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Uganda’s National Youth Policy 
and Job Creation for Youth*

Rita Makumbi1

Abstract Uganda’s Youth Livelihood Programme (YLP) and the consequent 
Youth Livelihood Fund (YLF) are government programmes established 
under the National Youth Policy (NYP), designed to support young people 
to find employment by extending grants and other support to small 
groups of young entrepreneurs, to help them to start small businesses and 
thus create employment for other young jobseekers. Drawing on a study 
involving 177 rural and urban youths, this article discusses the design and 
implementation of the YLP. It argues that the NYP has fallen short in 
several respects. In addition to funding, employment generation requires 
additional support for youth in a range of areas, including awareness-raising 
about employment opportunities, enhancing vocational and entrepreneurial 
skills, and providing advice and guidance on starting up small businesses.

Keywords: youth employment, Africa, Uganda, National Youth Policy, 
value addition.

1 Introduction
Like other countries in Africa, Uganda faces the challenge of  generating 
economic growth and providing employment for youths. Youths make 
up a third of  the global population (World Bank 2015) and Africa 
and Asia share high dependency ratios of  people younger than 15 
and older than 64 (Kilimani 2017). Moreover, Africa has the world’s 
youngest population and accounts for close to half  of  the entire world’s 
unemployed youth (Atinc et al. 2005). A youth in Uganda is a person 
who is aged 18–30 years (UBOS 2017), and the Ugandan Bureau of  
Statistics (UBOS) for 2015 shows that while 74.5 per cent of  the youth 
were employed, the remaining 25.5 per cent were either unemployed 
(4.9 per cent) or inactive (20.6 per cent) (UBOS 2015). Research also 
shows that approximately 400,000 Ugandan youths enter the job 
market annually to compete for approximately 9,000 available jobs 
(Magelah and Ntambirweki-Karugonjo 2014). Urban youth are more 
likely to be unemployed than rural youth, and young women are twice 
as likely to be unemployed as young men (Ahaibwe and Mbowa 2014). 
The prevalent unemployment and underemployment could be a source 
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of  many social, economic, and fiscal problems in the future, placing a 
heavy burden on public revenues (Makumbi 2018).

The Ugandan government has adopted a number of  policies and 
initiatives that are intended to address the youth employment challenge. 
Among the most important is the National Youth Policy (NYP), 
which was adopted in 2001. The NYP has focused on agriculture 
and associated industries (Republic of  Uganda 2001), because that 
sector has been the main source of  livelihood for Ugandans. Out of  a 
national population of  approximately 41 million people, 83.2 per cent 
live in rural areas (Aghasili 2015). Uganda also has a large agricultural 
economy which contributes more than 20 per cent of  the gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth (Dalipagic and Elepu 2014). Small-scale 
agriculture is a major source of  employment (Diao 2010), and several 
analysts still agree that commercial food crops have the potential to 
generate economic opportunities (Kumar and Kalita 2017; Ranum, 
Peña-Rosas and Garcia-Casal 2014; Nabbumba and Bahiigwa 2003).

The Government of  Uganda has identified private enterprise 
development as a critical strategy for economic growth and job creation 
in the country (Vision Reporter 2018). In 1995, the government 
established the Private Sector Foundation Uganda (PSFU) to oversee the 
growth of  the private sector. The role of  PSFU involves encouraging an 
environment that allows creation of  jobs, generation of  revenue, and 
enhancement of  exports. The PSFU is continuously challenged to look 
out for new opportunities in the private sector so as to be able to match 
the dynamics in the economy (ibid.).

The Youth Livelihood Programme (YLP) and Youth Livelihood Fund 
(YLF) were created as vehicles for the promotion of  youth enterprise 
development, through the provision of  entrepreneurship training, 
information services, and microcredit facilities to the youth. Support 
for micro projects was informed by a policy consensus that funding 
for small enterprises could drive job creation and stimulate economic 
growth (Reeg 2015; Edquist 2011; Karnani 2007). However, a decade 
and a half  after the NYP was inaugurated, the youth unemployment 
and underemployment situation remains a pressing problem. 

Drawing on a study involving 177 rural and urban youths, this article 
discusses the design and implementation of  the YLP. It argues that 
the NYP has fallen short in several respects. In addition to funding, 
employment generation requires additional support for youth in a range 
of  areas, including awareness-raising about employment opportunities, 
enhancing vocational and entrepreneurial skills, and providing advice 
and guidance on starting up small businesses. To help focus the analysis, 
the article concentrates particularly on data relating to job creation 
and youth-led enterprises within the maize value chain in Uganda. 
Agricultural value chains have been identified as an important source 
of  employment for large numbers of  young people (Brooks et al. 2013). 
Analysts believe that the maize value chain could generate many jobs 
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for youths, if  they are assisted to engage in value-adding activities 
(Adesugba and Mavrotas 2016; Kluve 2016).

The rest of  the article is organised as follows: Section 2 reviews the NYP 
and its core elements, the YLP and the YLF. While Section 3 outlines 
data sources, Section 4 presents the analysis and discussion of  data. 
Section 5 concludes with implications for youth employment policy.

2 Uganda’s National Youth Policy, Youth Livelihood Programme, and 
Youth Livelihood Fund
Uganda adopted the NYP in 2001, with the specific goal of  enhancing 
the economic contributions of  youth. The policy was a reaction to 
worsening youth conditions, where an increase in rural to urban youth 
migration was not accompanied by job creation. A growing number 
of  the youth were dropping out of  school, and there was a lack of  
government funding to support them. The YLP and YLF were created 
to provide funding and other support to small enterprises led by youth. 
The aim was not only to support small business development, but also 
job creation (Republic of  Uganda 2001; Makumbi 2018).

The Government of  Uganda allocated UGX 265 billion 
(US$71.42 million) to the YLP/YLF for the period 2014–18. The 
funds were assigned to support youth-led small enterprise development 
in different sectors, to include grain-milling, metal fabrication, clay 
products, carpentry, bakery, tailoring, soap-making, the manufacture of  
fuel briquettes, fishing, poultry production, arts and crafts, music and 
drama, and beauty. To apply for support from the YLP/YLF, youths 
were invited to form small groups, known as youth interest groups 
(YIGs) and to complete a project interest form (PIF) (Makumbi 2018).

In 2017, it was reported that the YLF had disbursed US$17.38 million, 
representing only 24 per cent of  the approved budget, at an average 
rate of  approximately US$620,000 every month. However, in January 
2017, the government suspended the disbursement of  YLF loans, 
because the Fund was experiencing a large shortfall in the expected 
repayments. The YLF was designed as a revolving fund, so that the 
capacity to make new loans was dependent upon the receipt of  timely 
loan repayments from existing recipients. However, repayments were 
running far behind expectations; for example, recipients in Kampala 
had paid back only US$61,641, leaving US$138,464 outstanding. In 
Mukono District, US$10,740 had been repaid, but US$56,021 was still 
outstanding (Semakula and Kashaka 2017).

Nonetheless, at the time the YLF was suspended, it was claimed that it 
had supported the creation of  114,471 jobs for youth over the preceding 
three years (Table 1). The agricultural sector had received the largest 
share of  YLF loans, amounting to US$7.41 million or 42.7 per cent. 
Thus, 43 per cent of  the reported new jobs were in the agricultural 
sector and a further 3 per cent in agro-industry. Trade and services also 
represented substantial shares of  the jobs that were said to have been 
created (30 per cent and 10 per cent, respectively).

http://bulletin.ids.ac.uk
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3 Data sources
This article draws upon data generated as part of  a doctoral study 
into youth employment and job creation in Uganda (Makumbi 2018). 
A survey was carried out with 177 respondents, 43 per cent female 
and 57 per cent male, as well as focus group discussions (FGDs) and 
interviews with key informants. The participants in the research were 
YLF funded recipients involved in youth-led micro projects at various 
stages of  the maize value chain, in both urban and rural areas (the city 
of  Kampala and Mukono District). In total, 21 individual interviews and 
seven FGDs were conducted. The survey was conducted in 2017 (ibid.).

4 Analysis and discussion of data
Some descriptive statistics about the survey respondents are presented in 
Table 2. The majority of  respondents (51 per cent) defined themselves 
as maize growers, and identified this as their major source of  livelihood 
within the maize value chain. Many of  the youths in this category were 
unaware of  other value-adding activities within the maize processing 
chain, including aspects such as livestock feed production. Twenty-one 
per cent of  the respondents identified themselves as transporters, who 
conveyed maize grain from the production villages to central storage 
places or from villages to bigger towns and the city of  Kampala. The 
remaining youths (about 28 per cent) were working as grain processors, 
livestock feed producers, etc. Among the survey respondents, rural 
youths were typically maize producers and were often also involved in 
non-farm livelihood activities, such as small- and medium-scale maize 
processing and livestock feed production and distribution. In Mukono 
District, 79 projects were implemented under the YLP, of  which 
more than half  (53 per cent) were in the agricultural sector, usually in 

Table 1 Jobs created under the National Youth Policy, 2014–17

Sector Number of jobs 
created 

Percentage

1 Agriculture 49,695 43

2 Trade 33,771 30

3 Services 11,979 10

4 Industry 7,028 6

5 Vocational skills 6,071 5

6 Agro-industry 3,981 3

7 Agro-forestry 1,180 1

8 Information Communication Technology 625 <1

9 Creative industry 137 <1

Total 114,467 100

Source Makumbi (2018).
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businesses with less need for high-level skills. Urban youths were more 
likely to be involved in (local) transport, processing, and marketing 
activities. In Kampala, the agriculture-related trade sector was where 
most projects were implemented.

4.1 Problems in the YLP/YLF
A number of  key flaws have come to light, which undermined the 
effectiveness and impact of  the YLP/YLF as a programme for 
enterprise development and job creation. Major problems related to 
the insufficient quality and detail of  the business proposals submitted 
to the programme and awarded funds. For example, a majority of  the 
project proposals prepared by the YIGs, including those represented in 
all six of  the FGDs carried out for this study in Kampala and Mukono 
District, failed to take loan interest into account, as it was assumed by 
both the youths and the government that repayment of  the loan would 
be completed within one year, and would not be subject to repayment 
interest. In reality, repayments typically continued beyond the first year, 
when they would be subject to interest at 5 per cent, but most of  the 
fledgling entrepreneurs had not budgeted for the interest on their YLF 
loan. The programme finances were therefore subject to different cash 
flows than had been projected (Makumbi 2018).

Another problem related to the disbursement schedule. According to 
our interviews, many of  the YIGs expected a one-time disbursement; 
however, the disbursements were made in tranches, as a method 
of  controlling the programme. As some projects developed more 
slowly than expected, while others stalled, late claims for additional 
funding, and failures to claim previously allocated funds, disrupted the 
disbursement and repayment schedules (ibid.).

There were also problems of  external monitoring of  loan recipients’ 
performance by the YLP/YLF administration. The loan recipients were 
supposed to submit a financial and operational report, using a prepared 
format, at least annually. However, in 48 per cent of  cases, this was not 
done. The YIGs were also required to submit a justification and seek 
approval for any significant changes in their business plans. Such changes 
could be common; however, a minority (45 per cent) of  affected businesses 

Table 2 YLP beneficiary survey respondents in the maize value chain

Sector 
Youth 

participants in 
the survey

1 Maize growers 91

2 Transporters 37

3 Agro-processors, distributors, seedling sales, livestock feed, etc. 49

Total 177

Source Makumbi (2018).
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complied with this rule. The YLP/YLF was also subject to problems 
of  fraud and bad faith. Some YIG leaders disappeared with the funds, 
leaving the remainder of  the group with an uncertain future; in most 
cases, this meant that projects were not fully realised (ibid.).

The problems of  budgeting and financial management within the  
YLP/YLF stemmed from weaknesses in the design and implementation 
of  the small business projects proposed by applicants to the scheme. 
The YLP/YLF placed the responsibility on the YIGs to conceive 
and design viable business proposals, such as clear value propositions, 
goals, targets, activities, management plans, financial indicators, and 
monitoring systems. The quality and detail of  the proposals submitted 
by the YIGs were often insufficient, and the youths were inexperienced. 
Fifty-nine per cent of  the youths interviewed for this study felt that 
the guidance they had been given was inadequate to start and grow 
successful businesses (ibid.).

The budgets presented by the YIGs often neglected to take into account 
the effects of  high inflation between the time of  application and the 
time of  loan approval and the first disbursement of  funds. Groups we 
interviewed explained that they had applied for funds in 2014 but had 
not received the money until 2015, by which time the prices of  some 
key business inputs had increased significantly. In general, inflation was 
problematic for all the new businesses. Inflation in Uganda leads to high 
operating costs, reducing business savings considerably. For example, 
one participant in the Bajjo Charcoal Briquette project, which received 
support from the YLP/YLF, complained that continual price increases 
on raw materials created a disincentive to add another value-adding 
activity into their existing business model (ibid.).2

In some cases, YIGs failed to include their basic cost-of-living expenses 
in their business budgets. Since at first they had no other source of  
income other than the YLF loan, they had to live off the project funds 
during the first period of  investment, when the funds should have been 
used to invest in the new business. This was particularly problematic 
in view of  the very small micro-loans awarded in many cases. The 
distribution of  US$17.38 million to 114,471 youths represented a 
modest pay-out of  only US$152 per recipient. This raises questions 
about the YLP/YLF ambition to generate adequate incomes for the 
loan recipients themselves, and to generate additional employment 
opportunities in new business enterprises, at the same time (ibid.).

Some survey respondents and key informants evidently had not 
perceived their business enterprises as ‘projects’, as such, with defined 
goals and timescales. Instead, many participants in YIGs perceived 
their YLF loans merely as a kind of  subsidy or grant to support their 
income‑generating activities in general and their cost of  living (ibid.).

As well as insufficient training and guidance in business and financial 
management, many YIGs also complained about the inadequacy of  
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the technical training that was offered by the programme. For example, 
youth leaders in Kampala indicated that their knowledge about quality 
control, storage, and processing of  maize grain was narrow. This 
shortfall in capabilities enabled predatory middlemen within the value 
chain to take advantage of  fledgling enterprises, imposing additional 
costs on their operations (ibid.).

Some informants complained about a general lack of  information and 
advice that could help raise awareness of  business opportunities, as well 
as the capability to engage with them. For example, one youth leader 
referred to the business of  making fuel briquettes from dried maize 
cobs. Briquette-making is an enterprise found in both rural and urban 
areas, with varying levels of  expertise. The youth leader told us, ‘This 
briquette business has potential to grow if  there was awareness among 
potential users who are more familiar with [conventional] charcoal.’3

According to a quantitative analysis carried out by Makumbi (2018), the 
YLP/YLF had a small but positive impact on job creation. Eighty‑one 
per cent of  youths surveyed in Kampala and Mukono District agreed 
that well-supervised projects had the potential to generate jobs; however, 
the problems discussed above created obstacles to this outcome. 
Nineteen per cent were sceptical about the potential for job creation 
through small- and micro-enterprise development. Almost 13 per cent 
of  the youths interviewed reported that they were unable to compete for 
jobs due simply to an excess in the supply of  labour. This was common 
among boda (motorbike transporters), who are concentrated in urban 
areas. The FGD in the Rubaga and Kawempe divisions in Kampala 
revealed that those youth fortunate to be employed resorted to working 
late into the night. Others resigned themselves to staying idle until an 
opportunity appeared.

Despite the public investment through the YLP/YLF to support 
small enterprise development and private sector employment, some 
respondents, particularly educated youths, continued to regard the 
public sector rather than the private sector as the ideal source of  
employment, and declined to take work in the private sector. Some 
analysts, such as Holt (2012), have blamed negative attitudes among 
youth for their continued unemployment. Nonetheless, many of  the 
barriers to employment were structural, especially lack of  knowledge 
and inadequate information flows, which shaped perceptions and 
created obstacles to full participation of  youth in employment. This 
insight reflects the finding by Ukachukwu (2014), that inadequate access 
to information contributes to the persistence of  youth unemployment.

5 Conclusion and recommendations
The NYP endeavours to provide strategies for youth employment in the 
private sector. However, the reported study (Makumbi 2018) found that 
the majority of  the youth were involved in relatively low-skilled labour 
activities, such as maize production and transportation. The study also 
identified a number of  problems in the design and implementation of  
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the YLP/YLF programme, thus hindering the successful launch and 
expansion of  viable small- and micro-enterprises that could generate 
employment for rural and urban youth. Launching a successful business 
involves sophisticated skills of  project planning and financial management, 
which are areas where youths may need support. This support would be 
additional to the technical advice and guidance needed to help youths 
engage in specific business sectors, such as the maize value chain.

The majority of  youth-led enterprises supported by the YLP/
YLF remain engaged only at the lowest levels of  the maize value 
chain, where the potential for value addition, and therefore viable 
income generation and job creation, is minimal. Going forward, the 
NYP should be more proactive in identifying potential employment 
opportunities for higher skilled workers within the maize value chain, 
and provide resources that would enable participation therein. In 
addition to funding, the NYP should support youth by raising awareness 
levels about employment opportunities, enhancing vocational and 
entrepreneurial skills, and providing advice and guidance on business 
opportunities and market linkages. The maize value chain as a whole 
also remains undeveloped, comprising only a limited part of  the 
value-adding agribusiness industry in Uganda. Supportive government 
policies should help to develop the maize value chain in the country.

Notes
*	 This issue of  the IDS Bulletin was produced in partnership with 

Mastercard Foundation.
1	 Ndejje University, Kampala, Uganda.
2	 Personal interview with YLP fund recipient, December 2016.
3	 Personal interview, November 2016.
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