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Abstract: Globally, young people face weak labour market demand and have been particularly 
susceptible to recent livelihood stresses and shocks linked to climate change. In this article, 
we consider what happens when young people face intersecting challenges including climate 
change. While much of the literature focuses on barriers to work and how to break these, we 
consider young people’s struggles and successes in securing and maintaining work. The focus 
is on Uganda, demographically one of the world’s youngest countries and home to a largely 
‘underemployed’ cohort of young people. Our findings identify some of the many ways in 
which climate change disrupts young people’s livelihoods. Young people are already proac-
tively responding to climate change. This points to the need for other actors to learn from 
young people’s existing endeavours, to build in more support and opportunities, manage risk 
and insecurity, and construct a more climate change-resilient infrastructure. 
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Introduction 

It is widely documented that young people, especially in lower-income countries, expe-
rience substantial structural obstacles to making a living. This is due to a combination 
of low labour market demand, low pay, high borrowing rates and young people’s rel-
ative disadvantage within this compared with older adults due to them having weaker 
social networks, less collateral for loans and less work experience, at a time when youth 
populations are rising or peaking in many countries (Sumberg et al. 2021; O’Higgins 
2017; Barford & Coombe 2019; Shankland et al. 2022; UBOS 2022). Added to this 
we see further stresses and strains – in recent years COVID-19 and worsening climate 
change are key examples – which often have a distinct and deeper impact on young 
people because of their age and life stage (Barford et al. 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2021d). 
While this particular predicament for young people is, to some extent, attended to 
in the Sustainable Development Goals, in the form of an indicator 8.6.1 for young 
people not in employment, education or training, this interim target has been missed 
and reset (Cieslik et al. 2021).

A lack of opportunities for young people has diverse impacts and risks asso-
ciated with it and requires a stronger multi-sectoral response than we have seen to 
date. For instance, we know that a lack of opportunities can push people into work 
they might not otherwise choose or push them into migration which they may not 
want either. Some examples of  this include sex work, betting, dangerous work and 
migrating (including forced migration) for work (Namuggala 2017; Birhanu et al. 
2021; Bwambale et al. 2022). It is important to recognise that migration for work 
carries its own risks and sometimes illusory rewards. At the extreme, annually an 
estimated twenty to thirty young people travel from Uganda to the Middle East, 
expecting to work, but instead fall victim to organ harvesting (Muhindo & Mwanje 
2022). In fact, the Federation of Ugandan Employers (2022) describes Uganda as 
‘a source and transit region for human trafficking’ (p. 2). More commonly, however, 
economic migration is associated with informality, casual work, underpayment and 
work-related risks (Federation of Ugandan Employers 2022; Bwambale et al. 2022; 
Nakaweesi 2021). 

Not only can the search for work itself  be dangerous and usually does not lead 
to decent work outcomes, we also know that economic fragility and poverty can pre-
dispose young people to other stresses and shocks. This impacts young people as a 
cohort. However, when we disaggregate young people into subgroups, we see some 
groups are more exposed to and impacted by external shocks, including people living 
with a disability or in poverty, women and displaced persons (e.g. Birkmann et al. 
2022; IPCC 2022; Scott et al. 2021; Mueller et al. 2022). These identities overlap and 
intersect, of course. 
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This article considers the wider structural challenges of underemployment for 
young people’s lives, and how young people are actively problem solving to get by 
and make a life. Uganda, classified by the United Nations as one of least developed 
countries (UN DESA 2023), is also home to a large and growing youth population. 
By 2020, 80.8 per cent of the Ugandan population were projected to be under the age 
of 35 years, with the youth population expected to double in just twenty-five years 
(UBOS 2022; UNICEF n.d.). People living in Uganda are now facing the disrup-
tive and sometimes devastating early stages of anthropogenic climate change (Nakate 
2021; Mugeere et al. 2021). The article sets young people’s livelihoods in a changing 
climate in the wider context in which they live. We find that young people are actively 
adapting and problem solving, but they are also experiencing climate change-induced 
losses. We argue that interventions are required to boost support to young people 
given the magnitude of this challenge and its worsening future trajectory. 

In the next sections, we share our theoretical framework and approach to climate 
change, followed by detailing young people’s working lives in Uganda and the research 
locations. We then detail our methods before turning to our findings, which first offer 
an overview before going into detailed learnings from three young people. We end, of 
course, with a discussion and conclusion. 

Theorising youth responses to structural disadvantage

The theoretical framework for this article combines sustainable livelihoods approaches 
with structural understandings of youth disadvantage (Chambers & Conway 1992; 
O’Higgins 2017). Thus, the empirical patterns of widespread youth underemployment, low 
pay and low labour market demand are considered alongside the agency, resourcefulness 
and strategies young people bring to this challenge. This framing influences the methods 
and research focus, shaping subsequent findings and policy recommendations (Natarajan 
et al. 2022). Considering either structures or agency alone risks overlooking the ongoing 
inventiveness of young people (Jeffrey & Dyson 2022) or unreasonably responsibilising 
them despite their constrained access to levers of economic and political power. 

The livelihoods approach emerged following the 1992 publication of ‘Sustainable 
rural livelihoods’ (Chambers & Conway 1992; see also Natarajan et al. 2022). The 
approach responded to how development thinking, at the time, focused on measuring 
productivity, employment and poverty, which Chambers and Conway argued did not 
capture the complexity and diversity of rural livelihoods, including the ‘plural priori-
ties of the rural poor and their many and varied strategies to obtain a living’ (1992: 3). 
In response, they proposed sustainable livelihoods as a framework for development 
thinking, consisting of capabilities (coping with shock and stress, finding  opportunities 
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and making use of these), equity (the enhancement of the most deprived and ending 
discrimination) and sustainability (environmentally, protecting the assets upon which 
livelihoods rely; and socially, resilience and building foundations for future genera-
tions) (Chambers & Conway 1992). This new thinking was subsequently built into 
the technical development work of governments, non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and multilateral organisations (Natarajan et al. 2022). 

A livelihood is a broader set of activities, assets and capabilities than narrowly 
defined employment (Serrat 2017; Conway 2022). Livelihoods can include the direct 
production of food and other goods alongside regular wages and other income- 
generating activities (Conway 2022: 88). While originally developed in rural settings, 
livelihoods are also relevant to urban settings as urban dwellers navigate, or hustle, 
various livelihood opportunities (see, e.g., Thieme 2018). Livelihoods are understood 
as strategies to get by, especially when times are tough. For Serrat (2017), sustainable 
livelihoods support coping and recovery in the present and future. Conway also sees 
resilience as central to livelihoods, with diverse activities being a strategic response: 
‘Diversity is a strategy for making a living, enabling people all over the world to cope 
with challenging and risk-prone environments and social circumstances’ (2022: 88). 
While helpful to understand how people are coping, it is also crucial that we under-
stand how these livelihoods have come about – foregrounding the role of economics 
and politics alongside gender, race, age and other factors (Natarajan et al. 2022). 

Scholars observe that many young people are struggling to transition to adult-
hood. Difficulties in attaining traditional markers of adulthood – including marriage, 
moving out of the parental home and economic self-sufficiency – are now widespread. 
As such, concepts of waithood, timepass and ‘extended youth’ have arisen (Jeffrey 
& Dyson 2008; Jeffrey 2010; Honwana 2014). This must be understood in terms of 
a current numerical mismatch between young people seeking work and the available 
opportunities, a situation shaped by the colonial push towards increased wage labour, 
followed by IMF structural adjustment programmes which froze wages and squeezed 
public sector employment, which was then compounded by growth without sufficient 
job creation (Mamdani 1990; Pallaver 2018; Ahaibwe et al. 2013). These structural 
drivers require systemic responses. As such, our theoretical framework considers the 
broad situation, young people’s responses and the need for youth-informed interven-
tions from other powerful stakeholders (including government).

Uganda’s changing climate

While Uganda is not alone in experiencing climatic change, it is worth offering some 
contextual detail. In recent years Uganda has experienced various types of  disruption, 



 Young people ‘making it work’ in a changing climate 177

including rainfall leading to lake and river flooding, as well as landslides in volcanic 
areas of Bududa and Kisoro, with more frequent and severe droughts in the south-
west (Nagasha et al. 2019; Barford et al. 2021c). Such climate anomalies are the main 
contributor to environmental migration within Uganda (Call & Gray 2020). One 
area of scientific interest is what can be attributed to anthropogenic climate change. 
For some time, experts have used the analogy of climate change ‘loading the dice’ to 
increase the likelihood of more frequent and intense weather events (Hickman 2012). 
More recently, climate change attribution studies can offer precise figures when suffi-
cient background data is available (Met Office 2023). 

Climate records for many African countries are limited; nevertheless, the IPCC 
has medium confidence that human-made causes are pushing up the number of hot 
extremes in the region (IPCC 2021; Toulmin 2009). Although the specific disrup-
tions referred to in this article do not have attribution studies, the general increase in 
frequency and intensity is attributable to anthropogenic climate change. The young 
research participants, by virtue of their age, have not observed the past fifty years 
of change but do have first-hand experience of contemporary weather extremes and 
unpredictable seasonality. As many young people may not think of these changes in 
terms of climate change, for this research we referred to ‘environmental changes’, 
focusing on temperature, wind, rain and seasonality. 

Youth livelihoods in Uganda: ‘young people here are doing things,  
but not in line with what they want’

In Uganda roughly 700,000 young people reach working age each year, but just 75,000 
new jobs are created annually (Federation of Uganda Employers 2022). It is well docu-
mented that in Uganda, young people take on diverse livelihood activities, which vary 
with context, season and gender (Carreras et al. 2021). While women in sub- Saharan 
Africa have higher labour force participation than in other world regions, they expe-
rience other disadvantages, specifically around the quality of work; young people also 
have lower levels of employment than older adults (Chakravarty et al. 2017). Thus, 
being young and female delivers double disadvantage when it comes to work. 

The effects of education are also evidenced in national data, as unemployment 
rates among young people rise along with the level of educational attainment. This 
pattern of educated unemployment, whereby those with tertiary education were 
11.8 per cent unemployed compared with those with no education at 3.6 per cent, 
is not unique to Uganda (UBOS 2016; Jeffrey 2010). In the absence of a strong wel-
fare state and unemployment benefits, it is often only possible to not work when one 
has other sources of support. The School to Work Transition Survey showed that as 
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many as 68 per cent of young people in Uganda had only completed primary school, 
whereas 3.4 per cent had been educated to tertiary level (UBOS 2016). Various pres-
sures lead to education being cut short – including the cost of school fees, short-
term financial benefits of keeping children contributing to the household, the cost of 
sanitary products for girls, as well as pregnancy and marriage (Kikulwe et al. 2017; 
Montgomery et al. 2016). 

In terms of wider trends, young people are decreasingly interested in agricultural 
work, while migration from rural to urban areas and even abroad is common. Few 
(12  per cent) young people aspire to agricultural work despite its contribution to 
23 per cent of GDP (Awiti & Scott 2016). Young women were often less likely than 
young men to engage in commercial agriculture – in part due to their smaller resource 
bases and gender norms (Rietveld et al. 2020). A study of 1,537 young people in 
Uganda found that being an older youth boosted the likelihood of migration and 
improved the chances of employment (Nzabona et al. 2019). Yet migration can be 
temporary, as young women and men regularly move back and forth between rural 
and urban settings (Rietveld et al. 2020). On leaving rural areas, most young people 
confront the reality that the service and industrial sectors have not experienced the job-
rich growth needed to employ the numbers of young people seeking work (Ahaibwe 
et al. 2013). Instead, many young people in Uganda start their own businesses (Awiti 
& Scott 2016), and this has become a partial solution to the lack of jobs in Uganda.

Other youth responses to the lack of job opportunities and widespread concerns 
about unemployment (Awiti & Scott 2016) include activities which might be socially 
unacceptable, or at times illegal. However, as Namuggala (2017) points out, for the 
formerly displaced young people she worked with in northern Uganda, activities such 
as sports betting or sex work, though widely pathologised, can also be economically 
empowering. Thus, we see young people pragmatically responding to the possibilities 
available to them. More broadly, young people often continue to make positive soci-
etal contributions despite these challenges (Barford et al. 2021a). 

In addition to the challenges presented by low labour market demand, low levels 
of pay and minimal social protection, young people also have to navigate other shocks 
to their livelihoods. In recent years these have included worsening climate change, 
insecurity in some regions including Karamoja, the lockdowns associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and a considerable population displacement caused by conflict 
and increasingly by extreme weather events. 

Given the theoretical and empirical context set out above, the remainder of this 
article addresses the following research questions: what does it mean for young people 
to ‘make it work’ in the context of a changing climate? How can this be theorised? 
And what are the implications for policymakers?
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Research focus: Karamoja and Busoga

This research article focuses on the livelihood options, opportunities and decisions 
of young people in Uganda aged 18–30 years old. This research focuses on two areas 
of Uganda (Figure 1). One is the Karamoja subregion, in the far north-east of the 
country, bordering Kenya. Karamoja is an arid, pastoralist region where livestock are 
an important livelihood asset, and the Karimojong pastoralists regard livestock as a 
‘moving bank’, a source of nutrition (meat and milk) and quick cash income for house-
holds (Akwongo et al. 2022). Karamoja is especially poor within the Ugandan context, 
and as a result many move to the capital city of Kampala to work there and are espe-
cially visible as street hawkers. An estimated 95 per cent of street children in Kampala 
are from Napak, a district of Karamoja (Nabatanzi 2022), and the most recent Uganda 
National Household Survey (2019/20) found that 66.3 per cent of households were in 
the subsistence economy, with 65.7 per cent of people living in poverty (UBOS 2021). 

Busoga subregion is close to the capital city and was the industrial economic 
centre of Uganda during colonial times. The British colonisers encouraged industry 
in the lakeside town of Jinja, which was connected to Mombasa on the Kenyan coast 
by the Uganda railway. The railway was both a political and an economic project. It 
enabled British political control of the source of the River Nile in Jinja (with down-
stream implications for Egypt and the Suez Canal) while also facilitating considerable 
resource extraction (Lubega 2021). Labour practices also shifted during this colonial 
period, as the demand for labour soared with the proliferation of railways, roads and 
cash crops (Fuller 1977). For example, the Uganda railway needed 22,500 workers, 
of whom 6,500 were incapacitated due to injuries and 2,500 died mainly from disease 
(Lubega 2021). While some labour demand was met through forced labour, for many 
this period was a time of transition from subsistence farming to waged work (Pallaver 
2018). Jinja’s agglomeration of industry has since been dispersed to regional centres 
across Uganda, and labour market demand in Busoga has subsided. Compared with 
Karamoja, Busoga has lower levels of subsistence households at 55.2 per cent, and 
fewer poor people at 29.4 per cent (UBOS 2021; Mwanika 2022).

Methods

This research used a youth co-research approach, with the aim of equitably engaging 
young people in the research process (Proefke & Barford 2023; Barford et al. 2021c). 
This approach offers enhanced validity and insight, aligns the questions with local 
need, and in the process boosts young people’s skills, knowledge and empowerment. 
The research process was designed to create heterotopic spaces in which young people 
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Figure 1. Map of Uganda. The red circles indicate the study areas in Busoga to the south and 
Karamoja to the north. Based on United Nations map.
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are treated equally, to facilitate collaboration and strong intergenerational partner-
ships, based on the recognition of the need for two-way learning between professional 
and young researchers (Proefke & Barford 2023). Young people were systematically 
engaged throughout the research process – from setting the framework through to 
dissemination of results. 

The research methods include a survey of 1,214, combined with 111 interviews. In 
addition, we ran eleven focus groups and twelve key informant interviews as part of 
the wider project (Table 1). This range of methods provided a variety of data types, 
supporting different sorts of analysis and a broader understanding. The  thirty-two 
young researchers (aged 18–25 years, half  women) were knowledgeable about the 
respective geographies and had mastery of the local languages. Of them, eight focused 
on qualitative methods and twenty-four on quantitative methods. All young research-
ers received a week-long foundation training, designed to support young people 
to inform the research process. Research participants were 18–30 years old, based 
upon the Ugandan Government definition of youth (Republic of Uganda 2016: 2). 
Pseudonyms are used for respondents to protect their identities. 

Recruitment for the survey, focus groups and interviews was stratified to ensure that 
young people from diverse backgrounds were included, in an attempt to avoid some 
of the pitfalls of research which accesses those who are easiest to reach (Chambers 
1983, 2017). The stratification includes people from Karamoja and Busoga, from 
urban/peri-urban/rural areas, with some working in agriculture and others not, and 
is gender balanced. This diversity helped us to identify how climate change impacts 
young people from different settings. One limitation is that Uganda’s recent land-
slides, a spatially concentrated and locally devastating impact of anthropogenic cli-
mate change, are not captured here due to our geographical focus. 

For this article, the data is analysed to understand the wider patterns of oppor-
tunities and stresses which young people face, and their responses. First, the survey 
data was consulted to document the diversity of work young people engage in. Then, 
the interview data was analysed to find out what it means for young people to ‘make 
it work’ in the context of a changing climate. Having reviewed the 111 young people 
interview transcripts, three are presented here, spanning locations, gender and diverse 
income sources. As none of these three young people were parents, the influence of 

Table 1. Methods and numbers of young people (aged 18–30).

Method (number) Busoga Karamoja

Interviews (111) 60 51
Focus groups involving five respondents (11) 6 5
Key informant interviews (12) 6 6
Surveys (1,214) 608 606
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 parenthood is not captured despite 40 per cent of girls being married by the age of 18, 
and a quarter of 15–19-year-old girls having a child or being pregnant (UNFPA n.d.). 
The analysis focused upon the nature of the challenges and how young people respond, 
and it considered (actual or potential) structural responses alongside personal strate-
gies. The interviews offer detailed insight as to how broader trends play out in the tangi-
ble, multifaceted contexts of individuals’ lives – and what policy responses might help.

Findings: ‘young people don’t have a choice, they have to make it work’

Portfolio livelihoods

This section details some of the main ways in which young people make a living in 
the Karamoja and Busoga subregions of Uganda. Through our survey and inter-
views, we identified a wide variety of livelihood activities in which young people are 
engaged, including juggling paid work (including self-employment/entrepreneurship 
and employment/working for someone else) with education, volunteering and unpaid 
tasks (including domestic and care work) (Namuggala 2017; Baillie Smith et al. 2022; 
Shankland et al. 2022). Before we look in more detail at how these various roles overlap 
and intersect in individuals’ lives, this section outlines the labour market possibilities 
that young people have (Table 2). A key observation is that most of these possibilities 
are characterised by instability and studded with experiences of failure, hence the 
term possibility rather than opportunity. We have found that for those in work, often it 
doesn’t last, and even the few who are in formal employment may go unpaid for long 
periods of time. The livelihood activities presented below are often associated with 
low incomes and minimal economic security. One of the young researchers explained 
that ‘they just do what they are doing because they have nothing to do but it’s the only 
option. So, I conclude that young people here are doing things but not in line with 
what they want.’ 

Our survey data reveals the following:

1. Care and domestic work: more young women reported domestic responsibilities 
than young men, 16 per cent and 12 per cent respectively. Bigger differences were 
seen between rural young people in Karamoja (22 per cent) and urban youth in 
Jinja (4 per cent). Respondents with little or no education take on more family 
responsibilities than those with secondary and post-secondary education. 

2. Self-employment: 45 per cent of young men were self-employed, compared 
with 40 per cent of young women. Busoga has higher self-employment at 
46 per cent compared with Karamoja at 40 per cent. Respondents with no 



 Young people ‘making it work’ in a changing climate 183

education had lower levels of self-employment (39 per cent) than those with 
primary (41 per cent), secondary (43 per cent) and post-secondary education 
(47 per cent). Thus, self-employment rises with education level. 

3. Formal employment: Operationally, formal employment typically entails a written 
contract, social security coverage and entitlement to annual leave and sick leave 
(ILOSTAT 2023). Formal employment was low, with 12 per cent having jobs 
with contracts and an extra 5 per cent doing formal internships. Considering 
gender, 11 per cent of young women and 23 per cent of young men hold formal 
contracts. Young people with post-secondary education had higher levels of 
formal employment (44 per cent); respondents with no education had minimal 
formal employment (5 per cent).

Table 2. Variety of livelihood activities undertaken by young people in the Busoga and Karamoja 
subregions of Uganda. Based on survey data and interviews in 2021.

Domestic and care work: nursery attendants to care for young children, babysitting (female), housework 
(female), gathering water for home consumption. 
Small-scale businesses: bakery, mobile money services, charcoal burning and selling, local brewing, 
hairdressing (female), barbering (male), traditional herbalist, liquid soap making, motorcycle 
repair, bicycle repair, selling music/films/computer accessories, tailoring, sanitiser making and vending, 
transport services as bodaboda (motorcycle taxi) riders and cyclists, drivers/conductors/luggage 
handlers in transport business, roadside kiosks, food selling on roadside, second-hand clothes/shoes/
homewares shop, street hawking, cooks, clothes washing services, ironing and fetching water for 
money, arts and crafts (e.g. jewellery, thread bags, table cloths), carpentry, waste collection.
Construction activities: working as porters on construction sites, provision of welding services, brick 
laying, painting and decorating, brick making, gathering and heaping murram (laterite gravel) for sale, 
breaking rocks to make concrete stones for construction.
Agricultural activities: growing crops and raising livestock for home consumption, gathering firewood 
for home consumption, small-scale irrigation with easy to mature seedlings, poultry/piggery/beekeeping/
goat/cattle farming, livestock trading in weekly markets, vegetable selling in markets e.g. greens, fruits, 
fresh foods such as matooke, cassava etc., plant nursery for trees and garden flowers, produce business 
with beans/sunflower/sim sim, subsistence agriculture for home consumption with maize/groundnuts/
beans/sweet potatoes, sugar cane growing/cutting/weeding/loading for factories, collecting firewood to sell, 
fishing, digging people’s gardens.
Small-scale mining: stone quarrying, mining sand from the rivers and lakes, and mining of marble 
stones, gold, and other precious stones in Rupa County during the rainy season.
Games and sports: joining football clubs to develop their talents, gambling, playing ludo, sports betting 
and playing pool for money, hunting for food provision and butchery operation.
Formal employment: factories employment e.g. BIDCO Uganda Ltd and Hot Loaf Uganda, pump 
attendants on fuel stations, work with NGOs as community workers, marketing officers via social media.
Other: financial services i.e. engage in Savings and Credit Cooperative Organisation/group opportunities 
such as savings especially bodaboda riders, street control parking, volunteer work at Uganda Red Cross 
Society, still in school especially tertiary institutions and post-secondary level and some are interns/
apprentices.
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Young people ‘making it work’

We now turn to the stories of three individuals to unpack macro-level patterns of 
opportunities and constraints, to see how young people are proactive in making their 
livelihoods work. In this section we meet Naigaga, who maintains several small busi-
nesses simultaneously; Kidodo, a poultry and arable farmer; and Lokut, who is a 
miner and cattle trader (pseudonyms used). The stories of Naigaga, Kidodo and 
Lokut illustrate how climate shocks and stresses do not occur in isolation and there-
fore should be understood within their wider context.   

Naigaga: second-hand clothes sales, mobile money kiosk, and poultry farmer,  
aged 22. Jinja city.

Naigaga lives in the city of Jinja, located on the northern shore of Lake Victoria. 
Educated to diploma level, she has several simultaneous income sources, comprising 
a second-hand clothes business, a mobile money kiosk and poultry farming. Many 
other young people also work in the market where she sells clothes, so the market trad-
ing experiences she shares here resonate with wider experiences in the city. Naigaga 
manages her work throughout the week, with her second-hand clothes taking priority. 
For example, on Mondays and Thursdays there are many customers at her clothes 
stall, so she pays someone else to staff her mobile money kiosk. In addition, her poul-
try business also engages another worker, who feeds the birds while she is working 
at the market. Poultry is a good business for Naigaga, as she sells the eggs and earns 
well from it. She manages three small businesses as well as doing housework. Of these 
activities, Naigaga prefers and spends most time on her clothing business: 

I can request for a bale [of  second-hand clothes] from Kampala and if  it’s a good one 
with quite lots of first class pieces, then I can sell them all at a go, get my substantial 
margin, and re-order immediately since this all occurs in early hours of the day. But 
for the mobile money business I have to wait at the end of the month for the Telecom 
Company to calculate my profits. So, I like clothing very much compared to the rest.

Naigaga has noticed changes in seasonal weather patterns over the years. There used 
to be two distinct seasons in a year, but, she comments, now it seems there is only one 
season because the regular rains have reduced so much. There are disruptions caused 
by both excessive and insufficient rain, as well as the sun ‘over shining’; at other times 
the weather is calm. Yet when there is extreme weather, the market businesses suffer. 
Heavy rains, floods and winds present challenges whereby flooding spoils stallholders’ 
goods, especially if  flooding occurs at night when no one is around to salvage things. 
This susceptibility to water damage is heightened because the roof of the market leaks, 
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so the market traders sought help to improve the roof and dig drainage channels to 
handle excessive rain.

Heavy morning rains can disrupt transportation. At times this prevents Naigaga 
and others from arriving at the market in time to do business with the early customers 
who cannot wait – so rain can directly impact income on that day. When rains fall 
onto unpaved roads they can quickly turn to mud, and deep mud may prevent trans-
portation, meaning that goods, sellers and buyers do not arrive at the market. During 
rainy periods prices might rise due to transportation issues. When the opposite occurs 
and the weather is too dry, the market becomes dusty, meaning fewer people go to the 
market and stallholders’ goods become dusty and spoilt.

Naigaga’s clothing business faces other challenges too, as she explains. ‘In the 
clothing line are the thieves who pretend to be buyers or customers, but just come 
with intent to steal, so that is one of the biggest challenges I face in my business.’ But 
she is resolute, explaining that ‘nonetheless, I have managed to resolve these’, because 
the stallholders look out for one another’s businesses. This way, thieves may not realise 
they are being watched and a couple have been caught using this approach. There is 
also an unpredictability with the business, whereby Naigaga receives a different type 
of clothing from what she had ordered, meaning she cannot fulfil her own promises 
to her customers and thus makes a loss. Further, lack of capital limits the size of each 
order as she uses the income from one set of sales to order the next bale of clothing. 
While Naigaga would like to scale up her clothing and poultry businesses, her operat-
ing budgets prevent such growth.

With excessive rains, Naigaga explains how ‘filthiness increases within the market 
and the community dwellings which lead to people getting sick’. Her chickens also 
suffer from extreme weather, whereby fever or bird flu affects the birds, especially 
young birds, and can be fatal. Naigaga’s birds tend to die more when it is wet, while in 
hotter Karamoja, chickens suffer more from excessive heat. Naigaga is managing this 
risk, saying ‘I personally have learnt to get all that is required for the birds, so I can 
respond quickly when they get flu or fever, I just treat them immediately without delay. 
Although this limits me on the number of birds that I can afford at a time because the 
medication for them is quite expensive for me, thus I keep a limited number of around 
300 birds.’

Returning to the research question of how young people are ‘making it work’ 
and how to support them, Naigaga navigates several simultaneous challenges. These 
include a changing and unpredictable climate and the lack of robust infrastructure 
leading to increasing susceptibility to weather-related disruptions, alongside the uncer-
tainties associated with petty theft and unreliable supply chains. Some of these issues 
intersect, such as infrastructure being impacted by heavy rainfall. Naigaga’s solutions 
include working with other stallholders to tackle crime, stocking poultry medication 
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and limiting her flock size. Yet there are also losses which are hard for her to avoid. 
Infrastructural improvements for roads, drainage systems and market buildings would 
tackle some of these challenges. Other policy interventions could offer livestock insur-
ance and access to capital, increase security for market stallholders, and improve the 
reliability of supply chains. 

Lokut: miner and cattle trader, as well as finance trainer, aged 25. Rural Karamoja. 

Lokut has diploma-level education and works as a miner, cattle trader, pig raiser and 
trainer with a Village Loaning and Saving Association in the town of Rupa. His big-
gest work priority is training people on savings and loans to support new start-ups, 
and of his work, this role is the least susceptible to climate disruption. In contrast, 
mining is sensitive to weather and occurs during the rainy season because is it depend-
ent on water. Thus droughts prevent mining, yet small rains during mining can lead to 
flash floods which bury mining tunnels and result in loss of life. Lokut mines with his 
family, seeking gemstones and gold. However, payments for mining minerals are nor-
mally taken on credit, and there is often a delay of one to two months before payment, 
causing cash flow problems for the miners. Further, Lokut is unsure of the accuracy 
of the scales for weighing minerals, and not knowing the price of gold means miners 
are ‘always being underpaid’: 

You find out that you may mine your gold worth 200,000/= (c. £42) and end up being 
given something like 50,000/= (c. £10.50). So there is a very big challenge … Although 
we are the owners of the land, there is a monopoly here. These investors who have 
already constrained locals don’t want other investors to come and buy minerals, so 
you find that they lower buying prices because they are the only ones.

Floods, drought and wind present a challenge for pastoralists, as when land is dis-
rupted by weather, animals end up poorly nourished, making them more susceptible to 
disease. Low body weight brings down animals’ market prices, thus animal health and 
earnings are both impacted. Lokut noticed that ‘animals are dying because of those 
strange diseases which have never been in existence. Surely it’s the climate changes 
which have brought these.’ Droughts in the grassy areas of Kobebe and Naitai mean 
people bring their animals closer to the village, resulting in livestock overcrowding and 
the spread of disease. Lokut has been impacted by this too. ‘We had a long drought, 
diseases invaded my pigs and it was alleged to have been due to too much drought. It 
killed all my 42 pigs.’ Meanwhile, people bring their animals closer to their homes to 
avoid cattle theft, also causing overcrowding and disease. 

In Karamoja as in Busoga, changed seasonality has resulted in people strug-
gling to germinate seeds, resulting in low yields. Previously February was the month 



 Young people ‘making it work’ in a changing climate 187

for  cultivation in Karamoja, but changing seasonality means seeds dry out and are 
wasted before the rains arrive. Lokut suggests that ‘the youth of Karamoja should be 
sensitised to open up firms, trained at workshops on climatic changes for awareness 
such that they open up the food market’, and he recommends a particular focus on 
irrigation. At other times, flash floods often claim people’s and animals’ lives, espe-
cially near the mountains where the Apule and Moroto Komatheniko rivers flow fast. 
When floods run into homesteads and kraals, goats, sheep and young calves can be 
pulled into the flow. Lokut explains:

We are worried as a community, due to these climate changes, because they are too 
crucial in our livelihood. How are we going to curb these floods? How are we going to 
tackle the issue of insecurity which is a result of these impacts … as we are looking for 
pasture and water for our animals and livelihood opportunities, more worry comes in 
as how we can co-exist with our neighbours despite these impacts.

One response has been talks between district leaders, seeking peace between the Jie, 
Turkana and other clans. Other responses include teaching children in school not to 
depend entirely on the cattle, diversifying to include crops that take a few months to 
yield and provide food, and identifying drought-resistant crops. This has involved 
working with NGOs, locals and local government to, for example, curb soil erosion. 
At a higher level, there is also a religious response to these challenges. ‘We feel so much 
troubled because the life of a human being like the Karamajongs who depend on 
cattle and on the natural texture, we feel so much nervous that we pray to God to be 
amidst us so that he blesses us with no such dangerous floods and droughts.’

Lokut, like Naigaga, is ‘making it work’ by adopting several sources of income, 
which spreads the risk. For him, his training work is the most climate-resilient income 
source. His interview detailed his own activities and those of other young people in 
Karamoja. Lokut highlights how work is disrupted by extreme weather events, leading 
to loss of livestock due to disease and flooding, while struggles over land and water 
aggravate insecurities between different groups. Further difficulties include exploita-
tive relationships with minerals companies and the prevalence of cattle rustling. When 
considering solutions, Lokut points to town- or subregion-level responses, including 
talks between clans, as well as education and training. Additional interventions might 
include flood warning systems, enforcement of safer mining conditions, transparent 
information on mineral pricing, a neutral weighing process, and improving access to 
livestock medication and insurance. 
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Kidodo: poultry and arable farmer, aged 25. Nakanyonyi town, Jinja District.  

Kidodo has studied to university level and is the head of his household. His main 
income is from poultry farming, which he does with his friends. He recounts, ‘we sat 
and decided to do this, because we tried to look for jobs but in vain. We are qualified 
but there’s nothing in the professional jobs we studied to get. So, we raised some small 
capital and we started this thing and right now I do have a thing I do for a living.’ 
In addition, Kidodo farms half  an acre of maize and volunteers with ‘facilitation’ 
(money for participation or transport). He reinvests his income into poultry farming. 
Other young people in his community also collaborate to get work; he explains that 
they ‘indulge mostly in activities pertaining to groups as we save money so that we can 
start our own job, for example the youths who are in the bodaboda riders have their 
own association which leads them as youths into organisations, so they start these 
groups locally (referred to as circles) as they save their money to start some projects.’ 

As a livestock and arable farmer, Kidodo’s livelihood is especially susceptible to 
environmental extremes. The farming they do is described as ‘village mode’, meaning 
that it is rainfed, so without irrigation systems. This makes planting and growing espe-
cially dependent upon the timing and quantity of the rains. Meanwhile, floods and 
drought can rot or desiccate maize, respectively. Further, disrupted seasonality means 
‘we may plan to plant maize say in March but due to intensive sunshine we end up 
planting in May yet by March the gardens were ready, thus we end up doing double 
work of preparing the garden twice before we plant’. 

Like Naigaga, Kidodo finds that poultry farming is also affected by climatic 
changes. The rain can lead to disease outbreaks, while coldness also affects the birds’ 
health. In the dry season it is hard to get water for his birds as the tap water usu-
ally dries out and the lake is far away. As such, Kidodo buys jerry cans of water at 
sh1000/= (c. £0.21), which is ‘quite high on our side’. However, ‘when you delay to 
give them water, especially in the night, by morning you see them panting and feeling 
thirst’. As Kidodo sums up the impacts, ‘we incur extra costs which we did not antici-
pate, then we lose some of the birds due to delayed response in feeding and treatment 
thus end up not making any profits which is very discouraging and makes us leave with 
no hope for the future’.

While not Kidodo’s own activities, he also speaks of how other income- generating 
activities are susceptible to climate change impacts. One example is the popular 
activity of bodaboda riding (motorcycle taxi). Bodaboda riders are affected by rain 
and unpaved roads becoming muddy, which can lead to more accidents. As Kidodo 
explains, ‘in such cases if  a passenger gets an accident then instead of paying the 
agreed fare, he/she pays half, this affects the riders in that at the end of it they fail to 
fulfil their obligations at their homes’, as they bring less money home. Overall, rains 
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make it difficult for people to move, delaying the transportation of people and goods. 
At the same time, Kidodo and his friends also respond to the new opportunities of 
the rains. ‘When it rains we go and do some vegetable growing which we do sell after 
a short while, other people get jobs selling jackets and umbrellas … Then if  it shines 
people sell cold water, they make cold passion juices thus creating those job opportu-
nities.’

Alongside the challenges noted above, Kidodo explains how limited money blocks 
the completion of projects, and that being in a town means a lack of space for group 
livelihood activities. In the hope of resolving these challenges, the group has con-
tacted local leaders for support, either to bail them out or to engage with youth live-
lihood projects. This is not always easy given that protocols and bureaucracy can be 
heavy and slow, and in addition, local leaders may avoid the issue by not responding, 
saying the person concerned is not available or that others are also waiting for help. 
As Kidodo explains, ‘they play or drag you around till you fail at the end of it’. Thus 
some potential sources of support do not pan out, and time and energy are lost when 
such attempts do not succeed.  

Kidodo emphasises various challenges. The lack of labour market demand for 
university-level qualifications meant he turned to arable and pastoral farming. Both 
are disrupted by climate change, with heat, drought, cold and wet having different 
detrimental impacts, often with direct financial implications. Yet he also emphasises 
non-agricultural impacts of climate change. Kidodo shares various ways he and 
others are responding to these challenges, including requesting support from local 
politicians, diversifying livelihoods and working with other young people. Other pos-
sible interventions include stronger support for young people from politicians, plus 
climate-resilient infrastructure so that roads are passable during rains and irrigation 
is easier during drought. Further, policies focused on job creation could enable more 
young people to find work commensurate to their level of education. 

Making it work? 

Young people endeavour to make their livelihoods work despite a series of interlock-
ing challenges. Livelihoods scholars show how multiple simultaneous activities can 
offer a level of resilience (Conway 2022). For Naigaga, Lokut and Kidodo, having sev-
eral income streams can boost and smooth their income, especially when some work 
is highly seasonal, such as mining. Further, risk is spread between livelihood activities 
such that if  one fails or is highly seasonal, another may provide some resilience at 
that time. This was evident for the three young people featured here, all of whom did 
several types of work with differing time scales, reliability and demands. Ideally, these 
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complement and compensate for one another. However, diverse livelihoods pre-date 
the current challenges of climate change (Chambers & Conway 1992), and diversifi-
cation away from agriculture does not shield young people from climate vulnerability. 
Extractive and service work are also susceptible to climate disruption, such as mining, 
shopkeeping and bodaboda driving struggling during heavy rains. 

For young people in Uganda, climate change is one of several challenges to which 
they must respond. Young people also face exploitation, late payment, weak support 
from local leaders, unreliable supply chains, theft of goods and low pay. This trans-
lates into having fewer economic and political resources to invest into solutions which 
could prevent, buffer or support recovery from climate change disruptions. When 
young people experience rain, heat and dust destroying their goods; forgo earnings 
due to rain-soaked muddy roads; or lose livestock, at that moment they may fall into 
debt or poverty or lose their means to make a living. This situation requires a wider 

Table 3. Climate change impacts, youth responses and policy options.

Challenges Youth responses Policy options

Heavy rains and cold weather

•   Floods: loss of human lives and 
livestock

•   Roads turned to mud: disrupts 
supplies, customers and bodaboda 
work 

•   Leaking market roof: goods damaged
•  Livestock disease

•   Use of medication for 
animals 

•  Reduce flock size
•  Diversify
•  Make losses

•   Instal flood warning systems and 
educate on flood risk

•   Invest in roads and drainage 
systems

•   Fix public infrastructure such as 
market buildings to avoid leaky 
roofs

•   Veterinary support

Unpredictable seasonality 

•   Time and seeds are wasted preparing 
to plant at the wrong time

•  Low yields
•  No mining due to lack of rain

•  Replant later
•  Diversify
•  Make losses

•   Invest in weather prediction and 
communication systems

•   Encourage seed saving 

Drought and hot weather 

•   Animal illness from disease and heat 
stress, hard to get water for animals

•  Desiccation of crops
•  Dust and heat damages goods

•   Buy water and medication 
for chickens

•  Diversify
•  Make losses

•   Instal water harvesting and 
irrigation systems

•   Advise on drought-resistant 
crops, learning from indigenous 
knowledge

•   Support low-energy cold storage 
options

Overarching interventions: build climate change-resilient infrastructure, instal weather warning systems, 
invest in substantial job creation for young people, ensure affordable insurance, promote universal 
social protection, educate the public on climate change, promote good working conditions and fair pay 
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lens than livelihoods to understand the broader causes and a fuller range of solutions. 
Many interventions could create a more predictable, fair and secure economy and 
society, thus reducing young people’s exposure to climate change risks (see Table 3). 

The concept of loss and damage from climate change embodies a recognition 
that climate adaptation is rarely smooth or complete, with loss being permanent and 
damage being reversible (Huq et al. 2013). While we have not focused on mental health 
in this article, it is relevant to note that sometimes repeated failure due to the magni-
tude of challenges means young people give up, feeling that they have ‘tried everything 
and failed’. Kidodo shares that ‘in Wanyama where I go shopping for my stuff, they 
[environmental changes] affect these businesses, therefore I feel very bad. … So me, 
I feel worried and concerned.’ Nevertheless, the three young people above persevere 
despite multiple simultaneous challenges, by spreading risk, asking for help, working 
together and problem solving. To support young people, policymakers could learn 
from young people’s experiences and intervene accordingly (Table 3). 

Conclusion  

Young people’s responses to climate change range from protests to livelihood adapta-
tions to no response at all (Nakabuye et al. 2020; Nakate 2021; Barford et al. 2021c). 
Right now, young people must respond to unpredictable and destructive climate 
change, both in moments of extreme weather but also in terms of many smaller but 
persistent disruptions, cost increases, risk increases and losses. There is an urgency to 
understanding how young people can be best supported, given that climate change is 
on track to worsen, while the widespread lack of good opportunities for young people 
remains unresolved (Barford et al. 2021d). 

This article shows how some young people in Uganda are proactively navigating 
uncertainties and losses, balancing multiple income opportunities and problem solv-
ing issues that arise. In several cases this problem solving involved working together 
with others in the same situation, to start growing maize, to reduce market thefts 
or to request the support of politicians. Often young people are problem solving 
in the absence of wider support mechanisms. Structural, policy-level interventions 
are needed to complement and reinforce youth responses. In particular, weaving 
a stronger social and economic safety net from social protection, decent jobs and 
affordable insurance could limit the losses and shocks wrought by climate change, 
while improved  infrastructure could even avert losses and damage. 

Further research is needed to learn what is working and what can be done, and 
to build upon young people’s local and indigenous knowledge to strengthen climate 
change responses. Theoretically, it is important to hold in mind the ingenuity and 
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resourcefulness of young people, while also not burdening them with the expectation 
of solving the substantial social, environmental and economic challenges that govern-
ments, the international community and businesses are responsible for addressing. On 
this note, if  researchers can offer clear, evidence-based guidance for policymakers, they 
may tangibly contribute to supporting young people in the face of climate change.
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