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Abstract

Natural wetlands are critically important to the lives and livelihoods of many people.
Human activities result in the degradation of wetlands globally, and more so in developing
countries prioritizing fast economic growth and development. With an increasing popula-
tion in their immediate surroundings, wetlands in Wakiso District, Uganda, have become
over-exploited to meet human needs. Policies, plans and projects have been put in place
aiming at wetland conservation and restoration, but with limited stakeholder participation,
have achieved limited success. Our research objective was to identify stakeholders, their
perceptions, and understand the role these perceptions play in wetland conservation and
restoration activities. To achieve these objectives, we used the ecosystem services concept
within a qualitative, multi-site case study research approach. Findings show that stakehold-
ers hold divergent perceptions on wetland ecosystem services, perceiving them as source of
materials, fertile places for farming, cheap to buy and own, as well as being “God-given”.
Furthermore, wetlands as habitats are perceived as not prioritized by central government.
Implications for conservation and restoration vary with stakeholders advocating for (1)
over-use, wise-use or not-use of wetlands and their resources, (2) educating and sensi-
tization as well as (3) the implementation of the available laws and policies. This paper
explores the findings and important implications for the conservation and restoration of
wetlands in Wakiso District, Uganda.
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1 Introduction

Natural wetlands are among the most biodiverse ecosystems on earth, the most productive
environments and vital for human survival (Xu et al., 2020). In article 1.1 of the Ramsar
Convention, wetlands are defined as “areas of marsh, fen, peat, or water whether natural or
artificial, permanent, or temporary with water that is static or flowing, fresh, brackish, or
salty including areas of marine water, the depth of which at low tide does not exceed six
metres” (Ramsar Convention Secretariat, 2005, page 1). In Uganda, wetlands are defined
as areas permanently or seasonally flooded by water, with plants and animals specifically
adapted to this environment (National Environment Act, 2019). Wetlands are integral to
supporting the achievement of the 2030 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) through contributing to clean water and sanitation (SDG 6)and life on land (SDG
15) (Kakuba & Kanyamurwa, 2021).

The ecosystem services obtained and provided by wetlands support the well-being and
survival of many communities through the provisioning of water, food and construction
materials (Namaalwa et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2020). Papyrus swamps comprise the highest
percentage of inland wetlands in East Africa (Namaalwa et al., 2013; Ministry of Water and
Environment (MWE), 2016, 2019). Over the years, papyrus wetlands have been subjected
to drainage in favour of agriculture (Schuyt, 2005); over-harvesting (Kakuru et al., 2013;
Mengesha, 2017; Wamala, 2021; Zhang, 2019) through ineffective management (Hartter
& Ryan, 2010); destruction by large mammals (Morrison et al., 2012); and the effects of
climate change. Wetlands are generator areas of life as many species reproduce, spread
and populate other locations from there (Zsuffa et al., 2016). The importance of wetlands
as outlined justifies the call and need for their conservation and restoration in Uganda and
elsewhere in the world.

Uganda is experiencing a high level of inland wetland conversion and degradation.
According to the Ministry of Water and Environment (2019), the wetland area reduced
from 15% in 1994 to less than 9% by 2018. The same is happening on a global scale (Mil-
lennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA), 2005; UNFCCC, 2018; Pueyo-Ros et al., 2019;
Chanda, 1996; Choudri et al., 2016; Meyer, 2018). About 35% of the global wetland is
reported to be lost since the 1970 (Ramsar Convention, 2018). Humans in their pursuit
to improve agricultural production and industrialization have for many decades converted
wetlands to other uses (Sandhu & Sandhu, 2014), leading to their degradation. There is a
strong human nature interdependence (Constanza et al., 1997; De Groot et al., 2012; Mcl-
nnes, 2013; MEA 2005; Zhao et al., 2016) and development as we know it affects and
depends on natural ecosystems such as wetlands (Ranganathan et al., 2008).

Many factors explain why wetland areas are shrinking in Uganda including population
increase, rural to urban migration, informal settlements, agricultural activities, poverty, ani-
mal grazing, industrialization and other infrastructural developments. The wetlands around
Lake Victoria where this study was carried out have been subjected to high levels of con-
version. For example, between the years 2008-2014, 53.8% of the wetlands were lost (Gov-
ernment of Uganda, 2016) and the conversion is perceived to be increasing to date. Since
1995, Uganda has put in place several laws and guidelines to help and support conservation
and restoration of wetlands with negligible success partly because the implementation of
such laws lacks backing and support from government. The government is in a dilemma
as it wants to develop and create wealth for the citizens through conversion of natural
resources yet at the same time it is mandated to ensure the wise-use of such resources. With
more people struggling with poverty, it is quite challenging today and in the foreseeable
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future to conserve wetlands in Uganda unless alternative sources of livelihoods are put in
place and equally accessed by the citizens. Indeed, Mafabi (2018) observed that in many
communities of Uganda, wetlands cannot be conserved without other economically viable
livelihood options, incentives and benefits given to those that depend on the wetland. Thus,
finding options for their survival for those that entirely depend on wetlands as well as those
who use them for business is a challenge for the government.

There are many calls to conserve and restore the world wetlands (Simaika et al.,
2021; Ministry of Water and Environment, 2019). Conservation and restoration of wet-
lands necessitate the intervention, collaboration and participation of many stakeholders.
The importance of stakeholder involvement in conservation has been emphasized (Dick
et al., 2018; Sowiriska-Swierkosz & Garcia, 2021; Ramsar Convention Secretariat, 2010).
When stakeholders from various disciplines and sectors are involved in the planning and
implementation of a wetland conservation project, it raises awareness and appreciation of
the intervention (Dick et al., 2018) and thereby favours sustainable wetland management
(Bosma et al., 2017). Also, it enables policy makers to base their decisions on local knowl-
edges and the felt needs of those that are affected and benefit from such policies (Grimble
& Chan, 1995; Hopkins et al., 2012; Jiang et al., 2015). Stakeholders are characterized by
divergent degrees of influence and importance when it comes to making decisions regard-
ing wetland conservation and restoration in their respective areas of work (Namaalwa et al.,
2013) and such power is exhibited when there is an engagement in differing phases of
designing, planning, implementing, monitoring and maintaining a given conservation pro-
ject (Zingraff-Hamed et al., 2020). Failure to involve stakeholders in wetland conservation
presents the possibility of non-cooperation or outright opposition (Grimble & Chan, 1995),
thus increasing the probability of failure to conserve and restore wetlands.

A wealth of existing research points to the fact that to achieve success in conservation,
wetland management should involve the most concerned stakeholders (DeCaro & Stokes,
2008; Miller & Montalto, 2019; Omoding et al., 2020). In addition, deliberate efforts
are required to create awareness aimed at changing popular negative perceptions associ-
ated with wetlands to realize their sustainability. Different perceptions and attitudes cre-
ate unique relations with the environment, and local priorities and tradeoffs are embed-
ded therein (Curseu & Schruijer, 2017; Miller & Montalto, 2019). Stakeholder inclusion
and active participation in ecosystem management interventions has been elaborated by
many scholars (Ambrose-Oji et al., 2017; Ruiz-Frau et al., 2018; Spangenberg et al., 2015).
In Uganda, there are several interventions geared towards wetland conservation and res-
toration, but available literature points to their failure (Isunju et al., 2016; Kalanzi, 2015;
Mafabi, 2018), and one of the reasons is inadequate stakeholder participation (Nakiyemba
et al., 2020). In the research reported here, we focus on understanding and explaining the
role human perceptions play in influencing their actions in wetland conservation and resto-
ration. We place particular emphasis on stakeholders at the community level by looking at
two separate wetlands in Uganda, one recognized as of international importance (Ramsar
site), and the other, a small and locally managed wetland. We wanted to find out whether
community-level stakeholder perceptions are indeed included or considered when design-
ing or implementing policies and interventions aimed at wetland conservation.

Conceptually, the study adopted the ecosystem services framework. Ecosystem services
are the benefits humans obtain from ecosystems (Costanza et al., 1997; de Groot et al.,
2002a, 2002b; MEA 2005; Sandhu et al., 2012; Wratten, 2013). Studies on ecosystem ser-
vices have focused on the benefits that people derive from the wetland ecosystem (Baraka-
gira & de Wit, 2019; Bikangaga et al., 2007; Constanza, 2000; Costanza et al., 2014; Fin-
layson, 2015; Horwitz et al., 2012). According to Asah et al (2014), the focus on benefits
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has led to a limited understanding of how values for wetlands as ecosystems are shaped by
the way stakeholders perceive, depend and use them. According to MEA (2005), there are
four categories of ecosystem services, namely provisioning, regulating, cultural and sup-
porting. Several ecosystem services are obtained and provided by Lutembe and Nabaziza
wetlands including provisioning (provision of water (drinking, construction and irrigation),
provision of raw materials (sand, clay, papyrus, grass for thatching), herbs, clean air, fire-
wood, grazing land for animals, farming grounds for (rice, yams, vegetables), fish, hunting
and source of income through selling of fish and agricultural produce. Regulating services
include reducing water runoff, soil erosion, flood control and mitigation, water storage,
purification and weather regulation. There are also cultural/nonmaterial benefits such as
tourism, leisure, birdwatching, venue for cultural practices especially those of spiritual
nature, place for education and research. Finally, supporting services are necessary to pro-
duce other services such as soil formation, soil fertility, habitat for wildlife, breeding areas
for fish and other terrestrial and aquatic species.

We investigated the nature and role of stakeholder perceptions on the restoration and
conservation of Lutembe Bay and Nabaziza wetlands in Wakiso. The assumption was that
if majority of stakeholders appreciated the values and benefits obtained from wetlands,
they would want to participate in, and support their conservation. As proposed by Gosling
et al (2017), Dlamini et al. (2020) and Sinthumule (2021), successful wetland conservation
and management requires a positive mind and willingness to participate across stakeholder
groups including those at community level. We build on a growing body of work on stake-
holders perceptions on wetland ecosystems (e.g. Ainscough et al., 2019; McNally et al.,
2016) and wetland functioning (Bosma et al., 2017). There are, however, limited studies
that have specifically focused on the role played by stakeholder perceptions in influencing
actions towards wetland conservation in Wakiso District. It is not yet clear as to why with
all the knowledge about climate change and its effects, resources invested in the conserva-
tion and restoration of natural resources by national and international organizations as well
as the studies done globally the conversion of wetlands continues at an increasing rate.
Thus, this study sought to fill that gap through identifying, documenting and analysing per-
ceptions stakeholders have on wetland ecosystem services and their effect on conservation
and restoration related activities.

2 Study area

Wakiso District Local Government (DLG) is in Central Uganda and part of the greater
Kampala Metropolitan Area. The district has 2807.75 km? of the land of which 384 km?
are wetlands and by 2016 this comprised of slightly over 13% of its land covered by wet-
lands. Unfortunately, there have been consistent and increasing reports of the disappear-
ance of wetlands in the district due to developments that are taking place (Kariuki et al.,
2016; Tumusiime, 2013; Wakiso, 2017). In Wakiso, there are two wetlands of international
importance (Lutembe Bay and Mabamba wetlands). Given its geographical location, Wak-
iso District is experiencing a high rate of urbanization with a diversity of population in
terms of social and economic class, level of education, employment status, different cul-
tures and tribes that live and work there (Wakiso, 2017). There are also many upcoming
commercial farms growing flowers, vegetables or fish farming, targeted to benefit from the
ready market available in the communities and district because of the high population.
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Wetlands in Wakiso District play a significant role in sheltering Lake Victoria by
cleansing the water runoff from Kampala and the neighbouring districts. Lake Vic-
toria is locally known as Nalubaale and is the world’s second-largest freshwater lake
and the largest in Africa. The lake shares boarders with Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania.
It is the only source of fresh water for both domestic and industrial use in Kampala
city, Wakiso, Mukono and Mpigi districts and other surrounding areas. According to
Tumuhimbise (2017), most of the permanent wetlands in Wakiso District are found
in Entebbe Municipality and Busiro County along the shores of Lake Victoria. With
the ever-increasing rural to urban migration in the country, coupled with the ever-ris-
ing cost of living in Kampala and surrounding areas, many of the people who have
migrated to the city from other areas of Uganda find it easy and relatively affordable
to live in Wakiso, where the cost of living is still considered relatively low compared
to living in Kampala city. Undoubtedly, this increases the pressure on the available
resources in the district and calls for proper planning, including how to conserve the
remaining natural wetlands (Muwanguzi, 2018).

Lutembe Bay is a lacustrine type of wetland as per the Ramsar Convention Secre-
tariat classification. It covers the areas of Katabi, Kajjansi and Makindye Ssabagabo
Town Councils of Wakiso District. It is along the Kampala—Entebbe International
Airport highway (00°10’ N 32°34' E), just twenty-five kilometres away from the capi-
tal Kampala. The study stakeholders were from Kajjansi Town Council in the com-
munities of Lutembe Ddewe, Bwerenga and Nganjo. According to data from Uganda
Bureau of Statistic (UBOS), Kajjansi Town Council has a population of 135,600
(UBOS, 2021). The wetland was declared a Ramsar site by the government of Uganda
in 2006 as an Important Bird Area (Arinaitwe et al., 2010). It is a wetland of interna-
tional importance and a major tourist attraction. Local tourists come to the area for
leisure especially during weekends.

All organisations and groups focused on aspects of wetland conservation or restora-
tion combine under one local umbrella organisation known as the Lutembe Wetland
Users Association (LWUA).

Nabaziza wetland site is in Kyengera Town Council, Wakiso District, along the
Kampala—Masaka Highway connecting Uganda to Tanzania and Rwanda. It is one of
the small wetlands in Uganda that are rarely included in surveys or maps but under-
going conversion. Kyengera Town Council has a population of 285,400 (UBOS,
2021). Nabaziza wetland on the side of Kyengera covers the villages of Nkokonjeru B,
Nabaziza and Masanda. The wetland is a tributary of river Mayanja and forms part of
the Mayanja Wetland System (Basudde, 2013). As evidenced in Fig. 1a, the wetland is
in a highly urbanizing suburb of Kampala City, and this partly explains the challenges
it is facing such as illegal dumping of wastes, high levels of encroachment by those
constructing informal settlements, crop farmers, clay brick making and the proposed
Kampala—-Mpigi express Highway which is to pass through the wetland.

The two wetlands are located in the same district and have similarities and differ-
ences in terms of their characteristics that are likely to impact on the efforts regarding
their conservation and restoration. Lutembe Bay being in a fast-urbanizing community
is exposed to many challenges related to its conversion as it is part of Lake Victoria
which attracts many people to come in either as fishermongers, traders or residents
who buy big plots and establish homes or small encroachers that occupy sections of
the wetland illegally waiting for their eviction (Table 1).
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Fig.1 Geographical location of Lutembe Bay and Nabaziza wetlands (Source: Adapted from Google Earth
Images)

3 Materials and methods

Following a qualitative multi-site case study research design (Creswell, 2013), fieldwork
was conducted over a 6-month period by the first author in two areas within Wakiso Dis-
trict. Qualitative data were collected using semistructured interviews. Guided by Bryman
(2016), the research questions focused on enabling stakeholders to describe their percep-
tions and feelings and establish their reasoning behind what individuals do in relation
to wetland conservation. Drawing on common characteristics of the case study design
(Zainal, 2007), we engaged with communities to explore and investigate the contemporary
real-life phenomenon of wetland loss, degradation and possibilities for conservation and
restoration.

3.1 Study participants

Overall, forty stakeholders were engaged in this study with ten participants from each of
the following categories: Lutembe Bay community, Nabaziza wetland community, Wakiso
District and National level. Twenty stakeholders were selected at the community level rep-
resenting a diverse group of people that largely derive their living by working in and around
the wetland. These included (1) Water fetchers, (2) Crop and animal farmers, (3) Sand and
clay miners, (4) Beach management unit (BMU) a unit that established by government to
oversee activities that take place on the beach and report to government accordingly, (5)
Herbalists, (6) Tour guides, (7) Representatives of community-based organizations focus-
ing on wetland conservation, (8) Local leaders, (9) Religious leader representatives and
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(10) Handicraft association representatives. From each of the above categories, one mem-
ber represented the group. Lutembe Wetland Users Association was helpful in locating the
members, and the selection was done purposively given the sensitivity of the study. Ten
participants were selected at district level including district technical leaders (district natu-
ral resources officer, environment officers, wetland officer, community development officer,
organizations and a religious leader). At national level, participants were from Ministry of
Water and Environment, research institutions, media and civil society including national
and international organizations (Table 2).

3.2 Data management and analysis

Primary data were collected through interviews, then transcribed and translated to Eng-
lish when the local language was used. The transcripts were then processed and analysed
following steps. All interviews were audio recorded on a digital recorder, transcribed and
typed in Microsoft Word. Data familiarization was achieved through reading the transcripts
and identifying the major themes. The themes identified were then coded through mark-
ing key ideas, phrases and concepts in the transcripts. A code as defined by Clarke and
Braun (2017) is the smallest unit of analysis that captures interesting features of data rel-
evant to the research question. Then, the transcribed interviews were entered into NVivo
12 Pro software for sorting and easy identification. In NVivo, individual transcripts were
organized in several nodes, and from them, some verbatim statements were identified from
the coded transcripts which were later incorporated in this paper. Therefore, NVivo was
used to organize data and filter it for ease of access based on the generated thematic codes
and nodes. Analysis of the data was done using the embedded analysis as suggested by
Creswell (2013). Interpretation was done through identifying links, meanings, differences
from quotes, nodes and themes to draw answers to the research question. Finally, we used
embedded analysis (Creswell, 2013) where we looked at aspects of stakeholder perceptions

Table 2 Classification of study participants per activity and location

Stakeholder/activity Location Level of engagement Numbers

Local District National Active Passive Neutral

Crop farmers
Fishermen

Sand and Clay miners
Handicraft makers
Herbalist

Policy makers
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|
|
|

£ S RS (ST (S I S
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|
|
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Religious leaders

<_ |

Civil society

Tour guide

Media

Academia

Retired

Beach Management Unit
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in relation to several factors of interest such as wetland ownership, wetland use, current and
future state of wetland, benefits derived from wetlands as well as perceptions that stake-
holders had on wetlands and their implications for conservation and restoration efforts.

3.3 Limitations to the study

Efforts to include representatives from the manufacturing sector (industries and factories)
as well as large flower farms were unsuccessful. Despite numerous attempts, none agreed
to be interviewed. Representatives from Environmental police were also inaccessible
despite initial agreements. We cannot confirm why these stakeholders refused to be inter-
viewed but can hypothesize that it relates to the presence of negative publicity about both
large-scale industry and governance in the recent past, especially regarding their role in
wetland degradation. Interviews at district and national levels were conducted digitally via
telephone as they were conducted at a time when Uganda was under lockdown due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Face-to-face interactions were missed along with their associated
benefits of observing non-verbal cues that accompany the respondents’ responses.

4 Results of the study
4.1 Stakeholder perceptions of wetlands

Stakeholders had various perceptions on Lutembe and Nabaziza wetlands. Some were
similar, complementary, or overlapping, yet others were different. Our findings show that
human perceptions are very complex to understand given their heterogeneous nature. What
is constant is that different stakeholder perceptions affect the way they interpret the eco-
system services that are provided by the wetlands. There were a few stakeholders who per-
ceived wetlands as places that deserved total protection, restricting all activities, while oth-
ers looked at them as a source of materials for their livelihoods. To those who perceived
them as a source of materials, restricting access to the wetland meant changing their liveli-
hoods altogether. In turn, this would negatively affect their social, cultural and economic
well-being. As shown in Table 3, the primary reasons stakeholders had for relating with the
wetland were highly influenced by their livelihoods.

The key perceptions that emerged after data analysis were related to the following
aspects of the wetland ecosystem and had significant impacts on the actions or inactions
that later the stakeholders engaged in, in as far as wetland conservation and restoration is
concerned.

4.2 Wetlands as a source of materials

Community-level stakeholders perceive wetlands as a source of livelihood in the form
of Mudfish and Lungfish for eating or selling. Other materials provided include papyrus
for weaving, water for domestic use and sand and clay for house construction. Stakehold-
ers, especially those who were older, regarded wetlands as a source of medicinal plants
and herbs for treating some human ailments such as skin and stomach related diseases as
well as snake bites. This was not common among the young stakeholders, and it could be
because of changes in the community with the advance of modern medicine. These activi-
ties have a direct effect on the status and functioning of the wetland and is related to the
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Table 3 Summary of stakeholder primary perceptions by category

Stakeholder Perception of wetland ecosystem usefulness

Crop farmer Fertile place to plant quick maturing crops especially vegetables
Commercial farmer A good place for a plantation for its nearness to water

Brick maker Source of quality clay bricks which are on market

Handicraft maker Source of materials such as papyrus, clay and others
Landless/poor A cheap and affordable place to own a plot of land
Conservationist Important site for survival of biodiversity and research
Politicians A contentious place that can make or break your political career
Government official A multipurpose place for the benefit of government and individuals
Community members A source of water, fish and construction materials
Educator/researcher A place for biodiversity research

Herbalist Source of herbs and other medicinal plants

Tour guide A place of work and source of income through guiding tourists
Law enforcers A hiding place for criminals and a threat to children

scale of the extraction. For instance, when substantial amounts of papyrus and other veg-
etation are cut down to create space for farming, the level of degradation of the wetland can
be severe. Whereas some of the activities are on a small scale such as sand and clay min-
ing, many were found to be on a large scale, especially farming. The larger the scale, the
higher the perceived impact on the state of the wetland, and its actual impact cannot easily
be estimated in the short term. Whereas stakeholders at the community level were more
familiar with the direct values that they obtained from the wetland, there were other indi-
rect values that are related to functions and services such as environment protection, water
purification, water storage and any other services and these were highlighted by those at
district level.

4.3 Wetlands as fertile lands for crop and animal farming

Stakeholders involved in growing crops perceived wetlands as fertile lands suitable for
crops. Indeed, many community members were engaged in the growing of crops especially
vegetables in and around wetlands. People have been growing crops along the wetland
edges for many years. What has changed now is that some people are moving into the wet-
land, away from the edges, clearing and burning the papyrus, degrading the wetland. Other
people ferry and pour soil picked from the dry land to areas that are wet to be able to grow
their crops. Earlier studies such as Kakuru et al (2013) noted that around 80% of the people
who live near wetlands in Uganda derive their livelihood from it. The major crops grown
include yams, cassava, cabbages, tomatoes, sweet potatoes and other vegetables. One of the
study participants at the community level stated that, “... this wetland [Lutembe] does so
many things for us. We grow food there, get grass for our animals and some have started
fish farming”. Such an observation suggests that the respondent attaches a lot of impor-
tance to the existence of the wetland since through human action, wetlands support the
generation of many types of provisioning services albeit contributing to their degradation.
Whereas many people still depend on the wetland for their food, Mbabazi et al. (2010)
discourage such practices. In their study, they cautioned people to refrain from eating crops
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Fig.2 Papyrus burning inside
Lutembe Bay wetland (Source:
Field photograph, 2021)

grown in wetlands due to the high threat of ingesting heavy metals that accumulate in the
wetlands following heavy rainfall events (Fig. 2).

Wetlands are perceived to be immensely helpful during dry seasons for the cattle keep-
ers as they would remain green and provide grass that can be eaten by the animals. Cer-
tainly, the participants at the community level did not perceive animal grazing to be one
of the degrading activities among those done in the wetland. The reason was that whatever
the cattle fed on would grow again rapidly and thus it was not a reason to worry about. The
fact that agriculture and animal grazing are not perceived as detrimental to the functioning
of wetlands in Wakiso District is in agreement with observations from Musasa and Maram-
banyika (2020) who noted that cultivation and livestock grazing are the dominant wetland
use activities in Zimbabwe.

4.4 Wetlands offer cheap and affordable options to the poor to access land

Over half of the study participants were of the view that lands in or around wetlands
were cheaper compared to dry lands. There were also people who simply came and occu-
pied parts of a wetland without paying any fee or rent, content to stay until evicted by
government officials. There are some insights that the encroachers know that what they
were doing was illegal and against the set laws that govern wetlands. Nevertheless, due to
life challenges they end up encroaching the wetland in search for survival even when they
know that it will be temporary. The search for survival partly explains why a wetland like
Lutembe Bay is occupied by so many people owning or using small plots of land.

4.5 Wetlands as “God-given” and belonging to no one

Community stakeholders perceive wetlands as “God-given” and therefore belonging to no
one. In contrast, stakeholders at district and national levels perceive wetlands as belonging
to individuals and institutions. There is evidence of lack of consensus regarding owner-
ship of wetlands in the district. To many stakeholders, the wetlands belong to no one and
are managed by the government on behalf of citizens. Yet, the government and business
sector continue to commodify wetlands by fencing off sections and preventing commu-
nity members from access. This deprives the people access to essential resources such as
water. Ownership of wetland as private property is highly contested and often the cause of
conflict especially when the public have been prohibited from accessing and using wetland
resources which they perceive to belong to no one. Lack of clear ownership has made wet-
land conservation in the district to be a concern of everybody, but a responsibility of no
one. Participants argued that one cannot ably manage what does not belong to them.
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In a bid to streamline issues of wetland ownership and management, the central Uganda
government designated three categories of wetlands that are managed at distinct levels:
(1) wetlands of international importance (Ramsar sites); (2) national importance (critical
wetlands); and (3) local importance (valuable wetlands) as outlined in the National Envi-
ronmental Act (MWE, 2019). In the Act, the central government is mandated to manage
only the first two categories, and the third one valuable wetlands are managed at com-
munity level. The “wise-use” of wetlands is only acceptable in Uganda by law to apply to
those wetlands categorized as critical and valuable and not in the wetlands of international
importance. The practice in Wakiso District shows no different treatment whether a wet-
land is of national importance, critical or valuable. They are all degraded and continually
converted to pave way for other developments. The practice of parcelling plots in Lutembe
wetland and issuance of titles were of particularly great concern for many stakeholders at
both the community and district levels. As stated by one stakeholder at the community
level “The dilemma we have while trying to conserve our wetlands are those who even
up to-today are still issuing land/ plot titles on the wetland”. It was indeed noted that if all
individuals owning plots of land on Lutembe wetland decided to use them, there will be no
wetland vegetation left. This in a way deflates the efforts and zeal of those involved in wet-
land conservation and restoration efforts.

4.6 Central government perceived as not prioritizing wetland conservation

Wetlands are perceived to be one of the ecosystems that are not prioritized by the central
government. There is a cross-cutting perception among stakeholders especially at the com-
munity and district levels. The central government and its environment protection agencies
are perceived to be not doing enough to streamline the management of wetlands in Wakiso
District. Participants alleged that a few officials in government do facilitate and super-
vise the encroachment on wetlands through issuing permits, land and plot titles in wet-
lands. With extensive structures already in place, the government is perceived and indeed
believed to have the capacity and means to conserve wetland if there was political will. “...
we know that the government institutions in place have the capacity to protect the wetland
if those in power chose to do so. But they chose to ignore it” mentioned a stakeholder at
the national level. Another participant doubted the possibility of the government officials
to conserve the wetland stating that much of the degradation is associated with the govern-
ment: “Degradation of wetlands is largely by the government itself; it is either by people
who are working for the government, their accomplices or a project supported by govern-
ment or a government project such as establishment of a road or factory”. As Hobfoll et al.,
(2018) observed that individuals and groups strive to obtain, retain, foster and protect the
resources they value. It would appear here some government officials do not value wet-
lands as an ecosystem. It can be argued that the central government is more concerned with
development and meeting economic gains (Ondiek et al., 2020) from the wetlands rather
than caring about the other values and benefits derived from them.

4.7 Wetlands as places of spiritual practices

Both Lutembe and Nabaziza were perceived as sources of spiritual power. Hence both wet-
lands are visited by many people, not only those who lived near them but also from distant
places. The visitors come to consult the spirits believed to be found in the wetlands. Seek-
ing for spirits and blessings from wetlands supports Russi’s (2013) statement that there are
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social and cultural values to the wetlands. Local knowledge has it that the name Lutembe
originated from a practice of calling a Crocodile from Lake Victoria to give them blessings
(Stakeholder at the community level). Nabaziza wetland is a tributary of River Mayanja
which is full of traditions in the central region as it is widely believed to have been birthed
by a Muganda woman named Nalongo. To date, some people go to the river and use its
banks as a spiritual and historical place (Basudde, 2013). In addition to spiritual bless-
ings, both Lutembe and Nabaziza are perceived as rich sources of traditional herbs that
help people in treating some skin infections, stomach pains, snake bites, cough and chest
pains. While talking about the relevance of the wetland, one participant commented: “As
a Herbalist I do get herbs from Lutembe wetland. I used to get many herbs in the past
from the wetland, but they are now reducing as people clear the wetland vegetation to plant
their crops or graze animals”. Because of large vegetation cutting and burning to establish
gardens, many of the varieties of herbs in the form of grass, roots, trees and flowers can
no longer be found. As confirmed by Ondiek et al (2020), such disappearance reduces the
value of the wetlands a source of materials and spiritual centres.

4.8 Wetlands as tourist attractions

Lutembe wetland is widely known as an International Birding Area. The migration of
birds such as White-winged Terns, Gull-billed Terns from Europe between September and
March attract tourists, specifically those interested in birdwatching. There are concerns
that the wetland and its ability to host birds that tourists want to see is under threat. As one
of the study participants commented: “I am worried because what tourists used to come
for is no longer present. The birds like the Shoebill were everywhere, today you can take
hours to find one”. The changes that are happening in Lutembe are real and felt by the local
stakeholders and many are just left wondering what is happening. Such scenarios could
point to either migration or extinction of some wildlife that used to inhabit the wetland.

Nabaziza wetland also attracts visitors that come to learn about the wetland including
students from nearby primary and secondary schools. There are also community members
who walk along the wetland edge as a form of leisure especially during the evening hours.
Community members visit the wetland to relax and get connected with nature.

4.9 Wetlands as degraded ecosystem

Wetlands were on a whole perceived as degraded in Wakiso District. It was one of the most
agreed upon perceptions by more than half of the stakeholders. Wetlands are perceived to
be reducing in size, quality and vegetation cover as most of their edges are converted to
other uses. Examples include, construction of houses, growing crops, animal farms, flower
gardens, factories as well as other businesses like establishment of petrol stations. While
describing their perceptions regarding the state of wetlands in Wakiso District, some stake-

LLINNTS

holders used phrases such as “it is worrying”, “wetlands are threatened extensively”, “it
is alarming”, “it is appalling” and “wetland coverage is reducing”. One stakeholder at the
district level noted that “The state of wetlands in the district is worrying because there is a
lot of degradation. We cannot say that the status is the same as we started it is on a decline
trend because of several reasons”. Another participant from the community level explained
that ““... previously all the wetland [Lutembe Bay] was covered by forest and it could rain
a lot in this area. Now, rainfall has become so unpredictable and that has led to changes in

our seasons”. After the trees were cut down, the land was divided into small plots and sold
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to numerous people. The stated quotes suggest that stakeholders perceive wetlands as being
encroached on at a high scale portraying a bleak future if no action is taken to avert the
situation.

5 Discussion

The results have highlighted several ecosystem services that people obtain from wetlands
and presented arguments for the need for conservation of what is remaining of the wetlands
as well as restoration of what has already been converted to other uses. Clearly, the cen-
tral government has done a lot to enact laws but has not created an enabling environment
for the implementation of the same laws to allow for success in wetland conservation and
restoration. Perhaps, the biggest conundrum is for the government to balance the need and
drive for wealth creation while at the same time conserving natural resources such as wet-
lands. All this happens in a country where there is increase in population and demand for
land for other uses as it is the case with other developing countries (Asumadu et al., 2023).
There is need for many local-level studies to support evidence-based wetland manage-
ment practices which this study contributes to. Consequently, the study adds to the body
of knowledge about perceptions stakeholders have on wetland ecosystem conservation and
restoration in Wakiso District, Uganda. The research contributes to the current discussion
on how to increase chances of success in efforts geared towards nature conservation par-
ticularly wetlands in developing countries.

There are three broad implications of stakeholder perceptions regarding wetland con-
servation and restoration. These perceptions may lead to over-use, wise-use and not-use
of wetlands and their resources. Stakeholders who are more inclined to and or supported
the uncontrolled conversion of wetlands to meet human and developmental needs lead to
actions that results in increased conversion, degradation and over-use of wetland resources.
Those whose perceptions supported wise-use of wetlands appreciate the dangers result-
ing from over-use and are concerned that uncontrolled conversion would lead to disaster.
Wise-use of wetland resources is recommended in a number of studies including Keddy
and Fraser, (2000), Kalanzi, (2015), Gupta et al., (2020), Kingsford et al., (2021) and the
Ramsar Convention Secretariat (2010). Wise-use is defined as the maintenance of the wet-
land’s ecological character achieved through the implementation of ecosystem approaches
(Finlayson et al., 2015; Gardner & Davidson, 2011). The third and final group were those
stakeholders whose perceptions were against using wetlands at all and wished to leave
them intact, arguing that a lot of degradation and conversion has already taken place. These
were in support of large scale conservation and restoration programmes as well as ensuring
that what remains should not tampered with at all costs.

Many stakeholders that participated in this study support wise-use because they reason
that humans have for decades relied on the services offered or supported by wetlands. This
agrees with what Warbington and Boyce, (2023) and Gosling et al., (2017) observed that
communities living adjacent to the wetland know their value but may end up over-using
them in the absence of regulation and enforcement. Some stakeholders were deeply con-
cerned about the continued conversion of wetlands and called for immediate conservation
and restoration if future generations are to benefit from wetlands. Stakeholders with this
perception are most likely not to engage in actions that would further degrade the wetland.
Some stakeholders at the community level did not only guard the wetlands but also dis-
couraged others from degrading them. Sensitizing others on the relevance of conserving
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and restoring wetlands was done emphasizing the benefits, goods and services they pro-
vided. Unfortunately, these were the minority among the study participants and comprised
about 30% of the study population.

As the results show, there has been a failure in clearly understanding and using this con-
cept in the two wetlands of Lutembe and Nabaziza. The same results could be applied to
other wetlands in the Wakiso District and the central region at large. Wetlands around Lake
Victoria tend to face almost similar challenges such as over-use especially the harvesting
of papyrus and encroachment for agricultural production. Failure to promote and adopt the
“wise-use” concept could be as a result of lack of capacity to implement the required prac-
tices as outlined by the Ramsar Secretariat recommendations (Ramsar Convention Sec-
retariat, Handbook I, 2010; Ostrovskaya et al., 2013), or a lack of knowledge about the
wetland and its usefulness (Gardner & Davidson, 2011). Evidence from interviews shows
that local-level stakeholders consider what they do as wise-use since they have done so for
ages given that their wetland has the capacity to regenerate. It is new practices such as back
filling and flower farming which completely alters the ecological character and state of the
wetland.

There are stakeholders that perceived wetland as a source of livelihoods materials, as
fertile land for crop and animal farming, cheap and affordable, “God-given”, and not being
prioritized by the central government. These perceptions are a danger to the existence of
wetlands in the district because they contribute to over-use, conversion and degradation of
wetlands. The need for present survival as opposed to future is largely the driving force. It
is natural for some people to always think about their own needs or those of their immedi-
ate family members first before considering the larger society. Whereas such stakehold-
ers may not be completely stopped from accessing such resources depending on the estab-
lished norm, they need to be assisted to find alternative livelihoods if they are to co-exist
with such a fragile ecosystem. Therefore, stakeholders with these perceptions need to be
identified, involved and made aware of how their perceptions and actions negatively affect
the overall functioning of the wetland ecosystem. There is need for constant reminders that
natural resources such as wetlands in most countries belong to the living, the dead and the
yet to be born.

The perception that wetlands are “God-given” makes it difficult to exercise caution
believing that it does not harm individual members of the community, yet that endangers
other creatures and species that live in the wetlands. No wonder there has been a reported
decline in the number of fish species caught from Lake Victoria which is partially attrib-
uted to loss of wetlands and climatic change. In response to the reduced quantities of fish,
the government has deployed soldiers to monitor fishing activities on the lake and to reduce
the use of illegal fishing nets locally known as “Kambamajji”, “Bungulu” and “Kokota”
and unauthorized fishing boats called “Baotaddu” or “Paala”. Those who use illegal fish-
ing nets and boats are perceived to make more money since they catch small fish which
they sell and earn more than those who use authorized gear. The continued degradation of
especially Lutembe Bay wetland where fish produces from as it lays there eggs contributes
significantly to the persistent loss of fish and low catch affecting hundreds of people that
depend on that trade.

The study found that stakeholders had varied perception regarding who is responsible
for conserving and restoring wetlands in Wakiso District. Those named include govern-
ment, civil society organizations, community members as the key institutions responsi-
ble for conserving wetlands. Surprisingly only one stakeholder said, “it was the respon-
sibility of everyone to manage the wetland”. Notably, participants at the community
level mentioned civil society as not only responsible for conservation and restoration of
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wetlands but also as owners. A possible explanation for this could be that civil society
organizations are possibly the most active in the field but also engage and involve local
people in their programme activities related to wetland conservation. The benefits of
stakeholder participation have been expressed by many scholars (Bal et al., 2013; Cen-
tre & Jeffery, n.d.; Nakiyemba et al., 2020; Pluchinotta et al., 2018). The more stake-
holders participate, the higher the possibilities of arriving at an effective management,
especially when it comes to natural resources.

Perceiving wetlands as very fertile lands with water has always attracted many low-
income earners to settle on them. After they fail to get alternative land elsewhere to
construct houses and grow some crops to feed themselves that is when some turn to wet-
lands. When all the edges are all safeguarded by their perceived owners, such wetland
users’ resort to going deep inside the wetland to establish their own sections where no
one claims ownership. Whereas wetlands should be conserved, maintained or rehabili-
tated (Turyasingura et al., 2023), this study found that more and more farmers are enter-
ing deep into the wetland to grow vegetables especially in Lutembe Bay. This affects the
essential role of the wetland in climate change mitigation since especially flower farm-
ers are cutting, burning, backfilling large sections of the wetland to establish gardens
hence changes the ecological character of the wetland. Moomaw et al. (2018) stress the
need for wetlands to be protected from direct human disturbance as this affects their
functioning and contradicts the wise-use principle.

The perception that some central government officials, ministries and departments
do not prioritize wetland conservation was prevalent even when there were many presi-
dential directives calling on wetland encroachers to vacate. The central government in
general was perceived as the leading contributor to wetland conversion in Wakiso Dis-
trict, yet it bears the highest responsibility to conserve wetlands. This is a challenge that
is cutting across many African countries where even when there is remarkable progress
in developing policies for wetland conservation (Simaika et al., 2021) there exist imple-
mentation challenges. Although the majority stakeholders in this study (57%) said it
was the responsibility of government to conserve wetlands, 13% of the stakeholders are
not aware of who is exactly responsible (see details in Fig. 3). The perceived inadequate
prioritization means that not enough funds are allocated to monitor and prevent wetland
encroachment. It also demotivates staff leaving them helpless to act even when they
want to. Continuous allocation of wetland sections to private developers clearly shows a
lack of commitment to conserve and restore wetlands in the district.

Fig.3 Perceived responsibility
to conserve wetlands in Wakiso Percentage of responsibility to conserve
District wetlands in Wakiso District

m Everyone
User associations
Government

Not sure
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There is a sense of despondency among some district level stakeholders. For example,
one of the stakeholders stated that, “Do you want me to be shot at first for you to know I
care about wetland conservation?”, and another asked “Should I use my private car and
fuel it to do government work?”” Such could be interpreted as lack of morale for the staff
to do what they ought to do. Then statements indicate that some government employees
in wetlands management are becoming less hopeful about the success of their efforts, and
thus are resigned to doing the little they can. Inadequate support demoralizes staff at dis-
trict and Town Council level and inhibits their ability to monitor and conduct detailed and
up-to-date inventories on what is remaining of the wetland, despite that being a prerequi-
site for proper planning (Simaika et al., 2021). Hence, it paves the way for individual wet-
land degraders to continue unchallenges at the expense of the majority stakeholders who
are meant to benefit from such resources whether directly or indirectly.

The perceived absence of political will in wetland conservation makes the available
policies less effective. Considering what is on the ground, the available laws ought to be
amended to cater for the current crisis where the district is about to lose all the natural
wetlands. The same observation was arrived at in a study by Ostrovskaya et al. (2013), that
wetland management capacities are high at policy formulation level but extremely weak
at implementation level. Therefore, availability of good laws and policies not backed by
political will and enforcement commitment from the side of government is not sufficient to
bring about the desired increment in wetland restoration.

Issues of survival may in many cases supersede the need to conserve wetlands. The
challenge is to ensure that people escape poverty, while at the same time conserving and/or
restoring Wakiso natural wetlands. In line with Agol et al. (2021), our study demonstrates
that there is a great urgency to manage, conserve and restore wetland ecosystems in Wak-
iso District. However, as Verhoeven (2014) observes even with the protection of wetlands
by laws they are still converted to other uses especially where major economic and social
interests are at stake. Therefore, there is a conundrum that calls for more research to sup-
port survival and decent life, while at the same time conserving the environment.

“The good thing with the current generation is that majority of the people are edu-
cated and now the responsibility is with you. Whatever happens it is your responsi-
bility. It is sad that your [referring to the interviewer] generation seem not to care
about the environment, and it is being destroyed as you look on. It is really sad!”
Interview Community level stakeholder.

There is an emerging perception that wetlands are vanishing because Wakiso Dis-
trict is increasingly urbanizing. Urbanization was referred to commonly by district
level stakeholders who argue that many people want to live in the district because the
price of land is still lower compared to the capital Kampala. Interestingly, as shown
in Fig. 4, urbanization was only the fourth driver of wetland conversion following
increase in poverty, population increase and crop and animal farming as the major driv-
ers of wetland conversion in Wakiso District. However, such an argument can be chal-
lenged because urbanization per se is not a threat to wetland survival in the region,
but rather what allows urbanization to take place such as wetlands not being clearly
demarcated, ownership challenges, not being politically prioritized by central govern-
ment makes wetlands disappear is the main concern. As evidenced by the study results,
addressing unplanned urbanization, informal settlements, over exploitation of wetland
resources reducing destructive farming practices like the use of herbicides and pes-
ticides will enable stakeholders to conserve and restore wetlands amidst pressures of
urbanization. However, as Eroglu & Erbil (2022) observe, it is a challenge to manage
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Perceived drivers of wetland conversion in
Wakiso District
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Fig. 4 Perceived drivers of wetland conversion in Wakiso District

many stakeholders with varied expectations for a long time. Managing expectations call
for constant reviews and updates to ensure that stakeholder interests are always at the
forefront of any wetland conservation project.

Introducing and adopting contemporary designs of housing infrastructure can help in
creating more space for social and economic activities. With the current scattered set-
tlement patterns, it makes it hard to distribute social services such as water and electric-
ity to everyone. On the contrary, when people live in specific defined places, it creates
space for more farming activities as well as conservation of the forests and wetlands. At
the time of this study, firewood and charcoal were the main source of energy for cooking
in the district. Enabling people to adopt the use of improved energy sources, like elec-
tricity for cooking and lighting, can go a long way in boosting the wetland conservation
effort. In a study about cost of cooking technologies in Uganda, it was found that using
gas was the cheapest form of fuel, followed by electricity, then charcoal and firewood
(Black et al., 2021). The argument is that making the cost of accessing and using elec-
tricity affordable to most of the households will save the country hundreds of hectares
of natural forests and aid the conservation of wetlands.

There have been continuous presidential directives and statements calling upon all
those who encroached on the wetland illegally to leave. It may be said that these have
been ignored and not implemented by those to whom they are directed. The government
is expected to observe and promote the right of nature as stated in the Environment Act
of 2019 that “Nature has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital
cycles, structure, functions and its processes in evolution” (MWE, 2019, page 18). It is
categorically clear that wetlands, as part of nature, also have a right to be conserved and
restored where damage has been done to them either through human action or any other
reason. It can be argued that effective participation and involvement of all concerned
stakeholders is key to attain success in wetland conservation and restoration. The ben-
efits of stakeholder participation have been expressed by many scholars (Centre & Jef-
fery, 2009; Pluchinotta et al., 2018).
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6 Conclusion

The study was set out to establish the stakeholder perceptions on wetland conservation
and restoration activities in Wakiso District, Uganda. This research has shown that there
are many stakeholders involved in wetland conservation and restoration and that they have
varied perceptions, motivations and interests for their participation and operate at various
levels with community level stakeholders being the least active ones. Second major finding
was that no single stakeholder category is responsible for the degradation and conversion
of wetlands although the degree and scale of their contribution differs with commercial
farmers contributing more than for example papyrus harvesters. Results further showed
that the central government even when it has put in place enabling laws and policies to
help guide conservation and restoration of wetlands, its agencies have not been in position
to successfully implement them hence leaving the management of this critical resource in
the hands of those who want to use it to benefit self rather than societal needs. Most of the
stakeholders supported wise-use in principle but lacked capacity to implement it. Taken
together, these results suggest that majority of the stakeholders are concerned about the
current state of wetland degradation in Wakiso District and blamed the central government
for not doing enough to halt the practice using the available laws and policies. However,
driven by the desire to create wealth and improve the standards of living for majority citi-
zens, it is likely to remain a big challenge for the government to conserve wetlands as it
strives to develop the country. Every effort needs to be taken to address this socio-ecolog-
ical and development challenge that faces Wakiso District and Uganda at large to achieve
balanced and sustainable development.
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