 
to inadequate, insecure and unsustainable livelihoods for migrants (Young, et al. 2009). In Darfur, IDPs 
sought livelihoods in the sale of firewood and water, brick making and other ways of exploiting limited 
natural resources (Ibid.). 

In the case of Somalia, newcomers were often denied access to clean water, health facilities, proper 
shelter, protection and security of tenure (UN Habitat). The lack of integration into the city was 
characterized by different forms of social exclusion and exploitation (e.g., higher rents, poor job 
prospects, low wages and sexual harassment). This forced most people to live in public compounds and 
abandoned buildings upon arrival (UN Habitat), or else be charged high rents and constantly live with 
the threat of eviction. In that respect, social segregation and physical separation went hand in hand 
(Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011).  

In addition to economic hardship, IDPs also face various forms of political and social exclusion as in the 
case of IDPs from southern Sudan. The IDPs had been viewed as aligned with the government’s 
opposition during the civil war and have faced ongoing and extensive persecution by the government 
(Sommers, 2003). 

Social implications 

Another notable aspect of urban migration is the cultural change and adaptation of migrants to urban 
life. There appears to be a trend of cultural and social acclimatization, which reveals itself in the 
urbanization of lifestyles and values, especially in the case of youth and women that often makes 
migration irreversible. In the case of Darfur, most people indicated that a return to their previous 
livelihoods seemed unlikely and that they would probably stay in the urban areas to which they had 
adapted (Young, et al. 2009, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). Similarly in Sri Lanka, nearly all IDPs 
interviewed, while expressing a desire to return to their villages under the right circumstances, were not 
clear how their urbanized skills and expectations would allow them to re-adapt to a rural lifestyle. 
Surveys further demonstrated that the IDPs had become more urban in their livelihoods (Korf, et al. 
2002). Similarly, for Southern Sudanese IDPs in Khartoum, years of displacement have caused a 
fundamental shift in identity, especially among young people. Considering themselves to be urbanized, 
they have no desire to return to their rural origins (Sommers, 2003, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). 
This is not only reflected in values but also in skill sets and livelihood strategies (Young, et al. 2009). 
Similarly in Sierra Leone, ex-combatants had no interest in learning about agriculture and stated that 
they had become accustomed to a very different lifestyle during the war and now found the idea of 
involving themselves in agriculture and rural life unattractive (Peters 2007). Despite these findings, 
many have also found a desire to eventually return to one’s home. In Kampala, 10 out of 11 youth 
interviewed said that they were hoping to earn enough money to get a good education and then return 
home (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). 
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Reintegration of ex-combatants in urban areas is more complex than in rural areas due to several 
factors. For one, labor competition is stiff in war-torn economies. While ex-combatants in urban areas 
may be able to secure a job in the informal sector, due to the large number of more highly qualified 
applicants and very limited number of jobs available it is often far more difficult to secure employment 
in the urban formal sector. For women, the outlook is often bleaker since a return to prevailing labor 
patterns prior to a conflict usually signals a return to an economy in which women were associated with 
informal work. (

Ex-combatants 

Bouta, 2005). Additionally, when ex-combatants lack economic opportunities or self-
determination it contributes to their likelihood to reengage in some form of violence (Nilsson, 2005). 

One of the primary challenges facing urban youth tends to be unemployment. Frequently, a lack of 
opportunities in the formal sector results in urban youth seeking to earn a living in the informal sector 
through manual labor jobs such as water vending, petty trading, selling plastic bags, making mud bricks, 
washing cars and shining shoes (Sommers, 2003). Such participation in the informal sector necessitates 
already having some contacts in the city, and most youth migrants arrive knowing at least one 
individual. Furthermore, most of those who succeed in escaping a life on the streets achieve this 
through the help and assistance of friends and family (Stavrou et al. 2005).   

Urban youth (including children formerly associated with armed groups) 

Livelihoods of urban youth and particularly migrant youth are even more challenging, as most African 
cities are not prepared for the influx of migrants (Sommers, 2003, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). 
Young people migrate to cities looking for economic opportunities; however, they typically encounter 
insufficient public infrastructure, schools and health care, which leads to the current increase in youth 
crime and deviance in sub-Saharan Africa (Coming of age in the 21st century, UN Habitat).  

In the case of former child soldiers, due to their exposure to extreme violence, they are prone to 
suffering from physical, psychosocial and sexual harm as well as separation from their families, and loss 
of education and socialization (UN Habitat). Many of these factors also hold true for adults who have 
been involved in fighting, though, war-affected youth require greater psychosocial assistance due to 
trauma, victimization, and forced substance abuse (Stavrou et al. 2005). Youth also suffer from different 
forms of exclusion, e.g. isolation from the social development process, marginalization/discrimination/ 
exclusion from political and cultural processes and vulnerability/exclusion from security networks (UN 
Habitat). They may also be stigmatized due to their ethnicity, political identity or association with the 
conflict. Moreover, the lack of responsive services to these challenges compounds the issue.  

Protracted interruptions in education, limited vocational expertise, and absence of critical life skills 
among youth and former youth combatants further exacerbates an already grim situation for these 
individuals. In the case of Uganda, however, there seems to be an extremely low interest in returning to 
school among child and youth ex-combatants, as few expect that a secondary school diploma would 
increase their competitiveness in the job market. For these reasons, they are commonly relegated to the 
margins of urban society (Stavrou et al., 2005).  

In Sierra Leone, due to a lack of educational and economic opportunities in rural areas and the 
exploitation of youth by customary law, young people migrated to cities and diamond fields where their 
struggles for daily survival made them easily susceptible to recruitment by warlords (Peters 2007). On 
the other hand, despite these expectations, surveys of ex-combatant youth in Bujumbura revealed that 
most were not willing to join an armed group for money nor interested in dying for someone else, 
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expressing a feeling that it was necessary to have peace in the country (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in 
Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). Overall, there seems to be a consensus that recruitment into these groups is a 
significant danger both to the children and youth themselves and to society as a whole, underscoring 
the importance of successful reintegration to prevent either a relapse into war or an expansion of inner-
city violence and crime (Erdmannsdoerfer 2011).  

In post-conflict settings, many youth migrants have been separated from their families because of 
conflict, flight or recruitment into armed groups. Consequently, they are more likely to be orphaned and 
end up living on the streets (Stavrou et al. 2005). While indeed sometimes engaging in criminal behavior, 
the groups formed by street children seem to mainly serve as substitutes for the family they have lost or 
escaped from, offering protection from harassment, sharing the burden of survival and finding some 
sense of belonging and identity (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011), hence providing 
alternative legitimacy and support, offering status, identity and social and recreational opportunities, 
and finally potential economic gain (UN Habitat).  

3.1d Summary  

Conflict causes social and economic upheaval that can impact the whole community.  This turmoil often 
results in the need for migration due to a combination of factors. The variety of reasons precipitating 
each individual’s migration and their specific circumstances then factors into their eventual destination.  
The majority of people return to their community of origin after conflict. However, some are either 
unable or uninterested in what was once their home. Many are in situations where their home is still 
unsafe and are instead reunified with their families in IDP or refugee camps either temporarily or for 
extended periods of time. Many first return home and discover they are either unable to stay or are 
drawn elsewhere.  Those who could not go home and those who determine they must leave their home 
communities face a similar dilemma as they must find other host communities, be they rural 
destinations, mid-sized communities, or large urban destinations.      

3.2 Influential factors in the decision to migrate 

For individuals directly affected by conflict, the decision making process involved in choosing to stay or 
leave is not widely understood but key determinants in the process are the individual’s values and 
priorities, facilitators and obstacles, and push and pull factors of migration. According to Susan Martin, 
three factors must be present for migration to occur: demand/pull from receiving communities or 
countries; supply/push from source communities or countries; and networks to link the supply with the 
demand. The networks explain why certain migrants move to certain locations, as well as why the same 
set of push or pull factors in different countries lead to very different migration experiences. In the case 
of absent or non-functioning networks, the supply and demand never find each other.  As Lindley puts it, 
“thinking about the causation of migration in conflict-affected countries requires models that do not 
either try to reduce it all to economics or apply macro-level political explanations, but acknowledge the 
complex causation of migration in these contexts – including underlying structural factors, proximate 
causes, precipitating factors and intervening factors” (Richmond 1994; Van Hear 1998; cited in Lindley, 
2008). 

It is also clear that there is no single “refugee experience” or “ex-combatant experience”. In reference to 
forced migration and repatriation, Ghanem states: 
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“The returnee’s experience cannot and should not be generalised. Each forced migrant will 
experience his/her flight, his/her exile and his/her return differently, and  as  such,  the  evolution  
of  one’s  perception  of  ‘home’  and  one’s relationship to one’s country of origin will vary from 
one individual to the other. This is not only due to the fact that forced migrants are subject to 
different events and navigate in different social settings, but also because the dynamic between 
an individual’s dispositions and his/her environmental determinants is unique to each person. In 
order to understand the experience of returning home, one must not only look at the return 
stage, but all the stages of the refugee’s migration trajectory” (Ghanem, 2003).  

In keeping with the variation in experiences, there is much literature on the importance of tailoring the 
DDR process to meet the unique needs of reporters, which continues to prove an immense challenge. 
An understanding of the motivations and driving factors involved in the decision to migrate as well as 
increased knowledge of their experiences in their new communities can help address this challenge. 
Additionally, incorporating these considerations into DDR programming will facilitate reaching more 
migrant ex-combatants and providing such individuals with services better-tailored to their needs. 

Notably, there is also some debate on whether migration in post-conflict settings should be termed a 
‘decision’. Some literature asserts that the decision to stay or to migrate in conflict settings is not always 
a real choice given social, cultural, economic and political restrictions on an individual’s free will. Other 
sources contend that even in ‘forced migration’ situations, a strong element of free will permeates the 
decision-making process. It has often been assumed that forced migrants, especially refugees, lack 
agency regarding the choice to flee their homeland. However Salehyan argues that it is important to 
acknowledge that choices are made even under exceptionally difficult circumstances. As one author 
points out, it is important to conceptualize people as making a choice to leave – as most members of a 
given community may flee due to violence and persecution, while others still choose to stay (Davenport, 
Moore and Poe 2003 cited in Salehyan 2007). In other words, while conflict may severely limit options 
for individuals, the decisions regarding when, how and where to go ultimately lie with the individual. As 
such, while many ex-combatants may have been conscripted against their will, post-demobilization 
journeys may manifest very differently from individual to individual.  

3.2a Values and priorities 

Understanding migrant’s values and priorities is the first step to understanding the decision process. 
People value their life, liberty, property, and friends and family, and will choose to flee their homes only 
if conditions elsewhere are preferred to their current situation (Salehyan, 2007). Moore and Shellman 
argue that “people live in cultural communities that are critically important to them.”  Consequently, if 
one chooses to migrate, they may do so more willingly if they know family, friends or a diaspora 
representative of their culture awaits them at the destination (Moore & Shellman, 2004). 

Reflective of the values mentioned above is the desire to sustain oneself and care for one’s family. One 
of the most important factors for migration in general is the search for economic opportunity, livelihood 
options, and particularly access to land in rural areas. Those involved in conflict-related migration may 
even be more likely to move due to these factors (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). 

In tandem with economic factors, individuals affected by ongoing conflict and violence place a high 
value on finding safety and security and will make seeking a safe and secure destination a top priority, 
even if it means leaving their homeland, friends and family members behind for an extended period of 
time. In the case of refugees and IDPs in Nairobi, it has been found that conflict, insecurity and the 
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desire for safe havens are significant push factors in their decision to flee (Zulu, Konseiga, Darteh & 
Mberu, 2006, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). 

3.2b Facilitators and obstacles 

Taking into account outside considerations and weighing risk factors is another major component of a 
conflict-affected migrant’s decision-making process. Schmeidl divides this part of the process into two 
groups, “facilitators,” which increase the likelihood of flight, and “obstacles,” which decrease the 
likelihood of migration. Facilitators can be reception at destination, migration networks, transportation 
linkages, etc. while examples of obstacles might be challenging geography, fighting, or lack of resources. 
Facilitators and obstacles are distinguished from push and pull factors in that they are typically factors 
related to the journey and not the origin or destination.  

Facilitators and obstacles are also relative and the value placed on each is ever-changing. For example, 
as migration pressures, such as political violence, increase, the importance of obstacles tends to 
decrease (Schmeidl, 1997). Facilitators can also mitigate the effects of some obstacles. Migration 
networks are one such example, as “migrant communities form networks that provide information and 
the cultural space to make migration an option for others who stayed behind” (Massey et al. 1993, Faist 
2000 cited in Moore and Shellman 2004). Migrants tend to go to places in which their relatives, friends 
and community members are already located. Those already settled in the new community or country 
provide many needed services, not least of which is finding jobs or helping the newcomer obtain other 
sources of support (UN-DAW, 2004). This information and cultural space may serve to mitigate obstacles 
such as language, fear, or the locations of intense fighting.  Moore and Shellman also note that it is 
important to acknowledge that the information environment can have a considerable impact on one's 
decision to migrate (2004). 

3.2c Rationale for return to community of origin 

According to a study conducted on the reintegration of ex-combatants in Burundi, most ex-combatants 
returned to their communities of origin; the study did not record a massive movement of demobilized 
soldiers to the city (Uvin 2007). The Rwanda tracer survey produces a similar result, concluding that 
although there also is a rural-urban migration pattern, the majority of ex-combatants have remained in 
rural areas (Stavrou, et al., 2007).  

Some of those who return home experience very successful reintegration and stay. However, while 
there are not exact statistics on the populations as a whole, anecdotal evidence and World Bank 
research (Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011) suggest that a significant percentage of both IDPs and ex-combatants 
who first returned to their community of origin later decide to leave that community for either the city 
or an alternative host community.  

It is also apparent that many individuals do not return home. A Sierra Leone tracer study found that a 
large number of ex-combatants in that country do not return to their families or the places in which they 
lived before the war for a combination of the reasons including fear of retribution, feeling ashamed and 
no longer being used to the rural way of life. Similarly in Rwanda, out of 232 demobilized child ex-
combatants, one third no longer lived with their families whilst the number of those living in rural areas 
dropped from 51% before the war to 7.5% now (Stavrou et al. 2005).    

 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

18 
 

According to the Operational Guide to the IDDRS: 

“Most ex-combatants, like refugees and IDPs, wish to return to the places they have left or were 
forced to flee. Returning home, where this is possible for individuals, is often a key step in 
reintegration programmes. However, they may find their land or homes occupied by others, 
either spontaneously or as part of a planned strategy. Within the context of conflict, often 
societal shifts occur in which land is redistributed, roles of women and other members of the 
community have shifted, traditional employment and means for livelihood creation have been 
disrupted, and community cohesion has adjusted to fit the needs of the conflict” (UNDDRRC, 
2010).  

These and other challenges experienced by migrants in their home communities will be further 
discussed in the push factors below. 

3.2d Push and pull factors 

Migration pressures causing people to leave, also termed “push factors,” must be considered in tandem 
with “pull factors.”  Push factors are typically unfavorable aspects about the area one lives in, and pull 
factors are aspects that attract one to another area (Lee, 1966). The literature points to the 
understanding of push and pull factors as being a critical component for understanding migration. The 
following is an examination of key push and pull factors present in the decision making process for 
migrants affected by conflict. 

PUSH FACTORS in the war context 

In post-conflict settings there are often extreme push factors impacting an individual’s daily existence. 
“In many cases migration is a survival strategy,” and many factors in that strategy, such as the ability to 
collect fuel for cooking or having access to land for cultivation purposes also play critical roles in 
determining whether to stay or to leave (Teodosijevic 2003, Lecoutere, Vlassenroot et al. 2008).   

Violence/insecurity 

Violence and insecurity in communities of origin is one of the most powerful push factors among 
individuals who have made the decision to leave their homeland for the unknown. Kilroy finds that the 
push from insecurity in rural areas is one of the “non-economic factors driving urban migration in 
conflict contexts” that has a heightened influence. He further finds: 

“Economic activity and investment tends to concentrate in cities, for the usual reasons of 
urbanisation economies, but also because physical security may be too uncertain in the 
countryside. Furthermore, urban areas have tended not to be afflicted by landmines, which 
might prevent access to rural land” (Kilroy, 2007). 

One example from northern Uganda illustrates how even the fear of violence and insecurity can impact 
decisions of whole communities to flee their homeland. In August 2003, the wife of a Lord’s Resistance 
Army (LRA) commander escaped from the custody of the LRA, returning to her home community. In 
retaliation, the LRA commander threatened to kill every last member of his wife’s community until she 
was returned to him.  Fearing the LRA commander’s attack, 12,000 people quickly fled their rural villages 
and constructed a makeshift IDP camp in the Kitgum town center (Stites, Mazurana, & Carlson, 2006). 
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Another example, also from Uganda, illustrates the impact of ongoing insecurity on children in 
communities affected by conflict. In northern Uganda there were an estimated 50,000 “night 
commuters” in 2004 - children, adolescents and women who fled their homes or IDP camps each night 
to seek safety from rebel forces in town centers (Women's Commission for Refugee Women and 
Children, 2004). While night commuters represent only a small fraction of the migrant population, their 
situation is a dramatic illustration of how push factors can continue to effect daily migration for 
extended periods of time. 

Food insecurity 

Food insecurity, meaning the lack of ongoing availability of and access to nutritional sustenance, is 
another key push factor for conflict-affected migrants. Combined with other factors, the inability to 
provide food security for civilians during the civil-conflict in Ethiopia caused 800,000 infant deaths, 
which exceeded the deaths directly attributed to the conflict itself (Steward and Fitzgerald 2001 cited 
in(Teodosijevic, 2003). Seddon and Adhikari stated, “a conflict resulting from a political insurgency 
whose stated objective is to bring about a social and political revolution in the name of the popular 
masses…is likely to have distinctive effects on local lives, livelihoods and food security” (Seddon & 
Adhikari, 2003). In eastern DRC, conflict-induced institutional changes leading to loss of access to land 
forced rural households to employ a variety of coping mechanisms to deal with the food deficiency, and 
many families found no other options but to migrate (Lecoutere, Vlassenroot, & Raeymaekers, 2008). 

Economic challenges/lack of employment  

Initially, unemployment and poverty are often major contributing factors to conflict itself, suggesting 
that the original economic baseline in these communities was likely quite low or highly unequal. Post-
conflict environments are usually also characterized by economic challenges and high unemployment. 
Economic activity, training and education systems are significantly disrupted during conflict. 
Additionally, the high unemployment found in many war-affected communities makes it even more 
challenging for those with less skills or any negative stigma to gain employment. One report found that 
for ex-combatants, “Economic vulnerability is particularly prevalent in the first two years after 
demobilization” (Body, 2005). It further found that often they “lack marketable skills, material assets 
and social networks” (Ibid.). Uvin’s Burundi study found that in the city, ex-combatants are facing both 
higher costs of a non-productive nature and fewer ways of earning money, while at the same time 
having lost or lacking the social networks necessary to progressing in the city (Uvin, 2007). Another 
problem facing ex-combatants relates to their having been removed from the labor market and 
educational system, especially for child ex-combatants who have been fighting during many formative 
years. In combination with the occurrence of post-traumatic stress disorder, these are significant 
obstacles to successful economic reintegration (Taylor et al., 2006). “A key challenge that faces former 
combatants is that it may be impossible for them to reintegrate in their area of origin. Their limited skills 
may have more relevance and marketable value in urban settings, which are also likely to be unable to 
absorb them” (IDDRS, 2010). 

The economic challenges for former child-soldiers and children associated with armed groups can be 
particularly acute as over the course of the conflict they may have reached the age of responsibility in 
their communities. While they may have been abducted or joined the rebel groups as children, they 
frequently return to significantly augmented responsibilities.  Sarah Michael found “These older 
adolescents face an onslaught of responsibilities almost immediately after they return to their families: 
they are expected to take on household duties and to generate income. In Rwanda, about 10 percent of 
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child soldiers had spouses and/or children; in Burundi, about 25 percent of child soldiers were heads of 
households, being the primary income generator for either their siblings or their spouse and children. 
For these older adolescents, former education is rarely a realistic reintegration option to consider since 
a family’s primary income generator cannot spend all day in school” (USIP, 2007). 

Land tenure 

Housing is one of the major challenges and one of the paramount considerations in an IDP trajectory 
(Korf and Singarayer 2002, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). For many similar reasons housing and land 
tenure is a major challenge for ex-combatants. Access to arable land, which is critically linked to food 
security and livelihood, plays a crucial role in the decision of whether to stay or to leave. In post-conflict 
settings, land usually is scarce or not equally accessible to all (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in 
Erdmannsdoerfer 2011), either for settlement or cultivation purposes. This is a particular concern for 
individuals forcibly removed from their land due to conflict, or who leave land behind to join unpopular 
rebel movements. Another obstacle to successful economic reintegration in the case of Rwanda is that 
ex-combatants are considerably worse off with regards to land ownership than the majority of the 
population and hence are facing multiple challenges in rural areas (Stavrou, et al., 2007).  Whether ex-
combatants own land and/or if their claims are recognized is also significantly impacted by the level of 
social reintegration achieved (Sierra Leone tracer survey, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). 

In some countries such as Uganda, the question of who owns the rights to land abandoned by an IDP or 
rebel combatant further complicates matters, dramatically hindering repatriation and reconciliation, 
both of which, in turn, have significant effects on migration. “Recognition of land rights for IDPs…has 
been complicated by the question of who is a landowner. Ugandan law recognizes what is called 
‘customary ownership’ of land, i.e. claims to ownership which are recognized locally, whether or not the 
claimant has any formal papers to ‘prove’ ownership (e.g. title deeds)” (Levine & Adoko, 2006). Ugandan 
law creates a number of challenges for individuals returning from IDP camps or combat. For these 
people, a claim to ownership may ultimately rest in the favor they have garnered with those who stayed 
behind. They in turn may harbor feelings of abandonment or bitter resentment toward returnees, 
particularly in the case of ex-combatants and others associated with armed groups. 

Further complications arise when IDPs return to a community en masse, which may have the added 
effect of displacing landowners who never left. “Many have tried to argue that land ownership is 
traditionally communal in northern Uganda. If land were owned communally ‘by the clan’, then 
individual families would not have land rights as owners. This would also mean that displacing them 
from one place to another within their clan territory would not violate their legal ‘ownership’ rights, as 
long as they could be found some land – any land – in the place to which they had been moved” (ibid.). 
While research conducted in 2004 disproved this argument by conclusively showing that land is held as 
private property in the parts of Uganda where displacement has occurred, the line of reasoning cited 
above regarding “clan ownership” has made it much easier to ignore or downplay IDP land rights 
violations. According to Levine and Adoko, violations have included hundreds of thousands of people 
being forcibly displaced by the state without compensation, and army camps and public facilities being 
set up on private land (Ibid.).   

In many conflict-affected areas, the issue of women’s exclusion from land ownership due to inheritance 
traditions is also a significant challenge (IDDRS, 2010). While women in Sudan comprise 80% of the 
agricultural labor force and deliver all household food requirements for the household, widows do not 
inherit land but rather lose their land to in-laws and older sons (Ayoo, 2000). Conflict-affected areas 
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have a disproportionately high number of widows, thus exacerbating the inheritance issue, which can 
significantly impact a widow’s decision to migrate. Similar challenges exist for children and adolescents, 
particularly those in child-headed households. 

Social exclusion, stigma and discrimination 

Social exclusion and discrimination play a significant role in migrants’ decisions to leave a given 
community, especially among ex-combatants who have returned to communities to find they are not 
welcome. The tracer survey conducted in Rwanda found that, while ex-combatants cited lack of land 
ownership and lack of off-farm income generating opportunities as key factors in their decision to 
migrate, they also mentioned factors such as stigmatization from rural host communities and a lack of 
socialization with peers (Stavrou, et al., 2007, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). The majority of those 
interviewed stated that they felt alienated from the rest of society, and encountered suspicion, anxiety 
and jealousy among family and friends, resulting in a breakdown in social networks (Stavrou et al. 2005, 
cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). Experience from the reintegration of refugees and IDPs in southern 
Sudan found that the different lifestyles, values and experiences of returnees from urban areas caused 
tensions with the receiving communities (Pantuliano, Buchanan-Smith & Murphy 2008, cited in 
Erdmannsdoerfer 2011).  

Frequently ex-combatants are diverted from ever returning home for fear of retaliation or stigma. 
“Demobilized members of rebel militia are particularly reluctant to return to the areas where their 
groups remain strong. Others fear rejection by their communities because of the role they have played 
during the war. It is known that many young former combatants were forced to kill their own relatives 
and raid their villages” (Honwana, 2006). In Sierra Leone, many of the country’s ex-combatant youth, 
and those who worked in support of combatants, did not return to their villages either because they 
preferred life in urban centers or because they feared retribution on return to their home villages in 
rural areas, even if many have not yet found sustainable sources of income (ARC et al., in Sommers, 
2006).  

“Social reintegration can have a major impact for ex-combatants both in whether they decide to return 
to a community in the first place, as well as for migration decisions post-return. First of all, there is the 
notion that ex-combatants pose a security threat, especially if their command structures are not broken 
(ibid.). However, it has been found that this assumption does not necessarily hold true and there can 
also be a positive impact of ex-combatants staying together, such as close bonds of friendships (ibid.). In 
the case of Burundi, communities fear that ex-combatants might be agents of intelligence services (Uvin, 
2007). Generally, a difference has been noted regarding those who return to families that stayed at 
home and those whose families themselves are returnees, e.g. from a refugee or IDP camp (ibid.). 
According to one study in Burundi, child ex-combatants in particular have a reputation as drunks, petty 
criminals, drug users and generally dangerous, leading to much distrust and anger, especially regarding 
the demobilization funding, from the side of the communities (ibid.). However, a study of ex-combatants 
in Sierra Leone argues that there is little evidence that female or child ex-combatants are having more 
difficulties gaining acceptance into civilian life after conflict. It is stated that instead, the crucial 
determinant of whether an individual is accepted by family and community lies in the abusiveness of the 
military unit in which they fought (Weinstein & Humphreys 2005). They also found that “the level of 
violence experienced by the community also impacts the ease of social reintegration (Weinstein & 
Humphreys 2005)” (Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). 
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“Regarding the impact of DDR on their social reintegration, the Sierra Leone study found only very 
limited evidence that participation in a DDR program increased the probability of a successful social 
reintegration, acceptance by families and communities, as non-participants have done as well as 
participants (Weinstein & Humphreys 2005). However, the Rwanda tracer found that the majority of ex-
combatants live with their families and most of them seem to be happy with the current living 
arrangements. The ex-combatants reported having established friendships and networks, and the trust 
level between ex-combatants and the community has been rising since 2004. The study also found that 
the original reunification with their families was stressful and caused anxiety and suggested that the 
families were in need of counseling services and sensitization prior to the reintegration” (Stavrou, et al., 
2007, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). 

Female-specific challenges 

In terms of gender, it is widely recognized that the reintegration of girls and women poses additional 
challenges due to the stigma they face upon their return, hence making it more attractive to migrate to 
urban areas (Stavrou et al. 2005, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer 2011). In Liberia it was found that, “Societal 
attitudes towards women and girls associated with the fighting forces pose a threat as well. A key 
determining factor in a girl or woman’s successful reintegration is whether she was accepted back into 
her community. Initially, in communities, there were many hostilities towards female combatants and 
women associated with fighting forces (WAFF). They were considered aggressive, and looked down 
upon by the community − including their own families − particularly if they came back from the war with 
children. Their return was sometimes seen as an additional burden for their families, and was not always 
welcomed” (Amnesty International, 2008 cited in Sherif, 2008). 

In many communities rebel fighters were supported in their efforts and are either welcomed back with 
neutrality or appreciated upon their return for their contributions. However, for women this is very rare 
and most women even in supportive communities work to conceal their past. “When a war is over, 
women's contributions during the conflict rarely receive recognition, one reason being that the needs 
and priorities of a post-conflict society are very different from those of a society at war: whereas men 
and women are encouraged to act out similar roles as fellow soldiers in an army or guerrilla movement, 
post-conflict society encourages difference between the genders. This has important consequences for 
former soldier women. Female ex-combatants, who have broken rules of traditional behavior and 
gender roles, risk being marginalized during the rebuilding process. In many cases, female ex-soldiers 
prefer to conceal their military past rather than face social disapproval” (Barth, 2002, cited in Barth, 
2003). 

Additionally, women and girls face stigma as, according to Betty Bigombe, “returned child soldiers who 
become mothers while in armed groups confront major social stigma for having sex at a young age and 
outside of traditional marriage. The effects can be devastating. These mothers face the choice of 
whether or not to live with the father of their child–their "bush husband." Bigombe said that situations 
like this can play out in a number of ways; sometimes the girl will feel that she has no other choice but 
to remain with her bush husband; other times she cannot bear to look at him. Sometimes the girl’s 
parents or other community members are asked to take care of the child if the girl is very young” (USIP, 
2007). 

“In addition to the difficulties that are common to men and women, young women’s sexual reputations 
and marital prospects can be seriously compromised by their captivity and, in some cases, maternity. 
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Women’s experience of sexual violation can be more difficult for them to overcome, in part because it is 
often an “open secret”—recognized by everyone but seldom discussed or dealt with” (Honwana, 2006). 

Psychological impacts and triggers 

Migration can also be an effective method of coping with psychological trauma, especially among 
former soldiers, as the desire to avoid memory-triggering physical locations becomes a push factor in 
itself. “Psychosocial problems are common among ex-combatants, as many of them have been victims 
or perpetrators of horrendous violence, which may have left deep scars resulting in depression, apathy 
or rage. Post-war trauma, especially in combination with substance abuse, is likely to affect 
reintegration processes, overstraining the capacity of receiving communities, limiting human rights-
based social behavior, and undermining possibilities for peaceful resolutions of conflicts. Psychosocial 
problems are particularly bad among disabled ex-combatants” (UN IDDRS, 2010). 

Research has found that avoidance is one common way for former child soldiers to deal with memories 
of violent acts they may have experienced at an impressionable age. “Avoidance, as described by the 
former child soldiers, included actively identifying social situations, physical locations, or activities that 
had triggered an emergence of post-traumatic stress symptoms in the past, and making efforts to avoid 
them in the future. One of the strongest traumatic re-experience triggers was physical location: some 
former child soldiers are now avoiding places where they witnessed or participated in violent and 
inhumane events (Boothby, Crawford, & Halperin, 2006). Research conducted in Sri Lanka confirms the 
use of this coping mechanism among those fleeing from war and conflict, identifying the act of leaving 
the arena of struggle as being a key strategy of coping with violence and fighting (Sri Lanka Korf & 
Singarayer, 2002, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011).  

In war-affected areas the psychological wounds are often very deep and healing is usually a long-term 
process. As with migration experiences overall, psychological impacts and triggers can be very individual. 
As stated by Majodina, “The extent to which returning exiles experience difficulties depends not only on 
the extent of these difficulties but on the social support they receive and the strategies they use to 
cope” (Majodina, 1995, cited in Ghanem, 2003).  

As with social acceptance, women’s experience frequently differs from that of men. “The norm for girl 
soldiers, Jimmie Briggs said, is to fight alongside the boys during the day, and to be subjected to sexual 
violence at night. This is the "double-trauma" that girl soldiers experience. Girls who survive their 
experience as child soldiers may have a child or children, usually born when the mothers were extremely 
young; they may be incapable of ever having children as a result of the abuses they suffered; and they 
may have one or several sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) including AIDS. Briggs discussed the need 
for a greater response to the special needs of girl soldiers, especially counseling. Briggs said that he saw 
many reintegration programs in Africa where there was no space for girls to talk about the experiences 
they had: they may be counseled the same as boys regarding their experience as child soldiers, but they 
are not counseled as rape victims, they are not counseled as child mothers, nor are they routinely tested 
for AIDS and other STDs” (USIP, 2007). 

Inability to relate to home community 

One of the lesser-discussed psychological factors for forcibly removed migrants is the destruction of 
their personal conceptualization of what “home” once was, or reconceptualization of the idea of home.   
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Pilkington and Flynn (cited in Purdeková) state that, “Since repatriations are, by definition, journeys 
‘home,’ it has been largely assumed that such movements are familiar and unproblematic” (Pilkington 
and Flynn, 1999). Purdeková further states that, “Repatriation implies a certain finality, a return to 
stability and normalcy (Warner 1992), a restoration of order-as-was, an equilibrium of yestertimes 
(Malkki 1992). Such a vision, however, denies ‘the temporary reality of our lives and the changes that 
take place over time’ (Warner 1994).  It neglects the fact that repatriation might not mean a return to 
the economic, social, and cultural ‘status quo ante’ (Kibreab, 2002), that what results is ‘integration’ 
rather than ‘re-integration’ (Ibid.), and that return in fact might not be a ‘re-anything but the beginning 
of a new cycle’ (Black and Gent 2006). The most worrisome outcome of this stylized notion of return as a 
good thing, a re-emplacement of people to ‘where they belong,’ to a ‘place known in shorthand as 
home’ (Hammond, 1999) is that ‘attention to refugees might be abruptly and artificially ended at the 
point of repatriation. As a result, too little assistance is given to those who return and we know too little 
about the diverse experiences of returnees” (Black and Gent, 2006 cited in Purdeková, 2008).  

Purdeková further adds that, “Even when return leads to one’s encounter with the same location, this 
location for different reasons might cease to be the same ‘place,’ ‘home’ or ‘patria.’  For one, it might 
carry different, often negative, associations as a result of conflict and forced flight (Rogge, 1994). The 
passing of time might change objective circumstances in the country or location of origin and make it 
‘unfamiliar,’ a ‘strange and threatening place’ especially for returnees born in exile (Kibreab, 2002; 
Rogge, 1994; Malkki, 1995; Hammond, 2004). But exile and return are more than kinetic moments, 
political phenomena and geographic spaces. They are also spaces of experience and transformation of 
identity (Clifford, 1994; Gilroy, 1993; Matsuoka and Sorenson 2001). Exile can lead both to dissociation 
from homeland, and to longing and re-imagining of home and nation. All of these factors determine the 
experience of return and integration, and also might signal a most complex transformation of conflict” 
(cited in Purdeková, 2008). 

This personal conceptualization of what “home” once was, or reconceptualization of the idea of home 
can start even before an IDP or refugee has fled their community of origin, as was the case with Zarzosa, 
a Chilean refugee. After the coup d’Etat in 1973, everything Zarzosa and her family and friends believed 
in had been shattered. Her sense of alienation was so significant that she felt estranged from the 
physical environment around her: “Almost all that I identified with was destroyed. Even space ceased to 
have meaning for me as it became [Pinochet’s forces’] domain for their repressive practices. I was 
scared of the ‘soil’ (streets, beautiful countryside, rivers and sea) as there were always people being 
arrested, tortured or even killed there” (Zarzosa 1998, cited in(Ghanem, 2003). 

However, returnees perhaps feel the strongest sense of estrangement and isolation when coming home, 
as they struggle to reconcile their former conceptualization of home with the reality they confront upon 
returning. “The experience of an altered home is accepted with resistance by the returnee as he/she 
assumed that once back home, life would go back to normal again. Nothing can be further from the 
truth” (Ibid.). Refugees and IDPs often return to homelands that have undergone profound changes 
following conflict or socio-political upheaval. “[T]he changes perceived in one’s immediate context, such 
as in the status of one’s former house, in people’s behavior, or in more trivial things such as the 
emergence of new streets and buildings, even  changes in colloquial expressions, may cause strong 
emotional reactions in the returnee as it tarnishes the image he/she had constructed during exile. For 
instance, Somalian returnees found their houses turned into hotels, drinking houses and brothels after 
the passage of the Ethiopian army (Kibreab, 2002, cited in Ghanem, 2003). As noted by Maletta et al., 
“[m]igrating is in a sense the ‘end of innocence’, the end of an immediacy with one’s country that will 
never be attainable again by the returning migrant” (Maletta et al. 1989, cited in Ghanem, 2003). For 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

25 
 

returnees that were rural farmers before their flight, even their attachment to the land as a source of 
identity might have changed (Kibreab, 2002; Hammond, 1999, as cited in(Ghanem, 2003).   

For ex-combatants in particular, through demobilization, “forces are finally cut loose from structures 
and processes that are familiar to them, re-entering societies that are equally unfamiliar and that have 
often been significantly transformed by conflict. In some post-conflict countries, former combatants will 
have no experience, or memory of pre-war peaceful patterns of life” (IDDRS, 2010). 

For female ex-combatants this distance can be particularly great. There is a “relatively large number of 
female ex-combatants who feel that reintegrating at home is impossible.  The changes that they have 
undergone are too great for them to readjust to conventional life again. So they opt to go elsewhere, 
often placing themselves outside family and community support networks, as well as possibly limiting 
their chances of receiving assistance from intervening agencies” (Barth 2002, cited in(Bouta, 2005).  

For some the transition from military to civilian life, including different behavioral expectations, is a 
challenge. “Some show tremendous difficulty in controlling their aggressive and anger impulses and 
sometimes long for the high adrenaline life they experienced in war times. Although this might 
represent a smaller proportion of ex-combatants it is nonetheless worth noting and paying attention to” 
(Honwana, 2006). 

It is also worth noting that economic declines are often felt more intensely when individuals are 
returning from a relatively developed environment to one that is devastated by war or is in transition. 
War is often lucrative for some and returning to peacetime economies may be a stark contrast. This 
could prove to be the case with ex-combatants returning from holding jobs in which they enjoyed a 
higher standard of living than that of their community of origin. “War is often described as the collapse 
or breakdown of normal politics, resulting in anarchy, destruction and a halt in economic development. 
Even though war has severe negative consequences for most sections of society, there are those who 
gain from it.  This is true, for example, concerning the creation of illegal wartime economies based on 
unlawful taxation, pillaging, and smuggling involving government officials, guerrilla groups, combatants 
and local and international traders.  For these groups of individuals war is not so much a breakdown of a 
political system as the creation of an alternative and highly beneficial system (Berdal & Malone, 2000; 
Keen, 2000a: Keen 2000b; Lyons, 2004, cited in (Nilsson, 2005). In many countries there are few 
possibilities for social advancement due to widespread corruption, lack of jobs and education 
opportunities. In such societies war can be an alternative route to empowerment, especially for 
marginalized groups such as male youths” (Nilsson, 2005). 

Nothing to return to 

Another important push factor is the recognition that one has nothing to return to.  This is particularly 
common in conflict settings where individuals have not been in contact with their family or where there 
was forced initial migration. When destruction is widespread many are aware of this reality before 
returning home. However for those that have been out of contact with family or others in their 
community, the death of family members and the destruction of all property may only unfold upon their 
return. Research on IDP camps has shown the lack of anything to return to due to looting or destruction 
as a powerful force impacting individual’s decisions not to return home but rather to remain in the 
camps (Global IDP Project, 2003). In the West Nile region of Uganda one case study found, “Many of the 
ex-fighters had been gone for ten years or more, having left behind families and land. Most would find 
on their return that their wives had remarried and their land had been taken over by brothers or 
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cousins, so they returned to nothing. So the ex-fighters, who went to fight expecting a bright future, 
were bitter because they felt they had sacrificed and lost everything for fighting their cause, and the 
local communities were bitter because of the pain that had been inflicted upon them” (TPO Uganda, 
2008). 

PULL FACTORS in the war context 

Frequently, particularly in post-conflict settings, push factors are sufficiently intense to require an 
individual to migrate. In these cases the pull factors offered by the destination city need only to present 
a viable alternative to be chosen. In other situations, another community offers an opportunity or 
combination of factors so appealing that the individual decides it is in their best interest to move. Most 
commonly there are a combination of push and pull factors that work in concert to cause migration.  
Overall there is less available information on the pull factors specific to ex-combatant migration and 
many factors are assumed to be similar to the generally established pulls of urbanization.   

Economic opportunities 

Migration from rural to urban areas in search of increased economic opportunity and livelihood options 
is a common pull factor among migrants, whether or not their lives have been affected by conflict. 
“Cities offer many economic opportunities and upward mobility, even for rural people with limited skills 
and assets, as work is more regularly available than in subsistence agriculture” (Stavrou et al., 2005, 
cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). This type of migration has been found to be an especially attractive 
option for those who have been deeply impacted by war. “[I]n the context of war, power imbalances 
and exclusion, informal economy opportunities may be particularly beneficial to historically 
disadvantaged groups affected by armed conflicts” (Ibid.). Even in the face of rising unemployment and 
poverty in urban areas, the expanding urban informal sector and the promise of upward mobility 
represents a significant pull for these groups of individuals (Ibid.). 

Support network/existing diasporas 

The existence of a support network or diaspora representing the culture of the migrating individual is 
another strong pull factor for IDPs, refugees and ex-combatants. As mentioned previously, culture 
including familial ties, language, religious practices, and traditions is critically important to people, 
especially for forced migrants who have, to some extent, involuntarily forfeited much of their culture. 
Migrant communities tend to form networks that provide information and the cultural space that 
eliminates obstacles and paves the way for others who stayed back home. In this respect, an initial 
migration flow will tend to attract further migration (Massey et al., 1993, Faist, 2000, cited in Moore and 
Shellman, 2004).   

Because of the difficult housing situation, kin support is crucial to many migrants and new arrivals often 
have no other means of getting accommodation. In the case of Sri Lanka, relatives helped out in many 
different ways, from accommodating, lending or renting on favorable terms to providing land on which 
to build (Korf and Singarayer, 2002, cited in Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). However, this kin support usually 
is only a short-term solution, as cramped conditions, disputes over money and housework as well as the 
generally subordinate position constitute strong push factors for a return (Ibid.) or stretch coping 
systems to the limit, pushing host families into extreme poverty (Stavrou et al., 2005, cited in 
Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). 
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Anonymity 

In addition to the economic and social reasons already discussed, migration to urban areas can also be 
attractive for ex-combatants and others affected by conflict who are seeking refuge from stigmatization, 
persecution and alienation. Ex-combatants were often forced to commit atrocities in their home 
communities, the act of which was specifically intended to sever ties. For many of these ex-combatants, 
returning to communities of origin is difficult to impossible, while the anonymity of urban centers offers 
a fresh start. Anonymity allows an individual the chance to lose his/her past and the freedom from 
constant confrontation (Stavrou, Toner, Ravestijn, Jorgensen, & Veale, 2005). In Somalia, for example, 
the relative anonymity afforded by the urban environment of Mogadishu has been an effective survival 
strategy in the face of clan-based threats in the countryside (Machel, 2006). IDPs or refugees may seek 
anonymity to avoid the stigma often found in smaller host communities.   

Marriage 

A major pull in all migration, but also with a particular role in post-conflict settings, is marriage. As 
discussed above, many female ex-combatants experience significant stigma in their local communities 
and are considered difficult or no longer marriageable. These women have limited marriage options 
making it likely that they will need to move either for a tangible marriage offer or to reopen the 
prospect of marriage.  

“Family formation and family reunification are significant reasons for moving internationally as it is 
internally. Upon marriage, one or both spouses generally move from the family home to a new 
residence. Usually, this move occurs within the same country, but it can involve relocation to a new 
country. Women appear to be more likely than men to migrate to join or accompany other family 
members or because of marriage, but this type of associational migration is not unique to women as 
was pointed out in early work on women migrants (United Nations, 1993); some men move for 
associational reasons also” (UN-DAW, 2004). 

Presence of infrastructure, services and institutions  

The draw of existing or better services has also received mention in literature on migration. Such 
services may include better health, psychological and disability services, training programs or other NGO 
or government assistance, and better schools. “Infrastructure has tended to be rebuilt more quickly in 
urban areas than rural areas, even where the state itself has not been able to resurrect public utilities 
and foreign investment is not forthcoming. (In addition) urban areas have tended to maintain a greater 
continuity of institutions during conflict. City-level institutions (both formal and informal) have tended 
to be more robust, and indeed the autonomy of urban administrative institutions has often been 
strengthened during intra-state conflict (CSRC, 2006). The most striking manifestation is the emergence 
of ‘city states’ (often the capital cities) during and after warfare, or amidst surrounding state fragility, 
which seem able to survive, cope and even prosper even when the rest of the country is stagnant or 
regressing” (Kilroy, 2007). Moreover, as many DDR programs are located in or near urban centers, there 
is a probability of some ex-combatants staying on in that area (Stavrou et al., 2005, cited in 
Erdmannsdoerfer, 2011). 

3.2e Summary  

A unique combination of factors will face each individual and determine whether that individual 
migrates. In post conflict settings there are clear trends seen in terms of push and pull factors impacting 
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the decision, or for many the forced need, to move. Values and priorities also inform this decision as do 
facilitators and obstacles. Through researching the topic of migration in post-conflict settings, it became 
clear that this is an area that has lacked sufficient attention.  There is limited information currently 
available specific to ex-combatant mobility (rationales and experiences). In addition there was little 
found on migration for persons with disabilities, insufficient data on the impacts of land tenure on 
mobility, on the decision process between staying, fighting or fleeing (Salehyan, 2007) and on the 
possibility of migration to follow aid money. 

 

 

 
Kampala supermarket 
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4. FINDINGS FROM FIELD RESEARCH 

Our study looked to analyze the migration of ex-combatants in Uganda. This included an assessment of 
their migration trajectory since returning from the bush, the influential factors in the process including 
push and pull migration factors as well as any facilitators or obstacles, and discussion of their initial and 
current reintegration status both economically and socially. We further looked for any cross cutting 
factors such as land or stigma that had impacts in both sectors. We explored the needs from the 
perspective of the ex-combatants in their current community, with an eye to where there is 
convergence with the Ugandan population as a whole and where divergence is seen between former 
rebels and non-combatant civilians.  

4.1 Ex-combatant migration in Uganda 

“When I was young, it was peaceful; no poverty, a lot of food. The population was small then 
and the resources were enough for everyone. But now there is a lot of poverty and conflicts and 
hatred.” – WNBF, Arua, M, 59 

The first step to understanding ex-combatant migration was to explore how their migration was similar 
to and how it was different from the Ugandan population overall.  Due to the lack of literature specific 
to ex-combatant migration, this was also critical to understanding how much of the general migration 
literature could apply in this case.  The research found that, in keeping with the trends in Uganda as a 
whole, there were notable levels of migration among the ex-combatant population. Quantitative 
fieldwork undertaken by Dr. Anthony Finn for the purposes of evaluation during August-September 
2011, not only confirmed this finding, but also found that nearly a third more reporters migrated than 
other community members who had not been involved or associated with rebel forces (18% compared 
to 11.5%) which is illustrated in tables 3 and 4 below. 
 

Table 3 - How many times have you moved area since reporting or participating in the Amnesty Commission package? 

Only reporter respondents Frequency Valid Percent 
0 336 82.0 
1 53 12.9 
2 11 2.7 
3 6 1.5 
4 3 0.7 
5 1 0.2 
Total moved at least once 74 18.0 
Total 410 100.0 

 

Table 4 - How many times have you moved area since the end of the conflict and to your current area of residence? 

Only community respondents Frequency Valid Percent 
0 161 88.5 
1 16 8.8 
3 5 2.7 
Total moved at least once 21 11.5 
Total 182 100.0 
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In exploring the primary causes and factors related to migration, namely push and pull factors for 
migration of ex-combatant populations, there was significant convergence between ex-combatant and 
civilian non-combatant migration experiences. It is clear that many reporters migrate for reasons similar 
to the population as a whole in Uganda. The most mentioned of these include economic hardship and 
unemployment, lack of land or housing and marriage. Data is limited on migration statistics among the 
ex-combatant population thus a more specific quantitative comparison was not conducted between 
migration trends of ex-combatants and non-combatant civilian or country migration averages. 
Nevertheless, the effects of recent large-scale migration across Uganda due to insecurity, global and 
national economic challenges, and land tenure issues, along with traditional migration stemming from 
marriage and other factors, were easily observed over the course of the interviews conducted for this 
report, as well as through concurrent studies conducted by this research team. Our findings indicate 
that while reporters appeared to migrate for a handful of distinct reasons apart from the general 
population (which will be discussed later in Section 4.5), by and large, reporters in Uganda migrated for 
many of the same reasons as the general population such as those already discussed above.  

However, our findings also indicate that the necessity to move for these reasons was significantly 
exacerbated for ex-combatants due to their lost years of education, income and work experience. 
Challenges also stemmed from their extended absence from family, friends and land, stigmatization 
amongst family and community members for their association with certain rebel groups, and having to 
start their lives over as an adult with very little in terms of assets, capital, skills, education, or material 
support from family. Within these dynamics, the economic and social factors are inextricably 
intertwined. Additionally, the issues of economic opportunity and land rights are clearly interconnected.  

“The problem is the level of growth. We have come from the bush, but the community is at a 
higher level. To bridge this gap is difficult.” WNBF, Arua, M, 52 

“We start from nowhere, [those who remained] have that base. We have no base, no starting 
life. Currently now, I am looking for means. I would have a house of my own if I had had that 
time back. I would have remained in school. I wanted to become an engineer.” WNBF, Kampala, 
M, 44  

"Yes, I attribute the challenges to going to ADF. If I had stayed [home] I could have finished my 
education, which would have enabled me to find employment freely, which is not the case now. 
Because of my limited education I cannot apply for many jobs. If I hadn’t joined [the rebellion] I 
could have reached higher." ADF, Kampala, F, 30 

These factors also created a palpable division between ex-combatants and their civilian contemporaries 
following demobilization, further fueling feelings of isolation and marginalization, which also appeared 
to increase likelihood of migration: 

“Once you have been in the bush you cannot fit into society unless you shift.4

"My father didn't like what I had been doing. Initially he accepted me, but his actions made it 
clear that he did not want me around.  He would call me 'ex-rebel' and would say that I would 

 Many people like 
me must shift because they cannot go back to their communities. In Kampala it is good because 
there are different people and they don’t care, but in the village you cannot escape them, they 
are there working, everywhere on their grandfather's land. Life is so much more difficult for me 
because everything of mine was finished, they took it. I’m starting from scratch and I am old.” 
ADF, Kampala, M, 44 
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bring him problems. He was afraid the people who I had been with would come harm him…I 
expected my situation would improve by moving to Kampala.  In reality I didn't find jobs. When 
my husband learned I was a former rebel he abandoned me and the children.” ADF, Kampala, F, 
35 

A large number of ex-combatants interviewed also reported encountering difficulties above and beyond 
that of their civilian counterparts in the area of housing and land tenure issues, which appeared to have 
resulted in further marginalizing these individuals in society, as well as impacting on decisions to 
migrate: 

“I do feel different, I have nothing because I was a rebel. My house was destroyed and my family 
was displaced. I was the same as everyone before. But now I am different. Those others are good 
now, I am not.” ADF, Kampala, M, 48 

“Yeah there is a difference. Those that were in the rebel group are still starting…and some have 
been threatened over their ground…just threatening you that you are rebel in order for you to 
run away, so they grab the land.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 48 

Summary 

• The effects of recent large-scale migration across Uganda were easily observed through the 
interviews. 

• Findings indicate that interviewees migrated for much of the same reasons as the general 
population, save for a few distinct differences. 

• Reasons for migration appeared to have been significantly exacerbated for interviewees by 
challenges stemming from their association with rebel groups. 

• Such challenges also frequently appeared to create a significant divide between interviewees 
and their non-combatant counterparts in a variety of ways. 

4.2  Demographics of the sample 

In the last few decades there have been over two dozen rebel groups operating in Uganda. With the 
passage of the Amnesty Act combatants from any group that fought the Ugandan government since 
1986 were able to lay down their weapons, emerge from hiding and accept Amnesty.  The result is that 
the demographics of an ‘ex-combatant’ are varied among the many rebel groups which formed in 
different regions, for different purposes and used different recruiting or abduction processes. This 
research specifically looked to get a wide sample of rebel group, but also a representative sample of 
regional, gender and age variations among reporters. The interviews focused on the most populous and 
active rebel groups in the last few years – the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), West Nile Bank Front 
(WNBF) and Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) while also gathering opinions from those in other rebel 
groups but to a lesser extent. The sample was also to represent a balance of the various larger rebel 
groups. Findings of this report were derived from qualitative data collected from 121 individuals. This 
section aims to paint a brief picture of the statistical characteristics of the sample. 

Interview questions informing this section focused on rebel group, age, age at recruitment/abduction, 
number of years spent with the rebel group, current marital status, education level completed, and 
current housing. 
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4.2a Rebel group 

The final sample included individuals from seven rebel groups: 

Table 5 - Sample distribution (by rebel group) 

Rebel Group Acronym # (%) Total 
Allied Democratic Forces ADF 32 (26.4%) 
Force Obote Back Army FOBA 3 (2.5%) 
Lord’s Resistance Army LRA 51 (42.1%) 
National Resistance Army NRA 1 (0.8%) 
Uganda National Rescue Front UNRF 1 (0.8%) 
Uganda National Rescue Front 2 UNRF II 1 (0.8%) 
West Nile Bank Front WNBF 32 (26.4%) 
TOTAL  121 (100%) 

   
Most participants had spent time with three of Uganda’s most populous rebel groups, LRA (51 
reporters), ADF (32 reporters), and WNBF (32 reporters), comprising 42.1%, 26.4%, and 26.4% of the 
total sample, respectively.  

Figure 1 below illustrates the distribution of the sample amongst the five DRT regions in which 
interviews were conducted. 

Figure 1 - Rebel Group distribution (by DRT) 

 
 

4.2b Sex 

Male reporters comprised 71.9% of the overall sample, while female reporters made up 28.1% of the 
total sample. All interviewees from FOBA, NRA, UNRF I & II, and WNBF were male, while males made up 
53.1% of the ADF sample and 62.7% of the LRA sample. Figure 2 illustrates the breakdown by sex in each 
of the DRT regions where interviews were conducted. Based on anecdotal data, the 100% male turnout 
in Arua is consistent with the history of rebel participation in that region, as rebellions in the West Nile 
region drew largely from male-dominated former national armies of Uganda. 
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Figure 2 - Sex distribution (by DRT) 

 
 

4.2c Marital Status 

Currently married reporters made up 69.4% of the total sample, while 25.6% of reporters stated they 
were not married at this time. It was not possible to determine whether the remaining 5.0% of the 
sample were currently married from the interviews conducted with those individuals. 

Figure 3 – Current marital status (by rebel group) 

 
 

A significantly higher percentage of women (52.9% of women versus 14.9% of men) reported not being 
married at present. Based on anecdotal data, this is highly unusual given social and cultural norms in 
Uganda, and is potentially indicative of additional challenges faced by female reporters in Uganda in the 
realm of social reintegration. 

Figure 4 – Current marital status (by sex) 
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4.2d Age 

The overall average age of participants was 40.54, ranging from 18 to 69 years of age. The average age 
by DRTs was 23 in Kitgum, 26 in Gulu, 41 in Kampala, 45 in Mbale, and 53 in Arua. The average age of 
former-LRA interviewees was 35, and 38 and 50 for former- ADF and WNBF reporters, respectively. 

Figure 5 - Average current age (by DRT) 

 

Figure 6 - Average current age (by rebel group) 

 

The average age at abduction or recruitment by rebel forces was 20 and 22 for former LRA and ADF 
interviewees, respectively, while former WNBF interviewees were 27 years of age on average when they 
joined. The earliest age of abduction of a participant was 5 years, while 50 years was the highest age at 
which any participant joined a rebellion. 

Figure 7 - Average age at abduction/recruitment by rebel group 

 

Participants spent an average of 7.84 years with a rebellion. Former WNBF reporters spent the most 
time on average with 11 years, while former ADF and LRA reporters spent an average of 6.25 and 6.58 
years, respectively. 
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Figure 8 - Average # of years with rebellion (by rebel group) 

 
 

4.2e Education 

Interviewees reported completing various levels of education, with former WNBF ex-combatants 
reporting the highest (64.7% of those whom were asked completed no more than some secondary level 
education), while former ADF participants reported completing the least education (61.1% of those 
asked completed some primary only). 

Figure 9 - Education (by rebel group) 
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Participants residing in and around Arua (50%) and Kitgum (21.4%) report the highest percentage of 
ownership within DRT. Mbale, Kampala, and Gulu regions appear to have the highest percentages of 
reporters renting (within DRT). Percentages are based on data from those interviews touching on the 
subject of housing type and status. 
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Figure 10 - Housing Status (by DRT) 

 

 

Those interviewees who reported currently having nowhere to stay (3 interviewees) spent an average of 
nearly 11 years with rebel groups, while those who currently owned housing (9 interviewees) reported 
having spent an average of just over 5 years in a rebellion. Those who were currently renting spent an 
average of 8.37 years with a rebel group, and those currently staying with friends or relatives spent 5.7 
and 7.36 years in a rebellion, respectively. 

Figure 11 - Number of years with rebellion (by housing) 
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• The ratio of males to females was roughly 80/20, with males accounting for 100% of the sample 
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• Married reporters made up 69.4% of the sample, with a significantly higher percentage of 
women reporting not being married (52.9% versus 14.9% for men). 
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WNBF possessed the highest (27). The earliest age of abduction was 5 years, while the oldest 
age of recruitment was age 50. 
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• Participants spent an average of 7.84 years with rebellions, with former WNBF reporting the 
highest average time (11 years) and former ADF reporting the lowest (6.25 years). 

• Level of education varied greatly by reporter, though 64.7% of former WNBF reported 
completing no higher than some secondary school, and 61.1% of former ADF reported 
completing no higher than some primary school. 

• Participants residing in and around Arua reported the highest percentage of land ownership 
(50%). Those who reported having no place to stay had spent a significantly higher than average 
length of time with a rebel group while those who currently owned land had spent a significantly 
lower than average length of time. 

The study attempted to look at a wide range of individuals who had formerly been associated with rebel 
groups and who had also migrated from their community of origin, and based on the widely varying 
demographic data collected, it appears this was indeed the case. While reasons for migration among the 
sample could be delineated to some extent through marital status, age, education, and housing status, 
rebel group and sex appeared to determine migration factors to a much greater extent, which will be 
discussed in further detail in the following sections. 

4.3 Snapshot of present circumstances 

To understand the individuals’ current needs and the results of their migration, we explored the present 
circumstances. This included an exploration of their current living conditions as well as their level of 
social and economic integration in that community. There is a wealth of literature on rural-urban 
migration and the impacts on the individuals found there (Sommers, 2003) but it was important to get a 
purely ex-combatant and Uganda specific understanding.  Much of the migration found was either rural-
rural or from a rural to a somewhat larger town, but perhaps still not a district capital or other larger 
city. Additionally the research looked at the current interplay of economic, social and political factors, 
which Taylor posits are ever intertwined in the reintegration process (Taylor et al., 2006). 

This report comprises the first-person accounts and anecdotal offerings of 121 individuals who spent 
time with a rebel group and chose not to return indefinitely to their communities of origin after 
demobilization. The paths which led them to the five DRT locations in which they were interviewed were 
as varied as the reporters themselves, though many of their experiences shared common threads which 
served as the basis for this report. Indeed, it is important to emphasize that while the majority of 
interviews took place in the city center of the nation’s capital, Kampala, many of the reporters 
interviewed in that location live in what might be considered suburban or rural areas outside of town, 
and the experiences of such individuals may actually share more commonalities with those individuals 
interviewed and currently living elsewhere. 

The focus of this section is to paint a picture of the current life circumstances of the individuals included 
in this study and the places in which they have arrived. In general, the reporters’ lives at the time of this 
study seemed consumed with trying to move on with their lives in a productive and positive way.  Those 
who had not been able to find work were not happy about being out of work or without a purposeful 
activity to pass the time.  Most did not wish to speak about the past or about their involvement in rebel 
groups and only wished to look forward. How they had come to be in these particular places, or whether 
each was contemplating another move in the future will be discussed in later sections. As of summer 
2011, however, this is where things stood. 
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Interview questions informing this section encompassed community of origin, migration destinations 
(past and current), and other basic demographic data; demobilization experience, challenges faced, 
training received, rites and rituals, reasons for migrating, self-assessment of reintegration, comparisons 
to community members, other reporters’ experiences, degree of openness about the past, assistance 
received, family and community acceptance, current and past employment, meeting basic needs, land 
ownership, involvement with community, and involvement in economic associations. Publicly-available 
reference data, maps and geographic measurements, informed analysis of community size and distance 
between communities, though a portion of the sample was asked to describe the size of and distance 
between communities. 

4.3a Ex-combatant destinations 

While participants were interviewed in the capital city of Kampala and four major district centers5

Within the sample, a much higher percentage of ADF (87.5% compared with 41.2% LRA and 59.4% 
WNBF) had migrated to Kampala, which may have been due in part to the close proximity of most 
former-ADF reporters’ communities of origin and also to the fact that interviews were not conducted in 
the southwest of the country therefore ADF ex-combatants who may have moved within that region 
would not be included in this sample.  

 (Arua, 
Gulu, Kitgum and Mbale), a significant portion of the sample traveled into town from rural outlying 
areas and nearby smaller district capitals. Among the reporters, 57% were currently residing in the 
Kampala metropolitan area, 29.8% in major district capitals, 12.4% in rural areas or other non-district 
capital towns and villages, and 0.8% in other district capitals.  

All participants who were currently residing in rural areas or smaller towns/villages reported receiving 
the amnesty reinsertion package, while 63.2% of those living in Kampala and 36.8% living in major 
district capitals reported having not yet received the package. A total of 85.2% who reported a primary 
need at present for startup capital were living in Kampala, while nearly half (44.4%) of those requesting 
additional training were living in rural areas. Over 75% of interviewees who had not received any 
training were living in Kampala. Kampala is an attractive place for reporters and non-reporters alike, as is 
the case with many urban capitals across the globe. While Kampala may offer the promise of more 
employment opportunities than other areas of Uganda, living in Kampala is a hard life for most, as 
securing well-paid, reliable employment is rare and challenging, crime and poor sanitation persist, and 
rent and basic costs can be very high.  

"I didn't have peace, so I found my way [to Kampala]. Kampala was not what I expected -- I had 
high hopes of employment. I moved to Kampala in 2003 and got a job in 2008." ADF, Kampala, 
M, 47 

“[In Kampala] there are too many thugs…and things are expensive. And where we are staying 
there is poor sanitation."  LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

In addition to voicing the disadvantages of urban life, interviewees frequently mentioned the 
advantages of rural living, usually tied to their community of origin: 

“Everyone here in Kampala has the same problems -- they are not different because you were a 
fighter.  My wife does not have work, but if we lived in the village she would farm. [In places like] 
Koboko, which is a new district, there are more jobs.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 45 
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“I don’t like to stay here [in Kampala] mostly -- I was wanting to stay in Masindi, but because of 
poverty I had to come here. Even the money which I am working is [enough for] only rent and 
food.  At least in the village I can dig and do a small, small thing. If I could have any money I 
could just go back, because there is no use of staying here.” LRA, Kampala, M, 40 (The commonly 
used term for subsistence, small scale or individual farming in Uganda is ‘digging.’) 

Despite such challenges, many reporters chose to stay in Uganda’s largest city due to the increased 
anonymity and open-mindedness, and lack of stigmatization and discrimination that Kampala stood to 
offer. 

“Kampala is better because there is no stigma and no discrimination. I am no longer afraid the 
ADF will come get me because they don't have the time to witch hunt people in Kampala." ADF, 
Kampala, F, 35 

“Kampala is good, but things are getting worse, because the money which I’m working for is too 
little for me. It is a peaceful way of living, because when I go back to the village I still remember 
what was happening -- but the problem is food -- with the little money we have, there is no 
where you can dig [in the city].” LRA, Kampala, M, 29 

Those who were currently living in other parts of the country were facing similar challenges but 
reported higher satisfaction overall with their current situation. 

“[Reporters] live here in Arua because it is better, we can get support from brothers and access 
services here. [People] are much more accepting here as well than in the other communities.” 
WNBF, Arua, M, 59 

One reporter from Yumbe who was currently residing in Arua said: 

“People run away [from Yumbe] to places where there is freedom. People make allegations in 
Yumbe and places like that which forces people to come to Arua. In Arua, there is nothing like 
that.” UNRF I & II, Arua, M, 60 

While generally interviewees reported better conditions in communities outside of Kampala, many 
reporters were still facing significant challenges in those places. 

“I moved to Butambala because my brother was there -- but not many opportunities, just 
digging. The neighbors treat me better, but things are not good for jobs, so I often come to 
Kampala to look for work.”  ADF, Butambala, M, 56 

Several interviewees also spoke of having moved abroad to Kenya or Sudan in search of opportunities, 
which ultimately proved too challenging to sustain. 

“I considered Nairobi -- I went there in 2003, but I did not find work. And I went again. I stayed 
for 2 weeks and came back. I had no friends or family. I went for business with a friend. We had 
heard there might be an opportunity, but it was not good.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 44 

Additionally, it was found that a much higher percentage of females migrated to rural areas than males 
(23.5% versus 8%), which appeared to be linked to marriage and will be discussed in further detail later 
in the report. 
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And some simply had no other choice:  

“It's not that I like Mbale, but I have nowhere else to go." FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

4.3b Social reintegration 

Generally, most interviewees reported feeling like they were a part of their current communities. A clear 
majority of those living in Gulu, Kitgum and Mbale reported feeling integrated, but results were less 
clear cut among those living in Arua and Kampala. Two-thirds of reporters living in rural areas appear to 
feel content with their engagement within their communities, while results were unclear in other areas. 
Of those who spent one month or less at home before moving to another destination, two-thirds feel 
like they are a part of their current community.  

On the whole, the reporters who were able to be open about their past with a rebel group seemed to 
fair the best, though only 37.8% of interviewees reported being totally open about their past. Data 
collected suggested that male reporters were generally more open about their past than women, with 
66% of males reporting that they share this information to some extent, while only 42% of women said 
that they were open to any degree. The highest percentage among rebel groups of reporters who 
remained secretive about their past were former ADF (57.7% tell no one, 34.6% tell some), while 72.7% 
of former WNBF reporters were completely open about their past. Unmarried reporters were 
considerably more unlikely to share the fact that they were a rebel, as 68% of those who were not 
currently married reported not being open about their past with anyone. 

Of those who received the reinsertion package, 58.5% reported being completely open about their past, 
while 61.5% of those who did not receive the package said they tell no one about their past, though 
results were mixed amongst those who had received additional assistance. This could potentially be 
attributed to the difficulty in hiding one’s status as a reporter once they had received the telltale 
mattress, seeds, and 263,000 Uganda shillings. A total of 76.9% of those who were currently living in a 
rural area were completely open about their past (compared to 50% of those living in major district 
capitals and 23.1% in Kampala), and indeed, a sizeable 80.6% of those who were not open about their 
past as a rebel with anyone resided in Kampala. 

With regards to current levels of stigmatization faced by the sample, those who were experiencing the 
least issues with stigmatization were living in Kampala, while those facing the highest levels resided in 
rural areas. The data also suggested that an elevated percentage of those currently facing stigma were 
also currently not able to find work. 

Several reporters surmised that those facing the greatest levels of stigmatization and discrimination may 
have had a hand in bringing misery upon themselves. 

“Some people come back and still have aggressive mentality -- inhuman mentality,” revealed 
Beatrice (24/F/LRA). “They find themselves in the situation that they are not accepted -- some 
have raped girls. These people live in rejection, they feel disowned -- some families say things like 
‘this is not my child.”  LRA, Gulu, F, 24 

However, the factors that have appeared to most directly impact on stigmatization in any community 
were community size and population, extent to which the community had been affected by rebel 
atrocities, and the level of effort by local leaders to educate the public in peace, dialogue and 
reconciliation issues. 
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4.3c Economic reintegration 

Interviews with reporters probed questions related to past, current and future employment 
opportunities and their ability to secure long-term livelihoods. While 70% 6

One standout group amongst those who had been able to find livable-wage, permanent employment 
were reporters who were currently working as security guards in Kampala. According to several 
interviewees, security companies had been actively recruiting former rebel combatants to perform this 
work in Kampala, which had been a significant pull factor in the migration of these individuals. These 
individuals described faring better than the average interviewee in most study areas. However, this type 
of work was reportedly off-limits to women. Despite this, the employment rate in this study still 
remained around 70% for both men and women

 of those who were 
interviewed reported being able to currently find work, this figure is deceiving, as most of the reporters 
were continuing to struggle to secure long-term employment or receive wages that met or exceeded 
their basic needs.  

7

However, most reporters who were able to generate income in Kampala were not working as security 
guards, but rather having to resort to performing unskilled day-labor work as porters, construction 
laborers, and hawkers (roving vendors). While these individuals reported being able to find work, it was 
hardly enough to cover food and rent from one day to the next. Whatever the nature of the job, 
reporters generally described feeling more content and reintegrated when they had something to do to 
pass the time, whether they were paid or not.  

. 

Sample data in the area of employment also indicated that a substantially higher percentage of former-
LRA reporters were currently finding work (80.4%) compared to their ADF (68.8%) and WNBF (59.4%) 
counterparts. Perhaps not surprisingly, an elevated percentage (43.8%) of those who wanted to leave 
their current location for a new location (not community of origin) was currently unable to find work 
(compared with 22% who wanted to return home and 17.9% who planned to stay). 

Factors which appeared to have little or no impact on one’s currently employment status in this study 
were education level, training, current housing situation and land ownership. Those with only some 
primary education tended to fare better in the job market (85.2% currently employed versus 68.4% of 
those who completed some secondary education). Those who reported to have received training since 
demobilization were just as likely to be currently earning a wage, and whether or not the reporter 
currently owned land, rented, was staying with family and friends, or was homeless had little to no 
bearing on employment status (see Figure 12 below).  

Figure 12 - Ex-combatants currently finding work (by type of housing) 
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year-old Beatrice, both currently living in Gulu, showed ambition and resourcefulness that exceeded 
that of many of their peers. Grace formed a group of communal farmers in her town called "winyo-
lokber group" which presently had five members, while Beatrice used the proceeds from housekeeping 
to start a small business. 

“I run a grocery [stall] in the market selling vegetables, tomatoes, onions. I worked as a 
housemaid for two months, then invested that money into my market stall. I’m a member of 
Kalulu [savings association]. We make a monthly contribution and receive money in turn. Part of 
it goes to school fees, part of it reimburses business, increases stock, part of it goes to rent and 
to feed my children.” LRA, Gulu, F, 24 

While Beatrice also stated that savings associations such as Kalulu were common in Northern Uganda, 
very few of the reporters interviewed for this study in the North appeared to have taken advantage of 
such opportunities. One frequently cited reason for non-participation seemed to be basic lack of capital 
beyond what was needed to sustain daily living. 

4.3d Summary and conclusion 

• While paths of migration varied substantially amongst the sample, experiences of interviewees 
shared several common threads. 

• Interviewees seemed most focused on moving forward in productive and positive ways. 
• Overall, 57% were currently residing in Kampala, 29.8% in major district capitals, and 12.4% in 

rural areas and villages, with less than 1% currently residing in minor district capitals. 
• All participants living in rural areas/villages received the reinsertion package, while only 36.8% 

of those living in major district capitals reported not receiving the package. 
• Of those needing startup capital, 85.2% were currently residing in Kampala, while nearly half of 

those needing training were in rural areas, though 75% of interviewees who received no training 
were living in Kampala. 

• Kampala was found to be both a very attractive and challenging destination for interviewees. 
Challenges in Kampala also fueled a reevaluation of rural life and communities of origin for 
many interviewees, though all have yet to move back. 

• Those living outside of Kampala reported higher satisfaction overall with their current situation, 
though most still faced significant challenges. 

• Several interviewees attempted moves to neighboring countries before settling elsewhere in 
Uganda. 

• Generally, interviewees reported feeling like they were a part of their current communities, with 
two-thirds of those living in rural areas reporting feelings of contentment with community 
engagement.  

• Reporters who were open about their past appeared to fare better than those who were not 
open. Male reporters were found to be more open than women, and former ADF appeared to 
be the most secretive.  

• The least stigmatization was felt in Kampala, while the most was felt in rural areas. Several 
reporters attributed stigmatization to the individual’s actions rather than the community, 
though community size and population, rebel atrocities, and local leaders appeared to impact 
on presence or absence of stigmatization. 

• Though 70% of interviewees were finding work, most reporters continued to struggle to secure 
long-term, livable wages. 
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• While most reporters in Kampala have been generating income in the informal sector, many 
male interviewees reported being recruited by security firms in Kampala, significantly impacting 
their economic and social reintegration. 

• Former-LRA were finding the most work while WNBF were finding the least. Education, training, 
current housing and land ownership did not seem to impact one’s ability to secure employment. 

• Several participants have found success in economic and social reintegration through 
participation in community activities, economic associations and business ventures. 

Interviewee desires to move forward in productive and positive ways was evidenced in their wish to find 
even unpaid employment, the importance they placed on being accepted into their communities, and 
their enthusiasm when talking about the future for themselves and their family. An important finding in 
this section is that those residing outside of Kampala appeared more integrated and content with their 
situation than those living in Kampala. In fact, few interviewees outside of Kampala spoke of wanting to 
actually move to Kampala, and most living in Kampala frequently voiced a desire to return home or 
elsewhere. In essence, those who had migrated to Kampala were still searching for something significant 
(employment, startup capital, land, housing, other assistance), while those who had moved elsewhere 
had largely found what they had originally moved for, yet perhaps encountered new challenges. 
Experiences also varied significantly by rebel group and sex. Age was also a factor, but found to be tied 
with being born out of wedlock and/or raised in the bush, as well as to a rebel group. 

4.4 Migration data 

The next step in understanding the migration decisions and patterns of ex-combatants was to delve into 
the migration trajectories of the individuals and patterns of the group as a whole.  We anticipated 
gaining a deeper understanding not only of the step-by-step path taken but also a background on the 
factors surrounding their migration and sometimes re-migration or return migration at a later date.  
Much of the literature on DDR points to the draw to one’s community of origin (Uvin, 2007) following 
demobilization, which was another area explored through these questions.   

Interviews offered a deeper look into the migration narratives of 121 individuals formerly associated 
with rebel groups in Uganda. Data collected uncovered major paths of migration, distance traveled, and 
size of communities involved. This section discusses the findings culled from migration data, along with a 
discussion of emerging themes and patterns. The underlying causes and motivations for these findings 
are discussed later in Section 4.5. 

Interview questions informing this section encompassed community of origin, migration destinations 
(past and current), and other basic demographic data; it also probed topics related to length of stay in 
community of origin, desire to resettle, and land ownership. As in Section 4.3, publicly-available 
reference data, maps and geographic measurements informed analysis of community size and distance 
between communities, though a portion of the sample was asked to describe the size of and distance 
between communities. 

4.4a Trajectories 

While reporter experiences varied greatly, the majority of those who participated in this study followed 
one of two migration paths. A total of 58.3% of the sample initially returned to their community of origin 
before migrating to the community in which they were currently residing, while 21.7% of those 
interviewed bypassed their community of origin altogether, traveling directly to the community where 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

44 
 

they reside currently after demobilization. The remaining individuals traveled some other path involving 
multiple moves, migration abroad briefly, or another combination not previously discussed. Overall, 
60.9% spent more than one month in their community of origin before migrating, 15.7% spent one 
month or less, and nearly a quarter of the sample have not returned. Data from this study suggests a 
variety of factors driving paths of migration, which will be discussed in further detail in Section 4.5. 

4.4b Distance traveled 

The sample was also divided into three major categories based on the distance each reporter had 
migrated. Overall, three-quarters of the sample migrated 100km or farther from home, nearly one 
quarter migrated less than 100 kilometers, and the rest (2.5%) oscillated between locations. 

Nearly all those interviewed who migrated to Kampala traveled 100km or more to get there, while most 
who migrated to a district capital or rural area traveled only a short distance. Reporters from larger 
towns were more likely to migrate farther than those leaving smaller towns. While an overwhelming 
majority (78.1%) of those who did not pass through an official center traveled over 100km to arrive at 
their current destination, over half of those who passed through a reception center migrated only a 
short distance. In fact, those who received assistance of any kind with their reintegration also tended to 
not travel far at all. Of those who migrated in excess of 100km, 85.4% currently wish to return to their 
community of origin. 
 
4.4c Size of origin and destination communities 

Though most reporters interviewed were currently residing in Kampala, participants came from a variety 
of communities – from rural villages, to large district centers. Generally, interviewees had migrated from 
rural areas (49.6%), though 24.8% had left behind major district capitals, and 25.6% had migrated from 
smaller district capitals. No individual interviewed in any region had originated from Kampala. 

Additionally, nearly all the reporters (93.3%) who were currently residing in rural areas had migrated 
from another rural area. It is perhaps worth noting here that, while many respondents residing in 
Kampala or other urban areas voiced a desire to resettle back to their more rural communities of origin, 
or perhaps another rural community for land, few had actually left Kampala or a large district capital for 
a smaller town or village. Given the large percentage of reporters interviewed for this sample in 
Kampala, that may not sound surprising. However, those interviewed in other areas who reported 
currently living in rural areas had also reported migrating from another rural area. As the literature in 
this area suggests, it can be much more difficult for those accustomed to urban life to leave that lifestyle 
for village life than the reverse.  

Of the interviewees who currently owned their own house and land, 77.8% migrated from a rural 
community, as well. Based on responses and anecdotal data, this reflects the higher likelihood of land 
ownership in rural versus urban areas, given increased land availability and lower population density, 
and the large number of reporters who still own land in their community of origin but were forced to 
move for a variety of factors (discussed later in Section 4.5). It is unlikely that this correlation suggests 
that finding land and building a house in a new community has been easier for individuals from rural 
areas than it has been for more urbanized respondents. 

4.4d Summary and conclusion 

• Interviews pointed to major themes related to paths for migration, distance traveled and sizes 
of communities involved. 
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• Participants followed one of two main trajectories: 58.3% returned to their community of origin 
before migrating elsewhere, while 21.7% migrated directly to a non-origin community. 

• Three-quarters of the sample migrated 100km or farther from their community of origin. Those 
who had migrated the farthest tended to have traveled from more urban communities, 
bypassed reception centers, and reported receiving little to no assistance. 

• Nearly half of the sample migrated from rural areas and villages, while the remaining 
interviewees all migrated from district capitals; nearly all who migrated to a rural area had 
traveled from another rural area. No one interviewed had migrated from Kampala. 

• Most who currently own their own land migrated from a rural area or village, likely linked to 
many interviewees reporting having to leave their land behind in rural areas for a variety of 
reasons. 

It is not surprising that most interviewees would wish to return home immediately following 
demobilization, given the level of trauma and need for assistance that familiarity and established 
networks could potentially assuage. What is surprising, perhaps, are the large numbers of interviewees 
who had either bypassed home despite a strong desire to return, or were taken home despite an 
overarching desire to move elsewhere. On some level, this finding contradicts the literature asserting 
that all migrants exercise a choice to move, despite the circumstances. Yet, as explored later, such was 
not the case with a great many of the interviewees. 

4.5 Influential factors in the decision to migrate 

To further understand the migration currently seen with Ugandan ex-combatants, this research assessed 
the push and pull factors while incorporating the facilitators and obstacles impacting each individual’s 
choice to migrate. This included social and economic factors both within communities of origin and at 
new communities of re-settlement. Here we looked to explore what Lindley calls “the complex causation 
of migration in these contexts” (Lindley, 2008). In the Ugandan context, issues of economic hardship, 
land and stigma were found to be very prominent.  

The primary reason for ex-combatant migration was economic hardship. However, some interviewees 
reported being forced to move for reasons specific to their involvement with rebel groups. These factors 
included: 

• Extreme stigma; 

• Lost years of work experience, employment income and education, reducing their current 
opportunities (depending on age joined); 

• Grabbing or selling of land due to either extended absence, assumed death or stigma; 

• Loss of all material possessions including destruction of house (having to start over from 
nothing), which was similar to non-combatant experiences in areas devastated by war, but 
specific to reporters in areas where houses of known rebels had been targeted either by the 
government or by the community members.  Any documentation of land rights was often also 
lost during this time/struggle;  

• Nothing to return to/ family relocated or deceased due to violence or illness; 

• Security guard job offers in Kampala; 

• Offer of additional education or skills building from NGOs/others in larger cities; 
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• Draw of large mosques and churches in larger cities that are known to assist those in need; 

• Fear of re-abduction or death if found by rebel group; 

• Reporter network in Kampala for men - many are able to utilize this network for housing and 
informal employment opportunities; 

• Long-term injuries impacting ability to do certain work, such as farming or other physical labor 
jobs; 

• Bad memory associations with an ex-combatant’s home, community or local environment; and 

• Desire to be close to the Amnesty Commission headquarters in Kampala in the event that 
additional funds or services are made available. 

Expectedly, a combination of factors often emerged from the individuals’ choices, so factors should also 
be looked at together as well as individually. In addition, certain factors were often found in clusters 
such as stigma, land, and fear for physical safety; lack of land, home and economic challenges; 
community stigma and marriage challenges; etc.  Many of these factors were similar to those of other 
Ugandans, but have been frequently exacerbated by ex-combatant-specific realities.   

“Many of the ones that used to fight had to move to Kampala - because [they] had no job, and 
[there] some were afraid of their own families, so when this one came from Sudan, then the one 
in Uganda saw them come back and want land, so they have the problem for the land and come 
to Kampala to look for their own place. Also they have some witch doctors that put something in 
the tea or food, so they are afraid they will be poisoned. Maybe you get an elder brother who 
has so many children and the land is small, so they fight him so you will leave there. The ones 
with this problem, they plan to just stay in Kampala, and try to buy land here and stay here.” 
WNBF, Kampala, M, 50 

In addition to basic demographic and migration data, interview questions informing this section probed 
topics related to reasons for leaving/moving to a location, migration decision process, demobilization 
experience, challenges faced, training and other assistance received, rites and rituals, family and 
community reception, comparisons to other reporters and community members, friendships, openness 
about the past, current and past employment, meeting basic needs, land ownership and access, 
involvement with community and community activities (worship, associations, etc.), and hopes and 
desires (past, present and future). 

4.5a Rationale for return to community of origin 

As mentioned earlier in Section 4.4a, the most common migration trajectory of the sample was first to 
return to one’s community of origin before migrating elsewhere. While returning home is not migration, 
considering the reasons behind their return home as a first destination is important to understanding 
subsequent migration. Similarly, those returning during the ongoing conflict were often taken to an IDP 
camp to be reunited with family or next of kin, and many younger ex-combatants spent the majority of 
their formative years in these temporary communities. Those who were taken to IDP camps and later 
resettled to their original community were not considered migrants for this study.  
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The choice to return  

For those interviewees who were given the decision of where to go next following demobilization, the 
most common reason given for returning to one’s community of origin was that it was where they were 
from, or simply, that it was “home.”   

“No, I did not think of going anywhere else -- I only thought of going home." LRA, Lukwor, M, 24 

"Because that was my place where I was born and I grew up there, without knowing that these 
people would turn against me, this is where I belong." ADF, Kampala, M, 35 

“I opted to go there because it was the only home I knew. I wasn’t expecting to go back to my 
village -- I was expecting to be resettled somewhere else.  I wanted to go to a different place.” 
LRA, Mbale, F, 41 

Immediate family members were often the driving force behind the decision to return home or to an 
IDP camp.   

“I didn’t know they would hate me, so I wanted to go home -- to my family -- to my home.” ADF, 
Kampala, M, 48 

"There was no reason for me to go anywhere else. I needed food and someone to take care of 
me and show me how life goes so I lived with my big brother.” LRA, Bungatira, M, 24 

In the case in which immediate family members were missing or deceased, many reporters cited 
returning to their community of origin for the social security and emotional comfort other relatives 
could potentially provide. 

Irrespective of the presence of living family members, housing or support, some reporters simply cited 
the wish to return to the “place of my people” as the primary reason for returning to their community of 
origin. In many regions of Uganda land is held and allocated by the clan, therefore clan inheritance was 
also an important driver in the choice of destination. If the reporter had no inheritance, they were 
frequently given access to cultivate the land of extended family members or neighbors.   

Many reporters were very interested in returning to their homeland, still others revealed that, 
irrespective of personal desire, they simply had nowhere else to go.  

“I went back and lived with my mother and sister and her children. It was my only option. I did 
not have anywhere else to go. I was not worried because even if the LRA came back, I had no 
other place to go.“ LRA, Kitgum, M, 26 

While the vast majority of interviewees reported returning to their home community after leaving the 
rebel group, for many, this meant returning to their community in an IDP camp. The desire to reside in a 
safe and secure location largely influenced this decision. 

No choice 

According to interviewees, those ex-combatants who reported through official reception centers were 
not given a choice to which community they would be returned at reinsertion – by and large, all were 
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expected to return to their community of origin. One-third of interviewees who discussed their initial 
return indicated that it was either not their choice to return or that they did not have any input into the 
decision to return to their community of origin or IDP camp where next of kin resided at that time.   

However, in the case of ex-combatants, this idea of choice may be influenced by the reinsertion phase of 
the DDR process. While the process varied extensively, DDR often included transportation to and 
reinsertion in one’s previous home without the input of the ex-combatant.  

“When we all came back, we were all at zero, and were all by regulation sent to our respective 
villages -- so my husband was also taken back to his village, and I to mine, because we did not 
have anything to come here to Kampala." ADF, Kampala, F, 30 

 “They returned us there -- it wasn’t really a choice -- they wanted to return us to our homes, but 
people were just digging and doing nothing at all. I wanted to settle in town and would have 
liked assistance with that.” LRA, Mbale, F, 34 

“I didn’t plan on going back to Luwero, it was the Amnesty’s duty to take me back -- they wanted 
to hand me back over to the parents.” ADF, Luwero/Mukono, F, 39 

The result was that some were happily reunified with their family, while others that knew they would 
not be accepted back into their communities or would face other issues there were returned regardless. 

“The [Amnesty Commission] had made the decision but I knew I would not be accepted there.” 
LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

 “I did not want to go back. I was afraid of the local people -- the people there were angry with 
me that I joined the LRA.” LRA, Mbale, M, 62 

“Those who trained us took us back home. It was not my choice, it was [the Amnesty 
Commission’s]. There was nothing back there for me. My dad had been there, but he died. For 
me, I did not have land. According to our culture, it is the father who gives land -- land was given, 
but my father died and others took the land.”  LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

This finding does not seem unreasonable, given that one of the major purposes of providing amnesty to 
ex-combatants in Uganda (as outlined by the Amnesty Act, itself) was to assist former rebels in 
reconciling with, and rebuilding, their communities, which generally assumes resettlement of a rebel to 
an original community. Furthermore, simply granting all reporters’ wishes to relocate anywhere they 
chose after demobilization would have been nearly impossible, given the Amnesty Commission’s lack of 
resources and funding for such endeavors, and the very unlikely willingness of non-combatant 
populations (especially those who had been displaced due to violence and land issues) to support such 
an initiative. 

Still, it is important to recognize that nearly half of all interviewees likely had no choice in where they 
were taken after demobilization, which has potentially profound implications for the migration of 
reporters far into the future.  Data from this study suggests a strong correlation between age, migration 
trajectory, and demobilization processing type (transit center, prison, or direct to civilian society). Based 
on interviews, younger reporters were far more likely to be processed through an official reception 
center, and thus, were resettled to their communities of origin in most cases. Older ex-combatants 
generally did not spend time in a reception center, but rather spent time in prison or returned directly 
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to civilian life from their respective rebellion. Within the sample, this population made up the majority 
of respondents who bypassed their community of origin altogether, opting to resettle elsewhere. 
Consequently, one might assume that as younger reporters (who were returned to their communities of 
origin) age, they will likely begin to encounter the same push/pull factors that older reporters have 
already faced in the areas of sustainable livelihoods, land, marriage, caring for dependents, and the 
effects of long-term stigmatization (discussed further in Section 4.5c and below). 

No return 

As discussed in Section 4.4, many reporters did not return home first, for reasons ranging from fear of 
reprisal, discrimination, and even death, to the belief that better opportunities awaited elsewhere. Still 
others feared returning home empty-handed. Many also cited the taking of their land by others over the 
course of their time with rebel groups as a major reason for not resettling. It is important to note that, 
while such individuals may not have spent time in their community of origin before migrating elsewhere, 
push factors related to community of origin were indistinguishable in most cases from push factors for 
those who first returned. 

4.5b Facilitators and obstacles 

As discussed previously in the literature review, a number of factors influences the decision to migrate, 
including those which facilitate movement and those which restrict movement, regardless of desire to 
move to/from a given location. Networks and language were found to be two key facilitators amongst 
interviewees, and the lack thereof was also found to be a significant obstacle for some individuals as 
well. 

Family and social networks 

Facilitating factors, such as having existing family, friends and faith networks at a particular destination, 
appeared to mitigate the effects of obstacles such as fear, lack of income and local language skills for 
many of the interviewees. While family and friends emerged as a major pull factor for several 
individuals, many other interviewees who reported migrating for far different reasons, such as extreme 
stigma or joblessness, revealed that such networks made their move possible. 

 “I had some brothers here who could support me a bit. Life [back] in the village was horrible.” 
FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

“My friend convinced me to move and sell charcoal.” ADF, Kampala, M, 45 

“When I first came back I stayed with friends for almost 2 years, because I couldn’t find work, 
then I found work and started renting my own place.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 42 

While less common, some reporters who returned decided together to move away and be a support 
network for one another in the new community.   

“My friends and I moved here together -- about six of us -- we moved here from different places.” 
LRA, Mbale, M, 47 

 “I had friends here -- the ones I came back with -- there were four of them. One went to the 
village, the other three decided to stay here.” LRA, Mbale, M, 39 
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“At first I stayed with some friends -- ones I had fought with in the LRA. I stayed with them for 
three months. We picked Mbale because people are friendlier here.” LRA, Mbale, M, 42 

Some found a place to stay through previous professional connections: 

“I had a friend who was a teacher who lived in Mbale – they offered to take me in (before the 
abductions I was a primary school teacher).”  LRA, Mbale, F, 40 

Some of those interviewed sought out a connection through their former rebel group colleagues: 

“It is good to have friends. In fact now we have forgotten about the past, but [former WNBF] are 
many here [in Kampala] -- now everybody is having his job, and if you don’t have a job you can 
go to [other former WNBF] and if they get a job, they can call you.”  WNBF, Kampala, M, 50 

 “It was my colleague’s idea who lived here in Kampala who encouraged me to move here. I 
stayed with her for about three years.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

“I knew people there from time spent in vocational training.”  LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

Several interviewees who arrived knowing no one reported finding a place to stay through connections 
made in their community of worship: 

“Now for me, I don’t have any relatives, but because I am a Muslim, my Muslim brothers 
welcomed me so I am staying with them. When I came here - I met them, praying together.” 
ADF, Kampala, M, 35  

“I knew no one at all here. My first destination in Mbale was a church. There I met a widow that 
took an interest in me and took me to her place.  I have lived with her until now.” LRA, Mbale, F, 
41 

Language 

While family and friends in a new destination appeared to mitigate language barriers, some 
interviewees indicated that language, to a great extent, either facilitated or restricted their ability to 
migrate. 

“I could speak some English and thought it would help me in Kampala.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 29 

“English is very important to getting a job and getting in touch with all types of people in 
Kampala.”  WNBF, Kampala, M, 46 

For some, the ability to speak Luganda also facilitated getting jobs.  

“I don’t speak English but now I can also speak Luganda in addition to Acholi -- so I can get by.  I 
learned it in Kampala.”  LRA, Kampala, F, 29 

4.5c Push factors 

Push factors are the dynamics driving an individual from their community. This is particularly important 
among ex-combatants as they frequently had many additional push factors than the average migrating 
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Ugandan. Furthermore, combinations of push factors can prompt migration. In these cases the presence 
of one factor or another may not have led to migration, yet in conjunction the situation becomes 
unsustainable. Within the ex-combatant population it is also illuminating to understand some of the 
experiences they face but do not consider them a significant push factor but rather simply ignore or 
press on past them.   

Of the 121 interviewees who migrated, just under 50% indicated having experienced stigmatization by 
their community and almost 30% feared for their safety due to threats or violence by the community. 
Meanwhile, just under 25% had experienced stigmatization by family members. Lack of land due to their 
extended absence was a factor for 30% of the sample, while less than 10% reported lack of land due to 
stigma or discrimination. Economic hardship was also experienced by just over 30%. Concerns over 
insecurity, a fear of the government, the loss of a spouse, psychological triggers, lack of educational 
opportunities or other services and others were experienced by a much smaller group. The figure below 
(Figure 13) shows the percentages of interviewees who indicated each factor as a contributing reason 
for leaving his/her community.  

Figure 13 - PUSH Factors 

 
 

Responses from interviews were categorized by whether the factor was a primary or secondary issue 
impacting on migration, or merely present in their lives. Though mentioned as factors in the decision-
making process, interviewees gave no indication that education or psychological issues were the primary 
reasons for their migration. 

PUSH FACTORS - Community of origin 

While many common migration push factors emerged from the sample, several appeared to drive 
interviewees’ decisions to leave their communities of origin. These factors combined to result in any 
eventual migration decision regardless of whether it was made over time or decided rapidly.  
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“There are mainly two pressing needs that forced me out of my town – to get money for my 
children, and there was stigmatization.” ADF, Kampala, M, 48 

"Others [who had been in the LRA] also had to leave their villages -- some had land problems, 
some [left] because of low income."  LRA, Mbale, M, 62 

“In 2009, I decided to leave and come to Kampala, because from [home] you cannot get anything 
to do or receive. The land there is squeezed. No one can give me land to cultivate.” LRA, 
Kampala, M, 24 

(i) Economic challenges 

The primary push factor most prevalent in driving initial migration amongst interviewees was economic 
hardship and unemployment. Reporters were unable to cover the cost of basic needs for themselves 
and their children such as food, housing and school fees. There was significant convergence between ex-
combatant and civilian non-combatant migration experiences in this way as sustainable livelihoods have 
been a challenge for Ugandans throughout the country: 

"Because there is no work there [in Bombo], there is no way you can get any work -- the place is 
dry completely. It is just a problem for everyone."  WNBF, Kampala, M, 48  

 “Everyone has the same problems. The main problem is finding a job -- not any other challenge 
than finding a job.”  WNBF, Kampala, M, 50 

“You could not plant anything to make money in Koboko. There was no business or anything. It is 
not easy.” LRA, Kampala, M, 29 

However, reporters who have missed out on education, training, experience and job networks due to 
their time in the bush were found to be at a disadvantage in acquiring one of a very limited number of 
jobs available.  

“There were about 23 who came back to Zombo on that day. The experience that we are facing 
is the same experience.  Some of us left [Zombo] because there is no land. Others left because 
survival has become difficult. Our lives are so difficult -- we are resorting to burning charcoal 
trees, and doing some little businesses. Everyone thinks we are poor now. We want to know, 
‘why Amnesty Commission brought us back to suffer here?’ It would have been better to remain 
in the Congo.”  WNBF, Arua, M, 40 

Others moved because they felt they had become an economic burden on their household: 

“I decided to move because life was not easy at my brother’s house. He had more children so 
there was a problem of food."  LRA, Bungatira, M, 24 

“I didn’t have any income, was thinking of how to get any job for a long time. At that time my 
brother was helping me to stay, but the whole family was depending on him, and that is why I 
left them there [in Lugazi] and came here.”  WNBF, Kampala, M, 50 
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“My mother was happy I was back, but not everyone was happy about it.  Some of my sisters 
were upset because of my health condition -- I was more of a burden -- didn’t have any money, 
so a total burden.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 27 

Several interviewees who had school-age children voiced a strong desire to secure additional income for 
covering the costs of their children’s education and well-being: 

“I had children who were not going to school, so in a way I couldn’t stay there. When I came 
back, I found my children not going to school, not eating, no money for school fees. I tried to look 
for a job, but couldn’t come across one. I tried to be self-employed but didn’t have the capital. 
Because I wasn’t working, I had to leave.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 35  

“I came to Kampala because I saw that the children are getting bigger and their standard is 
coming ahead and in order to get some money to help them with schooling, and clothing and 
food. So that is why I came to look for another small, small job apart from digging.” LRA, 
Kampala, M, 40 

Additionally, some faced stigma in their communities, compounding the challenge inherent in obtaining 
employment.  Many respondents were unable to find jobs due to stigma in their communities.  

“People are rejected because of various factors -- if something happens wrong, they say it is you, 
‘those killers,’ ‘they invaded us’ -- like me, I lost my marriage because I was a reporter, the 
rebellion is a stigma and still continues to hurt people. Many reporters don’t qualify for jobs 
because they are reporters.” LRA, Mbale, F, 40 

“I used to wash clothes, but when I came back I couldn’t do that anymore because no one would 
pay me to do this.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 38  

"Life was just difficult. In the case of any work I had to pass through other people to get any work 
-- everyone thought I would steal or rob."  LRA, Mbale, F, 54 

Many attempted to farm or “dig” upon their return, but were unable to cover their financial needs.  

“I just came back and was digging, but children were at the school and I couldn’t cover their 
school fees.  When I was a farmer before, I could make enough money -- but now, others took my 
land and my family is dead -- neighbors took most of the land. I am not feeling well because all 
the homes were destroyed. I am feeling very angry because I have children in school and no way 
to help them.”  WNBF, Arua, M, 55 

“Getting money was difficult because crops take time to grow, but once they grew I could sell 
them. I used the seeds I got from Amnesty, but sometimes the weather wasn’t favorable.” LRA, 
Lukwor, M, 24 

Land tenure issues or reduced access to land also contributed to existing economic challenges. 

“I was not having any job. I was still on my father’s land -- but even the land, it was little. I saw 
that I cannot manage. I said, ‘let me go look for a way I can get assistance.’ I saw that the land 
would not be enough.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 42 
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Also, as discussed further in Section 4.6, some reporters have been forced to move to find jobs that 
would accommodate chronic injuries/disabilities that impacted their ability to do certain types of 
manual labor (farming, etc.). 

(ii) Social exclusion, stigma and discrimination 

For some reporters, stigma and discrimination is a significant factor impacting their migration. Many 
experienced extreme stigmatization from their family, community, or both, forcing them to leave for 
other destinations.  At the same time, it was frequent for interviewees to state that they experienced 
stigma but did not consider it a primary factor in their decision to migrate. Many of the reporters who 
went to reception centers or through other such programs were given instruction on how to fit back into 
their communities, and how to cope with stigma if possible. These interviewees frequently mentioned 
that they had anticipated stigma and that it was either present to the degree they anticipated, or 
greater than expected to such a degree that they were forced to leave.   

Based on the interviews, stigma was seen to vary greatly by: 

• Rebel group (e.g. WNBF had little impact on the communities in Uganda and were primarily 
professional soldiers in the former regime, so they experienced fewer problems returning (this is 
consistent with the quantitative fieldwork undertaken by Dr. Anthony Finn during August-
September 2011, which found that the WNBF reported experiencing no stigma), whereas ADF, 
LRA and UNRF II traumatized their respective areas of the country, making it more difficult for 
those communities to forgive. Some communities in the North have emphasized that the child 
associated with the rebel groups were largely abducted and, thus, cannot be blamed for 
atrocities committed, which has worked to varying degrees by community).   

• How much their home community was affected by that group 
• Male/female (e.g. men may be blamed more for direct violence to a community, but women 

often experience more general stigma that they are now “difficult women” regardless of 
actions) 

• Method of joining, i.e. abducted vs. volunteered (e.g. LRA recruited many adults from the Mbale 
region and those individuals are experiencing high levels of stigma in their attempts to return 
home) 

• Age when joined (e.g. those that were very young are often forgiven more easily, even if they 
“chose” to join) 

• Level of awareness by the community that they joined a rebel group (e.g. many ADF women 
never told anyone where they went so were able to return without issue) 

No return due to stigmatization 

Many were diverted from ever attempting to return to their communities of origin due to known issues 
with stigmatization. Some interviewees had received word of acts of violence being committed towards 
others: 

“I skipped returning home because I had received word that the community did not want rebels 
there; somewhere in my district, people were butchered because they were former rebels, so 
that made it impossible in my mind to return.”  LRA, Mbale, F, 40 
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“My father had been executed by LRA in Kitgum. The family advised me it was not safe to 
return.”  LRA, Gulu, F, 28 

While other reporters had received word of direct threats, which significantly impacted on their decision 
not to return home: 

“My relatives informed me of threats on my life (poisoning plots), so I skipped going back home.”  
LRA, Gulu, F, 23 

 “I never returned to Bududa because I had received word that community would force me out.” 
FOBA, Mbale, M, 59 

Still others had not necessarily received any advance notice of such threats, but assumed it would not be 
safe nonetheless: 

“I had committed atrocities in my town. I could not go back.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 29 

Stigmatization by family members 

Overall, 15.7% of interviewees reported that stigmatization by their family was the primary cause of 
their migration away from their community of origin.  Exclusion by ones family not only appeared to 
have social implications but also very tangible monetary and housing implications. Given that reporters 
often returned from the bush with nothing, they were frequently allowed to stay with family members 
either indefinitely or until they are able to provide for themselves. Land inheritance and access to land 
appeared largely to be tied to one’s familial relations in Uganda.  As a result, stigmatization by the whole 
family appeared to increase the likelihood of migration, as it often appeared to combine with many 
other factors.   

Frequently, reporters were rejected immediately upon their return.  

“When I got back to the village, all my parents were killed. So I went to my uncle -- he said I 
cannot live with him because I am a rebel and I might kill him, so he took me to the [local 
councilor]. Some time back, I called my elder uncle and he told me ‘we don’t want you, we have 
abandoned you, you are no longer our son.’ I have never gone back for a visit -- because they 
don’t want me and they don’t want to see my face.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 29 

Some interviewees who faced stigmatization were accepted at first, but stigma developed or was 
revealed over time. 

“At first my family was happy, but then later it changed -- their mood changed as they heard 
about the atrocities that were committed there.  My family was happy for 8 months -- thought 
Amnesty [Commission] would give them something, but then realized that they were not going 
to get any benefit.  My parents turned against me -- they said to me they wanted me to leave.” 
LRA, Mbale, F, 41 

“My parents were welcoming at first, and then eventually they started asking me questions, and 
then my parents started spreading rumors in the village. Eventually, my dad disowned me, and 
sold my plot of land and my house. My other brother who got the land thought I had come back 
to reclaim everything that was originally mine.”  ADF, Mutundwe (outside of Kampala), M, 41 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

56 
 

“I was warmly welcomed by my family. Not all the time -- sometimes my dad would say bad 
words, and up to now I am not on good terms with my brothers.  The brothers expected me to 
stay at my husband’s place -- but I was chased from that place after the death of my husband.”  
LRA, Mbale, F, 54 

Some interviewees who faced stigmatization were accepted, but the family’s fear of reprisal by the 
community, government, or rebel group led them to send the reporter away. 

“My mother wasn’t happy -- she was afraid she would be arrested because of me. My mother let 
me stay there, but at that time I didn’t have a choice -- it was very hard to stay.” ADF, Kampala, 
F, 38 

Often women, but also men, were stigmatized because of the burden they placed on their families by 
leaving children to be looked after. 

“There is still discrimination against my children up in Arua -- but it is stigma for economic 
reasons. They are being looked after but I wasn’t helping out at all, so they are picked on 
because they are a burden.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 40 

Stigmatization by the community 

Apart from the family, 33.1% found stigma by the communities to be a primary push factor in their 
decision. This, as with the family problems, was often a combination of anger and fear toward the 
reporters.  

 “The community said I am useless and a killer.  They said I was now the boss of myself and that I 
stole the cow that World Vision had given me.” LRA, Pece (outside of Gulu), M, 31 

"When I first came back, people thought there would be disturbance at the home, that it would 
bring soldiers to disturb them, just thought that. When people say, ‘you are a rebel’, it is really 
tough."  WNBF, Arua, M, 38 

In the early 2000s, the situation was also much more difficult when many reporters were initially 
returning. The devastation in many areas was ongoing, as were abduction and recruitment.  Memories 
were fresh and there had been no time to heal.   

 “I also had bad memories at that place, the people there are not friendly to us -- they hate my 
family.”  FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

“They were calling me a guerilla -- just in that locality where I come from.  And that even the 
children would call me this. I was the only one that had been part of the LRA who lived there.” 
LRA, Mbale, F, 54 

Some reporters were stigmatized due to ongoing violence in their region: 

“The community was also not so receptive.  After realizing that, I decided I needed to leave. I 
never expected them to harm me, but because of the prevailing conditions I was not happy and 
could not be there.” ADF, Kampala, F, 35 
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Some community members feared that, despite reporters demobilized status, they were continuing to 
aid the rebellion: 

“The people [in my community] were not happy because they thought I might still be linking with 
those in the bush. There were four of us that returned together and the people feared all of us.” 
LRA, Kampala, F, 29 

In some cases, interviewees reported stigmatization potentially fueled by government authorities: 

“When I came home, I faced difficulties. The government was operating in those areas and 
telling people in Yumbe that any people from the bush were not good and to not mix with them. 
Some people were telling me I should not be there and that I would only bring problems, so 
because of that, life became very, very difficult.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 35 

“I tried to go back to the village but during the time I was at army detention centers, they would 
take me home and show me around and say I was a very bad man. The community was 
welcoming, but then people feared associating with me because of the authorities. I decided I 
could not cope and would instead come to Kampala to stay with my sister.” ADF, Kampala, M, 36 

Stigmatization has often emerged when problems arise. Frequently, community members use reporters’ 
rebel status against them to win arguments and disputes or assign blame: 

“At that time the pressure on ex-combatants was very bad here -- if anything happened they 
would blame ex-combatants. It was harder for me because I was a commander. My people were 
suffering, and Arua was the battle field.” WNBF, Arua, M, 69 

Particularly in regions with less abduction and more volunteerism, the communities were wary that the 
reporters might have returned to recruit more rebels rather than to permanently reintegrate.  

“Not everyone received me [in Busia], my brother received me, but people were hostile -- they 
thought I was back to recruit others and take them back to the bush, and this was definitely a 
reason why I decided to come to Mbale. The people I found in Busia, they would not mingle up 
with me because of the activities they knew we had done in the community. And they harassed 
me”  FOBA, Mbale, M, 45 

Given the complex political situation in the latter half of the 20th century in Uganda, many had very 
different political positions well before they joined a rebel group and these dynamics often remained 
upon their return.   

“My father was an advisor of former government -- he was an elder [in Hoima], was an advisor 
to the local community -- and they termed him as one of Amin’s henchmen, and they killed him.  
So I decided to come to where my mother is from (Arua), not back to Hoima.” WNBF, Arua, M, 51 

Reporters often experienced additional stigma if they did not re-assimilate quickly into the community.  
Several reporters were told that the community felt they now acted differently. 

"When I returned, people all thought I was talking rudely -- talked differently than others. I 
thought I would leave until those things settled down and then go back." LRA, Lolojo (outside of 
Kitgum), F, 32 
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Sometimes, as with the family, the stigma would grow over time. 

“When I came back from ADF, I was a religious teacher and was mentoring the kids before they 
are taken to school. I stayed for six years, but people starting passing rumors, so I felt 
uncomfortable and would only go out in the night. The community was saying that I was 
teaching the children to be rebels -- so I ran away.” ADF, Mutundwe (outside of Kampala), M, 41 

“Initially I was welcomed because they thought I was coming with money, but then they started 
to remember all the bad things the LRA did in the community.” LRA, Mbale, M, 37 

Several cases also emerged in which the community had been angry because the reporter had returned 
alone without the others who had been abducted from the community. 

"I was abducted with 80 others. Of the 80, I was the only one to return.  If others saw me, they 
would be unhappy because none of the others returned. I had to hide" LRA, Pece (outside of 
Gulu), F, 28 

 “Neighbors did not like the fact that I came back and their sons did not. In areas, when you are 
captured, when the boss keeps passing by and saying that that person will go out and bring back 
more. The community remembered this and they looked at it always like this.” LRA, Kampala, M, 
37 

Many experienced non-verbal stigma, which often weighed heavily on reporters over time. Several of 
the reception centers gave the reporters guidance on how to react to stigma: 

“The rest of the community was also happy. Except some, especially when they get drunk with 
alcohol, can talk. Others were backsliding me, but not very often. I was sorry -- I was feeling sorry 
for that because I have not decided to do those things, I was just forced.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

Stigma-related fear  

Of those interviewed, 27.5% reported that they feared for their personal safety after returning home, 
and 17.5% indicated this as a primary factor for migrating elsewhere.   

"I feared the community so I decided to leave. The other ones also left."  LRA, Kampala, F, 29  

Several reporters revealed living in secrecy regarding their former status as a rebel for fear of 
retribution. 

“I was just afraid of the others and what they would do when they heard I was a rebel.” LRA, 
Mbale, F, 41  

Some interviewees reported fearing for their safety to the extent that they would hide during the day 
before ultimately deciding to flee their community: 

 “The neighbors were not happy because for them they believe that everyone from the bush has 
killed and every family has lost at least one person, so whoever comes from the bush they think 
that that might be the one who killed their family member. So you can’t work during the day 
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time, some may just attack you. It did not happen to me because I did not show my face in the 
day time.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 24 

“I was afraid if they get me they could torture me, but now there is nothing, because I have that 
card -- if there is anything I just show them the Amnesty card.”  WNBF, Kampala, M, 42 

“Life became difficult because in the community you are not taken as a normal person. People 
look at you as a bad person. They told me if I showed myself outside then they would kill me. 
That is why I came to Kampala.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 37 

Stigma-related threats to personal safety 

Fear felt by reporters was not unfounded, but based in real accounts of violent acts and threats of 
violence towards themselves and others. When stigmatization escalated, many reporters became the 
targets of violence from other community members or received threats that caused them to relocate.   

“I was scared of the people in the community threatening me -- there were many threats and this 
was the only reason I left. They thought I came back to spy on them.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 35 

“My mother welcomed me with open arms, but the other relatives and community did not treat 
me well. They told me to go back to the bush to those people. The village had not been affected 
by the fighting, but still they threatened to hurt me. There were many threats -- that is why I 
decided to leave; I returned with three other [reporters]. They all had similar experiences with 
discrimination. They all left, they came to Kampala.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 30 

“My neighbors were not happy with me. I was the man who recruited their children. I received 
threats because of this.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 42 

Interviewees also reported threats and violence directed toward family members by community 
members which caused them to leave:  

“I feared for my personal safety after my child was poisoned.”  LRA, Gulu, F, 28 

“My uncle was beaten because he was related to me.” ADF, Kampala, M, 47 

“There was one incident when groups came at night and started to torture people from UNRF II 
in the community in general. They killed one of my brothers. After that, I decided to leave. Now 
there is only one person in my family who has not left Yumbe.”  WNBF, Arua, M, 56 

Several reporters experienced damage and destruction to property, which compounded concerns: 

“Because I went in the bush, the villagers and neighbors wanted to kill me and they destroyed 
the house. They did not want me there.”  ADF, Butambala (outside of Kampala), M, 56 

Stigma was not a migration factor for all 

While it is clear that, for many, stigma was a defining factor of their return, it is critical for understanding 
the migration picture that there were also many interviewees who were completely accepted back by 
their family and community and did not report experiencing any stigma.  
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“They made us work on our people badly, so I feared our people.  When I went back, that was 
the time I believed for myself it was ok -- they told me no problem, you are free, it was not your 
fault.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 43 

"My mother and father gave me advice to stay at home and not remember the past so I 
remained and am living with them now." LRA, Bwongatira (outside of Gulu), M, 25 

While not directly affected by stigmatization themselves, some interviewees acknowledged that issues 
related to stigma for reporters were present: 

“I had no fear of anyone, I did not fear for my life. Some did have that fear and talked about how 
a good number had been killed. We did not have equal experiences. The majority were fine.” 
WNBF, Kampala, M, 62 

The least amount of stigma reported appeared to come from those communities which had experienced 
high rates of abduction, those that had focused on peace and reconciliation dialogue, and those where 
the rebellion had had little impact on the people in that community.   

"The LRA took me far away, up to Sudan. I didn’t disturb [my people], I was in another district, so 
I didn’t have a problem with them.  I had to talk open with them to tell the truth, the moment 
you talk to them and say the right thing, you can stay with them.  You talk to them openly, the 
way to stay in the bush is bad, so they know you do not have a bad heart.  I was trying to counsel 
them to tell them that we suffered in the bush.  I tried to discourage them who wanted to join, to 
tell them that life in the bush is not easy -- cannot have enough food, or enough rest.  So it was 
very happy for me that I could teach them."  LRA, Kampala, M, 42  

"People were very happy -- people were coming from different places for one month to see me.  
Everyone was happy. They also did prayers -- a big one by the retired Bishop -- called everyone 
together to pray for about 80 people who had returned."  LRA, Lukwor (outside of Kitgum), M, 24 

"Yes, the community knew -- but they also knew we were free people and freely surrendered.  
People were happy.  Especially my sisters." FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

Additionally, a large number of reporters experienced stigmatization but stayed regardless.   

“It was not easy to stay at home.  People were pointing and saying I was a killer.  This still 
happens now. If there is a need to leave it would be because of the high cost of rent.  But I want 
to stay here.  I am working hard to get land, but right now my problems are financial. I must 
work hard as a farmer to pay school fees for his children." LRA, Onyama (outside of Gulu), M, 31 

"I will keep staying here.  When I went back home some members of the community would abuse 
my children -- using language to say they were devils from the LRA. Some people have a bad 
response to me but that is my home and I will stay."  LRA, Paico (outside of Gulu), F, 25 
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Street vendors on a Saturday in Gulu 

(iii) Violence and fear 

War-related violence/insecurity 

During what is commonly referred to as the “emergency phase” in Uganda, which roughly lasted from 
2003-2008, over one million Ugandans were displaced due to fierce fighting between government forces 
and rebel fighters in the North and in other parts of the country. In most cases, the IDPs were forced to 
flee rural areas for the relative security of nearby camps and town centers. This period also coincided 
with the years following the signing of the Amnesty Act in 2000, which saw the demobilization and 
reintegration of tens of thousands of ex-combatants back into communities. 

Regarding his initial reintegration experience, one reporter stated:  

"I was very afraid that the rebels would come get me, but then everyone moved to the IDP 
camps and there were soldiers there and it was very hard for [the rebels] to get in."  LRA, Lukwor 
(outside of Kitgum), M, 24 

The camps proved to make far from ideal residences for most Ugandans, especially in the area of 
education. Many interviewees reported frustrations with the level of education and opportunities 
offered in the camps during the formative years of both former rebels and non-combatants, but the 
challenges faced in this area seem to have been especially difficult for those returning from the bush.  

 “I just needed to continue with studies. I was going to school at the camp but it wasn’t a good 
school at the camp.  The feeling I have now is that there are some people that hadn’t done so 
well in studies [before I left], but now they have gone ahead and passed me." LRA, Kitgum, M, 20 
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Fear of re-abduction or death if found by rebel group 

Another factor that was found to be very influential in interviewees’ movement, particularly during the 
more violent and active years of fighting, was a very real fear of re-abduction and specifically of being 
hunted down by their rebel group for desertion. Smaller communities were less able to protect 
themselves against the groups as rebels marauded through, so many, including reporters, would move 
to IDP camps or the cities with a strong army presence for safety.  Particularly in the early years of the 
Amnesty Act, this created a challenge for many reporters who were unconvinced they would truly be 
released if they reported. However, they needed to move closer to the army for protection so they were 
hiding from both armed groups. Many initially hid inside their houses until they made the decision to 
report. This suggested that there were many others that never decided to report who would have lost 
additional time in hiding which further delayed their social and economic reintegration.   

“I feared that the LRA would come back for me up there, that’s why I decided to come to 
Kampala.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 33 

“I was just fearing that in case they get you again then of course they would just kill you because 
you escaped. I mostly was just not moving -- I would stay close to home, because I was having 
the fear.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 45 

“I wasn’t expecting them, but as the LRA came closer I became more afraid. I used to go stay in 
the churches -- especially at night. I would leave the older children at home and take the younger 
children.”  LRA, Mbale, F, 41  

Some women reported fear of death from rebel husbands for escaping:  

“My husband was an LRA commander. He was hunting me down to kill me.”  LRA, Gulu, F, 28 

As with stigma, others experienced similar fears but did not migrate either because they were still 
drawn to stay or because they had no opportunity to leave.   

Fear of government reprisal  

There was still severe tension involving arrests by government forces of individuals associated with rebel 
groups into the mid-2000s, some reportedly continuing at present. For some this has made the “fear of 
being watched by government” less theoretical and more of a tangible concern. 

“I had that fear that the government would have that wrong concept about me and they would 
get me. I did not fear others in the LRA or being re-abducted.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 37 

 “I fear the government, so that is reason why I wanted to leave the country. I am open about my 
past, but they treat me differently because of it -- whenever there are problems, they think that 
these are the people, perpetrators of these problems. I feel so insecure because when we were 
coming from the bush there were some friends of mine who were killed, so they blame me -- they 
think that the people that were killed were killed by people like me. This is still my main concern, 
and I still want to leave the country. “ ADF, Kampala, M, 35 

“I was afraid the government would arrest me and take me to Luzira prison. If you were in the 
town they would pick you up and take you to prison.”  WNBF, Arua, M, 49 
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This fear caused many to look for larger cities where they could be anonymous, or to move out of the 
country entirely.   

“I feared for my life [that government wanted to kill me]. I fled to Kenya for some time.” ADF, 
Kampala, M, 35 

“[Government forces] came in the night and took us to Luwero to get us to join UPDF. After that, 
relatives decided to send me to Kampala.” ADF, Kampala, F, 28 

“I knew people were following me, but I could disappear in Kampala and I would be protected. I 
didn’t have my passport so I could not leave. Here [in Kampala], the government does not have a 
problem with us.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 35 

(iv) Land tenure issues  

Land and economic concerns are intrinsically interrelated and both are prominent issues for Ugandans 
overall.  However, due to reporters’ extended absence and stigma, land issues appear to have been 
exacerbated for interviewees.  Land was often sold off or redistributed in their long absence due to 
family members’ assumption of death. In some cases, land was grabbed as a direct result of stigma for 
joining the rebellion, and still in other cases, the absence of the reporter presented an opportunity for 
neighbors to obtain additional land amidst a growing scarcity. Due to the violence and insecurity, 
documentation of land rights was often lost during this time since it was frequently left in a house that 
was then destroyed.   

Another reality during this time was the displacement of entire communities for several years to IDP 
camps. Upon the return of IDPs to their communities, they would often find that others had taken their 
land, the elders had passed away and there was no authority on the matter, or that the community 
demographics had changed during the time in the camp so that the original distribution no longer met 
the needs of those returning.  Also important to note in this context is that land rights are largely 
patriarchal in most of Uganda and unmarried women have no claim to land.  

Regarding land issues, it is unclear if land scarcity has driven families and communities to use former 
rebel status as an excuse not to share land upon a reporter’s return, or if the stigma from involvement 
with rebel groups alone caused the issues that reporters have experienced. Our research suggests, 
however, that these are compounding factors. 

 “Those who came back to this region and they are from this region have a very big problem with 
land. After they returned people started calling them killers and rebels -- had to step in and tell 
the AC, government had to intervene. It is still not totally solved. Our biggest problem here is the 
land problem."  WNBF, Arua, M, 51 

“The land was communal land and it was very difficult for my cousins to allow me a portion.” 
UNRF II, Arua, M, 43  

“The issue of land did cut across everyone, but for some it was the other way around, some ex-
combatants were leaders of those homes, so the issues of land didn’t apply, they were kings who 
had come back. These people were heroes, not stigmatized because they held such a high 
position and their package was so rich.” ibid 
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Land issues resulting from stigma 

Throughout the interviews, several reporters shared accounts of dealing with land issues fueled by 
stigmatization (or the use of stigmatization to mask some other underlying motive) by relatives and 
members of the community. 

Many male interviewees reported encountering issues with brothers with whom they shared communal 
plots of land: 

“All of my belongings were demolished by my brothers.  And my brothers took my land and sold 
it. I now prefer to be in Mbale because of the conflicts with my brothers in the village. The 
conflict with them is about land." LRA, Mbale, M, 39 

“My family welcomed me, but my brothers did not want to give the land back to me.” LRA, 
Kampala, M, 37 

Some interviewees reported difficulties with other family members: 

“I have no land in Luwero -- the land that was there, my father’s relatives took it away because 
they didn’t like what I did.”  ADF, Luwero/ Mukono, F, 39 

Others cited stigmatization from neighbors as the primary reason for being driven from their land: 

 “We have land in Yumbe, but I cannot use the land because they saw me as the enemy. They still 
do. Neighbors lost relatives to us, so they cannot forgive us.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 35 

“I stayed one year freely, then in the second year, my elder brother died and the neighbors 
started quarreling with me. If I was digging, the neighbors would come to disturb me, they 
wouldn’t disturb my brothers. They would do this just because I was a rebel.  People in the 
community sent a policeman to arrest me. The policemen said I had to pay 200,000sh and they 
would go away -- so my brother sold a cow and they released me.  But after that I decided to go 
away.”  WNBF, Arua, M, 38 

“My community in the village was not happy. They said we were the ones who killed their people 
and they wanted our land. The clan leaders and [local councilors] were trying to assist me with 
this because they knew me, but it was still very difficult.” LRA, Kampala, M, 33 

Still others asserted their land issues were tied to stigmatization by community leaders and officials: 

“The reason I do not have land is the ADF. The elders in the community were telling my father 
‘this boy is not good in this community of ours.’ I am the elder son but this land it is my father’s 
and now it is not for me.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 35 

“The problem was when I moved back to my village they hated me so much. I was just there 
digging, I had a small land. They did not want me there because I was a rebel. I had land but 
some was grabbed by my family, they hated me. The government came and told them to do it. 
They thought I was already dead so my brothers sold it.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 48 
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While land wrangles have been typically left to local and traditional authorities to sort out, reporters’ 
protected status under the law (with regards to discrimination) gives the Amnesty Commission authority 
to intervene in land cases which stem from stigmatization. 

"Mostly the Amnesty Commission lobbies for us -- they are like our lawyers -- if we have a 
problem with land, when it is left to us, then we cannot do anything, but Amnesty can step in 
and reason for us and speak for us -- it  works like a bridge to link the issues." WNBF, Arua, M, 51 

Land issues resulting from absence 

Due to high population growth rates and other factors, land has become increasingly scarce in Uganda, 
which has fueled land grabs across the country in recent years. Interviews indicated that reporters’ long 
absences away from land while fighting made them an easy target for land grabs: 

“Land grabs are affecting everyone. When people leave for any reason, people will grab their 
land. The populations are increasing but the land remains limited.” WNBF, Arua, M, 40 

“I never returned to Bududa because I received word that my land had been grabbed while 
gone.” FOBA, Mbale, M, 59 

Family members were reportedly also responsible for the sale or redistribution amongst the clan of a 
reporters’ land over the course of the individual’s extended absence, largely due to the family having 
moved on after assuming that absence was related to the death of the individual: 

”My land had been sold because they thought I was dead.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 39 

“By that time, I did not have a permanent place to resettle. The land that was customary land 
was being occupied and didn’t have any space for me.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 37 

Many non-combatants returning from IDP camps had similar problems due to their extended absence:  

“The bad thing was that I found that the land of our father had been taken away. When my 
family came back from the camp in 2007, the land was gone. They said our family could just 
have this small piece of land -- the rest had been taken. My father said that now everyone has to 
look for his own way, because he cannot accumulate all of you here. I tried to talk to the local 
counselor, and they were no help -- they said the elders know where the boundary is and if they 
say that is the boundary that is it. They said we would have to go court. It is in the court now.” 
LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

Land issues due to gender 

“After my parents died, the neighbors tried to take our land, but now my brothers have taken it 
and I have no access.” LRA, Lamola, F, 32 

(v) Loss of house, material possessions, and family/social structure 

Loss of primary housing 

Apart from land, many reporters also cited the lack of a physical structure in which to live as a factor 
pushing them to leave.  Many houses were destroyed as a result of the fighting -- some rebel houses 
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were targeted by the government or the community while others were destroyed in a land grab as the 
presence of a structure on land in many areas determines ownership.  

“My house was destroyed; the buildings were the only proof I owned the land.” UNRF I & II, Arua, 
M, 60 

“It was not safe in Koboko -- they burned everything, all the house is all gone.” WNBF, Kampala, 
M, 45 

“If I had accommodation and my land to cultivate I would have stayed.”  WNBF, Arua, M, 40 

Individuals often were able to stay with family or friends initially upon their return but those 
approaching adulthood needed to leave that situation and get a house of their own to accommodate 
their family.   

“There is no problem in the community or in my village either. But I had no place to stay and I am 
a parent now, so there is no way to keep myself there.“ LRA, Mbale, M, 39 

“I sat my father and brothers down and told them [I was moving away] -- they said there is no 
way we can stop you. My father thought it was a bad idea, he wanted me to stay, but since there 
was no place for me to stay he had to agree.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

Loss of all material positions  

In addition to the loss of one’s house, reporters often had to start over with nothing.  It was for this 
purpose that those in Uganda received a reinsertion package including a mattress, and some household 
basics such as a pot, a jerry can and some seeds for planting.  

“Life is so much more difficult for me because everything of mine was finished, they took it. I’m 
starting from scratch and I am old.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 44 

“When we came back, all the houses were burned, animals we had -- all taken away by the 
rebels -- the whole community was affected. I feel my problems are the same as everyone else’s 
who were not in the rebel group for the most part, but my house was destroyed and my family 
was displaced. I have nothing because I was a rebel. I do feel different. I was the same as 
everyone before. But now I am different. Those others are good now, I am not.” WNBF, Kampala, 
M, 62 

Decimation of family/social network  

Violence, poverty and illness were all constant realities in many of these communities, with interviewees 
frequently returning to their community of origin to find family members deceased. In some cases the 
reporters were aware of this, whereas often they learned this news upon their return.  Family networks 
are very important in Uganda and the lack of a family to return to often had a very large impact on an 
ex-combatant’s decision to return or migrate.   

“My family was displaced, there was no one left in Arua.”  WNBF, Kampala, M, 62 

“My parents could provide some help, but then my mother died in 2005, and my father died in 
2009, so I could not sustain and couldn't stay in that house.” LRA, Mbale, F, 54 
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Extended family networks are also strong in Uganda and many were able to connect with their family in 
that way, but often ended up migrating regardless.   

“My father died when I was young and my mother died of disease while I was gone. I lived with 
my older brother when I returned.”  LRA, Bungatira (outside of Gulu), M, 24 

“I knew there was no one there that could take me. I am a total orphan because my parents died 
while I was gone. My brother and sister were still in the village so I stayed with my brother. But I 
had no one to provide for me, so I had to leave. My brother had a big family so he could not 
support me.”  LRA, Mbale, M, 42 

In addition, stigmatization appeared to be fueled by resource limitations causing many to not be 
accepted by their extended family members.   

“My parents died when I was in the bush -- I just found out when I returned. At first, I stayed 
home with family but the reception was very poor because the house that my then husband had 
built, they had sold, so they knew that by my coming back I would try to get it back. And I did, 
but failed. I tried to go to my uncle’s place, but he would not allow me there -- they knew I would 
bring trouble about the house -- that I had been in ADF contributed to that. Even to today they 
don’t want to associate with me, only the brother who is sick will still talk to me.” ADF, Kampala, 
F, 35 

Many interviewees even reported not returning at all because they had no family left in their hometown 
(WNBF, Kampala, M, 28; WNBF, Kampala, M, 46; WNBF, Kampala, M, 52). 

Wife left or remarried 

Some interviewees reported leaving their community of origin upon discovering that their spouse had 
left them and/or moved away without them. This phenomenon seemed most common in areas where 
reporters had several wives. Male interviewees referred to this as “wife grabbing.”  

“I had three wives when I went to the bush, but when I came back they had gone. I went to 
Yumbe, but they said you are a bad man from the bush, started talking bad language to me and 
told me I should leave the area. My wives had nothing to eat, so they left me with 12 children.” 
WNBF, Arua, M, 56 

(vi) Psychological challenges 

A few interviewees reported that ongoing memory associations or triggers in their communities were a 
factor in their migration. None of the reporters believed this to be a primary push factor, but it was 
present amongst the sample and factored into some reporters’ desire to leave their community.   

“I have the dreams, the nightmares. My relatives died there, so there are bad memories with 
that place.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 57 

“Bad memories disturbed me for some months, and this is a reason I refused to stay that side.  
Because if I could observe the environment, I still see the same area where I had been 
operating.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 43 
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(vii) Lack of health services 

Many interviewees reported returning from war with injuries such as bullet wounds and bomb splinters.  
Others developed illnesses such as AIDS or other health complications that could not be treated in their 
communities. This was not a frequent finding amongst the sample, but an important factor for those 
reporters who dealt with such physical issues.    

“I am a diabetic so I come to Arua for treatment in several month blocks.” WNBF, Koboko/ Arua, 
M, 56 

“I was abducted with several others -- the others are all dead, and even me I am now dead -- I 
have AIDS.” WNBF, Arua, M, 44 

(viii) IDP camps 

Ugandan IDP camps were operating for decades, and many interviewees, especially in the North, 
reported returning to camps immediately following their return from rebel groups. The camps 
presented several difficult challenges for IDPs (including ex-combatants) such as poor education, public 
health issues, and lack of opportunities, forcing many to move to other locations even before the camps 
had closed. When the camps did close, ex-combatants with few other options were forced to decide 
where to go -- often following either immediate or extended family members to ancestral land which 
commonly involved issues over land tenure upon their return.   

PUSH FACTORS - Other (non-origin) community  

While most interviewees reported having migrated only once (to their present location), a few reporters 
indicated having moved multiple times. While push factors largely remained consistent irrespective of 
number of moves, there appeared to be a few push factors specific to multiple-destination migration 
among the sample.  

(i) “Not my home” 

For the same reason as many initially reported wanting to return home, many interviewees reported 
feeling disconnected and out of place in their new cities.  They felt lonely there and wished to return to 
their community of origin. 

(ii) Urban cost of living 

Urban centers are usually more expensive and while a primary draw is economic, the reality is that the 
high cost of living often makes it impossible to sustain daily living.  It can also be very difficult to find a 
job in Kampala and even those who are successful often end up working unpredictable day labor.  Many 
are unable to cover rent or other basic necessities as cost of living exceeds income. 

“I stayed in Kampala for two years; I left because life was too difficult and rent was too high.” 
ADF, Masaka, M, 30 

(iii) End of employment or additional support 

Many interviewees were able to live in Kampala after finding work or by depending on relatives or 
friends.  These situations were often fragile and any change quickly meant that living there became 
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unsustainable.  Additionally, many groups providing training or education were a draw to cities, but 
when that assistance ended it became untenable to remain.   

“When I first got here, I stayed with my friend for two years. He was a lorry driver. I told the lorry 
driver I was in ADF, and he was so understanding at first, but then other people came and 
twisted the story.” (As a result this man lost his job and his housing)  ADF, Mutundwe (outside of 
Kampala), M, 41 

“In Kampala I was going to my husband’s family. His mother welcomed me -- stayed there for 
around two months. The old woman was welcoming, but the other relatives were not. I went to 
the in-laws house but they chased me away because I had left with the husband, but the 
husband didn’t make it back, they felt I could have seduced him to take part in that undertaking 
that took his life.” ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

“When I came here I found a colleague that I fought with in ADF, so when I came, that colleague 
and wife accommodated me for five months. But then I had to find my own place.” ADF, 
Kampala, M, 35 

(iv) Extreme stigmatization 

While many reporters interviewed found that their new communities had less stigma, often the case 
was that the individual simply had not been open about their past and, when discovered, extreme 
stigma was experienced. Some female reporters stated that their husbands had left them after 
discovering their past.   

“A few people knew I had been in ADF -- I found it a problem because people would look at me 
suspiciously like I was a problem person.” ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

4.5d Pull factors 

As previously discussed, pull factors are defined by Lee as “the aspects that attract one to another area” 
(Lee, 1966). Again, as with push factors, we observed a large degree of convergence between the 
migration literature and the ex-combatant migration experiences amongst the sample. Yet, several 
factors specific to ex-combatant status did emerge from the research, such as lack of stigma and the 
draw of the Amnesty Commission for assistance, which we also explored in the interviews.  Generally, 
interviewee migration was found to be motivated by not one, but multiple combined factors, though 
often driven by a single overarching primary push or pull factor such as extreme stigmatization, property 
loss, or a job offer. 

General economic opportunities were a pull factor for 56.2% of the migrants interviewed. It was by far 
the most common pull factor found. Additionally, 9.1% had a specific job offer that pulled them to a 
particular city, which is also economic in nature. The next most common pull factors were family and 
friends that could provide assistance, housing or advice. Many moved to larger communities due to the 
heightened anonymity and the lack of stigma they hoped to find there. The figure below (Figure 14) 
shows the percentages of interviewees who indicated each factor as a contributing reason they were 
drawn to his/her new community.   
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Figure 14 - PULL Factors 

 

Quantitative fieldwork undertaken by Dr. Anthony Finn during Aug-Sep 2011 found that pull factors for 
reporters were primarily family and friends, housing, and economic opportunities. Those findings are 
largely consistent with the findings of this study (see figure 15), especially given that family, friends, 
housing and economic opportunities were found to be largely intertwined (as discussed later in this 
section). While most moved to a more urban location due to pull factors such as economics, anonymity 
and lack of stigma, several were drawn not to an urban center, but to other villages by availability of 
land or to live with family. As with push factors, a differentiation must be made between what pulled 
individuals to other communities versus what pulled them home.  

PULL FACTORS - Other Communities 

As the literature and data both indicate, decisions are almost always a result of a combination of factors.  
Reporters discussed the interplay of various pull factors on their decision to migrate:  

“The decision to shift to Kampala depended on many things -- work, cost of living. There were no 
relatives or friends in Kampala, but I thought I would not struggle to get a job. The conditions of 
living in Arua [made it] difficult to go back to Arua. I…was afraid the people would hate me and 
want me to leave and my life would be in danger. In Kampala no one cares and you are free --  
that is what I had heard.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 28 

“I just came direct to Kampala. I came to Kampala because I don’t have the land and the money, 
so I came here to make some business. I decided to come here because I had heard there are 
many jobs. I also have friends that I stay with. Staying here in Kampala is better because I am 
closer to any assistance AC can give me.”  LRA, Kampala, F, 25 

(i) Perception/expectation of economic opportunities  

Like many people in East Africa and across the globe, cultivating sustainable livelihoods continues to 
persist as a major challenge. A significant portion of the general population in Uganda moves frequently 
for economic opportunity -- some to border towns, others to Nairobi and Southern Sudan -- but most 
travel directly to the capital and largest urban area in the country, Kampala.  They come to Kampala due 
to the relatively high number of potential opportunities for both skilled and unskilled labor. 
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“So many go to Kampala -- they go look for a living.” WNBF, Arua, M, 69 

"I went there [to Kampala] because my people were suffering at home and I was not getting 
money." WNBF, Arua, M, 44 

“I did not return home -- I thought it best to go directly to Kampala for jobs.”  ADF, Kampala, M, 
35 

Kampala 

Kampala has been an incredibly popular destination for a variety of reasons, but primarily due to the 
economic possibilities there. Many have found it to be much easier to find work in Kampala than in 
other places: 

 “I was told there'd be more opportunities in Kampala.” ADF, Kampala, F, 40 

“I picked Kampala because there are better chances of getting a job here.” ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

 “Some others went back to school, but for me I was old enough, so I came to Kampala looking 
for my own work.” LRA, Kampala, M, 43 

"I was looking to stay in a good place in which I can work and get money. I stay in Kampala 
because in our place there is no work, we just come here because we can get work.  I left Arua 
because there is no job, but if you come here to Kampala you get a job because there are many.”  
WNBF, Kampala, M, 42 

Most went to Kampala looking for any job. While some were able to find jobs in their area of 
experience, the combination of factors resulted in most working in manual daily labor -- as a porter, in 
construction, digging, or other informal and sporadic work.   

“For money I just did some porter work, or help with builders.” FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

“You can load a vehicle here. This pays the rent. It is not always enough to send back to my wife 
and children.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 58 

“I came to look for assistance, I didn’t expect to find a job but hoped I would. Loading -- people 
from Sudan, helping them -- getting work.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 48 

Some were encouraged to go to Kampala because they spoke English and felt they could have an 
opportunity to work and have access to better jobs because of their language skills.   

“I thought I could be most competitive in Kampala for jobs because I knew English. They say in 
Kampala you can get some people who know English properly, you can use the language and it is 
easier to find work, so you can get something little. Most of us knew English, some know a little, 
some know more. Many remained in my village because they do not know English.” LRA, 
Kampala, M, 24 

“Most of the others in our group decided to go and dig because of language -- they did not have 
English or Luganda skills. Language is a problem, so they can only dig. My parents did not know 
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English, but it was important to them that I learn, so they sent me to school and followed up.” 
WNBF, Kampala, M, 53 

Even in Kampala, however, livable wages and job security have remained scarce, and have appeared to 
be declining in recent years. 

"I chose Kampala because the chances of getting employment are higher, it is easier to secure 
employment, unlike other areas. But I couldn’t find work.” ADF, Kampala, F, 30 

"I thought there would be jobs - but there is no work. Sometimes I would get jobs in construction. 
I currently have no job." LRA, Mbale, M, 39 

"I expected my situation would improve by moving to Kampala.  In reality I didn't find jobs -- I 
would have had to have startup capital." ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

Some interviewees added that they do not have the skills or qualifications to secure long-term 
employment in Kampala. 

“Getting even food is a problem. I’m not working, I gamble around, get food from neighbors. I 
have just finished the course of tailoring a couple months ago and am too new for anyone to give 
me a job and I don’t have capital to start my own business.” FOBA, Mbale, M, 59 

“Actually I have been moving around and trying to get friends to connect me with other jobs 
around -- maybe selling papers etc. -- but the qualifications are the problems, they ask for a 
diploma but I don't have that." FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

Other District Capitals 

Other popular destinations for economic reasons were the local district capitals.  These also had a higher 
chance of finding employment although many were unsuccessful and eventually continued to move to 
Kampala.   

"Here in Arua, you get 4,000 a day to dig, in Maracha, 1,500 for the day." WNBF, Arua, M, 55 

“I wanted my own home and a job. I was born near Mbale -- so being a local person I thought it 
could be easier to find a job here.” LRA, Mbale, M, 62 

"Mbale has some jobs, so it’s better.  There are not enough jobs in my village. Others who were 
in the LRA are also here. They have the same problems. For money some do some machine work 
or construction." LRA, Mbale, M, 42 

“I chose [Kitgum] because I could do my tailoring here.”  LRA, Lolojo, F, 32 

Some preferred these options to Kampala due to the relatively low economic cost.  

“Instead of going to Kampala, which is very expensive and I cannot manage, I decided to come to 
Arua.” WNBF, Arua, M, 51 
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Foreign Destinations 

Many have migrated outside of the country in search of economic opportunities.  

“I considered Nairobi, I went there in 2003, but I did not find work. And I went again. I stayed for 
two weeks and came back. I had no friends or family. I went for business with a friend. We had 
heard there might be an opportunity, but it was not good. 2008, I went to Iraq for one year. I 
went as a guard.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 44 

Access to land is also an economic opportunity and the two factors are intertwined in many cases.   

(ii) Firm job offers 

An unexpectedly large percentage (9.1%) of reporters was pulled to their destination by a pre-agreed 
job offer. The large majority of these offers were from security firms that had recruited those with 
military or weapons experience. According to one reporter, the requirements for being recruited 
included, “Amnesty Certificate, an LC1 letter, passport sized photo, three reference letters, and results 
receipt [from Senior 4 education level], and you also have to speak English. They ask you if you have any 
experience concerning something with force.“  

“In fact when I was in Gulu, I heard I could get a simple job to help me keep up my life, so I joined 
this private security.” LRA, Kampala, M, 52 

“My friend called me and said if you want a job come this way, there are jobs for security. I said 
it is possible if we agree it is good on me.” LRA, Kampala, M, 42 

Some were also assisted by the government -- either by the army at the time of demobilization, or by 
other government entities -- to obtain such jobs.   

“Being a man, I work with a security organization, and I am a CFP as well. That is the work I am 
doing. I got the advice from Amnesty Commission. I wanted to go back to the army but Amnesty 
said, ‘no, you should work with this private company.’ I have been working with them for two 
years. I like the work. But the payment is low. Many reporters do this job. We have very many 
groups with that -- LRA, ADF. This helps being a CFP as well, knowing what people are doing.” 
LRA, Kampala, M, 33 

These jobs are not specific to one group or another, although individuals currently employed by the 
firms tend to recruit other former colleagues that they knew in the bush.   

“Others are there -- many that were in LRA. And some from ADF, other groups -- we are all 
friends.” LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

These security jobs appeared to be a significant draw for former interviewees as the offer of permanent 
and salaried work is very rare for many of them.  Unfortunately, several interviewees felt the companies 
were not treating them fairly and indicated that their salaries were still not enough to cover the costs in 
Kampala.   

“Actually, the nature of the job is not so good because they underpay, over work, things are 
expensive, rents are very expensive, so the money we get we cannot save, we just get the money 
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to survive. Since I came, I have never gone home because I cannot save any money, I have never 
gone to see my parents.” LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

“I got a small job for guarding. Since 2009, I worked at different companies -- I shifted to a 
different job because they started delaying the salaries.  I was at the first firm for one-and-a-half 
years, but then shifted to another company.” LRA, Kampala, M, 40 

(iii) Family members or friends  

Family 

Family often played an important part in an interviewee’s decision to move to a new location: 

“My mother’s family was in Arua. They rang me and so I came. I then stayed with them.” WNBF, 
Arua, M, 44 

“I have a cousin who invited me to come here [to Mbale] and keep the home because he was 
leaving for Sudan. I care for his children here.” LRA, Mbale, F, 54 

In addition to social support and a place to stay, some family members were able to offer other 
assistance as well: 

“I talked to my sister, and she welcomed me to come to Kampala. I stayed at my sister’s for two 
years. And my sister was a little bit well off so she could give me everything I wanted.” ADF, 
Kampala, F, 27 

In many cases the arrangement proved unsustainable and the reporter would eventually find housing 
somewhere else. 

“I had relatives there [in Kawempe] -- I stayed with them for seven months. I left that house to 
another place in the same area and started staying with my brother where I live now.” ADF, 
Kampala, F, 32 

“My nephew was here in Kampala -- I stayed with him for three years and then I started living by 
myself.” LRA, Kampala, M, 45 

“I moved to Butambala because my brother was there. But not many opportunities, just digging. 
The neighbors, treat me better, but things are not good for jobs, so I often come to Kampala to 
look for work.” ADF, Butambala (outside of Kampala), M, 56 

Upon leaving IDP camps, several interviewees moved with their family to a family destination.  Many of 
the reporters were still children when they left the camps so were more in a position to follow than to 
lead.    

“I did not go back to Lapyem -- during that time we lost our father -- people who remained in 
Lapyem did not want my mother to have the land even before the war.  So she decided to go 
where her family was -- to Lamola (near Kitgum).  By then I was so young, so I was following my 
mother’s decision. But now if I can follow through with education, I want to go back.” LRA, 
Kitgum, M, 20 
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“I went with my family to where our land was -- eight in my family -- mother, sister, brother, 
brother’s wife, their two children, uncle and me  (father died of sickness).” LRA, Lukwor (outside 
of Kitgum), M, 24 

Friends 

Many who experienced stigma from their family at home were unable to reach out to family networks 
elsewhere. However, due to the high level of migration in Uganda, many interviewees already knew 
people in other cities, providing them an additional opportunity. Some interviewees also maintained 
contact with other ex-combatants that they had known in the bush, providing them an expanded 
network. 

“I knew friends there because I went to school in Kampala before the rebel group.” WNBF, 
Kampala, M, 46 

“I had friends in Kampala. I communicated to them and explained to them my problem and they 
accepted. I stayed with my friend for 2006-2007.” LRA, Kampala, M, 29 

Some interviewees reported moving to a particular location primarily due to the presence of a former 
colleague in their rebel group: 

“I didn’t think of anywhere other than Kampala as an option…because I had a former colleague 
who had been in ADF staying in Kampala -- so I moved to Kampala to stay with that friend. She 
let me stay with her, but just for a limited time. I stayed there for three years.” ADF, Kampala, F, 
38 

In most cases, interviewees recognized that staying with friends was only a short-term solution, 
eventually moving on after achieving some level of stability in their new location, though a few reported 
moving on due to the burden they felt they were placing on their friends: 

“I stayed with my friend for two years. When I got here -- it was ok for some time, but deep down 
in my heart, I felt I was not being fair to the person I was staying with, because I wasn’t 
contributing any money.” ADF, Kampala, F, 40 

No friends, no family 

While a significant number of reporters were pulled by the presence of family or friends, it is also 
important to note that many reporters were not deterred by the lack of such connections and still 
moved with no known contacts waiting at their destination. 

“I didn’t know anyone in Kampala. I am here by myself, no one knows me, I have no relatives no 
friends when I came -- the friends I have, I got here.”  LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

“When I got here I was stranded, I didn’t know anyone, just started staying on the street. I 
stayed there for two weeks then got a friend who assisted me - a lady - and the lady let me come 
live with her and work in her house. I stayed with that lady for six months, then saved enough to 
rent a place by myself.” LRA, Kampala, F, 29 
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 (iv) Access to other land  

This factor often worked in tandem with the draw of family to other rural destinations.   

“My uncles and aunts live in Mukono so they would provide me with basic needs to take back to 
Luwero. Also in Mukono there is a lot of land where I can dig -- my aunt and uncle’s land.” ADF, 
Luwero/Mukono, F, 39 

(v) Freedom from fear and stigmatization 

As previously discussed in Section 4.5b, social exclusion, stigma and discrimination were significant Push 
Factors in interviewees’ decisions to migrate. Consequently, it was not surprising to find that a particular 
location’s ability to offer freedom from such issues was a significant draw for these individuals. 
Furthermore, it was found that interviewees driven from their communities by violence and fear were 
pulled to their destination communities for many of the same reasons, which interviewees characterized 
as anonymity, lack of stigma, and increased security. 

Anonymity  

In response to being pushed from their communities by fear of retribution by rebel groups or the 
government, as well as stigma in their home communities, many interviewees reported being pulled to 
larger cities by the possibility of anonymity.  As explored previously in Section 4.5b, many ex-combatants 
found it impossible to continue residing in their communities of origin due to stigmatization and fear, 
and the anonymity of large urban centers offered them a fresh start. This was especially true of those 
interviewees who returned prior to the Amnesty Act or while fighting was still ongoing.   

“To a great extent it is anonymous here compared to my village where everyone knew about my 
past.” ADF, Mutundwe (outside of Kampala), M, 41 

“My mother thought it best for me to come to Kampala where everyone minds their own 
business.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 44 

“In Arua they might look at you badly…but after you’ve stayed for a long time, they forget that 
you were a rebel. They saw that I was not doing anything.” WNBF, Arua, M, 44 

Although their new community offered a higher level of anonymity than their previous one, some 
reporters continued to feel compelled to keep a very low profile due to fear of re-capture or reprisal: 

“I am just being sheltered in Kampala but don’t move around much -- I still fear going outside 
because I would be picked again.” ADF, Kampala, M, 36 

 “I only stayed inside the house -- because I had not yet reported to any authority so if they 
caught me, I would have been arrested.” ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

“I was afraid the government would arrest me and take me to Luzira – then, if you were in the 
town they would pick you up and take you to prison.” WNBF, Arua, M, 49 
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Lack of Stigma 

Stigma by the community and family members weighed heavily on many reporters and thus they were 
anxious to find a destination that would provide them a different environment.  

"There is no stigma in Pece. People know I was in the LRA, but there is no stigma. I am just 
treated on how I behave." LRA, Pece, M, 31 

A common theme which permeated such interviews revolved around reporters’ sense of “freedom.”  

“Here you are just free, they don’t call you names or care.” LRA, Kampala, M, 53 

“Our issues right now, especially in Yumbe, people run away to places where there is freedom. 
People make allegations in Yumbe and places like that which forces people to come to Arua. In 
Arua, there is nothing like that.” UNRF I & II, Arua, M, 60 

"I've seen no problem. People know and I’m a free man." WNBF, Kampala, M, 52 

Another common theme encountered throughout the interviews centered on “peace.” 

“Life from village to town is different. In the village, many do not understand well. We came to 
Kampala to get some peace. There were opportunities in Gulu, but the relatives would talk. Here, 
there are many tribes and I feel at peace.” LRA, Kampala, M, 38 

In speaking of stigma, some interviewees drew a distinction between rural and urban communities. 

“It was a town so people were accepting.” LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

“You know all the people in town, there is a difference in people in town and the people in the 
village.  In town there is not so much stigma.” ADF, Kampala, M, 38 

“People in Arua are more open-minded and literate than the village.” WNBF, Arua, M, 56 

While most interviewees in urban communities reported being open about their past and facing no 
negative consequences, others have been largely silent and secretive about their past, using the 
anonymity of larger towns and cities to avoid the issue of stigma altogether.  The latter was particularly 
common for women.   

Increased security  

Particularly during the emergency phase in Uganda, people were drawn either to cities with a barracks 
that could protect them from the rebel groups or to Kampala where there was no rebel fighting.   

(vi) Marriage 

Many women move for marriage, however many ex-combatant women are no longer seen as fit wives 
after their time in rebel groups.  These women often must look outside the traditional networks for 
finding a husband and move to locations where they can anonymously start a new life. Therefore, as 
with economic opportunities, some women move due to a specific marriage offer or because their 
husband is moving, while many move for the prospect of marriage only found through anonymity.  
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“My husband moved to Kampala for job, and I followed.” ADF, Kampala, F, 38 

“I moved to Akworo for marriage.” LRA, Akworo (outside of Kitgum), F, 18 

(vii) Vocational Training  

Several reporters, particularly in areas receiving significant NGO support, were drawn to larger cities by 
training and education. The provision of this valuable training encouraged people to move from their 
homes to access it.  Additionally, many who moved for the training then found that their newly acquired 
skills could not be utilized back in their home villages largely due to low demand or lack of tools to use in 
the village, along with other factors, and thus often stayed on in that area.   

(viii) Proximity to the Amnesty Commission 

Upon their return, most interviewees reported receiving a reinsertion package, which included 
assistance for their return home.  However, many felt that either they were promised more assistance 
or that there was a chance of more to come and thought that they could increase their chances of 
receiving additional assistance by moving closer to the Amnesty Commission headquarters in Kampala. 
Due to past experience, reporters perceived such assistance to be extremely limited and believed that 
benefits would reach those in Kampala before reaching other communities across the country. Of the 
interviewees, 10.7% stated that this was a factor in their decision to migrate, however only 3.3% of the 
interviewees indicated that it was a primary influence in their decision.   

“I wanted to be near the Amnesty office in case of additional assistance.” LRA, Mbale, M, 37 

“I just came to look for a job and be near Amnesty Commission head office. I want to be near -- 
when they call me I will just come for my money.” LRA, Kampala, M, 53 

"I decided to come to Kampala because the headquarters of Amnesty Commission was here so it 
would be easier to be assisted." LRA, Kampala, F, 29 

Some interviewees linked this phenomenon to communication challenges amongst some reporters:  

“Communication with these others is a problem because some don’t have phones, so they come 
and stay near the Amnesty Commission. Communication is a problem here at the Amnesty 
Commission.” ADF, Kampala, M, 44 

And then there were a few interviewees who demobilized via Kampala en route to home, but decided to 
stay put until the “big” assistance materializes: 

"They offered to take me home, but I stayed behind because I expected more from the Amnesty 
office. My family left Arua and came to Kampala.  I thought we would get something big so we 
could go home and build a house.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 52 

Among those interviewed who came to Kampala for these reasons, there appeared to be significant 
disappointment and frustration regarding the reinsertion packages, including the common complaint 
that reporters were initially promised resettlement assistance including such things as a house and land.  
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“The Amnesty Commission told us they would do those things, vocational training like tailoring, 
carpentry, they told us to wait. That’s why we are here. I came to Kampala waiting for these 
things from Amnesty, but also looking for a job.” LRA, Kampala, M, 53 

 “I thought the closer I was to the office I would get my housing package.” ADF, Kampala, M, 48 

Also, several interviewees who came to Kampala to be near the Amnesty Commission have yet to even 
receive the initial reinsertion package: 

“After we left WNBF, I tried to make something to look after my children, some job. Now my 
daughters were supposed to be seniors, but I cannot send them to school now. My wife has left 
because of these difficulties. In 2000, I came here looking for the Amnesty office, but they could 
not do anything. Others got the package, but I did not. I have wasted my time coming back here 
and asking.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 48 

(ix) [Hope of] Basic needs assistance 

Many who were experiencing challenges upon their return were pulled to their current destination by 
the hope of basic needs assistance from various organizations, namely large mosques and churches in 
urban areas which were widely known for distributing basic necessities for those in need.  

“You can just go to a mosque in Kampala and ask for assistance.” ADF, Kampala, M, 48 

“Here in Kampala, as per our faith, especially on prayer days, the faithful are told of the plight of 
such people, so there are some contributions.  This is not true in the village, so couldn’t even get 
a bar of soap, but here can wait for Juma Fridays and go to the mosque and come back with 
some soap or some sugar or something. There are very few Muslims in my village - initially I was 
not a Muslim, just became a Muslim after getting [married to] that man in 1994.” ADF, Kampala, 
F, 35 

 (x) Health/ Psychological services 

As with basic needs assistance and vocational training, many interviewees reported frequently finding 
that adequate health and psychological services were only available to them in the larger urban areas. 
Few of the individuals interviewed voiced issues with finding adequate health and psychosocial services, 
but for those for whom it was an issue, it was a major factor for migration.  

"They have better health center and clinics [in Laroo], but mostly I went because of my husband" 
LRA, Laroo (outside of Gulu), F, 25 

“When I came back I got very sick, got tuberculosis of the bone. Up until now the bone still hurts. 
In 2003, I went to the big hospital and they treated me there, but that bone remained like that. It 
is good for me to be around Kampala, because other places if you get sick you have to pay, but 
here it is free and it is nearby.” ADF, Kampala, M, 35  

The most common health concern among interviewees who voiced having challenges in this area was 
the continued presence of bomb splinters that continue to cause pain, especially when these individuals 
attempt physically demanding work such as digging [working land] or carrying [portering], which also 
appeared to be two of the most common means of acquiring income amongst the sample.   
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“I am continuing treatment for these bomb fragments” LRA, Kampala, M, 38 

Moving to urban areas for HIV/AIDS treatment also ranked high among interviewees who moved for 
health reasons. 

“I must go for HIV/AIDS treatment” ADF, Kampala, M, 45 

 (xi) Education (for self or children) 

Another factor weighing heavily on interviewees decisions to migrate was education for themselves and 
their children.   

“I wanted to be near Kampala so that children could get education. It is easier here because they 
learn English very well. Other places they won’t.” LRA, Kampala, M, 51 

However, education seemed to have made little impact on interviewee migration to date, but rather 
appeared to heavily influence whether they planned to stay in their current location or migrate 
elsewhere.  

While rare, several interviewees did choose to return to school upon their return, however schools were 
usually either found in their community or they were sent to boarding school, returning home upon 
completion of their studies.   

In general, the reporters voiced much concern over paying school fees, but this primarily focused the 
individual on the need for financial stability to cover such costs.   

 (xii) Proximity to initial community 

In the majority of cases, interviewees reported returning to desperate situations, which forced them to 
move elsewhere.  The reporters often found themselves with little money and few resources, making 
proximate destinations very attractive. Oftentimes, the next destination was simply the closest or 
cheapest place that they could access while still avoiding the factors that caused them to move away in 
the first place. 

“Proximity – I had thought of Jinja, but Mbale was much cheaper and closer.” LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

“I went to Kampala because the distance was short.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 58 

“[I moved to Mbale due to] proximity, low cost of relocation.” LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

Some interviewees reported having such few resources that whether or not they could walk to their 
destination factored heavily in their decision of where they would ultimately move to: 

 “It was cheaper than going to Masindi; I could foot it to Zombo.” WNBF, Arua, M, 40 

"Mbale was the only place I could walk to." LRA, Mbale, F, 41 
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PULL FACTORS - Return to Community of Origin 

Many reporters have returned to their community of origin after migrating elsewhere. The factors 
pulling them back reflect almost identically the rationales discussed above regarding the initial return 
from the bush. These include the feeling that “it is home”, that their family is there (immediate or 
extended) and they wish to return to them, that they have family obligations, the return of safety and 
security to the region, access to land or the need to protect that land from others, and housing.   

In addition, a primary driving factor for interviewees to return home was simply the removal of an initial 
push factor such as insecurity, economic need, or the reduction of stigma over time.   

"Then Amnesty [Commission] came and they said that we could come back -- But then I was 
working in Kampala and making money. Also I was fearing Amnesty and wasn’t sure, but then I 
got information from others that there was nothing wrong now, so I could come home." WNBF, 
Arua, M, 49 

“My wife called me back. She opened a small place for cooking, and then she said now you come 
back – I came back in 2003.  I wasn’t doing anything in Kampala." WNBF, Arua, M, 69 

4.5e  Evolution of migration factors over time 

Since the passage of the Amnesty Act and the formation of the Amnesty Commission in 2000, there has 
been significant change in Uganda and progress for ex-combatants.  This bears upon migration as many 
of the factors impacting ex-combatants decisions prior to the mid-2000s have since changed. In the early 
2000s many regions of the country were still active combat zones. Fear of re-recruitment, retaliation 
and destruction by rebel groups acting in Uganda was high and the concerns very real. At the same time, 
many ex-combatants did not trust the Amnesty Commission’s neutrality and took several years to report 
due to fear of the government. Many ex-combatants never reported. Anecdotal evidence as to why 
points initially to lack of trust, and more recently to lack of perceived benefit by the ex-combatant. The 
combination of fear of the rebel groups and the government were expressed as significant aspects of 
the push factors causing ex-combatants to migrate. One common experience was the inability to work in 
their communities due to fear of being seen by the rebels or the government. In the early 2000s many 
ex-combatants were still in jails and others feared being incarcerated if caught. Several reporters 
interviewed spent significant periods of time hiding in the house and eventually migrated away to a 
location where they would be anonymous. Additionally, community members often feared being seen 
as opponents of the rebels, the government or both groups and thus would force ex-combatants to 
leave if found. Thankfully both the perception and reality seems to have since changed. Other 
communities were unable to accept back children who were only survivors of large abductions when the 
trauma was still fresh.  

Additionally, due to a combination of factors including insecurity, a desire to reunite families and the 
large numbers of ex-combatants returning at once, many reporters stated that they had no choice in 
their initial destination after their return from the bush.  While the majority desired to return home, and 
was in fact returned home, in some cases this was not in the best interest of the individual. Some were 
fully aware of factors that would make it impossible to successfully reintegrate in that community and 
thus eventual migration was virtually assured. As evidenced by the literature, many individuals originally 
joined rebel groups due to what they deemed impossible circumstances in their home communities 
including lack of economic opportunities, lack of land, community discrimination, political factors or 
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family problems. In these cases they were simply returned to those circumstances but with even greater 
obstacles after years in the bush.  Most of these situations have since resulted in migration. 

4.5f Summary and conclusion 

• While the primary reason for migration was economic hardship, interviewees were compelled to 
migrate for reasons specific to their association with rebel groups, most notably extreme stigma, 
lost years of education, work experience and earned income, and land-related issues. 

• Generally, interviewee migration was found to be motivated by not one, but multiple combined 
factors, though often driven by a single overarching primary push or pull factor such as extreme 
stigmatization, property loss, or a job offer. 

• The choice to return or not return to one’s community of origin was complex and nuanced, 
often involving many factors. Most interviewees, however, voiced a strong desire to return 
home at some time during their migration experience, and most actually did, if only for a short 
period of time.  

• The most common reason for wishing to return to one’s community of origin after 
demobilization centered on the profound desire to return “home” or to one’s “homeland,” 
which was largely perceived by interviewees to still possess all the benefits of being “home.” 

• Many interviewees, mainly those who went through reception centers, were given no 
alternative choice but to be returned to their community of origin. Numerous reporters 
returned without major incident, though several indicated that they would have not returned to 
their community at that point in time if given the choice, and would have opted instead to 
migrate elsewhere, given deteriorating security, economic, education, and social conditions in 
many areas. 

• Those who had the choice and did not return home at first did so due to reasons ranging from 
fear of reprisal, discrimination and death, to the belief that better opportunities awaited 
elsewhere. 

• Family and social networks were found to be the primary factors that facilitated migration 
decisions and plans amongst interviewees. Language was also found to facilitate moves to other 
locations. Likewise, the lack of family/social networks and language skills emerged as significant 
obstacles impeding interviewees’ movement to new communities. 

• Extreme stigma, followed by economic hardship, land issues due to absence, fear and threats, 
and stigmatization by family members, were found to be the most commonly cited reasons for 
leaving a particular community (primary push factors), though interviewees also reported being 
pushed by psychological challenges, loss of house/ material possessions, lack of health services, 
and the deteriorating conditions in IDP camps. 

• Commonly cited push factors in leaving a non-origin community were that it was “not home,” 
the high cost of urban living, the end of employment or support, and extreme stigma. 

• Perception of economic opportunities (including firm job offers), family/friends assistance, and 
freedom from fear and stigmatization were found to be the most commonly cited reasons for 
being drawn to a particular community (primary pull factors), though interviewees also reported 
being pulled for access to other land, marriage, training, proximity to the Amnesty Commission, 
basic assistance, health/psychological services, education (for self or children), and proximity to 
initial community. 

• Migration factors have changed over time, most notably since the end of hostilities in Uganda in 
the mid- to late-2000s. Fear of re-recruitment, retaliation and destruction by rebel groups and 
government forces had largely diminished, and stigmatization in many communities was on the 
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decline, therefore, interviewees’ current decisions to migrate were far less influenced by these 
factors as they were five or ten years ago. 

The whole of Uganda appeared to be affected to some extent by migration stemming from the 
aftermath of a string of bloody conflicts encompassing years of violence, uncertainty, social unrest, and 
economic hardship. And indeed, ex-combatants have migrated for many of the similar reasons as non-
combatants – economic hardship/opportunities, land tenure issues, destruction of property and social 
networks, displacement of family members, and compensation for years lost to war. However, it was 
found that most of the reporters interviewed had migrated for reasons specific to their former status as 
a rebel, known association with rebel groups, atrocities committed, or lost years removed from civilian 
society (living in the “bush”). Remove from the equation deep psychological impact, forced-crimes and 
atrocities, debilitating combat injuries, education/work experience/income lost, war-related 
displacement and death of family members and friends, and time spent away from property and society 
and it is arguable that far fewer of the individuals interviewed might have actually felt compelled to 
migrate as far, for as long, or migrate away at all. This does not appear to be the case for the vast 
majority of non-combatant Ugandans migrating for jobs, training, education or services who likely 
started their migration from a significantly higher baseline. 

4.6 Next steps 

The information covered in the preceding section (Section 4.5) discussed the factors which had 
impacted on interviewee migration decisions to date. However, the situation continues to evolve, as 
many interviewees confided a desire to migrate again. As most of the reporters moved out of necessity, 
they described their current situations as existing in a state of limbo [a common theme amongst the 
sample], voicing a profound desire to rebuild their lives into something sustainable and permanent.  

Nearly 50% of the interviewees voiced a desire to stay in their current community, with over 35% 
wishing to return home and just under 15% wanting to move elsewhere.  Of those planning to move 
either back home or elsewhere, very few seemed to have a tangible plan for how they would achieve 
their move.   

However, there was a significant difference in responses between men and women which impacted on 
the overall average. Nearly 80% of females planned to stay in their current community with only 12% 
wanting to return home.  Meanwhile more men planned to return home rather than stay, although their 
numbers were more balanced with around 45% wishing to return home and just under 40% wishing to 
stay. This was likely a result of the fact that male interviewees often left with the express intent of 
making additional money and then returning, whereas the female interviewees generally reported 
moving with the intent of staying on indefinitely.  

Table 6 - Next move (by sex) 

  Sex 
Total Next Move  Male Female 

Plan to stay 37.5% 78.8% 49.6% 
Want to return home 46.2% 12.1% 36.3% 
Want to move elsewhere 16.3% 9.1% 14.2% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

84 
 

The interviews revealed that an elevated percentage of those who needed startup capital or who had no 
current needs, planned to stay where they are; an elevated percentage of those who needed school fees 
for children wanted to return home; and, an elevated percentage of those who completed some 
secondary education wanted to return home (57.1% compared with 36.3%). 

Interview questions informing this section probed topics related to self-assessment of reintegration and 
current situation, level of contentment with current location, plans for the future, desire to resettle, 
reasons for leaving/moving to a location, migration decision process, challenges faced, training and 
other assistance received, family and community reception, comparisons to other reporters and 
community members, friendships, openness about the past, current and past employment, meeting 
basic needs, land ownership and access, and involvement with community and community activities 
(worship, associations, etc.). 

4.6a Intending to return home 

Of those intending to return home a small and motivated group had a tangible plan to return. Interviews 
indicated that land plays a primary role in reporters’ ability to return without facing continued extreme 
economic hardship, thus those with land solutions seemed more likely to be imminently moving. Of 
those interviewees who did not have children living with them, 70.6% wanted to return home 
(compared with 36.3% overall). Additionally, an elevated percentage of those who owned land (54.5% 
compared with 36.3% overall) wanted to return home. Finally, those who were completely open about 
their past seemed more likely to want to return home. 

Returning to land 

For some of the reporters, returning to their land is a necessary step in securing it for the future: 

“The family land is small but there is other family land 62 miles away and I have discussed with 
my brother that I will move there soon.  We are also worried that someone will take that land if 
we don't go protect it. But there is no health center up there and no good school up there so I 
haven’t moved yet.” LRA, Bungatira (outside of Gulu), M, 24 

“I want to move back to my original homeland because I am afraid that if I don’t go claim the 
land that others will because there is a lot of tension over land tenure.” LRA, Kinene (outside of 
Gulu), F, 23 

Some interviewees reported having already made visits home in preparation for a permanent move in 
the future: 

“I am thinking of moving back in the next year. Now, I sometimes go and dig in my land in Awere 
in preparation for returning within the year. It is family land.  When I get back to Awere, I will 
both farm and tailor.” LRA, Lolojo (outside of Kitgum), F, 32 

One younger interviewee intends to return home to settle after he has finished his education: 

“I want to go back after I first finish my education, then after I finish, I will figure it out.  When 
we left the IDP camp I was so young, so I was following my mother’s decision.  But now if I can 
follow through with education, I want to go back -- because where my mother comes from no 
one will give me land, so I need to go back to Lapyem and claim my father’s land. Main reason I 
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would move back to Lapyem is for land. If all goes well I want to go back and settle in our own 
land and farm and settle and develop it.” LRA, Kitgum, M, 20  

Still, others only intend to return home if their current efforts fail:  

“I will go back at end of year if I still have no job.” LRA, Kampala, M, 24 

Resuming agrarian livelihoods 

While in some environments those returning from fighting were not interested in resuming an agrarian 
livelihood, we found no evidence of reporters returning with a distaste for hard work or farming. In fact, 
most interviewees emphasized that living in the bush [as a rebel] was a very hard life -- both physically 
and mentally -- and would be very pleased to be able to return to a peaceful life of farming. 

“In the bush, you are doing the thing and it is not the aim – [in] that place, you cannot be happy -
- you are on the run -- so it was not difficult to come back and take up digging again. I was 
happy.” LRA, Kampala, M, 38 

Some of those with injuries experienced pain when farming and others currently living in Kampala 
appreciated a more urban lifestyle, but overall, no aversion to an agrarian lifestyle was found.   

“The bullet remains in my arm -- at the hospital, they found it was in the bone.  No, it isn’t 
strange to be farming again, but it hurts because of my arm.” LRA, Kitgum, M, 26 

“The situation of Kampala is not that of a village -- in the village you have to work very hard, look 
for firewood, fetch water.  Here in Kampala there is a water tap -- and given my health condition 
it is better here.” ADF, Kampala, F, 40 

Contingency factors for return 

For the large majority of those planning to return home, their plan was contingent on some level of 
success in their current city or on the provision of additional assistance. As previously discussed, there 
were many Push Factors, which led interviewees to wish to leave. Frequently in such cases, however, 
the pull to remain in the current location was too strong or the reporter had little resources to facilitate 
such a move, so they had yet to leave. 

Challenges and issues related to land were found to be perhaps the most significant impediments to 
resettlement amongst the sample: 

“Everyone has a will to return home, but right now, right now we have the issue of land 
wrangles. I don’t know of any [reporters] who have been able to return home.”  LRA, Gulu, F, 23 

“I want to reclaim my land -- but right now, no land. There is no other problem why I couldn’t go 
back.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 40 

“I want to move back home -- if I get my land back. The stigma situation is better.” WNBF, Arua, 
M, 56 
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“I have family land but now it is squeezed…but if I can get a piece of land I would return.” WNBF, 
Kampala, M, 50 

Raising enough money for the return home also appeared to be a significant impediment to 
resettlement for many of the interviewees. The underlying motivations for seeking funding, however, 
varied considerably amongst the sample. 

Some stated that they would first need to build a house in order to make such a move feasible: 

“If I can build a house, I will go back to Arua.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 55 

“Koboko is a new district, (my children) could work in health, or as administrators, or as doctors -
- in new districts there are more jobs. But I need to build a house first.  It is not dangerous there 
anymore. And most people there were fighters so there is no stigma.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 45 

“I have to wait until I have money to build a home.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 52 

Some reported that a move home was contingent upon returning with funding for an income-generating 
activity: 

“Yes, I am looking to return. If I can get startup capital to start a small business in Koboko, I 
would return because that is home, that is my original place where my family is.” LRA, Kampala, 
M, 29 

“I need to go back to Koboko. If I had something to start some business I could go.” LRA, 
Kampala, M, 43 

“I’m just planning to raise some monies to help my family, but there is nothing and things are 
worsening. But otherwise I wouldn’t like to stay here -- in Kampala there is nothing I like. I need 
to go back to the village, because even if I die here I will be taken back to the village, so there is 
no need for me to stay here. I’m not interested in staying in Kampala -- I need to go back.” LRA, 
Kampala, M, 52 

“If I had capital I would opt to go back to the village…to go do animal rearing and agriculture.” 
LRA, Mbale, M, 62 

A few candid interviewees revealed that raising funds was a matter of pride, as they felt they could not 
return with nothing: 

“I cannot say for how long I will stay in Kampala. If I get enough money I will go back to the 
village. I don’t have money, if I get money I will go home. I am also becoming mature, I have to 
marry and start my own family. I can’t go home barehanded like this.” LRA, Kampala, M, 23   

“If I had a base, if I had some money [I would return]. I can’t go back barehanded. I would need a 
job that pays better, which requires training or education that I don’t have.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 
44 

Several of the reporters said their move was contingent upon receiving outside assistance for 
resettlement: 
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“When I get assistance, I will return.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 57 

"If I get any support I will go back -- just making enough now to survive. The people in my home 
community are now ok with me, so if had some assistance I could go back and continue life 
there."  LRA, Mbale, M, 47 

Some interviewees stated that they would return to their communities when they are able to secure 
employment or when the economic climate improves in those areas: 

“If I get work in Arua, I could shift back there.  But there is no work in Arua -- I am now working 
here so I can’t go to Arua unless I get permission [from my job].” WNBF, Kampala, M, 40 

“No one is still in Palabek -- most were killed by others because of me. It is in the past, but that is 
why I do not want to go stay there -- this place I am staying in Masindi is free.  Now I want to go 
back home, now there is no problem. Even others they have gone back. Always, I was planning 
that I could buy land and go back. I am planning to go back, because I am seeing that now the 
rates are expanding -- the rate of rent and food. But I have to contribute money and go and look 
for some small, small business.” LRA, Kampala, M, 40 

“I went back to Arua, but I could not remain because of the situation. Now it is secure for us, but 
it is not good economically.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 48 

Health was also a contingency factor in moving home: 

“When I am well, I want to go back to Gulu.” LRA, Kampala, M, 53 

“I want to go and settle in the village in my home area, the problem is I do not have enough 
money to go there, or to settle my family. I want to go, to cultivate and be in my house for my 
children for my family, but there is no way out.  I am here until I get enough money and then I 
go.  But of recent I got HIV/ AIDS and I am undergoing treatment (here). This is new, I got it here 
in Kampala.  Because of HIV this is a reason to not go back now, also people fearing me, not 
looking at me good, and other such things. I need medical treatment if I fall sick.” LRA, Kampala, 
M, 52 

4.6b Intending to move on 

There were also a significant number of interviewees who did not want to stay where they were but 
faced extreme stigma in their home community and, therefore, felt they could not return.  This seemed 
particularly prevalent among those from smaller rural communities that desired to dig or raise animals 
rather than participate in the lifestyle in Kampala.  In Kampala, the high cost of living was also a driving 
factor for instilling a desire to leave. 

As with those who wished to return home, few of those intending to move to a different location had an 
action plan on how to achieve that, though most had general ideas.  

“In January, I found my father’s land so I’m currently planning, digging and preparing the land. I 
plan to move in the dry season.” LRA, Pece, M, 31 
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“I want to stay until I have enough money to move to a better place with land.” ADF, Kampala, F, 
30 

Of those interviewees wishing to move to a new location (other than their community of origin), many 
expressed a desire to move to a place where they could farm (“dig”): 

“If there is any chance to get any land in the nearest district then I would do this. The problem 
with the home village is that there is no land, and also I am fearing the community.” LRA, 
Kampala, F, 29 

“The good thing about Kampala is that it is a peaceful way of living, because when I go back to 
the village I still remember what was happening. The problem is food, with the little money we 
have, and there is nowhere you can dig. When I have money, I want to buy land and go to the 
nearest district.” LRA, Kampala, M, 29  

“I don’t have any hope of going back [to my village] again because of what they showed me 
before.  So I am not happy. Now I am just looking for another place for my family. If I can get a 
piece of land and a small house where I can run my business...I would ideally go about 20 
kilometers outside of Kampala.” ADF, Kampala, M, 35 

Others desired to move to a more urban destination, usually again for economic reasons: 

“If I shifted again [from Kitgum], I would go to Gulu because of job opportunities.” LRA, Waawo 
(Outside of Kitgum), F, 20 

“Yes, definitely [I would shift again]. I think of Nairobi or other places. Anywhere for work.” 
WNBF, Kampala, M, 56 

“I want to shift into the city, to Kampala.” LRA, Kampala, M, 51 

4.6c Planning to remain 

While many interviewees expressed a desire to move away from their current location, many have 
adjusted to their new location and appeared to be happy with their new lives.  There were also several 
reporters who expressed discontentment with their current place of residence, but had no better option 
available to them and therefore planned to stay indefinitely, which did not seem to be dictated by 
current location but rather by individual circumstance. Everyone living in a smaller district capital 
planned to stay where they were.    

Want to stay 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, an elevated percentage of those who reported feeling integrated (61.1% 
compared with 49.6% overall) planned to stay where they were, and 40% of those who did not feel 
integrated expressed a desire to move elsewhere (way up from 14.2% on average).  

“For sure, I want to stay in Mbale. I am received, I feel comfortable. If things work well in life, I 
want to make a life and stay here.” FOBA, Mbale, M, 45 

Regardless of whether or not they felt integrated, some interviewees reported that they would stay 
because they felt free from stigmatization in their new community: 
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“To a great extent it is anonymous here compared to my village where everyone knew about my 
past.” ADF, Mutundwe (outside of Kampala), M, 41 

“I wish to stay here because of that fear in my village, even today. And their life is worse there. 
You can manage [here in town] if you have something to do and the money. It is hard to convince 
those people to forget the past and move forward. It is hard to work as a community, share 
resources when people cannot trust you. They won’t listen to your problems, no one will listen to 
me. I cannot live there.” WNBF, Kampala, M, 35 

“I rent here because in the village they know I am a rebel. I can’t come back in the village.  I will 
not leave Arua because sometime if I want a job, it is in Arua.” WNBF, Arua, M, 44 

Having employment and access to opportunities for themselves and their children also appeared to feed 
interviewee desires to stay: 

 “Whatever happens I prefer staying in Kampala because the opportunities are better here. And I 
would prefer Kampala because the children get better education here than elsewhere.” ADF, 
Kampala, F, 35 

“Arua is growing into another city. People are coming to Arua and now there is a lot of money 
here. Two borders have made business good, the place is developing. If God helps, I get some 
money and maybe some land.” WNBF, Arua, M, 51  

 “I participate in a saving group. I have land. I currently have financial problems but I never think 
of leaving.” LRA, Laroo (outside of Gulu), M, 31 

Nowhere else to go 

For some, the decision to stay or to leave was not really a decision at all; the question was all but 
irrelevant given that some interviewees would remain in their community simply because they had 
nowhere else to go. 

“I don’t think about leaving because I have no other place to go and I would really suffer.” ADF, 
Kampala, F, 38 

“It never crosses my mind to move -- nowhere else to go -- I prefer to struggle where I am.” LRA, 
Gulu, F, 23 

“It's not that I like Mbale, but I have nowhere else to go.” FOBA, Mbale, M, 43 

Many of those that did not have any other place to go were still not able to return to their community of 
origin due to extreme stigma. In fact, an elevated percentage of those who either spent no time or very 
little time at home after demobilization, planned to stay where they were. Furthermore, those who 
were currently experiencing the most stigmatization planned to stay where they were; no one who was 
currently experiencing significant stigmatization wished to move elsewhere. 

“I don’t think I ever will [return home]. There are permanent people residing there and they 
cannot forget and you cannot forget because they are always there.” ADF, Kampala, M, 44 
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“I feel I would be threatened in Bukonde.” LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

However, several interviewees voiced a desire to be able to visit their communities of origin, although 
they planned to continue to stay in their current community.   

“I want to stay in Mbale but be able to visit home one day.” LRA, Mbale, M, 45 

“One day I would like to go back home to visit to tell my story.” LRA, Mbale, F, 40   

4.6d  Flexible on destination for land or money 

Many of those interviewed expressed that they would be willing to either stay or move anywhere for 
land or money.    

“I would move anywhere to get money for my family.” ADF, Kampala, M, 48 

While many of the reporters voiced a high degree of flexibility, as expected, land played a major role in 
dictating that decision:  

“If I manage to get some land where I can stay, then I would stay here. If there is a job I will go to 
those other places. I may only return [home] not for long, just to visit for a short time. But I do 
not see myself returning permanently.” LRA, Kampala, M, 37 

“I am willing to move anywhere if I could get enough money to buy land. Right now it’s hard to 
tell because I don’t know where I would go. I pray if I got enough money for land -- it could be 
Gulu, it could be anywhere -- just somewhere to find peace for me and my children.” LRA, Gulu, 
F, 28  

4.6e Summary and conclusion 

• Nearly half of the interviewees (80% of females) wished to stay in their current community, 
while just over 35% wanted to return home, and just under 15% wanted to move elsewhere. 

• Of those who currently intended to return home, interviewees with solutions to land issues 
appeared to be closest to making the move, though others would likely return home if their 
current efforts to find employment or secure livelihoods, failed. 

• No evidence was found to support the conjecture that reporters return with an aversion to 
farming and performing other manual labor beyond that of their non-combatant counterparts. 
In fact, barring inhibiting medical conditions, most interviewees displayed enthusiasm for having 
the opportunity to return to farming or a similar activity, if it was both peaceful and a 
sustainable livelihood. 

• For most planning to return home, making the trip was largely contingent upon economic 
success in their current location, from both a standpoint of pride and practicality, but also 
contingent upon the resolution of land issues back home, as well as assistance in various forms. 

• Due to extreme stigma or land issues faced in their community of origin, and other challenges 
faced in their current community, several interviewees voiced a desire to move elsewhere. 

• Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who wished to remain in their current community reported 
feeling far more integrated than the overall average, and cited this as the reason for staying. 
Some stated that they would stay due to freedom from stigmatization and access to 
opportunities for themselves and their children. 
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• Some interviewees said they would stay in their current location simply because they had no 
place else to go, due to some inhibiting factor in their community of origin such as 
stigmatization, or the lack of networks or opportunities elsewhere. 

• Many of the reporters expressed a willingness to stay or move anywhere for the opportunity to 
have their own land or earn money. 

In general, those who felt a high degree of integration, self-sufficiency and satisfaction in their current 
community envisioned themselves staying in that location for an indeterminate period of time. 
However, it must be noted that on some level most interviewees, including those who planned to stay, 
wished to return to their community of origin at some point in the future, circumstances permitting. A 
large part of the enthusiasm for resuming agrarian lifestyles, in fact, could likely be attributed to the 
profound desire expressed by many to reclaim the land of their fathers and resume a peaceful and 
familiar existence removed from the violence, destitution and humiliation that continues to define their 
respective universes. All of these things – land tenure, sustainable livelihoods, freedom from fear and 
discrimination, education for self and children, physical and emotional well-being – are but reflections 
and manifestations of one singular and all-consuming desire to live in dignity and peace. For these 
individuals, migration is an ongoing struggle to find and hold on to those two things, and home will be 
wherever they succeed in their endeavor.  

4.7 Differentiated experiences by group 

While many trends emerged from the sample as a whole, we also looked to explore if themes would 
emerge by rebel group or by region which could be strongly correlated. Differences by gender and by 
age group or life phase were also assessed through the interviews. While there is little literature on 
differing needs by rebel group, the findings on women experiencing additional stigma and on the 
challenges for children returning as youths to adult responsibilities all resonated strongly in the 
research.  

4.7a Differentiated experiences by rebel group 

Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) 

The LRA is best known for its mass recruitment of child soldiers.  According to UNICEF, “During more 
than 20 years of civil war and strife, an estimated 35,000 Ugandan children were abducted by the Lord's 
Resistance Army and trained as soldiers to kill on behalf of the rebels.”8

“At first I was welcomed, but then after I decided to start a family then my uncle started 
quarreling with me because he wanted land. [I] moved to look for a place with my own house.”  
LRA, Pece, M, 31 

 Most of those that were in the 
LRA were abducted as children from the Acholi region in the north.  As a result many in the LRA missed 
out on prime educational years, lost family and support networks at a very young age and in relation to 
the overall reporter population are much younger than others, and have different needs of education 
and training. Also, many of the former LRA reporters are just now coming of age, which includes needing 
their own land and having their own families. While many have not had to migrate yet, this group may 
start migrating for the same economic reasons that the older reporters that did not experience stigma in 
groups such as ADF or WNBF have been for several years.    
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In the Acholi region, local religious, traditional and government leaders advocated on behalf of the 
children with their communities and with the government that these were children and should not be 
blamed for their participation in the horrendous activities of the LRA. Mass community peace and 
reconciliation dialogue campaigns were conducted by the Amnesty Commission but also by the local 
groups and individuals.  Many of the Acholi also believed in cleansing the returning children through a 
traditional ceremony. Others would welcome the children back through prayer, community 
celebrations, or local government-led events to forgive the returning children. While many of those 
abducted as children faced stigma when they returned, and some extreme stigma that resulted in 
migration away from their communities, this was significantly reduced by these efforts in the region.  
Many were surprised when they returned to find that they were actually forgiven for their past and 
reaccepted into communities where terrible atrocities had been committed. Additionally, the large 
majority of the Ugandan child reporters were in the LRA, and all reporters under the age of 18 went to 
reception centers for a period of time before returning home. Many felt this helped them 
psychologically and socially to move forward and reintegrate more successfully.   

“There is a traditional name for if something got lost and is found - it is a welcome ceremony.  It 
was just to welcome me back. Over 120 people came together - the neighbors, my sisters and 
their people, and some bring gifts, like food stuff, others bring cosmetics, pens because I was a 
student, others small money for transport. Some just come and say thank you, welcome back, we 
praise God for what has happened, then a person led a mass. I just briefed them on my life and 
how the situation was there.  Then after the story, all gather together to eat, celebrate and 
everyone goes home. I felt like a person who was supposed to be in the community, I felt they 
were loving me.” LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

Another differentiating factor of the reporters of Northern Uganda is the insecurity that persisted in the 
region until recently.  Firstly, many migrated away due to this insecurity for fear of re-abduction by the 
rebel group or retribution by the Ugandan army. In addition, while some reporters had been 
reintegrating for over a decade, it may have been too early to tell how well reintegration has worked for 
many former LRA. Much of the population in the north was in IDP camps until 2006-2008, so the 
children/young adults were being “reintegrated” into an IDP camp setting. As such, much of the 
population was currently working through land issues, which have been in flux as everyone is returning, 
but with different family members.   

The LRA was also able to recruit several members to their cause particularly in the earlier days of the 
group’s formation and from the southeastern region of the country (Mbale/ Soroti area). The reporters 
that joined the LRA tended to face extreme stigma upon their return. 

Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) 

As with those that volunteered for the LRA, the former combatants of the ADF returned to significant 
stigma. This group was fighting in Uganda until very recently and the affected communities remember.  
Many forger ADF combatants were unable to return to their communities of origin and faced threats on 
their life if they did. ADF members are Muslim, which is also a difference in a largely Christian country.  
The mosques, particularly in Kampala, have been known for their generosity and forgiveness and many 
have been able to access assistance through this channel as well as to build social networks and obtain 
work.   
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Many reporters from the ADF were assisted in their return by an organization called Give Me A Chance 
which coordinated with the Amnesty Commission in getting the reporters amnesty as well as training 
and in some cases materials for rebuilding their houses and restarting their lives.   

It is also important to note that those in the ADF primarily volunteered. In this case, the specific factors 
causing an individual to join the rebellion may continue to be present in their communities after their 
return.   

"When I first got back there was nothing, and my father is very old and very, very poor. Generally 
my family is poor. Here in Kampala you can get small jobs with which you can get food at least. 
There is God and then there is [the devil], the poverty was what helped Lucifer to guide me into 
those activities in the first place." ADF, Kampala, M, 38 

The ADF reporters varied in age and educational level.  

West Nile Bank Front (WNBF) 

The WNBF reporters were also distinct in many ways. The WNBF was primarily made up of former 
Ugandan army officers and enlisted men. Many of these individuals were in the army since they joined 
at a young age and fully identify as soldiers. Additionally, while some came back in smaller groups, a 
majority of the WNBF reporters spent several years in prison before they were released with the advent 
of the Amnesty Act.   

There has been a great deal of camaraderie among the members of the WNBF and these interviewees 
were rarely not open about their past and reported experiencing very little stigma. All WNBF reporters 
that were interviewed were male, although they mentioned that there were also women and families 
with them in the bush.   

These men are also much older than their counterparts in other groups and also tend to be educated, 
speak English, and have experience and connections. Several of the WNBF members were drivers in the 
army and have been able to find work as drivers upon their return. Other WNBF members often assist 
them in finding these jobs.   

WNBF members do often face land tenure issues -- largely due to absence. When they were forced to 
flee all the land was vacated and many community members capitalized on the situation. After decades 
away, the rights to that land has often been in debate with titles lost and clans unsure of proper 
ownership. Before leaving, many of those in leadership positions in the WNBF had significant land 
holdings and were well off, including usually having two or three wives. Although many were concerned 
over the loss of their possessions, many still had some land and a wife, which was significantly more 
than many in other groups returned to. Dr. Anthony Finn’s qualitative study (undertaken during Aug-Sep 
2011 for the purposes of evaluation) found that none of the seven WNBF reporters interviewed had land 
tenure issues. The discrepancy here may likely be attributed to varying notions of land tenure amongst 
WNBF reporters, given that many of the reporters in the West Nile region do in fact have access to 
communal land holdings, but may not necessarily view this as having sufficient land of their own. 
Furthermore, as previously discussed in the sections dealing with land tenure, current land holdings for 
many of these individuals have been drastically diminished from previous land holdings prior to the 
reporters’ involvement with rebel groups. 
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Those interviewed from the WNBF tended not to have noticeable psychological problems or bad 
memories and largely did not face stigma from their families or community upon their return.  Many 
indicated that the reason for this difference was that they did not injure civilians and only fought the 
government rather than several other groups that destroyed the local communities and people.   

“Our system of fighting was unique, we were not disturbing innocent local people, we only 
fought government soldiers. We joined because our rights had been denied. We had served the 
government, but then we were pushed out and government didn’t even consider us.” WNBF, 
Arua, M, 52 

“It was at the demand of the elders that we come back, and they had pleaded to government 
that we come back.  When we returned it felt the same - the relationship was really proper - they 
had been longing for us, and they were very welcoming." WNBF, Arua, M, 51 

“After 1979 war, everyone [many who later joined WNBF] left fast into exile, and the land was 
free and that’s when they had the chance of taking the land.” WNBF, Arua, M, 49 

"Those who came back to this region and they are from this region have a very big problem with 
land. After they returned people started calling them killers and rebels - had to step in and tell 
the AC, government had to intervene.  It is still not totally solved.  Our biggest problem here is 
the land problem." WNBF, Arua, M, 51 

As mentioned, rebel group correlated closely with region outside of Kampala as is evidenced by Figure 
18 below: 

Figure 15 - Rebel group by DRT 

 

In terms of next steps and potential services for ex-combatants it is critical to note that, there are again 
differences by region and rebel group in Kampala. The majority of WBNF interviewees had a strong 
desire to return to their communities of origin. They were forced to leave the region either due to 
insecurity or economic need and now that the security factor is gone, economic and land issues are their 
primary concerns. UNRF II faced additional stigma than the WNBF but otherwise seem to follow similar 
patterns as the rest of the West Nile. For the LRA in Acholi communities, ex-combatants were primarily 
abducted as children and many community leaders advocated strongly with the government and their 
communities that the children could not be faulted for their abduction or their actions while captured. 
While some were unable to return, a large number of communities were able to accept these children 
back into their midst. For many of the LRA who migrated away, this was a primarily economic choice 
caused by lack of employment or land. As with the WNBF they desire to return home but are displaced 
until they can earn a sustainable livelihood. As discussed in the analysis of age many LRA ex-combatants 
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in the Acholi region are only now beginning young adulthood and thus it is unclear exactly what 
migration patterns will be forthcoming. On the other hand, those that left due to extreme stigma or 
were unable to initially return home were often in such extreme situations that they would never be 
able to return. For the ADF, the picture is somewhat different. They faced significantly more stigma from 
their communities than the WNBF due to the heightened impact on those communities. Additionally, 
they primarily volunteered to join which muted calls for peace, dialogue and reacceptance such as those 
in the Acholi communities. Additionally, the ADF conflict is still an active concern for some, making the 
fears of rebel group retaliation and government reaction more salient. The LRA from the Teso region in 
the East are much less discussed. These individuals and ex-combatants from other groups from the 
Mbale and Soroti areas primarily volunteered in response to poor community conditions and have likely 
either successfully settled back into their original communities, or else were rejected by those 
communities and plan to stay away.  

4.7b Differentiated experiences by gender 

There were also many differences found in the experiences of women in contrast to men.  While this 
study focused only on reporters who had migrated, the quantitative research undertaken by Dr. 
Anthony Finn during Aug-Sep 2011 found that female reporters shift more than male reporters, and also 
more than male or female non-combatants community members. Through our interviews, the female 
reporters more frequently referenced stigma as the rationale for migration, as compared to men who 
often move for purely economic reasons.  Women are often subject to stigma due to their children. 
Those that had children before they left often experience anger from the community for leaving those 
children both as a traditional role and as a burden on the rest of the community. Those that had children 
while in the bush often experience stigma for being an unmarried mother, and their lack of marital 
status means that they have no land to work and by extension that their children have no rights to land 
as they follow the father.   

“The stigma is mainly towards me -- when it came to the kids, mainly just that they were a 
burden -- it was bad, my mother couldn’t care for them -- but within the community they were 
being isolated.”  ADF, Kampala, F, 38 

Another related factor to family and community stigma was marriage challenges.  Traditional networks 
arranged meetings and at times marriages between villages.  Reporters facing stigma often were no 
longer able to meet a spouse in the same way.   

“Also the men used to fear me -- were calling me to be a difficult lady.  So they weren’t 
interested.” LRA, Mbale, F, 41  

More men than women seem to be open about their past and more men seem to have networks of 
friends in Kampala made during their time in the bush. Many men only plan to stay in Kampala until they 
have enough money to return to their home communities (are trying to save enough to buy land and/or 
build a house). Men have additional challenges when not able to find work as in Ugandan culture this 
undermines their role as men and their position in the family 

The type of migration often differs by gender with women more likely to move for marriage or be 
attracted to skills training while men tend to move for the prospect of finding work.  
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Women do not have rights to land in Uganda. They do not have issues with losing land, but this makes 
them more economically dependent than men on either their family or marriage for their basic 
existence.  

“I am a woman, so I had no claim to my father's land” LRA, Kampala, F, 39 

“The structure where I used to stay was demolished -- my parents’ house.  Demolished by the 
clan members. Because the girl child is marginalized. My brothers also participated in this.” LRA, 
Mbale, F, 54 

In addition, more women than men choose to keep their past a complete secret. Living with this secret 
seems to weigh on these women, many of whom do not tell their husbands for fear the men will leave if 
they find out. 

“I was the only one in that place who joined the ADF - not even all the relatives knew I had gone 
to the bush, they had assumed that I had disappeared with a man and shifted for marriage - 
apart from the few insiders who knew.” ADF, Kampala, F, 35 

Anecdotally it seems that female ex-combatants have a higher likelihood of being a single mother than 
average female Ugandans, although statistics are lacking to be sure. Regarding the differences between 
male and female ex-combatants several respondents had opinions:  

“It is harder for women. When it comes to the men they can easily adjust to conditions, or do odd 
jobs, those that require a lot of strength.” ADF, Kampala, F, 32 

 “The difference between men and women formerly with ADF is that the women many are not 
employed and they are just staying with their friends. The men might also not be doing work, but 
might find that he has some little money to pay rent, unlike the woman.”ADF, Kampala, F, 38 

"The community at times feels happy with men, because they know that when the men are there 
they will help fight, and they think men will plan to keep their homeland, but women are very 
weak.  But with women they think women will keep linking with the bush. Also, it is very hard to 
convince a man to protect a woman who is not their woman - and especially because these 
women were given to men in the bush.”LRA, Kampala, F, 29 

“It is harder for women, women find it more difficult. If a woman is to get assistance she finds 
that much harder than for the men. Women have many problems for instance my health 
problem - I am not just going to approach anyone to assist me. I had a problem giving birth - had 
female complications. ADF people didn’t want to know, just let me go.”ADF, Kampala, F, 27 

 “The challenges are not different for women or men. The challenges are the same."ADF, 
Kampala, M, 36 

4.7c Differentiation by age: children and youth vs. adults 

Children and youth are a group that was less explored in this research as it was limited to individuals 
over the age of 18, but it appears this difference in life phase impacts ex-combatant migration. All 
interviewees 25 and under were associated with the LRA.  Several of these individuals expressed deep 
concerns over their missed education and cessation of support programs that had been allowing them 
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to attend school. When these programs stopped, these individuals could not pay the costs alone and 
most dropped out.  

"I just needed to continue with studies. I was going to school at the camp but it wasn’t a good 
school at the camp. The feeling I have is that there are some people that hadn’t done so well in 
studies, but now they have gone ahead and passed me." LRA, Kitgum, M, 20 

Additionally, while they had left as children, many returned to financial and familial responsibilities that 
did not allow them to consider school. Concern for their future was another common theme among the 
younger interviewees as they look to build families but do not have resources, education, training, life 
skills or land. As these individuals age they will increasingly build families of their own; they will require 
land and additional resources – factors that older ex-combatants reported to have caused fractures in 
their family relations and with their communities.  

“Upon my return, I was thinking, when I return I will be somebody with a vision for the future, I 
was expecting that someone might be able to assist me a bit. In 2009 I decided to leave and 
come to Kampala. Because from there you cannot get anything to do or receive. The land there is 
squeezed. No one can give me land to cultivate.” LRA, Kampala, M, 24 

“I don’t have money, if I get money I will go home. I am also becoming mature, I have to marry 
and start my own family. I can’t go home barehanded like this.” LRA, Kampala, M, 23 

“Then no one could even be in the villages, but now that people are going back there is a lot of 
arguing over the land." LRA, Lukwor, M, 24 

The younger interviewees were found in Gulu and Kitgum where migration was typically due to the 
family living in an IDP camp and then moving to an alternate location when feasible. Thus any migration 
reflected that of their family. Most in this group were very young when they returned and thus were 
rejoined with their families if families could be found or with the extended family network if stigma 
prevented their initial reunification.  

These once child-soldiers have been in a different life phase than many of the other ex-combatants. 
However, this group are now young adults and anecdotal evidence points to them beginning to follow 
some of the migration patterns of other adult Ugandans and ex-combatants – needing to move for 
economic factors, land and other factors that come with scarcity of resources.   

Another difference between children and adults is their treatment through the Amnesty process. All 
children were sent to reception centers where they received some sort of counseling and a period of 
safety and preparation before returning to their families and communities. Adults less frequently had 
this opportunity.   

Another associated group of concern is the children born in the bush either out of wedlock or through a 
forced marriage. Mothers of these children are often rejected by their communities, which leads to the 
children having no extended family and no inheritance or land or anything else. Typically families will 
assist in paying for school fees, but again, this is not an option for these children. Many of these children 
did not receive medical care, received no education or training and grew up unaware of their 
community customs or normal life. Additionally many of these children were under the age of twelve 
when they returned, were thus not registered as reporters and consequently did not receive any 
services from the Amnesty Commission or the government. 
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“The reporters I know haven’t gone home because most of them are [illegitimate], and there 
they have no place to belong.”  LRA, Gulu, F, 24 

For most of the reporters that are still young, the need for migration by this sub-group will likely 
intensify in coming decades.  

 4.7d Summary 

• Migration themes also cut along the lines of rebel group and region, gender and age, and 
recognizing service needs particular to each group may impact heavily on future success in 
programming, policymaking and service provision. 

• Those formerly with the LRA were among the youngest rebel soldiers in Uganda, and a majority 
of these reporters were abducted from their communities by LRA forces at a young age. As a 
result of younger ages, many LRA interviewees were just reaching the age in which migration 
push and pull factors would begin to weigh more heavily in their decision-making processes. 

• The traditional structures in the Acholi region (Northern Uganda) were instrumental in paving 
the way for the return of former rebels through peace and reconciliation dialogue activities and 
cleansing rituals in towns and villages across the region. This community preparation, combined 
with the fact that most former LRA rebels were abductees, resulted in significantly higher levels 
of acceptance among family and community members. However, adults who were known to 
have joined the LRA on their own volition tended to face extreme stigmatization upon their 
return home. 

• LRA-induced violence impacted heavily on the communities of the North as well as other areas, 
resulting in ongoing attempts at re-abduction of escapees and mass forced-migration due to 
insecurity. 

• Former-ADF combatants returned to significant stigmatization in their communities, as they 
were primarily adult volunteers, Muslims in a predominately Christian country, and generally 
lacked the community preparation that the Acholi leaders were able to offer in the North. 

• WNBF fighters were primarily former Ugandan army soldiers aligned with Idi Amin, and many 
had been associated with an armed group since joining in the 1970s and 1980s. As a result, the 
majority of WNBF is male, and tends to be older and more educated than their LRA or ADF 
counterparts. Many former WNBF had spent several years in prison as a result of their rebel 
status, and most had never received the demobilization services and support that younger 
reporters had received from other rebel groups. 

• Due to age and status in their communities, WNBF members tend to have had land at one point, 
and consequently are facing land tenure issues, largely due to their protracted absence away 
from their communities. 

• Migration experiences also varied by gender; women were more frequently found to have 
moved due to stigma and discrimination than men; perhaps related, women seemed to be far 
less open about their past as a rebel than men as well; women frequently moved for marriage as 
well. 

• The difference in children’s life phase appeared to impact on migration as younger interviewees 
were much more preoccupied with resuming education, and returned as adults to financial and 
familial responsibilities that did not allow them to consider school. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research was conducted to provide a better understanding of mobility and migration among ex-
combatants in Uganda for DDR policy makers and service providers. To accomplish this, the study delved 
into the factors impacting the migration decisions of 121 reporters who had migrated in five regions of 
Uganda. The study focused special attention on social factors both within communities of origin and 
new communities of re-settlement to uncover some of the lesser-discussed factors driving migration for 
this particular population.  

The study’s objectives were: 

1. To analyze push/ pull migration factors of ex-combatants in Uganda, with a specific focus on 
social as well as economic factors both within communities of origin and at new communities of 
re-settlement.  

2. To explore any impact of DDR programming on migration of ex-combatants in Uganda. 

3. To increase the understanding of the impact of migration by ex-combatants on the effectiveness 
of past and current DDR programming, specifically on reintegration efforts. 

4. To generate recommendations on how to improve DDR programming, taking into account 
findings from other related studies. 

5.1 Summary of findings 

Recognizing the challenges facing the general population in Uganda and that migration has played an 
integral role in Uganda’s history, we targeted areas of divergence among ex-combatants and non-
combatants and focused our analysis on those determinants unique to the ex-combatant experience. 
The first objective of the research was to analyze the push/pull migration factors of this group and 
through this analysis, social, economic and intrinsically intertwined socio-economic patterns emerged. 
We found that the causes of mobility that are unique to reporters stem primarily from official and 
unofficial DDR practices and procedures, stigma or fear due to former and present affiliation with rebel 
groups, extended rebellion-driven absence from communities of origin, diminished opportunities due to 
interrupted life trajectories, influential and extensive ex-combatant networks, and the evolution of 
attitudes toward acceptance and reconciliation in Ugandan society over time. Economic rationales, land 
issues and marriage were primary causes of migration that were not unique to reporters but were 
exacerbated by their former rebel status. Rebel group, sex and age further delineated migration 
experiences.  
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Figure 16- Major push and pull factors for Ugandan ex-combatant migrants 

 
 

5.1a Former rebel affiliation 

Normative culture and DDR design elements have in many ways imposed an invisible badge 
communicating rebel group affiliation, which can be extremely difficult for reporters to shed. Ex-
combatants in Uganda face stigma that has a noticeable impact on factors for migration. Stigma has 
frequently manifested itself in less employment opportunities due to fear or anger by potential 
employers, increased tension over land usage and rights, and decreased likelihood of marriage or 
normal family relationships in reporters’ communities of origin. For land issues, it is unclear if land 
scarcity has caused families and communities to use former rebel status as an excuse not to share the 
land upon the reporter’s return, or if the stigma from involvement in rebel groups alone causes the 
issues that reporters are currently experiencing. For some interviewees, this stigma was immediately 
apparent while for others it compounded over time until the individual reached a personal breaking 
point.  

Many ex-combatant women have been forced to leave their communities as they are no longer seen as 
fit wives after their time spent in rebel groups or after having children either out of wedlock or through 
forced bush-marriages. While it is common for Ugandan women to move for marriage to other 
communities, many ex-combatant women have found themselves looking outside the traditional 
networks to find a husband as well as moving to locations where they could anonymously start a new 
life. This suppression of one’s past appeared to be most common among women, though also present 
among some male interviewees as well.  
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Additionally, many interviewees faced a real threat of re-abduction or severe punishment and even 
death for family or community members if found by their rebel group, which deeply impacted social and 
personal relationships. Prior to the Amnesty Act and until peace agreements between their rebel group 
and the government were achieved, other reporters faced punishment if found by the government. 
These concerns have frequently led such individuals to choose or be pressured into leaving their 
communities to preserve the safety and security of their family, neighbors and themselves.  

It is important to highlight that for some reporters their actions or affiliation with a rebel group made it 
virtually impossible to return home, requiring them to migrate. Interviewees in this category attributed 
the inability to return to actions they committed in their community of origin during the fighting or 
holding a high-ranking position in their rebel group. 

Larger cities, particularly Kampala, were found to be especially attractive destinations to those seeking 
anonymity. Due to the large numbers of non-combatant Ugandans migrating for economic reasons, it 
has been possible for ex-combatants to move and start a new life without any mention of their ex-
combatant status. Stigma also appeared to drive ex-combatants in Uganda to seek out communities in 
which they felt they would be far less victimized by discrimination or stigmatization such as urban areas 
and communities less exposed to the fighting. Interviewees also reported being drawn to communities 
where there are others like them and they do not feel the need to hide their past or be fearful. In this 
sense, stigma was found to affect not only why one left their community but also where they decided to 
go next.  

Factors such as bad memory associations with their home, community or local environment and long 
term injuries impacting their ability to do certain work (often including farming or physical work) were 
also found to impact migration decisions of the reporters. 

5.1b Extended absence  

Ex-combatants were frequently gone for upwards of a decade, thus it was not surprising that many of 
the challenges currently faced by interviewees resulted from their extended absence apart from any 
stigma or mal-intent. Lost years of work experience, employment income or experience in subsistence 
agriculture and education (depending on age joined) appear to significantly diminish the number of 
current opportunities available to ex-combatants. Meanwhile, the grabbing or selling of land due to 
either extended absence or assumed death was frequent. Ex-combatants generally returned to their 
home communities with nothing, forcing these individuals to start over. Common among older ex-
combatants appears to have been the loss of all material possessions including their house and often 
any documentation regarding their ownership or rights to land as a result of their extended absences. In 
war-affected areas of Uganda, particularly those which have hosted IDP camps, both ex-combatants and 
non-combatants have shared such challenges. In many locations, however, destruction of property has 
been a challenge specific to individuals with rebel group associations, as houses of known rebels have 
been targeted either by community members who remained behind or by government security forces. 
Furthermore, other ex-combatants have returned after long periods of time away to find that their 
entire family had died due to violence or illness and that their spouse had remarried or moved away. 

5.1c Opportunity knocks lightly 

While push factors largely appear to drive reporter decisions to migrate, even the smallest window of 
opportunity in another location frequently proves intensely attractive in the Ugandan economic context. 
The majority of interviewees who moved for this purpose did so based on a perception or expectation of 
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employment. In the case of Kampala, many were recruited to the area by a specific job offer from a 
security firm or in rare cases other industries. Security firms require experience with weapons making 
this a niche market specific to former combatants. It is notable that some interviewees chose not to take 
these positions due to a desire to distance themselves from anything militarized.  

Other potential opportunities reported were access to workable land, marriage offers and the presence 
of infrastructure, services and institutions. A few people moved due to the existence of additional 
education or skills building offered by NGOs, the Amnesty Commission or others in district centers. As 
mentioned previously, several interviewees also reported moving to be close to the Amnesty 
Commission headquarters in Kampala in the event that additional funds or services would be made 
available. Superior health facilities also drew a small number of ex-combatants.  

Education was mentioned in the literature as a possible draw, but our research did not find personal 
education-related opportunities to be a significant pull factor for migration among reporters in Uganda. 
However, education opportunities for reporters’ children, such as subsidized school-related fees or 
superior schools, were found to be powerful reasons for remaining in an otherwise unacceptable 
situation in a particular community.  

For particularly desperate or resource-deprived interviewees, proximity was found to be the ultimate 
deciding factor drawing such individuals away from their communities. The lowest cost option is often 
walking and some interviewees reported moving to their current community for no other reason than 
that it was close enough to walk to but far enough distanced to achieve anonymity, escape memory 
triggers, etc.   

5.1d Networks 

Our research found the presence of various types of networks working not only as a facilitator of 
migration, but also leading to significant pull factors and greatly impacting the current experience in that 
destination. Previously established networks included family, former colleagues from the rebel group or 
friends known through other connections such as school friends, former neighbors, etc. Most frequently 
in these cases family or friends provided initial housing, which made the destination a viable option. 
Others were made aware of job opportunities through these networks or even offered a job by that 
friend, neighbor, etc. Such networks also frequently provide economic assistance and social support that 
significantly benefits the ex-combatants. 

It is important to note, however, that not all migrant reporters had a network to facilitate their move 
and many moved to their new destination without knowing a soul. Generally in these cases they had no 
alternatives and were able to eventually receive assistance in their new community from someone who 
shares their religion, tribe, language, etc. Many interviewees also referenced moving in the hope that 
they would be able to find and receive assistance from religious, regional (often determined by tribal 
language), or former rebel colleague networks once arriving at their destination. Large mosques and 
churches in Kampala are widely known to provide assistance to those in need, as are ‘Good Samaritans’ 
in mosques and churches throughout the country. Reporter networks provided housing, informal 
employment opportunities and new friendships particularly for men in Kampala and Arua. The West Nile 
groups have formed associations to formalize this assistance. The type of network a reporter accessed 
generally differed by rebel group, with ADF reporters frequently reaching out to the Islamic community 
and sometimes former ADF colleagues, LRA frequently connecting to friends from school or home and 
Christian churches, and WNBF and UNRF II reaching out to former colleagues and mosques. Many of 
these networks are not reporter-specific and therein enable the individuals to participate and receive 
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assistance anonymously, operating as an average citizen and thereby encouraging reintegration both 
economically and socially.   

5.1e A decade of amnesty 

Since the passage of the Amnesty Act and the formation of the Amnesty Commission in 2000, there has 
been significant progress made toward peace and reconciliation and the acceptance of ex-combatants in 
families and communities. In this time period, many of the factors that initially pushed ex-combatants to 
flee their communities have since dissipated, particularly those related to security and fear. This 
evolution in the social landscape of Uganda has opened up new possibilities for ex-combatants who 
formerly harbored no reasonable hope of return and may have major implications for migration in the 
years to come. 

5.1f Differentiated experiences by group 

Furthermore, our research found that trends in migration experiences largely varied along the lines of 
rebel group, sex and age.   

Rebel group, which was found to be closely tied to regional origin and ethnic group, was associated with 
level of stigma, type of land issues, current age, education level, number of children, psychological 
issues, demobilization type (e.g. reception center, prison, etc.), and degree of fear of the government. 
The level of stigma differed dramatically among rebel group, depending on the degree of exposure to 
violence and impact on one’s home community from violent acts committed by that group, the level of 
effort put into peace and reconciliation by ethnic group/ origin, the type of recruitment (voluntary or 
through abduction) and the age when joined or abducted. The extent to which non-combatants already 
migrate in a given region also appeared to impact on reporter migration in certain rebel groups. 

Experiences among male and female reporters also appeared to vary significantly. As a result of 
Ugandan societal expectations, women seemed more likely to have moved due to stigma than men. 
Overall, stigma was found to be much greater for women in many communities and particularly for 
women bringing children back from the bush. Female reporters who had children prior to being with the 
rebel group often experienced intense feelings of anger and outrage from the community upon their 
return for unexpectedly leaving neighbors and family to care for the children. Additionally, women were 
more likely to move for marriage or be attracted to skills training while men tended to move for the 
prospect of finding work.  

Age is a factor that was less explored in this research as it was limited to individuals over the age of 18. 
Nonetheless, the age of the reporter appeared to impact migration experiences, as older reporters 
appeared to move for reasons related to livelihood, housing, and to provide for dependents while 
younger reporters tended to move for education or training opportunities, or because they were too 
young to effectively exercise any decision of their own regarding migration. 

5.2 DDR practices and procedures impacting migration 

Through the exploration of push and pull migration factors, the research also informed the second 
objective of the study: to explore any impact of DDR programming on migration of ex-combatants in 
Uganda. Official and unofficial practices and procedures in the DDR process were found, for better or 
worse, to have a considerable impact on migration among the reporters interviewed.  
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Ex-combatants who transited through reception centers were not given the choice by officials as to 
which community they would be returned to upon reinsertion. As a result, many reporters were 
returned to cities, towns and villages in which they were certain to face extreme hardship and failed 
reintegration, in most cases increasing community tensions and forcing these individuals to endure a 
tortuous process of return, sometimes for several years, before ultimately uprooting themselves and 
their families to struggle to begin anew in another destination. 

In several reported instances, ex-combatants were lured out of the bush on exaggerated or even false 
promises related to services and benefits that would be provided to them upon returning to their 
communities. Many reporters agreed to return to their communities of origin under the assumption that 
they would receive a resettlement package which was described as including a house, iron sheets for a 
new roof, land, training, schools for their children, and more. And indeed, there appears to be some 
confusion within the AC, as staff sometimes call the package given to all reporters the “resettlement 
package,” while other times it is called the “reinsertion package.” Reporters, however, make a very clear 
distinction between these two terms and continue to voice anger and frustration for having never 
received a “resettlement package”. According to interviewees, this was conveyed to ex-combatants by 
the army, by Amnesty Commission officials and by GMAC and possibly other reception centers. 
Additionally, interviewees reported that upon receiving the reinsertion package many were specifically 
told that there would be “more” to follow. This additional assistance never materialized, forcing many of 
these individuals to migrate elsewhere in Uganda or abroad in search of land and livelihoods. 

The Amnesty Commission has become synonymous with assistance in reporter circles and Commission 
offices continue to be a considerable draw for reporters seeking advocacy and support. The central 
office in Kampala in particular appears to have become a destination for reporters believing that 
additional monetary assistance is forthcoming and that those nearest to the Kampala office will be the 
lucky few to first receive any new benefit. However, anecdotal evidence gathered from conversations 
with AC officials indicates that assistance is extremely unlikely to manifest itself in this way into the 
foreseeable future. Yet, there has been no visible, serious effort by the AC to communicate the contrary, 
and consequently, reporters continue to migrate to and remain in Kampala primarily for this reason. 

5.3 Conclusions 

Following the passage of the Amnesty Act in 2000, word traveled across Uganda and deep into the 
bushlands of neighboring DRC and Sudan that the government was seeking a peaceful solution to 
decades-old conflicts. In response rebels laid down their weapons and peacefully reported to 
representatives of their former adversary, the Ugandan government, in numbers not previously 
witnessed in Ugandan history. While the Amnesty Act provided for various protections for reporters, 
these returning individuals would face enormous challenges in the process of reintegrating into 
Ugandan civilian society. Non-combatant civilians during this time also faced enormous challenges as 
many of their lives had been deeply affected by the fighting, forcing countless individuals into leading 
lives of unimaginable fear and desperation, burying scores of friends and family members, and 
ultimately fleeing their homes for the relative safety of IDP camps, town centers, and unaffected 
neighboring districts. Still, the severity of challenges faced by ex-combatants returning from the bush, 
most of whom had been victims themselves of abduction, violence, and profound loss, frequently far 
exceeded that of their civilian counterparts, further fueling the necessity to migrate.  
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The ultimate goal of the DDR process is to bring an end to fighting through the successful reintegration 
of former combatants back into society as civilians. The DDR approach deployed in countries like Uganda 
generally assumes reintegration back into communities of origin, and the Uganda program was designed 
and implemented to reflect the prevailing wisdom that ex-combatants fare better returning to where 
their abduction or recruitment originally occurred. But what happens when an individual is given no 
choice but to be returned to all but certain resentment, hatred or even violence? What happens when 
one reporter is returned to a community, which offers training and economic opportunities for 
reporters, but her close confidant is returned to a community which offers none of these? How can 
splitting up married couples based on community of origin improve the husband and wife’s respective 
reintegration outlooks? The result, we found, is re-traumatization, non-integration, and often 
immediate or eventual migration.  

Our research confirms that there is indeed movement among Ugandan ex-combatants, which appears 
to be driven in large part by factors both unique and directly linked to association and time spent with 
rebel groups. Common sense leads us to believe that this is not at all surprising, nor unique to the 
Ugandan context. And in fact the 2002-03 Uganda National Household Survey recorded that half of 
Uganda’s heads of household had migrated from their birthplace, and 44% of heads of household living 
in rural Uganda had migrated at least once (World Bank, 2006). This is staggering in migration terms, but 
what is perhaps even more staggering is that, in a country in which migration has played a profound role 
in shaping the social landscape for decades, the DDR strategy deployed in Uganda failed at every visible 
step in the process to account for migration of ex-combatants. This oversight in DDR planning and 
implementation has led to an increase in needless migration amongst ex-combatants, impeded 
successful long-term reintegration, and even exacerbated challenges, elevated risks, and increased 
vulnerability amongst this population. The following conclusions are presented to increase the 
understanding of the impact of migration by ex-combatants on the effectiveness of past and current 
DDR programming, specifically on reintegration efforts.  

 

5.3a DDR aspects which exacerbate existing challenges and elevate risks and vulnerability 

In addition to the challenges being faced daily by the general population in Uganda, the majority of 
reporters encountered additional hardship upon returning from the bush as a consequence of their time 
spent with rebel groups. The degree of hardship faced by these individuals, however, appears to have 
been exacerbated to some degree by misguided elements of the DDR approach to assisting reporters in 
Uganda, inducing further migration.  

Frequently, adult reporters made the decision to leave the bush after many years away and return home 
based on an understanding that they would receive land and a house, in addition to the standard 
reinsertion package. However, reporters eventually began to face the realization that a house and land 
might never materialize, which fueled deep resentment toward the GoU, sparking fierce debate among 
affected reporters over whether demobilization had been for the best and ultimately forcing many to 
leave the community of their birth in search of any livelihood that might help surmount being a middle-
aged ex-combatant having but two skills -- farming and fighting -- and having neither farmland nor a 
fighting cause. With added consideration for migration implications in future DDR planning, 
exacerbation of reintegration challenges for these individuals may well be avoided. 

For younger reporters who were largely demobilized through reception centers, pondering whether or 
not demobilization was the right path was likely much less pervasive, given that the vast majority of 
these individuals had been abducted at an early age and wished for nothing more than to be returned to 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

107 
 

family and friends. For the majority of younger reporters, being returned “home” was undoubtedly the 
best strategy for long-term reintegration, for this is generally where the young reporter’s remaining 
family, strongest social networks and positive memories prior to abduction exist. For far too many 
reporters though, “home” is not associated with either of these things, and often such individuals are 
well aware of this before being sent back. Frequently, the situation at home had been bad before joining 
the rebellion, which in part may have led older youths to volunteer in the first place. Some of these 
children and youth combatants had been forced to commit atrocities in their home communities, which 
in some instances made resettlement impossible. Still other times, returning reporters were faced with 
the prospect of trying to reintegrate into a community in which their entire family has been killed, wants 
nothing to do with the reporter, or wants nothing more than to take advantage of his/her reinsertion 
package and extreme vulnerability. We do recognize, however, that in some cases in which a desire to 
be sent elsewhere is communicated, returning a particular individual to their community of origin may 
be the most appropriate measure, especially in cases of young children who might be scared of the 
implications of leaving the only world they know for an unknown and uncertain future with family 
members. It is also likely that some reporters may elect to be sent to some other place for no reason but 
that it is a place they had always wanted to move to such as Kampala or Nairobi, which certainly has the 
potential to draw resentment from average citizens who might similarly like assistance in moving. 
Undoubtedly, careful discretion should be exercised in considering motives and the benefits of 
communities of origin should be matched against the best alternative. Yet, outside of the realm of family 
tracing, the DDR approach in Uganda did not allow for the level of flexibility required by the situation, 
resulting in painful social and psychological consequences and migration implications for numerous 
individuals. With added consideration for migration implications in future DDR planning, exacerbation of 
reintegration challenges for this sizeable group of individuals may well be avoided. 

Furthermore, reporters of all ages continue to come to Kampala in the hope of being the first to receive 
forthcoming benefits for reporters. While future benefits for reporters materializing in such a manner 
seems highly unlikely, this has not been successfully communicated to reporters throughout the 
country, nor does there appear to be any existing attempt to convincingly inform them of this once they 
have reached the central office and continue to wait. This may be attributed in large part to the AC’s 
hope of receiving additional resources themselves or not wishing to inflame tension and feelings of 
resentment among groups of reporters. While this is completely understandable, it is clear that current 
and future AC resources will continue to be distributed among reporters via referral services, advocacy, 
and skills training and not in monetary form as many of the individuals waiting expect will happen. 
Again, with added consideration for migration implications in future DDR planning, exacerbation of 
reintegration challenges for these individuals may well be avoided. 

5.3b DDR aspects which impede successful reintegration of migrating reporters 

Lack of consideration for migration in DDR planning and implementation also impacted service provision 
for reporters in Uganda, stifling or even impeding successful long-term reintegration for many 
individuals. At a minimum this resulted in missed service opportunities. 

DDR in Uganda did not appear to account for the level of fluidity inherent in the reintegration process, 
but rather operated under the assumption that reporters would be returned home, support would be 
provided at that location, and individuals would eventually re-assimilate into their communities. 
Programming did not seem to take into account the fact that Ugandans in general migrate for a variety 
of reasons, and as such, reporters would migrate to a considerable extent too. As situations change over 
time, reasons for migration change as well. A reporter’s high level of social reintegration into one 
community may be offset by a very low level of economic reintegration which ultimately compels the 
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individual to migrate. Our research gave no indication that past reintegration positively determines 
future integration into a new community, as several reporters who encountered few social challenges in 
returning home encountered new challenges related to their time with a rebel group upon migrating. 
Yet, there were few services and little support to assist such individuals beyond ultra-limited resourced 
CFPs. Furthermore, as the reconciliation and security situation in communities across Uganda improves, 
reporters who have migrated are increasingly looking at opportunities to return to their communities of 
origin, but there is little in terms of services and support to assist these individuals in making a move 
that may dramatically improve their chances of reintegration. 

The deficiencies in DDR mentioned in the previous paragraph may largely be attributed to the lack of a 
viable nationwide mechanism for tracking reporters as they migrate from one community to the next. 
And indeed, tracking individuals from one community to the next would present many challenges. The 
lack of resources, technology and manpower in rural communities is an obvious one, but a tracking 
program would also need to take into account the negative implications of such a mechanism for the 
reporters themselves. Many reporters strongly wish to forget a particularly dark period in their lives, 
rejecting any intervention that reinforces their identity as a former rebel and preferring to have as little 
interaction with the national government as possible, and indeed interviewees allege that scores of ex-
combatants have not yet reported to the AC for these reasons. 

Also considerably worth noting is the overall neglect of female reporters’ significantly elevated 
likelihood of migration due to severe stigma. Numerous responses from both men and women made it 
unquestionably clear that female reporters on average faced far more stigma-related challenges than 
their male counterparts, and in fact a large percentage of the female sample attributed their migration 
primarily to issues related to stigmatization. Yet there has been no official DDR mechanism set forth to 
address female-specific issues, and as a result, potentially unnecessary migration and additional 
reintegration-related hardship has occurred. 

5.3c Successes 

While our research did find significant room for improvement for future DDR, there were obvious 
successes as well. Official DDR programming in Uganda has assisted numerous ex-combatants in 
successful reintegration in their communities by providing much needed support and advocacy, most 
notably in the areas of peace and reconciliation dialogue, enforcement of the Amnesty Act’s anti-
recrimination and anti-discrimination statutes, and legal representation in discrimination-related land 
grabbing cases. In addition, family tracing and reunification efforts were found to be very successful in 
Uganda garnering much praise from reporters and DDR service providers and advocates. Furthermore, 
the Amnesty Commission achieved a degree of coordination and partnership that greatly facilitated 
reintegration of reporters and allowed the AC to accomplish far more with less and stretch their 
resources virtually to the limits. 

5.4  Recommendations 

The fourth objective of this study was to further inform DDR policy and practice through 
recommendations on how to improve DDR programming, taking into account findings from other 
related studies. DDR programming has to date ignored some of the realities of reintegration and the 
distinct possibility of migration by ex-combatants. In some cases this resulted in lost opportunities and 
at times even exacerbated migration for this group. To address this oversight, future DDR policy and 
programming should consider employing a three-pronged approach to account for migration. First, the 
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development community needs to change the way it thinks about reinsertion and reintegration. The 
ingrained mantra that an ex-combatant must necessarily be returned to his/her community of origin 
should be reassessed. Second, DDR programming should include an awareness of the causes of 
migration and a strategy to respond to migration of ex-combatants. This strategy should be 
incorporated into planning on reinsertion and reintegration. Finally, supporting reporters who desire to 
stay in their communities as well as those who wish to return to their communities is an important step 
toward ensuring full reintegration of all ex-combatants. 

5.4a Rethink DDR assumption that all reporters must return to their community of origin 

In addition to a frequent assumption by the DDR community that ex-combatants will go home and stay 
there, it is also frequently assumed in the reinsertion process that returning reporters to their 
community of origin will necessarily be the best destination for them. For many ex-combatants in the 
DDR process, a return to their community of origin is both their desire and what will best position them 
for civilian success. However, DDR should not necessarily equate reinsertion and reintegration with 
return to one’s community of origin. Reinsertion assistance is well established as a critical step in the 
overall DDR process, but the options given to the reporters for a destination should be expanded 
beyond only home community. For reasons previously discussed in this report, the reintegration process 
is highly individual and an automatic systemic response that returns individuals to their community 
without regard for their specific circumstances has the potential to needlessly exacerbate trauma, 
community conflict, and forced, rapid migration. This initial misstep can stunt reintegration, potentially 
compromising the entire DDR effort as, “Failure to reintegrate those who have been demobilized will 
undermine the achievements of disarmament and demobilization, placing the DDR programme at risk 
and increasing instability” (IDDRS Operational Guide, 2010). Therefore, it is critical that future DDR 
abandons approaches that automatically assume return to community of origin but instead employs a 
more flexible approach that factors in a wider array of placement considerations for returning reporters. 
Some DDR programs already incorporate this level of consideration, however, it should be universally 
applied. 

5.4b Incorporate a migration strategy into the DDR country plan 

To date DDR programming has largely ignored the interplay between migration and reintegration and 
therefore largely overlooked service provision to those who have migrated. To better achieve DDR 
reintegration goals, it is crucial that migration be acknowledged and planned for in the overall design of 
reinsertion and reintegration policies and programs. Current programming is designed with the 
assumption that reporters will need services in the locations where they were initially returned. 
However, the reality is that many reporters migrate from that initial destination and quickly lose access 
to any ongoing DDR services as a consequence.  

A critical piece of any plan should be tracking of ex-combatants wishing to receive ongoing or future 
assistance. This would likely extend the benefits of reintegration services such as vocational training or 
psychological counseling to ex-combatants irrespective of whether or not they migrate. It is important 
that ex-combatants are able to opt in or opt out of such a tracking mechanism, as not to create added 
fears that the government is watching them, but also to respect the desires of many ex-combatants who 
wish to move for anonymity and to start anew in a new community. Less invasive approaches such as 
informational text messages could be utilized to maintain a balance of service and anonymity and 
potentially lead to increased participation from incredulous beneficiaries.   
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Another promising approach employed elsewhere is the allocation of Community Focal Points (CFPs - 
community level counselors or outreach staff) assigned to arriving ex-combatant migrants. Uganda has 
CFPs, who support ex-combatants at their original community of reinsertion and could perhaps play this 
role. It is important that such a support mechanism provide assistance in migration destinations in a 
similar manner as it does in the community of origin. Additionally, the focus should remain on 
reintegration into the community as a whole and avoid approaches that reinforce a rebel identity.   

A migration strategy for DDR should also incorporate an assessment of planned DDR actions through a 
migration lens for determining whether or not these actions encourage unnecessary migration. The 
Amnesty Commission garnered significant praise amongst interviewees in terms of social and emotional 
support and advocacy across districts. Yet, this positive opinion of AC has fueled superfluous and 
preventable migration to Kampala. Reporters frequently indicated moving to Kampala specifically to be 
closer to the Amnesty Commission headquarters, and many continue to remain nearby in the 
expectation or hope that additional assistance will be made available and that they will be the first to 
benefit due to their proximity.  

To counter migration caused by perceived advantages of proximity to service providers, enhanced clear 
communications to ex-combatants alongside equitable access to services throughout the country are 
critical. In Uganda the Amnesty Commission could enhance its communications to clearly convey to 
these individuals and all reporters that proximity to the Amnesty Commission will result in no increased 
benefit. However, eliminating this pull factor altogether requires that Amnesty Commission also give no 
preference to those residing in Kampala over those residing elsewhere, and in the same vein, aim to 
ensure that reporters residing in rural areas receive the same level of benefit as expeditiously as those 
residing in district capitals. Enhanced clear communications to accurately inform reporter expectations 
are also important for overall DDR programming. Reporters from all over Uganda have voiced 
frustration over many years of unclear and even misleading communications to reporters by the 
Amnesty Commission that has resulted in severe disappointment by many reporters with the benefits 
and services they have received. This situation has encouraged some reporters to come to Kampala and 
others to spend a significant amount of time at the Central office in Kampala, further delaying other 
positive reintegration activities. Clear and realistic communications should be employed going forward 
so as not to encourage further movement for these reasons. 

5.4c Support ex-combatants who desire to stay in or return to their communities of origin 

Migration is not necessarily negative, and some who migrate are better off. However reporters who 
desire to remain in their communities should be supported in that endeavor. Such support can decrease 
either the push or the pull factors determining one’s migration, and likely a combination thereof. Within 
DDR programming this can and does take a variety of forms, including peace and reconciliation, 
educational support, vocational training, and more. It is here that the overlap between migration and 
broader considerations becomes glaringly clear. In framing support programming it will be important to 
account for differentiated needs by rebel group or region, gender and age. Additionally, the DDR 
reintegration programming should be designed to facilitate partnerships between the government or 
other agency implementing the DDR programming and other government agencies and non-
governmental service providers. This will be important in addressing the continuing and future service 
needs of migrant ex-combatants. In Uganda, the Amnesty Commission’s Information Counseling and 
Referral Service (ICRS) is an example of a DDR program building coordination and effective utilization of 
resources and services.   
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Peace and reconciliation dialogue is a crucial piece of the reintegration process and in supporting 
reporters’ ability to stay in their communities. Interviewees frequently praised the Amnesty 
Commission’s work in the area of peace and reconciliation dialogue, emphasizing its importance in 
reducing and even eliminating resistance to their return.  Several reporters also felt that there remained 
work to be done in this area, particularly in smaller villages and rural communities, which points to a 
need for tailoring CPRD interventions to different regions and populations.  Another aspect of this effort 
is the continued enforcement of the Amnesty Act non-discrimination provisions. The AC is a place 
reporters can come if they have problems in their communities, both for legal support, but also many 
interviewees reported that the basic presence of the AC helped them feel safe and that the peace and 
reconciliation dialogue supported by the AC has been a critical element in their return and reintegrate.  
As the AC works toward completing its mission of successful reporter reintegration, it is important to 
share this responsibility with other departments so it is not solely under the purview of the AC and 
continues to remain independent of the UPDF.  

A major cause of ex-combatant migration in Uganda appears to be the lack of sustainable livelihoods for 
these individuals. This has implications that reach far beyond migration, however economic needs were 
found to be the most common reason for migration and support in this area could significantly reduce 
the need to move in Uganda. A common desire among the interviewees was to obtain and hold a job. In 
fact, while many had significant needs, the majority, regardless of rebel group, gender or age responded 
that a job was what they currently need most. To achieve this, program implementers should prioritize 
training, education including life skills and alternative education, and expansion of employment 
opportunities. The current Amnesty Commission Peace Dialogue and Reconciliation Program (PDRP) is 
on track and a step in the right direction. Additional thought should go into the types of trainings offered 
based on market assessments of the needs in the local communities. Several factors in migration 
decisions that emerged were related to a forced, and otherwise unnecessary, move to other 
predominately urban communities to acquire services and training that could not otherwise be obtained 
much closer to home.  

While traditionally outside of the DDR purview, the issue of land rights is a significant problem for ex-
combatants and a major driver of migration. A large number of reporters now have no access to land 
due to discrimination and absence. While land disputes are increasingly a challenge throughout Uganda, 
those disputes clearly resulting from discrimination merit legal assistance. Additionally, lack of land is 
increasingly an issue for female reporters who, due to stigma from their involvement in the rebel 
groups, are not allowed to use the family land. Many of these women are also caring for children that 
were born in the bush or against the mother’s will. Along with their mothers, these children are usually 
not accepted back into their mothers’ community and both the boys and girls will have no rights to land. 
The lack of access to land for female ex-combatants and their offspring was reported to be a significant 
driver of migration and will continue to be until an alternative option allowing access to land becomes 
available for these individuals. 

It is also important to note, once more, that migration decisions are fluid and circumstances ever-
rebalancing. Therefore ex-combatants that were once prevented from returning to their communities of 
origin due to insecurity or severe stigma may eventually find that such factors have waned and will wish 
to return. A desire to return home was common among interviewees who frequently reported not 
feeling part of a new community because it was simply not home. Any amount of time spent in the new 
location had not made it feel more like home and they believed they would feel displaced until such 
time at which they could return to their community of origin. Some of the factors preventing return 
were minimal, such as transportation costs, while the majority of respondents cycled back to issues of 
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economics, land, housing and stigma. A tracking mechanism and ongoing awareness of reporters’ 
changing needs would facilitate assisting those individuals now able to return home in the process of 
returning.  

5.5  Summary 

The experiences of the reporters interviewed for this research indicate that migration is present and in 
some areas common for ex-combatants in Uganda. Unfortunately, DDR programming has largely 
ignored the presence of migration in its design and implementation. This is both a missed opportunity 
and at times an impediment to the long-term success of the DDR effort. To address this problem it is 
recommended that DDR programs:  

1. Rethink the frequently employed DDR assumption that all reporters must necessarily be 
returned to their community of origin 

2. Incorporate a migration strategy into the DDR country plan 
3. Support ex-combatants who desire to stay in or return to their communities of origin 

These recommendations are intended to improve the effectiveness of DDR programs and further 
support ex-combatants in their social and economic reintegration as peaceful and productive civilians.    
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A – Interview basic data sheet and transport reimbursement receipt 

Uganda Reporter Migration Study 
INTERVIEW BIOGRAPHICAL DATA SHEET 

 

Name:                
 
 
Age:        Male / Female? (circle one)  
 
 
To which armed group did you belong?            
 
 
In what year did you join the armed group?            
 
 
In what year did you leave the armed group?           
 
 
Where is your community of origin (place you grew up)?         
 
 
Where have you lived since leaving the armed group?          
     
 

               
 
Receipt of Transportation Reimbursement 

I (your name)        , certify that I was interviewed by the World Bank on 

(today’s date)     , and have received the amount of     for transportation. 

 

Signature  Date  

  

       
Interview #:  Date:  Time:   
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Appendix B – Interview Schedule/ Questionnaire 

Demobilization Experience 

1. Please tell me about your experience after you left the [rebel group]. Did you go to a reception center? Did you 
receive the Amnesty [reinsertion] package? 

2. Was the experience/ package different from what you expected?  Explain.  Where did you get this information? 

3. What were your primary needs during this time? 

4. In addition to your AC package, did you receive any other assistance? From whom (NGO, church/mosque, 
family)?  

 Medical treatment? 

 Counseling/ Mental health services? 

 Disability or physical rehabilitation services? 

 Education (fees/etc.) assistance?  

 Vocational [skills] training? 

 Money/ “start-up capital”? 

5. Did this assistance meet your needs? What was most helpful? What was not? Explain. 

6. Were you married when you returned?  Did you have any children? 

 YES:  Did they have additional needs? Were these needs met?  How and by whom?   

 NO:  Are you married now?  Do you have any children?   

Reinsertion 

7. Where did you go first? (Did you return to the community you left/ were abducted from? Did you go someplace 
else?) 

8. Is this where you wanted to go?  

 YES: Why did you choose to shift there first (relatives, spouse, land, housing, work, other)? 

 NO:  Who made this decision? Where did you want to go? 

9. Were you offered assistance to reach this place? 

Reintegration Experience 

10. Was your family accepting of you when you returned (did they welcome you warmly)?  

 YES: Did they know where you had been?  Were there any relatives that weren’t happy to see you 
return? 



Migration of Ex-Combatants in Uganda   

115 
 

 NO: What did they do/say (e.g. stigma, jealousy, discrimination)? Why do you think they treated you 
this way? 

11. Was the community accepting of you when you returned (did they welcome you warmly)?  

 YES: Was there anyone who wasn’t happy that you had returned?  

 NO: What did they do/say (e.g. stigma, jealousy, discrimination)? Why do you think they treated you 
this way? Did your family suffer as well? 

12. Did you face any challenges in other areas, (such as): 

 Violence/insecurity - Community unsafe?  

 Fear of re-abduction/ being hunted by the rebel group?  

 Lack of family/friends 

 Land tenure issues  

 Destruction of housing/shelter  

 Economic/ livelihood 

 Education (for you or your children) 

 Having to perform work that you were not used to/ did not want to perform  

 Bad memories associated with your environment (psychological triggers) 

 Feeling watched by the government  

13. Did you participate in any traditional/religious ceremonies or healing rituals or any welcome celebrations? 
Explain. Was this helpful? Explain. 

14. Did you feel you were different than others in your community? In what ways? 

15. Did you feel life was more/less difficult for you, or the same as others in the community? 

16. Did any others from the [rebel group] return to your community at the same time?  Did they have a similar 
experience/ challenges? Why the difference? Explain. 

Next/Other Community 

17. For how long were you thinking of shifting to another place before you left? Was there any one specific incident 
that happened that made up your mind to move? 

18. Was the decision to shift your own?  

19. How were family/ community members involved in the decision? Did you talk about this with anybody? Who?  
Were they supportive of your thinking? Were there others who were not supportive? 

20. What were the primary reasons(s) that were keeping you from leaving/shifting (family, friends, children in 
school, services, other)? 

21. What were the primary reason(s) for leaving this community?  

22. Is there anything that could have been done at that time that would have made it possible to stay?  
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23. Where did you shift to? Did you ever consider shifting to somewhere else (Kampala, Nairobi, Jinja, other)? Why? 
Why not? 

24. What attracted you there? List all reasons for shifting to that place, for example: 

 Others moving there with you? 

 Family/friends? Explain. Were you in contact with them before you moved? Did you seek them out first 
thing when you moved? 

 Housing/ shelter? 

 Land/farming access? 

 Job opportunity/ possibility of work? 

 Education opportunities/assistance? (for you or your children) 

 Absence of stigma/anonymity/’to be free’? 

 Increased security?  

 To be close to assistance/ Amnesty Commission? 

 Assistance for medical/disability/psychological needs? 

 Lure of the big city (capital city)? 

 Other? 

25. Was this new place/location better or worse than your previous location? Explain. 

26. (If moved due to family) was your family there accepting of you (e.g. stigma, jealousy, discrimination)? Did your 
family suffer because of you? 

27. Was the new community accepting of you? (e.g. stigma, jealousy, discrimination) 

28. Did you face any challenges in other areas, (threats, lack of family/friends, no job, etc.)? 

29. Did any others from the [rebel group] stay in that community?  Did they have the same difficulties/challenges? 
Explain. 

Current Location & Situation 

30. How do you currently make a living?  Is that the same as before you joined the [rebel group]?   

31. [Children]: Have you been able to provide for your children/ dependents with this work? If not, who assists you 
with this? Do your children attend school?  If no: Why?  (financial constraints or are they needed at home) 

32. Have you received any skills training since returning from the rebel group? 

 YES:  From where/whom?  Was it sufficient? Have you used this training? 

 NO:  Why not? Do you have access to these opportunities?  

33. Do you currently rent your home or do you own the land you live on? 

34. Do you have access to land for digging/farming? 

35. Have you made new friends? How did you meet? 
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36. Are there others from the [rebel group] here? Do you spend much time with them?   

37. Do you feel part of this community or do you still feel like an outsider? 

 Feel integrated: How long did it take to feel like part of the community? Explain. 

 Outsider:  Do you think you ever will feel like a part of the community? Explain. 

38. Is it important to you to feel a part of your new community?  Do you feel a need to gain acceptance in your 
community? How? 

39. Do you participate in any activities or groups with members of your community (religious/ civic/ political groups, 
sports, economic associations, etc.)? 

 YES:  Explain. Has this been helpful? 

 NO:  Why not?  Have you had opportunities? 

40. How are your challenges/difficulties different than your friends? Others in your community? Other reporters in 
your community?  

41. Are you open about your past?  

 YES: Are you treated differently by others because of your past? Do you regret telling people? 

 NO:  Why? Does anyone here know you were in a rebel group?  

42. Do you like [current place]? Do you want to stay here? 

 YES: Why? 

 NO:  Where would you prefer to go? What could be done to assist you? 

43. What are your current needs? What programs or services could help you most? Explain. 

44. Do you think you will ever return to your original community/ homeland? Explain. 

45. Do you think you will shift to someplace else? Explain. 

46. What is your plan for the future? For your family/ children? 
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Appendix C – Other Interviewee Quotes by Section 

4.5a Rationale for return to community of origin (The choice to return) 

"Because that is where I belong."  

"Because it is my place. When I first got back I met up with others who had returned from the LRA and discussed 
that we should all stay and would look for a way to stay."  

“I went to the village because I didn’t have anywhere else to go."  

“Because I had no other option.”  

“They didn’t ask me where I wanted to go.  I came directly to my mother in a camp called Atnga - about 10 km 
from my home -- I was there for five years.”  

“The Amnesty Commission made me go back.”  

“Then in 1997 they requested, ‘how many want to join us in the army?’ If you did not want to join the army, they 
ask, ‘where you want to go?’ They wanted me to continue with the army, but I said, ‘No, I need to see my 
parents.’ They gave me transport up to home.  They wanted to confirm that [I was] actually going home, and 
they handed me over to my parents.”  

4.5c Push Factors (PUSH FACTORS – Community of origin) 

Economic challenges 

"The conditions were bad [in Buwalasi] -- low income was the thing that prompted my move."  

 “Village life was hard -- getting something to eat was a challenge.”  

“I had no money/capital for making business. I was [in Arua] for one-and-a-half years and things were very hard. 
I thought I would have a chance in my home to make a living.”  

Social exclusion, stigma, and discrimination 

“Only my parents accepted me -- the others in my family did not.”  

“I was not excited to go back because we were three sisters who left together -- and of the three, I was the only 
one that made it back. My sisters and I were from different mothers -- so the mothers of the other girls were not 
happy. At one point, things at home were so bad that one of the uncles called the others all together and they 
have a meeting and the uncle told them not to blame me -- I was the youngest, how could they blame me for just 
making it back? But my brothers who were still there had inherited the land of my father, and they considered 
me a threat, so I reached a point where I decided I just needed to leave.”  

“I went back and stayed with my parents -- [they] were a bit afraid of me because I was associated with the 
rebellion -- so I stayed with them at the house, but then after on I realized that I had to fend for myself -- I had 
nothing.”  
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“I decided to come to Kampala because I know I have no parents, I have no place to live, and I knew I was going 
to be killed by the community due to what was happening.  It was not ok because there was an operation that 
took place in our place, and I was seen among the group.”  

“My mother was happy because she thought I had died. But then my mother was very afraid for herself and me 
that the authorities would come. She was upset that I had joined ADF.”  

“My uncle was afraid that if I went back, they [the community] would hurt me -- my uncle refused me to come 
home.”  

“I did go to Jinja briefly but then came back to Kawempe. The situation wasn’t good -- people were angry with 
me. My people were angry with me.”  

“At first, I was welcomed warmly by my people and the group, but later on they were saying, ‘this man was this 
and this,’ until I decided to leave the place and come out from that community.  Even my father -- told me I could 
not put a house on his ground.”  

“My sister who raised me was there -- she was happy [that I had returned], though she was also afraid that I 
would bring her problems.”  

“I came back with a gun -- the LRA was following me. So the people said it was my fault for bringing back the gun 
that the LRA was bothering their community, but I had handed over the gun to the soldiers (stayed at the army 
for one week). People all thought I was talking rudely – I talked differently than others.”  

“When I returned, we were all worried. Staying in Arua would have caused problems because we had all been in 
prison, even if I had found work.”  

"Family members were happy, but the community was opposite -- the community wouldn’t interact freely with 
me.  I was concerned because they knew I had come under Amnesty. I didn’t feel comfortable." 

“During that time, I used to spend most of the time in the house because of the negative attitude of the 
community -- I was afraid that someone would hunt me.  Most of the time, I stayed in the house also because of 
that and also because of chest pain.”  

“When I came back, my friends had all turned against me. Friends all turned to enemies, I was eventually forced 
to leave.”  

“Not so many in the community knew, but the ones who knew were not so comfortable with me -- rumor went 
around the village that had I had gone into the rebellion. I was afraid and for such reasons, later left” 

“We were afraid because as we were rebels, they can say this bad person was a rebel and can come and even kill 
us.”   

 “They were saying I should go if I want to find peace, I should go. They were afraid someone would attack me.”  

“They are very happy -- they were even very happy with the government for bringing me back. Army contacted 
them to say I was coming, but they didn’t believe it until they saw me.”  

“My family was angry because I left behind children.”  

“There was a lot of stigmatization and the community was not accepting. This was the same for all of us. This 
was the main reason I left for Arua. In gathering places, people would blame us for their problems continuously.”  
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“Those people whose children were also abducted were not happy with me, but the rest were.”  

“The neighbors were also not happy with what I did. They just used gestures to let me know I was not welcome -- 
would only talk behind my back, nothing directly to my face. I occasionally say hello and then go on about my 
business.”  

“I never heard much from the community -- but the gestures, and the way one looks at you, you just know and 
suspect.  It was both this and the family part.”  

“The fear was the biggest challenge -- they would talk about me and one by one it got difficult.”  

“I would mostly stay at home. I was afraid people would harm me.”  

“People threatened me, I had a lot of fear. Going home haunts me and I don’t like it.” 

“When I came back they looted all of my things and threatened to kill me. The people didn’t like that I was a 
rebel. They discriminated against people like me there because they were afraid.”  

“Even the community, they would come and they were very happy to see me back. This never changed, they are 
always happy.”  

“Community also very happy, because I was abducted -- there were many abducted together -- about 40.  About 
seven have already come back.”  

"Some point at my back and some are kind, but it is not easy to be home. My brother built me a house next to his 
and we all share food. I will stay in this community."  

“There were others in my community who had been with the LRA -- they also faced stigma but they stayed.”  

 

Violence and fear 

“I feared that [the LRA] would return for me. They even returned for me but I was not in an open place for them.”  

“I was afraid the rebels would come back and find me. My brother was also afraid -- but I just decided by myself 
to leave -- my brother said it was ok to stay.”  

"Kampala was not better or worse [than Arua] – I was working loading vehicles -- was eating, could afford 
money to pay the rent; I was there for four years. Then, Amnesty Commission came and they said that we should 
come back [to Arua], but I was fearing Amnesty and wasn’t sure. I got information from others that there was 
nothing wrong now, so I could come home."  

Land tenure issues 

“Current situation here in Uganda, those who do not have money, their land will be taken away. But if they have 
money, it is not difficult for them.”  

“I didn’t have land because I found it had been sold -- and that is what made me come to town.”  
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“My father had died while I was away so my uncle (father's brother) now owns the land.  Went to mother's 
homeland -- she is remarried now. When I got there my uncle (mother's brother) fought with me and sent me 
away without land.”  

“My brothers who were still there had inherited the land of my father, and they considered me a threat, so I 
reached a point where I decided I just needed to leave.”  

 “We had family land, but my portion had been sold.”  

“My family welcomed me, but the brothers were harsh about the land and now they don’t want to return it 
back.”  

"The neighbors wanted us to die and not come back -- but the land is our father’s and our grandfather’s."  

“I have land there but people want to chase me away. They wanted to chase me out and said I’m a rebel. I feared 
the others would kill me.”  

“Even some of the cases reported here in Amnesty -- just threatening you that you are rebel in order for you to 
run away, so they grab the land.  This is what Amnesty Commission people told us, that if you come across this 
problem, come here and report -- because Amnesty has this lawyer.”  

“They thought I had died so [my land] was either sold or taken -- I don’t know.“  

“By the time I came back, I found my father had died and they had sold off the land. My father had already sold it 
and then the rest [of the family] had divided among the sons, but because I was gone, I did not get any -- they 
thought I had died.”  

Loss of house, material possessions, and family/social structure 

“When I first went home, I saw my house was destroyed. I had three wives, two died, only one left.  I decided to 
come to a place where I can easily get money.”  

“I have the land in Mbarara but no house. My family stays in one room with my brothers.”  

“I have nowhere to stay -- that is why I came here to Kampala -- just for small, small work just to survive.”  

“Give Me a Chance returned me to my community, but there was nothing there for me”  

“Before he left, the army stormed my home, robbed our things, took our parents to prison, and everyone was 
scared.”  

“As a grown person I wasn’t comfortable being at my sisters’ place. But there was no stigma.”  

“After coming back to Koboko, there were very many problems I was facing -- I had no property, everything I left 
was burned.  Family had to give me everything -- the family brought me clothes in Gulu.“  

“My parents died when I was in the bush -- just found out when I returned. I had two brothers, one has died, and 
one is sick -- were both HIV positive.”  

4.5d Pull Factors (PULL FACTORS – Other communities) 

Perception/expectation of economic opportunities 
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“Life is hard, that’s why we are here -- looking for something to survive.”  

"Survival was the main reason for moving. He just works here to survive and nothing else."  

“In Kampala, there are more opportunities, so it’s better to be near to town.”  

"So many go to Kampala -- they go look for a living. Many people also come to Arua, and just visit their land."  

"I realized I didn't have to rely on my land, I can do labor for wages in Arua."  

"I had it in mind that maybe I would get an opportunity to work in Kampala."  

Family members or friends 

“I also had relatives there. I stayed with my sister, but my children stayed in the village in Ishaka.”  

“I did not know anyone else, except my sister - but she is married so I cannot stay there.”  

Freedom from fear and stigmatization 

“I was sent to Kitgum first until others from LRA also returned.”  

”At first, I was afraid, but once I got my amnesty certificate then I was free. Before that, I was just worried that 
they would just snap you and take you back.”  

Proximity to the Amnesty Commission 

“Many left Yumbe when they heard Amnesty was considering cases in Kampala.”  

Health and psychosocial services 

“The doctors here are better but expensive.”  

Proximity to initial community 

“The clan tore down my parents' house where I was staying so I walked there.”  

“I just had to go someplace else. My father rented me a place in Pece for two months. GUSCO took me and 
sponsored me for one year. Now I have to pay for myself and am struggling. My parents do not visit me.  
Sometimes I go to visit them in the evening after dark.”  

4.6 Next steps 

Intending to return home 

“If I get the land I will build a house in Bombo and go back to Bombo.”  

“If I was having a way to have more land or a small business, I would stay in the village. But here in Kampala just 
a house is so expensive, because in the village I am ok, I don’t have a problem. To stay in Kampala is not easy. At 
first it was better in Kampala because it was safe here but not there, but now it is ok there.”  

“If I had money and my child could go to school, I would go home.”  
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 “I want to earn enough money to be able to return home.”  

“I need maybe some poultry - need money so I can get my kids back together. I would go back to the village 
where my mother is.  That place could accommodate that.”  

“Because of the high prices of things I cannot save, but my intention is to make money and go to the village. Also 
where I was staying people stole my things three times, but now I have shifted.”  

“I may eventually go back, can’t tell now but if things work out.”  

Intending to move on 

“I don’t like to stay here mostly, I wanted to stay in Masindi, but because of poverty I had to come here. Even the 
money which I am working for is finishing only rent and food.  I used to send some money back, if I have any, I 
send it, but sometimes it forces me to not because of renting and whatever. At least in the village I can dig and 
do a small thing. If I could have ANY ANY money I could just go back, because there is no use of staying here.”  

 “I can’t say that Kampala is better, but maybe if I shifted some few kilometers out of Kampala and got some plot 
and some chickens, then life would be better for me.”  

“The house rent went high [in Kampala], but because of limited resources we intend to shift, we cannot afford it 
anymore.  I would love to shift nearby, but I am not interested in going back to the village. If I must, I would go to 
the village but I don’t want to.”  

“I need to go to Kampala to be with my family.”  

“I want to leave the country because I feel threatened [He was a spy for the ADF].”  

Planning to remain 

“If I woke up one morning and had the money, I just want to work and stay in Kampala.”  

“Yes, I will just stay. The reason is because there are opportunities that will just come and you can just go for 
them.”  

“I can’t move anywhere else, I wouldn’t have money or a skill.”  

"I have problems mainly because I can't stand having my wife and children far from me because I cannot provide 
for them -- but the house I am staying in is just for one person and I have no work. I need a job. The last time I 
saw my wife and children was four years ago. They live with her family."  

“I plan to stay because I don’t have anywhere else to go.”  

Flexible on destination for land or money 

“I plan to stay but would move for opportunity; if got I land in Arua, I would go back.”  

“What I prefer for me is education for my children, I will stay wherever I can keep the children in school. I might 
stay here just to get small money, but am seeing that it is becoming hard now, and the cost of living is very high, 
and education costs. But I want to go to my homeland but living there is not easy, but I would have to restart life 
there.” 
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ENDNOTES 

                                                           

 

1 To receive reporter status in Uganda, an individual must have participated in an armed rebellion from 1986 to the 
present, renounced and abandoned all involvement with that rebellion, registered with the pertinent government 
agencies, and be 12 years of age or older. Some reporters included in this study had not yet reported at time of 
interview but were subsequently registered and verified by the Uganda Amnesty Commission following the 
interview. 
2 (2010). IBM SPSS Data Collection 17.0. Chicago, IL: IBM, corp. 
3 Lule, Seifman & David. “The Changing HIV/AIDS Landscape.” World Bank. 2009. 
4 To “shift” in the Uganda contexts denotes a more permanent form of movement from one location to another; 
whereas to “move” commonly signifies daily pedestrian movement, shifting signifies relatively permanent 
relocation or migration, though it is often used to refer to movement associated with long-term temporary 
migration for remittance-associated employment. 
5 “Major District center” denotes a district capital with a population greater than 350,000, with the exception of 
Kitgum, which is perceived as a major center due to the high number of NGOs and other service provider-related 
opportunities available there. 
6 See employment table 
7 ibid 
8 http://www.unicefusa.org/news/news-from-the-field/award-winning-documentary-child-soldiers-uganda.html 
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