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Is Gulu City Uganda’s most 

overlooked property market? 

Dailyo 

Apost-conflict city torn by two decades of fighting,is rewriting its economic future through land, infrastructure. ]n(l urlmrl growth. 

Markets. | 
DEOGRATIUS WAMALA 
Gulu City, the commercial capital of 
Northern Uganda, s emerging s one of 
Ugandars most promising property mar- 
Kets. 
Once defined by conflict during the 

Londs Resistance Army (LRA)inurpency. 
the ity is now undergoing rapid urban- 
isation. attracting investors,businesses, 
anddevelopers. 
Economists describe this Kind of trans- 

formation as a reconstruction dividend, 
‘Where economies recover afer inctabil- 
ity and previousy idle land and labour 

in contributing to growth. 
lu reflects both the opportunities. 

and challenges that accompany this 
transition. 
The city's property boom accelerat- 

ed after Gulu offcially attained city sta- 
tus in 2020, Its boundaries expanded 
from about 55 square kilometres tonear- 
Iy 255 square kilometres, incorporating 
areas such as Kolo, Bungatira, Ongako, 
and Unyama nto the city’s planning ju- 
isdiction. This administrative shiftim- 
‘Mediately increased land values,a phe- 
Nomenon economistscall planning ain, 
‘Where land appreciates because of gov- 
Mment policy rather than physical im- 
Provements, 
Arthur Abaho, a research associate at 
Knight Prank, notes that the years im- 
Mediately foliowing administrative re- 
lassification often present the best op- 
Portunities for investors. Infrastructure 
i still developing, formal developers 
#&only beginning o enter the market, 
@many landowners continue pricing 
Property according to its rural history 
Father thanits future urban value. 
This creates a temporary gap between urrent prices and long-term potential 
L2nd prices already show the effects of 

this transition. Property located nine or 10 Kilometres from the city centre cur- 
rently sells for around Shs30m per acre, relatively affordable compared to Kam- 

s satellte towns. 
10 more established neighbourhoods 
s Pece and Laroo,a standard plot 

mnges between Shssom and Shs30om, 
lepending on accessibility and available Infrastructure. 
Prices generally decline with distance 

from the urban core,although apprecia- tion s occurring steadily across thecity. Gulu's demographic growth also 
strengthens the market's appeal. Popu- 
Lation growth, urban migration,and in- creasing economic activity continue to 
€xpand demand for housing, commer- 
il property,and industrial space. 
Abaho argues that city status mere- 

Iy accelerated trends that were already 
emerging because of geography and 
Population pressure. Investors who de- 
Izy entry until development becomes 
obvious may find that the best opportu- 
nities have already disappeared. 

Themarket's deepest flaw 
Despite its promise, Gulus proper- 

ty market faces serious structural chal- 
lenges, particularly land own- 
ership: More than90 percent ofland in 

Gulu's expanding roads, youthful population, and affordable land are transforming the post-conflict northern Ugandan city 
into one of East Africas most promising property markets. PHOTO/FILE 

the Acholisub region remains under cus- 
tomarytenure, meaningitis communal- 
Iy owned,clan‘managed, and largely un- 

‘Although the Constitution recognis- 
es customary ownership as legally valid, 
customary land lacks the clear docu- 
‘mentation associated with freehold ti- 
tles. This creates uncertainty for buyers, 
banks,and developers The legacy of con- 
lict worsened these problems. 

‘Years spent in nterally displaced 
sons camps disrupted traditional 

administration. temsofland 
‘Boundaries disappeared, elders with 

historical knowledge died,and returning 
families often found their ancestralland 
occupied o disputed. As a result,land 
conflicts remain common, and fraudu- 
lent transactions continueto occur. 
‘Abaho warns that many investors un- 
derestimatetherisks of relying on verbal 
‘assurances orlocal familiarity. 

Sellers may lack the authority to sell 
Iand,while buyers often have limited le- 
galprotection after disputes emerge. 

per- 
sys- 

Complex 

Becauseofthis uncertaintyinvestors i- 
ther demand higher returns to compen- 
sateforthe risk o avoid the market alto- 
e 

Government efforts to address these s- 
sues remain incomplete. In 2024, Parla- 
‘ment discussed establishing a National 
Qustomary Land Registry toreduce land 
grabbing and improve documentation. 
Atthesame time,government suspend- 
edthecomversionofcustomarylandinto 
freeholdtitlesin Acholi pending invest; 
gations,adding new uncertainty toan al 
ready complicated environment. 
Experts argue thatstronger land regis- 

tation systems would unlock significant 
investment. 
‘Rwanda's land reforms are frequently 

cited s evidence that formalising own- 
ership caniincrease land values,improve: 
access to credit,and stimulate develop- 
‘ment. In Gulu, investorsare strongly ad- 
visedto conductextensive duediligence, 
including working with licensed survey- 
orsand experiencedland lawyers before 
purchasing roperty. 

Theinfrastructure premium 
Urban economists emphasise that ac- 
cessibilitydetermines howities expand, 
and Gulu's growth clearly follows this 

‘The city currently has just over 51 kilo- 
‘metres of paved roads, while more than 
100kilometres remainunpaved. 
Every new tarmac road improves acces- 
siblityreduces transport costs and in- 
reases nearbyland values. 
satellite imagery between 2017 and 

2020 showed that Gulu's urban expan- 
sion occurred primarily along major 
road corridors. 
‘Two major Chinese-funded road pro- 
jects,covering more than 50 kilometres, 
arecurrently under construction. 
‘Their completion i expected to con- 

‘mect outer sub-counties more closely to 
the ity centreand further increase land 
pricesalongthoseroutes. 
‘Abaho believes investors who identi- 

fy future infrastructure corridors early 
are postioned to benefit most. Purchas- 
ingland before road constructioniscor- 

“The tenure landscape in Acholi is genuinely : 
complex, shaped bx decades of displacement;’... . 
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[ Koy ‘ 
Shs30m | 
Property located nine or 10 
Kllomatres from the city cantrs 
currantly sells for around | 
Shs30m per acra, reiativaly | 
affordabie comparad to 
Kampala's satallite towns. | 

Shs300m 
In more established | 
neighbourhoods such as Pece 
and Laroo, a standard plot 
ranges betwaeen Shs50m and 
5hs300m, depending on ! 
accessibiity and avallabla | 
infrastructura, 

pleted allows buyers to capture the ap- 
preciation created by improved connec- 
tivity. Because these projects already 
have financing and contractors on ste, 
they represent more than speculative 
‘svernment promises. 
‘The rational investor looks for 
Several opportunities currently stand 
outinGulusmarket. Land banking along, 
infrastructure corridors remains one of 
the mostattractivelong-termstrategies. 
Areas recently incorporated into the 

cityare still relatively cheap but are ex- 
pected to appreciate as urban growth 
spreads outward. 

Industrial and logistics property al- 
5o presents significant potential. Gulus 
strategic position near the South Sudan 
border makes it animportarit hub for re- 

Perhaps the most important oppor- 
tunity ies in affordable housing Guhrs 

Residential property prices have been 
rising steadily,suggesting demand con- 
tinues to outpace supply. Analysts be- 
lieve developers focusing on affordable: 
mid market housing are likely to bene- 
fitmost from the city’s longterm expan- 
sion. 
However,experts caution against over- 

building huoxury estates or premium of- 
fice space. While Guhs economy is grow- 
ing purchasing power remains Limited. 

‘Successful investment in the city de- 
‘pends on understanding local income 
levels,infrastructure patterns, and there- 
alitisof amarket still transitioning from 
‘postconflictrecovery tosustained urban 

Forinformed investors willing tonav- 
igate tenure complexities and conduct 
proper due diligence, Gulu offers a ra- 
re combination of affordability, demo- 
‘graphic growth, and infrastructure ex- 
‘pansion. The city remains early inits de- 

costlier over time: 
dro:basgm) availgble may! 
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