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Policy development for wetland management 

P. Mafabi 

National Wetlands Conservation and Management Programme  
P.O. Box 9629 
Kampala 
Uganda 

Summary 
The Wetlands Programme within the Ministry of Water, Energy, Minerals and Environment
Protection is described as well as its major activity of developing a national policy on
wetlands, by advising the various branches of government and consulting with people who
live in and use wetlands. The programme also provides technical information for the
planning of wetland activities and oversees developments in wetlands. 

Introduction 

About 10% of Uganda's total land area, 205,000 km2, is occupied by wetlands and
historically these areas were referred to as wastelands. The belief that wetlands, especially
marshes, are a major source of diseases like malaria and bilharzia has discouraged their
utilisation. Lind (1956) notes that although they occupy a large area of Uganda, these
waterlogged areas have hitherto attracted little attention, being considered useless except to
provide a few fish and buildin_ materials in a country where good agricultural land was
plentiful. This notion has apparently changed and over the last 20 years the wetland resource
has been put under considerable pressure from agriculture resulting in the draining of many 
wetlands and modification of several others. 
However, there is growing concern within the government that much of the agriculture on
wetland soils is not sustainable and, therefore, there is need to develop a policy that will
ensure sustainable and national utilisation of wetland resources. 
This paper examines some of the steps taken to prepare a national wetlands policy for
Uganda. 
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The need for a national wetlands policy 
Uganda's economy is based almost entirely on agriculture, and the increasing population 
places a heavy strain on traditional, cultivable land. This has led to encroachment into forest
resources, game reserves and the reclamation of swamps. The varied and diverse wetland
resources are found at altitudes ranging from 1,134 m, on the shores of Lake Victoria, to
over 4,000 m on the R wenzori Mountains. Although they occupy a large area of the
country, these waterlogged areas have attracted little attention and were considered useless
except to provide some fish (lung fish, Protopterus spp.; catfish, Clarias spp.), building 
materials and raw materials for handcrafts. For a long time there was plenty of agricultural
land elsewhere, although wetland edges were used to produce millet, sweet potatoes and
other food crops. 
Peoples' perception of wetland values have varied with time and other factors. They have
ranged from an attitude where people viewed wetlands as wastelands to the present trend
where some people view wetlands as opportunities for development. 
A survey of people in some of the wetland areas found mixed feelings about wetlands. In
one area, some people felt that wetlands should be used for cattle grazing to produce milk
while others felt that wetlands were communal areas which should not be monopolised by a 
few individuals. In _lI10ther area, some felt that wetlands were not _ery useful except for
the provision of materials for thatching and making crafts. Such people preferred to drain
wetlands to grow crops such as pineapples and bananas. Other people in the same area 
clearly stated that wetlands played a vital role in groundwater regulation. People near
Kamp,ala thought that all wetlands should be conserved and gazetted so that they could be
protected by law. In Doho, in eastern Uganda, the people had been severely affected by 
floods; so to them the creation of a rice scheme and the controlling of floods was a relief.
Most people viewed wetlands as wastelands which could be put to better use. 
H was clear from this survey that there was a variety of opinions about wetlands and that 
people perceived wetland values differently. In such circumstances, a policy is needed that
will guide the proper management and rational utilisation of wetlands, while taking
cognisancc of the needs and aspirations of people living around the resource. 
One of the main objectives of the National Wetlands Programme is to develop a wetlands
policy that will provide a coherent framework for rational management of wetlands. The
lack of accurate information on the distribution and status of many of Uganda's wetlands 
gives rise to the need for a thorough inventory and the production of a specialised wetland
map. 
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Stages in policy development 
Some districts have by-laws restricting agricultural use of wetlands but, at present, the only 
other legal protection for most wetlands is as follows: 
1. That they are state land and may not be owned by private individuals. 
2. A September 1986 circular, from the Ministry of Environment Protection to 

all District Administrators, suspending all large scale drainage activities pending 
development of a national policy. 

The inter-ministerial approach 
Since wetlands cover a broad range of land and water types, they are affected by almost all
aspects of government policy expressed by sectoral ministries. Uganda happens to be in a
situation where inter-sectoral inconsistencies are pronounced. The wetlands programme
recognised this and so a first step in developing a policy was to involve ministries and
departments whose activities were relevant to, or had a direct bearing on, wetlands. 
An inter-ministerl_l committee, chaired by the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of 
Environment Protection, was set up in August 1989 and had its first meeting in November
1989. 
In addition to the Environment Ministry, the committee comprises the following ministries
and departments: Agriculture, Animal Industry and Fisheries, Water and Mineral
Development, Land and Survey, Planning and Economic Development, Energy, Health,
Local Government, and Justice. The following government departments or institutions are 
also represented: Uganda Freshwater Fisheries Research Organisation, Makerere University
Institute of Environment and Natural Resources, Uganda National Parks, Game Department, 
and Department of Meteorology. 
The most important feature of the Inter-Ministerial Committee is that it establishes an 
approved channel of communication, and the Project Management Unit may take advantage
of this in soliciting action and support from the various ministries and departments. 
Phase 1 activities of the Wetlands Programme resulted in the preparation of a draft policy.
This process was facilitated by the implementation of the Inter-Ministerial Committee. In 
addition to proposals and suggestions made in the Committee meetings, the policy has
incorporated a section on Guidelines for Developers, which intends to provide specific 
technical guidance to users of wetlands. 

1 The Ministry of Environment Protection changed to the Ministry of Water. Energy and 
 Environment Protection (MWEMEP) in 1991. 
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District Development Committees 
Once formulated, the policy will have to be implemented at the grassroots level and be
integrated into the overall development of local communities. This is in accordance with the 
new government policy of decentralising development by strengthening the District
Development Committees (DOCs). It is in recognition of this fact that DOCs were consulted
and involved in discussions of the draft policy. Districts were selected on the basis of the 
pressures that have been inflicted upon their wetlands. Consultation involved project
personnel presenting the draft policy to full meetings of the DOCs and briefing members on
its contents. It is anticipated that feedback from the DOCs will amend the draft in a positive
way that will make it a workable policy. 

Review of past legislation 
Although there is no policy or law regarding wetlands per se, there are many sections within 
the existing legislation that have some relevance to wetland issues and these are currently
being reviewed. The review is expected to result in suggestions for the codification of the
draft policy into appropriate legislation, through consultation with members of the Inter-
Ministerial Committee and the DOCs. 

Cardinal points in the policy 
The most important product of the Wetlands Programme will be a management policy and
legislative package to assist the Environment Ministry (MWEMEP) in its role of ensuring
that wetlands are managed on a sustainable basis. The six cardinal points of the proposed
policy and guidelines for management are given below. 

Policy on drainage activities
Under no circumstances may a wetland be drained. Users of a wetland must ensure that the
overall balance is maintained, however, ridging and trenching may be performed within a
wetland allowing growth of crops requiring drier soils, as long as the water level does not
fall below the established water table. When carrying out bunding or trenching, the head
waters may not be modified. 

Policy on land tenure 
The Land Commission should seek clearance from the MWEMEP before allocating any 
wetland area. 
The people living around a wetland may have derived benefits from that wetland for many 
years, such as cutting of reeds, water supply, fishing and grazing. Any 
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change in usage of a wetland must allow those uses to continue without exclusion of the
people. 
In cases where there is clear evidence of environmental damage caused to a wetland, 
MWEMEP will recommend that the outstanding lease be revoked. Arbitration in such cases 
will be determined by an Environment Impact Assessment (EIA), coordinated and assessed
by MWEMEP with inter-ministerial collaboration. 

Policy on water supply and effluent treatment 
Wetlands, serving as water supplies or receiving effluent as part of a designed service to an
urban centre, should be fully protected from any encroachment, drainage or modification.
Where there is clear evidence of damage to a wetland receiving effluent, MWEMEP will 
require the local and urban authorities to reconstruct such a wetland and improve 
treatment of effluent. j 

Policy on recovery of previously drained wetlands 
Action may be taken to regenerate or restore a wetland that has suffered non-sustainable 
use. This action will be governed by appropriate EIA and Inter-Ministerial Review chaired 
by MWEMEP. 

Policy on Environment Impact Assessment 
All proposed modifications, restorations, drainage or impacts upon wetlands should be
subject to an EIA approved by MWEMEP. However, exceptions will be granted to closely
defined, subsistence farming activities. 

Policy on biological conservation of wetlands 
In consultation with the Ministry of Tourism, Wildlife, and Antiquities, MWEMEP
proposes to establish ful1 protection for certain wetlands of important biological diversity.
No proposal for modification, drainage or other impacts wil1 be entertained for wetlands so 
protected. The Lake George wetlands have been accorded the status of 'wetlands of
international importance' under the Ramsar Convention. Plans are in hand to protect the
unique swamp forests at Sango Bay on the shores of Lake Victoria. 

Long term implementation of the policy 
. In the long term, the conservation and management of wetlands wil1 be effective only if rural 
communities appreciate the values of wetlands and have a stake in the utilisation of these resources. 
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In this way, the local people will have the incentive to protect and conserve wetlands. Both
the Wetlands Programme and MWEMEP must strive through the DDCs to instill the
necessary local decision making structures for wetland management. 
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