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Executive Summary

Introduction

This study was conducted by Human
Rights Awareness and Promotion
Forum (HRAPF) to assess the effect
of legal and policy frameworks on
climate change adaptation and

resilience for key populations (KPs)
in Uganda. It is a comprehensive

study exploring how laws and
policies facilitate or obstruct climate

adaptation efforts and impact climate
justice and key populations’ broader
rights, focusing on the Greater Mbale
region districts of Mbale City/District,
Sironko and Bududa. The study
focused on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender and Queer (LGBTQ)
persons and sex worker populations.

Background to the study

Uganda is among the most climate-
vulnerable countries globally, despite
contributing less than 0.1% to global
greenhouse gas  emissions.  Its
economy depends heavily on climate-
sensitive sectors, with agriculture
employing nearly 80% of the labour
force and contributing about 40% of
the country’'s Gross Domestic Product
(GDP). Climate change therefore poses
one of the most pressing challenges
of our time, with far-reaching
implications for social, economic, and
environmental systems. Marginalised
communities, including key populations
(KPs), are disproportionately affected
due to existing wvulnerabilities and
limited access to resources and

support systems.

Climate change is not
only an environmental

is among the

due to legal and social factors, are at
a greater risk of experiencing climate-
related human rights violations, such as
loss of shelter, increased violence, and
restricted access to health services,
including Sexual and Reproductive
Health (SRH) services and
commodities, and have less access to
resources and support for recovering
from climate related disasters.

Uganda is party to a number of
internationalinstrumentslike the United
Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Kyoto
Protocol and the Paris Agreement
which require the country to mitigate
climate harm and adopt adaptation

measures, including
for  vulnerable  and
marginalised  persons.

Uganda has ratified and

issue but also a human . domesticated these
. . most climatevul- .

rights issue because Ty instruments through
it further fuels globally, despite the National Climate
existing  inequalities, contributing less Change Act Cap 182.

disproportionately
affecting marginalised
populations. KPs, who
are already marginalised
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than 0.1% to
global greenhouse
gas emissions.

The Uganda National
Climate Change Policy
2015 recognises the
need for better information
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sharing about climate change adaptation and mitigation among marginalised
groups. Collectively, these legal frameworks impose binding obligations on the
Ugandan government to reduce its greenhouse emissions and combat pollution.
Such measures must however be alive to the plight of vulnerable Ugandans
including KPs. KPs are known to face a number of barriers including the existence
of discriminatory laws, social stigma, and resource limitations. Studies have also
shown that KPs are at higher risk of displacement during climate related disasters
due to systemic discrimination and lack of legal protections.

The main objective of the study was to assess the impact of the legal
and policy framework on climate change adaptation and resilience for key
populations in Uganda.

Methodology

The study employed a cross-sectional qualitative approach to investigate,
examine and present findings and recommendations on the impact of the legal
and policy framework on climate change adaptation and resilience for KPs in
Uganda. The study relied on both primary and secondary data collected from
sources and field work within the Greater Mbale region. Secondary data was
collected from review of secondary sources such as legislation, government
policies, books, journal articles, government reports and official statements,
media reports and trusted online sources.

Primary data was collected from respondents through in-depth interviews, Focus
Group Discussions (FGDs) and Key Informant Interviews (Klls). IDIs were held
with 33 individuals who had been directly affected by climate change: 6 Lesbian,
Bisexual and Queer women; 6 gay, bisexual and queer men; 6 transgender and
gender non-conforming individuals; and 15 sex workers — 12 female sex workers
and 3 male sex workers. Eight Focus Group Discussions were conducted with 62
members of KP groups who have been directly affected by climate change to
gain a deeper understanding of their lived realities. Seven of the FGDs comprised
of 8 participants, while 1 was done with 6 participants. Klls were held with 18
respondents from among different stakeholders — 3 from LGBTQ organisations,
3 from sex worker organisations, and 3 from climate change activists, and 9
government officials in Mbale, Sironko and Bududa. Data was collected from a
total of 113 participants.

Key study Findings

1. Key populations are more vulnerable to climate change impacts: For key
populations, vulnerability to climate change impacts is shaped by social,
economic, and legal factors. LGBTQ persons and sex workers are more
vulnerable to the negative impacts of climate change due to the existing
inequalities and unfriendly legal regime. The legal restrictions on same-sex
relations and sex work have continued to push key populations to settle
in areas where they face more climate change disasters including areas
prone to flooding.
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2. Uganda’s laws and policies on climate change do not specifically cater
for key populations: While Uganda has a robust legal and policy framework
to combat climate change and build the resilience and adaptability of its
people through the National Climate Change Act, Cap 182 and related laws
and policies, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,
the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement as well as regional standards
encourage the widest participation in these processes. However, Uganda’s
laws, policies and action plans, despite including specific vulnerable groups,
are silent on the plight of LGBTQ people and sex workers and make no
provision for them. However, the Anti-Homosexuality Act, Cap 117 which
criminalises consensual same-sex relations and regards support work to
LGBTQ persons as ‘promotion of homosexuality’ continues in force, backed
up by the Penal Code Act Cap 128's criminalisation of ‘carnal knowledge
against the order of nature’ and ‘prostitution.’ These laws essentially legalise
stigma, discrimination and exclusion against LGBTQ persons and sex
workers. In such an environment, coupled with social and cultural stigma
and extreme economic disadvantages endured by KPs on a daily basis, the
silence of the climate laws essentially makes key populations an excluded
group as regards climate change response and adaptation.

3. The criminal laws targeting key populations are often interpreted to mean
that extending specific support to key populations is illegal or at least
irregular: Officials often avoid explicit recognition of LGBTQ persons or sex
workers, fearing that doing so would contradict national laws or provoke
political backlash. This creates the perfect excuse for not extending specific
support to key populations.

4. Uganda’s climate change response takes a universalist approach that
does not specifically cater for key populations: Despite clear vulnerabilities
for key populations, climate change mitigation and adaptation responses, as
well asdisasterrelief and recovery programs, take a universalist approach that
assumes disasters affect all citizens equally. This obscures the differentiated
vulnerabilities experienced by key populations. District officials consistently
emphasise that their interventions target ‘the general population,” without
disaggregating by sexual orientation, gender identity, or occupation.

5. The reliance on local council officials to identify key affected persons
leaves key populations unprotected: Response efforts locally depend on
Local Council (LC) | chairpersons for identification of key affected persons.
This reliance on community-based identification mechanisms without
a clear standard definition of what amounts to being critically affected
further entrenches exclusion. LC | chairpersons remain with the discretion
on who is to be included or excluded from the list of beneficiaries, which
disadvantages sex workers and LGBTQ persons, who are quite often not
on good terms with local communities and area leaders. Relief distribution
often depends on LC | chairpersons compiling lists of affected households.
These lists are subject to community biases, with marginalised groups
frequently overlooked.
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6. Systematic exclusion of key populations from government initiatives:
Key populations are also usually excluded from government initiatives that
are designed to strengthen livelihoods and resilience, such as the Parish
Development Model (PDM), and relocation or compensation schemes. This
also extends to disaster preparedness, relief, and compensation programs.
While these interventions are formally universal, their implementation often
excludeskey populationsasrelianceis still put onlists compiled by local council
leaders. KP respondents also reported being denied access to shelters due
to hostility from other residents, and these exclusions undermine resilience
by preventing key populations from relocating to safer areas or rebuilding
after disasters.

7. The exclusion also affects access to SRH services: The effects also extend
to sexual and reproductive health (SRH) services. Physical barriers to SRH
services during climate crises directly undermine resilience by disrupting
continuity of care, increasing health risks, and reinforcing social exclusion.
Climate induced disasters cause displacements forcing KPs to move to new
areas where they may not be familiar with and are not comfortable with the
health facilities. Displacement often severs continuity of care, particularly
for LGBTQ persons and sex workers living with HIV.

8. Coping mechanisms for key populations rely on non-state actors and self
initiatives: As a coping mechanism, LGBTQ persons and sex workers mobilise
through non governmental organisations to engage in advocacy oriented
and rights based approaches to counter the exclusionary effects of Uganda'’s
legal and policy framework on key populations. Secondly, many KPs in
Greater Mbale rely on informal and climate sensitive livelihoods, such as small
scale farming, sex work, petty trade, and casual labour. KP organisations have
established community savings groups and Savings and Credit Cooperative
Organisations (SACCOs) that function as informal social protection
systems. Income from community based livelihoods helps KPs secure safer
housing, pay rent in advance, or relocate from high risk areas. Without these
alternative income streams, many would remain trapped in flood prone areas
or structurally unsafe buildings. And finally, KPs also rely on other non KP
specific non governmental organisations that provide relief services. These
help in establishing community radios, early warning systems, and disaster
preparedness trainings which expands access to climate information for
marginalised groups who are often excluded from formal communication
channels. These organisations include Oxfam and Uganda Red Cross Society.

Recommendations

1. Parliament should repeal the Anti-Homosexuality Act (AHA) Cap 117 and the
provisions in the Penal Code Act Cap 128 which criminalise consensual same-
sex relations and sex work in order to create a favourable legal environment
which will enable LGBTQ people and sex workers to live freely and realise
their full potential. This will enable them to fully participate in climate change
efforts without any legal impediments.
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2. The Ministry of Water and Environment should update the Uganda National
Climate Change Policy to take into consideration the unique vulnerabilities
and special interests of key populations as a socially marginalised group of
people and specifically add them to the list of vulnerable groups which at the
moment includes ‘the poor, people living with disability, youth, people living
with HIV/AIDS, older persons, the elderly, orphans and children, refugees,
and marginalised communities due to their limited adaptive capacity.” This
list, although potentially inclusive of KPs, is not clear enough to override the
criminalisation and stigmatisation of these groups. Silence on the needs and
requirements of key populations is a gaping hole in the government approach
to climate change.

3. The Ministry of Water and Environment, Office of the Prime Minister,
Disaster Management Committees, Natural Resources Officers and all
other stakeholders need to involve KPs in decision making from planning,
budgeting, implementation and monitoring. This will ensure that the needs
and interests of KPs are taken care of. They should also ensure that KP
non-governmental organisations focal persons and peer educators are
incorporated in coordination of relief items and humanitarian interventions
by both government and non-governmental entities during response to
climate disasters.

4. Both the central and local government should carry out widespread training,
sensitisation and awareness campaigns for personnel involved in the disaster
recovery processes.

5. The Ministry of Health should revisit the policy onintegration of health services
and resume promoting access to healthcare services for LGBTQ persons and
sex workers through specialist HIV/AIDS clinics and Anti Retroviral Therapy
(ART) pharmacies as well as reinstating focal persons and peer educators at
hospitals and health centres.

Conclusion

Whereas government laws, policies and institutions on climate change are stated
to be blind to difference, stakeholders and duty bearers who are charged with
implementation quite often approach their responsibility with prejudice towards
KPs. Criminalisation of homosexuality under the AHA and sex work under the
Penal Code Act has continued to foster a hostile legal environment which hinders
access to SRH services, climate justice, relief assistance and other basic needs.
KPs including LGBTQ persons and sex workers have adopted different strategies
in order to cope with climate change to the best of their abilities. These include
advocating for theirinclusion through non-governmental organisations, engaging
in income generating activities and reaching out to mainstream organisations

working on climate change resilience.
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Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This study was conducted by Human | and impact climate justice and
Rights Awareness and Promotion | key populations’ broader rights,
Forum (HRAPF) to assess the |focusing on the Greater Mbale
implications of legal and policy | region consisting of Mbale City,
frameworks on climate change | Bududa, Mbale, and Sironko districts.

adaptation and resilience for key | The study focuses on Lesbian, Gay,
populations (KPs) in Uganda. It is | Bisexual, Transgender and Queer
a comprehensive study exploring | (LGBTQ) persons and sex worker
how laws and policies facilitate or | populations. This report presents the
obstruct climate adaptation efforts | findings of the study.

1.2 Background to the study

As a developing country, Uganda is rights issue because it further fuels
among the most climate-vulnerable existing inequalities, disproportionately
countries globally, despite contributing affecting marginalised populations. The
less than 0.1% to global greenhouse United Nations Human Rights Council
gas emissions.' Its economy depends acknowledged the links between
heavily on climate-sensitive sectors, climate change and human rights,
with agriculture employing nearly 80% emphasising that those who contribute
of the labour force and contributing the least to the climate crisis often bear
about 40% of the country's GDP.* the brunt of its impacts.”In this context,
KPs, who are already marginalised due
to legal and social factors, are at a
greater risk of experiencing climate-

Climate change therefore poses one
of the most pressing challenges of our

s, HAUN (FE=REEeling) IRz nems (o related human rights violations, such as
social, economic, and environmental ° !

systems. Marginalised communities, loss Qf shelter, increased violence,.and
including key populations  (KPs), ’restrlcﬁted access to health services,
are disproportionately affected Inelueling _sexual <ine repr.o_ductwe
due to existing wvulnerabilities and healuifsevices and commodrgles, 2iicl
limited access to resources and have Jomer changes of re4cover|ng T
support systems. climate related disasters.

Globally, countries have committed to
various mechanisms and agreements
such as United Nations Framework

Climate change is not only an
environmental issue but also a human

1. M Kumwenda ‘Economic impacts of climate change in Uganda’ 2023, ‘https://www.theigc.org/blogs/ideas-matter/
economic-impacts -climate-change-uganda (accessed 9th September 2025)

2 World Bank Group ‘Climate change Knowledge Portal for development practitioners and policy makers,’ https://
climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/country/uganda/vulnerability (accessed 9th September 2025).

3 United Nations Human Rights Council. ‘Climate Change and Human Rights’, 2019, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/
HRANdClimateChange/Pages/HRClimateChangelndex.aspx.

4 See forinstance S Mann, T McKay & G Gonzales ‘Climate change-related disasters & the health of LGBTQ+ populations’ The
Journal of Climate Change and Health, Volume 18, 2024.
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Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris
Agreement to mitigate climate harm and adopt adaptation measures. Uganda has
ratified and domesticated these instruments through the National Climate Change
Act Cap 182. The Uganda National Climate Change Policy 2015 also recognises
the need for better information sharing about climate change adaptation and
mitigation among marginalised groups. Other legislative instruments which
incorporate international treaty obligations include the National Environment Act
Cap 181, the National Forestry and Tree Planting Act Cap 160, among others.

Collectively, the international legal frameworks impose binding obligations on the
Ugandan government to reduce its greenhouse emissions and combat pollution.
Such measures must however be alive to the plight of vulnerable Ugandans
including key populations. In Uganda, LGBTQ persons and sex workers or KPs
generally, face a number of barriers including the existence of discriminatory laws,
social stigma, and resource limitations. Such legal and institutional barriers that
are embedded in legislation such as the Penal Code Act Cap 128 and the Anti-
Homosexuality Act Cap 117 continue to curtail access to health, social and climate
related services for key populations. Legal obstacles keep key populations out of
climate adaptation planning, climate responses and social safety nets deepening
their climate induced vulnerability. A 2020 report by Outright International
highlights how LGBTQ persons are at higher risk of displacement during climate-

related disasters due to systemic discrimination and lack of legal protections.”

Mann et al show that LGBTQ persons face more health related challenges than the
general population, have more exposure to climate change related disasters, are
more susceptible to the adverse impacts of climate change and will have fewer
resources to recover from climate disasters.® For sex workers, climate change is
not only a driver of sex work as people are left vulnerable after disasters and resort
to sex work,” but also worsens the SRH situation for sex workers, exposing them

to HIV/AIDS and exacerbating vulnerabilities.®

Despite increasing attention to climate justice, there remains a significant gap in
understanding how Uganda’s legal and policy frameworks affect the adaptationand
resilience capacities of Key populations in the face of climate change. This study
therefore, sought to explore the effect of legal and policy frameworks on climate
change adaptation and resilience for key populations in Uganda, focusing on
LGBTQ persons and sex workers. This study contributes to the ongoing discourse
on human rights and advocacy strategies in restrictive legal environments for key
populations in Uganda by uncovering the often ignored intersections between
law, policy, and climate resilience for Uganda’s key populations.

The studywasconductedinEastern Ugandacoveringrespondents fromthe Greater
Mbale area, that is, Mbale City/District and the districts of Bududa, and Sironko.

5 Outright International, Vulnerability Amplified: The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on LGBTQ Persons, 2020.

6 Mann (n 4 Above).

7 M Farley,. ‘Exploiting Indigenous Peoples: Prostitution, Poverty, Climate Change, and Human Rights’. Fourth World Journal.
2022,21.104-115.8 C. H. Logie, A. MacNeil, A. Hasham, et al. Extreme Weather Events and Linkages with HIV Vulnerabilities
Among Young Sex Workers and Sexually Diverse Men in Nairobi, Kenya: Qualitative Multi-method Insights. AIDS Behav
29, 3070-3086 (2025)
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According to the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), Eastern and
Northern Uganda are the areas experiencing the most immediate and severe
impact of climate change with prolonged droughts, intermittent rains, floods
and landslides becoming prevalent.” In one incident in 2024, 24 people were
reported dead, 5,600 displaced and an estimated 400,000 lost access to clean
water due to flash floods in Mbale.'” Mbale and the surrounding areas are prone
to geomorphological and geological hazards including landslides, earthquakes
and rockfalls, as well as climatological and meteorological ones including floods,
prolonged dry spells, hailstorms, strong winds and lightning." In terms of the
target population, Mbale, as a regional city and hub, is home to a significant
population of LGBTQ persons and sex workers. Mbale also hosts a vibrant sex
worker community which is acknowledged even by the government. Several
studies have also confirmed extensive drug use in Mbale.”” Thus, the vulnerability
of the areas around Mbale to the impact of climate change and the proven
presence of KPs makes the choice of Mbale as a case study very compelling.

1.3 Statement of the problem

Uganda is a state party to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change, 1992 (UNFCCC), the Kyoto Protocol, 1997, and the Paris Agreement,
2015. It has also enacted specific legislation incorporating and domesticating
international obligations through the National Climate Change Act Cap 182, the
National Environment Act Cap 181, the National Forestry and Tree Planting Act
Cap 160, among others. The central premise of the climate change laws and
policies is reduction of greenhouse emissions and promoting adaptation and
resilience of the national population to the adverse impacts of climate change
including for vulnerable and marginalised populations. However, members of
key population groups including LGBTQ people and sex workers continue to
face legal exclusion and social marginalisation perpetuated by a parallel legal
regime under the Penal Code Act Cap 128, the Anti-Homosexuality Act 2023
and related laws. These laws effectively criminalise the mere status of identifying
as an LGBTQ person or a sex worker, creating a hostile legal environment for
these groups. Thus far in Uganda, there has been little scholarly attention on the
intersection of climate change adaptation, resilience, and queerness, much less
the particularities of LGBTQ persons and sex workers in Uganda. It is therefore
important to find out how the climate laws and policies interact with the criminal
laws as well as the stigma and discrimination against KPs in Uganda.

The urgency of this research lies in its potential to inform more inclusive climate
policy and disaster preparedness frameworks in Uganda and beyond. As climate

9 10M The Impacts of Climate Change in Uganda’ 03 September 2021 https://uganda.iom.int/news/impacts-climate-change-
uganda, (accessed 16 October 2025).

10 At least 24 people dead as flash flooding hits eastern Uganda’ The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/aug/03/eastern-uganda-flash-fooding-rainfall-mbale (accessed 16
December 2025).

M 11" See Office of the Prime Minister * Mbale District hazard risk and vulnerability profile’ 2016 available at https://www.
necoc.opm.go.ug/HzEastern/Mbale%20District %20HRV%20Profile.pdf (accessed 16 December 2025).

12 C Kyomugisha & W Okaka ‘Reducing Drug and Substance Use in Mbale district for inclusive Community Equity and
Wellness to Achieve SDG 2030 in Eastern Uganda’ https://www.researchgate.net/publication/353322282_Reducing_
Drug_and_Substance_Use_in_Mbale_District_for_Inclusive_Community_Health_Equity_and_Wellness_to_Achieve
SDG_2030_Agenda_in_Eastern_Uganda. (accessed 16 December 2025).
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events become more frequent and severe, failure to meaningfully account
for the most marginalised (hence most vulnerable) populations only serves to
undermine the efficiency of state responses to climate crises. The resulting
uncertainty calls for an extensive examination of the laws and policies in place to
determine how and the extent to which they enable or hinder efforts to promote
climate adaptation and resilience among KPs.

1.4 Obijectives of the study

1.4.1. Main objective
To assess the effect of the legal and policy framework on climate change
adaptation and resilience for key populations in Uganda.

1.4.2. Specific objectives
1. Toassess how national climate change policies and laws recognise or exclude
the rights and needs of key populations.

2. To examine how legal and policy frameworks influence state actors’ response
to KPs climate change vulnerability, adaptation and resilience in the context
of climate change focusing on Greater Mbale.

3. To analyse the coping mechanisms that KPs employ to build their climate
change adaptation and resilience.

4. To provide recommendations for integrating the needs of KPs in climate

adaptation frameworks and resilience efforts.

1.5 Research questions

—

How do Uganda's national climate change policies and laws recognise or
exclude the rights and needs of key populations?

2. How do legal and policy frameworks influence state actors’ response to KPs
vulnerability, adaptation and resilience in the context of climate change?

3. What are the coping mechanisms that KPs employ to build their climate
change adaptation and resilience?

4. What legal and policy reforms are necessary for integrating the needs of KPs

in climate adaptation frameworks and resilience efforts?

1.6 Justification

Although vulnerability to the adverse effects of climate change is predominantly
viewed through the environmental and socio-economic lenses, it is also rooted
in contemporary legal, policy and institutional culture. Laws and policies which
marginalise KPs through criminalisation create barriers which restrict key
populations from developing climate adaptation and resilience. It is therefore
imperative to examine the legal and policy framework prevailing in Uganda
to identify any such barriers so as to inform the necessary legal and policy
reforms. Moreover, the role of the law and policy in impacting the response of
state officials as well as key populations, particularly LGBTQ persons and sex
workers to climate change is an emerging issue which is yet to be investigated
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by researchers. Already, studies show that patriarchal norms limit women's
participation in climate resilience efforts but the experiences of LGBTQ persons
and sex workers remain largely undocumented. This is a critical gap which this

study seeks to fill.

Further, the findings of the study will be used to engage duty bearers, legislators
and policy makers, law enforcement agencies and other service providers to
remove identified legal and policy barriers and stimulate the requisite legal and
policy reforms nationally.

1.7 Theoretical framework

This study is underpinned by the human rights-based approach to development,
which emphasises participation of rights holders, equality and non-discrimination,
and puts internationally recognised human rights standards at the centre of the
development process. This approach recognises that people are key actors
in their own development, rather than passive recipients of commodities and
services, and recognises the need to focus on marginalised and excluded groups.
Therefore, with respect to climate adaptation, the approach requires the state
to put the interests of marginalised groups, who include key populations, into

consideration as they design climate change adaptation responses.

It is also underpinned by the intersectionality theory. This theory, attributed to
African-American feminist scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, highlights how multiple
forms of marginalisation, such as race, gender, class, and sexuality, interact
to compound disadvantage.” In regard to KPs in Uganda and climate change,
this is a critical lens because they experience multiple, overlapping forms of
marginalisation arising simultaneously from their sexual and gender identities,
class, HIV status, and/or criminalised identities and occupations. As their
disadvantage compounds, so does their vulnerability.

1.8 Methodology

1.8.1 Study design

The study employed a cross sectional qualitative approach to investigate, examine
and present findings and recommendations on the implications of the legal and
policy framework on climate change adaptation and resilience for KPs in Uganda.

The study relied on both primary and secondary data collected from sources and
field work within the Greater Mbale region. Secondary data was collected from
review of secondary sources such as legislation, government policies, books,
journal articles, government reports and official statements, media reports and
trusted online sources. Secondary data formed the foundation for conducting
the collection of primary data and was used to ascertain stakeholder views and
examine the existing trends.

1313 K Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine,
feminist theory and antiracist politics’, Feminist legal theories, Routledge, 2013, 23-51.
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1.8.2. Data collection

The data collection methods employed
in the study were in-depth interviews
(IDIs), Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)

and Key Informant Interviews (KlIs).

In-depth Interviews were held with
33 individuals who had been directly
affected by climate change: 6 Lesbian,
Bisexual and Queer women; 6 gay,
bisexual and queer men; 6 transgender
andgendernon-conformingindividuals;
and 15 sex workers — 12 female sex
workers and 3 male sex workers. Eight
FGDs were conducted with KPs who
have been directly affected by climate
change to gain a deeper understanding
of their lived realities, reaching out to
62 respondents. Seven of the FGDs
comprised 8 participants, while 1
was done with 6 participants. FGDs
were grouped according to study KP
communities with one FGD each for
Sex Workers; Lesbian, Bisexual and
Queer (LBQ) women; Gay, Bisexual and
Queer (GBQ) men; and Trans gender
and Gender-Non Conforming people.
All participants were selected using
purposive and snowball sampling. The
study also employed the use of key
informant interviews (Klls) for selected
key stakeholders. The respondents
for Klls included 9 respondents from
among other stakeholders — 3 from
LGBTQorganisations, 3from sexworker
organisations, and 3 from climate
change activists. 9 government officials

in each of Mbale, Sironko and Bududa.

The total number of individual
participants was 112 selected mainly
through purposive sampling, although
snowball sampling was also used for

LGBTQ and sex worker participants.
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Data Collecton

1

in-depth
interviews
(IDIs)

Key Informant
Interviews (Klls).

2 Focus Group

Discussions (FGDs)

©

1.8.3. Data analysis

Data from different sources was
compared to check consistency and
identify gaps, trends and patterns.
Triangulation was used to validate
findings and ensure credibility of the
conclusions drawn. The data collected
was structured into themes in line with
the study objectives.

The qualitative responses collected
through FGDs and interviews were
coded according to emerging themes
and issues. Where necessary, quotes
were extracted from the datain order to
support the choice of themes selected
for analysis as well as to illustrate the
range and categories of responses.
Coding themes were identified
from the first set of interviews and
were further refined as the interview
process proceeded.
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1.9. Ethical considerations

Thestudywasconductedinaccordance
with the Uganda National Council on
Science and Technology (UNCST)'s

‘National Guidelines for Research
Involving Humans as  Research
Participants’ 2014. Ethical review

and approval was obtained from The
AIDS Support Organisation (TASO)'s
Research Ethics Committee (REC).

Prior to participation in the study, all
participants were required to give
their informed consent. Potential
participants were informed of the
potential risks, benefits and purposes
of the study. Where participants
were not fluent in English, they were
interviewed by a research assistant
who was fluent in a language they
were comfortable with. Informed

consent was given verbally and
recorded using audio recorders. The
interviews and group discussions were
furthermore held in private, convenient
locations that were selected with the
help of representatives of partner
organisations working with LGBTQ
persons and sexworkers. No identifying
details of participants are included
in this report.

Ethical
review and
approval was
obtained from
The AIDS Support

Organisation (TASO)'s
Research Ethics
Committee (REC).
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EA Conceptualising Climate Change
Vulnerability, Resilience and
Adaptation for Key Populations

2.1 Introduction

This section discusses the emerging
and critical issue of climate
change vulnerability, resilience and
adaptation within the context of key
populations. This study recognises
the fundamental fact that, whereas

that are more wvulnerable to the
negative impacts of climate change,
and these include key populations.
This section discusses the concepts
of climate change resilience and
adaptation within the context of

everyone is affected by climate
change, there are groups of people

key populations.

2.2 Climate change vulnerability, resilience and adaptation for key populations

Three terms are of equal and related importance in theorising the adaptation
experiences of key populations (KPs) in the context of climate change —

vulnerability, adaptation, and resilience.

B Wisner et al define climate vulnerability as the characteristics of a person or
group in terms of their capacity to anticipate, cope with, resist, and recover from
the impact of a natural hazard, involving a combination of factors that determine
the degree to which someone’s life and livelihood are put at risk by a discrete and
identifiable event in nature or society.'”

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) defines climate
adaptation as the process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its

effects in order to moderate harm or take advantage of beneficial opportunities.’

The same report defines climate resilience as the capacity of social, economic
and ecosystems to cope with a hazardous event or trend or disturbance,
responding or reorganising in ways that maintain their essential function, identity
and structure as well as biodiversity in case of ecosystems, while also maintaining
the capacity for adaptation, learning and transformation.”®

The relationship between the three concepts is that one is more vulnerable
to climate change if they are more exposed to or more likely to experience an
adverse weather event, and are less able to adjust to or cope with the impact

14 B Wisner, et al.,, At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s VVulnerability and Disasters, 2014.

15 IPCC, 2022: Summary for Policymakers in HO Portner, et al D (eds.), Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and
Vulnerability, Contribution of Working Group Il to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, pp. 3-33, 5.

16 16 Above.

A Case Study of the Greater Mbale Area

8 NIl




of climate change, thus they have not built the necessary resilience. Climate
vulnerability is therefore a function of one’s exposure to extreme weather events
visa-vis their capacity to adapt to these changes, and the higher one’s adaptive
capacity is, the more climate resilient they are.

2.3 Climate vulnerability, adaptation and resilience challenges for key populations

Key populations are inherently vulnerable to climate change. Their climate
sensitivity is shaped overwhelmingly by social, economic, and legal factors rather
than by ecological or infrastructural concerns alone. It is necessary to expand the
initial concept of vulnerability because vulnerability is not innate but a result of
inequities that are socially produced.”

The concept of social vulnerability is more appropriate to KPs as it narrowly
focuses on the human and social factors that influence how different people
experience and recover from disasters. Climate scholars are widely of the
persuasion that approaches to climate change policy that do not take into
account the socio-political structures of the targeted communities yield
incomplete solutions. Although climate disasters are themselves indiscriminate,
they produce ‘extremely uneven and inequitable impacts’ depending on the
existing social strata.’”® The marginalised among affected communities react in
‘radically different’ ways from cultural elites.”

Social vulnerability is generally understood as the susceptibility of social groups
to potential losses from hazardous events, including the ability to prepare for,
respond to, and recover from disasters.”” Wisner has described it as the degree
to which a system or group is susceptible to, or unable to cope with, the adverse
effects of climate change due to existing socio-economic conditions.”’ Wisner's
definition better captures the crucial element of variations in levels of
susceptibility; in the face of societies stratified by class, occupation, economic
status and gender, among other factors, the same climate event could have as
many effects as there are people. Indicators of social vulnerability include to
lack of access to resources (including information, knowledge, and technology);
limited access to political power and representation; social capital, including
social networks and connections; beliefs and customs; old or young age and
physical frailty.”> Wisner argues that, among others, rural residents may be more
vulnerable due to lower incomes as well as the fact that they are generally more
dependent on economic activities like farming and fishing.”> Gender has also
been found to affect the recovery of individuals, for instance, women have a
more difficult time ‘'bouncing back’ from environmental disasters than men, often
due to pre-existing lower incomes arising from sector-specific employment,
lower wages and family care responsibilities.”* One’s occupation has also been

17 G Gaard, Ecofeminism and climate change, Women'’s Studies International Forum, Vol. 49, Pergamon, 2015.

18 F Sultana, ‘The unbearable heaviness of climate coloniality,” Political Geography, 99 (2022).

19 Gaard, n 17 above

20 SL Cutter, BJ Boruff, & WL Shirley, Social vulnerability to environmental hazards, Social Science Quarterly, 84(2)
(2003), 242-261.

21 21 Fussel, H.-M, Vulnerability: A generally applicable conceptual framework for climate change research. Global
Environmental Change, 17(2), 2007, 155-167.

22 Cutter,n 19 above, 245.

23 Above, 247.

24 Above, 246.
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identified as a social indicator of vulnerability, affecting mostly service jobs as
disposable income fades and the need for services declines.”*

Heikkinen observes that the impact of climate change on health in Uganda
affects women more significantly than men, due to overlapping vulnerabilities
caused by gender and cultural norms, and a lack of women’s empowerment and
representation.”® Inequality driven by harmful norms and discrimination increases
the climate vulnerability of women during the climate crisis and their resilience
after the fact. A 2014 report, which included respondents from Bumwalukani
Parish in Bududa District, reached similar conclusions. It found that although
both men and women are affected by hazards and disasters, their vulnerabilities
are not experienced equally. While environmental degradation and unsafe living
conditions threaten entire communities, marginalised groups (women, children,
the elderly, and people with disabilities) bear the greatest burden due to limited
mobility, lower socio-economic status, and heavy domestic responsibilities. Even
before an event occurs, gender vulnerabilities are at play as patriarchal norms
and gender stereotypes restrict women's participation in disaster preparedness,
response, and recovery, thus limiting their influence and benefits from local
disaster preparedness efforts. Women are excluded from formal training,
capacity-building, and leadership roles in Disaster Risk Management (DRM).”
This exclusion is primarily due to domestic roles, social expectations, and a lack
of membership in formal groups like farmers’ organisations.

Poverty levels have been recognised as indicators of social vulnerability, and
this is a common feature of rural Ugandan communities, most of which rely on
agriculture, a sector heavily affected by weather-related shocks and climate
variability. Cannon has observed the effects of poverty on the climate vulnerability
of women in particular.?’® He has suggested five reasons why poverty increases
women'’s vulnerability to environmental impacts. To begin with, poor women
often face fragile physical and emotional health due to poor nutrition, limited
mobility, and mental strain. Secondly, poverty weakens their ability to recover
their livelihoods, making it harder for them to start earning anincome or producing
food again after a crisis. Third, they have fewer means to protect themselves,
such as building sturdy houses that can withstand strong winds, heavy rain, or
flooding, and they may lack the financial resources and knowledge needed for
disaster preparedness. Fourth, their access to formal support systems, like early
warning alerts, is limited. Lastly, poor women often lack social connections that
could help them access aid or support from others in the aftermath of a disaster.
As such, vulnerability is not just about exposure to climate events, but about the
socioeconomic structures that produce differential risk.

Other reports recognise gender and sexual identity as determinants of social
vulnerability. Findings by Ergas and York show that women's participation in
deliberations about climate change is essential because women tend to grasp the

25 Above, 247.

26 E Heikkinen, Women's Voices in Climate Change-a Case Study from Uganda, (2024).

27 Republic of Uganda & UNDP, ‘Gender and Vulnerability to Disasters and Disaster/Climate Risk Management in Uganda:
A Participatory Characterisation” https://necoc.opm.go.ug/reports/8.%20Gender%208&%20Vulnerability%20to%20
Disasters%20In%20Uganda%20-%20study.pdf (accessed 18 December 2025).

28 T Cannon ‘Gender and Climate Hazards in Bangladesh’ Gender and Development, (2002), 10(2), 45-50.
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urgency of climate threats
faster and better than
men, a trait which can
be attributed to their
caregiving role within
the family.”® This is an
important conclusion
in relation to climate
change policy; it
underscores the cultural
‘differences in values,
attitudes, concerns, and
behaviours between men and
women’ which make gender relations

indispensable in environmental politics.

For LGBTQ persons, Mann et al show
that LGBTQ persons face more health
related challenges than the general
population, have more exposure to
climate change related disasters,
are more susceptible to the adverse
impacts of climate change and have
fewer resources to recover from
climate disasters. The UN Independent
Expert on SOGI notes that sexual
minorities face overlapping and
interconnected barriers that contribute
to and intensify their vulnerability.*
This includes vulnerability to climate-
related disasters. The phenomenon of
climate change does not occur in a
vacuum; it interacts with socio-political
and legal environments.” Its effects
are mediated by social stratification,
power and ‘pre-existing vulnerabilities
and privileges'” It is essential to
comprehend the social context of
climate change since scholars agree

Vulnerability
to climate
change is not only
environmental or
economic but deeply
social and political.

that climate vulnerability

(and consequently,
adaptation and
resilience) is not just
about  exposure to
climate events, but
about the social

structures that produce
differential risk.*

McQuaid and Crawford
studied the “myriad
everyday” impacts of climate
change on LGBTQ persons within

Kampala, specifically housing and
livelihood challenges. Their study
marks an advance by adopting

an intersectional  framework to
demonstrate how ‘gendered power’
creates a ‘layering of disadvantages’
that resultsina particular vulnerability.**
They observe that due to compounding
disadvantages, in the event of a climate
crisis, theallocation of limited resources
(relief aid or otherwise) is mediated
by social status, in which LGBTQ
individuals occupy the bottom tier.®

Their findings illustrate that
vulnerability to climate change is not
only environmental or economic but
deeply social and political. In Uganda,
where social marginalisation of key
populations intersects with poverty
and legal criminalisation or silence,
climate adaptation and disaster
preparedness cannot be meaningfully

29 C Ergas and R York (eds), "Women'’s status and carbon dioxide emissions: A quantitative cross-national analysis, Social

science research 41.4 (2012).

30 UN Human Rights Council, ‘Report of the Independent Expert on Protection against Violence and Discrimination Based on
Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity’ (2018) UN Doc A/HRC/38/43, Note by the Secretariat.

31 D Dalton, 'Have we left behind the rainbow warriors? The climate emergency and its impact on global queer people and
their communities,” Gender, Sexuality and the UN's SDGs: A Multidisciplinary Approach, 2023, 17-40.

32 E Heikkinen, Women'’s Voices in Climate Change-a Case Study from Uganda, (2024), 1.

33 C Cowan, LGBTQ+ People & Disasters-A Queer Human Rights-Based Critique of Vulnerability, 2022, 14-15.

34 K McQuaid, and JW Crawford, Gender and Sexual Diversity and the Urban Climate Crisis: Intersectional Injustices of
Housing and Livelihoods in Kampala, Uganda’, Queering Disasters, Climate Change and Humanitarian Crises,

2025, 147-163.
35 Above, 159.
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pursued  without engaging an deteriorate during climate shocks.
intersectional framework. Flooded streets, displacement,
and economic downturns reduce
client flow and increase exposure
to violence, exploitation, and unsafe
working conditions. LGBTQ persons,
who already face employment
discrimination, may lose informal jobs
or small businesses during climate
events and struggle to access recovery
financing. Without social protection or
savings, even minor climate shocks can
push them into deeper poverty.*® The
policy environment itself is a barrier to
resilience. Criminalisation of same sex
relations and sex work discourages key
populations from engaging with state
institutions, participating in climate
planning, or accessing adaptation
resources.”’ Their needs are rarely
reflected in national climate policies,
disaster-risk management frameworks,
or local resilience plans. This invisibility
means that climate interventions often
reinforce existing inequalities rather

than addressing them.

Climate change resilience for key
populations such as LGBTQ persons
and sex workers is shaped by deep
structural  inequalities that limit
their ability to anticipate, withstand,
and recover from climate shocks.*®
Access to essential services becomes
even more fragile during climate
disruptions.”” LGBTQ persons and sex
workers often rely on community based
clinics, peer networks, and informal
support systems for healthcare, HIV
treatment, psychosocial support, and
livelihood assistance. Extreme weather
events interrupt these lifelines, cutting
off mobility, damaging facilities,
and reducing outreach activities. In
emergency shelters and humanitarian
responses, discrimination can intensify
with LGBTQ persons facing blatant
denial to essential services® and
sex workers may face harassment
or violence. These experiences
discourage many from seeking

help, forcing them to Adaptation presents
navigate crises alone. unigue and  often
severe challenges for

Livelihood insecurity is Climate change .

another major resilience resilience for key key populations such

challenge.” Sexworkers populations such as as LGBTQ persons and

often depend on night LGBTQ persons and sex workers,  whose

time cconomies sex workers is shaped resilience is shaped

mobility, and physical by deep structur- by the intersection
Y, y al inequalities. of environmental

f iti h . .
safety, conditions that sk and deep social

36 Samuel Manna, et al ‘Climate change-related disasters & the health of LGBTQ+ populations’ (2024) 18 The Journal of
Climate Change and Health https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joclim.2024.100304 (accessed 18 December 2025).

37 Above.

38 J O Brok, The Adaptable Subject a Critical Discourse Analysis of Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights Advocacy
On Climate Change’ Master's Thesis, Lund University, August 2019

39 Vandana Sharma & Rishika Bairolia ‘Addressing climate change challenges for transgender individuals and sex
workers' 17 August 2024 https://www.orfonline.org/english/expert-speak/addressing-climate-change-challenges-
for-transgender-individuals-and-sex-workers#:  ~:text=Transgender%20individuals%20and%20sex%20workers%20
are%20highly%20vulnerable,not%20been%20evenly%20 distributed%20 among%20all%20social%20groups.
(accessed 18 December 2024).

40  Vandana Sharma & Rishika Bairolia, (n 39 above).

41 F Scorgie, et al 'Human rights abuses and collective resilience among sex workers in four African countries: a qualitative
study’ (2013) Global Health https://link. springer.com/article/10.1186/1744-8603-9-33 (accessed 18 December 2025)
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marginalisation.”* Because these groups frequently live and work in informal,
insecure, ortransientenvironments, they are disproportionately exposedto floods,
landslides, heatwaves, and other climate hazards, yet they are rarely included
in formal adaptation systems. Criminalisation, stigma, and fear of discrimination
discourage many from engaging with state institutions, meaning they often miss
out on early warning information, disaster risk reduction programmes, and post
disaster support. As a result, adaptation measures that are meant to protect
vulnerable communities frequently bypass the very grou