
 

No Dignity in Aging for Older Refugee Persons in Uganda 

Statement on the occasion of International Day of Older Persons, 1 October 

2014 

Today, 1
st

 October, marks the 24th commemoration of the United Nations International Day of Older 

Persons.Refugee Law project recognizes the contribution of the 6734 older refugees in Uganda(as per 

UNHCR February 2014) and raises some of the major concerns faced by this group of persons. 

In Uganda, the Government, UNHCR and other local and 

international development partners still have a long 

way to go in achieving this year’s theme of “Leaving No 

One Behind: Promoting a Society for All”. Elderly 

persons, specifically those living in urban centers like 

Kampala, are amongst the most vulnerable categories 

of refugees, and still face challenges accessing the 

basics of life such as food, shelter, clothing, water and 

medical care. Their concerns have largely been left out 

in the formulation and implementation of development 

and protection policies and programs. Not addressing 

older person’s concerns means not addressing the 

concerns of 2 per cent of the refugee population in 

Uganda, a critical minority group.  Although the 2% 

In 2012 Refugee Law Project produced a 

video entitled “Old Age in Exile”: please 

take fifteen minutes of your time today to 

watch it and better understand the 

difficult situation of many elderly refugee 

persons, but also the amazing 

contributions they make. The video can be 

accessed on our website at:  

http://www.refugeelawproject.org/resour

ces/video-

documentaries/video/latest/old-age-in-

exile-the-case-of-uganda.html 



figure may seem insignificant, the World Health organization has projected that a demographic 

revolution is underway throughout the world, and that the total of older persons will double by 2025 

and will reach virtually two billion by 2050 - the vast majority of them in the developing world. 

Elderly refugees arrive from their countries of origin, physically wounded, traumatized and living with 

effects of sexual and physical violence experienced during war and flight. The difficult life in Uganda 

worsens their conditions, leading them to becoming further handicapped, and developing more physical 

and psychological health problems like back pain, headaches, stomach aches, hypertension, depression, 

anxiety among others. Despite the tough conditions, older persons have remained a key resource 

within refugee and Ugandan host societies, through offering childcare to orphans, children and 

vulnerable family members, sharing knowledge and experiences, promoting culture and traditions, 

and contributing to the economy through engaging in productive activity. 

 

Meeting of Elderly Refugees Support Group, Refugee Law Project Offices, Kampala (Please 

note, this picture was taken prior to the suspension by Government of Uganda (May 2014) of RLP’s direct 

work with refugees, a suspension which continues at the time of writing, and which prevents us from 

providing much needed support to the elderly, including the provision of appropriate space for meetings) 

 



Four major challenges are being experienced by older refugee persons in Uganda and these are; 

• Low levels of access to medical services in Uganda, because of the large expenses required in 

managing the illnesses they live with; and in most cases are unable to move long distances to 

medical centers in order to access treatment.   

• Limited access to food and housing, especially as they have a big care burden of grandchildren 

and other vulnerable persons.  The majority of elderly refugees in Kampala live in slum areas, 

where houses are in terrible condition, characterized by coldness, flooding and no beddings.  

Many have to depend on their grandchildren for support, or resort to begging or picking food 

remains from the markets.  

• Widespread exclusion from existing development and protection programs meant for both 

refugee and Ugandan nationals.  For example they are not beneficiaries of the cash transfer 

scheme run by the government of Uganda.   Resettling countries are reluctant to take older 

persons, as they are viewed as unproductive. No consideration is accorded older persons by the 

majority of service providers as they prepare their process, for example older persons are 

supposed to wait in long queues with the rest of the people as they await service delivery for 

hours, without water, lunch or transport for returning home.    

• Lack of platforms to speak on their own issues and the public is largely unaware of their 

concerns. In rare situations where they get an opportunity to speak, their issues are not 

considered a priority, as they are taken as typical ageing issues with no urgent need for redress.  

To maximize the power and roles of older refugee persons, we recommend that all stakeholders, 

including Government of Uganda, UNHCR and its partners, donors, local and international civil society 

organizations,give special attention to the conditions of older refugees,and support them in 3 key areas 

of;  

• Placing the issue of “Ageing”at the forefront of the development and policy agenda, to ensure 

that older refugee persons attain equal opportunity in accessing services and resources  

• Developing direct programs to address their issues, and mobilizing adequate resources to 

respond to the issues of elderly persons and ensure access to the basics of life including food, 

shelter, and medical care  

• Engaging elderly persons as active participants capable of creating change and making decision. 

They should be viewed as a resource and a power for creating positive change in individuals, 

families and communities.  



• Empowering those still able to work with skills and resources to be self sufficient, in order for 

them to enjoy a dignified life  

For further information about Refugee Law Project’s (presently suspended) work with elderly refugees 

and how to offer any form of assistance (financial or material), please contact the Programme Manager, 

Mental Health and Psychosocial Wellbeing, on  y.nagujja@refugeelawproject.org  

 

 


