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ABSTRACT 

Recent studies on decentralized wetland governance in Uganda have focused mainly on the relationship between central 
and local governments. Less attention has been given to the relationship between agricultural systems, local govern- 
ments, and water bodies. This study aims at assessing decentralized wetlands governance in the upper river Rwizi and 
Iguluibi micro catchments, Lake Victoria Basin Uganda, in relation to farming practices. Qualitative and quantitative 
methods were used to provide a comprehensive understanding of the contribution of decentralized governance to the 
management of wetlands resources. Quantitative survey data were analyzed using descriptive summary statistics with 
the help of Statistical package for Social Sciences (SPSS) soft ware. Qualitative data analysis involved the categoriza-
tion of verbal and behavioral data for purposes of classification with the use of Nvivo soft ware. Data were analyzed at 
two levels: the descriptive level of analysis which is the account of the data in terms of what was said, documented or 
observed with nothing assumed about it. The second level of analysis was interpretive, where data is transformed into 
what is meant by the responses and conclusions are drawn. All recorded interviews were transcribed into a written re-
port. Findings revealed that decentralized wetlands governance has brought ecosystem services nearer to communities 
in form of community-based management planning. However, results indicated inadequate institutional capacity, 
knowledge gaps of existing legal frameworks, limited political support and accountability for local leaders, lack of co-
operation and coordination, and inadequate funding. In all, the policy has not fully realized its intended outcomes. 
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1. Introduction 

Wetlands are one of the most essential resources of 
Uganda and key components of the riparian areas that 
filter sediments from runoff thereby minimizing water 
pollution. However, their environment is increasingly 
threatened by expansion of agricultural activities because 
of their food production potential during dry periods. 
Wetland cultivation has become an important adaptation 
and coping mechanism to climate change. The wetlands 
of Lake Victoria Basin in particular, face major envi- 
ronmental problems which include encroachment for the 
expansion of cropland (Figure 1), and the burning and 
extraction of papyrus. This is exacerbated by the high 
annual population growth rate. Besides ecological values 
like climate regulation and trapping sediments, wetlands 
in the Lake Victoria Basin also have economic and social 
values such as fishing and crop cultivation [1]. In 1964, 
the total area of un-degraded wetlands in Uganda was 
estimated at 32,000 km2 but by 1999, it had decreased to  

30,000 km2, (13% of Uganda’s total area), and in 2005, 
reduced to 26,308 km2, or 11% of the total area of 
Uganda [2]. The key underlying causes of this decline is 
the continuous desire for the population both the rich and 
the poor to derive livelihoods from the wetlands such as 
reclamation for agriculture, as well as over harvesting of 
materials mainly for construction and handicraft. In addi- 
tion, stakeholders are insufficiently aware of policies 
concerning the lake and land use. Many laws, policies 
and regulations governing natural resources and the en- 
vironment seem to be inadequate to meet today’s needs 
and challenges posed by high population growth rate and 
intensive agricultural activities. The legal frameworks 
either encourage full exploitation of resources or lack 
mechanisms to regulate human activities [3]. The poli- 
cies often ignore the needs of different stakeholder groups 
beyond farmers and those involved in other land uses 
such as private companies. The ten-year wetlands sector 
strategic plan launched in 2001 (2001-2010) with strate- 
gies to achieve sustainable wetlands management is due  
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Figure 1. Severly degraded wetland in the Rwizi catchment. 
Note that the original papyrus vegetation has been cleared 
almost for the establishment of cropland, eucalyptus trees 
and local grazing (May, 2009). 

for review to assess the achievements of its intended 
outcomes. 

This paper starts by describing the wetland degrada- 
tion, the institutional setup and arrangements of wetland 
governance in Uganda, and then discusses the inception 
of decentralized policy and natural resource governance 
measures that focus on wetlands. We examine two case 
micro catchments in detail: the upper river Rwizi in West- 
ern Uganda and the Iguluibi in Eastern Uganda (Figure 3). 

2. Institutional Setup and Arrangements of 
Wetland Governance in Uganda 

Prior to 1986, wetlands were not regarded as important 
resources and were referred to as wastelands [4]. No in- 
stitution had the mandate to deal with wetland issues. 
Many of the wetlands were communally owned and local 
communities had local bylaws governing them. In the 
nineteenth century, Uganda was declared a British  

 

 

Figure 2. Decentralized wetland governance structures in Uganda [12]. 
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protectorate and wetlands were governed directly by 
British law. During the post independence era (1962- 
1971), wetlands were centralized and maintained in rea-
sonably good condition [4]. Fundamental changes were 
introduced in 1975 by way of the “Land Reform Decree”, 
which declared all land in Uganda as public land to be 
managed by the Uganda Land Commission (ULC). Then, 
there was political instability and no effective natural 
resource management which resulted into resource deg- 
radation [4,5]. 

Since 1980, decentralization has been looked at as a 
solution to many of the governance problems constrain- 
ing local and national development [6]. The increasing 
interest in decentralized governance policy resulted from 
calls for greater democratization, accountability and effi- 
ciency from international organizations as well as local 
civil society [7]. Decentralization involves bringing gov- 
ernments closer to the governed, so that it is easier to 
hold local leaders accountable [6]. Drivers of decentrali- 
zation could be to implement a neoliberal policy dimin- 
ishing the state’s influence or to distribute power and 
financial resources among citizens which is critical to 
sustainable natural resource governance. Decentralization 
assumes that local actors will be more incentivized to 
respond to interventions if they are given greater control 
over the design and implementation of conservation pro- 
grams [8]. However, there is no guarantee that once local 
people are empowered there will be no conflict with the 
way these mechanisms are put in practice. 

When the National Resistance Movement (NRM) took 
over power in 1986, the State introduced natural resource 
governance that emphasized decentralization through 
various institutions and legal frameworks. In 1986 the 
Ministry of Lands and Environmental Protection was put 
in place to deal with environmental issues and to protect 
wetlands. In 1989, the National Wetlands Program (NWP) 
was established as a mechanism to formulate a national 
policy for the conservation and management of wetlands. 
Then in 1995 [9], constitutional reforms brought about 
major changes in environmental management. Decen- 
tralization established a new institutional framework 
(Figure 2). The notion of wetlands being referred to as 
wastelands has apparently changed. Over the last 20 
years, the wetland resources have been put under consid- 
erable pressure from agriculture due to population in- 
crease resulting in the draining of many wetlands and the 
modification of several others. The key stakeholders in- 
volved in wetland governance include user communities 
living adjacent to wetlands such as farmers who drain 
wetlands for grazing and crop production, papyrus har-
vestors, brick and charcoal burners, Local and Central 
governments, politicians, and indigenous institutions. 
The attitudes and decisions of these stakeholders are the 
key determinants to the successful implementation of 

wetland policy. 
At the center of this policy shift, the National Decen- 

tralization Policy involved the review and realignment of 
the environment and natural resources regulation. Through 
the Local Government Act of 1997 [10], the central gov- 
ernment’s powers and responsibilities were passed on to 
the local governments. Two institutions were created to 
coordinate natural resource management: the National 
Environment Management Authority (NEMA) established 
in 1995 by the National Environment Act (NEA) as a 
semi-autonomous institution to coordinate, monitor, regu- 
late and supervise all matters on environmental manage- 
ment in Uganda. The Wetlands Inspection Division (WID) 
of the Ministry of Water and Environment is mandated to 
regulate and control wetland use activities after enact- 
ment by parliament [8]. At the district level (second ad- 
ministrative unit to the central government), the transfer 
of rights and responsibilities to the local level was or- 
ganized through the new mandate of NEMA that estab- 
lished the District Environmental Office (DEO). At sub- 
county level (third administrative unit to the central gov- 
ernment), the LECs are appointed under the NEA of 
1995 [11] and are mandated with the following functions: 
prepare local environment work plans; mobilize the peo- 
ple to conserve natural resources through voluntary self- 
help such as planting trees, and monitor all environ- 
mental activities in the community. However, though the 
Parish and village level structures have been put in place; 
they have not been fully operationalized. In addition, the 
county level is not an administrative structure for wet- 
land governance [11]. 

The purpose of this paper is to establish whether the 
decentralized wetland policy is being implemented prop- 
erly, and in the process achieving its intended benefits as 
a response to the problem of wetland degradation. For 
this, we focused on two catchments of the Lake Victoria 
Basin, namely the upper river Rwizi and the Iguluibi 
micro catchments. We further analyze the involvement 
and power relations of different stakeholders, as these 
affect the governance and the management of wetland 
systems. Putting the focus on the governance systems of 
wetland resources is crucial in deterring further wetland 
degradation particularly in the Lake Victoria Basin. Our 
study is timely as it has been over 15 years since Uganda’s 
wetland policy and decentralized wetlands governance 
were established as foundations for more sustainable 
wetland management. 

3. Materials and Methods 

3.1. Description of the Study Sites 

To analyze the decentralization of wetland resources gov- 
ernance, we chose two case studies in the riparian areas 
of the Iguluibi and the upper river Rwizi micro catch-
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ments of the Lake Victoria Basin (Figure 3). These catch- 
ments are representative for the lake basin in terms of 
geology and geomorphology, soils, climate, vegetation and 
land use [12]. The study areas are characterized by a bi- 
modal rainfall, one in the months of March through to 
May, and the other from September to December with a 
mean annual precipitation of 1283 mm recorded over the 
last 40 years [13,14]. Both areas are dominated by inten-
sive mixed agriculture consisting of banana-coffee systems 
with maize, beans and sweet potatoes as annual crops. Live- 
stock keeping is more extensive in the upper river Rwizi 
micro catchment than in the Iguluibi micro catchment. 

The Iguluibi micro catchment is located in the Mayuge 
district of Uganda, north of the lake. It covers 1593 km2, 
i.e. 5.2% of the Lake Victoria catchment in Uganda. 
Many residents in the Iguluibi micro catchment are 
changing from growing traditional crops to sugarcane 
due to the proximity to the Kakira sugar factory of the 
Madhivan company group. Fishing is an important off- 
farm activity with Tilapia (Tilapia nilotica) and Nile 
Perch (Lates niloticus) as the most favored species [15]. 

The Rwizi micro catchment is located in the Mbarara 
district, west of Lake Victoria. It covers 2070 km2 of the 
lake catchment in Uganda. The Rwizi micro catchment is 
supplied by the river Rwizi, which begins in the Buhweju 
hills in the Bushenyi district and flows east through a 
number of papyrus swamps eventually discharging into 
Lake Victoria through the river Bukora and the Sango 
plains. The Rwizi gets water from the Itojo wetland sys-
tem (Ntungamo), the Bujaga wetland (Mbarara), the 
Nyakambu wetland (Bushenyi) and the Kooga wetland 
system (Kashari). These wetland systems are naturally 
replenished by the water sources in the ridges of Buhwa, 
Bucuro, Ryengoma, and Rubindi. The hill slopes in the 
Rwizi micro catchment, mostly bare of trees, are pre-
dominantly used as pasture land for grazing livestock. 
However, burning of rangelands and the expansion of 
livestock keeping into the wetlands, especially during the 
dry season, is now common practice [5]. Foot slopes are 
planted with bananas, sometimes intercropped with coffee 
and other crops such as beans, and maize. Natural vegeta-
tion, mainly papyrus and reeds, cover the lowlands. 

 

 

Figure 3. Lake Victoria Basin showing the Rwizi and Iguluibi catchments. 
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3.2. Methods 

We applied a mixed method approach including both 
qualitative and quantitative surveying techniques to as- 
sess the contribution of decentralized governance to the 
management of wetland resources in the Iguluibi and 
upper river Rwizi micro catchments [16]. Mixed methods 
are very useful when examining complex systems such 
as social-ecological system. 

Survey data were collected from a sample of 150 farm- 
ers who were selected from a three-stage stratified ran- 
dom sampling design. In the first stage, five sub-counties 
were randomly selected (two from Iguluibi and three 
from the upper river Rwizi) and in a second stage, 15 
villages in these sub-counties were selected. For the final 
sampling stage, households were stratified according to 
whether they use wetlands for expansion of crop land or 
animal grazing or not and 10 households per selected 
village were selected from both strata. A list of all resi- 
dents in the selected villages was used to identify all 
farmers using wetlands and those not using wetlands and 
then a systematic random sampling interval was used to 
select the 10 households. The total study population was 
540 respondents. The interval for systematic selection 
was arrived at by dividing the number of farmers using 
and not using wetlands by the sample needed per village. 
We used a semi-structured questionnaire to capture issues 
such as current practice of decentralization, accountability 
issues, power relations among stakeholders, and legal 
frameworks governing decentralized wetland resources 
among others. The response rate during the survey was 
100%, which might be due to the fact that enumerators 
were experienced researchers and were familiar with the 
local language and community setting. Enumerators con- 
ducted the survey interviews and the researchers con- 
ducted the focus group discussions and key informant 
interviews. For communities where the researchers could 
not speak the local language, enumerators translated the 
interviews. Data was transcribed by the entire research 
team. 

In addition, qualitative interviews were conducted, tar- 
geting leadership at the local level, to collect in-depth 
information of the benefits of the policy in the two study 
sites. For this, we selected 30 key informants, including 
local council leaders, extension officers, environment 
officers, agricultural officers, politicians, and local envi- 
ronment committees for individual interviews. In addi- 
tion, we organized 3 focus group discussions in each of 
the 15 selected villages, including 8 farmers per group 
with homogenous characteristics. Also complementary 
secondary data from scientific reports were used as addi- 
tional sources of information (Uganda Bureau of Statis- 
tics, Constitution of Uganda 1995, Local government Act 
1997). A data code sheet was developed and used to code 
the data uniformly for data entry purposes. Quantitative  

survey data were entered and analyzed using descriptive 
summary statistics with the help of Statistical package 
for Social Sciences (SPSS) soft ware was to report all 
quantitative information. Frequencies and percentages 
were calculated to facilitate the drawing up of inferences 
related to wetland governance. Qualitative data analysis 
involves the categorization of verbal and behavioral data 
for purposes of classification with the use of Nvivo soft 
ware. Data were analyzed at two levels: the descriptive 
level of analysis—which is the account of the data in 
terms of what was said, documented or observed with 
nothing assumed about it. The second level of analysis 
was interpretive—where data is transformed into what is 
meant by the responses and conclusions are drawn. All 
recorded interviews were transcribed into a written re-
port. 

4. Results 

Over 15 years, institutional frameworks for decentralized 
wetland governance have been developed but there are a 
number of weaknesses in implementing these frame- 
works. Our findings show that in both study catchments, 
the DECs and the LECs do not function well. Study 
findings further reveal that farmers in the study areas are 
highly dependent on wetlands for their livelihoods. This 
high dependence makes it difficult to realize the expected 
benefits of the policy. Policy failures include a lack of 
institutional capacity, poor cooperation and coordination 
at the various local government levels, a lack of political 
support, lack of sensitization of farmers, inadequate 
funding and poor accountability by local leaders. 

4.1. Lack of Institutional Capacity 

In all the 15 villages, we identified a lack of institutional 
capacity to manage wetlands, as the district technical 
staff is still struggling to understand and implement the 
relevant legal frameworks. Decentralization of natural 
resources in Uganda is mandated by the following key 
legal instruments: the 1995 Constitution of the Republic 
of Uganda; the 1995 National Environment Act (NEA); 
the 1997 Local Government Act; and the National Envi- 
ronmental Management Act 2000. The LECs have been 
appointed, but the District Environment Officers said 
their capacity has been inadequately developed in envi- 
ronmental governance. In the Iguluibi micro catchment 
where it was indicated that minimal efforts have been 
undertaken, while some elements of public environ-
mental education have been conducted in the Rwizi mi-
cro catchment as indicated in Table 1. Our qualitative 
interviews highlighted that local committees have not 
received sufficient training to enable them execute their 
duties and some confessed to having not known their 
roles. The DECs face a challenge of understanding and  
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Table 1. Farmers’ knowledge of Legal Frameworks governing wetlands in the community calculated from survey data. # is 
number of farmers. 

Legal frameworks Iguluibi Rwizi 

 Female Male Total Female Male Total 
Grand total 

 # % # % # % # % # % # % # % 

Not aware 33 22.0 18 12.0 51 34.0 15 10.0 10 6.7 25 16.7 76 50.7 

Not existing 4 2.7 1 0.7 5 3.3 21 14.0 26 17.3 47 31.3 52 34.7 

Existing 9 6.0 3 2.0 12 8.0 2 1.3 8 5.3 10 6.7 22 14.7 

Total 46 30.7 22 14.7 68 45.3 38 25.3 44 29.3 82 54.7 150 100.0 

 
deliberating on technical issues of the environment and 
natural resources without adequate technical capacity con- 
sidering the low levels of education of most of these coun- 
cilors. This has facilitated continuous encroachment on 
wetlands because farmers cannot receive information re- 
quired to fully understand issues of wetland conservation. 
Inadequate information were reported by district techni-
cal staff as a result of inadequate finance and human re-
sources which does not allow trainings for all farmers but 
focus on key leaders in the community. In addition, it 
was reported that the departments of environment and 
natural resources at the districts have only one District 
Environment Officer, without an assistant who has to 
travel to all the subcounties in the district when all logis-
tics fail; only attends to areas where there are problems. 

4.2. Poor Sensitization of Farmers 

Our findings also revealed poor sensitization of farmers 
as manifested in poor understanding of existing legal 
frameworks and threats to wetlands use in the two micro 
catchments. For example, 75% of the Iguluibi catchment 
farmers are not aware of any legal frameworks concern-
ing wetland conservation, compared to only 30% in 
Rwizi micro catchment. Farmers were not aware of the 
property rights governing wetland conservation. Quanti-
tative data further shows that 50.7% of the farmers were 
not aware of existing laws, rules and regulations govern-
ing decentralized wetland resources, while 34.7% said the 
legal frameworks do not exist (Table 1). Only 14.7% said 
legal frameworks exist and these were a few farmers that 
owned or had access to a radio, or had attended a meet- 
ing where such legal frameworks were discussed. Find- 
ings from focus group discussions indicate that few 
farmers are aware of the decentralized wetland policy. 
Farmers said that policies and regulations governing 
wetlands have not been implemented at the local levels 
and that some of the impeding factors are political [17]. 
Have stressed that since the conservation and sustainable 
use of wetland resources rely mainly on farmers and 
other users living in settlements close to wetlands, these 
people should become key stakeholders in a wetland 

conservation agenda. It is important for environmental 
policy-makers, District Environment Officers, Agricul- 
tural extension officers and politicians to adequately know 
the opinions and attitudes of farmers regarding environ- 
mental issues and practices affecting wetlands. In most 
cases, when dealing with a new policy it is important that 
the target stakeholders be sensitized to it, and its implica- 
tions, before it is implemented. In this case, more atten- 
tion should be paid to the farmers who are most affected 
by the policy, but who may have limited channels of 
communication, to ensure that farmers are sensitized about 
the dangers of clearing wetlands for agricultural expan- 
sion and its implications to the Lake Victoria waters. 
Community in general should be heard in local policy 
and their knowledge and practices should be included in 
the local policies. 

4.3. Impact Realized by Stakeholders since  
Inception of the Decentralized Wetland  
Policy 

In general, most farmers reported to have not noticed any 
visible positive impact from decentralized wetland gov- 
ernance (58.7%, n = 88). Only 29.3% (n = 44) said no- 
ticed a positive impact and these could be most likely 
farmers who have been involved in training or imple- 
menting National Agricultural Advisory Services (NAADS) 
activities. 

Most respondents noticed a negative impact of decen- 
tralization. Weak government policies and poor imple- 
mentation procedures ranked highest (45.9%, n = 17), 
followed by conflict of interest and corruption (32.4%, n 
= 12) (Table 2). Interviews held with district technical 
staff revealed some positive outcomes of the policy, 
communities can now participate in the action plans al- 
though, it is not easy to stick to the plans in view of other 
local political interests, due to a problem of scales per- 
ception and interest of class. This implies a weak impetus 
to implement natural resource conservation policies. 

This is in agreement with previous findings [17]. This 
calls for a need to strengthening regulations and en- 
forcement mechanisms that ensure proper management  
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Table 2. Reported reasons for farmers to consider observed policy changes to be negative calculated from survey data with 
multiple responses. # is number of farmers. 

Iguluibi Rwizi Total 
Reasons for negative changes 

# % # % # % 

Weak government policies & implementation 4 10.8 13 35.1 17 45.9 

Conflict of interest and corruption  0.0 12 32.4 12 32.4 

Poor sensitization of farmers 6 16.2  0.0 6 16.2 

Population pressure 2 5.4 3 8.1 5 13.5 

Don’t care attitude 1 2.7 2 5.4 3 8.1 

Poor government planning 1 2.7 1 2.7 2 5.4 

Lack of knowledge  0.0 1 2.7 1 2.7 

Total 10 37.8 7 86.4 46 124.2 

 
of government policies, reducing conflict of interest and 
corruption. 

4.4. Lack of Political Support 

Political support can be a facilitating factor to the sus- 
tainable management of natural resources. In this study, 
we found lack of political support at the local govern- 
ment levels is one of the factors constraining decentral- 
ized wetland governance. 

Local level leaders, for example, find a challenge in 
implementing policy because farmers are using wetlands 
to produce food for their food insecure families. Through 
the focus group discussions we found that village leaders 
who have received public environmental education are 
not willing to disseminate such information to farmers 
for political reasons. This is mainly due to fear that they 
may not be popular with the electorate when seeking 
re-election. Furthermore, technical staff said they experi- 
ence the challenge of bureaucracy when conducting pol- 
icy interventions. For example, the chairperson of the 
District Council has to be informed; then, the area coun- 
cilor before any intervention takes place. This implies 
that the councilor is likely to protect interests of the 
electorate in case the policy negatively impacts on them. 
But the technical staffs, especially in the Rwizi micro 
catchment, feel that some farmers know the policies and 
regulations governing wetlands but are being protected 
by politicians when they encroach upon the wetlands. 
They argue that when politicians see an opportunity to 
stay in power they seize it even if it means allowing 
farmers to encroach on wetlands as long as people can 
keep on voting them in power. The multiple roles of local 
leaders of ensuring wetland conservation, food security 
and protecting interests of the electorate whose liveli-
hood solely depend on the use of wetlands is challenging 
and there is a tendency to compromise on wetland con-
servation in favor of food production and political inter-
ests. It was mentioned that in most villages, farmers lis-
ten more to politicians than implementers and this has 

facilitated wetland degradation. In general, the relatively 
recent history of democracy in Uganda has had a possible 
influence on the lack of political support. 

4.5. Lack of Accountability for Leaders to  
Decentralized Wetland Management 

Most farmers 66.7% indicate that local leaders do not 
feel accountable for wetland management, while 18.0% 
said the leaders do feel accountable (Table 3). Interviews 
with various local government leaders on the issue of 
accountability for sustainable wetland resources in the 
Iguluibi catchment resulted in mixed insights. Whereas 
68% of district leaders feel accountable, 58% of the lower 
local government leaders do not feel responsible and say 
policy failures have been due to lack of information dis- 
semination. All village council leaders in the 15 villages 
did not feel accountable because they have not been sen- 
sitized about wetland conservation issues. 

On the other hand, local government leaders in the 
Upper river Rwizi catchment said that they do feel ac- 
countable because they know the farming practices that 
contribute to the degradation of wetlands but have not 
taken up their responsibilities to educate farmers or de- 
velop appropriate interventions. They said farmers used 
to get papyrus grass from wetlands to use as mulch, but 
now the wetlands have been fenced off for extensive cat- 
le grazing by the rich farmers. This has resulted into con- 
flict between small and large landowners, or between 
papyrus users and cattle economical segments. The ba- 
nana plantations close to the river have no soil conserva- 
tion structures in place and this has led to increased soil 
erosion, which eventually has affected the water quality 
of river Rwizi. These findings concur with Karl Marx 
(1818-1883) a sociological thinker with his conflict the- 
ory [18], who noted that the growing concentration of 
ownership of land and productive resources (including 
capital) affected how economies worked and gave rise to 
classes of wealth and classes of poor, to inequalities of 
all kinds, and to decisive political control by wealthy  
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Table 3. Farmers’ perception about the accountability of local leaders towards wetland management calculated from survey 
data. # is of farmers. 

Accountability of local leaders Iguluibi Rwizi 

 Female Male Total Female Male Total 

Grand 
Total 

 # % # % # % # % # % # % # % 

Do not feel accountable 35 23.3 17 11.3 52 34.7 26 17.3 22 14.7 48 32.0 100 66.7

Feel accountable 8 5.3 3 2.0 11 7.3 8 5.3 8 5.3 16 10.7 27 18 

Do not know 3 2.0 2 1.3 5 3.3 4 2.7 14 9.3 18 12.0 23 15.3

Total 46 30.7 22 14.7 68 45.3 38 25.3 44 29.3 82 54.7 150 100.0

 
classes. In his view, culture simply represents the mate- 
rial interests of the dominant economic classes. 

Farmers also mentioned several reasons why they 
thought local government leaders are not accountable 
including: 1) leaders do not care about people but are 
concerned about their votes; 2) lack knowledge of wet- 
land management; 3) they are encroaching on wetlands 
themselves; 4) they lack the facilitation to execute their 
duties; 5) enforcement mechanisms are poor and there is 
corruption; 6) NEMA does not supervise the local lead- 
ers; and 7) political leaders fear to do what is unpopular 
even if it is right, because it will affect their political 
capital. If decentralized management of wetlands is to be 
achieved for the benefit of Lake Victoria, the government 
needs the political will and accountability of leaders at all 
levels of environmental governance. 

4.6. Lack of Cooperation, Coordination among 
the Various Actors 

Coordination was assessed between farmers and the local 
governments and among the various local governments 
to find out the interactions among the various actors. 
Most farmers (45.3%) rated the coordination of wetlands 
issues at local level as poor, while 20.7% rated it very 
poor. Only 17.3% rated it good. Interviews with district 
officials revealed that there is coordination between the 
district and the various local governments. Circulars of 
Natural Resource laws and regulations are sent out to 
Village council chairpersons in the district through the 
secretary for environment and production. The greatest 
challenge facing this channel of coordination is when 
these leaders have to take information to the farmers 
where they have conflicting political interests. As a result 
of poor coordination among the various actors, farmers 
are not aware of the policies and regulations governing 
wetland resources. Interviews conducted with staff at the 
national level indicate that coordination is still a big 
challenge because different institutions have got different 
mandates, different levels of authority. 

In both catchments, it was reported that community- 
based management systems have indeed been developed, 
as technical staff have agreed upon cultivation, conserva-  

tion and grazing areas together with the local communi- 
ties. In the Rwizi micro catchment, the four districts 
which make up the catchment (Mbarara, Bushenyi, Ntun- 
gamo, kiruhura) were brought together to develop a man-
agement framework to conserve wetlands and to reduce 
water pollution. In the community management plan 
technical staffs demonstrate micro projects of how to use 
resources sustainably so that the farmers can also im- 
prove on their livelihoods. The danger is that most of 
these plans are in theory and have not had effective im- 
pact on wetland conservation due to inadequate human 
and financial resources. 

4.7. Policies Enacted at Community Level  
Compared to Policies Enacted at Central 
Level 

Farmers were asked to compare bylaws and policies en- 
acted at the community level to those centrally enacted. 
Most respondents said that if the decentralized wetland 
policy is to be effective, then bylaws and regulations 
should originate at the community level involving all 
farmers and thereafter formalized at higher levels. Top- 
down policies and regulations will have less impact and 
may not be easily enforced. If policies are enacted at vil- 
lage level then the element of monitoring will be easy 
because the checks and balances will be done at village 
level and community needs will be addressed. [19] stresses 
that although government policies on wetlands embrace 
the idea of multi-stakeholder participation in wetland 
management for local, national and international sus- 
tainable development agendas, rarely has the debate in- 
volved any serious discussion of local community needs 
or the institutional arrangements developed by communi- 
ties to achieve the goals. 

5. Discussion 

It is more than 20 years since the introduction of decen- 
tralization reforms in Uganda and over 15 years since 
Uganda’s decentralized wetland policy was included in 
these reforms and these policies have yielded several 
positive results: improvements in service delivery, in- 
creased political participation and accountability by local  
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politicians. However, the level of participation among all 
stakeholders must be further strengthened [8]. With de- 
centralized policies, the intended outcomes seem to be 
limited and vary from one district to another. Instead of 
generating more participation of local government, de- 
centralization has allowed politicians to control resources 
creating a gap between the rich and poor. Instead of be- 
coming more efficient, wetland conservation has declined 
due to lack of institutional and technical capacity at local 
levels to perform tasks; poor cooperation and coordina- 
tion, poor sensitization of farmers, inadequate funding of 
activities, poor accountability by local leaders and lack of 
political support. [7] stresses that to benefit from decen- 
tralization, policies must do more than simply transfer 
authority and responsibility from one institution to an- 
other but instead must develop the professional capacity, 
financial resources and political support to deliver the 
services effectively. 

The limited impact can be explained as a result of the 
insufficient capacity of farmers in terms of information 
and lack of finance and human resources. [10] found a 
great deal of energy has been devoted to strengthening 
local capacity through training and focused support for 
elected officials and administrative staff in Uganda. They 
state that environmental governance cannot be reduced to 
the individual qualities of local actors such as local coun- 
cilors and administrative staff, but more on the incentives 
created by the institutional environment in which they 
have to operate. Instead of focusing on the individual as 
many of the capacity building projects do in Uganda, two 
other levels should be considered: 1) the institutional 
level where government structures arrange local envi- 
ronmental management; and 2) the system level, where 
the policy and legal frameworks direct local environ- 
mental policy. [20] noted that many studies on decen- 
tralized natural resource management often concentrate 
so intently on what is happening at the local level that 
they fail to relate this explicitly to the wider socioeco- 
nomic and political context in which the local is situated. 
They further say inadequate attention is paid to the fact 
that what happens at the local level is firmly embedded 
within broader structures. It is further complicated be- 
cause many demands for decentralization have stemmed 
from the international level. Increasingly the question is 
whether this represents a true shift toward local empow- 
erment or whether it merely reinforces international pri- 
orities. [8] noted that many environmental problems in 
Uganda are simultaneously part of other policy domains, 
such as agriculture as a result of soil erosion and loss of 
soil fertility. Addressing these problems requires col- 
laboration between environment and natural resource 
management and other policy domains to avoid the limi- 
tations of curving out a specific domain for environ- 
mental policy. 

6. Conclusions 

Based on findings from the study, the decentralized gov- 
ernance of wetlands is not being implemented properly 
and therefore has not realized its intended benefits. The 
key stakeholders responsible for governance of wetland 
resources include user communities living adjacent to 
wetlands such as farmers, commercial papyrus dealers, 
brick makers, Local and Central governments, politicians, 
and indigenous institutions. These stakeholders have dif- 
ferent degrees of power to control decisions that have 
effects on decentralized wetland policy and society at 
large. They also have different degrees of potential to 
contribute to achieving intended benefits of the policy. 
The position of politicians and government gives them 
more power than other stakeholders. Potential to affect 
intended benefits is vested on the knowledge and rights 
that stakeholders hold over others. The governments have 
financial power while farmers and commercial papyrus 
dealers have less power, but have high potential and ex- 
perience of wetland use; hence they all become important 
and influential to wetland governance. Politicians and the 
government have more power and influence decisions 
than other stakeholders at the policy level, while most of 
the stakeholders at the district level have more power and 
influence at implementation level. The needs, problems, 
and interests of stakeholders are the most important for 
the decentralized wetland policy to succeed. In order to 
successfully implement the decentralized governance of 
wetland policy for the conservation and management of 
wetland resources, stakeholders must be strong, organ- 
ized, and well funded. Politicians at the various levels 
must commit themselves to enforcing the decentralized 
wetland policy even if it makes them unpopular or de- 
prive them of the wealth they would gain. There is need 
to devote more resources to wetland research to ensure 
that the policy gets the intended results. Further, commu- 
nity-based management approaches should be strength- 
ened so that wetlands are conserved through community 
bylaws, then improving existing government programs 
such as NAADS (National Agricultural Advisory Ser- 
vices) which are trying to improve farming systems and 
practices implemented by local government authorities. 
Having dedicated institutions is not enough; all stake- 
holders must be committed and should stop looking at 
short-term gains and begin acting in ways that protect 
wetlands for future generations. Uganda as a country 
should remain committed to a proper implementation of 
the decentralized wetlands policy because wetlands con- 
stitute an important component of National development 
due to their ecological and social functions; they provide 
enormous benefits to the people of Uganda. 
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