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Several women sit on a bench in a small room with babies tied on their backs. All 

are silent with glazing eyes, faces expressionless. They are waiting, patiently. It is 

their second time here at the Base Camp at Nakivale, Uganda's largest refugee 

settlement. These mothers are seeking a precious document that would grant 

refugee status for their babies and provide some security in a land hundreds of miles 

away from home. In Nakivale, waiting has become a routine for the estimated 

72,000 refugees currently located here. 

Margaret Kyomugisha has genuine compassion for the people who pass through her 

office every day. She is the Head of the Registration Office at Nakivale and has 

registered asylum seekers for the last eight years. “They are mainly fleeing war. At 

night they hear gunshots,” Margaret says. 

Her day starts around eight in the morning and continues until six in the evenings, 

often without a lunch break. Up to 150 people come to the base camp every day to 

have their refugee status determined. 

For decades Uganda has experienced a high level of refugee migration and, 

influenced by its own history, has always applied a generous asylum policy. While 

the majority of refugees originate from neighbouring countries such as Rwanda and 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the diversity of nationalities and ethnicities 

make the group varied and often complex to manage. All have escaped a bleak fate. 

But the uncertainty of a new life in a land distant from home is a small price to pay 

for many seeking refugee status in Uganda. 

Continuous fear of imminent attacks from armed groups has for years characterised 

several countries in East Africa. It has forced millions to leave behind their lives, 

families, homes and belongings in search of some stability and security. But the 

journey to acquiring refugee status requires a huge amount of patience and waiting. 

Each peron Margaret comes across has their own unique story and has different 

needs. “The work is interesting, I learn so much from the people,” she says, Work is 

not always easy. Margaret sees women who have lost children and husbands, people 

with disabilities, and traumatised, unaccompanied children. Each case is treated 

individually and she gives her best every time. "You do your part and you refer 

them, but it can be difficult," she says. 

Before Margaret receives them, the asylum seekers have been through Government 

registration, where their nationality is verified. It is then up to Margaret and her 

team to ensure that they receive an asylum seekers' certificate while they wait for 
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their refugee status to be determined. The certificate gives them the right to basic 

farming equipment, a small piece of land and some non-food items. Most 

importantly it gives them three months of food rations. 

"Before, it could take between 7 and 10 days before newcomers to the settlement 

got their food ration. For those with no family in the camp, those days can be very 

difficult," says Dedan Tugaine, Senior Registration Officer from the United Nation's 

refugee agency (UNHCR). 

The main difficulty in Nakivale has been clearing the backlog of pending applications. 

Now the waiting time has been cut to between 2 and 4 days thanks to an EU funded 

programme implemented by UNHCR in cooperation with the Government of Uganda. 

The aim has been to facilitate a faster process so that the refugees will be able to 

regain their livelihoods and get back to a 'normal' life. Besides reinforcing the 

capacity of government departments and training staff, the EU support has helped 

refurbish and expand the Refugee Status Determination Centre. These 

improvements “make the process for the asylum seekers more humane and the 

process more orderly," Dedan says. 

The women who sit patiently are now treated with more dignity, in this home away 

from their home, that may be no more. 
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