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Key findings and conclusions
Local understanding of the youth
Findings across the three districts depict youth in terms of age, bodily and behavioural changes,
daily livelihood activities (mainly off-farm, quick cash-making activities) that portray gender and
regional differences. Adult and youth understanding differed, with older people depicting youth in a
derogatory and negative outlook characterised by misconceptions and stereotypes, while the young
people had a more positive self-image. There were also regional and gender differences regarding
how “youth” were defined and described. Female and male youth were depicted as different, with
some regional variations. The youth are not a homogenous group but are perceived differently by
gender.
Youth aspirations and transition in dryland areas
Although there are some regional and gender variations, in all three districts the female and male
youth aspire to have progressive and better lives, mostly rotating around the basic needs of life and
getting themselves out of poverty. Aspirations include better education, better housing, becoming
community role models, agricultural aspirations, and for male youth in Karamoja, marriage and
children are key. Youth aspirations were shaped by their local experiences, access to resources and
other opportunities, as well as by role models in their communities. Both female and male youth
have big dreams geared at meeting their immediate, basic needs and wellbeing. In addition, the female
and male aspirations remain largely unmet due to a myriad of challenges that have resulted in missed
opportunities and shattered dreams.
The key events that trigger youth transition from adolescence to adulthood relate to bodily and
behavioural changes (different for female and male youth), personal and historical events, and socialcultural events. Youth transition experiences are intertwined with gender, age and regional dynamics
that shape male and female youth differently. Their experiences are largely dark ones, of forced
transitions, and missed opportunities.
1

Youth engagement in dryland agricultural value chains
While both male and female youth considered agriculture as an important livelihood for enabling food
security, businesses and income, it is considered a last resort and a secondary livelihood. Agriculture
is embraced by the youth only after experiencing harsh realities (lack of education and career,
pregnancy and early marriages). Youth prefer off-farm income generation aimed at securing their
immediate needs, amidst the perception of agriculture as a high-risk, unpredictable and long-term
investment. Both female and male youth across the three districts prefer sorghum and maize (of the
cereals), and beans and groundnuts (of the grain legumes). Male and female youth identified regional
preferences: sunflower in Moroto, rice, millet, soybeans, cowpeas in Nwoya, and simsim (sesame),
soya beans, cowpeas, and green gram in Serere.
Both female and male youth produced crops but were underrepresented in processing and
marketing. Many challenges limit female and male youth engagement in dryland agricultural value
chains. While there were no gender preferences for particular cereal and grain legume crops, there
were regional crops preferred by both female and male youth. The dryland youth are more attracted
to drought-resistant, quick maturing crops that deliver high cash returns to address their immediate
needs. Agricultural work was gendered, with female youth more engaged in planting, weeding and
harvesting, while male youth dominated transportation.
Existing opportunity structures
There are many opportunity structures geared at supporting youth participation in agriculture,
including youth-targeted global and national policies, programmes and interventions, socio-cultural
institutions, economic and market opportunities, as well as infrastructure. However, various
deficiencies continue to prevent meaningful male and female engagement in agriculture, with female
youth more disadvantaged due to the socio-cultural norms that confer more privileges to males. The
gaps relate to technical capacity, financial and technical resources, climate stress and infrastructure
deficits (mainly electricity and roads). These deficiencies should be addressed if we are to unlock
youth potential as active agents in dryland agricultural value chains.
Recommendations
Unlocking the potential of female and male youth in dryland areas requires understanding their
aspirations, needs, and realities. A transformative approach to address the gaps would focus on three
pillars: (i) Inclusive participation, where male and female youth are targeted in consideration of their
needs and realities; (ii) Equity, where female and male youth are enabled to access and use resources
and opportunities relevant for agricultural transformation; and (iii) Facilitating youth agency by
providing a conducive social, economic and policy environment for youth to exercise their potential as
active agents of change.
This report makes recommendations for unlocking youth potential through youth agricultural
livelihood programs, strengthening youth groups, research, education and technical support. For all
these efforts to bear desired outcomes, deep seated socio-cultural, economic, and technical barriers
to youth engagement in agriculture need to be addressed through the cultural transformation and
rebranding of agriculture to make it appealing to male and female youth. Detailed strategies are
explained in section 6.2.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Introduction
ICRISAT is an international, non-profit organisation that undertakes scientific research for
development, with a vision for “a prosperous, food secure and resilient dryland tropics.” Its mission is
to “reduce poverty, hunger, malnutrition and environmental degradation in dryland areas.” ICRISAT’s
crop mandates are chickpea, pigeon pea, groundnut and nutri-cereals (sorghum, pearl millet and
finger millet) especially in semi-arid tropics of Africa and Asia. It endeavours to conserve, analyse,
breed and understand on-farm management practices, processing and agribusiness opportunities for
its mandate crops (https://www.icrisat.org/).
ICRISAT supports profitable farming through a holistic approach that targets the entire agricultural
value chain by paying attention to a participatory approach and partnerships, building capacity at
national and local levels, integrating communication, monitoring and evaluation, and policy support
to governments. It also considers crosscutting themes, specifically nutrition, women’s empowerment
and attracting youth into agriculture (https://www.icrisat.org/). ICRISAT is a Lead Centre for the CGIAR
Collaborative Research Program on Grain Legumes and Dryland Cereals (CRP-GLDC).
ICRISAT commissioned Makerere University to conduct a study on “Youth realities, aspirations, and
opportunity structures in the drylands of Uganda,” to contribute to the development of a “CRP-GLDC
Youth Strategy for the Drylands” in East and Southern African dryland regions. The study aimed at
understanding who the youth are, who is staying in agriculture, who is leaving, who is coming back to
agriculture once they have left, as well as the pathways they follow in engaging with agricultural value
chains or other work in the dryland areas. It also sheds light on the legume and cereal value chains
with the highest potential to attract the youth. The study suggests mechanisms for enabling youth
engagement in legume and cereal value chains. By understanding these dynamics, ICRISAT’s CRPGLDC gender programme will better target male and female youth for their meaningful engagement
in cereal and legume value chains. Other programs in the CRP-GLDC and beyond will adopt some of
the study recommendations to design youth-friendly, and impactful interventions.
The report is based on findings from the three dryland regions of Uganda, namely, the Northern
Region (Nwoya District), North East (Moroto District, Karamoja Sub-region) and Eastern Region
(Serere District). Chapter 1 is the introduction; Chapter 2 covers the area of study and method;
Chapters 3, 4 and 5 focus on findings, while Chapter 6 presents conclusions, recommendations and
areas for further inquiry.

1.2 Background
About 90% of the world’s young people live in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean Islands.
In East Africa (Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Burundi, and Rwanda) about 45% of the population
is below 15 years and a further 28% are youth between 15 and 24 years old. The participation of the
youth in decision-making, and access to employment have recently become important areas for the
global and regional development agenda. While the current youth unemployment rate in Sub-Saharan
Africa exceeds 30%, agricultural-related activities and interventions are yet to make meaningful
contributions towards youth unemployment and livelihoods. Given that up to 70% of youth in subSaharan Africa (SSA) and South Asia (SA) live in rural areas, and 47% of rural youth in Africa work
in agriculture, there is an opportunity for them to become agripreneurs if we pay attention to their
needs through inclusive and youth-targeted agricultural programmes. This will provide decent work
opportunities for young men and women in the drylands of SSA and SA and expand their livelihood
sources. In Uganda, the agricultural sector employs 57% of female and male youth (Republic of
Uganda 2018). However, youth face enormous challenges to harness the agricultural opportunities,
and remain largely excluded and invisible within the sector.
3

There is no consensus on the exact definition of the youth. There are varying definitions across
communities and countries. Some definitions are based on the age ranges, while others identify the
youth as a stage of life that is associated with specific wishes, changes, education, labour markets,
independence, marital and legal status and attitudes (Leavy and Smith 2010, Giuliani et al. 2017). The
UN Secretariat uses the terms “youth” and “young people” interchangeably to mean persons aged
15-24, and agrees that different member states should have their own definitions (http://undesadspd.
org/Youth.aspx). Therefore, one needs to understand how youth are defined in each context.
This study was motivated by the prevailing notion that young people are reluctant to pursue
agricultural livelihoods, which may have repercussions on continental efforts to revive the sector
(Leavy and Smith 2010). Daum’s (2018) study in Zambia indicates that youth perceive farming as
an unattractive career and a burdensome, labour-intensive occupation with little or no reward, and
limited guarantee of regular income. There are many risks associated with farming, especially those
related to unreliable rainfall that demotivate the youth (Daum 2018).
A recent study by Rietveld, van der Burg and Groot (2020) on youth aspirations and agricultural
opportunities in rural Central Uganda found similar views, that female and male youth were
trivializing farming and not considering it as one of their aspirations. Education has a direct link
to food security and improved livelihoods of farmers and therefore, young people’s access to
information and knowledge is important to overcoming the difficulties they face in agriculture (Losch
2014, Leavy and Hossain 2014). To date, there are limited studies on youth aspirations, transitions
and opportunity structures in dryland areas to enable the understanding of youth realities, and how
these shape their engagement in agricultural value chains. It is also important to ask how the existing
opportunity structures respond to the needs for male and female youth in dryland agriculture.
According to Roberts (2009), opportunity structures are mainly formed by the inter-relationships
between family backgrounds, education, labour markets and employers’ recruitment practices. These
are intersected with race, gender, ethnicity and other factors (Roberts 2009). The current study draws
on these elements of opportunity structures, but also considers other opportunities that influence
youth needs and realities in dryland agriculture. The study was guided by the following objectives:

2. Method
2.1 Area of study
2.1.1 Uganda Country Profile
Uganda is a landlocked country in East Africa and lies across the equator between 1°29’ south
and 4°12’ north of the Equator, and 29°34’ east and 35°0’ east (Uganda Bureau of Statistics
[UBOS] 2014). The country has a population of 45,577,540 people, the youngest population in the
world (about 78% below the age of thirty), and an annual population growth rate of 3.3% (http://
worldpopulationreview.com/countries/uganda-population/).
The country is endowed with vast natural resources, including good soils and relatively reliable
rainfall that supports arable farming (NEMA 2016). It has a bimodal pattern of rainfall except for the
Northern Region (including the northeast) that has only one rainy season. Uganda is dependent on
rain-fed subsistence farming that employs about 72% of the total labour force, mostly women (76%)
and youth (63%), most of whom live in rural areas (FAO 2018). Rural women are largely engaged in
crop production while men are more involved with livestock (FAO 2018).
Uganda has 135 districts comprised of 257 counties, 12,062 sub-counties and 10,029 parishes
(https://www.ec.or.ug/electoral-commission-statistics), with four geographical regions (North, East,
Central and Western regions) that are still grappling with high levels of poverty. Although the Northern
Region has consistently been the poorest one in the country, in 2016/17 the incidence of poverty
was highest in the Eastern Region (36%) (UBOS 2019). In the Acholi area (Northern Uganda), femaleheaded households have greater difficulties raising money than male headed households, with more
than 80 % of female-headed households unable to raise 20,000 Uganda Shillings (about $12) a week
compared to 70% of male headed households (El Bushra 2013).

• Assessing the existing opportunity structures and challenges for youth in dryland areas

Other than high poverty levels, the dryland regions are fragile and located in zones of rainfall
variability that threaten food security and livelihood capabilities. They experience drought, floods and
unpredictable weather with serious impacts on rural livelihoods (FAO 2018). Women, children and
youth are the most vulnerable groups. Women have limited access to productive resources such as
land and labour, finance, extension services and technical innovations. The youth are often ignored in
efforts to accelerate agricultural growth and improve food security (FAO 2018, Senders et al. 2014). This
means that rural areas are deprived of potentially productive, dynamic and innovative community
members and agripreneurs (Okelai et al. 2017).

• Suggesting the enabling factors for youth engagement in a commercialised rural economy

2.1.2 Northern Uganda

• Characterising the youth and their realities in dryland areas (who the youth are and their
aspirations)
• Analysing youth transitions in dryland areas
• Assessing youth engagement in dryland agriculture, particularly cereal and legume value chains

Northern Uganda is a fragile region that has experienced a legacy of armed conflicts, notably, the Lord’s
Resistance Army (LRA) war that lasted two decades [1986-2006] (Republic of Uganda 2009). The LRA
war inflicted extreme human displacement, deprivation and destruction of critical infrastructure in
the region. After the war, the Government of Uganda developed a comprehensive framework dubbed
the Peace Recovery and Development Plan (PRDP), covering the regions of Acholi, Lango, West Nile,
Karamoja, Bukedi, Elgon, Teso and part of Bunyoro to accelerate human development (Republic of
Uganda 2007, UNDP 2016, International Alert 2013). The priority investments identified included
access roads, water and sanitation, health, and education (Republic of Uganda 2007, 2009). Prominent
programmes implemented in the region included: the phased Northern Uganda Social Action
Fund (NUSAF I, II and III), National Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS) programme, Karamoja
Livelihoods Programme (KALIP), Agricultural Livelihoods Recovery Programme (ALREP), road and
energy infrastructure programmes, and social services (UNDP 2016, Republic of Uganda 2009).
The areas targeted by the PRDP are endowed with a rich natural resource base that includes oil and
gas in the northwest, various minerals in Karamoja, water and hydroelectric power potential along
4
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the Nile River Basin, fertile soils, and a rich biodiversity (UNDP 2016, NEMA 2016). Like most areas of
Uganda, agriculture is the major livelihood sector in Northern Uganda. The farmer field school (FFS)
approach, pioneered by FAO and adopted by KALIP, has been widely used to enhance agricultural
livelihoods. Besides enriching agricultural skills, FFS in Uganda have also provided agricultural inputs,
and promoted community savings and loans schemes (UNDP 2016). Several irrigation schemes,
mainly targeting rice farming, and valley tanks (earthen dams across streambeds to impound water
for livestock) have been extended to deal with persistent drought (UNDP 2016).

boda (motorcycle taxi), blacksmith shops, fishing, charcoal burning, local brew (ajono) trade, brick
making, and stone and sand quarrying (Uganda Investment Authority 2016). The Teso Sub-region has
experienced disasters and tragedies, notably, cattle rustling and insurgency (1985 to 1993) by the
Karamojong warriors, the famine of 1992-94 that followed the cassava mosaic virus disease, floods
of 2007 that destroyed lives and property, and the drought of 2009 that destroyed 65% of the crops
(UNDP 2014). Administratively, the Teso Sub-region is divided into eight districts: Soroti, Kumi, Ngora,
Bukedea, Serere, Kaberamaido, Katakwi and Amuria.

Youth unemployment in Northern Uganda

2.1.4 Study districts

Some of the major challenges faced by youth relate to unemployment and marginalisation
(International Alert 2013). Nationally, unemployment is higher among female than male youth (10.9%
compared to 8.1%) for ages 14-64, compared to 6.7% and 7.8% in the PRDP areas. The rates are
higher for youth between 18-30 years (13.7% female, 8.9% male) at the national level compared to
9.3% for female and 10% for male in the PRDP area (UNDP 2016). A recent report (Republic of Uganda
2018) mentions that some youth that are neither working nor studying, with three times as many idle
female as male youths. More female youth are idle in urban areas (17%), the Northern Region (17%)
and the Central region (16%). The UNDP report (2016) notes that because of their inability to secure
gainful employment, the youth in Northern Uganda are a “lost generation” that has resorted to drug
abuse, crime, gambling, and alcohol.

Moroto District

Because most youth in Northern Uganda grew up in Internally Displaced People’s (IDPs) camps, they
missed out on education, jobs, and adequate socialisation and nurturing necessary for moving them
into productive opportunities (International Alert 2013, UNDP 2016, Musiimenta and Boonabaana
2015). Their low education and skills levels block most young people in the region from upward
mobility in the labour force (UNDP 2016, Okelai et al. 2017). For instance, the youth in Karamoja have
attended school on average just 4 years for males and 2.3 years for females (UNDP 2016). Due to their
limited education, youth in the PRDP area are twice as likely to be employed in agriculture (69%) as in
other regions of the country (31%) (UNDP 2016).

Moroto is sparsely populated with a population density of 20 persons per square kilometre. The
district is mainly occupied by the Tepeth and Matheniko clusters of the Karamojong ethnic group.
The Tepeth occupy the Mount Moroto area, and the Matheniko live in the lower rangelands (UNDP
2014). The two clusters speak different dialects of the same language, and they have certain cultural
differences, but both groups are predominantly agro-pastoralists, practicing both subsistence
agriculture and semi-nomadic livestock rearing. Over 95% of the population lives in rural areas,
with 90% of the dwellings lacking proper sanitation and storage facilities. The climate of Moroto is
semiarid, with a dry season from November to March and a rainy season from April to August. Rainfall
ranges from 300 mm to 1200 mm per year with a mean of 800 mm. The hottest months are January
and February (temperatures may reach 33.5° C); while in October to December the average maximum
temperature is 29.5° C (UNDP 2014). The livelihoods are mainly based on livestock, crop agriculture,
mining of gold, limestone, marble, gemstones, sand and murram (gravelly clay). Some people live by
rustling cattle (UNDP 2014). The main crops in Moroto are sorghum, maize, groundnuts (World Food
Programme et al. 2014).

The longstanding hatred for education and its subsequent high illiteracy levels compelled the
government of Uganda in partnership with Redd Barna to start a specific education programme for
Karamoja, the Alternative Basic Education for Karamoja (ABEK) in 1998 (Save the Children Uganda
2006) to enable children to acquire basic literacy. The programme targeted children who were unable
to attend primary school due to the semi-nomadic lifestyle of their parents, who instilled a hatred
for education. The pen was previously cursed and buried because it was perceived as a symbol of
oppression by the colonial government (Save the Children Uganda 2006). The programme focuses on
basic life skills, uses a flexible curriculum, timetable, and instruction is conducted in the local language
(Ng’aKarimojong) (Save the Children Uganda 2006).
2.1.3 Eastern Uganda: The Teso Sub-region
The Teso Sub-region is bordered by Karamoja in the North and East, Lango in the West and by Bukedi
in the South. It has a population of 1.8 million people (UBOS 2014), inhabited by 80% Iteso that speak
Ateso and a small tribal group called the Kumam (Uganda Investment Authority 2016). The region
has two rainy seasons supporting two cropping seasons (March to June or July, and August to
December). The vegetation is savannah grassland, with sandy to loamy soils and lakes, rivers and vast
wetlands.
Crops include cassava, sweetpotatoes, sorghum, finger millet, peas, groundnuts and rice (Uganda
Investment Authority 2016). The staple foods are millet, maize and sorghum while supplementary
crops such as groundnuts, simsim (sesame) and sunflower are also grown. Cotton is the major cash
crop. Livestock such as cattle, goats, sheep, and chickens are kept for food and income, while oxen
are often used to plough (Uganda Investment Authority 2016). Other business activities include boda
6

Moroto District is in north-eastern Uganda in the Karamoja Sub-region (in the Northern Region).
It is bordered by Kaabong District in the North, Kenya to the East, Amudat District to the South,
Nakapiripirit District in the Southwest, Napak District to the West, and Kotido District in the
Northwest. It is about 435 kilometres from Kampala, the capital of Uganda. It has six sub-counties,
30 parishes and 187 villages. The district has a population of 117,400 (56,300 males and 61,100
females), of which 101,630 (86.7%) are 30 years and below (UBOS 2020). The district has over 16
farmer organisations, 14 farmers groups, 2 women’s groups (https://ugandafarmers.guide/farmerorganization/district/moroto).

Nwoya District
Nwoya District is in Acholi Sub-region, Northern Uganda, about 330 km from Kampala. The district
has eight sub-counties, 33 parishes and 86 villages. It has a population of 233,800 (116,400
males and 117,400 females), of which 175,490 (75%) are youth, aged 30 years and below (UBOS
2020). The district has over 138 farmer organisations, two farmer associations, 81 farmer groups,
one cooperative, 33 women’s groups, nine youth groups, and one farmer field school (https://
ugandafarmers.guide/farmer- organization/district/nwoya). Subsistence agriculture and livestock
husbandry are the economic mainstays, and recently, oil has been found and commercial extraction
is being planned. Maize, rice, groundnuts, are important crops in Nwoya (Elepu and Dalipagic 2014).
The district has recently become a hub for foreign commercial farming such as Amatheon Agri, an
agribusiness and food company, headquartered in Berlin. The firm grows cereals on a large scale and
helps smallholder farmers to improve their productivity, growing rain-fed crops such as rice, maize,
sorghum, soya beans and sunflower (http://www.amatheon-agri.com/where-we-are/uganda).

7

Serere District
Serere District in Eastern Uganda covers 1,965 km2. The district has 10 sub-counties, 50 parishes and
250 villages. According to UBOS (2020) http://catalog.data.ug/dataset/uganda-s-district-populationprojections-2015-2020), Serere has a population of 343,200 (168,600 males and 174,600 females) of
which 273,570 (79.7%) are aged 30 years and below. The district has 47,736 households (77.9% male
headed and 22.1% female headed). 59.3% of the population in Serere district is between 0 and 17
years, 19.9% are between the ages of 18 and 30, 16.4% are aged 31 to 59 while 4.5% are over the age
of 60 (UNDP 2014).
The district is inhabited by three major tribes, Iteso, Kumams and Bakenye. According to UNDP
(2014), most of these (76%) rely on subsistence agriculture followed by salaried employment (16.7%),
property income (0.5%) and other sources (6.9%). Subsistence farming is focused on seven principal
crops including cassava, maize, finger millet, sorghum, sweetpotatoes, groundnuts and cotton (Egeru
and Majaliwa 2016). Cassava is considered a security crop due to its ability to withstand drought and
its reliability in generating household income. Maize is also an important crop grown by 66.3% of
farmers, followed by sweetpotatoes (57.8%) and finger millet (46.9%). Finger millet is less popular
among farmers because of its high labour demands, especially for weeding. Little cotton is grown
because of it poor yields, low market prices, tedious labour requirements, pests and diseases, and
increasing land scarcity (Egeru and Majaliwa 2016).
Rainfall in the district ranges from 1000 mm to 1500 mm, coming in two seasons: March to July and
September to November. There is normally a short dry spell from mid-June to mid-July between the
two rainy seasons. The long dry season begins around late November to early March (UNDP 2014).
Much of the Eastern Region lies within the livelihood zone identified as the “Eastern Central Lowland
Cassava, Sorghum and Groundnut Zone”, with livelihoods based on rain-fed agriculture during two
cropping seasons (Watson et al. 2017). The district has over 26 farmers’ organisations with eight
community-based organisations (CBOs), eight farmers’ groups, 10 cooperatives, four women’s groups
and one youth group.

South Sudan where competition for resources is common. For instance, land conflicts are common,
yet there is also abundant land that has not been put into use. A lot of interventions have also
been extended to the area, including interventions by the Tropical Legumes Project by ICRISAT
implemented through NaSARRI.
Serere district in the Teso Sub-region (Eastern Uganda), was selected because it hosts the crop
improvement research centre (NaSARRI). It is a dryland area affected by climate change due to
frequent droughts. The rate of adoption of technologies from research is also low. We felt that
these districts would be representative of the regional experiences regarding youth aspirations and
transitions in the drylands.
At the district level, the teams worked closely with the district government leaders (specifically the
district chief administrative officer and the district community development officers) who selected
one appropriate sub-county per district (Rupa Sub-county in Moroto district, Anaka Sub-county in
Nwoya District, and Budongo Sub-county in Serere District (Figure 1).

Uganda

Eastern UG

Northern UG

North-east
UG/ Karamoja
Sub-region

2.2 Data collection process
2.2.1 Sampling
Purposive sampling was used to select regions, districts and sub-counties. These were Northern
Region (Anaka Sub-county, Nwoya District), North East (Rupa Sub-county, Moroto District), and
the Eastern Region (Bugondo Sub-county, Serere District) (Figure 1). The districts were purposively
selected due to their unique climate, history and high poverty levels. They are also located in regions
where ICRISAT is active.
Moroto was selected to represent the Karamoja Sub-region because of its unique characteristics:
many international and government interventions, regional hub, affected by cattle raiding, far
from Kampala, at the border with the Turkana pastoral community in Kenya, with high potential for
pastoralism, farming and business, including mining and quarrying. It is also a typical dryland area with
potential for dryland agricultural technologies.
Rupa Sub-county was recommended by the district’s chief administrative officer (DCAO) and the
district community development officer (DCDO). Rupa Sub-county has seven parishes and 34 villages.
The parishes are: Rupa, Lobunit, Pupu, Nakadeli, Lokithile, Mogoth, and Loowoiarengak.
Nwoya was selected because it is a semi-arid district in a dryland region. It is also a unique district
that is beginning to recover from the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) conflict, with community
resettlement and residents rebuilding their lives. The main activities are hunting, farming and
business. Like Moroto, it is a border district with South Sudan, and faces a high refugee influx from
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Serere District
(Bugondo Subcounty)

Nwoya District
(Anaka Subcounty)

Moroto District
(Rupa Sub-county)

Figure 1. Field work sites in Uganda.

At the sub-county level, the district teams worked with the community development officers (CDOs)
to purposively select the study participants. CDOs provided the interview sites and mobilisation of
participant groups. The team was interested in youth 18 to 35, middle aged and older adults of 36
years or more as well as key informants such as government representatives and agricultural value
chain actors. The team tried to select an equal number of male and female participants. Sampling for
participants continued until the right numbers were reached, and enough data had been collected.
The interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis. The district team leaders took
detailed notes to complement the transcripts.
2.2.2 Data collection methods
The study used three interview methods: focus group discussions, life histories and key informant
interviews.

9

Focus group discussions (FGDs)

3. Characterisation of youth in dryland areas

Focus group discussions were conducted with male youth (18-35 years), female youth (18-35 years),
adult males and females (36+ years), in all the study districts. Twelve focus group discussions (6
male and 6 female FGDs) were held, four per district. Each group comprised six participants. The
discussion focused on understanding who the youth are, their aspirations, values, events of transition,
opportunities and challenges in dryland areas.

This section focuses on understanding who the youth are, where they live, what they do, their social
lives, and aspirations. It also describes different types of youth, their dreams, ambitions and values,
livelihood opportunities, and the events that influence their aspirations. The youth are defined
according to age, physical and bodily changes, their day-to-day livelihood activities, and behaviours
within their homes and the community. Youth aspirations relate to basic survival and getting out of
poverty, becoming role models and agricultural ambitions.

Life history interviews
Forty-six life histories were conducted with male and female participants of different age groups in
the three districts (25 males and 21 females). The aim of the life histories was to explore the realities
and aspirations of different generations, the events that defined their life transitions and their
meanings, engagement in the cereal grain and legume value chains and the existing opportunity
structures and challenges.
Key informant interviews
Eighteen key informant interviews (9 males and 9 females) were held with government officials,
community leaders, non-governmental organisation (NGO) workers, and value chain actors.
Particular attention was paid to key thematic areas of the study: youth aspirations, transition events,
engagement in the cereal grain and legume value chains, opportunity structures and challenges; 76
interviews were held with female and male participants (Table 1).

Moroto
Life
15 (9 males Nwoya (Anaka Life
14 (7 males Serere
Life
17 (9 males, 8
(Rupa Sub- histories 6 females) Sub-county) histories 7 females) (Budongo
histories females)
county)
Sub-county)

36-45 = 4
46-60 = 3
61+ = 2
FGDs

(2F, 2M) = 4

FGDs

KIIs

(4F, 1 M) = 5
24

KIIs

Total

18-35
(3F,3M) = 6
36-45 (2
F,1M) = 3
46-60 (1F,
2M) = 3
61+ (1F, 1M)
=2
4 (2F, 2M)
=4
( 4F,4M)=8
26

18-35 (4F, 5M) = 9
36-45 (1F,1M) = 2
46-60 (2F, 2M) = 4
61+ (1F, 1M) = 2
FGDs

4 (2F, 2M)

KIIs

5(1F, 4M)
26

Source: Field work records 2020

2.2.3 Data analysis
Data analysis was conducted at two levels. The first level was during the field, using a rigorous and
reflexive process with daily briefings to identify the emerging insights for follow-up during the next
interviews. It also involved a review of literature to inform data collection and analysis.
The second level of analysis (after field work) involved transcribing audio interview recordings, coding,
searching for themes, patterns and connections, drawing on a thematic approach of analysis. This
also involved reflecting on the research questions and literature to identify key analytical insights.
Interview findings were triangulated by interview type, region and gender for a holistic understanding.
The analysis was conducted by a team of four qualitative research experts who prepared district
reports, and later merged them into one final report. The data collection, analysis and report writing
process covered a period of three months (February - April 2020).
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Youth description by age
Age was a defining factors for female and male youth in the study area, but there was no consensus
on a particular age range. In Serere and Nwoya, male and female youth were considered as aged
18-35 years, also some adults in Serere said youth were aged 40 years and below. The youth in
Serere understood the constitutional age of 18-35 years for youth in Uganda. In Nwoya, some key
informants defined youth by particular development projects. For example, one of the prominent
NGOs in Nwoya has put the youth age at 25-30 years. while another programme, the Uganda Women
Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP), considers female youth as below 35 years. In Moroto, age was
not used as a youth descriptor, but other markers were, such as initiation, physical appearance and
strength.
Physiological attributes and appearance

Table 1. Number of interviews conducted by district, sex and age.

18-35 = 6

3.1 Local understanding of the youth

Across all study sites, the youth defined themselves, and were defined by others in terms of body
changes and physical attributes. Male youth were linked to biological attributes such as wet dreams,
growing pubic hair, the desire to get involved with girls, deepened voices, having pimples and beards.
Female youth were linked to voice changes, breasts, body size and menstruation.
Male and female youth were further described by themselves, and by other participants as active,
hardworking and energetic with the ability to lift heavy stuff. A female youth FGD member from
Moroto cited the ability of the youth to handle work with “vigour” and being “full of energy,” with
the ability to take on energy-demanding responsibilities such as charcoal making and loading marble,
especially by male youth. A female key informant from Moroto said that: “the youth are perceived
by community members as energetic, responsible for taking care of animals, especially the boys.” In
Serere, an adult male FGD member described the youth especially the males to be “known by the
nature of jobs they do … like using their strength since they are still young and energetic …. They are
the people that the elders like using for doing heavy work and most tasks.”
Beauty and smartness were also mentioned as a common youth attribute, e.g. being fashionable,
clean, wearing jewellery, and having special haircuts in a bid to have a “unique appearance.” In Moroto,
youth fashion was described as “extravagantly decorative” by wearing ornaments like “ngalaga,” (a
necklace often worn and valued as an adornment by female youth in Moroto). A female youth FGD
member (Moroto) agreed: “even from the appearance, you see someone and know this one is elderly
and that one is a youth – the appearance of the youth is good and attractive, but the elderly are full
of wrinkles.”
In Nwoya, female youth were labelled as people that dress “skimpily” while male youth were labelled
as people that enjoy “balancing their trousers” (a popular fashion among male adolescents who pull
down their trousers below their waists) but also suddenly begin to appear clean and smart. In Nwoya,
if an older female dress skimpily she would be regarded as “trying to be youthful”. On the other hand,
if a female youth puts on “non-skimpy” clothing, she would be said to be “trying to be an adult”. Such
descriptions shape the way male and female youth begin to see themselves, and how others perceive
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them especially mirroring them to their sexuality and cultural expectations on how to behave and
appear in public, and the related symbolism.
Youth socializing behaviour: Inter-generational perceptions
Both female and male youth described themselves in relation to their peers and social nets. They see
themselves as social beings able to maintain social life and networks through traditional dances and
peer visits. The male youth often meet in the trading centres to network where they listen to music,
engage in sports (watch football, play Ludo, cards, pool table, sports betting), smoke, drink alcohol,
and eat pork. While this was perceived positively by both male and female youth, the adults described
them as “rebellious” and “time wasters”. In all the districts, male youth were said to be “okadibong”
(who like to party endlessly), “kavuyo” (chaos lovers), untrustworthy, thieves (including cattle rustling),
violent, fond of luxury and of running way with loans.
When female youth frequent the trading centres, they are stereotyped as “sexually loose” and
“irresponsible.” Such stereotypes can misrepresent the female youth and deter them from enjoying
their rights to freely socialise and network with other youth (especially of the opposite sex) to
access information and opportunities. Many times, the female youth tend to conform to such
cultural expectations by largely staying in the domestic space. The inter-generational differences in
perceptions towards youth’s social behaviour often cause rifts between adults and youth. It reinforces
undue suspicion and marginalisation of youth, denying them needed opportunities for mentorship by
adults to facilitate their smooth transitions to adulthood.

“The centre”: Sweet and sour opportunity for the male and female youth
There was a common narrative around the mushrooming trading centres in Bugondo and Serere
District. The conversations with male and female youth and adults portrayed the centre as a space
with better services, like electricity, where the youth charge their cell phones, eat roasted pork, play
games such as Ludo, cards, pool and sports betting. Despite the negative connotation that comes
with the notion of the centre as a space that can spoil the youth, especially females, it provides
youth opportunities including networking space, source of information, electricity and business
possibilities. However, the discussions alluded to the centre as predominantly a male space because
of their easier mobility. The centre space therefore presents structural and institutional rules,
acceptable and unacceptable behaviours for young women and men, thus shaping female and male
youth opportunities associated with this valuable space.
Youth preference for “quick cash” livelihood activities
Female and male youth prefer to engage in “quick cash” activities. In Moroto, the male youth prefer
quarrying, gold mining and loading marble, which were deemed more profitable than farming, while
female youth engage more in gold mining, brewing, quarrying, cereal banking, and vegetable growing
in that order. In Serere, male youth were largely involved in micro-businesses (brick laying, chapatimaking, boda boda), and growing the more marketable crops and vegetables (tomatoes, citrus, green
gram, soya beans, maize and watermelon), in this order of livelihood preference. The female youth
earn through paid labour especially working in restaurants as waitresses, selling tomatoes and onions,
and dependence on parents. In Nwoya, the female youth were mainly engaged in crop farming while
the male youth were more active in off-farm business related to boda boda, bricklaying, sand mining,
and farming (mainly vegetables and livestock) in that order.
While the youth are locally associated with quick cash activities, male and female adults and elders
were dependent on a diversified livelihood comprised of “cash for work,” by the government of
Uganda, farming, handouts from their children, and were also the major recipients of food donations
and handouts.
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The male youth were characterised by adult community members and other key informants in a more
derogatory manner than female. Male youth are considered community threats, while the female
youth were largely conforming to their culturally expected behavioural norms.

3.2 Youth aspirations
This section presents youth dreams and ambitions that largely depict the desire for progressive and
better lives towards getting themselves and their communities out of poverty. These include better
education, better housing, becoming community role models and agriculture aspirations.
Education and professional skills
Education and professional dreams were identified as key aspirations for the female and male youth
in the three districts. However, the professional dreams varied by gender, as the female youth aspire
to either become teachers, nurses, secretaries, and policewomen, while the male youth aspire to
become engineers, mechanics, doctors, and lawyers. The youth professional aspirations were either
influenced by local role models or by personal passion to solve problems that the youth and other
community members encounter daily. For instance, a 20-year-old-female youth FGD member (Nwoya)
who had wished to become a doctor, but could not, had witnessed how pregnant mothers were less
cared for in her regional hospital. She was also inspired by a medical doctor and director of her
regional referral hospital (Dr Matthew Lukwiya) who served selflessly to save lives during the Ebola
outbreak in Northern Uganda in the year 2000.
Education helps build youth self-confidence and self-esteem, make independent choices of marriage
partners, improve women’s reproductive health, attain relevant skills, job opportunities and higher
incomes (Musiimenta and Boonabaana 2015). Despite their aspirations, most female and male youth
expressed frustrations arising from the failure to achieve their education dreams, related to severe
poverty, parental resistance, cultural practices especially those related to early marriages, war,
conflicts, and being left orphans, which continue to keep many young people out of school.
Youth of both genders, and adults decried having grown up in poverty, which limited their ability to
pay for school fees and materials, while others, especially in Karamoja, pointed out the lack of parental
support to enrol in school. For instance, in Moroto, parents (especially fathers) often prohibited their
children (both girls and boys), from going to school in favour of animal grazing for boys, domestic
work for girls, and marriage for both. The male and female narratives were clearly linked to missed
opportunities and shattered dreams. For a 28-year-old male youth from Moroto, married with two
wives and six children, while his childhood dream was to attain an education, work hard to get money
and build a house, his father kept him out of school so he could graze the family’s animals. Similarly,
a 58-year-old male shared how he would have been a better person had it not been for his father’s
resistance towards school:
“My childhood dream was to become a medical doctor or accountant, or a great businessman.
In case these failed, I desired to be a mechanic or a driver. These could not be realised because
my father couldn’t pay for me in school, so I am now doing some part-time mechanic work [selftrained] on boda boda.”
Another participant (a 55-year-old male) shared his experience on how his dreams were curtailed by
his father in favour of grazing work: “I grew up as the child of a pastoralist. I wanted to very much
attain an education, but my father could not allow me to attend school because he wanted me to
graze the animals.” According to Save the Children Uganda (2006), in Karamoja, children engage in
family labour at the expense of their education. While boys spend most of their time grazing livestock
near and far from home (depending on the location of pasture and water), girls do not enrol, or
they drop out of school because of domestic chores, the low value placed on girls’ education, early
marriage and the lack of money to pay for education.
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The challenge of parental resistance to the modern school system in Moroto district, but also
common in the wider Karamoja region, has severely hampered youth aspirations. This resistance
dates back to the colonial era when the British Government recruited young men from Karamoja to
fight during the Second World War (Save the Children Uganda 2006). Education and the use of a
pen have traditionally been perceived as instruments of oppression and a curse. This was attributed
to use of a pen to recruit Karamojong men who were killed during the war, writing the number of
cows which prompted payment of tax, and using a pen to judge and sentence elders who resisted
government programmes. Karamojong children that attended school were perceived as agents for
undermining elders, cattle and the Karamojong lifestyle (Save the Children Uganda 2006).
War and conflict have also played a key role in curtailing youths’ dreams of an education, including
unending cattle rustling in the Karamoja Sub-region, the LRA war in Northern Uganda and the Teso
insurgency. In Nwoya, a youth leader’s dream to become a medical doctor was frustrated when he
was abducted as a young boy by the LRA rebels. Notwithstanding, hope is not lost as he still feels
he can make a better lawyer in case of any opportunity. Other studies have indicated that the LRA
war disrupted both men and women’s educational aspirations in Northern Uganda including sexual
and gender-based violence (SGVB) especially rape, defilement, sexual slavery, forced marriage and
prostitution which continue to be major issues of concern in the post-war period (Liebling-Kalifani et
al. 2008). The Teso insurgency of 1986-88, orchestrated by the Karamojong rustling, created a lot of
tension and fear that prompted parents to pull their children out of school. During the insurgency, life
was difficult for adults, youth and children, as a 63-year-old life history participant recalled: “people
started living hopelessly, expecting death any time …. We were cut off from everything.” Karamojong
rustling conflicts continue to disrupt the learning environment in the region, further demotivating
young men and women from attending school.

Women also value their children’s education, as a 36-year-old female life history participant whose
dream was to go back to school and get a diploma said: “For the sake of my daughter’s future, I have
to push her through school and not pursue my dream.” These voices suggest that many parents who
missed out on an education hope to harvest educational fruits through their children. There were
views that successful children are expected to take care of their parents and siblings, while most
parents think they have rights to their children’s income and support, especially in their old age.
Desire for a better life: Better income and getting out of poverty
Other than education, male and female youth value better lives, and aspire to have better incomes to
get out of poverty. In Moroto, the perception of a good life related to improved businesses (such as
brewing and owning animals), having rental houses, better incomes and becoming rich in order to get
out of poverty. This desire has pushed the youth to engage in quick money-making activities, which
could explain why community members label the youth as “impatient.” In the three districts, the male
youth, especially, those out of school, aspire to work in off-farm business activities such as riding boda
bodas, while others open up retail and wholesale shops.
In Nwoya, most female youth expressed a dream to have houses roofed with sheet metal. Having grown
up in small, grass-thatched houses, and internally displaced people’s camps (IDPs) for 20 years, they
envision a better future for themselves in the post-war era. Females especially associate success with a
house roofed with sheet metal (Photo 1). Male youth aspire to own boda bodas, radios, music speakers,
chairs and domestic animals such as cows and goats. In Serere, owning a boda boda and building a
house were seen as symbols of success and wealth for the male youth, while in Moroto, they aspired
to have many animals (cows, goats and sheep).

Local marriage beliefs, practices and norms also limit youths’ educational opportunities. In the three
districts, forced, early marriages are rampant, largely affecting girls. There are strong beliefs that
children, especially girls, should get married early and produce children. Having many children is
socially valued for labour (for both girls and boys), bride wealth (for girls), as well as for social prestige.
Marriage accords a higher social status. Failure to get married or delayed marriage is perceived as
a misfortune on the part of the girls. Such cultural expectations conflict with youth educational
aspirations. These practices are exacerbated by poverty where parents see their daughters as a source
of wealth in form of bride wealth. UNFPA (2017) indicates that the high rate of teenage pregnancy
is a major setback for girls’ school completion in the study regions. Young people face a lot of sociocultural pressure that pushes young girls into early marriages and motherhood, increasing their
vulnerability, and cuts short their dreams of an education.
Despite these challenges, some parents in the study districts felt that their missed educational
opportunities could be revived through their education investments in their children. One 37-year-old
mother from Moroto who dropped out of secondary school due to the lack of school fees said: “I want
my children to attain an education, so that they help themselves and help me in future.” She hopes
to educate her children up to university level so that they become nurses or teachers. A similar view
was expressed by male and female adults in Serere and Nwoya. One 49-year-old life history participant
from Serere who attained the Uganda Education Certificate (senior four), but would have wished to go
further said:

Youth prefer houses with sheet metal roofs. Photo by Lydia Namono;

Thatched roofs are less valued
Photo from http://jonnyhuck.co.uk/2018/03/06/mlluganda.html

Photo 1. A house roofed with sheet metal that female youth prefer, and a thatched hut.

“At my age, I need to uplift my children because the next future is in children, and if you don’t invest
in your children’s education, you will definitely have a bad journey when you grow old. You can’t
help yourself so it will be your children to help you otherwise you will have a bad journey.”
A similar sentiment was expressed by a 45-year-old male life history participant from Serere who
noted that his desire is to see his children through school: “My current dream is to educate my
children to make a difference in their lives.”
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Adults also desire a better life. The male adults in Moroto aspire to have many cows as a symbol of
success and achievement, including engaging in cattle raiding to achieve their dreams. Men in the
pastoral culture in Karamoja region value cows as the epitome of success. For the Karamojong women,
having food and cows in a home is valued and signifies success and a better life. In Serere cows were
valued by male adults before the Karamojong invasion of 1990s that saw many of their cows stolen.
Currently, they aspire to engage in business and commercial farming for a better life, which they still
have a long way to achieve. In Serere, a 63-year-old man explained the impact of the insurgency and
Karamojong invasion on the youth: “There are those who want to eat like birds, those looking for
money and cannot find it in agriculture …. Others were traumatised due to the insurgency and that
is why they act aggressively and don’t want to do anything.” His argument tallies with some of the
earlier descriptions of the youth by adults.
Becoming community role models
In Nwoya and Serere, the youth desire to become famous and community role models. The female
youth aspire to be local reference points for good behaviour, appearing smart and beautiful in the
community. In Nwoya, a female youth FGD member emphasised that she prefers not to hang around
the town centres because doing so is locally associated with wrong behaviours. According to adult
key informants, good behaviours for the female youth were also linked to performing the culturally
expected domestic responsibilities, providing social support to their parents, not going out late at
night, avoiding premarital sex and town centres.
In Moroto, the male adults aspire to hold the title of “elder” in the community through a complex
initiation process that entitles one to a higher socio-cultural status. This admits one to the group
of elders which comes with certain practices such as dressing in goat skins, using a whistle, spear,
wearing a special feather, a special stool, dishes, and calabash. The initiated (elders) then become
community role models and disciplinarians, a position that comes with respect in the community. In
Serere, role modelling by male and female adults was in line with observing religious values and being
able to be good examples to the younger generation. This was particularly common with those who
belong to the Christian denomination of the Pentecostal Assemblies of God (PAG). Young, successful
men and women in the army, in business, education, and in leadership positions including members of
parliament (MPs), youth leaders, teachers, and musicians tend to inspire the local youth in Serere. An
adult female FGD member noted that:
“Like Major Okiding Sam who had a grand wedding and even invited the first son (President
Museveni’s son) with so many soldiers, and all the youth in the villages were praying to become
soldiers and also become like Major Okiding Sam.”
A 49-year-old male life history participant from Serere explained how: “I was inspired by my teachers
during my school days because they kept talking about white-collar jobs. I understood it as getting a
big job, in a big seat, in a very big office where you are the boss, commanding.” Similarly, a 25-yearold female life history participant (Serere) mentioned that:
“When I was growing up, I saw a boss, CAO (chief administrative officer) and I wished I was like him
and that inspired me to be like him and work in an office. My sister used to tell me that a secretary
works with a computer and then I also liked to be a secretary because I wanted to use a computer.
That drove me to join a training institution and I did secretarial studies. For me, the job I am doing was
my dream job, but now I want to go and study a diploma in business administration and become an
administrator like the CAO.”
However, there was a limited scope of role models in the study districts. For example, the male youth
aspirations rotate around a limited scope of becoming teachers, policemen, progressive farmers, radio
presenters, technicians or just to have any white-collar job.
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Agriculture: Food and livestock
Agriculture was a secondary aspiration for both female and male youth, especially when everything
else fails. In Moroto the male youth and adults’ agricultural interest relates to acquiring large stocks
of livestock. In Serere and Nwoya, crop farming was a secondary dream for both male and female
youth. Most female and male participants’ first dream was to have education and professional skills
and jobs, with farming as an alternative and a fall-back. In Nwoya, only one female youth participant
mentioned farming as her childhood aspiration noting that: “Agriculture has been my backbone since I
was a child. Through agriculture I got school fees and up to now I do not beg people for money, I work
and buy everything I need.” In Serere, both male and female adults stressed how learning agriculture
as a subject in school inspired them. The schools had class gardens for fruits and other foods that
students would grow, eat and appreciate. They were also taught good agricultural practices that they
would apply to their home gardens, which inspired them to see farming as a key livelihood venture.
One middle aged male adult explained that: “Agriculture helps to get food and to be able to have
food throughout the year. The very food can be sold to enable you buy other basic needs at home.
Agriculture is the only source of livelihood for now.”
For male and female adults in the three districts, agriculture was part of their daily routine, and their
lives rotated around agriculture as a survival strategy. Rietveld et al. (2020) noted that dryland youth
shun agriculture and consider it a last resort in Central Uganda (Nakaseke, Kiboga and Sembabule)
where female and male youth rarely considered farming as their future dream. Even the few male
youth that took on farming identified as business people, rather than as farmers. They associated
farming as a labour-intensive, dirty work with low returns, and limited opportunities. There was also
a broad consensus from the study participants that commercial or serious farming is more suitable
for men, but much less so for women, due to a lack of physical strength, limited access to land, little
interest and conﬂicting obligations (Rietveld et al. 2020).
The paradox of marriage
Marriage was an aspiration for male youth in Moroto, and female and male adults in all the districts.
Polygamy was cited as a valuable practice for male youth and adults in Moroto because it accords
social status and enabled cultural continuity. Males valued polygamy in Moroto, but it came at an
excessive cost for both men and women, given the many animals paid for a wife. Women and girls are
highly valued for bride wealth by their families. Men and boys are respected for paying many animals
in exchange for multiple wives. A 70-year-old man said he paid 80 cows for the first wife, 110 for the
second wife, 60 cows for the third wife and 35 for the fourth one.
Most male youth and men highlighted the desire to own many animals, especially to marry wives.
Contemporary male youth cannot afford the practice, so they live with shattered dreams when
they fail to marry many wives. This has pushed them to raiding. Women in such marriages bear the
brunt of polygamous marriage violence and poverty. Similarly, adult females in Moroto and Serere
mentioned marriage as their childhood aspiration and having their own food and store in the granary
and good personal hygiene as characteristics of being “good wives.” A 60-year-old female life history
participant in Moroto explained that getting a family of her own and having children to raise as her
parents did was key for her life.
While the youth tend to marry young in the three regions, marriage is not a prime aspiration for
female youth in all districts, nor for male youth in Serere and Nwoya. Marriage comes because of
the lack of school fees, pregnancy or poverty and forced marriage. A forced marriage is defined as
“any marriage conducted without the valid consent of one or both parties (Joy for Children n.d.).
For example, in Moroto the marriage of adolescent girls and abduction are common practices: these
qualify as forced marriages. According to the United Nations Human Rights Office (2021), child or
early marriage is any marriage where at least one of the parties is under 18 years of age. These
common, forced marriages, whether arranged or based on the consent of parents in the region,
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do not ensure the best interests of the girl child, are illegal, and unconstitutional per the 1995
Uganda Constitution. However, in Acholi culture, early marriage is culturally valued and associated
with respect as noted by a male youth FGD member: “However old you are in a family, if you are
not married you are nothing and not respected, but however young you are, if married you are
respected.” This makes people in Acholi to marry as early as 13 for girls and 17 for boys.

Table 2. Youth typologies, characteristics and aspirations in the study districts.
Youth
typologies

Who are the youth?

What are youth aspirations?

Female

•

Bodily changes, strength and appearance

•

•

Voice, breast size, menstruation, and increased body size

Education and professional
aspirations

•

Physical strength

•

•

Active, hardworking and energetic

Teachers, nurses, secretaries, and
policewomen

•

Beauty and smartness

•

•

Quality of clothing, jewellery, smart and clean

Desire for a better life (better
incomes)

•

Maintaining peer relations

•

Agriculture aspirations

•

Traditional dances with their peers

•

Visiting each other

•

Preference for quick cash activities for survival

•

Specific to Serere and Nwoya

•

18-35 years.

Forced and early marriage was mentioned as a key reason for the high dropout rate for schools
in all the regions. A male youth life history participant from Nwoya said that: “I never dreamed of
marriage as a young boy. I was later forced to think of marriage when I turned 18 years, since I was
out of school and needed someone to help me in agricultural work at home.” For this participant, the
motivation of getting a wife was to gain farm labour rather than his readiness to start a family.
Previous studies have linked the high female dropout in the region to long distances to schools, lack
of separate sanitary facilities to support girls during their menstrual periods (Isis-WICCE 2014). Such
hardships push girls into early marriages. In Serere, female FGD participants said that female youth get
married: “When life gets difficult, the male youth get involved in stealing, then girls end up into early
marriage if not into prostitution”. Another female participant said that “When you’re at home, life can
become a little challenging and yet your parents might fail to buy for your daily needs so you might
be forced to get that boyfriend to help you meet some of your needs and eventually get married.”
However, other female youth are compelled to get married due to socio-culturally incited fear as a
female youth FGD participant (Serere) put it: “But also overstaying at home makes other people look
at you as a burden because they can no longer afford to look after you. Sometimes you become a little
aged and your time of marriage may expire! So, before it becomes too late, you just have to go and get
married.”
The female and male youth in Serere and Nwoya explicitly stated that marriage is not their aspiration,
but only becomes an option when they drop out of school or face socio-cultural pressure. On
the other hand, the male youth in Moroto value marriage, especially polygamy. Unlike the older
generation, the female youth in all the study sites said that marriage was not their aspiration.

Summary
Youths’ needs and experiences vary with gender and region. There is a disconnect on how the
community describe the youth, and how the youth describe themselves. Youth aspirations are shaped
by what they see, or have access to, including the available opportunities and role models in their
communities. However, most youth in the region are unable to achieve their aspirations, leaving
many with shattered dreams. Table 2 presents a summary of youth typologies, characteristics and
aspirations. The common interests for male and female youth are for the basic needs of life, such as
food, better income, shelter, education, career skills, and being role models. There were regional
differences in the definition of youth by age, and on the value placed on marriage and owning
animals.
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Specific to Serere and Nwoya
• Becoming community role models

Specific to Nwoya

Male

•

25-30 years or below 35 years by development agencies

•

Bodily changes, strength and appearance

•

•

Wet dreams, growing pubic hair, desire to get involved
with girls, deepened voices, pimples, beards

Education and professional
aspiration

•

•

Physical strength

Engineers, mechanics, doctors,
lawyers

•

Active, hardworking and energetic

•

•

Beauty and smartness

Desire for a better life (better
incomes)

•

Quality of clothing, jewellery, smart and clean

•

Agriculture aspirations

•

Maintaining peer relations

•

Traditional dances with their peers

•

Visiting each other

•

Preference for quick cash activities for survival

•

Specific to Serere and Nwoya

•

18-35 years.

Specific to Moroto
• Being married and having many
children
•

Having many animals

Specific to Nwoya
• 25-30 years or below 35 years by development agencies
Source: Authors based on field work data 2020
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4. Youth transition and engagement in dryland agriculture
This chapter focuses on the key events that trigger youth transition from childhood, to adolescence
and adulthood, and how these events influence their dreams and aspirations, and youth engagement
in dryland agricultural value chains.

4.1 Youth transition process and associated events
Various transition events span childhood, adolescence and adulthood. The events relate to physiological and behavioural changes, socio-cultural events, and personal and historical experiences. These have
shaped female and male youth realities differently in different regions, but shattered dreams and forced
transitions are common.

Both male and female youth in all study sites were aware of the challenges that come with
unprepared marriages. A female youth FGD participant in Serere said: “If you get married, it means
you or your husband have to foot all the bills. Should it happen that he cannot, then you have to bear
your hard situation. You cannot return to your parents.” Similarly, a male youth FGD participant said:
“If you marry at an early age of 17 years, that can change you from thinking as an adolescent, but as an
adult. You even stop associating with the youth and join older men.”
Photo 2 shows an example of how marriage transitions the youth from adolescence to adulthood and
they start a new phase that requires new thinking, but young parents also need help from elders, e.g.,
to immunise their children and learning to breastfeed. While teenage pregnancy, child and forced
marriages go on unabated in these regions, they are constitutionally listed as harmful traditional
practices (Republic of Uganda 1995).

4.1.1 Physiological and behavioural changes
Physiological attributes
Changes in physiological attributes were cited as key markers for youth transition. For female youth,
they are seen to have transited from youth to adulthood when their body shapes begin to change
from a “nicer looking” to an “oldish” shape. A 21-year-old female from Moroto mentioned how she
no longer feels like she “glitters” as before, implying that she had crossed to adulthood. There were
several similarities between younger and older adult females in the way they experienced transition.
A 67-year-old female from Moroto who could not tell her age at marriage mentioned that when she
got breasts and her monthly periods, she felt she had grown enough, and was ready for marriage. In
Nwoya, when girls develop breasts and start menstruating, they are sent to visit their aunts for “girl
talk” where they are engaged in sex education. In Serere, girls are expected to get married when they
develop breasts, irrespective of the age. Others are forced to work as babysitters hence disrupting
their hopes for schooling despite their high interest. On the other hand, the male youth cited general
body changes (cited in section 3.1) as signs for transitioning into adulthood.
Behavioural changes
Changes in behaviours such as acting independent, defying strict parental rules, moving out of
home without permission, returning home late, dropping out of school against parental advice
and socialising with peers were identified as key markers for transitioning from childhood into
adolescence and eventually, adulthood. Female and male adult participants said that when the youth
begin to behave this way, they exhibit disrespect for parents and elders, who in turn label them as
“stubborn” which creates tension between parents and children. This sometimes results in severe
reprimands for the youth, such as denying them family resources like land and “parental blessings”.
In Serere, both adults and youth of both genders agreed that when adolescents start to disrespect
the elders and acting independently, they will have transitioned from childhood to adolescence and
adulthood.
4.1.2 Social-cultural events
Marriage and having children
Marriage confers adult status to young girls and boys. In all the districts, female and male youth cited
marriage and having children as critical transition events. Marriage accords certain responsibilities
that push one to transit from childhood to adulthood, and makes one have a higher status in the
community. In addition, having children signifies that one is no longer young, but an adult. A male
youth from Moroto said:
“The moment you get a wife and a child, you’r thinking changes. You start thinking of a basin,
mattress, and this widens your thinking. You stop thinking of young thoughts and think big, because
when you are a youth, you can spend money on luxuries, but once you marry, you think of home”.
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Photo credit: UNFPA (2017)

Young parents attending child immunisation in
Eastern Uganda.

A young mother being helped to breastfeed her baby
in Eastern Uganda.

Photo 2. Young mothers being helped to care for their children in Eastern Uganda.

In Moroto, marriage is a prerequisite for attending community discussions, given that the married
are assumed to be knowledgeable, irrespective of age. A 37-year-old female told how she started
attending community meetings and contributing to discussions when she got married at 23 years and
had children. However, a deeper analysis of male and female participants points to the difficulties
that come with early and unprepared marriages, with young women bearing much of the costs, both
visible and invisible. These include limited skills and education, lost employment opportunities and
vulnerability to poverty, and heavy domestic chores including unpaid care roles. Young married girls are
pushed into having many children when they are not physiologically and emotionally ready.
Across the three study sites, the young wives and mothers tend to have limited decision-making
power, restricted mobility and limited access to resources. They are also less able to defend
themselves against partner violence or leave abusive marriages. In Serere, the girls who get pregnant
before marriage transition on a harder note, and suffer a double tragedy, including being rejected by
their family members. Whereas the cost of early marriage seemingly constrains more female than
male youth, sometimes young boys responsible for impregnating young girls are subjected to forced
marriage, eventually, catapulting them to a life phase that they are often unprepared for, leading to
dropping out of school, imprisonment, fear and running away from home (Box 1).
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Box 1. Shattered hopes due to early pregnancy: Youth experiences in Serere
A male youth experience (life history participant), Serere district
I was born in a family of 12 children and our last born who just completed senior-six and myself
were the only ones who went far in education. During the insurgency of 1986-1988, when the
Karamojong took away our cows, there were few schools. Walking long distance through scary
bushes to reach school was not easy, especially for the girls and so many children including my
siblings dropped out of schools. I liked academics and was performing well both in class and
outside. My father had high hopes in me. When I impregnated a senior-two girl in my second year,
second semester (last one) we both had to drop out. My father was heartbroken, and I remember
him say that “you have overloaded me,” but I really loved that plumbing course. He asked me to
choose between having a family and continuing in school, because the girl had nowhere to go. I was
at first frustrated and did not want to give up my hope, but my friends advised me that the best way
is to calm down and take the lady as my wife and we start a family. I took the advice and told the
lady to start our family and cultivate for our children and we now have 5 children.
I wanted to become an engineer and that is why I went for plumbing after senior four. Those I
studied with who continued are now engineers and lecturing in universities. I still have the idea,
but the age of 36 years with five children is a limitation. My focus is now on how to take care of my
children and wife. Completing my education and becoming an engineer would have been the best
thing that would have happened to me while the worst thing that happened to me was ending my
education abruptly.
A female youth experience (life history participant), Serere district
I was born in a family of nine children and our father used to work in Entebbe as a church servant.
Life was good. My father moved from a certificate to pursuing a diploma in theology, but along
the way he kept changing roles, which affected our family life. We became so poor and miserable,
shifted from Entebbe to the village. We would go to dig before going to school and our father had
a Friesian cow which we would also milk and sell milk after school. When I was young, I wanted to
become a nurse or a midwife or a police officer and especially a traffic officer. However, when I was
in senior-two, my first time to sleep with a man, I became pregnant and I feared to tell my mother,
but when my father came to the village, “lugambo” (gossip) reached him. They invited my aunts and
the boy’s father and other relatives. The father of the boy came when he was drunk and said it was
not his son who was responsible. They called the sub-county chief, and they brought the policemen
who arrested him and took him to the cell for a night. The following day they accepted and paid a
fine after which they wanted to take me because they had paid. However, my father refused, arguing
that he wanted his daughter to continue in school. When the man left, everyone was angry with me
including the father of the child. When time of delivery came, the man sent me to the hospital and
never appeared until the child was 10 years old. I suffered taking care of my daughter and myself
until I got another man in 2006. I still look forward to going back to school one day and pursuing a
diploma in business administration though I have to take care of my daughter’s future first.

an adult. In addition, when a girl gets pregnant three times, she is “officially” labelled as an adult
irrespective of her age. For a boy, when he accepts pregnancy responsibility, he is regarded as an
adult, but when he denies, he remains young.
In some cases, when a boy denies responsibility for the pregnancy, it becomes a tragedy for the
girl emotionally, socially and economically (Box1). Early marriage and pregnancy can shatter young
people’s dreams and haunt them during adulthood and old age. Unfortunately, the high rate of
teenage pregnancies in the Northern Region continues to rise and pose health risks associated with
high maternal mortality and post-natal complications (UNFPA 2017). Chan et al. (2013) have argued
that teen mothers and their children are more likely to have poor health and generally end up with
less education and skills for job opportunities. Girls that start giving birth at a young age, like 15
years, are also likely to have frequent and many births which in turn affects their productivity and
wellbeing, leading to poverty (Chan et al. 2013), loss of identity, and a missing cohort of child mothers
(Musiimenta and Boonabaana 2015). The children who beget children are neither women nor children
and they often miss out on development opportunities (Musiimenta and Boonabaana 2015). In spite
of the above risks, early pregnancies and marriages remain frequent in the study areas.
Building one’s own house
Building a house of one’s own, usually a hut, was considered a key life event for male youth in both
Nwoya and Serere districts (Photo 3). Culturally, a man is measured by his ability to fend for his family,
including providing shelter. Once an adolescent boy builds a house, irrespective of age, he begins to
be treated as an adult. One’s decision to build a house points to the desire and readiness to take on
adult roles. A male youth participant from Serere mentioned that after building his hut at the age
of 16, he was allowed by his parents to start going to the trading centre where he learned to make
chapatis and began to make his own money, signifying financial independence and mobility that
comes with transition to adulthood.

Source: Field work 2020

In Nwoya, child mothers were perceived as children, but not adults. The female adult FGD members
stressed that child marriages and early pregnancies do not automatically lead to one’s transition
into adulthood because “atini dong atini” (a child remains a child). This perspective is in line with the
UN Commission on Human Rights (1990); the Convention on the Rights of Children (CRC) grants all
children their rights to education, health, survival and development and protection from sexual and
other forms of exploitation. The CRC further requires that the best interests of the child should be
promoted at all times, and whether she has a baby or marries at an early age, she remains a child. In
Northern Uganda which had consistently been identified as the poorest region in the country (UBOS
2018) parents are forced to care for two children – the mother and her child. However, if a young
girl gets pregnant in marriage, irrespective of her age, then she would automatically be labelled
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Photo credit: Eleanor Mavis Manyasa, February 2020.

Photo 3. A hut built by a male youth as a marker of transition in Serere.
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A 63-year-old life history interviewee in Serere explained the practice of building a house as an
important event for male youth transition in the Iteso culture. First, building a house brings a sense of
satisfaction. “When papa told me to go and build my own hut, I experienced some level of ownership
of land, freedom from my father’s control to becoming a man.” Second, it is a way of preventing the
taboo of adolescents’ sharing household utensils (such as basins and bathrooms) with their parents.
These taboos explain why boys hurriedly get out of their parents’ houses to build their own. Given that
girls are not expected to build houses they are often pressured to marry young to avoid such cultural
taboos that are associated with misfortunes.
Initiation
Initiation is a highly valued rite of passage for males in Moroto. It signifies one’s transition from
childhood to adulthood, irrespective of age. The fewer the boys in the family, the earlier the
initiation. It accords respect and responsibility, with the initiated assuming the title of “elder,” and it
promotes cultural continuity. After initiation, special regalia is used by the initiated including dressing
in goat skins, carrying a spear, wearing special feathers, using a special stool, dishes, and calabash, all
representing a privileged position of adulthood. A 37-year-old man likened initiation to “completion
and passing exams” while another equated it to “cultural graduation.”
Hunting
In Nwoya, hunting is a marker of transition from childhood to adulthood. Culturally, boys are
perceived to be “brave” and “risk takers,” which is illustrated by men’s dominance in hunting.
Therefore, when boys turn 12 years of age, they start following their fathers on hunting expeditions, a
sign that such boys were transiting into adulthood.
4.1.3 Personal and historical experiences, losing one’s parents
While being orphaned comes with personal grief and emotional challenges, it is worsened by the
community response to the bereaved. In Serere, a female youth life history recalled her experience
without a father as one of the most challenging moments in her life: “Missing father’s love … he died
when I was five. Whenever I used to see those children with fathers showing them affection, I would
get emotional. However, the loss of my father encouraged me to keep in school because life was not
easy.” She managed to complete school and attained a diploma in secretarial studies and at the time
of the interview she was a secretary at the sub-county. Although this particular person was lucky to
stay in school, others had tough times. In all three districts, the loss of a parent was a turning point
for male and female youth. Female orphans experience child labour, mistreatment from caretakers,
rape, and child marriage, caring for their siblings, and being homeless. Male youth lose direction due
to limited care from relatives. The young male orphans begin to be treated as adults as they fend
for themselves, and their siblings. However, when survival becomes difficult, they are pushed into
alcoholism, drug abuse, suicide, and homelessness. These experiences were more common in Nwoya
given the long period of Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) war that claimed many adult and youth lives.
War and insecurity
In Northern Uganda, the LRA war and related experiences led to forced transition into adulthood for
most female and male youth. The war that started in 1986 and ended in 2006 caused untold misery for
the people of Northern Uganda, culminating in loss of parents, dropping out of school, abduction
into captivity (as child soldiers and wives), as well as general family and livelihood breakdown. Many
children assumed adult responsibilities as they were forced to fend for themselves and their siblings
in a destabilised environment. The war shattered dreams and traumatised children, youth, and adults
alike.
A 25-year-old female life history participant told how the LRA disorganised her life and frustrated her
childhood dreams of becoming a lawyer or a doctor. She lost her father at a tender age, was forced
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to marry young and later abducted by the LRA rebels where she stayed in captivity for two years as
a forced child soldier and wife. Her worst moments in captivity related to the unreasonable rules,
sexual violence by adult soldiers and eviction from family property upon return. Her struggles in
the bush to flee, and the struggles to live with trauma as a 14-year-old girl triggered her transition
into forced adulthood. War and related dark events have had negative consequences for youth
transition, livelihood and wellbeing. Other traumatic experiences are described in Box 2.

Box 2. Experiences of former LRA captives in Nwoya District.
Male Life history (52 years)
The same day my father was killed we
were identified at school to be recruited.
The rebels brought all the pupils into the
classroom, handcuffed all the teachers in
front of the classroom and killed them.
I witnessed the killing of three teachers,
including my father, by hitting them with
the back of their guns on their spinal codes
until they died. I felt so hurt. Afterwards, the
rebels took all the pupils to Loti School which
had been converted into a rebel centre and
started training us for two weeks so we could
be soldiers. Government soldiers came and
intervened and the rebels left in a ceasefire.
Many pupils died. This was not good at all.

Female Life history (25 years)
When I reached primary-five, I was abducted at
14 years and stayed in the bush for two years. We
moved so much, and we would meet ambushes.
These rebels took us to work, including cooking for
them. They used pangas to cut people.
When I was abducted, I experienced very bad things
in the bush. You know, when you are a girl even
when you are young, they force you to be their wife.
Even if the man is older than you, you cannot refuse.
You will not feel good, but you just accept. One girl
refused and she was killed. They gave her to one old
man, but she refused, and they told her they were
going to leave her behind. She accepted thinking she
would be left alive but was chopped into pieces.

Source: Fieldwork 2020

4.2 Youth engagement in agricultural value chains
This section focuses on youth perceptions on agriculture and describes the value chains with the
highest potential for engaging the youth in dryland agriculture.
4.2.1 Youth perceptions about agriculture
The three districts had diverse youth perceptions of agriculture, but there was consensus that agriculture
was a major source of livelihood with potential for youth livelihood. Several youths perceived agriculture
as a livelihood of last resort, embraced when one drops out of school or has nothing else to do. In Moroto,
male and female youths and adults valued agriculture for food security and business, mainly as a source
of sorghum for brewing. A female youth FGD member explained that: “with agriculture, you cultivate and
get your own food, keep it in the granary and use it for food and brewing, so it’s multipurpose.” However,
male and female youth tend to prefer quick maturing and cash-making crops such as vegetables, mainly
onions, collards (sukuma wiki), cabbage, pumpkins, cucumbers, and tomatoes. Secondly, they prefer cereals
and legumes especially sorghum, maize, beans, and sunflower with high potential for business and food
security. The female youth FGD participants mentioned that while sorghum takes six to seven months to
mature, vegetables take around two months. Vegetable growing is also highly supported by the government of Uganda and development partners to enable youth agri-enterprises.

Female and male youth prefer drought-resistant cereals such as sorghum, maize as well as legumes
like beans, while male and female adults prioritised cereal and legume crops (sorghum, maize and
groundnuts) instead of vegetables. However, a female adult FGD participant cautioned that while
youth are interested in agriculture, they need a lot of support to take off, especially, regarding
agricultural technologies, including seeds, tractors and other support tools, trainings and capacity
building. They also said that the youth need continuous sensitisation about improved agricultural
practices and financial support.
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Most youth in Serere perceived agriculture as highly unattractive due to risks that culminate in low
profitability. As in Moroto, the youth in Serere engage in agriculture as a last resort. A female youth
FGD participant (Serere) put it bluntly: “When all is said and done, and you try everything and fail.
Then you embark on agriculture, the only remaining option after failing to achieve your first choice”.
When all other options fail and the youth drop out of school or get married, and are left with very
limited livelihood options, agriculture becomes the immediate livelihood option. However, once the
youth start to engage in farming, they develop interest with time. The educated youth (those who
went to school up to senior-two) seemed be more interested in agriculture, drawing more on the
agriculture lessons they received at school.
A male key informant pointed out that the youth have less interest in agriculture because they lack
support and orientation into better farming practices, and agri-enterprises. According to Okelai et al.
(2017) youth are motivated to engage in agriculture due to unemployment and underemployment
in other sectors, when they realise agricultural benefits or when their parents inspire them to do
so. When parents encourage the youth to return from school to farm or run family agribusiness
enterprise, they are more likely to have a higher interest in agriculture. Okelai et al. (2017) also
identified the length of the cash gestation period as one of the key factors constraining youth
engagement in agriculture, which relates to this study’s findings.
When asked their preferred crops, the youth in Serere listed maize and green gram: a kilo of green
grams cost UGX 8000 ($2.15) in February 2020. Other preferred crops were sorghum, simsim
(sesame), soya beans, cowpeas, watermelon and citrus fruits, because they provide a steady market.
Female youth preferred growing vegetables (cabbages, tomatoes and collards) while the male youth
preferred fruits (citrus and watermelon) in addition to the above cereals and legumes. On the other
hand, the adult males and females prefer to grow rice, beans, groundnuts, cowpeas, soybean,
sesame, maize and sweetpotatoes that fetch high prices and provide food security.
Similarly, in Nwoya and Moroto, the youth perceived agriculture as a last resort. A 21-year-old male
life history respondent explained how he was forced to follow his parent’s footsteps of becoming a
farmer when his education aspirations failed. On a positive note, he recalled having harvested 30 bags
of yellow beans that earned him UGX 5 million ($1,350) that he used to build a good family house. In
appreciation of farming, he said: “I have now realised that farming is better than being the doctor I had
dreamed of becoming, given that it has changed my life.”
Post-war Nwoya has seen youth begin to embrace agriculture due to the influence of successful
model farmers that are seen to be realising benefits. The youth in all the three districts are working
in groups to position themselves for agricultural opportunities, especially training, tools and seeds. In
Nwoya, the male youth prefer to grow vegetables (cabbages, tomatoes, onions and eggplants), fruits
(watermelon), followed by rice, beans, soybeans and sugarcane for business purposes while the female
youth like to grow specific vegetables such as collards, tomatoes and onions for business purposes.
Both female and male youth grow sorghum, millet, soybeans and groundnuts, beans, cassava, rice
and cowpeas. The male youth particularly avoid growing traditional food crops, especially cassava and
sweet potatoes, on grounds that they are easily “hijacked” by parents for family consumption. A male
youth FGD member asserted that: “Me, I see that most male youth like planting rice, beans, soybean
and sugarcane which are quick to sell. If you grow cassava, parents will eat it all. Parents cannot accept
you to sell.” Youth prefer highly profitable agricultural ventures. A male rice seed value chain actor
expressed that his male customers prefer to buy rice seeds that give them high cash returns as below:
“There is a man who came and bought a half kilo of rice from the store here. He planted and
harvested three bags of rice. Two other male youths came and bought two bags and harvested 70
bags on two acres. They bought cattle and motorcycles with the proceeds.”
The most commonly preferred cereals by both female and male youth across the three districts were:
(1) sorghum and (2) maize, while for grain legumes they were: (1) beans and (2) groundnuts (Table 3).
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Table 3. Cereal and grain legume value chains preferred by youth.
District

Category

Cereal crops

Grain legume crops

Reasons for preference

Moroto

Female and
male youth

Sorghum (Serenat
variety preferred).
Maize

Beans, sunflower

Drought-resistant. Multipurpose –
food, brewing, and business

Beans

Drought-resistant

Male and
female adults

Sorghum (Serenat
variety preferred).
Maize
Sorghum (Serenat).
Maize

Groundnuts

Multipurpose – food, brewing, and
business

Female and
male youth

Rice, maize, millet,
sorghum

Soybeans, groundnuts,
beans, cowpeas

Easy to weed with hoes, because
males don’t like weeding with
hands.

Youth female

Nwoya

Quick maturing

Rice seeds, because the crop brings
high cash returns
Serere

Female and
male youth

Maize, sorghum

Female and
male adults

Maize, rice

Sesame, soya beans,
High profits
cowpeas, and green grams,
beans
Groundnuts, beans, cowpeas, High market demand for maize in
soybean, sesame
schools and NGOs in Soroti and
Serere

4.2.2 Youth engagement at different nodes of the crop value chains
Both male and female youth in the three districts produce for agricultural value chains. In Moroto,
male and female youth are engaged in land preparation using ox ploughs or hoes, weeding,
harvesting, cultivation and threshing. In Serere, the female youth and their mothers dominate
weeding while the males do land clearing with ox ploughs. In Nwoya, both female and male youth
are engaged in land clearing, but only males use tractors to do so. Weeding is predominantly done
by women and girls in all districts because men shun drudge work and are culturally not expected to
squat with women. In Nwoya, the need for weeding labour has forced men to marry earlier for labour
support. A 51-year-old male participant said that when he lost his father and his mother grew weak,
he was forced to marry so that his wife could look after his siblings, but also help with weeding.
In Nwoya, females were regarded as being better than males at planting rice, which takes a lot of
time. However, where farmer groups were using a motorised planter to plant maize, beans, and
groundnuts, adult men and youth were active in planting. Participants mentioned that the male youth
have a tendency of avoiding gardening work only to appear to transport and market the produce. As
mentioned by Rubin et al. (2009), agricultural value chains operate within social contexts and systems
of gender relations that affect the distribution of resources, benefits, and opportunities.
Women were also described as being more passionate about harvesting work. A 36-year-old female
from Nwoya noted that: “I love harvesting the most because if the yields are good, I get much money
and I harvest with much joy. When I am planting, the probability of good harvests is half. Even at
weeding I am not sure.” Generally, in sub-Saharan Africa, women and the youth often work as unpaid
family workers (Rubin et al. 2019).
Although they mainly work in production, the male and female youth expressed interest in processing
and marketing, assuming the conditions were favourable. The youth face major challenges that
hamper their participation in processing, including the lack of skills, electricity, and expensive
technologies necessary for adding value to their crops. For instance, in Serere, oranges have a high
potential for improving livelihoods, but youth lack the machinery for processing. Although there is
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a factory in Soroti, it has failed to absorb all the fruits grown in the area, which has left the youth
disappointed. Most youthful farmers who had aspired to earn a living through citrus fruit production
and processing were frustrated and are beginning to lose hope and trust in government agricultural
programmes. In Nwoya, processing is perceived to be for the educated and relatively rich farmers
given that it requires good storage facilities that most youth lack. Operating a milling machine is the
common form of agricultural processing for the youth and adults alike, focused on groundnuts and,
processed into a common food paste called “odi” (a blend of groundnut and sesame) that has high
market demand within and outside the community.

5.1 Youth interests and needs

The youth lack marketing skills, and opportunities, so they have been restricted to selling mainly at the
farm gate for low prices. An adult female member in an FGD noted that:

Table 4. Youth interests and needs in Moroto, Nwoya and Serere districts.

“The youth use a lot of strength to be involved in agriculture, beginning from production and
taking it to the markets, but they go to ordinary markets nearby, so they get little for their produce
because they don’t go to faraway markets that fetch a lot of money.”

The male and female youth aspire to improve their incomes and get out of poverty, to acquire an
education and career skills, to be role models, and to have enough food and livestock. The youth have
not been able to achieve their dreams and aspirations. They expressed needs for access to agricultural
tools and inputs, financial support to invest in farming, mechanised agriculture, commercial farming,
land, affordable irrigation, youth centres and technical skills. These needs were similar to both female
and male youth in the three regions (Table 4).

Youth
Aspirations
typologies

Preferred cereal, grains and
legumes and value chain
nodes

•

Education and
•
professional aspiration

In Nwoya, the male youth have better marketing opportunities than the female youth because males
have greater mobility and can sell in the monthly markets. The males have access to motorcycles that
they use to transport to markets.

•

Desire for a better life
(better incomes)
•

•

Agriculture aspirations

The male youth are interested in transportation, especially in Nwoya. Some male FGD participants
in Nwoya said they wanted to buy motorcycles so they could work as middlemen to transport
harvests from gardens to stores or homes. A female life history participant (Nwoya) mentioned that
when women transport the produce from the garden to the home, men take charge of the produce.
While the youth are interested in the various value chain nodes, there are many challenges that push
most of them to the production node that gives them limited monetary benefits. This tallies with
the argument by Rubin et al. (2019: 86) that “Women contribute significantly to the production,
processing, and marketing of crops and livestock as farmers, traders, and wage workers, but they
typically receive low returns and can sustain only small enterprises.”

•

Specific to Serere and •
Nwoya

•

Becoming community
role models
•

4.3 Summary
The youth transition events have similarities and differences by gender and by region. The events
are based on changes in their bodies and their behaviour, socio-cultural events (marriage and having
children, building one’s own house, initiation and hunting) and personal and historical circumstances
(war, and being orphaned). Female and male youth experience these events differently, though they
commonly indicate shattered dreams and forced transitions.
Youth take on agriculture as a last report, but they tend to settle into farming work when they miss out
on their first choice in life. Male youth shun time-consuming drudge work associated with farming,
but they get interested with the use of technology. While both female and male youth are more
active in production, they have high interest in processing and marketing. The youth are interested
in crops that bring quick cash and low risk, especially vegetables. Across the three districts, sorghum,
maize, beans and groundnuts were common crops preferred by female and male youth, and adults.

Female

•

Male

•

Education and
•
professional aspiration

•

Desire for a better life
(better incomes)
•

•

Agriculture aspirations

•

Specific to Moroto

•

Marriage and having
several children

•

Having large stocks of
animals

•

•

Desired agricultural support: Both female and
male youth

Moroto: Sorghum
•
(Serenat), maize, beans,
sunflower
•
Nwoya: Rice, maize,
millet, sorghum,
•
soybean, groundnuts,
•
beans, cowpeas
Serere: Maize, sorghum, •
sesame, soya beans,
cowpeas, and green gram •
Interested in:
production, processing,
marketing nodes

•

Moroto: Sorghum
•
(Serenat), maize, beans, •
sunflower
•
Nwoya: Rice, maize,
•
millet, sorghum,
soybean, groundnuts,
beans, cowpeas
•
Serere: Maize, sorghum
sesame, soya beans,
•
cowpeas, green gram,
beans
•
Interested in: processing, •
marketing and
•
transportation
•

5. Youth interests, existing opportunity structures and deficiencies
The first section describes female and male youth interests and needs, opportunity structures and
how they influence youth realities, either positively or negatively. The chapter discusses the persistent
challenges and gaps that need to be addressed if youths’ potential in dryland areas are to be better
tapped for agricultural development.

Tools, inputs and climate-smart
technologies
Improved seeds, tractors, ox ploughs,
hoes
Financial support
Support to youth saving groups
Access funds for labour hire, farming
equipment and inputs.
Mechanised agriculture
Tractors and ox ploughs to ease
agricultural efficiency
Commercial farming
Industrialisation
Provision of food (specific to Moroto)
Empowering youth groups o to leverage
collective power and support
Constructing a youth centre for sharing
and networking (specific to Nwoya)
Affordable and accessible irrigation
systems
Solar pumps for irrigation
Technical skills
Good agricultural practices
Using machinery,

•

Agro-enterprise management, including
value addition

•

Record keeping

•

Procurement

•

Seed selection

•

Postharvest handling

•

Exchange visits

•

Demonstration farms

•

Available lucrative markets

Source: Compiled by authors based on field work data 2020
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5.2 Existing opportunity structures: Benefits and Deficiencies
This section discusses the existing opportunity structures for youth, including engagement in
agriculture. These relate to policy, national youth programmes, organisations and services, sociocultural institutions, economic and market opportunities, and supportive infrastructure.
5.2.1 Policy framework, programmes and services
Like many African countries, Uganda is a signatory to the UN 2030 agenda, guided by the 17
sustainable development goals (SDGs). There are several youth-specific targets spread over six SDGs
(Table 5).
Table 5. Youth specific targets of the 6 SDGS.
Goal

Target

Goal 2 (hunger)

End all forms malnutrition – including amongst adolescent girls

Goal 4 (education) Increasing the number of youths with skills for employment, decent job and entrepreneurship
by 2030
Ensure that all youth and a substantial proportion of adults, both men and women, achieve
literacy and numeracy by 2030
Goal 5 (gender
equality)

Existence of laws and regulations that guarantee all women and adolescents informed choices
regarding their sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights regardless of marital
status

Goal 8 (decent
work)

Achieve full employment for all, including young people
Substantially reduce the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training by
2020.

most youth lack, limited information on the loan access process, and limited skills among the youth
to run businesses. A key condition for the YLP was that the group should consist of 10-15 members,
including 30% females.
Other than youth funds, the government has implemented public works programmes (PWP) in
Northern and Karamoja regions where locals, especially male youth, have been offered casual work,
dubbed “work for cash” for a daily wage. The programmes included community infrastructure
projects (roads, dam, woodlots, and gardens) mainly under NUSAF 1 and II; Karamoja Livelihoods
Programme (KALIP) and Agricultural Livelihoods Recovery Programme (ALREP) (UNDP 2016). Indeed,
during field work, the youth in Moroto and Nwoya spoke positively about the benefits derived from
NUSAF programmes. However, the youth decried their failure to access youth funds.
Programmes and services: Local youth perspectives
The youth and other participants were able to identify the key programmes and services that support
youth in the study regions. These mainly focus on capacity building for skills, provision of tools and
seed, health support and microfinance support (Table 6). However, the youth seemed unsatisfied
with the available services due to their limited reach that leaves out most youth. A major example
cited was the Youth Livelihood Programme (YLP) by the government of Uganda. While the youth
were asked to form groups and write proposals before receiving funds, many failed to fulfil the
criteria while a few that received the funds defaulted on their loans, which crippled the programme.
The youth cited outstanding programmes as NUSAF II & III under the GoU, and services offered by
CSOs and CBOs, specifically, Welt Hunger Hilfe in Moroto and Serere Development Initiative (SEDI) in
Serere.

Develop a global strategy for youth employment by 2020
Goal 10
(inequality)
Goal 13 (climate
change)

Strengthen capacity in planning and managing climate change sensitive to youth and women

Source: Based on UN sustainable Development Goals

In response to the SDGs, and with specific attention to youth in agriculture, Uganda developed a
National Strategy for Youth Employment in Agriculture in 2017 as a framework for encouraging youth
to engage in agriculture and to address youth unemployment. This was based on the recognition that
young people in Uganda are dynamic, enterprising and innovative (Republic of Uganda 2017). The
National Agricultural Policy (2013) is also in place and is currently being operationalised through the
Agriculture Sector Strategic Plan (ASSP) of 2015-2020, which aims to attract, retain and support the
youth and their employment in the agriculture value chain.
National youth programmes
Programmes aimed at addressing youth unemployment and fast-tracking entrepreneurship in the
country include: The Government of Uganda’s $6 million Youth Opportunities Programme, funded by
the World Bank; the $10 million Youth Venture Capital Fund (YVCF), by the Government in partnership
with commercial banks, and the $100 million Youth Livelihoods Program (YLP) in line with the Uganda
Vision 2040 (UNDP 2016).
The youth fund is a commercial and interest-free loan for young people operating in groups, aimed
at boosting their entrepreneurship and empowerment. However, UNDP (2016) has documented
that only a few youths (6.3%) in Northern Uganda have been able to access the loans due to limited
presence of participating banks in the region, stringent loan approval criteria including collateral that
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Table 6. Youth identification of programmes and services in their localities.
Organisations

Districts
Moroto

Nwoya

Serere

Agricultural related services
State

National Agricultural
Advisory Services [NAADs]:
technical support & goats
NUSAF III: Vegetable seeds
like tomatoes, onions,
collards, sorghum, maize,
sunflower, tools like spades,
forks, gumboots;

NAADs Operation Wealth Creation: NaSARRI: Research and
technical support, seeds & pigs
technology support, seeds
National Semi Arid Resources
Research Institute (NaSARRI)
Service: Research and technical
support

Local government institutions:
technical support

Local government: technical
support, funds for fish farming, ox
ploughs
Central Government: Tractor for
youth group, pumps & irrigation
equipment
NUSAF II &III: group formation;
agronomy training, seedlings of
mangoes, oranges, eucalyptus;
hoes, cows & poultry

Non-state actors Welt Hunger Hilfe: latrines, American Refugee Council
health training
ZOA Uganda
Mercy Corps: Silk
programme, agro forestry; Action Aid Uganda: Training in life
revolving funds & trainings skills like tailoring & hair dressing
for girls, mechanics & bricklaying
Local & cross border market for boys; reproductive health;
social mgt & leadership
Matheniko Development
Forum: Saving boxes
Health Alert: HIV awareness;
support to orphans on managing
VSO: Savings boxes &
their livelihoods
trainings

Technical Institute in Kasilo Subcounty: practical skills
SACCOs/VSLAs: Credit access
Teso Diocese Development
Organisation (TEDDO): advocates
for youth access to improved
seeds; extending agricultural
information on seeds and
innovative agric. production
Marie Stopes: Reproductive
health

Karamoja Development
Forum (KDF): Advice on
animal feeding, mining &
community rights. Mining
gear.
Danish Demining Group:
Peace efforts
Save the Children: Education
advice & support

Non-state actors Welt Hunger Hilfe: Food
ISSD: Youth tours, storage of
Serere Development Initiative
storage & handling trainings, produce, and planting machinery, (SEDI): Seed multiplication
vegetable nursery bed
quality seed, moisture meter,
management. Farm tools e.g. packing machine, customer care &
wheel barrows, gum boots marketing skills for youth groups;
and watering cans
Training on planting greens and
spraying
Mercy Corps: Subsidised
eggplant and onion seeds. Action Aid Uganda: youth
Technical support for nursery exchange visits, supply of piglets
mngt, & demos
Gulu NGO Forum: Support to
Cooperation & Development local youth groups with funds and
(C&D): Development Forum: beehives
Distribution of goats, FFS
ZOA Uganda: Seeds and opening
Voluntary Services Oversees land for youth groups
(VSO): vegetable gardens to
boost youth savings.
Mfumi: Business support
(cattle trade, cereal banking)
Non-agricultural related services
State
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Youth Livelihood Fund: Youth NUSAF II and III: Roads, revolving Youth Livelihood Programme:
loans
fund, ponds, tree planting, cash for Youth loans
work
NUSAF III: Roads, revolving
fund, water ponds and tree Youth Livelihood Fund: Loans
planting, cash for work
Uganda Wildlife Authority:
Protection from animal destruction
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5.2.2 Socio-cultural institutions
Culture is a key organising structure within which people operate in terms of social behaviours,
beliefs, roles and responsibilities, entitlements, and power relations (Lindsay 2005). Culture shapes
youth opportunities in dryland areas.
The family institution
Family labour
Across all the three districts, there is a gendered division of labour that is reinforced by parents and
community members. During childhood, girls are socialised into domestic work by their mothers
and other female relatives to perform specific roles such as cooking, cleaning utensils, collecting
water and firewood, smearing the house, cleaning the compounds, serving elders, grinding sesame
and groundnuts, bathing children and other house chores. All the drudgery, including free farming
labour, is done by female youth and adults. In Moroto, girls are actively engaged in brewing (kwete)
and helping their mothers to build family huts, known as mayattas (Photo 4). One 60-year-old female
in Moroto who was socialised by her mother to do domestic work as a young girl boasted about her
husband having paid 160 cows as bride wealth because of her hardworking virtues.

went hunting, they would not kill animals.” In Serere, the adolescent boys are taught by their fathers
how to use an ox plough at an early age while girls are taught by their mothers how to multitask, as a
36-year-old female life history participant narrated:
“My mother inspired me. You know, we used to spend a lot of our time with our mother because
my father was on and off (in church service). She used to tell us that as a woman, you should think
ahead, plan and when you get a family, you have to be a responsible woman. Even she was the one
who taught me to multitask, taught us how to go about with business. She taught me how to make
mandazi.”
Parents act as role models and dream shapers in transferring gender skills, values, beliefs and
practices, which in turn shape youth expectations, values, and opportunities, besides setting
limitations. For instance, relegating girls to the domestic space has limited their mobility and
opportunities for networking, paid work, access to information and education. Young men also have
limited paid and economic opportunities because they spend much of their time grazing or hunting
instead of investing in education. Much of the domestic work done by the female youth is unpaid, and
when they get married they continue with drudgery and unpaid domestic work.
The marriage institution
Marriage is an important institution in many Ugandan societies, including the study sites. In the
Acholi culture, it accords respect and prestige and leads people to marry as early as 13 for girls and
17 for boys. Having children is central to marriage for social prestige, labour, bride wealth (for girls),
and continuity of clans. In Moroto, marriage is polygamous while in all the sites, early and forced
marriages are predominant. In Serere and Nwoya, forced marriages are common due to teenage
pregnancy where parents force the youths to marry. The LRA war in Northern Uganda, saw girls in
Nwoya captured and forced to marry the rebels. In Moroto, there is a common practice of “grabbing
girls” for marriage, as well as arranged child marriage. Grabbing girls occurs when a girl resists a
suitor who later organises eight or 10 boys to ambush her for marriage against her will. Grabbing girls
is grounded in the Karamojong notion that males should showcase their energy and power to their
potential suitors before marriage.
Girls are also expected to put up some resistance to males, in the spirit of demonstrating their high
value, and not appearing to be “cheap” in the traditional sense. Girl grabbing is part of a complex
belief system around consent for marriage, male prowess and women and girls’ value.

Photo credit: Brenda Boonabaana, February, 2020

Photo 4. Girls in Moroto carrying fencing materials.

In Nwoya, the female youth that are active in domestic work are praised and considered good
“mothers to be” when they take on motherly responsibilities at an early age. A 32-year-old female
life history participant mentioned that “for us when a girl turns 18 and above everyone treats them
like their mothers because they start doing responsible work like cooking, washing dishes, bathing
children. Whether educated or not it’s the same, not like boys.” On the other hand, the boys are
socialised by their fathers or other male relatives. For example, the Karamojong boys are mentored to
take care of animals, including grazing, guarding, watering and milking the animals, starting as young
as four years. Pastoralism and animal keeping are culturally valued, and highly sought out activities by
male youth and adults in Karamoja.
In Nwoya, fathers move with their sons as young as 12 years of age for hunting expeditions, and
they also make fire and sweep compounds. The male children and youth are often discouraged from
kitchen chores, leaving them to girls and women. An adult female FGD participant mentioned that: “In
the Acholi culture, boys were not allowed to enter the kitchen and if any boy was seen in the kitchen,
he would be beaten seriously because if they did, they would not perform as men, and when they
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Generally, marriage poses challenges for the young couples who start families unprepared. Acquiring
basic family needs creates conflicts, including gender-based violence and drifting into poverty. In
Moroto, the burden of responsibility comes with stress for men and misuse of alcohol. A male youth
said that “When one gets married, at first they are two, but the moment they give birth, it becomes
hard to survive and for males, they become stressed on how to cater for the families.” Likewise,
due to the difficulties associated with caring for their families, young men are forced to join parties
raiding for animals from the neighbouring tribes, inviting more trouble, even death. It also affects
one’s education opportunities especially if they marry at a young age as stated by a female youth FGD
participant (Nwoya) that: “I myself dropped out of school and got married. I am not in a good life
because the target I had wanted I have not achieved.”
Bride wealth practices
Bride wealth completes the marriage process. In Nwoya, if a man doesn’t complete payment of bride
wealth, a woman is free to marry another man or can decide to leave the marriage. In Serere, if a man
has not paid bride wealth and the wife dies, he is forced to pay bride wealth before burial, while
in Moroto, bride wealth is very expensive with males expected to pay over one hundred or more
cows. If one has not paid bride wealth, he is not respected in the girls’ clan and children belong to his
wife’s clan. Active involvement of youth in cattle rustling is linked to the burden of bride wealth. It
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also reinforces gender inequality by portraying women as economic objects that can be exchanged
to increase the family assets. It also subjects the girls to pressure from their parents to give them
away in order to gain resources. The high bride wealth, therefore subjects women and girls to bear
marriage hardships, including domestic violence and dropping out of school.
A female youth FGD member noted that: “The man can beat you and you stay around because going
back means taking back the animals.” Implicitly, paying bride wealth enslaves a girl or woman in an
abusive marriage if her family cannot afford to return the bride wealth. Women and girls cannot
leave their marriages and returning to the parent’s home, because they are seen as failures and
family burdens. In Nwoya, a female FGD participant, noted that “Many people do not consider school
important. They want girls to marry, and they get bride price. For them even 14 years is good enough
to marry. Parents do not advise girls to engage in sex education.”
In Nwoya, when one marries a young girl of school age, the bride wealth cost becomes heavier,
with parents using the situation to charge multiple bride wealth items such as seating, transport
and dropping out of school allowances. In Moroto, there are three versions of bride wealth i) where
a husband pays two cows and 20 goats immediately after marriage, a payment that is known as
“school fees” whether the girl was in school or not; ii) payment of four goats and a ram when the
wife is four months with the first pregnancy; and iii) a more expensive version labelled “traditional
marriage” where the bridegroom pays several animals (usually in hundreds of cows, goats and sheep)
to the girl’s family. In the Karamojong culture, once a man marries, he gets animals, and a garden
from the family to start him off, but his wife is only entitled to one milking cow upon her husband’s
payment of bride wealth. An unmarried man is only given a bull to motivate him to keep caring for
the animals. The traditions of bride wealth and marriage are key inhibitors for young people’s school
accomplishment in the study districts, for both female and male youth, although the impact is much
worse for female youth.
Customary laws and a system of elders
Initiation is an important rite of passage for Karamojong men in Moroto. This highly valued rite is
critical for male admission into the social elite group of elders, which in turn shapes the way they
behave, and what they are entitled to. These include sitting and eating alone in different cohorts
during social events like marriage and initiation ceremonies, special chairs or stools, special eating
utensils like calabashes, and unique dress and ornaments. Initiation has no age limit and can start
as early as nine years, especially if a family has few male children. Initiation accords a sense of
responsibility, cultural continuity and provides the highest level of satisfaction.
A male respondent likened it to “completing and passing exams” while another called it a “cultural
graduation.” During the initiation ceremony, special bulls are slaughtered by elders and certain rituals
are performed, including immersing the candidate in a river, where he emerges and moves back
home naked. The back of the head of the male candidate is also smeared with red soil, some cow
dung and particular fat from a part of the slaughtered bull. The candidates are given special symbols
like dressing in goat skins, using a whistle, a spear, wearing a special feather, sitting on a special stool,
dishes, and a calabash, all representing adulthood with its higher social status and responsibility.
After initiation, the candidates assume the title of “elder” in the family, and community. Although
the ceremony is concerned with moving boys and men from one phase to another, women also play
an important role such as providing special cooking ingredients for the ceremony, e.g., cucumber,
sorghum, butter and soybeans for bread and local brew that accompany the beef. According to
Carlson et al. (2012), in Karamoja, customary law is more than a legalistic code governing right from
wrong. It is a mechanism that governs the performance of religious ceremonies and divination rituals
around security, community health, animal migration, marriage and other important aspects of life.
The spiritual component of customary law threads together the judicial, political and social elements
of daily life, with each member having roles to perform depending on age, sex and group affiliation to
maintain social organisation and support the cultural norms and values (Carlson et al. 2012).
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Elders form an influential group that young people and community members look up to for guidance.
Such cultural institutions, including family and marriage, give youth opportunities, and limitations.
For instance, females can never attain the position of “elder,” which is a male preserve. Elders in
the three districts are willing to share advice and tangible items like seeds with the youth as well as
guiding them about use of government programmes like Operation Wealth Creation, Youth Livelihood
Programmes and foretelling weather patterns. However, one male adult participant (63-years-old)
said that youth were failing to take on elders’ guidance:
“As boys, our father used to call us every morning to go with him to tie the oxen. When I was a
child, I was depending on my parents and we learned from them. In those days, every elder in the
community was entitled to disciplining a child unlike today with children’s rights. The paternal aunt
was the one to get you a wife, not you as a boy, but these days, boys are going astray.”
Elders once played a greater role in guiding the youth. A 63-year-old male value chain actor in Serere
expressed similar sentiments and pledged his willingness to offer guidance to female and male youth
interested in learning how to preserve food such as sweetpotatoes. Given the recent disruptive in the
Northern Region (including the northeast), the elders are a credible source of indigenous knowledge
and support for youth to connect with their roots and gain advice.
Social networks: the power of youth groups
The youth spoke highly of the many youth groups in the three districts, which provide access to loans,
training, and job and business opportunities. Youth groups in the three districts have invested in
different agricultural business-like cereal banking, cattle trading, and seed multiplication. Community
members, including youth, appreciate belonging to a group, expressing how difficult it is for one to
individually benefit from development programs. A 21-year-old life history youth mentioned that: “If
you want to stay alone, you will wait until God comes back to develop.” Youth groups and associations
leverage collective power, and enable youths to learn from each other, particularly if they have strong
group leadership. Many youth groups are channels for government, development partners and CSO
support. For example, in Nwoya, ZOA Uganda has supported five youth groups with training and
linked them to entities that provide seeds. NaSARRI has also trained local youth groups in groundnut
seed production along the entire value chain, supported them with information through brochures
and fliers, and provided them with seed of Serenut varieties of groundnut. In Nwoya, the TIC Ryemo
Can (TRC) youth group that was often mentioned as being able to access funds from government and
NGOs, support to open land with machinery, access to seeds (sesame and groundnut), and exchange
tours, among others. Box 3 gives other promising examples from Serere and Moroto districts.

Box 3. Case examples from Serere and Moroto Districts.
Case 1: Serere Development Initiative (SEDI): Seed multiplication, Bugondo, Serere District
Serere Development Initiative (SEDI) was founded by a 33-year-old youth who was inspired by his
mother, an agro entrepreneur. SEDI is a formal and organised association of youth farmers in charge
of seed multiplication. The group has formed agricultural-based clusters that focus on: establishing
farms in different locations to reduce agricultural risks to seeds, and attracting youth from different
locations to participate in agriculture. Its aim is to commercialise agriculture in Serere. The group
that started with soya has partnered with a seed company (Achila Farm Enterprise) to mobilise and
monitor 200 farmers who will grow soya beans and sell them to the company.
SEDI members have also planted green gram (NANO gram 2), eggplants, watermelon and onions for
business purposes, and plan to establish seed banks for local, national and international supply.
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Case 2: Looreng youth group: Cereal banking, Rupa, Moroto district
This is a mixed gender group of 15 members growing sorghum and groundnuts. In the last season,
the group was able to harvest 15 bags of sorghum and four bags of groundnuts which they had
partly sold by the time of this study. A full bag of shelled groundnuts costs UGX 60,000 ($16) while
a bag of sorghum grain costs UGX 80,0000 ($22) for members, and UGX90,000 ($24) for nonmembers. The income is reinvested in group activities and the balance is kept by the treasurer
which members can borrow at a 10% interest. However, the group faces challenges related to
uncooperative members, the drudgery of sorghum threshing, the need for better sorghum varieties,
and the lack of land and funds for expansion.
Photo credit: Brenda Boonabaana, February 2020

Source: Field work 2020

Photo 5. Stone quarrying and brewing business in Rupa Sub-county, Moroto.

5.2.3 Economic livelihoods and resources
Competing youth livelihoods: Farming, mining and small businesses
As in many parts of Uganda, people’s livelihoods in the study districts are highly dependent on
subsistence farming, i.e. growing crops in Nwoya and Serere, and agro-pastoralism in Moroto. With
time, these have been diversified with youth starting farm businesses (see Section 3.1). Collective
farm labour is popular with youth because it makes gardening easier, saves time and enables
networking. Youth livelihoods in Moroto are dependent on one’s family wealth background; youth in
better off families often take on brewing businesses while those others work in mining and quarrying.
The male youth in better off families own bicycles and engage in quarrying and marble loading (Photo
4). A gram of gold costs UGX100,000 to 120,000 ($27-$33) while loading a truck of stone costs UGX120,
000. A male youth (FGD) mentioned that: “For the issue of mining, there is a lot of money, because
one trip costs UGX100, 000, meaning that five trips give 500,000 so, it’s profitable.”

In Northern Uganda, Nwoya is located, the LRA war changed livelihood opportunities and perceptions
towards life in general and agriculture specifically. During and after the war, most people, including
the youth, survived on handouts, rather than by farming or business. In all the districts, most families
are still highly dependent on food donations from the government and NGOs (Photo 6). A summary of
female and male youth livelihoods in the three districts is presented in Table 7.
Table 7. Livelihood activities preferred by female and male youth.
Districts
Moroto

Brewing (kwete) is deemed to be lucrative, and attractive for female youth and adult women. Kwete is
also a major food substitute, including for children (Photo 5). A 30-year-old female said that: “Alcohol
is food now”. The high dependence on alcohol poses social and health threats including violence, rape
and malnutrition. There is also “cash for work” under the Government of Uganda’s Northern Uganda
Social Action Fund (NUSAF) III where community members, including youth are employed as casual
workers in road construction, tree planting, water pond management and water conservation, for a
daily wage of UGX4000 ($1) per day.
Cereal banking is another a profitable activity, mainly for female youth and adults in Moroto, mainly
through community groups supported by government and NGOs, including microfinance support to
members. Most agribusinesses for youth relate to cereal and legume banking, especially sorghum,
maize, cassava flour, cattle trade, and vegetable growing. The youth group members buy the produce
at peak times when they are cheap, store them, and later resell at a higher price. Cereal banking
has facilitated youth employment, attraction of funding from government and non-governmental
organisations through micro finance, and capacity building. With such opportunities, the youth are
leaving agriculture to older people.
In Serere, the Olobai Youth Farmers’ Group has started mobilising male and female youth to grow
sorghum together and sell it as a group business. In Nwoya, the youth mainly depend on boda bodas,
bricklaying, sand businesses, and farming cash crops like maize, rice and groundnuts. The male youth
shun perennial crops like coffee because they take lots of time as depicted by a 30-year-old female
NGO value chain participant:
“The youth are energetic; they do work faster but are impatient and like immediate results. Some
engage in agriculture while another section does not because they do not like things that take long
and deter them from having immediate cash.”
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Female youth
Gold mining

Male youth
Construction work

Both – female and male
Gold mining

Quarrying

Loading marble

Quarrying

Fetching water as casual labour

Fencing

Construction work Farming

Brewing

Cattle and goat trade

Baby sitting

Donations

Charcoal burning Casual
labour

Building houses/huts

Craft – bead work
Donations

Donations
Cereal banking
Serere

Farming (paid labour)

Bricklaying

Farming related business

Working in restaurants Vending
tomatoes and onions

Chapati making

Donations

Donations

Boda boda
Farming (tomatoes, citrus, green gram,
soya beans, maize, watermelon)
Donations

Nwoya

Farming (food crops) Donations Boda boda
Bricklaying

Farming
Donations

Sand businesses
Farming (cash crops e.g. maize, rice,
groundnuts
Donations from the government
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Ownership of resources
Land
The availability of large chunks of fertile land in the three regions presents agricultural potential for
both male and female youth. A male youth FGD participant is Serere mentioned that “Bugondo Subcounty is fertile and good for agriculture,” while a 36-year-old female life history participant explained
how she benefitted from using the government land by saying that the youth can take advantage of
the available free government land it if they ask the sub-county chief:
“I always tell the youth to use this land and even rear animals. For me, I have used this land and
that is where I get money, because I earn only Ush. 200,000 ($54) as an office attendant, which is
not enough. I get money; even if I lose this job I would not starve.”
In Serere, the community members are open to hiring out their land at a small fee of 120,000 ($32) per
acre per year, meaning that even youth without family land can take advantage of such opportunities.
However, in all the study districts, the female youth have less access to land, mainly due to cultural
norms and entitlements for land at the family and community levels. For instance, in Nwoya, there is a
belief that girls are sojourners to their “real homes” (their marital homes), so they are often excluded
from owning family property. While the male youth have more access to communal and family land
for business purposes, female youth largely use land for family consumption. Upon marriage, male
youth and adults are allocated personal plots of land to control and own while this is not applicable
to the females. A female youth FGD female participant in Nwoya explained the tendency of parental
control of their agricultural produce as follows:

Photo credit: Brenda Boonabaana/Peace Musiimenta, February 2020

From upper left, clockwise: Rice donations from China, Rupa, Moroto. Rice donations from China, Bugondo,
Serere. Women sharing rice donation, Bugondo, Serere. Women share rice donation at Rupa, Moroto.
Photo 6. Rice distributed by government to the most vulnerable community members.

Youth interest to live and work in their communities
When asked whether they were interested in looking for other livelihood opportunities outside
their communities, the youth in the three districts expressed an interest to live and work in their
communities. The male and female youth appreciate the existing livelihood opportunities and believe
they can still improve their livelihoods by working in their communities. They feel a strong attachment
to their communities (including the desire to safeguard their land), the fear of the unknown, the
low cost of living in rural areas, and the income livelihoods they are already engaged in. In Moroto,
a combination of livelihood opportunities, mostly non-agricultural, together with a culture of
pastoralism and a value on animals, tend to motivate the youth and adults to stay in the community.
A male youth FGD member (Nwoya) stressed that he would not leave to look for greener pastures
if they got better support for agriculture: “Nwoya District is the only food basket for Uganda; many
people come from Kampala to do farming here. They come and consult the district people and they
allow them to farm on our land.” However, the female youth in Nwoya wish to migrate to urban areas,
especially to Gulu, Kampala and Arab countries.
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“Girls face a lot of problems in agriculture. You work in the garden, but our parents grab our
gardens. Fathers tell us that ‘You girls, you do not own things; you are like your mothers, and so you
work for the family.’ That girls’ education ends up in the kitchen. The crops you grow are sold at
times to get your brother’s bride price.”
In Nwoya, both female and male youth face challenges related to land disputes resulting from a long
period of displacement due to the LRA war. Some youths were born in IDP camps and in captivity, and
upon return, they could not easily locate their origins and land boundaries, given that most parents
were either dead or displaced. There is also limited control over harvests, especially for female
youth. A study by Oxfam International (2008) found that as peace returned to Northern Uganda, land
conflicts became widespread and affected the lives of women and girls, especially the less educated,
widows, children and former abductees. Women were excluded because they lacked knowledge of
the law and powerful contacts. Most women had lost husbands or fathers who could defend them
against the land grabbers (El-Bushra et al. 2013, Hetz et al. 2007).
The lower government justice systems, such as local councils, were corrupt, instead of protecting
women’s land rights (Hetz et al. 2007). The Land Act protects the rights of women, widows, children
and orphans, but this is not the case in Northern Uganda and Karamoja Sub-region (UNDP 2016). In
the Acholi region, land is largely communally owned and controlled by male clan elders, and Acholi
culture only accords women customary rights to use land, but not ownership (El Bushra et al. 2013).
Ownership of assets confers additional economic value, status, and bargaining power (Otiso 2006),
which most female youth lack.
In Serere, male youth have greater access to land than females do and can decide which crops to grow.
Some innovative farming practices are being started to overcome land challenges. Photo 7 shows a
sack full of soil and manure for growing onions. The TEDDO project officer explained that when well
irrigated, one sack can accommodate 100 seedlings. Such innovations that are possible on small plots
attract youth who face land scarcity.
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In Moroto, the female youth decried the lack of
land for their activities, which they often have
to rent for around UGX 30,000 ($8), which they
find expensive. This is because land in Moroto
is controlled by male adults and elders. Land
is a critical resource because it is often used as
collateral for loans.
Access to and ownership of household property
Male youth also own personal chairs, mattresses,
and motorbikes in preparation for marriage in
Nwoya, while in Serere, they enjoy access to
family resources like oxen, unlike their female
counterparts. In Moroto, male youth are entrusted
with family livestock to care for, where they gain
Photo credit: Musiimenta Peace, 2020
significant shares, especially upon marriage.
Photo 7. Innovative farm practices in Serere.
According to the Teso culture, women and girls
are not expected to tie the oxen, which limits them to use of rudimentary tools like hoes. According
to Heckert et al. (2019), access to and control over assets are key determinants of individual agency
that have age and gender dimensions, with young women typically transitioning to adulthood with
fewer resources. As in the North and Karamoja Sub-region, in many parts of Uganda, son preference is
common and influences ownership of resources through inheritance (Bantebya et al. 2014).
Financial resources: Village banks, SACCOs/VSLAs

His argument was that there is a market in Kenya which the youth are currently missing out
because they do not add value to their produce. In addition, the increasing government and NGO/
CBO institutions like schools, offices, besides the expanding trading centres, provide local market
opportunities for agricultural produce. There is a belief that Serere is a potential food basket not
only for the region, but also for the country as explained by the district disaster risk management
committee chairperson: “Serere District has been a food basket, especially for maize and sesame. We
have been supplying to other districts in Teso and beyond, including to our friends in Kenya. But this
year, we see no food.” Despite the natural disasters like floods, the district has potential for bountiful
harvests. An orange-processing factory in Soroti has attracted the youth to grow oranges at a large
scale, and sell to the factory, although they have faced some challenges related to overproduction and
failure to sell some of their oranges.
5.2.5 Supportive infrastructure
While there are good main roads connecting the district headquarters to Uganda’s capital city, and
to neighbouring countries, the internal roads are not as good. In Serere, the roads are often washed
away by floods during the rainy season (Photo 8). The roads are also dusty during the dry seasons.
Participants mentioned the poor road network as one of the challenges for reaching agricultural
markets. The lack of electricity in the districts also limits youth engagement in value addition,
and agricultural processing. Roads, electricity, schools and communication networks are more
concentrated in the urban areas and limited in the rural parts of the districts. Access to education
is still problematic for many, due to poverty and dark experiences of war and insecurity. There is a
lack of technical and vocational institutions to equip youth with marketable and practical skills. Early
marriage remains a barrier for school enrolment and completion for both girls and boys. There is also
poor connectivity of both electricity and communication in the rural areas.

The availability of village banks, SACCOs and VSLAs (village saving and loan associations) provide an
opportunity for youth to tap into low interest loans to invest in agriculture and in other enterprises. In
Serere, Kadungulu SACCO and Pride microfinance institutions were prominent financial institutions.
Moroto and Nwoya have several informal financial institutions that lend to members through youth
groups. However, the poor saving culture by the youth, their lack of collateral and loan misuse remain
key challenges to youth financial access and agricultural investments.
5.2.4 Market opportunities
Agricultural markets steer youth interest in agriculture. Moroto, being close to Kenya, has trading
opportunities with the Turkana, especially in cattle trade and cereal and legumes. The district also
has potential for an internal food market, since Moroto is the regional hub for Karamoja where
government and NGOs are based. At the moment, agricultural businesses are small, and mostly
aligned with the cattle trade. Nwoya’s proximity to South Sudan and the Congo presents a lot of
market potential. The district has also recently attracted external commercial farming investments
that present opportunities for youth in terms of jobs and agricultural markets, e.g., Amatheon Agri,
a German-owned commercial farm and Dr Oala Lolim’s 1,400-hectare farm that produces maize and
rice. These investments face problems including thefts and pests and diseases (Daily Monitor 2018).
Serere also has opportunities to sell agricultural produce locally and in neighbouring districts like
Soroti as well as in Kenya. A female youth key informant mentioned that “The youth here in Serere
are well connected to traders in Kenya who usually come here to buy produce. If our association
expands, we are sure of the market even without going outside our district.” The presence of a vast
market was revealed by the DCDO when he explained that:
“We have vast land here and if we interested, our youth could really grow a lot of maize and then
add value. People in Kenya come and buy our maize and take it to Kenya and they process it and
bring it back and sell it to us in form of maize flour here in Teso region and even to you people in
Kampala, so why can’t we be supported along that line?”
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Photo 8. A road destroyed by floods in Serere District in December 2019.
Source: Uganda Radio Network, December 2019
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5.2.6 Other persistent challenges

Table 9. Opportunity structures: Benefits and critical deficiencies.

The persistent challenges cited by the youth in the three districts include price fluctuation that
does not guarantee steady income, lack of agricultural inputs and tools such as tractors, pesticides,
oxen and quality seeds, severe poverty that limits the youth from paying back loans and investing in
agriculture, lack of technical skills, unfavourable weather, pests and diseases, and youth exclusion and
marginalisation. A male DCDO in Serere expressed glaring youth exclusion when he mentioned that:

Opportunity
structures

Aspects

Benefits towards youth
needs

Critical deficiencies

Policy
framework
and national
youth
programmes

Youth specific SDGs
targets
National Strategy for
Youth Employment in
Agriculture
Youth Programmes
(Youth Venture
Capital Fund, Youth
Livelihood Program,
Public works
programmes)

Youth-friendly policy
environment
Jobs and income
Low interest loans

Few youths applied for loans
Inability of youth to fulfil loan
requirements, including collateral
Inability of the youth to pay back loans
Female youth more disadvantaged

Organisations
and services:
local youth
perspectives

State and non-state
actors

Capacity building for skills,
provision of tools and seed,
health, education, business
and microfinance support
Outstanding agricultural
programmes: NUSAF under
the GoU, Welt Hunger
Hilfe (Moroto); Serere
Development Initiative
(SEDI) in Serere, ZOA
Uganda (Nwoya)

Services reach few, leaving out most
Limited reach & inconsistencies in capacity
building & advisory support
Female youth more disadvantaged

Socio-cultural
institutions

Marriage institution

Achievement of dreams for
some

Shattered dreams regarding education,
better paying jobs
Poverty due to early marriage
Conflicts & violence toward women
Burden of bride wealth causing male stress
& unequal power relations
Female youth more disadvantaged

Customary laws
system of elders

Moral guidance & role
modelling
Indigenous knowledge &
skills

Male domination of cultural institutions

Social networks:
youth groups

Access to loans, trainings,
Limited mobility for female youth
jobs, business opportunities Female youth more disadvantaged
& information

Multiple livelihoods

Quick cash
nonagricultural opportunities

“There are no major youth-targeted programmes at the district. Even those that appear to be
targeting the youth, they don’t prepare them to participate, but just drop in to organise them into
groups and give them money which they don’t follow up. This has created more problems than they
intended to solve.”
In Moroto the lack of food makes the youth less active and limits marketing skills and knowledge.
In addition, rampant insecurity from cattle raiding has created uncertainty for communities to focus
on development programmes, including agriculture. In Nwoya, the youth face the challenge of poor
roads and storage facilities. While in Serere, there is exploitation by middlemen, perishability of the
produce, especially tomatoes, floods, and limited access to agricultural resources, especially land
(Table 8).

Table 8. Other persistent challenges affecting youth in dryland areas
Moroto

Nwoya

Serere

Lack of food which makes youth less
energetic to cultivate

Poor road network

Price fluctuations (no guaranteed
income)

Inadequate tools for farming
Severe poverty levels - can’t pay loans
or invest in agriculture

Lack of agricultural inputs and
tools (limited tractors, lack of
quality seeds)
Lack of storage facilities

Perishability of the produce,
especially tomatoes (produce loss
scares the youth)
Exploitation by middlemen

Limited marketing skills and knowledge

Price fluctuations

Limited funding for youth-specific
agricultural programmes

Limited technical capacity

Lack of agricultural inputs and tools
(expensive pesticides, seeds, oxen)

Unfavourable weather

Limited access to farm land

Pests and diseases

Limited technical capacity

Limited technical capacity
Unfavourable weather
Pests and diseases
Insecurity due to cattle rustling

Flooding
Pests and diseases

Economic
opportunities

Source: Field work 2020

5.2.7 Summary
There are opportunity structures for youth, but many of their needs, including agricultural ones,
remain largely unmet. Female and male youth benefit differently from opportunity structures, with
more limitations for females due to the local norms. The gaps for female and male youth mainly
relate to technical capacity, access to relevant technologies, limited financial resources, subsistence
farming with high labour demands and limited income, climatic stress and poor infrastructure, which
disadvantage female youth more than males.
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Market
opportunities

Competing
agriculture

off-farm livelihoods with

Youth interest to state Availability of interested
and work in their
manpower
communities

Youth not active in agriculture due to
poverty, weather, lack of tools & machinery
Female youth more disadvantaged

Resources: land and
financial resources

Much fertile farm land
Low interest loans (village
banks, SACCOs and VSLAs)

Female youth have less control of
agricultural produce
Female youth more disadvantaged

Regional and cross
border market
opportunities

Within the districts and
cross border market
opportunities

Small-scale marketing with low returns
Female youth more disadvantaged
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6. Conclusions and recommendations

Table 9. Opportunity structures: Benefits and critical deficiencies.
Opportunity
structures

Aspects

Benefits towards youth
needs

Critical deficiencies

Supportive
infrastructure
and services

Roads, electricity,
schools, information
and communication

Good roads to the capital
city

Poor roads within the districts

Subsidised primary and
secondary schools

Limited education access due to poverty
and war experiences, early marriages &
exclusion
Quality issues for schools
Lack of technical and vocational institutions
for relevant agricultural skills
Poor electricity & communication
connectivity
Female youth more disadvantaged

6.1 Conclusions
On youth typologies, characterisation and interests
Youth are different and have different realities: The youth are not a homogenous group but are
differentiated by gender (female and male) and regional realities that come with different needs,
opportunities and challenges.
Differing perceptions on youth by age groups: Youth perceive themselves and their interests
positively, while the older generation sees them negatively.
Youth desire to achieve big dreams: While both female and male youth desire to achieve big dreams
especially good education and improved incomes, their aspirations remain largely unmet due to
various challenges, missed opportunities and shattered dreams.

Source: Compiled by the research team from field work data

Preference for quick-cash income generating activities: Male and female youth prefer different offfarm income generation activities.

Based on these findings, Figure 2 presents key influencers for male and female youth realities in
dryland areas, life events that shape female and male youth life experiences and opportunities, and
the opportunity structures that differently accord benefits and deficiencies for male and female
youth.

Agriculture as secondary preference and last resort option: While agriculture was identified as a
youth aspiration, it comes as a secondary option. After young people have failed to achieve primary
aspirations, especially, education and professional careers, youth are often pushed into agriculture by
poverty and early marriage.
Youth have an interest in becoming active local economic change agents: Despite the challenges, the
youth in dryland areas were interested in becoming active economic change agents, aspiring to get
gainful employment, working hard and earning better incomes, getting an education, professional
skills and career advancement, rather than prioritising marriage and families as the older adult
generation did.
On youth transition
The process of female and male transition in dryland areas is associated with physiological and
behavioural changes, socio-cultural events and personal experiences that differently shape male and
female youth life opportunities and realities. Unfortunately, the youth transition process in dryland
areas is largely associated with dark experiences, forced transitions, and missed opportunities.
On youth engagement in agricultural value chains
Agriculture as a potential livelihood option for the dryland youth: Although male and female youth
in all the study regions perceived agriculture as a last resort livelihood, they credited it as a potential
livelihood for enabling food security, businesses and income.
Agriculture is perceived by the youth as a high-risk investment: Other livelihood options that deliver
quick cash to the youth are opportunities amidst the perception of agriculture as risky, unpredictable
and requiring long-term investment.
There were no gender differences in cereal and grain legume crop preferences. Both female and male
youth express preference for sorghum, maize, beans and groundnuts with additional regional specific
preferences: sunflower in Moroto; rice, millet, soybeans, and cowpeas in Nwoya, and sesame, soya
beans, cowpeas, and green gram in Serere.

Figure 2. Key influencers for youth realities in dryland areas.
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Youth are interested in crops that provide quick and better income: The youth are more attracted to
crops that deliver high cash returns, including quick-maturing, cash-making, drought-resistant crops.
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Female youth are more engaged in labour-intensive farming work: While both male and female youth are
engaged in agriculture, females did the labour-intensive activities of planting, weeding and harvesting while
the male youth dominated the transport activities. Both genders were underrepresented in processing and
marketing, where they wish to be actively engaged.

Existing opportunity structures: Benefits and deficits
There are several opportunity structures with the potential to support the youth – ranging from land,
social institutions (families and clans), market, infrastructure and services (Figure 2). However, there
are still critical deficits related to limited technical and financial resources, affordable technology,
climate stress, poverty, and negative local perceptions of agriculture (Figure2). Local norms also
disadvantage female youth, giving males more opportunities.

6.2 Recommendations
Unlocking the potential of female and male youth in dryland areas requires focusing on three pillars:
(i) Inclusive participation, where both male and female youth are targeted in consideration of their
needs and realities;
(ii) Equity, where female and male youth are enabled to access and use resources and opportunities
relevant for agricultural transformation; and
(iii) Facilitating youth agency by providing a conducive environment (socially, economically and
supportive policies) for youth to exercise their potential as active agents of change.
Drawing on the above pillars and study findings, the following sections present recommendations
for unlocking youth potential for dryland agriculture through youth agricultural livelihood programs,
strengthening youth groups, research, education and technical support. Socio-cultural, economic,
and technical barriers to youth engagement in agriculture need to be addressed through cultural
transformation and rebranding of agriculture to make it appealing to male and female youth.

Rebrand agriculture to make it attractive to female and male youth. Rebranding should portray
agricultural value chains as viable commercial ventures that youth can engage in to make enough
money without drudgery.
Recognise how community definitions of “youth” may exclude some young people. For example,
where physical appearance (cleaner bodies, beauty and smartness) is a key characteristic for the
youth, this could work to disadvantage those who may not fit well into these social expectations.
Staff on youth agricultural livelihood programs should possess skills in gender, counselling, social work,
business and entrepreneurship besides agriculture, to address the holistic needs of youth.
6.2.2 Institutionalising and strengthening youth groups to effectively tap into agricultural
opportunities
Government ministries and other development organisations should strengthen and support youth
groups in targeted areas.
Where districts already have functional youth councils and groups, these should be strengthened,
with financial, technical and leadership support.
Youth niche areas such as seed multiplication, value addition, and processing should be supported
through accessible and affordable loans, strong leadership, technical support, and stable markets.
Opportunities should intentionally be extended to both female and male youth farmer groups.
Support district female and male youth groups for study visits to other areas of the country with
successful youth agricultural programmes and connect them to relevant role models and mentors,
locally and beyond.

6.2.1 Youth agricultural livelihood programs

Establish strong and well-funded youth mentorship programmes targeting promising female and male
youth value chain actors who can act as role models for fellow youth.

Government ministries, research and development organisations’ programs aimed at improving youth
livelihoods should adhere to the following guidelines:

6.2.3 Accessible and affordable dryland agricultural technologies and agricultural services

Avoid treating youth as a homogenous group. Programs should identify and consider relevant
variables that intersect with age to influence youth realities and needs during the design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation. This study identified important individual variables
(including gender, tribe, marital status, economic and schooling status), and community level
variables (alternative livelihood sources for youth, culture and historical background of the target
geographical area) which shape aspirations of youth and adults who parent and mentor them.

Research institutions like Makerere University, NARO and ICRISAT should:
Conduct interdisciplinary research on the viable legume and cereal crops attractive to the youth in
dryland areas, particularly on improved productivity, markets, and machinery that reduces drudgery.
Interdisciplinary research teams should consist of biophysical and social scientists (e.g., gender,
anthropology, economics and agriculture) to ensure suitability of technologies developed to the social,
economic, and cultural context of youth.

Include a component of counselling and guidance, aimed at inspiring and supporting the youth to
deal with issues they face during life stage transitions, specific crises and traumas, which can affect
their engagement in livelihood activities. Key areas for counselling include positive inter-generation
relationships and conflict management between youth and their parents or guardians, dealing with
the loss of parents, dropping out of school, early marriage and pregnancy, rape, forced and early
marriages. Where the target geographical area has a unique history of war or insecurity or cultural
norms prone to shattering dreams and aspirations of young people (such as Northern and Karamoja
regions), counselling programs can target impacts of such events with a view to helping youth
overcome their negative impacts.

Establish sustained collaborations with NGOs and CBOs that have longstanding community programs
to conduct gender and culturally sensitive participatory and action-oriented research and innovation
dissemination that meets the needs of male and
female youth.

Leverage youth’s non-agricultural income-generating activities to support investment in agriculture.
For example, equip youth with skills to manage multiple businesses that feed into each other, investing
earnings from non-agricultural activities in viable agricultural enterprises.

Commercialised agriculture will create a multiplier effect required to propel the youth towards
appreciation of farming as a job rather than a livelihood of last resort. It will also enable them to
move away from the handouts they are now used to, to value addition and processing, which interest
them. Such investments will go a long way to influence youth perceptions towards farming as a “cool”
livelihood for the youth of different categories.
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University colleges should send youth interns to the dryland communities to inspire and share
knowledge with the rural youth and support them to organise inspiring agricultural talks and
exhibitions.
6.2.4 Commercialised agriculture
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Development partners and government should:

Invest heavily in critical agriculture infrastructure such as sustainable solar powered irrigation
systems, rural electrification, feeder road networks and ICTs. This is likely to elicit innovativeness and
creativity for agribusinesses among the youth of all categories.
Nurture innovative youth agri-businesses by providing youth-friendly loans, technical support,
incubation and mentorship.
Leverage the cereal and legume crops attractive to the youth in the drylands for commercial farming
through higher yields, value addition and by providing market links within and outside the country.
6.2.5 Education, skills and technical support
Government should strengthen agricultural education and practical skills for both female and male
youth through the following:
Introduce short courses to retool young farmers. Planning and delivery approaches should consider
the youth realities, e.g., flexible timing, convenient venue and information access to accommodate
male and female youth who face constraints related to mobility and reproductive roles. Such trainings
could be conducted in the local languages to reach rural youth with low education.

Support local governments, police and human rights agencies to penalise perpetrators of early
marriage.
Support girls who become pregnant to be taken back to school and acquire life skills rather than
forcing them to get married at an early age.

6.3 Areas for future inquiry
This was a qualitative study, but future research with mixed methods could capture the magnitude of
key issues highlighted here.
Future studies should pay more attention to the needs and realities of different youth categories such
as male and female youth in school, out of school, and married and unmarried youth.
While there is an increasing trend of greater involvement of women and youth in political leadership
in other regions of Uganda, political aspirations were silent in this study. Political structures and
leadership were not pointed out as promising structures to support youth needs in agriculture. In the
future, it would be interesting to explore this gap.

Some of the critical areas to target for short courses could include, enterprise development and
management, business and financial management, record keeping, marketing, procurement, value
addition, seed selection, postharvest handling and storage and information technology.
Entrepreneurial training should be accompanied by institutionalised, dedicated gender-responsive
coaching and mentorship.
Provide scholarships for youth in dryland areas to take on agricultural courses at university and other
tertiary vocational institutions, with emphasis on applied skills, soft and managerial skills.
6.2.6 Addressing socio-cultural barriers to youth agricultural participation and benefits
Government, development partners, local community members and CSOs should undertake the
following:
Sensitise communities on the negative aspects of discriminatory social norms, and practices that
inhibit female and male youth from engaging and benefiting from development programmes, including
unequal access to land, early and forced marriages that cut short children’s education, the burden of
domestic work that limit girls’ mobility and associated community stereotypes. This could be done
through mass sensitisation using effective channels such as local radio, peer education and drama,
religious and cultural ceremonies. Sensitisation could leverage respected members of society such as
elders, cultural, religious leaders and role models to serve as change agents.
Work in partnership with youth and gender-focused NGOs like Uganda Women’s Network (UWONET)
to reduce gender-based constraints affecting male and female youth.
Enforce implementation of existing laws that guarantee inclusive development, keeping young
people in school and preventing early and forced marriages. Bylaws against these practices should be
sensitively initiated and implemented at the community level.
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Appendix 1. Participant list for Rupa Sub-county, Moroto District
Life histories
#

Name

Sex Age Occupation

Marriage Education Religion Village
status

1.

Longole
Paul

M

57

Business
(cattle trade,
cereal banking,
mechanics)

Married

2.

Sagal
Angelina

F

67

3.

Losike
Anna

F

4.

Nakolia
Maria

E/CN.4/RES/1990/74, https://www.refworld.org/docid/3b00f03d30.html.

5.

UNDP (2014). Serere District, Teso, Serere district. Hazard, Risk and Vulnerability Profile. United
Nations Development Programme, Kampala, Uganda.

UBOS (Uganda Bureau of Statistics) (2014). National Population and Housing Census Report.
UBOS (Uganda Bureau of Statistics) (2019). 2018 Statistical abstract, Government of Uganda.
UBOS (Uganda Bureau of Statistics) (2020). Uganda’s District population projections 2015-2020.
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S.3

Catholic

Lorukumo Life history 0779287274

Farming, and
Widow
business (brewing
and food vending)

0

Catholic

Looreng

30

Quarrying and
brewing

Married

P.4

Catholic

Lorukumo Life history 0779546940

F

37

Quarrying and
brewing

Married

S.2

Catholic

Kaalukalet Life History -

Lokawa
Mario

M

-

Quarrying and
animal keeping

Not
married

ABEK

Catholic

Loot

Life History -

6.

Otyang
Paul

M

70

Farmer and
community
leader

Married

0

Catholic

Kadilakey

Life history 0786003466

7.

Nelim
Joyce

F

60

Farming and
brewing

Married

0

Catholic

Looi

Life History -

8.

Lokaalei
Luke

M

45

Mining (Marble) Married

ABEK

Catholic

Lokaalei

Life History 0784903040

9.

Lomer
Mario
Losukari

M

37

Cattle trader

ABEK

Catholic

Akwapuwa Life History 0784970513

10. Kolibi
Teddy

F

21

Brewing and Gold Married
mining

P.5

Catholic

Lokurumo Life History 0772510181

11. Nangiro
vicky

F

23

Gold mining

Married

P.6

Catholic

-

Life History -

12. Lokuso
Titus

M

28

Boda boda riding Married
and loading
marble

P.7

Catholic

Lokorede

Life History 0780233493

13. Lochugae
Lokoru

M

32

Farming and
cattle trade

Married

0

None

Lorukumo Life History -

14. Lorika Paul M

22

Quarrying,
mining, and
farming

Married

P.5

Catholic

-

Life History 0776285140

15. Lokeris
Paul Ribo

55

Farmer

Married

P.2

Catholic

Kadilakely

Life History -

Uganda Investment Authority (2016). Teso Investment Profile. Government of Uganda.
United Nations Human Rights Office (2021). Child, early and forced marriage, including in
humanitarian settings. OHCHR | Child, early and forced marriage, including in humanitarian settings.
UN Commission on Human Rights (1990). Convention on the Rights of the Child.

UNDP (2016). Uganda Human Development Report). Unlocking Development Potential of Northern
Uganda. United Nations Development Programme, Kampala, Uganda.
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edition October 2017.
Watson, C., G. Lazzolino, and M. Okech. (2017). Ethnographic Research: Uganda Country report.
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Interview Phone
type
contact

M

Married

Life history -

55

Key informant interviews
# Name
Sex Age Occupation
16. Akot
Jenipher

F

41

17. Lokiru Linus M

32

18. Kiyonga
F
Gloria
19. Lowanyang F
Betty
20. Apule
F
Veronica

28
40
25

Appendix 2: Participant list for Bugondo Sub-county, Serere District
Marriage Education Religion Village
status
Married Diplo ma Catholic Rupa

Assistant
Community
Development Officer
Vice Chair, LC2
Married

S.1

Business (Brewing Married
and cereal banking)
Married

P.4

Casual labour (Tree Married
planting)

P.3

0

FGD Male youth
Name

Sex

Age

Occupation

20.

Lokiru Paul Micky

M

24

Farming

21.

Achilla Stephen

M

28

LC1 Secretary

22.

Longora Joseph

M

32

Farming

23.

Moru John Bosco

M

26

Mining

24.

Akol Maxson

M

27

Farming

25.

Lokut Paul

M

30

Farming

FGD Female youth
Name

Sex

Age

Occupation

26.

Namusaf Mary

F

24

Student

27.

Nangiro Esther

F

17

Brewing business

28.

Aguma Jenniffer

F

20

Brewing business

29.

Natee Hellen

F

22

Brewing business

30.

Ngorok Brenda

F

25

Brewing business

Name

Sex

Age

Occupation

31.

Longok Samuel

M

45

Farmer

32.

Louse Joseph

M

56

Farmer, Livestock

33.

Lokwam eli Micheal

M

37

Animal worker

34.

Losike Mark

M

28

Gold mining

35.

Tengor Apalothi c

M

62

Farmer/Livestock

FGD Male adults

36

Lokurudoi Tengor

M

31

Farmer/Livestock

FGD Female adults
Name

Sex

Age

Occupation

37.

Longok Samuel

M

45

Farmer

38.

Louse Joseph

M

56

Farmer, Livestock

39.

Lokwam eli Micheal

M

37

Animal worker

40.

Losike Mark

M

28

Gold mining

41.

Tengor Apalothi

M

62

Farmer/Livestock

42

Lokurudoi Tengor

M

31

Farmer/Livestock

56

Interview
type
KII, Govt
official

Phone
contact
0782421405

KII, Govt
Leader
Catholic Lorenge KII, Value
Chain
Catholic Lorengi KII, Value
Chain
Catholic Natopojo KII, Value
Chain

0779599999

Catholic Kaloi

-

#

Type Name

A
1

KII

2
3
4
5
B
1

Age Sex Edu

Marital
status

Okalebo
55
Echodu
Samuel
Ewichu Daniel 63

M

Graduate Married

M

P.7

Emunot
Samso
Atidi Julius

32

M

Graduate Single

38

M

B.Sc.

Married

Muhagatare
Ketty Abulo

24

F

diploma

Single

Life History
Alupo

Married

Livelihood

Parish

Tel: Contact

DCDO head of
Community Based
services depart
Peasant, Value chain
actor
CDO

Serere

0772593540

Alwala

0779838499

Olobai

0773577822

Agriculturalist and
Olobai
project officer at TEDDO
Secretary for SEDI
Olobai

0775350518

and farmer,

0758416010

0778001159/

62

F

Married

A farmer or peasant

AbataitKongoto

0774469364

47

F

Married

Farmer

47

F

S.4

Married

Farmer

Opungule, 0784587196
Kongoto
0784152226

37
35
31

F
F
F

S.4
P.7
S.3

Married
Married
Single

Office attendant, farmer
Peasant
Farmer/peasant

0785800405
0774549396
0773835065

25

F

Certificat Married

Sub-county Secretary

0784883530

25

F

e
Senior 2

Separated Farmer

7

Naome
Ajiro Hellen
Mary
Okillan
Beatrice
Akwir Tamali
Ajoore Esther
Amulen
Christine
Apili Rose

8

Aligoi Faith

9

Abongu James 63

M

Senior 4

Married,

10

Omoding
Alfred
Emule Francis

50

M

P.7

Married

49

M

O level

0752502674

M
M

S.4
P.7

14

Omoding Sam 45
Olaboro
36
Martin
Okode David 36

Sub-county
entomologist & farmer
a widower Farmer, LC1 Chairman
Married
Peasant

M

S.4

Married

Farmer

0781911293

15
16

Aunyu Moses
Okiror Jacob

35
33

M
M

S.4
married,
Diploma Widowed

0779838488
0754810981/

17

Okaali Moses

30

M

Diploma Single

Peasant
Founder/Director
of SEDI (Serere
Development Initiative)
teacher/farmer

18

Omoding Dan 24

M

Single

Emunot
Isaac

M

Single

2
3
4
5
6

11
12
13

20

Farmer/ former RC
chairman
Peasant

Diploma in A community doctor for Oloboi,
Veterinary animals
Kongot,
S.4
Student

0779049644

0784411811

0775999150

0758939645
0784966726/07
80979165
0785753129

57

Appendix 3: Participant list for Anaka Sub-county, Nwoya District
Kinyera Ruffino

Youth c/m

M

21

Lapono

Adyero Gloria B

Farmer

F

20

Gok A

Lapono

Ajok Harriet

Farmer

F

25

Gwok A

20

Lapono

Opiro Moses

Farmer

M

26

Lapono

F

20

Lapono

Lamunu Nancy

Farmer

F

36

Gok c

Lapur

F

25

Gok A

Ajok Gloria

Farmer

M

24

Lapono

Apiyo Eunice

Lapur

F

21

Lapono

Ayoo Flavia

Nurse

F

36

Lapono

Apiyo Vicky

Lapur

F

18

Lapono

Ocaya Marisiano

Farmer

F

78

Lapono

Kinyera Roffino

Youth c/p

M

21

Pabali

Opio David

Farmer

F

24

Lapono

Acellam Vincent

Farmer

M

26

Pabali

Ocaora David

Farmer

M

51

Lapono

Obwano Robert

Farmer

M

22

Lapono

Ogenga Keneth

Farmer

M

58

Lapono

Opio Welborn S

Farmer

M

24

Gwok A

Nyerogang Simon

Farmer

M

62

Lapono

Ojok Morrish

Farmer

M

27

Lapono

Aryemo Elviria

Farmer

F

59

Todora

Ojok Brian

Farmer

M

19

Lapono

Abalo Christine

Atto cya

Farmer

F

39

Lapono

Akwero Margret

Farmer

F

44

Gwok A

Achiro Mary Oola

Farmer

F

52

Lapono

Akello Margret

Farmer

F

40

Lapono

Ajilong Sarah

Farmer

F

28

Gwok B

Akwango Jildar

Farmer

F

53

Lapono

Ochara Richard

Farmer

M

51

Gwok A

Okumu Gaudensio

Farmer

M

52

Gwok B

Ojok Donansino

Farmer

M

48

Gwok B

Opiro Moses

Farmer

M

26

Lapono

Ojok Robert Alega

Farmer

M

32

Lapono

Ochirojok Nicholous Farmer

35

Gwok A

Lamwaka Beatrice

Project officer, ZOA (U) F

30

Paromo

Ojok Francis Otunu

Processor

M

41

Okir

Akello Evelyn

Producer

F

26

Okir

Ayubu Innocent

Marketer

F

23

Okir

Ojok Patrick

C/M TRC youth group

M

32

Okir

Ojara Francis

LC 11 C/M

M

50

Lapono

Akello Christine

Sub-c’ty chief CDO

F

32

Lapono

M

43

Pabale

No Tools/interview
categories

Name

Occupation

Sex

Age

Village

1

Lugum Mercy

student

F

18

Adyero Gloria B

Lapur

F

Arach Consy

Lapur

Ajok Harriet

2

3

4

5

6

FGD female youth

FGD male youth

FGD female adults

FGD male adults

KIIs: value chain

KIIs: Government officials

Wakorach Gerald

58

7

Life histories
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Appendix 4: What went well or did not by district
What worked well
Moroto district
Pre-fieldwork training and tool pre-test
worked very well to enable smooth
running of the activitiesParticipant openness to share information
Smooth entry through district and subcounty government officials - CAO and
CDOs
Good interviewing environment at the
sub-county level
The recording helped to reduce on the
time used
Translating tools and team familiarisation
made the work easier and enables the
collection of relevant information
The snacks helped a lot to energise the
participants
Having a very good mobiliser – a female,
assistant Community Development
Officer at the sub-county level.
Starting early by 9:00am enabled us to
achieve the daily targets, except for day 1
when we started late due to introductions
and approval processes.
Collecting relevant data

Serere district
Having pretested the tools and
translated into the local languages
was an added advantage
Having the mobilisers keeping with
the research team throughout the day
was an important social capital
Receptive and supportive district and
sub-county officials strengthened the
research team’s work environment
Time keeping time both start and end
that enabled the team to complete the
daily targets
Very receptive community and
research participants coupled with
favourable weather – no need to hire
a hall for interviews but sat under a
tree

Nwoya district
The District staff were helpful
and clearance was fast done
Sub-county chief was
supportive and instrumental
in identifying local mobilisers
The respondents were
supportive and eager to
participate in the study and
were willing to give detailed
information and examples
Respondents were open and
not shy
Respondents freely
expressed themselves in
the language they were
comfortable with

Finding many participants who could
speak English
Very hard working mobilisers (CDO,
female freelance researcher and the
sub-county chief working as a team)
Daily debriefs were helpful for revising
targets and redressing some errors

What did not worked well
Moroto district

Serere district

Some mobilisation hiccups e.g.
on one of the days, the mobiliser
called the interviewee groups at
the same time, which made some
people wait for long, so going
forward, we asked her to call
participants when their time was
due, so that we don’t waste their
time
Impatience by the male adult FGD
members but we tried to bring
them on board as much as possible.
This made us to take longer time (3
hours), instead of 2.5 hours. They
kept sniffing tobacco during the
discussion, and moving in and out
of the meeting.
Unable to interview youth in school

Lack of accommodation in
There was a workshop at the Nwoya district
Serere posed a challenge
headquarters where all sub-county staff were and
because the research team it was hard to find support on arrival. We had to
had to reside in Soroti and
drive to pick and drop the sub-county chief from
drive over 60 km daily
the district to help endorse the team to work in
Male FGD participants were her sub-county
impatient and wanted to
There is a very poor network signal for voice calls
derail us until we assured
in the area which made mobilisation very slow
them of lunch snack
as most of the participants had to be invited
physically for the interviews. But later we decided
Failure to interview the
to engage two mobilisers complement each other
female and male youth
in the mobilisation exercise.
categorised as follows: in
school and out of school,
There was very poor internet signal to connect
married properly and married with the rest of the research team but also
through forced marriage
to share the daily debriefs with the project
arrangements, staying alone investigator. I was able to convince the owner of
staying with parents.
a local petrol station who also has a public sitting
area to install Wi-Fi which was very useful for the
remaining time we were in the field.
Time spent on respondents was too long given
the lengthy emotional stories about the Kony
war. The whole crying time shifted the interviews
to another direction for some time but I gave
respondents tissue to clear up their tears
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Nwoya district

This work was undertaken as part of, and funded by the CGIAR Research Program on Grain
Legumes and Dryland Cereals (GLDC) and supported by CGIAR Fund Donors.
https://www.cgiar.org/funders/

About CRP-GLDC
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nutrition by prioritizing demand driven innovations to increase production and market opportunities
along value chains.
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reducing poverty, enhancing food and nutrition security, and improving natural resources and
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