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Abstract 
This study explores the changing gender dimensions of the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic in Kampala City’s informal settlements, and the 
resulting impacts on the ability of poor households to access land and 
housing. It was conducted in 4 informal settlements in Katwe, Ggaba, 
Mutundwe and Busega parishes in Makindye and Rubaga Divisions. 
A total of 80 households were selected using a purposive sampling 
approach. Given the sensitive nature of the study, community leaders 
were engaged in selecting the target households. Consent of 
informants was sought, and confidentiality to protect their identities 
assured, before interviews and focus group discussions commenced. 
Based on the study’s findings, married women, unlike the 
single/unmarried ones, were found to be more vulnerable to 
HIV/AIDS exposure, which has further weakened their capacity to 
access land and adequate housing. The sexual dominance and 
subjugation of these women by their spouses has rendered them
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 powerless to protect themselves effectively from HIV/AIDS. On the 
other hand, the single/unmarried women had evolved sophisticated 
ways of protecting themselves from HIV/AIDS exposure, since they 
had more control over their sexual behaviour. These women were 
also better positioned to access economical and financial 
opportunities that could enable them acquire land and adequate

 housing. The study implies that if the country is to make significant 
progress towards more sustainable, balanced, equitable and effective 
urban development, the gender dimensions of HIV/AIDS need to be 
looked at in a more holistic manner, through the integration of its 
related health, socio-economic and gender facets. In addition, urban 
development strategies need to be sensitive to the underlying 
dynamics to avoid the exclusion of especially vulnerable groups like 
women. 

Keywords: HIV/AIDS, gender, land, housing, Kampala 

Introduction 

For more than two decades, Uganda has invested a significant 
amount of resources to tackle the HIV/AIDS9 epidemic. Among other 
sub-Saharan countries that have been severely hit by the epidemic, it 
has recorded relative success especially in slowing infections (Allen 
and Heald, 2004; Stoneburner and Low-Beer, 2004: UAC-NSP, 
201210). However, the incidence rates are reportedly currently on the 
rise in Uganda, unlike other countries in East and Southern Africa 
(UAC-NSP, 2012). The still epidemic poses a serious threat to the 
country’s development prospects. Kampala City, the country’s key 
economic hub and prime urban centre, is especially vulnerable. More 
than 60% of its population resides in informal settlements 
(Goodfellow, 2010; ACTogether, 2014), which are characterised by 
intense poverty and serious basic needs deficiencies (Avuni, 2011). 
Deeply entrenched gender inequalities have further increased the 
vulnerability of poor women living in the settlements to HIV/AIDS. 
Similar studies by Sa and Larsen (2008) support these findings. 

																																																													
9 Human Immuno Virus/Acquired Immuno Deficiency Syndrome  
10 Uganda Aids Commission-National Strategic Plan for HIV and AIDS, 2011/2012-
2014/2015 
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Although all women living in urban areas11, especially those informal 
settlements are highly predisposed to HIV infection, this study 
revealed that married women, unlike the single/unmarried ones, 
were especially more vulnerable. The convergence of various socio-
economic issues like poverty, deeply entrenched gender inequalities, 
lack of adequate health infrastructure, among others (Van Donk, 
2006), have inevitably impacted on their ability to acquire decent 
livelihoods, especially with regards to accessing land and thus, 
adequate housing. The study was guided by the following objectives: 

a) Examine the HIV/AIDS epidemic’s gender dimensions and 
its relationship with access to land and housing in Kampala 
City’s informal settlements; 

b) Analyse the strategies adopted by the groups most vulnerable 
to HIV/AIDS infection in Kampala City’s informal 
settlements to access land and meet their housing needs; and 

c) Assess the effectiveness of current national HIV/AIDS health 
interventions in addressing the needs of the most vulnerable 
groups in Kampala City’s informal settlements. 

Methodology and Approach 

It was conducted in 4 informal settlements in Katwe, Ggaba, 
Mutundwe and Busega parishes in Makindye and Rubaga Divisions. 
A total of 120 households were selected using a purposive sampling 
approach. Given the sensitive nature of the study, community leaders 
were engaged in selecting the target households. Consent of 
informants was sought, and confidentiality to protect their identities 

assured, before interviews were 
conducted.  

Figure 1: The Study Areas in Kampala 
City, Uganda 

Four focus group discussions were also 
conducted to elicit additional 

																																																													
11The New Vision: Uganda’ s Infection Rate Rises to 6.7%, The New Vision, March 
18, 2012 
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information for the study. The composition of the focus group 
discussions varied from local leaders, male and female household 
heads and other community members from the different settlements. 
These were supplemented by other key informant interviews with 
officials from the Kampala Capital City Authority (KCCA) and 
Sustainable Shelter Alternatives: Uganda Human Settlements 
Network (SSA:UHSNET), a CSO12 working with communities living 
in the selected informal settlement. 

A review of available literature about the scale, magnitude and 
impact of HIV/AIDS especially on the most vulnerable groups in 
Uganda was also carried out to support the study. 

Findings 

HIV/AIDS epidemic’s gender dimensions and its relationship with 
access to land and housing 

Based on the study’s findings, the HIV/AIDS has disproportionally 
impacted on the ability of women to access land and adequate 
housing, more than men, from a gender perspective. Interviews with 
local community leaders in the four parishes validates findings by 
Greif et (2010) that most women living in the city’s informal 
settlements are enveloped in a cycle of risky sexual behavior. Girls 
generally become sexually active in their early teens. Their 
vulnerability to sexually-transmitted infections and HIV/AIDS is 
further increased with low condom usage and multiple sexual 
partners. Poverty, peer pressure, lack of access to adequate healthcare 
and other socio-economic factors are some of the main factors 
attributed to this. 

From interviews with different women from the selected households, 
the married ones were found to be more vulnerable to HIV infection 
and related impacts. 40% of new HIV infections are reported among 
married couples (National Survey, 2012). In spite of the widely 
promoted mainstream policy approach of ABC (abstinence, 
faithfulness and condom use) to tackle the HIV/AIDS epidemic, this 
trend presents a new challenge. Poor married women living informal 

																																																													
12 CSO-Civil Society Organisation 
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settlements are especially vulnerable. Over 80% of the women 
interviewed during the survey acknowledged having little say in 
matters regarding their sexual health. Of these, about 70% who 
claimed to be HIV-free remained at high risk of contracting HIV. As 
for the 30%, who had reportedly contracted HIV, they attributed this 
to unfaithful partners. Respondents reported that where the 
husbands act as the ‘conduit’ for the spread of the disease, the wives 
disproportionally bear the arising stigma. Accusations of infidelity 
are instead laid squarely on the women. Not only are they forced to 
contend with such problems, the women become caregivers for their 
sick husbands. In addition, they also take on other responsibilities 
such as taking raising their children and meeting critical household 
needs like food provision, housing/rent, school fees and clothing. 
Both groups admitted difficulty in challenging their partners openly 
for fear of being branded as ‘outcasts’ or ‘failures’ by relatives and 
friends. 

Based on the interviews and the focus group discussions, major 
decisions regarding land and housing were made by men, excluding 
their wives. The socio-economic disenfranchisement of the married 
women under these circumstances had subsequently denied them 
access to valuable assets like land. Land is a critical asset which 
influences productive capacity of any individual or household. More 
than 80% of such married women were largely dependent on their 
husbands alone. The situation was even dire for widows, who, 
having lost their husbands to HIV/AIDS, become heavily dependent 
on social networks for support. This had rendered them susceptible 
to a variety of social, economic and environmental shocks. 

On the other hand, interviews revealed that the single/unmarried 
women were reportedly less vulnerable to HIV infection. However, 
they are still subjected to other socio-economic challenges where the 
society remains patriarchal. This group included mostly sex workers, 
divorced, single women and single mothers. The case of the sex 
workers was quite remarkable. The HIV/AIDS prevalence among 
this group of women was apparently low. According to interviews 
with the local leaders, the prevalence of HIV/AIDS among known 
prostitutes in the 4 informal settlements had gone down to 
drastically. It corroborates other findings of the fall in HIV rates 
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among sex workers in the Greater Kampala Area from 34% to about 
9% by end of 2011 (Uganda Aids Commission, 2014). Many factors 
can be attributed to this, but based on the research, key among key 
was the absence of male dominance in their lives. Apparently, they 
were able to exercise a greater level of control over their sexual 
health. Under the prevailing conditions of extreme socio-economic 
depravation within the informal settlements, they are less exposed to 
the effects of risky sexual behaviour, and thus less vulnerable to HIV 
infection. However, they also face similar challenges whether 
infected by HIV/AIDS or otherwise. 

Strategies adopted by vulnerable groups to access land and meet 
housing needs 

While one group of women is more vulnerable to HIV/AIDS than the 
other, both employ the same strategy to acquire valuable assets such 
as land, as well as housing. For the majority who lack the clout to 
access the above, informal social networks provide the main option to 
meet their needs. Male relatives (brothers/cousins/in-laws), friends 
and local leaders serve as important actors in facilitating to access 
land and housing. They act as brokers, linking the women to 
prospective landlords. Male relatives and friends also assist in 
helping to execute land sale or rent agreements between the different 
parties. Landlords were reportedly hesitant to deal with women 
directly. Where necessary, male relatives/friends often stood in as 
surety for the women. This has only reinforced the continuing role of 
men in the process of access to housing. This also exemplifies how 
these networks have become vital cogs in delivering basic needs 
where the formal institutions have failed (Nkurunziza, 2006). 
According to the study, social networks offer the most viable avenue 
for access to acquire critical assets like land and housing for more 
than 80% of the women living in Kampala city’s informal settlements. 
The inherent simplicity, social legitimacy and inexpensive nature of 
these networks offer these women with the only means to meet their 
needs. Nonetheless, while these informal institutions have emerged 
to help meet the unmet needs of vulnerable groups like women living 
in the informal settlements, they are not without their weaknesses. 
These weaknesses further expose already vulnerable women to 
additional risks. However, this should not diminish the role the 
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informal institutions are playing in the absence of effective formal 
systems. 
Effectiveness of mainstreaming HIV/AIDS health interventions 
Interviews with local leaders, key personnel from KCCA and officials 
from SSA:UHSNET revealed that one of the greatest challenge facing 
the city is the need to integrate land/housing and HIV/AIDS health 
interventions. Uganda has recorded impressive success in response to 
the HIV/AIDS epidemic, as indicated earlier by Allen and Heald 
(2004). From the early 1990’s to-date, the country has been involved 
in implementing extensive awareness campaigns to particularly 
counteract the socio-cultural-gender stigma of HIV/AIDS. Under the 
same, there has been strong advocacy and promotion of positive 
behavioural and lifestyle changes, with the aim of reducing the 
spread of the epidemic among different groups. More importantly, 
the government has played a key role in ensuring improved access to 
anti-retroviral therapy (ART), HIV/AIDS care (Spacek et al., 2006) 
and sexual reproductive healthcare especially in the urban areas. 
However, the ABC (Abstain, Be faithful, Condom-use) mainstream 
policy has recently come under scrutiny given its flaws. Van Donk 
(2006) stresses the need for ‘A Broader Conceptualisation’ given the 
complexity of HIV/AIDS. The approach needs to reflect the dynamic 
nature of prevailing realities through the exploration of different 
factors especially in a rapidly urbanising country. Among the factors 
that need close scrutiny as pointed out by Van Donk (2006) include 
gender relations/inequalities which, as revealed here, correlate 
closely with increased vulnerability to HIV infection. 
In addition to the above, there is now a desperate need to revamp the 
city’s existing health infrastructure, as well as improve working 
conditions of health personnel to maintain the momentum in the 
struggle against HIV/AIDS epidemic that has been built over the last 
two decades. The city’s institutions had previously fallen victim to 
massive corruption and other problems (Kasaija, Shuaib, 2014; 
Goodfellow, 2010). Among the most critical institutions that were 
especially affected include healthcare, exemplified by demotivated 
personnel and dilapidated infrastructure. Poor women living in the 
city’s informal settlements cannot afford basic healthcare. The city’s 
new administration has made commendable progress to deliver on 
its obligations in this regard by building more health centres and 
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improving existing ones, and this has for example reportedly resulted 
in more than 1.2 million Outpatient Delivery (OPD) attendances 
(Katusiimeh,Kangave, 2015). Civil society organisations like 
Sustainable Settlements Alternatives (SSA:UHSNET) are playing a 
valuable role in helping to address the HIV/AIDS related challenges 
faced by women living in Kampala City’s informal settlements. Such 
organisations provide various forms of support (financial, imparting 
livelihood skills, and rights advocacy among others) to vulnerable 
groups such as the women living in poor settlements. In doing so, 
they have made considerable progress in addressing some of the 
most serious HIV/AIDS issues faced by these women. 
But as with previous interventions by these and other development 
stakeholders, the problem presented here needs to be looked at more 
holistically, rather than just a health issue. Such an approach requires 
widening their perspective, where critical issues such as access to 
land and housing are integrated in a coherent manner to ensure 
sustainable change in the lives of poor women. 
Conclusion 
Irrespective of the context, access to important assets like land, and 
consequently housing, inevitably determines the degree of exposure 
to particular social, economic, environmental or health risks that 
certain groups are subjected to. The city’s administration and its 
development partners such as the CSOs face a difficult task here. For 
them to unlock and effectively respond to problems like the impact of 
HIV/AIDS as faced by vulnerable women in informal settlements, 
the almost intractable land and housing issues need to be 
comprehensively tackled. Similarly, although socio-cultural values 
have undergone significant transformation, entrenched gender 
inequalities still abound, and new strategies need to be explored to 
ensure that the most vulnerable are not deprived of their basic rights. 
As pointed out by Van Donk (2006), mainstream policy frameworks 
on issues such as HIV/AIDS in Uganda as a whole need to be 
reconceptualised, for greater effectiveness. Currently, a range of 
policies have been enacted to protect the rights of disenfranchised 
groups like women. Before expanding the range of such policies, 
greater emphasis needs to be placed on implementation of already 
existing policies, by equally empowering both the formal and 
informal institutions to this effect 
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