World Bank’s Bad Business in Uganda
A Good Ally in the East Africa Region
In 2014, Uganda came in at 132nd out of 189 economies in the World Bank’s Doing Business ranking, down from 126 in
2013, reflecting that in the Bank’s view it had failed to improve the “ease of Doing Business in the country.”1 Nonetheless,
Uganda was the second best performing economy of the East African Community (EAC) in the 2013 Doing Business report,2
and the country is a good ally for the World Bank in the region. It was recently chosen as one of the pilot countries to test the
Bank’s new Benchmarking the Business of Agriculture (BBA) indicator,3 a project that aims to “help policy makers strengthen
agribusiness globally, enabling the farm sector to participate more fully in the market.”4 With this project underway, the
Bank will assist Uganda in creating an environment that supports the establishment of more private agribusinesses in the
country, despite concerns that agricultural investments in Uganda have provoked land grabbing and dispossession of local
populations.5

Doing Business Reforms in
Uganda20
Although the World Bank observed in May
2013 that the country faces serious constraints that “significantly increase the
cost of doing business,”21 the following
are examples of practices undertaken by
the government to improve the business
climate in the country:
✓✓ In 2014, Uganda made transferring
property easier by “eliminating the need
to have instruments of land transfer
physically embossed to certify payment
of the stamp duty.”
✓✓ In 2012, Uganda allegedly increased the
efficiency of property transfers by setting
performance standards and recruiting
more officials at the land office.

The World Bank and Uganda
Uganda has a long history of collaborating with the World Bank. As early
as 1991, the Bank participated in drafting of a new Investment Code, which
established the Uganda Investment Authority (UIA), an agency that facilitates investment in the country.6 From 2004 to 2013, the government implemented business reforms under the Bank’s Private Sector Competitiveness
Project II (PSCP II), which included the objective of improving the country’s
land tenure system to facilitate private companies’ activities. According
to the World Bank, the project increased the number of land transactions,
reduced registration time, and further integrated Uganda into the global
market economy.7 However, in 2010 the Bank reported that 70-80% of
Ugandan land was still held under “undocumented customary arrangements.”8 In order to continue land transactions and scale up the land reform
process carried out under PSCP II, the Bank approved a $100 million loan
in 2013 to finance the Competitive and Enterprise Development Project, the
first component of which is the “implementation of business environment
reforms, including land administration reforms.”9
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The new Uganda National Land Policy (NLP) adopted in
2013 is expected to offer better recognition and protection of
customary land rights. But while the NLP affirms “the State
shall recognize customary tenure in its own form to be at par
with other tenure systems,”10 the Minister of Lands, Daudi
Migereko, stated in 2014 that land reforms should focus on
changing the Ugandan mindset to “stop looking at land as a
cultural and social commodity but as an economic commodity.”11 The Minister of Lands wants to move “into the monetary market economy” and settle “for commercial agricultural production” on peasants’ land; according to reports, his
ministry was promised $54 million by the World Bank to help
carry out new reforms.12

FDI Driving Land Grabs in Uganda
From 2004 to 2013, the final year of the PSCP II, the foreign
direct investment (FDI) flows into Uganda increased from
$295 million to $1.1 billion.13 To satisfy the increasing demand
for land driven by FDI, the Uganda Investment Authority is
mandated to acquire large pieces of land “to support private

investment in specific sectors such as agriculture.”14 Between
2001 and 2009 foreign companies growing export crops,
including the German coffee planter Neuman Kaffee Group
and palm oil producers Wilmar International and BIDCO,
obtained 99-year land concessions.15 These and other investments have been denounced by many NGOs as resulting in
deforestation, forced evictions, and human rights abuses.16
In 2011, the government evicted 20,000 people from an
area that was to be used for a plantation by UK-based New
Forests Company. Communities in the Mubende and Kigoba
districts filed a complaint against the International Finance
Corporation (IFC), the World Bank’s private sector arm, for
supporting this detrimental investment.17 The communities’
complaint led to an independent investigation by the IFC
accountability mechanism and an IFC-led mediation process
enabled a settlement agreement between the company and
the affected communities.18 However, the land-grab problem
is far from resolved in Uganda, where the World Bank continues to push for FDI-friendly policies while a 2012 estimate
documented a total of 869,410 hectares has already been
acquired by foreign investors.19
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