
IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON REFUGEE SAVING GROUPS 
IN UGANDA 

 

VisionFund Uganda has been working in Obongi district since May 2019 and has 
disbursed US$ 92,000 to 100 savings groups, supporting 2,264 individual group 
members. VisionFund started training saving groups in Yumbe district late 2019, but has 
not financed any group yet. Savings groups have been operating in both districts for 
some time and all the interviewed groups have been in existence for at least two cycles 
(or two years). VisionFund Uganda is the first microfinance institution to offer loans into 
those groups. Between April and May, a study was conducted to understand the effect 
of Covid-19 on savings group (SG) on both host and refugee communities. 

Savings group meeting behavior 

The majority (81%) of the groups are still meeting; only 19% of groups have stopped 
meeting. The main strategy has been to keep meeting (65%), but in small groups as per 
government requirements on social distancing. One explanation for the stronger 
resilience of the refugee groups may be that these groups had more support in their 
formation than host groups. Almost all refugee groups are still saving (some are saving 
less) while 24% of host groups have stopped saving. The conclusion is that refugee 
groups have not only adapted to the new meeting guidelines but have also found ways 
to continue meeting, showing higher levels of resilience. 



When asked about the future of the group, of the overall 417 participants 65% expected 
to continue to save. However, it is worrying that 28% of all respondents expected to 
drop and for host communities this was up to 39% of respondents. It is important to 
better understand what this means long term. 

Impact on households 

Households were stressed on two fronts. 88% of all respondents reported an increase in 
staple food prices, which puts pressure on household budgets. Almost all refugee 
respondents (96%) reported the increase, which probably reflects the reduction of their 
WFP rations. At the same time, 92% of all respondents reported some level of financial 
stress due to either lower business activity (34%), decreased income (23%), challenges to 
save (25%) and food insecurity (11%). It’s safe to conclude that all households were 
stressed by the COVID-19 pandemic, but even though refugees were stressed at a 
higher level, they proved to be more resilient. 

Despite these stresses, households are not resorting to increased demand for the SG 
social fund or selling their assets (87% haven’t had to sell any assets). In terms of 
demand on the savings group social fund, 58% of the groups reported no change in 
number of requests (with little difference between host and refugee), but did note that 
those who did request use of the social fund, the amount was significant. 

Business impact 

Savings group members engage in multiple economic activities. Similar to other studies 
on the impact of Covid-19, 93% of all respondents reported some level of reduced 
income. More than half of the groups reported either a big reduction in income (47%) or 
a complete stop to income (11%). Interestingly, 6% reported an increase in income 
reflecting that there are business opportunities even in a crisis. 

In conclusion, the three following points can be highlighted: 

 Refugee savings groups are resilient: The demonstrated resilience of these 
refugee savings groups (compared to host groups) continues to support the 
thinking that the formation and support for refugee savings groups is a key 
response to livelihoods for long term refugee communities. 

 Covid-19 is having a dramatic impact on the livelihoods of the rural poor: This 
survey was undertaken in a remote part of Uganda which supports anecdotal 
evidence that rural communities are as much impacted as the more visible 
impacts of Covid-19 on people livelihoods. 



 Surveys can be done safely in a lockdown situation: Finally, this report shows that 
even in a lock down situation, using a simple digital tool and practicing social 
distancing guidelines surveys can be done quickly. 

Further information here. 


