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ABS TR AC T  

Community-based Conservation (CBC) has been regarded as one of the most appropriate approaches to the sustainable 
utilization and conservation of natural resources. Wetlands are believed to provide attributes, functions, and services that 
positively affect the daily livelihoods of members of the local community. Bearing in mind the incentives wetlands provide, if 
community members are not involved in the activities aimed at the management and conservation of wetlands then they 
result in being degraded. This study was initiated to explore how community livelihood activities influence CBC of wetlands 
in Uganda. A cross-sectional research design was used to collect qualitative and quantitative data. A questionnaire survey was 
conducted among four hundred households to collect information concerning community livelihood activities taking place in 
wetlands. Additionally, more information was obtained from National Environment Management Authority, and Wetlands 
Management Department staff using another non-structured questionnaire. Key informant interviews and direct 
observations were also used to collect data. Overall, the gathering of materials for building and crafts, fuel wood collection, 
clay and sand mining and practicing agriculture in wetlands are some of the reasons that have caused wetland degradation. 
Low levels of awareness, unclear ownership of wetlands and inadequate funding has not enabled Agencies responsible for 
implementing the Policies and Laws aimed for protecting and conserving wetlands from being degraded. Therefore, these 
above mentioned problems must be addressed in order for wetland resources to be sustainably utilized and conserved by 
members of the local community. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Wetlands are among the most productive life 
supporting systems in the world and are of 
immense socio-economic and ecological importance 
to mankind. They are critical for the maintenance 
of biodiversity and perform a huge role in the 
biosphere. Wetlands in Uganda are areas used for 
cattle grazing, water filtration for domestic use; 
and in addition they retain nutrients and toxins. 
They provide water for irrigation, hydro-power 
generation, fisheries, recreation, transport and 
human and industrial disposal as reported by 
MINISTRY OF NATURAL RESOURCES (1995) and MINISTRY 

OF WATER AND ENVIRONMENT (2005). 
In Uganda however, UGANDA BUREAU OF 

STANDARDS (2002) reported that more than seven 

percent of the original wetland areas have been 
converted to other uses by the growing population, 
at an estimated rate of 3.3%, which has resulted 
in the loss of biodiversity especially for species 
that inhabit wetlands. 

Globally, BERKES (2007) states that conservation 
originally relied on national parks controlled by 
central governments, a model adopted by much 
of the world as the main way, if not the only way 
to carry out conservation. Until the 1970s, most 
conservation laws and designations of protected 
areas such as national parks and wildlife 
sanctuaries in developing countries followed the 
‘preservation – oriented’ approach. This advocated 
centralized regulatory control and excluded local 
people and their subsistence forest-based activities 
that often alienated them from biodiversity 
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protection activities as reported by SHAMA (1990), 
GHIMIRE & PIMBERT (1997), and MURPHREE & HULME 
(2001). Conservation authorities perceived natural 
resource conservation as mainly requiring the 
establishment of exclusive protected areas. Human 
communities therein were solely viewed as 
threats to conservation efforts and were often halted 
or restricted from utilizing resources found in 
these protected areas for their livelihood purposes 
as reported by TIMMER (2004). Such one-sided 
conservation efforts as stated by DAFFA ET AL. (2002), 
were mostly driven by political elites, and frequently 
included the forced removal and/or resettlement 
of affected communities from designated 
conservation areas. Thus the science and approach 
of conservation had for a long time been almost 
exclusively been resource and expert – based, 
centralized, and typically ‘top-down’ without 
much, if any, concern for the needs of the affected 
human communities. Since local communities 
were sometimes adversely affected, conventional 
conservation was therefore, increasingly perceived 
as being illegitimate in the face of the needs of 
human development as reported by FORGIE ET AL. 
(2001), and TIMMER (2004). Wildlife conservation 
as perceived by MUNTHALI (1993) was often viewed 
as alien, hypocritical, and as favouring foreigners 
by members of the local community. Hence, such 
conservation, as clearly stated by THATCHER (1984), 
HOUGH & SHERPA (1989), resulted in less, if not 
none, of the support from local people, and this 
action was reflected in the increased poaching 
behavior, more encroachment on protected areas, 
agricultural expansion that altered wildlife habitat, 
and the unsustainable harvesting of resources 
which led to protected area-people conflicts that 
undermined the long term biodiversity conservation 
efforts. 

In Uganda, early CBC was built and evolved 
from Protected Area Outreach, which primarily 
focused on savannah national parks (BARROW ET 

AL., 1997), but did not sufficiently address the 
protection of Ugandas’ wetlands as stated by 
BARROW ET AL. (2000) and yet wetlands are 
important areas known for their high biodiversity 
and for many functions, values and attributes as 
reported by BOS ET AL. (2005). However, a decline 
in the existing conservation was observed between 
the mid-1970s to mid-1980s that swept away 
most conservation management programmes 
brought about by the then government that did 
not prioritize the conservation of natural resources. 
This culminated in the misuse of natural resources 
including wetlands in Uganda. MUPHREE (1993) 
reported that, the community-based wildlife 
management that spread through southern and 

central Africa made very little progress on matters 
concerning the conservation of wetlands which 
progressively became degraded as a result of various 
activities by local people being undertaken therein. 
This implies that a change in the local people’s 
wetland resource utilization and conservation 
methods is imperative if not urgent. The objectives 
of this study were thus three fold, namely to: 
i. Identify and characterize activities carried out 

by local communities in wetlands found in 
Central and Western regions of Uganda that 
are responsible for their progressive degradation; 

ii. Determine the community activities which should 
be practiced that are aimed at sustainable 
wetland resource utilization and conservation;  

iii. Assess the performance of existing Wetland 
Management Institutions through the 
implementation of Acts, Policies, and Statutes 
aimed at the protection and conservation of 
wetlands by members of the local community 
found in the Central and Western regions of 
Uganda.  

 
2. Study area 

 
The Central and Western regions of Uganda 

were considered in the study (Fig. 1). This is 
because as the majority of wetlands found in 
these regions are still undergoing degradation, or 
have already been degraded, in order to satisfy 
the growing population with more land mainly 
for agriculture (MINISTRY OF WATER AND ENVIRONMENT, 
2009); WETLANDS MANAGEMENT DEPARTMENT, 2013). 
However, not all the wetlands in the study area 
have been, or are undergoing degradation, and the 
reasons for which will be used as recommendations 
to the local communities in other parts of the 
Country, where degradation is evident, and will 
be aimed at conserving the remaining wetlands. 

The study focused on permanent wetlands in 
the Central and Western regions in Uganda. This is 
because; temporary wetlands would be difficult 
to locate in dry seasons during the course of the 
study. The Central and Western regions in Uganda 
are divided into districts. Bearing in mind that 
wetlands in Uganda are diverse and spread 
throughout the Country as reported by NTAMBIRWEKI 
(1998) and BOS ET AL. (2005), selection of the 
districts to include in the study was probabilistic. 
A simple random sample of ten districts, five 
districts from each region, was taken to determine 
the districts to include in the study. The districts 
that were selected include Kampala, Mpigi, Mukono, 
Rakai, and Wakiso in the Central region (Fig. 2). 
From the Western region, the districts that were 
selected include Bushenyi, Kabale, Mbarara, 
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Ntungamo, and Rukungiri (Fig. 3). After randomly 
selecting the districts where the study would be 
undertaken, a simple random sample of two 
permanent wetlands from each district was 

conducted to arrive at a total of twenty wetlands 
within which the study was conducted, as shown 
in Fig. 2 and Fig. 3. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Location of the districts of Uganda where the study was carried out, 2015 

 

Fig. 2. Location of the study areas in the Central Region of Uganda, 2015 
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Fig. 3. Location of the study areas in the Western Region of Uganda, 2015 

 

3. Materials and methods 
 

The research project was centered on 
determining the livelihood activities that are 
carried out within the wetlands in order to 
determine whether these activities are compatible 
with the conservation of wetlands in Central and 
Western Uganda, and to determine the community 
activities which members of the local community 
should practice, within wetlands, that may lead to 
their sustainable utilization and conservation; and 
also to assess the performance of existing Wetlands 
Management Institutions towards implementing 
the Acts, Policies, and Statutes which are aimed at 
the protection and conservation of wetlands at 
the grass roots level in Uganda. 

Both qualitative and quantitative data was 
obtained from the respondents in order to generate 
the information needed for community conservation 
of wetlands in Uganda. Qualitative data as reported 
by SARANTAKOS (2005) and LINDLOF & TAYLOR (2011) 
helped to verify and enrich the quantitative data 
obtained from the study. A series of complementary 
methods were used to collect a vast amount of 
data with the advantage that the methods enhanced 
the capacity for interpreting the data captured as 
suggested by HOGGART ET AL. (2002). 

Questionnaires were used to collect primary 
data from the respondents in the study area, and 
officials from Lead Agencies in the management 

of wetlands which included National Environment 
Management Authority and Wetlands Management 
Department, District Natural Resources Officers, 
and Officials working with the NGOs that operate 
activities related to wetland management and 
conservation. 

The questionnaire was pre-tested in one district 
that was not part of the selected sample. Pre-
testing allowed the interviewers to gain familiarity 
with the questionnaire and provided an opportunity 
to apply and review the method. The focus was 
on assessing how respondents understood the 
questions and to identify any problems encountered 
in providing answers. Changes were proposed, 
reviewed and incorporated into the final 
questionnaire. The questionnaire focused on the 
respondents’ understanding of activities carried 
out by the local communities that are responsible 
for the degradation of these wetlands and the 
activities that members of the local community 
would practice within wetlands that may culminate 
in their sustainable utilization and conservation. 

A questionnaire survey was conducted among 
four hundred households which were randomly 
selected. The four hundred households were 
obtained by first, randomly selecting twenty 
permanent wetlands from the Central and Western 
regions. This was followed by a systematic random 
sample of twenty households from nearby, or 
around the selected wetland. The first household 
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was randomly selected and the successive 
households were selected after every 5th household. 
One adult person (18 years and above) from each 
household was then selected, approached, briefed 
and informed that the purpose of the research 
was purely academic and had no legal implications 
whatsoever, and that the respondents were also 
assured of confidentiality and anonymity. The 
questionnaire was then administered to the 
respondent which in most cases was semi-
structured, and in the common local language, 
since the majority of the respondents were 
illiterate (Table 1). 

Another questionnaire was designed and 
administered to the Policy makers and implementers 
in National Environment Management Authority 
and Wetlands Management Department  who 
occupy managerial positions concerned with 
wetland protection and conservation using a 
positional approach as suggested by BRANCH ET 

AL. (1984) and HYMAN ET AL. (2001). The aim was 
to gather information concerning the performance 
of the existing Acts, Policies, and Statutes concerned 
with wetland protection and conservation at the 
grass roots level. 

Key informant interviews were held with 
District Natural Resources Officers in the study 
areas, managers of NGOs operating in the selected 
study areas, Sub-county chiefs, Local Council III 
chairpersons, Local Council I chairpersons and 
Village Environmental Councilors. The aim was to 
collect information regarding community livelihood 
activities which take place in wetlands in order to 
ascertain whether the activities were compatible 
with the sustainable utilization and conservation 
of wetlands. Also, to obtain information about the 
activities that would be practiced in wetlands 
that would lead to sustainable wetland resource 
utilization and conservation by members of the 
local community. Also to ascertain whether the 
Acts, Policies, and Statutes formulated to protect 
and conserve wetlands at the local level were 
being implemented. 

In addition, direct field observations were 
made on activities undertaken in the sample 
wetlands to ascertain whether the utilization of 
wetland resources by the local people was 
sustainable. Direct field observations were also 
used to verify the reliability of the information 
the research participants had provided to the 
researcher regarding the study topic. The state of 
wetlands in relation to utilization of resources 
and their conservation were depicted with the 

help of digital photographs and their location was 
recorded as coordinates in a Global Positioning 
System for the purpose of further reference. 

Questionnaire responses were edited, coded, 
and analyzed using SPSS version 16.0 for Windows. 
This informed descriptive statistics concerning 
community livelihood activities that are carried 
out within the wetlands, for the purpose of 
ascertaining whether the activities were compatible 
with the conservation measures of the wetlands. 
The analyzed data was then accompanied with 
notes to direct the readers’ attention to 
important values for comparison. Percentage 
values were used to relate what is in the 
frequency distribution tables together with the 
likely cause of the outcome. Generalization of the 
data was made while reporting on the data based 
on the percentages obtained for particular items 
in the survey. Generalization as reported by 
SARANTAKOs (2005) ensures extrapolation of the 
research findings beyond the boundaries of the 
research sample to the whole population. 

Qualitative data collected during interactive 
informant interviews was sorted and categorized 
into themes according to particular items of 
interest as reported by SARANTAKOS (2005). In cases 
where a research participant gave a narrative for 
a particular response, efforts were made to 
reproduce the actual words, or conversations 
that were given from the field, based on the 
popular themes of the study. In some cases, Chi – 
square test was used to test for association of 
attributes. 

 
4. Results 
 
4.1. Household characteristics 

 
The majority (53%) of respondents were 

female and 29% of the respondents were of an 
average age of twenty five years. Most respondents 
(74%) had never studied beyond Primary seven 
level of Education (elementary level), while 90% 
of the respondents never studied beyond 
Secondary level of education. The main occupation 
of the respondents was farming. Their other source 
of income included petty trade in household items, 
crafts and brick making, casual labour and a few 
were civil servants. Slightly over two-thirds 
(68%) of respondents had an average household 
size of four family members of whom, about 85% 
depended on immediate natural resources for a 
livelihood (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Household characteristics of respondents, Author’s questionnaire survey 

Characteristic Frequency Percent 

Gender  

187 

 

46.8 Male 

Female 213 53.2 

Age  

33 

 

8.2 10 – 19 

20 – 29 114 28.5 

30 – 39 99 24.8 

40 – 49 62 15.5 

50 – 59 40 10.0 

60 and above 52 13.0 

Level of education  

101 

 

25.4 None 

Lower Primary (P1 – P4) 40 10.0 

Upper Primary (P5 – P7) 152 38.2 

Secondary 68 17.1 

Post Secondary 26 6.5 

Graduate 11 2.8 

Occupation  

269 

 

67.2 Peasant 

Student 17 4.3 

Business Person 44 11.0 

Public Servant 18 4.5 

Other  48 12.0 

Missing System 4 1.0 

Household size  

128 

 

32.0 1 – 3 

4 – 6 150 37.5 

7 – 9 79 19.8 

10 and above 40 10.0 

Missing System 3 0.7 

 
4.2. Activities carried out by the local communities 

responsible for degradation of wetlands 
 

The majority of respondents (79%) reported 
that various activities including gathering materials 
for building and crafts (76%), in most cases left 
wetland ecosystems bare (Fig. 4 at S01025.039/ 
E029056.643/) and contributed the most to wetland 
degradation especially in the western region. 
Other activities that significantly contributed to 

wetland degradation included fuel wood collection 
(45%), and clay mining for brick making as reported 
by 8% of respondents (Table 2). Urban expansion 
as a result of increased population numbers, as 
shown by a high average number (at least four 
members in each of 68% households) of people, 
combined with low levels of formal education 
encouraged members of the local community to 
reclaim wetlands for industrial and house 
construction (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6 respectively). 

 
Table 2. Activities undertaken in the wetlands before reclamation, Author’s questionnaire survey;  

Percent of cases* is more than one hundred percent because of multiple responses 

Activities Responses (N=316) Percent of cases* 

Gathering materials for building and crafts 240 76.0 

Fishing 155 49.1 

Hunting 84 26.6 

Clay mining 25 7.9 

Fuel wood collection 143 45.3 
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Fig. 4. Big pockets left due to over harvesting of wetlands resources in the un-reclaimed wetland  
by members of the local community in the Western Region, by Alex Barakagira, 2013 

 

Fig. 5. An industry under construction in a reclaimed wetland near the Capital City – Kampala,  
in the Central Region, by Alex Barakagira, 2013 

 

Fig. 6. Houses which have been constructed in a wetland near Kampala, the Capital City of Uganda,  
in the Central Region, by Alex Barakagira, 2013 
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Apart from the above activities that directly 
contributed to the degradation of wetlands in the 
study area, the following circumstances led to 
wetland degradation in Uganda: 

1) Low levels of formal education by members of 
the local community. As already noted, about 
90% of the respondents never studied beyond 
the level of Secondary school education. Such low 
levels of formal education did not allow members 
of the local community to seek formal employment 
and so mainly became involved in activities that 
degraded natural resources, including wetlands, 
to satisfy their immediate needs. The majority of 
members of the local community (79%) reported 
that the income obtained from the sale of wetland 
products was used to buy household items, while 
69% of community members used this income to 
pay for school fees. Other members (41%) paid 
for health services while others (13%) injected 
money into income generating activities. Such 
benefits realized by members of the local community 
encouraged them to always seek economic 
satisfaction from wetlands and ended up degrading 
them. It is no wonder that, over half (56%) of the 
respondents reported that they wished to access 
and harvest wetland resources on a daily basis. 
The study revealed that there was an association 
between the levels of education of respondents 
and the benefits obtained from wetland resources 
(χ2=3.785, df=5, P=0.581). Also, there was an 
association between the levels of education of the 
community members and their utilization of 
resources from wetlands (χ2=42.166, df=15, 
P=0.000) that contributed to their degradation. 
Low levels of education also would not allow 
members of the local community to understand 
the indirect values wetlands provide. This was 
evidenced by the fact that three quarters (75%) 
of the respondents reported that they benefited 
from the existing wetlands because these are 
areas which provide more land for agriculture 
(49%), building spaces (13%), while other members 
of the community (6%) reported that they mine 
sand and clay used for molding building bricks 
for sale. None of the members mentioned any 
indirect values which wetlands provide. In addition 
to the inability of members of the local community 
to discern any indirect values wetlands provide, 
they attached little value to the wetlands where 
almost two-thirds (66%) of the respondents 
reported that they were willing to incur a cost of 
an average UGX 500 (approximately USD 0.185) 
per month in a bid to protect wetlands from further 
degradation, while the rest of the members of the 

community were not willing to incur any cost in a 
bid to conserve wetlands. 

2) Unclear ownership of wetlands in the study 
area also contributed to their degradation. Four 
types of land tenure systems, that is: Customary; 
Freehold; Mailo; and Leasehold exist in Uganda. 
However, a proportion of respondents (39%) 
reported that wetlands are owned by people who 
own land adjacent to the wetlands. While other 
respondents (12%) reported that local organized 
groups own wetlands. Only 33% of respondents 
stated that wetlands are owned by the Government. 
The four types of land tenure systems are 
concurrently applied in all parts of Uganda, of which 
each type has unique objectives in relation to 
ownership, management and transfer. This leaves 
members of the local community in confusion 
about which appropriate land tenure is most 
suitable for protection and conservation of wetlands, 
leading to their degradation. This was confirmed 
by the Chi–square test between level of education 
of respondents and ownership of wetlands. It was 
realized that there was a relationship between 
level of education of the respondents and the 
knowledge concerning ownership of wetlands 
(χ2=17.474, df=15, P=0.291). 

3) High population growth in the Country also 
propagated wetland degradation. In the study area, 
68% of the respondents reported that the average 
number of people living in each household is four. 
The higher household numbers of people, coupled 
with reported infertile upland soils incapable 
of supporting agriculture practiced by most 
respondents (67%) created a landless class of 
members of the local community, this situation 
has forced them to reclaim wetlands found in 
their surroundings, as in the quote below. 
‘When we settled in this area about 60 years ago, 
we had enough land for agriculture. The increase 
in number of people in individual households led to 
a shortage of land for agriculture. This condition 
forced us to reclaim the only wetland in this area 
to expand on our agricultural land’. The situation 
could even be worse if some of our children did not 
migrate to the city to seek for casual jobs’ (One key 
informant at N00028.820/ E032026.577/). 

4) In relation to the above, the lack of alternative 
sources of income by members of the local 
community has contributed to the degradation of 
wetlands. As reported, 68% of the respondents 
were peasants and, therefore, they entirely depend 
on agriculture for a livelihood. Yet as observed, 
90% of the respondents have not studied beyond 
secondary level of education. This means that a small 
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proportion of the population in the study area is 
able to support their family members through 
alternative income other than agriculture. Hence, 
members of the community were forced to turn 
to wetlands which are regarded as ‘free land’ 
available for agricultural activities that have ended 
up degrading the wetlands. 

5) Also, Lead Agencies responsible for protecting 
and conserving wetlands have not been sufficiently 
empowered to successfully conduct their work. 
It was reported that some posts at the local level 
of governance like Secretary for Production and 
Environment (Local Council 1) and Sub – county 
Committees are lacking, yet such posts, if filled, 
would assist Lead Agencies like National 
Environment Management Authority and Wetlands 
Management Department to implement policies 
aimed at protecting and conserving wetlands at 
the local level. Furthermore, it was realized that 
the Local Council 1 Committees are illegitimately 
occupying their offices hence are unable to 
effectively conduct their duties such as protecting 
natural resources, including wetlands. The last 
time Local Council 1 elections were held in Uganda 
was the year 2001 for a five year term in office. 
Since then, no Local Council 1 elections have been 
held to that effect. In addition, there has reportedly 
been inadequate funding to the Lead Agencies in 
order to implement what has been decided for 
wetland conservation. Thus, it is not surprising 
that, in each district of study, apart from the 
Kampala district, the Capital City, and Wakiso 
district, which neighbours the Capital City, only 
one Natural Resources Officer is available to 
overlook the protection and conservation of natural 
resources including wetlands. This situation has 
exacerbated the degradation of wetlands since it 
is known that wetlands in Uganda are diverse and 
hence only one civil servant may not be competent 
enough to perform the duties related to the 
protection of these wetlands from being degraded. 

 
4.3. Community activities that need to be 

practiced which aim for sustainable wetland 
resource utilization and conservation 

 

A host of resources (Table 2) were obtained 
from wetlands by members of the local community. 
These include materials for building and crafts 
(76%), food (75%) which include fish and game 
meat. A lot of other direct benefits are obtained 
by members of the local community from wetland 
resources that have improved on their livelihoods 
as already mentioned, and have encouraged them 
to continuously utilize the resources that in most 

cases led to wetland degradation. However, during 
the research study, it was realized that if the 
following were practiced by members of the local 
community, the sustainable utilization and 
conservation of wetlands would be realized. 

1) Over half (56%) of the members of local 
communities that reportedly benefited from 
wetlands stated that they would wish to access 
wetland resources daily, and yet, the majority 
(66%) of the respondents reported that they were 
not ready to incur any cost in a bid to conserve 
wetlands. This was perceived as one of the 
activities that contributed to wetland degradation 
in the study areas. Hence, regulated access to 
wetland resources by community leaders was 
fronted by the respondents (55%) as one of the 
ways that would promote sustainable utilization 
and conservation of wetland resources. 

2) Wetland edge farming and aquaculture by 
members of the local community was also proposed 
by some District Natural Resources Officers as 
another option that would save wetlands from 
further degradation and hence help their 
conservation. The Officers argued that since some 
upland soils are no longer productive, encouraging 
members of the local community to practice 
farming at the edges of wetlands would reduce 
pressure on the entire wetland system and would 
act as an incentive to appreciate the existence of 
wetlands within the area. For aquaculture, the 
Officers pointed out that such a practice is better 
than complete reclamation of wetlands which 
would contribute to their degradation. 

3) It was noticed during the research study that 
slightly over half (56%) of the respondents were 
not aware of the programs aimed at the conservation 
of wetlands (Table 3), while other respondents 
(44%) were aware of the programs through 
knowledge obtained from community meetings 
(51%), local radio stations (28%), local television 
stations (14%), places of worship (3%), news-papers 
(2%), and through hearsay (12%). Therefore, 
increased community sensitization about sustainable 
wetland resource utilization and conservation 
should be encouraged, especially through local 
community meetings. 

4) Environment Protection Police Officials need 
to be increased and evenly distributed to most 
parts of the Country as reported by 61% of the 
Officials from the Lead Agencies including National 
Environment Management Authority, the Wetlands 
Management Department and also from Natural 
Resources Officers. This should be coupled with 
increased vigilance in the monitoring of activities 
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undertaken within the wetlands, especially by 
involving local community leaders, who need to 
be empowered to do their work by electing them 
into the offices they occupy. 

5) There should be a creation of wetland 
boundaries (planting trees along the edges of the 
wetlands by the Lead Agencies), since it was 
observed that those wetlands that had boundaries 
were not degraded. 

6) In the Central region, where people have 
strong attachments to the Monarchy, wetlands 
should be owned by the King (Kabaka) since He is 
regarded as the Landlord, the sole owner of 
natural resources, including wetlands and his 
subjects regarded as the caretakers of the resources. 
However, generally, over half (51%) of the 
respondents stated that wetlands should be owned 
by local people and local organized groups, if 
wetland resources must be sustainably utilized 

and conserved as confirmed by one respondent at 
S01024.876/ E029056.569/ that said: 

‘Wetlands are God given, and therefore, they 
should be owned by members of the local 
community so that they are able to benefit all the 
local people living in the area’ 

For some sections of respondents (33%) which 
included those members who had some knowledge 
about wetland ownership as provided in the 
1995 Constitution that ‘wetlands are held in trust 
by the government for the good of all citizens of 
Uganda’ and those members who have never 
owned land adjacent to the wetlands, or never 
belonged to any local organized groups, reported 
that wetlands should be owned by the government. 
The respondents were of the view that if wetlands 
are owned by the government, then all the people 
would be able to access wetland resources with 
minimum restriction from other stakeholders. 
 

Table 3. Respondents’ Awareness and Sources of Information obtained by the Respondents Concerning Wetland 
Conservation in the Study Areas, Author’s questionnaire survey 

Awareness Number of 
responses 

Percent of cases Source of information Number of 
responses 

Percent of cases 

 
 
 
 
Aware 

 
 
 
 

176 

 
 
 
 

44 

Community meetings 90 51 

Local radio 49 28 

Local Television 7 4 

Areas of worship 5 3 

News Papers 4 2 

Other (Colleagues) 21 12 

Not Aware 224 56    

Total 400 100  176 100 

 
4.4. Assessment of the performance of existing 

wetland management Institutions towards 
the protection and conservation of wetlands 
by members of the local community 

 
The Institutions that were included in the 

study included National Environment Management 
Authority and the Wetlands Management 
Department, in regard to implementation of what 
was stated in the Acts, Statutes, and Policies 
concerning sustainable wetland resource utilization 
and conservation in Uganda. The Institutions still 
uphold and implement the guidelines set in the 
Land Act (1998) of Uganda concerning land 
ownership. The Land Act still recognizes four 
tenure systems: the Customary, the Freehold, the 
Mailo, and the Leasehold. Each of these tenures 
has specific and unique goals but there is no 
specific designated area in the Country where a 

particular tenure system is implemented. In some 
cases, like the Central region, land ownership and 
management is concurrently by Mailo, Freehold 
and Leasehold. For example, whereas under a 
Freehold tenure system of ownership, the land 
holder exercises full powers of ownership of the 
land and can perform any transaction like selling 
or disposing of it as a gift. The Leasehold system 
allows an individual to utilize land for a specified 
period (49 years or 99 years) for development 
like building. This leaves members of the local 
community in a state of confusion as to which 
tenure could be practiced in order to aim for the 
conservation of land and wetlands. 

The NATIONAL ENVIRONMENT MANAGEMENT POLICY 
(1994) sought amongst other things, to: promote 
a positive attitudinal change in the way wetland 
resources were being used by members of the 
local community by: establishing an effective 
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monitoring and evaluation system as well as an 
Environmental Impact Assessment process and 
Standards Mechanism; and providing for an 
effective information management system to 
facilitate collection, analysis and dissemination of 
Environmental Information. From the information 
documented so far in section 4.2, it can be 
observed that a few respondents (44%) were 
aware of the wetland conservation measures while 
a larger proportion (56%) of the respondents were 
not aware of these. In addition, it was realized for 
example that out of a total of 225 Environmental 
Impact Assessments conducted for developments, 
only 34 Environmental Impact Assessments were 
done on wetlands for the year 2014; and yet a lot 
of developments were observed as taking place in 
the wetlands. Such scenarios left the wetlands 
degraded by members of the local community, 
confirming that very little was done to implement 
what was stated in the Policy which aimed at the 
conservation of wetlands. 

The National Environment Statute (1995) for 
Uganda was enacted aiming for the sustainable 
management of the environment including 
wetlands; and to establish an Authority (National 
Environment Management Authority) as a 
coordinating, monitoring, and supervisory body 
of all activities in the field of the environment. 
The established Authority was to ensure, among 
other things, the conservation of the environment 
and sustainable use of natural resources in Uganda, 
taking into account the rate of population growth 
and productivity of the available resources; 
reclaim lost ecosystems where possible and reverse 
the degradation of natural resources; and establish 
adequate environmental protection standards 
and to monitor changes in environmental quality. 
Whereas although National Environment 
Management Authority was established as one of 
the goals of the Policy, the study revealed that it 
could not effectively carry out its duties related to 
wetland conservation. Among other things, 
reclamation of lost ecosystems has to a small 
extent been realized in a few places, while in 
other places predominantly occupied by peasants 
and where the upland soils have become infertile, 
the increase in the population exhibited by an 
average of four members, in 68% of households, 
continued to drive members of the local community 
to use the wetlands to seek a livelihood and these 
ended up being degraded. Environmental Protection 
at the community level has been unsuccessful due 
to a lack of manpower to effect its implementation 
at grass roots level. As already stated, vacancies 
for the position of Secretary for Production and 
Environment at the Local Council 1 level have not 

been filled and also the Sub-county Committees 
responsible for environmental protection are non 
– functional. In addition, it was realized that apart 
from two districts, Wakiso and Kampala, all other 
districts where the study was conducted, only 
employed one Natural Resources Officer to overlook 
natural resource use, including wetlands. This lack 
of manpower at the Local Council level has been 
attributed to inadequate funding and culminated 
in the misuse of natural resources and degradation, 
of wetlands as stated below by one Natural 
Resources Officer from the Central region: 
‘Sometimes, wetlands in this area are degraded 
during the night or during the week-ends by the 
financially stable individuals of this community 
when public offices are closed. These individuals 
hire many trucks which are used to ferry stones 
and soil which are dumped into the wetlands, 
preparing for industrial, and or house construction. 
By the time it is realized that such degradation has 
taken place, restoration of such wetlands becomes 
difficult even if the culprits are evicted. This is 
because the exercise of scooping out the dumped 
stones and soil from the wetlands would be very costly 
to the already financially constrained department’. 

Thus, it can be observed that whereas 
mechanisms for the sustainable utilization and 
conservation of wetlands by members of the local 
community are in place, some circumstances 
including increased population growth; lack of 
knowledge about indirect functions of wetlands; 
confusing land tenure systems; and inadequate 
funding have not encouraged community 
conservation of wetlands in the study area. 

 
5. Discussion 
 

High population growth at an average of 3% 
annually, (US Census Bureau, 2006), with an average 
of four members in 68% of the households, 
coupled with infertile soils in upland gardens unable 
to support the growth of crops for a daily 
livelihood for members of the local community 
who are mainly peasants (85%); of whom the 
majority (74%) never studied beyond primary 
seven level of education, are some of the reasons 
responsible for wetland degradation in the study 
area. As noted by HARTTER & RYAN (2009), when 
land is used more intensively, it leads to the 
establishment of new farms that culminate in a 
decrease in the sizes of land parcels when the 
population grows. Other scholars like NTAMBIRWEKI 

(1998) also affirm that population pressure, coupled 
with the resulting tendency of people perceiving 
wetlands as ‘free land’ has led to the degradation of 
wetlands in Uganda. Also, according to GOMBYA- 
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SSEMBAJJWE & BANANA (1998), CHAPMAN ET AL. 
(2001), MACLEAN ET AL. (2003), and HARTTER & 

SOUTHWORTH (2009), wetlands in Uganda are 
declining because they are regarded as the main 
resource cache and essential for agricultural 
expansion and for the survival of the majority of 
the rural population. TIMMER (2004), MWANIKAH 
(2006), SARUKHAN (2006), TAFARA-GADZIRAYI ET AL. 
(2006), ACRENAZ ET AL. (2007), and HOUSE ET AL. 
(2008) state that food production for the increasing 
population in biodiversity rich regions is a driving 
force behind the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem 
services especially in marine ecosystems. 

The Rural to Urban transformation has also 
led to the degradation of wetlands in the study 
area. Wetlands in Uganda are regarded as land 
most easily available and economically viable for 
industrial development as reported by NTAMBIRWEKI 
(1998) and BOS ET AL. (2005). It has also been 
reported by IUCN (2003) that the increasing rate 
of urban populations in Uganda created a growing 
demand for housing and land for settlement that 
resulted in rapid construction, and industrial and 
commercial activities that took place in wetlands. 
Infrastructure developments in urban areas, as 
reported by SCHWARTZMAN ET AL. (2000), contribute 
to the destruction of natural resources including 
wetlands. 

Confusion surrounding land ownership among 
members of the local community also contributed 
to wetland degradation in the study areas. A report 
concerning wetland ownership in the Kabale 
district in south-western Uganda stated that 
people who own land adjacent to wetlands had a 
right to prevent other members of the society 
from harvesting wetland resources close to their 
land as stated by MACLEAN ET AL. (2003). Other 
scholars like PIMBERT & PRETTY (1997) and TIMMER 
(2004) have reported that degradation of natural 
resources including wetlands tend to be pronounced 
when ownership is not clear and local communities 
have not been granted secure usufruct right over 
the natural resources. Where very few local 
community members hold legal titles to land and 
without secure property rights as reported by 
PAGDEE ET AL. (2006), RUDEL (2006), and LE BEL ET 

AL. (2011), small land holders show little inclination 
to participate in natural resource conservation. 

Low levels of awareness, where the majority 
(74%) of respondents never studied beyond Primary 
seven level of education, hindered members of 
the local community to practice the necessary 
conservation measures to prevent wetlands from 
being degraded. This is in agreement with BAKEMA 

& IYANGO (2001), HARTTER & RYAN (2009) who 
stated that wetland management problems in 

Uganda are due to insufficient awareness about 
the functions and benefits that wetlands provide 
to the local people; and that unprotected 
wetlands are often viewed as ‘unclaimed’ and 
‘unused’ areas which provide opportunities to 
increase landholdings. Relevant education, technical 
advice and training as reported by GOLDMAN 
(2003), broadens stakeholders’ understanding of 
conservation; which increases stakeholders’ 
capacities to envision additional means of 
contributing to the conservation of natural 
resources. Also, education about the ecological 
and physical aspects of an ecosystem, as reported 
by MILTON (2000), MBAIWA (2004), PRETTY & 

SMITH (2004), BAN ET AL. (2009), and ANDRADE & 

RHODES (2012), is paramount for the success of 
any participatory management approach of 
natural resources including wetlands. 

The presence of illegitimate local council 
leaders has contributed to wetland degradation 
in the study areas. In Uganda, Local Council 
leaders were given power to manage and enforce 
compliance to the Country’s natural resources 
according to the 1995 Constitution and 1997 
Local Government Act as reported by BAZAARA 
(2002), and HARTTER & RYAN (2009). Now that 
local councils seem to be functionally absent, 
natural resources are left to be misused. In relation 
to what has been reported, PIMBERT & PRETTY 
(1997) posit that natural resource degradation in 
developing countries originates from the dissolution 
of local level Institutional arrangements whose 
purpose was to give rise to sustainable resource 
use patterns. 

An inadequate capacity of the Lead Agencies 
to implement Policies and Laws at the grass roots 
level which were aimed at safeguarding wetlands 
from being degraded has also escalated wetland 
loss in Uganda. Low numbers of enforcement 
staff at the grass root level; insufficient funding 
for wetland conservation programs; could not 
encourage sustainable utilization and conservation 
of wetlands in Uganda. Weak law enforcement, as 
reported by BANANA ET AL. (2001), NKONYA ET AL. 
(2005), AKELLO (2007), and HARTTER & RYAN (2009), 
renders most of the natural resources under the 
control of Central government, and in some cases 
open access, vulnerable to degradation. Lack of 
operating funds as stated by ABRAMS ET AL. (2009) 
has always been a block in providing effective 
conservation mechanisms of natural resources in 
Africa. In Uganda, limited operating budgets and 
manpower, have always forced the District 
Environment Officers to concentrate monitoring 
and enforcement efforts only in more accessible 
areas, leaving out those resources that are in 
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remote areas, hence rendering such resources prone 
to degradation as reported by GOMBYA-SSEMBAJJWE 

& BANANA (1998) and HARTTER & RYAN (2009). 
It can be observed that a plethora of 

circumstances has led to continued degradation 
of wetlands in the study area and hence could not 
encourage the conservation of wetlands by members 
of the local community. If community conservation 
of wetlands is to be realized, most, if not all of the 
above hindrances must be addressed. 

 
6. Conclusions 
 

An array of livelihood activities has taken 
place in the wetlands of Uganda. Such activities 
include gathering materials for building and 
crafts; clay and sand mining for molding bricks 
for building and sale; and fuel wood collection for 
domestic use amongst others. Agriculture is 
practiced in the degraded wetlands which have 
been regarded as ‘free and fertile’ for crop growing 
to feed the fast growing population in the study 
areas. In addition, the funds obtained from the 
sale of crops grown in the degraded wetlands and 
also from the products of other activities carried 
out in the wetlands has improved the livelihoods 
of the members of the local community through 
purchase of other household requirements, payment 
of medical care, school fees, and improvement of 
household income generating projects. Such 
incentives obtained from the degraded wetlands 
continue to encourage members of the local 
community, who are predominantly peasants who 
own land that has become infertile, view wetlands 
as the only solace for daily survival. Such situations 
culminate in the further degradation of wetlands 
in Uganda. Until members of the local community 
are able to appreciate the indirect functions 
wetlands provide, mainly through increased 
awareness/public education; streamlined ownership 
of wetlands; alternative income generating projects 
introduced at grass roots level; and equipping the 
Lead Agencies to effectively implement sustainable 
utilization and conservation measures to members 
of the local community as stipulated in the Acts, 
Statutes and Policies that are concerned with 
wetland conservation; then, CBC of wetlands in 
Uganda may never be realized.  
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