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1.1 Overview
Many times when people are migrating from Uganda to other countries, especially to the middle East 
countries in search of work, they do not consider the plight of their children that they are leaving behind. 
Being their primary caregivers, they often leave the children with friends or relatives with a promise that 
when they start earning they will send money home to facilitate their children’s basic needs and also cater 
for the parenting services that are being given by the people they left their children with. When parents 
decide to migrate to other countries for work, in most cases they never inform or consult their children about 
issues that are important in their lives, infact most of them just disappear from their children without their 
knowledge.	The	children	are	disregarded	about	issues	that	are	essential	in	their	upbringing	and	are	left	to	suffer	
the repercussions of this prolonged parental separation. 

Our	findings	show	that	most	of	the	migrant	workers	are	young	mothers	with	children	below	the	age	of	five	
years yet these are the formative years of a child. 

This parent-child separation that is caused by migrant workers deserting their children is adversely disrupting 
the Ugandan family structure and compromising the health and well-being of the children leaving a direct 
impact	on	a	child’s	physical,	cognitive,	mental	and	emotional	well-being.	Above	all	this,	our	findings	in	this	
report reveal that these children are in a danger of gross abuse of their human rights; they drop out of school, 
suffer	hunger,	are	abused,	adopt	risky	behaviours,	develop	chronic	mental	and	physical	diseases,	and	in	worst	
case scenarios, infant deaths 

This Report; “Children in the Dark” refers to Ugandan children who experience prolonged separation caused 
by the decisions made by their parents to migrate to mainly the middle East and other countries in pursuit of 
greener pastures.

“Given that in Uganda an average young family has 3 children, we could 
approximate that 210,000 children are affected, and most of these children are 
below the age of 5 years because of these migrant workers are young mothers.”



2.1 Key Findings
90% of the participants in this research were single parents, most of whom were single mothers. For all of 
them they failed to talk about the other parent, especially the fathers, for reasons that the mothers or caretakers 
were hesitant to talk about but their faces showed bitterness when the topic was brought up. 

The women who had recently returned from working abroad are mostly young mothers, they intimated that their 
children’s fathers were not supportive and were taking care of the children single handedly which compelled 
them to abandon their children and travel to foreign countries to work and earn a living to be able to provide 
to their children’s expectations. In light of the huge salaries they are promised if they are to work abroad, they 
are left with no option other than grabbing any chance that comes their way, with the hope of improving the 
standards of living of their families regardless of the impact that this might have on their children.

Some parents are driven by the mere thought of being on a plane. A vast number of the victims of labour 
migration are young girls from poor backgrounds that do not ever dream of travelling by plane. When chance 
comes their way and are told about this dream coming into reality, they rush to grab the opportunity without 
thinking about the possible repercussions of the choices they make, which are often times irreversible especially 
when they have children that have been left behind.

According to the Ministry of Gender, Labor and Social Development, labour export earns the country an 
estimated annual income of 1.2 Billion.  Labour exports to Middle East countries, has over the years grown 
to eclipse some of the traditional remittance sources. The increase in foreign revenue has come with several 
challenges, among which is parental-child separation caused by parents migrating to work abroad.
Whereas	Migrant	workers	 contribute	 to	 the	 economic	 growth	 of	Uganda	 among	many	 other	 benefits,	 the	
absence of parents and the challenges of life often leave their children particularly vulnerable to major health 
risks. While close relatives often take on guardianship tasks, this makeshift solution falls short of optimal 
parenting.

For the families where one or both parents have travelled for work, children are usually left behind in the 
hometown to be raised by a caregiver, who may be the other parent, grandparents, an extended family member, 
or in some cases a non-kin related person. 
Traditionally as the breadwinner, it is the father who would have to migrate for work to make ends meet, 
however	our	finding	revealed	that	the	biggest	number	of	people	migrating	of	late	are	mothers	who	either	go	
alone or together with the fathers of their children.

Research conducted by Uganda Women’s Network (UWONET)1 in 2018 showed that 80% of the migrant 
workers are young women and mothers and every day the number is rising. Regardless of the migration 
pattern	of	the	family,	while	fulfilling	child	care	responsibilities	caregivers	are	faced	with	numerous	challenges,	
including inadequate support, social stigma, isolation, disrupted leisure and retirement plans, age-related 
adversities,	anger	towards	the	custodial	children	and	financial	difficulties.

Every child has a right to grow up in a family and be cared for by his/her biological parent(s). However, our 
findings	show	that	every	now	and	then	many	children	especially	those	of	migrant	workers	are	denied	a	chance	
of	staying	and	growing	up	in	a	family	when	one	or	both	of	their	parents	travel	to	a	different	country	in	pursuit	
of work. 

During this research, we found out that a number of parents going to work abroad leave their children with 
relatives who also have children and other dependants and may decide to prioritize full provision of necessities 
for their biological children instead of the other dependents who in this case are the children of migrant 
workers. Some of the children are left in day care centres (of late these operate more as institutions) hence 
institutionalising the children in the due course.
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90% of the participants in this research told of single 
parenthood, where by one of the parents, especially the 
father was not in the picture for reasons that the mothers 
or caretakers did not want to dwell much about but their 
faces showed bitterness when the topic was brought up.
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In the Daily Monitor2 of 6th February 2019 a story 
was run about a four year old child who passed on in 
a day care centre where she had been staying since 
2017.Police investigation showed that while the 
father of the child had since abandoned the family, the 
mother was driven to better her child’s wellbeing and 
decided to travel abroad to gain employment leaving 
the toddler in the hands of a day care owner who was 
reported to have been very aggressive and ill-treated 
the children under her care which could have resulted 
in the homicide case. 

Children	of	migrant	workers	may	benefit	from	having	
migrant parents; remittances sent home by parents can 
increase	 consumption,	 finance	 schooling,	 improve	
health care and fund better housing. However, 
whether	the	money	is	sent	and	meets	the	target	audience	and	whether	the	children	benefit	from	it	depends	
on their access to those extra resources, which may depend partly on sex, age and context of care when left 
behind. In this research, we found out that while the parents promised to send money back home once they 
started	earning,	they	never	fulfilled	their	promises	for	one	reason	or	the	other	and	those	that	sent	confessed	that	
their	children	neither	received	or	benefited	from	it.

The MOGLSD National framework emphasizes that the best interest of the Child according to the UNCRC3 
is to grow up in a loving family with both father and mother. Any measure taken for the care and protection of 
a child must be guided by the best interests of the child and his/her ascertainable wishes should be taken into 
account in the decision-making process. However, children of migrant workers are left in the dark in terms of 
consent and decision making. During this research, one female child aged seven years old ascertained that;

“My mother told me that she will be away for just a week, however a month elapsed and she was nowhere to 
be found this made me wonder all the time what I had done wrong for my mother to abandon me. I felt very 
sad and worthless for a long time.”

The Uganda Police Report4	of	2018,	 indicates	 that	 in	2017,	177	cases	of	human	trafficking	were	reported,	
which involved 335 victims. This can be attributed to abject Poverty and the high rate of unemployment 
especially among the youths who constitute 77% of the entire country’s population.  

When we visited Mr. Alex Ssembatya, the Director at Make a Child Smile; an organisation that aims at 
preventing	child	sacrifice	and	human	trafficking,	he	shared	that	there	is	a	vast	number	of	Ugandans	that	cry	
out to him to be rescued from the United Arab Emirates, most of these being single mothers. At least 70 (as 
of 2020) migrant workers have been rescued in very bad conditions with an average of 100 children that have 
been victimised. 

Alex narrates that most of the rescued individuals work several months without pay and can hardly send any 
money at home to cater for the wellbeing of the children that they left behind. Even when they return, they 
come with nothing at all and are not a solution to the challenges that their children go through when they are 
away.	They	can	hardly	take	them	through	school,	offer	basic	needs	and	subsequently	these	parents	are	not	
willing to face their families because they feel they are a shame and disappointment to everyone. 

At the time of the research, Alex was taking care of nine children of migrant workers, alongside his own 
biological children. Their parents are either ‘lost’ in the UAE and others incarcerated there. He attributes all 
these challenges to the unfavourable policies that exist between the Labour exporting companies in Uganda 
that do labour outsourcing for the labour companies that are in United Arab Emirates. The policies do not 
ensure that the workers are insured before travel or even their families which they leave behind. While in 
UAE, the workers are subjected to signing contracts that are in a language which they hardly understand and 
yet are unfavourable. 

The authority of the Ugandan recruiting agencies over the migrant workers does not go beyond Entebbe 
International Airport, and are thus subjected to any conditions that are set up for them by the foreign recruiting 
agencies	and	in	the	due	course	sold	off	into	slavery	to	their	would-be	employers.	In	a	bid	to	recover	all	the	
money that was spent on taking them to the foreign countries, they are seen as slaves and treated as such. 



At the end of the day, the money that agencies spend on processing their visa, air ticket and whatever money 
the Uganda recruiting agencies invest in girls that seek to work as maids abroad is recovered through hard 
labour by the girls. When the girls show discontent and dissatisfaction about the way they are treated at work, 
their employers instead send them to police and accuse them of committing various atrocities.

The	Ugandans	find	it	hard	to	defend	themselves	against	these	crimes	given	the	language	barrier	and	end	up	in	
jail where they spend many months and years. Some even attempt to commit suicide having lost hope in ever 
returning to their families. During the time their parents are arrested, the children become forgotten victims of 
their parents’ predicament existing in the dark and with no family love.

The role of the MoGLSD in labour externalisation is mainly to regulate the migration process and to aid in the 
migration	of	people	to	countries	that	the	ministry	is	able	to	follow	up	on,	aside	from	licencing	the	labour	firms.	
While an individual is being vetted for travelling abroad, there are certain requirements that they are expected 
to	fulfil	to	be	able	to	pass	the	required	test	by	the	ministry,	case	in	point	is	approval	from	ISO	indicating	that	
the person has no criminal record and has to strictly be above 21 years of age. Whereas this is the youthful 
age as per the Ugandan standards where one is viewed as the most productive and hardworking, it is still the 
average child bearing age for an average Ugandan. It is therefore obvious that 80% of the Migrant workers that 
are cleared to travel abroad have a child or two and in most cases they are the driving force for the parents to 
travel abroad in pursuit of greener pastures. 

During	 the	 research,	 the	 labour	officer	at	MoGLSD	who	preferred	anonymity	confirmed	 that	 the	ministry	
doesn’t	look	at	the	marital	or	family	status	of	the	individuals	before	clearing	them	for	travel	and	this	justifies	
the fact that the wellbeing of their dependants who are basically the children are not taken into consideration 
before the decisions to migrate are made. 

The ministry is accredited for its ability to inquire and get the details of the Next- of- kin of the individual 
intending to travel. Under normal circumstances, it is with no doubt that this will be the guardian for the 
children	in	case	there	are	any.	They	however	do	not	assess	the	mental,	physical	and	financial	capability	of	the	
particular next of kin in regard to taking care of children in the absence of their biological parent(s). They also 
do not have a mechanism through which they can follow up on the children who are left behind by the parents 
that travel for work to monitor how they are living with their secondary care givers.

According to the MoGLSD, Department of employment services, External Employment Unit, there are 182 
companies authorised to export labour as of 24/10/2019. There is a total of 85000 Ugandans so far cleared by 
the ministry to work abroad through the various agencies. There is however a much bigger unknown number 
of people that move illegally and these, according to the ministry are at a great disadvantage of facing all 
the atrocities that come with working especially in UAE, ranging from inability to communicate with their 
families back in Uganda, lack of payment, sexual harassment and in the worst case scenario death. 

Despite the ban imposed by the Ministry about labour externalization to Oman and Jordan, today there are 
over 40,000 Ugandans working in these countries. All these were not cleared by the Ministry of Gender, 
labour and Social Development.

The ministry, through its labour externalisation unit has a mandate to handle complaints pertaining labour 
externalisation. Our Researcher contacted the unit for assistance about a lady that was slated to travel abroad 
but had unresolved issues at her former work place that required her attention before travelling. There was 
a promise to get back with the information but up to date this hasn’t been handled. It undermines the sole 
purpose of the desk and discredits the ability of the ministry to handle matters regarding children’s welfare 
in circumstances where their parents leave them in unfavourable conditions that would require government 
intervention.

While vetting the foreign company to recruit Ugandans for employment abroad, the ministry concentrates 
more on whether the proposed terms and conditions guarantee the rights of workers including the basic 
minimum salary, medical insurance, accommodation, working hours among others. Insurance for the families 
and the workers themselves is not something that is taken into consideration. This information, as provided 
by	the	Ministry	of	Gender	was	confirmed	by	Mr	Ronnie	Mukundane,	the	Public	Relations	Officer	for	Uganda	
External Employment Regulatory Agency(UAERA) an umbrella body that conducts vetting and certifying the 
credibility of people to travel abroad for work.

UAERA,	 according	 to	Mr	Mukundane	 has	 no	 specific	 procedures	 that	 are	mindful	 of	 the	 children	 of	 the	
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migrant workers while they are being cleared for travel. They do not concern much about who the children are 
left with and how they survive when their parents leave the country.

.

 

 A social media advert of one of the labour recruiting agencies, children are not considered anywhere

He (Mukundane), when contacted for this research also refuted claims that the Ugandans that move to Middle 
East countries are tortured by their employers. He however blames the whole issue to the media propaganda 
to increase sales, poor behaviour of the workers who are often punished by the bosses and their negativity 
towards work. . 

So often the media is awash with the news concerning Ugandan migrant workers who have died while working 
abroad, languishing in jails abroad and those who have been tortured by their employers. Most of these 
are parents who left their children behind to go and work. The news via print, broadcast and social media 
psychologically tortures the children. 

These	children	do	not	only	 suffer	childhood	 trauma	but	 face	untold	hardships	especially	 if	 the	parent	has	
passed on yet he/she was the bread winner.



    An example of stories written in the media
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Through the media, we come to learn 
about a number of eventualities that 
happen to children who are separated 
from their parents that travel to various 
parts of the world in pursuit of greener 
pastures. While they are left under the 
guardianship of either relatives or well-
wishers either at a fee or free of charge, 
they are not given the due love and care 
they desire in their childhood. They are 
ill-treated and some have at a certain 
point	been	 inflicted	either	physically	or	
emotionally, and in worst case scenarios 
some children have lost their lives while 
in the hands of those that are supposed to 
offer	love	and	protection.	

Our	 findings	 reveal	 that	 the	 police	
recognises that the parents who leave 

their children without ensuring their welfare is catered for while they are away tantamount to child desertion 
or abandonment. However, in order to apprehend the parents, there are so many bottlenecks in handling such 
a case; this would require the complainant contacting the Interpol of Uganda that would then contact the 
Interpol of the country where the parent has migrated to so that he/ she would be returned home. Besides being 
a stressful process, this would require a lot of funds and time.  For such instances involving children of migrant 
workers, there is no wilful voice to pursue the matter on behalf of the children.

We further learnt that in scenarios where a migrant worker has concerns for his/her children he/she left 
behind or may have developed grave illness while abroad and therefore wishes to return, it’s upon the Labour 
migration company that processed their employment abroad to return them, however, it’s an uphill task to have 
the labour companies that took them there to return them. In most cases the companies are not cooperative 
at	all,	since	it	would	be	a	loss	of	revenue	and	would	affect	their	reputation	with	the	labour	agencies	abroad	
who are responsible with placing the migrant workers in places of work. With a lot of pressure and cajoling 
the companies might cooperate to process the return of the Migrant worker but on condition that the Migrant 
worker has to pay the return fees up to the tune of 7 million (Uganda Shillings). Or else he/she has to wait 
for the contractual 2 years to elapse. Most people fail to raise this money and are left with no option but to 
remain, and others have even died abroad or have returned when they are too ill! We also learnt that there 
were instances where the migrant worker was either poisoned or maimed if their bosses aboard learnt that they 
wanted to return home.

. 
“One thing I regret in life is having left 
my business back home which earned me 
some money to sustain my life and family”.



3.1 Implications
Parent-child separation has a direct and 
immediate impact on a child’s physical, 
cognitive, mental and emotional well-
being. Mounting evidence indicates that 
children separated from their parents fare 
worse in health outcomes. Furthermore, 
adverse childhood events correlate 
positively with worse educational 
outcomes, adoption of risky behaviors, 
development of chronic mental and 
physical disease in adulthood, and 
suicide. Childhood separation has a 
cross-generational	 effect	 that	 may	
continue to harm the future generations.

Parental migration has a long-
lasting	 adverse	 effect	 on	 children’s	
psychosocial wellbeing, especially 
emotional functioning. Positive parent-
child relationship bonds and supportive 
family and social environments are crucial determinants of the wellbeing of the children left in the dark, rather 
than socioeconomic status. 

Children who are separated from their parents stand high chances of having an interrupted childhood which 
affects	their	adulthood.	They	are	subjected	to	all	forms	of	uncertainties	including	moving	from	family	to	family	
for	guardianship,	child	labour	and	some	reach	an	extent	of	running	away	from	homes	to	the	streets	to	find	what	
they	think	are	justifiable	means	of	survival.	Resultant	behavioural	changes	that	are	imposed	on	children	of	
migrant	workers	and	more	so	lack	of	attachment	may	influence	psychological	and	social	challenges	on	these	
children. 

Children	of	migrant	workers	suffer	multiple	problems	associated	with	separation.	Disruption	of	the	attachment	
bond between mother and child is particularly deleterious between the ages of six months and four years 
(Fuller, 1993)5. Other problems and behaviours exhibited by children of migrant workers may include physical, 
health problems, hostile and aggressive behaviour, use of drugs/ alcohol, truancy, running away from home, 
disciplinary problems, fearfulness, withdrawal, poor school performance, excessive crying, night mares, 
problems in relationships with others, anxiety and depression and attention problems.

According to the general principles by MOGLSD National framework of child care and protection services, 
the best interests of the child, for example, shall guide, as the key principles and decisions when placement 
in alternative care becomes necessary. However, for the case of parents leaving their children behind to go 
work they never consider the best interest for the children when placing them. Parents consider any available 
placement be it favourable or unfavourable to the child. 

While conducting this research we interacted with one female child with migrant parents who said;

“My mother took me to stay with my cousins who were about 19-22 years old, they were my main caregivers 
at the time. I was often refused to cook for myself to eat yet the raw food was always available. My food was 
water; I was always told to take water whenever I felt hungry. This made me develop severe headache but still 
I was not meant to tell anyone because I would be battered by my current caregivers if I ever reported that I 
was unwell.” 

The statement above proves how children of migrant workers are left under the protection of young youths 
who may lack comprehensive tips on parental care and guidance but since they are the only options available 
to keep the children when the migrant parents are away and no one is concerned to follow or assess if they will 
manage. They end up creating riskier damages to the proper protection and nurturing of children. 

Whether	labour	migration	is	an	effective	long-term	poverty	alleviation	strategy,	at	both	household	and	national	
levels, is still a debated issue (Adams & Page, 2005)6. Although migration was driven by economic incentives, 
the increase in disposable income and material resources are not guaranteed in the left-behind family members. 
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Particularly, children are vulnerable to the economic shocks and instability in the migrant receiving areas 
(Janson, 2014)7. For example, in China, partly because of the preference for investing in new housing rather 
than in private saving schemes, very few migrant families have liquid assets (Janson, 2014). Consequently, the 
uncertainty	in	economic	benefits	from	remittances	is	rather	significant.	

This lack of economic security requires targeted policy and intervention from parliament, local governments 
as well as nongovernmental organizations.

4.1 Contextualising Abuse of Rights of Children of 
Migrant Workers
People migrate across countries, or within a country from rural to urban areas, mostly being driven by the 
potential for improved economic circumstances and better opportunities for human development (UNICEF, 
2006)8. Although such incentives used to be viewed on individual basis, now it is nearly impossible not to 
consider the fundamental role played by the family. Hence, household migration is typically considered a 
livelihood	strategy	that	is	taken	up	due	to	economic	deficiencies	of	the	family	(Laudy	&	Stark,	1988;	Stark	&	
Lucas, 1988)9

According to the UN Alternative care guidelines for children, children should never be separated from their 
parents simply because of poverty. Various governments are supposed to ensure that families have the support 
they	need	to	provide	proper	care	for	children.	However,	due	to	stringent	entry	policies,	financial	constraints,	
and limited access to public goods in the destination (Valtolina & Colombo, 2012)10, in many cases family 
members are unable to migrate together. Consequently, hundreds of millions of children around the world 
are being left behind by their migrant parents, many of whom are lower-skilled workers from developing 
countries (Yeoh & Lam, 2006)11. In particular, migrant workers at the lower end of the socio-economic 
spectrum	often	have	little	or	no	possibility	of	family	reunification	in	destination	countries,	resulting	in	their	
long-term separation from left-behind children.

According to Yeoh & Lam, governments should provide appropriate care and protection for vulnerable 
children, such as: child victims of abuse and exploitation; abandoned children; children living on the street; 
children whose parents are not married; unaccompanied and separated children; displaced and refugee children; 
children of migrant workers and children of asylum-seekers.

5.1 Childhood Psyco-Social, emotional and Social 
Development
Care	is	defined	by	Standing	(2001)12 as the act of seeing to a person’s “physical, psychological, emotional 
and developmental needs”. As children’s wellbeing comprises a variety of elements, the impact from parental 
absence	and	effects	of	different	characteristics	of	 the	care	environment	are	complex.	 In	general,	 standards	
of living should rise in households that receive remittances from family migrant workers (Sofranko & Idris, 
1999)13.	However,	evidence	has	indicated	that	parental	migration	affects	child	wellbeing	through	a	trade-off	
between increased family income and disrupted parental care (Valtolina & Colombo, 2012). The quality of 
substitute care arrangements is an important factor determining the degree to which parental absence impacts 
the care, stimulation and supervision of children (Parreñas, 2008)14.

Millions	 of	 children	 around	 the	world	 are	without,	 or	 at	 risk	 of	 losing,	 parental	 care	 and	 face	 significant	
challenges in their daily lives which often have long term implications well into adulthood.

From a developmental perspective, several theories are relevant to understanding the impact of migrant 
workers to their children. One important theory is Bowlby's 1973 Attachment theory. The kind of trait a child 
manifests at a later stage is always rooted from the parenting style or relationship the child had with the parent 
or available care giver during childhood.  Parent-child relationship depicts whether the person experienced 
secure or insecure attachment during childhood. When a child lacks a parent say due to migration to guide him 
or her there is a high possibility that a child will be insecurely attachment in the later stages. Children may 



become aggressive, unable to form long term relationships with friends and spouses, and it’s hard for them to 
gain trust in the people around them. 

Ainsworth and Bowlby, 199115 put up an attachment theory that may help to explain in part the consequences 
of migrant workers on children. The theory of attachment is concerned with the type of emotional bond that 
develops between an infant and his or her primary care giver (typically mother).

Mary Ainsworth sketched four attachment styles namely: Secure attachment; When the parent child relationship 
is healthy and secure, the child feels securely attached to his or her mother, which enables the child to feel 
secure enough to explore the world when being with in proximity. Avoidant attachment; when the parent child 
relationship	is	insecure,	the	child	seems	passive	and	indifferent	to	his	or	her	mother	and	tends	to	treat	her	and	a	
stranger alike. Ambivalent attachment; When the parent child relationship is insecure, the child is nervous and 
anxious and is afraid of separation even before it occurs. After separation the child is not comforted easily and 
may react with anger. Disorganized attachment (Mary Main, 1989)16; when the parenting child relationship 
is insecure, the child is very confused and has no consistent response or coping pattern. Instead there may be 
strange behaviour such as rocking and freezing when the child reunites with his or her mother. The bottom 
line	is	that	as	human	beings,	we	possess	many	characteristics	that	are	honed	in	many	different	aspects	that	
eventually	define	who	we	are	and	the	kind	of	attachment	we	had	when	we	were	still	children.	

This	 theoretical	 framework	gives	a	 justification	 that	 the	children	who	 lack	a	consistent	care	giver	develop	
insecure attachment thus making them less resilient in society.

Over	 the	past	 few	decades,	unprecedented	migration	flows	 in	many	parts	of	 the	world	have	had	profound	
impacts on family structures and the home communities of migrants (Lam et al., 2013). In 2013, 232 million 
people – 3.2% of the world's population – lived outside their country of origin (United Nations, 2013)17. An 
even higher number - an estimated 763 million people - are living within their own country but outside their 
region of birth (United Nations, 2013). Despite that families may be able to migrate together, the population 
movements often lead to separation between household members, with a variety of implications on both 
sides of families living apart: the migrants away from home (abroad or in another part of the country), and 
the left-behind family members in their hometown. In particular, such separation is perhaps most concerning 
when it involves children left by one or both migrant parents, in the care of other caregivers (Asis, 2006)18.

6.1 Applicable National and International Legal Frame 
Work
UNCRC emphasizes that the states parties to the convention have the responsibility to ensure that children 
grow up in a family environment with happiness, love and understanding.

The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child19, 1999 imposes an obligation on States Parties 
to	 the	Charter	 to	offer	 special	 protection	 to	 children	who	 could	have	 for	 any	 reason	been	deprived	 either	
permanently or temporarily their family environment.  The protection and care to be given includes foster 
placement, or placement in suitable institutions for the care of children. 

The 1995 Constitution of Uganda20 states that children may not be separated from their families or the persons 
entitled to bring them up against the will of their families or of those persons, except in accordance with the 
law. It imposes an obligation on the state and parents to facilitate knowledge and care to children. Under 
Article 34(3) of the Constitution, it is the responsibility of the State and the parents of the child to ensure that 
basic education is imparted onto the child. The law in Uganda shall, in accordance with Article 34(7) of the 

“Children of migrant workers suffer multiple problems 
associated with separation. Disruption of the attachment 
bond between mother and child is particularly deleterious 
between the ages of six months and four years .”

10
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Constitution, accord special protection to orphans and other 
vulnerable children. 

The Children Act21, Cap. 59 provides for the rights of children, 
which include education and guidance; immunisation; adequate 
diet; clothing; shelter; and medical attention. It is the general 
duty of every local government council from the village to the 
district level to safeguard and promote the welfare of children 
within its area and to designate one of its members to be the 
person responsible for the welfare of children; and this person 
shall	be	referred	to	as	the	secretary	for	children’s	affairs.

According to the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of 
the child, Article 25 imposes an obligation on state parties to the 
charter	to	offer	special	protection	to	children	who	could	have	
for any reason been deprived of –permanently or temporarily 
of their family environment to:  

 (a) ensure that a child who is parentless, or who is 
temporarily or permanently deprived of his or her family 
environment, or who in his or her best interest cannot be 
brought up or allowed to remain in that environment shall be 
provided with alternative family care, which could include, 
foster placement, or placement in suitable institutions for the 
care of children;  

 (b) take all necessary measures to trace and re-unite children with parents or relatives where separation 
is	caused	by	internal	and	external	displacement	arising	from	armed	conflicts	or	natural	disasters.		

According to the UN guidelines for Alternative care, the family being the fundamental group of society and 
the	natural	environment	 for	 the	growth,	well-being	and	protection	of	children,	efforts	 should	primarily	be	
directed to enabling the child to remain in or return to the care of his/her parents, or when appropriate, other 
close family members. The State should ensure that families have access to forms of support in the caregiving 
role.

Article 9 emphasises that Children must not be separated from their parents unless it is in the best interests of 
the child (for example, in cases of abuse and neglect). A child must be given the chance to express their views 
then decisions about parental responsibilities are made. 

Every child has the right to stay in contact with both parents, unless this might harm them. The UN Guidelines 
for Alternative care are intended to enhance the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
and of relevant provisions of other international instruments regarding the protection and well-being of 
children who are deprived of parental care or who are at risk of being so. 

The	Guidelines	seek	to	ensure	that,	firstly,	children	do	not	find	themselves	in	out-of-home	care	unnecessarily	
and,	secondly,	that	the	type	and	quality	of	out-of-home	care	provided	is	appropriate	to	the	rights	and	specific	
needs of the child concerned.

All migrant workers and their families regardless of their legal status are also entitled to the right to be 
free from arbitrary arrest and detention, which is protected by international human rights standards against 
deprivation of liberty, such as those in ICCPR (Art. 9). Many migrants, including those authorized to work, are 
often	subjected	to	confinement	and	harassment	by	border	officials	as	well	as	the	police	in	destination	countries.	

MoGLSD is mandated by the Employment Regulations, 2005(Recruitment of Ugandan Migrant Workers 
Abroad) to facilitate employment and uphold the dignity and rights of Ugandan migrant workers. The Labour 
Externalization program is also guided by the Employment Act Act 6, 200622;	the	Prevention	of	Trafficking	
in Person Act,2009; the Uganda Citizenship and Immigration Control Act; the National Security Act; and the 
Guidelines on Recruitment and Placement of Uganda Migrant Workers Abroad, 2015.

Special	 attention	 should	 also	 be	 devoted	 to	 ensuring	 that	migrant	workers	 and	 their	 families	 are	 afforded	
effective	 protection	 from	 violence,	 threats	 and	 intimidation,	 and	 from	 xenophobia	 and	 discrimination,	



including	at	the	hands	of	public	officials	and	private	persons	or	entities	(e.g.	employers)	as	well	as	the	general	
population. In this regard, an important right is the right of equal access with nationals to the courts (including 
labour courts or tribunals), so that migrant workers can seek redress for abuses in the country of employment. 
This right should be facilitated and also include provision for free legal assistance, particularly if migrants do 
not possess the means to pay.

The penal code Act23 156 one commits a misdemeanor when he/she deserts a child, and the current practice of 
people going without leaving children with proper care and assured continued support from their parents has 
led	to	silent	yet	massive	child	desertion	and	suffering	which	should	be	a	matter	of	concern	to	parties	that	are	
responsible for the promoting children rights.

.

7.1 Case studies
One of the many stories of child torture involving children of migrant workers, as shared in the New Vision 
is of a three-year-old girl who was tortured by the Uncle’s wife that was left as guardian when her mother, a 
police	officer	was	deployed	to	work	in	Somalia	where	she	had	served	for	six	months.	Neighbors	raised	alarm	
and shared the video in which the supposed caretaker on several occasions badly beat and tortured the baby 
on ground that she was disciplining her for being unable to properly use the toilet. (as told in the New vision 
of Monday 2nd March, 2020. 

Reference is made to the story published in the Daily Monitor of 6th February,2019, Where a four-year-old 
Natasha Tendo died while at Talitha Day Care Centre in Namasuba where she had stayed having been left 
there by the mother who had gone for ‘kyeyo’. The neighbours said that the day care in-charge was on several 
accounts mistreating the child(ren) under her care. 

During our research, a story was narrated by one of the neighbours of the victimised child. The Child’s parents 
had	recently	celebrated	her	first	birthday	with	pomp	and	glamour.	A	lot	of	food	and	drinks	were	served,	friends	
were invited and photos were taken for memories. Six months down the road, the mother of the child did not 
want any of the photos where the father appeared and was in preparation to travel abroad for work, leaving 
the child behind. They had since separated with the husband. This left the neighbour wondering what the fate 
of the child would be, given that she was at the verge of being separated from both parents at such a tender 
age. When we followed up later, we found out that the mother left the country, left the child with the father 
who could not single handedly take care of the child and so took him to the village to be with his mother (the 
child’s grandmother).

This and many other stories are a depiction of the situation in which children are subjected to growing up 
without the parental love that they are supposed to receive from both their parents. 

Teddy Nakyanzi, 30 who was locked up in the toilet while in Saudi Arabia after she developed a strange illness 
resulting from physical assault by her employers, lack of proper feeding, inadequate sleep and overworking. 
She	was	locked	away	in	the	toilet	and	fed	on	toilet	water	which	has	affected	her	intestines.	Teddy	was	lucky	
enough to cry out through social media, was rescued and brought back to Uganda amidst so much pain. She 
is currently being admitted and receiving treatment at Kiruddu Hospital. Her story was published in Bukedde 
Newspaper on 31st of January 2021.

“Every child has the right to stay in contact with both parents, 
unless this might harm them.”
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“...most of the rescued individuals work several months without 
pay and can hardly send any money at home to cater for the 
wellbeing of the children that were left behind.”
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 Teddy Nakyanzi, who recently returned from Saudi Arabia lying in kiruddu nursing an illness she  
 sustained while on duty: Photo Credit; Bukedde Online

Komugisha Dinah, is a mother of four that had recently returned to the country having worked in Saudi 
Arabia as a housemaid for one year and 8 months. She went through the necessary procedures as stipulated in 
the Guidelines of labour migration. She was interviewed by Interpol, acquired an LC letter permitting her to 
travel abroad and the organisation that aided her travel approved everything.

 None of the above asked her about her children or even cared to know if she had any children at all. She 
therefore left her 3 children under the care of their unemployed father, promising them a good future once she 
starts earning from her job.

Her 4th child, who was two-and-a-half-year-old at the time Dinah travelled was left under the care of a friend 
whom she had met in church and promised to be sending money for upkeep. She did not tell the little girl that 
she would be going away for such a long time.

On	reaching	Saudi	Arabia,	all	was	not	rosy.	The	agency	that	had	taken	her	for	work	had	confiscated	her	phone	
and	was	unable	to	either	communicate	with	her	family	or	send	the	financial	support	that	she	had	promised	
them.	As	a	result,	the	four	children	stayed	out	of	school	and	could	hardly	afford	a	meal	every	day	because	their	
father who was supposed to be the family breadwinner was an alcoholic in that he could not give the children 
the parental love they desired. 

The youngest child at the moment was subjected to living with various families as each family she went to 
tried to exploit the mother who was seen as having so much money. Constant failure to send the money to 
these families always left the caregivers viewing the little girl as a burden. She felt unloved and expressed it 
to the next caretaker whom we found her with.

 “The young girl broke down and cried when I went to pick her from her previous caretaker. She told me that 
the girl was big headed and with queer behaviour towards her peers”. The caretaker shared.

Changing caretakers meant change of location and in the due course change of schools to one that always 
seemed easily accessible to the family. At the time of our visit, a month after the new school term had begun 
the little girl was at home and not in school as she had just joined a new family which was far away from her 
school and was too late to join a new school. She thus missed school that term.

For all the time that Dinah spent in Saudi Arabia, she did not have enough savings.



“When I fell too ill to continue work I informed my bosses that I wanted to return to Uganda as I could no 
longer stand it. I was told to pay for my own ticket since my two-year contract was still on. i therefore used 
part of the money that i had saved up to pay for the ticket back home. With the balance, i still cannot take my 
children to school, and am not willing to go back given the unfavourable working conditions.” Dinah narrated.

Nakku Prossy, a 29-year-old single mother with three daughters just returned from Saudi Arabia where she 
stayed for only 3 months. The youngest child being 3 years old, was left under the care of Prossy’s auntie while 
the other two were left in a school under the care of the school matron who was supposed to retain them even 
in school holidays for all the two years that she had planned to be away she was supposed to keep on sending 
money to cater for their needs through their care takers. Things did not go as planned for Prossy during her 
stay in Saudi Arabia. She worked hard and moved from family to family and had no access to the phone. 
She also did not know how to send the money back to Uganda. Eventually she fell sick and could not work 
anymore. She decided to return to Uganda.

As	she	planned	her	return,	the	money	she	had	saved	was	taken	away	from	her	by	the	office	that	had	enabled	
her travel since she was terminating the two year contract they had agreed upon. She was arrested while at the 
airport as she tried to return back to Uganda, on grounds that she had escaped from work. She gave up on life 
and attempted to commit suicide. While in a prison cell she met other thirty (30) girls from Uganda who had 
stayed there for over two years. Among the girls, one had a phone that she used to contact a gentleman called 
Roger who enabled her transit back home.

“One thing I regret in life is having left my business back home which earned me some money to sustain my 
life and family”.

Before leaving for Saudi Arabia, she was a nanny to the neighbour’s children and was always paid very well 
because with the money she was earning she had been able to pay rent, start up a poultry rearing business 
around home, feed her children with a balanced diet, pay all the bills including their school fees. However 
right	now	since	she	returned	she	cannot	even	afford	one	meal	for	herself	and	the	children.	

 Nakku Prossy with her Children whom she left behind as she sought work abroad.
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Up to date the children keep on blaming her for having lied to them about the luxurious life they would be in 
after	her	return.	This	brings	her	more	trauma	because	she	feels	her	children	suffered	and	they	are	still	suffering	
because of her irrational thoughts of having left them behind for greener pastures.

Prior to her return the children were evicted from the house with their property followed with abuses of how 
vulnerable they are. At the time of the visit, the children had dropped out of school and the one that was in 
Primary	seven	was	on	the	verge	of	missing	exams	as	she	could	not	afford	the	payments	required.	

 Prossy currently resides in this house with her three children as she lost everything she had before  
	 leaving	for	the	middle	East.	This	is	all	she	can	afford	at	the	moment	given	that	the	money	she	made		
 during her three months stay in Saudi Arabia was taken away from her.

The dilemma of people especially women having no place or relatives to leave their children with as they 
sought	work	abroad	compelled	Sophie	to	open	her	home,	a	two	bedroomed	house	in	Kireka	to	offer	shelter	
to children whose parents have migrated for work at a fee. Sophie is a caregiver to four children of which 
one child is just one-year-old. She sells matooke in Kireka market. She shared her experience and challenges 
encountered when taking care of the children of migrant workers. Sophie’s major challenge is with getting a 
stable	and	affectionate	helper	to	the	children	because	she	leaves	them	behind	to	go	and	work.	With	the	way	
house helps treat children, Sophie currently has no house help so the children are supposed to go to school, 
bring	themselves	back	from	school	in	the	evening	and	she	finds	them	at	home.	Sophie’s	experience	with	the	
helpers, she says - is so bad. 

“They tortured the children whenever I was not around and then the good ones kept on leaving claiming that 
they are paid less money compared to the kind of work that they were doing” Sophie narrates. “This in turn 
brings a lot of tension because I keep on wondering how I will manage to take care of children and at the same 
time go to work”

Since	Sophie	takes	care	of	children	from	different	families	and	brings	them	under	one	roof	when	their	parents	
go	to	work	abroad,	these	children	manifest	different	behaviours	while	relating	with	each	other.	Some	children	
are	very	aggressive	and	they	keep	on	fighting	each	other	more	so	the	older	ones	against	the	young	ones	in	



absence of a caregiver to monitor them. For example, once a 15-year-old girl harshly beat up a 6year old, he 
got a lot of bruises and he needed medical attention. 

As a care giver Sophie gets hurt because she is accountable for whatever happens to the children. When the 
parents are abroad they don’t know that the market prices keep on changing so they send less money and then 
start blaming the caregivers to be spending the money on themselves instead of the children.  The children 
often get sick and the medication costs are high, Sophie narrated.

“One of the children one day pierced herself with a maize comb which left a seed inside her ear. This required 
me to raise thirty thousand shillings for her treatment and when I tried to explain this to the parent abroad 
she wouldn’t understand because according to her, she hadn’t planned for it. It is so heart breaking that the 
parents	think	we	use	the	money	they	send	for	our	own	benefits;	they	don’t	consider	the	fact	that	a	child	even	
eats three meals a day” narrates Sophie. 

Two of the children Sophie takes care of, their father who works in Saudi Arabia once sent One hundred 
thousand shillings (100,000) to cater for their school requirements, which is inadequate; according to Sophie, 
given the current economy of Uganda 

Lovinsa a mother to a three-year-old son recently returned from Saudi Arabia while lame yet when going she 
was normal. She explained some of challenges she passed through while at work. She had been bought as a 
slave at Eighteen Million Shillings only and she was being paid Seven Hundred thousand Ugandan Shillings 
only as salary, the employer claimed he had the right to treat her in whichever way he desired on grounds that 
he had purchased her with lot of money and so had every right over her as she was his property. She was forced 
to run away, went through very many stages till she contacted Mr Alex Ssembatya (Director at Make a Child 
Smile) who aided her return back to Uganda. She unfortunately returned without any money because she had 
not been paid for the time she served the family. Since her return, the son always asks the mum to take him 
back to his family where he was living when the mum was away.

Kizito	Margaret	stays	in	Mutungo	Biina,	she	is	a	care	giver	to	seven	children	from	three	different	parents.	Of	
the seven children, six of them are in school and Margaret narrated how hard it became with time to support the 
children	of	migrant	workers	socially,	emotionally	and	financially.	One	of	the	children	who	is	three	years	old	
was	sick	at	the	time	of	the	visit	and	required	thirty-five	thousand	Uganda	shillings	to	access	treatment,	which	
she did not have at the moment.  Kizito said that one of the parents to the children she is taking care of who 
went to work in Saudi Arabia sent two million Uganda shillings after four months when she had received her 
salary and promised to keep on sending money however two years passed without her sending money again.

“When the parents are going abroad they are given false hopes of salary increment when they work hard with 
a lot of commitment. The children get sick and the parents don’t even get to know about it “Margaret shared. 

She	says	most	times	she	ends	up	using	her	own	money.	Though	some	parents	take	effort	to	send	money	for	
school fees, they don’t consider the fact that the children get sick, they need to change diet and other additional 
needs	that	rise	along.	The	major	challenge	Margaret	faces	is	the	unstable	financial	assistance	from	the	parents	
of these children.

Margaret	reports	that	one	of	the	children	developed	an	indifferent	character	from	the	rest	ever	since	the	mother	
left. when she tells the boy calmly to do something he doesn’t respond and when you tell him harshly he seems 
very scared of you. She thinks this is due to the fact that the child is bitter since he lacks parental love. Some 
behaviour in children can result into unruly behaviour in future and a situation where the child feels he doesn’t 
deserve the love of the parents.

“When the parents are going abroad they are given false hopes of 
salary increment when they work hard with a lot of commitment.... 
most of the rescued individuals work several months without pay 
and can hardly send any money at home to cater for the wellbeing 
of the children that were left behind.”
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8.1 Recommendations
1. People intending to migrate to other countries should acquire police and LC letters counter signed by 
the DISO/GISO clearing individuals and highlighting how their parental duties will be catered for while they 
are away.

2.	 Apart	from	clearance	from	ISO	and	INTERPOL,	the	office	of	the	Community	Development	Officers	
and	Probation	officers	too	need	to	clear	the	people	that	intend	to	travel	abroad	for	work.

3. Information about Migrant workers should be captured from the NIRA to determine the number of 
children	that	are	affected	by	the	labour	export	trend.	Using	the	NIRA	database,	it	is	possible	to	determine	how	
many	children	each	migrant	worker	has	especially	if	the	children	have	NIRA	birth	certificates.

4.	 The	probation	officers	should	be	mandated	to	monitor	and	make	a	report	on	a	routine	basis	about	the	
children that are left behind to make sure that their rights are not abused and that they are in close contact with 
their parents

5. People leaving should have a provision of returning to their homes even before the agreed contract 
expires just in case conditions are not as favourable as expected and not the mandatory two year binding 
contract that is usually quite challenging to terminate. Relatedly, workers should be able to pay money for the 
return ticket without necessarily depending on their employers who might not live up to their promises should 
the migrant worker choose to terminate the two-year contract. 

6. There should be an insurance policy to cover the migrant workers and their families in case the worker 
loses their lives or gets an accident while on duty. The insurance can also facilitate the transportation of their 
bodies so that they are accorded a decent burial back home. This helps to ease pain especially for the children 
as they get to be emotionally heal from the trauma by getting the opportunity to bury their parents.

7. The employers in foreign countries should share their contacts with family members of migrant workers 
before departure to allow easy tracking of the migrant workers and to ensure safety of the migrant parents.

8. Ugandans intending to seek employment abroad should also be encouraged to learn the languages of 
the countries they are going to as this helps in communication and can help them seek for help in case things 
are not moving as they expected.

9.  Changes should be made about migration procedures to ensure that before migrant workers get onto 
the plane they should leave upkeep money which can take the children for at least two months and for those 
that have school going children should ensure the children’s fees is cleared for at least two terms in advance. 

10.	 A	system	should	be	put	in	place	so	that	money	to	support	children	is	automatically	sent	to	families	off	
their parents’ salaries while they are working abroad. 

11. Since most single mothers are forced to leave the country on grounds of seeking to better the lives of 
their children, strict laws should be put in place especially for fathers that retract their responsibilities to the 
mothers hence forcing them to go an extra mile of making decisions that deprive them of the family bond that 
they should be developing.

12. Skills development programs should be boosted for young mothers and start-up capital provided to 
them to start businesses. This would cut down on temptations of deserting their children to go abroad to work.

13. Government institutions should be boosted to carry out spot checks about individuals and companies 
that conduct labour exportation to ensure that the welfare of children of migrant workers is taken into 
consideration.

14. The Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development through the Alternative Care unit should 
ensure that Alternative Care guidelines are adhered to in regard to the children of migrant workers.

15.	 There	should	be	collective	effort	for	all	stakeholders	that	work	with	children	for	example	child	focused	
NGOs,	MoGLSD	-Department	of	Children	Affairs	and	the	Police	Child	and	Family	Protection	Unit,	to	make	
sure that migrant workers do not abandon their responsibilities back home and that the caretakers / guardians 
who receive money sent by migrant workers for their children’s welfare provide proper accountability of how 
the money is spent. Companies that facilitate labour migration should verify parents intending to move across 
borders for work.

16.	 Different	stakeholders	should	carry	out	a	deeper	research	in	order	to	find	better	ways	of	getting	children	
of migrant workers out of the dark.

17. we recommend a deeper research to be carried out on the impact of parental separation caused by 
labour migration in Uganda.
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Wells of Hope Ministries
P.O. Box 6315, Kampala, Uganda.

Email: info@wellsofhope.org
Website: www.wellsofhope.org

Tel: 041-4251326/ +256 772650787 /+256 705250097

What happens to Migrant Workers’ Children in Uganda?

This report highlights the plight of children of migrant workers, it also has recommendations we hope can be 
considered to increase positive outcomes for these children. 
Our goal and hope is that people, local and international institutions, and government departments working on 
issues of Children in Uganda will use this report to ensure that this group of children that has been ignored since 
time immemorial is able to enjoy their full human rights. 

Wells o f Hope M inistries is a  Christian non-government organization based i n Kampala-Uganda. W e are 
involved in outreach to people especially children affected by adverse situations, and those who need help; our 
key concern being people affected by crime such as prisoners, ex-prisoners and families of people in prison 
specifically the children of prisoners.

We look forward to hearing your thoughts on this publication. Has it helped you or your organization? Please 
feel free to contact us
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