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Case Study 5: Uganda 

Lake George 

 By Paul Mafabi, National Wetlands Conservation and Management 
Programme, Uganda 

Introduction 

Uganda ratified the Ramsar Convention in 1988, and designated Lake George a Ramsar 
site. Located astride the equator, the lake and associated wetlands support a wide variety 
of biological resources. The reasons for this are varied, ranging from the good climate to 
shallow stratified waters (average 2.4m) which allow for a thorough mixing of the 
different layers, and a high alkalinity and photosynthetic activity. 

The status of Lake George is varied with most of the wetlands fringing the Lake being 
part of the Queen Elizabeth National Park. The open water of the lake is not part of the 
National Park and is managed by the Fisheries and Water Departments. This has had 
implications for management because of inter-sectoral inconsistencies. 

Lake George is renowned both for its high productivity and its flagship species such as 
the Shoebill Balaeniceps rex. Over the years the lake has attracted a lot of attention: it 
was part of the International Biological Programme in the late 1960s; it is located within 
the Queen Elizabeth National Park which is a Man and the Biosphere Reserve of 
UNESCO; and finally the listing of Lake George as Uganda's first Ramsar site was 
further recognition of the importance of the lake as a centre for biological diversity. 
Decades ago the initial management interest was in commercial fisheries on the lake. 
Today, the commercial fisheries are on a much smaller scale supplying mainly local 
needs, the management focus has changed considerably, and the lake has become an 
important tourist destination.  

Diversity of the Wetland 

Seen from the air, the waters of Lake George appear green as a result of thick 
concentrations of blue-green algae. The entire lake can be considered as a wetland since 
its average depth is about 2.4m and it hosts a mosaic of wetland types dominated by 
Papyrus swamps Cyperus papyrus. Around the edge of these swamps is a dense fringe of 
the wetland grass Vossia cuspidata. Vossia forms mats which are anchored to the lake 
bed whereas Papyrus is either emergent in shallow water or forms thick, floating mats 
which extend into deeper waters. These support Black Crakes Amaurornis flavirostra and 
Malachite Kingfishers Alcedo cristata. 

A rare plant found in the area is the cycad Encephalartos hildebrandtii. This primitive 
fern-like plant is known only from the gorge of the Mpanga River to the east of Lake 
George and from an area on the East African coast. The other plant not commonly found 



in Uganda is the sedge Cladium mariscus which forms swamps around Lake George; its 
only other known location is in some pockets in the Kigezi region of southwestern 
Uganda. 

Lake George wetlands provide habitat for over 150 species of birds including some rare 
species. These include the Saddle-billed Stork Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis, seven 
'papyrus endemics' including Papyrus Gonolek Laniarius mufumbiri, Papyrus Canary 
Serinus koliensis, and the threatened Papyrus Yellow Warbler Chloropeta gracilirostris 
(IUCN Red List, 1994). The Madagascar Squacco Heron Ardeola idae has also been 
recorded within the Lake George Basin. The associated crater lakes provide the only 
habitat for Greater and Lesser Flamingos Phoenicopterus ruber and P. minor in Uganda. 

The most spectacular of all is the Shoebill, a very large, grey water bird with a gigantic 
shoe-shaped bill. It is often confused with members of the stork family because of its 
resemblance to storks but it is in fact the only species within the family Balaenicipitidae. 
It is found in an enclave of the Lake commonly referred to as Shoebill Swamp. 

Utilization of Lake George's Resources  
The potential of Lake George is not yet fully exploited largely because of its 
inaccessibility. Nevertheless, Lake George wetlands are utilized in several ways. The 
Lake supports a thriving fishery with more than 50 species recorded in catches. Most of 
these are cichlids of which the most abundant is the phytoplankton-eating Haplochromis 
nigripennis. Up to 3,500 tonnes of fish were recorded annually between 1952 and 1972, 
and the catches are equally high in recent years. There is low endemicity compared to 
other lakes in the region. The most common fish include; tilapias, the catfish Clarius 
lazera and Bagrus docmac, a species of lungfish Protopterus sp., the electric fish 
Mormyrus kannume and the cichlid Haplochromis squamipinis. The presence of large 
quantities of fish led to the establishment of a fish factory in the 1960s to process tilapia. 
Although the factory is now disused and the scale of commercial fisheries has 
diminished, the lake still supports important fishery activities. Fishing villages are 
established in several of its bays, supplying fish locally to Kasese town and the 
surrounding area and to far destinations such as Kampala (450km away) and Zaire to the 
west. 

The other important human activity is the harvesting of Papyrus and the woody plant 
Ambatch, Aeschynomene elaphroxylon which grows in marshy soil, in swamps and on 
the edge of the lake. Papyrus is used for roofing material and screens while Ambatch 
stems, with their cork-like texture, are used as floats and buoys for fishing nets. 

Tourism is another activity that occurs in the area, but to a lesser extent because most of 
the wetlands are inaccessible due to the impenetrable swamp forest. 

Threats to the Diversity of the Area 



There are some problems which threaten the high diversity of the area and could 
jeopardize its existence if appropriate measures are not taken in time to address them: 

The lake is affected by pollution from copper and cobalt pyrites as the 
site is close to a copper mine and many of the rivers and streams that feed 
into the lake go past the mine. However the establishment of Kilembe 
Cobalt Company to carry out cobalt production using bioleaching and 
solvent extraction and electro-winning is expected to address some of the 
problems of cobalt pollution through rehabilitation of the degraded 
environment. 

There is uncontrolled charcoal burning to the east of the Lake George 
wetlands which could become disastrous if not checked: this is bound to 
deplete the tree resources of Lake George leading to loss of the natural 
organisms which they support. 

Horticultural activities such as vegetable growing to supply the fast 
growing Kasese town, also pose a threat to the lake and its associated 
wetlands. Many of these activities involve modification and in some cases 
drainage of wetlands and could reduce the buffering capacity of the 
wetlands. In addition the use of pesticides and agrochemicals in 
horticulture pose a danger to Lake George's biodiversity. 

There is a potential problem of silting from poor management p
in the water catchment area of the wetland as a result of intensive 
agricultural activities in the surrounding slopes of Mt Ruwenzori to the 
north, and the Bunyaruguru escarpment to the south. 

ractices 

Although Lake George supports a high diversity of biological resources and a high 
human population which is dependent on the fishing, the future of the lake, in the face of 
these threats, is uncertain. However recent government policy on wetlands in particular 
and the environment in general provide hope for the future. 
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