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1. BACKGROUND
Uganda Railways Corporation (URC) is the national railway and marine transport corporation mandated to provide railway, marine and related transport services in Uganda. URC manages an extensive railway asset base and a national railway network of approximately 1,266 km, with only approximately 269 km of operational railway infrastructure, comprising the Kampala-Malaba line and the associated spurs to inland marine facilities at Jinja Pier and Port Bell. Other sections remain either non-operational or under rehabilitation, with significant redevelopment potential.
Rail transport presents a significant opportunity for Uganda to address urban road congestion, reduce transport costs and emissions, improve urban mobility, strengthen regional connectivity and support economic development. However, the railway system is currently operating substantially below its potential because of ageing infrastructure, obsolete rolling stock, accumulated maintenance requirements and constrained investment and institutional capacity.
URC is therefore seeking strategic partnerships with European companies, investors, engineering firms, technology providers, development finance institutions and research organisations to transform selected railway and marine assets into modern, low-carbon, resilient and commercially sustainable transport systems.
2. THE CHALLENGE
Uganda's railway system has substantial strategic value but currently faces a combination of infrastructure, technology, financing and institutional constraints:
2.1 Aging and Deteriorated Infrastructure
A significant proportion of Uganda's Meter Gauge Railway infrastructure is old and requires rehabilitation, renewal and modernisation. Several strategically important corridors have remained underutilised or non-operational because of infrastructure deterioration. URC's current network includes the approximately 330 km Nalukolongo–Kasese corridor, which is presently non-operational and requires substantial rehabilitation. The condition of existing track, bridges, drainage, stations, signalling and associated railway infrastructure limits operating speeds, reliability, safety and the ability of the railway to compete effectively with road transport.
2.2 Obsolete and High-Emission Rolling Stock
URC's existing locomotive and passenger fleet is largely based on ageing diesel technology. This results in high fuel consumption, high operating and maintenance costs, significant emissions, and limited service capacity. Despite these limitations, demand for passenger rail services remains strong. URC currently operates passenger services on the Kampala–Mukono corridor and has demonstrated that there is a substantial market for affordable rail mobility.
2.3 Significant Maintenance Backlog
URC inherited a substantial backlog of railway infrastructure and rolling-stock maintenance following the failed previous concession arrangement. The accumulated backlog has placed considerable pressure on URC's limited maintenance resources and has affected asset reliability and operational efficiency. A systematic programme of asset rehabilitation, renewal and modern maintenance management is therefore required to move from reactive maintenance towards modern, predictive and lifecycle-based asset management.
2.4 Limited Capital Funding for Asset Renewal
URC's ability to renew major railway infrastructure and rolling stock is constrained by limited public capital funding. The scale of investment required to modernise the railway system exceeds the Corporation's internally generated resources. This creates a need for innovative financing structures combining public investment, development finance, commercial investment, concessional finance, guarantees, technology partnerships and potentially public-private partnerships.
2.5 Limited Capacity to Develop and Manage Modern Railway Systems
The transition from a predominantly conventional diesel-powered railway to a modern, electrified, digitally enabled and commercially sustainable railway requires new technical, managerial and institutional capabilities. URC therefore requires partnerships that combine infrastructure investment with technology transfer, technical assistance, skills development, digital asset management, railway systems engineering and institutional strengthening.
3. PRIORITY INVESTMENT AND PARTNERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES
URC proposes a portfolio of interconnected investment opportunities through which European expertise, technology, climate finance and private investment can be brought together with Uganda's existing railway assets and market opportunities:
3.1 Kampala-Kasese Green Railway Corridor: Nature-Based Climate Resilience and Carbon Investment
URC proposes to establish the Kampala-Kasese railway corridor as a pilot green railway corridor, beginning with a structured tree-planting, ecosystem restoration and climate-resilience programme that can subsequently be extended to other railway corridors.
While the corridor is earmarked for future Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) extension in the longer term, URC has drafted the greening proposal to cover approximately 160 km of the Kampala-Kasese corridor and a 21-metre railway reserve buffer, representing approximately 320 hectares. The proposed intervention provides for approximately 65,280 climate-resilient trees at 7 m × 7 m spacing, combining indigenous species, controlled plantation species and agroforestry.
The concept goes beyond conventional tree planting. Vegetation would be used as a nature-based infrastructure intervention to reduce erosion, stabilise railway embankments and slopes, improve drainage performance, protect railway formations and increase resilience to flooding and extreme weather. It would also restore degraded ecosystems, improve biodiversity and create opportunities for community-based green livelihoods.
The proposal has a potential carbon-finance dimension. Preliminary estimates indicate approximately 2,816 tCO₂e of annual sequestration, subject to proper baseline assessment, monitoring and third-party verification. The project could therefore be developed to explore carbon-credit revenues alongside climate and biodiversity financing.
URC seeks partnership to develop the concept into an investment-grade climate and nature-based solution, including technical validation, GIS-based corridor mapping, carbon assessment and certification, financing structuring, community participation and implementation. The Kampala-Kasese intervention would serve as a pilot that could subsequently be replicated on the Tororo-Gulu and Gulu-Pakwach corridors, creating a wider network of green railway reserves.
3.2 Kampala-Mukono: High-Capacity, Electrified and Low-Carbon Passenger Railway
The Kampala-Mukono corridor represents URC's most immediate opportunity to transform passenger rail into a modern urban and suburban mass-transit system.
The Greater Kampala passenger railway feasibility work commissioned by the European Commission has already established a technical and economic basis for expanding passenger rail services. The study considered a network centered on Bujuuko-Kampala-Mukono and Kampala-Port bell as part of the preferred infrastructure configurations. Importantly, the study also evaluated an electrified EMU scenario, alongside diesel alternatives. The electrification scenario envisages double tracking of Kampala-Kyengera and Kampala-Mukono, with corresponding infrastructure improvements, while the EMU option provides a pathway towards lower-emission, higher-capacity passenger operations.
URC therefore proposes to take the passenger railway concept to the next stage by exploring the dualization and electrification of the Kampala-Mukono passenger corridor, together with appropriate electric, battery-electric or hybrid rolling-stock solutions. A complementary study supported by the French Development Agency (AFD) is being undertaken to determine the most technically and financially appropriate pathway for progressively replacing conventional diesel passenger operations with cleaner propulsion technology.
This investment would address one of Uganda's most significant urban mobility challenges. The existing railway provides a dedicated transport corridor into Kampala, while the rapid growth of the Greater Kampala Metropolitan Area has generated severe congestion and increasing demand for reliable mass transportation.
URC is seeking European partners for detailed engineering and systems design, electrification technology, rolling-stock solutions, energy systems, signalling and train control, station modernisation, digital ticketing and passenger information systems, as well as innovative financing and PPP structures. The partnership could also explore hybrid or battery-electric rolling stock as an intermediate or complementary solution, particularly where full network electrification may initially be constrained by investment requirements or electricity-system capacity.
3.3 Tororo-Gulu: Solar Energy and Low-Carbon Railway Demonstration Corridor
The Tororo-Gulu railway provides a particularly attractive opportunity to combine railway rehabilitation with renewable energy and clean railway technology.
The approximately 385 km corridor is currently under rehabilitation and is approximately 75% complete, with completion projected for October 2026. This creates a timely opportunity to consider the energy and rolling-stock strategy before the rehabilitation programme is fully concluded.
URC proposes to explore the generation of solar energy for potential electrification of the railway corridor associated infrastructure and the deployment of electric or hybrid rolling stock. Given the high solar energy potential of northern Uganda, URC proposes a technical and commercial study to assess the feasibility of establishing solar generation along or adjacent to the railway reserve, potentially integrated with battery storage and railway energy requirements.
The objective would be to develop Tororo-Gulu as a demonstration of how railway rehabilitation, renewable energy and low-carbon rolling stock can be integrated into a single investment programme. The concept could subsequently be extended to the Gulu-Pakwach corridor, for which a feasibility study has already been undertaken.
URC is particularly interested in support for the feasibility and bankability work required to establish the optimal energy mix, technology, investment structure and commercial model before committing to large-scale electrification.
3.4 Port Bell: Green Port and Sustainable Marine Transport
URC is also developing an opportunity to transform Port Bell into a pilot green port, with feasibility and design work currently underway. Port Bell provides a natural interface between Uganda's railway and inland water transport systems and therefore offers an opportunity to demonstrate an integrated green transport model combining rail, marine transport and renewable energy.
URC seeks European partnerships for the development of green port infrastructure and low-emission marine services, potentially including renewable energy systems, energy-efficient cargo-handling equipment, shore-side power, cleaner marine propulsion, digital port systems, waste and water management, and other technologies capable of reducing the environmental footprint of port operations.
The Port Bell opportunity is particularly relevant to the broader objective of creating integrated multimodal transport systems rather than treating railway, port and marine infrastructure as separate investments.
3.5 Building Institutional Capacity
3.5.1 Operations and Maintenance of the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR)
Uganda has commenced construction of an electrified SGR, with construction expected to be completed within the next five years. The new railway will introduce technologies and operating systems that are significantly different from those currently managed by URC, including electrified traction, modern signalling and train control, specialised rolling stock, traction power systems, advanced track infrastructure and modern railway telecommunications.
As the national railway operator, URC will be required to develop the institutional, technical and human-resource capacity to operate and maintain the SGR. This presents an immediate capacity-building requirement. The necessary skills cannot be developed at the point of commissioning. They need to be established progressively during the remaining construction period.
URC therefore seeks partnerships with European railway operators, infrastructure managers, rolling-stock companies, railway systems specialists, training institutions and technical organisations with experience in operating and maintaining modern electrified railways. The partnership would support the progressive transfer of knowledge and practical expertise in SGR operations, infrastructure management and maintenance. Particular emphasis would be placed on building capacity in track and civil infrastructure maintenance, electrification and traction power systems, signalling and train control, rolling-stock maintenance, railway telecommunications, safety management, operations control and railway asset management.
This partnership could also provide a pathway for URC to establish long-term institutional relationships with experienced European railway organisations, allowing knowledge transfer to continue beyond the initial SGR commissioning period.
3.5.2 Railway Training Institute as a Regional Centre of Excellence
URC is also planning to establish a Railway Training Institute (RTI) which is intended to become a regional centre of excellence for railway training. The development of the RTI provides an opportunity to institutionalise the capacity-building programme rather than relying solely on short-term training interventions.
European railway operators, training institutions, universities and technical organisations could partner with URC in developing the RTI's curriculum, training standards, instructors and practical training capabilities, with particular attention to the skills required for modern electrified railway operations and maintenance.
Support is currently needed in curriculum development for railway operations and maintenance, development of competency-based training programmes, instructor training, simulation and practical training systems, development of training laboratories and workshops, certification frameworks, and exchange programmes between the RTI and established European railway training institutions.
The RTI will ultimately serve not only URC and Uganda but also railway personnel from across East and Central Africa, creating a sustainable regional platform for railway skills development. This would complement the physical investment in the SGR by ensuring that the region has a local institution capable of continuously developing the specialised human resources required to operate modern railway systems.
URC is particularly interested in European railway operators and infrastructure managers willing to establish institutional partnerships for long-term skills transfer; European railway companies able to provide specialist experts and technical consultancy; development partners able to finance capacity-building through grants and technical assistance; and European railway training institutions willing to support the establishment and development of the RTI.
4. CONCLUSION
Uganda has an opportunity to transform its railway system by combining its existing railway reserves, infrastructure and market demand with European technology, financing and expertise.
URC's immediate priorities provide a coherent pipeline:
Kampala-Mukono-Kyengera-Bujuuko: Offers an urban mass-transit opportunity with a technically sound pathway towards double-tracking and electrification.
Kampala-Kasese: Offers a nature-based green railway pilot that can generate climate, resilience, carbon and livelihood benefits.
Tororo-Gulu: Currently under rehabilitation, provides an opportunity to introduce renewable energy and low-carbon railway technology from the outset, with potential extension to Gulu-Pakwach.
Port Bell: Provides an opportunity to demonstrate green inland port and marine services and integrate rail with water transport.
URC therefore proposes to use the Smart City Expo World Congress as a platform to identify European partners who can help convert these opportunities into investment-ready, climate-aligned and commercially sustainable projects.
	Strategic Ambition
The ambition is not merely to restore Uganda's railway. It is to create a modern railway and marine transport system that is greener, smarter, more resilient and better integrated with Uganda's urban and regional economy, while creating meaningful opportunities for European investment, technology and long-term partnership.
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