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Abstract: 

Purpose: This study aims to explore the complexities of community engagement in wetland conservation 

within Mbarara District, focusing on conservation activities, stakeholder roles, challenges, and policy 

effectiveness. By synthesizing qualitative data, the research seeks to contribute to scholarly debates on 

environmental governance and community-driven conservation initiatives. 

Study design/methodology/approach: Utilizing thematic and content analysis of qualitative data collected 

from community members, local government officials, and environmental officers, this study identifies key 

themes related to conservation practices, stakeholder involvement, and the socio-political challenges faced 

in wetland conservation efforts. 

Findings: The analysis reveals a diverse range of conservation activities, including tree planting and invasive 

species removal, highlighting the interdependence between ecological restoration and local livelihoods. 

Gendered participation is evident, with women primarily involved in awareness-raising and fund 

management, while youth engage in physical labor. Challenges such as land tenure conflicts and elite capture 

are significant barriers to effective conservation, emphasizing the need for legal reforms and improved policy 

enforcement. Participants call for innovative solutions, including mobile courts for offenders and 

community-led policy review committees. 

Originality/value: This research contributes to existing literature by illustrating the nuanced dynamics of 

community engagement in conservation, particularly in the context of gender roles and socio-political 

barriers. The findings underscore the necessity for inclusive participation and the alignment of policy 

frameworks with local needs. Recommendations for capacity-building initiatives and collaborative policy 

development provide actionable insights for enhancing community resilience and fostering effective 

governance in wetland conservation. By addressing these complexities, the study advocates for a more 

adaptive and participatory approach to environmental management that benefits both local communities and 

ecological health. 
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Background to The Study 
Historically, wetlands in Uganda have been 

perceived as wastelands, leading to their 

degradation and conversion for agricultural and 

urban development (Kibwika et al., 2009). The 

Mbarara District, located in southwestern Uganda, 

is home to several significant wetlands that have 

been essential for local livelihoods, providing 

resources such as fish, water, and grazing land 

(NEMA, 2016). The historical neglect of these 

ecosystems has resulted in a decline in their 

ecological integrity, prompting the need for 

community-based conservation efforts. 

In the 1990s, Uganda's government began to 

recognize the importance of wetlands and initiated 

policies aimed at their conservation. The National 

Wetlands Policy of 1995 was a landmark 

document that sought to promote sustainable 

management of wetland resources (Uganda 

Ministry of Water and Environment, 1995). 

However, the implementation of these policies has 

often been hampered by a lack of community 

involvement and awareness (Bashar & Bwanika, 

2018). This study aims to investigate how 

engaging local communities in conservation 
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efforts can enhance the effectiveness of wetland 

management in Mbarara District. 

This research was grounded in several theoretical 

frameworks, including the environmental 

stewardship theory and the Community-pool 

(CPR) approach. The EST theory posits that 

ecosystems and human societies are 

interconnected, and understanding this 

relationship is crucial for effective resource 

management (Berkes et al., 2003). By applying 

this framework, the study examined how 

community engagement can contribute to the 

resilience and sustainability of wetland 

ecosystems. 

The CPR approach emphasizes the role of local 

communities in managing natural resources. It 

advocates for the inclusion of local knowledge and 

practices in conservation strategies, recognizing 

that communities often possess valuable insights 

into their environments (Ostrom, 1990). This study 

explored how empowering communities in 

Mbarara District can lead to more effective 

wetland conservation outcomes. 

Mbarara District is characterized by a rich 

diversity of wetlands, which support various 

livelihoods and contribute to the region's 

biodiversity. However, rapid population growth 

and economic development have led to increased 

pressure on these ecosystems. Agricultural 

expansion, particularly the cultivation of rice and 

other crops, has resulted in significant wetland 

degradation (NEMA, 2016). Additionally, 

urbanization has led to the encroachment of 

wetlands for housing and infrastructure 

development (Mugisha et al., 2018). 

Despite the challenges, there are ongoing efforts to 

promote community engagement in wetland 

conservation. Local NGOs, government agencies, 

and international organizations have initiated 

programs aimed at raising awareness and fostering 

community participation in conservation activities 

(Mugisha & Kinyanjui, 2016). However, there is 

limited research on the effectiveness of these 

initiatives and how they can be enhanced. This 

study seeks to fill this gap by investigating the 

current state of community engagement in wetland 

conservation in Mbarara District and identifying 

best practices that can be adopted. 

Community engagement is increasingly 

recognized as a critical component of successful 

environmental management and conservation 

efforts (Pretty, 1995). Engaging local communities 

in the management of natural resources not only 

empowers them but also enhances the 

sustainability of these resources. Participatory 

approaches can lead to improved ecological 

outcomes by integrating local knowledge, which is 

often overlooked in top-down management 

strategies (Berkes, 2009). In Uganda, community 

engagement in wetland conservation can help 

address the challenges posed by rapid 

development and environmental degradation. The 

general objective of this study is to examine the 

role of community-level stakeholders in wetland 

conservation in Mbarara district. This paper 

focuses on the objective to evaluate the current 

policies, laws, and identify gaps that exist, and 

suggest ways of overcoming them. 

 

Significance of the study  
To Policymakers, the findings of this study may 

provide critical insights into the contributions of 

community stakeholders toward wetland 

conservation. Therefore, understanding these 

contributions, policymakers can make more 

informed decisions that strengthen community 

involvement in environmental initiatives. Further 

still, the information gathered shall assist the 

Ministry of Water and Environment in crafting 

policies that promote effective community 

engagement in wetland management, ensuring that 

policies reflect local realities and stakeholder 

capacities. Also, the study may help governance 

and decision-makers to develop appropriate 

strategies for environmental protection, 

specifically aimed at mitigating the negative 

impacts of increasing human activities on 

wetlands. This aligns with sustainable 

development goals and national conservation 

agendas. 

To Academicians, the study shall contribute to the 

existing body of literature on wetland 

conservation, specifically concerning community-

level engagement. It may serve as a foundational 

resource for academicians exploring similar topics 

in Uganda or other regions with comparable 

ecological and social dynamics. By highlighting 

areas where further investigation is needed, the 

study can inspire and guide future research efforts 

related to wetland resources, community 
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involvement, and sustainable environmental 

practices. Academicians from various fields, 

including environmental science, sociology, and 

policy studies, may find valuable insights that can 

enhance interdisciplinary collaboration and 

research initiatives. 

To Environmentalists, the study provides 

environmentalists with a deeper understanding of 

the role that local communities play in wetland 

conservation. This knowledge can be crucial for 

designing effective conservation programs that 

leverage local knowledge and practices. 

Furthermore, by focusing on community 

stakeholders, the study may contribute to 

advancing local efforts in environmental 

protection and sustainable resource management, 

ultimately leading to healthier ecosystems. The 

findings may help environmentalists develop 

innovative engagement strategies that empower 

communities, promote stewardship of wetland 

resources, and foster long-term commitment to 

conservation efforts. 

 

Literature Review 
Effectiveness of Environmental Policies in 

Supporting Community Conservation 
The effectiveness of environmental policies in 

supporting community-led conservation remains 

highly contested, with evidence showing that 

while some frameworks have facilitated 

sustainable wetland management, others have 

fallen short due to weak enforcement, institutional 

limitations, and lack of community ownership. A 

recurring issue is the gap between policy design 

and actual implementation. In many contexts, 

progressive legal instruments exist but fail to 

achieve their intended outcomes because they are 

not adequately enforced, financed, or localized. 

In Uganda, the National Wetlands Policy (1995) 

was one of the earliest in Africa, recognizing 

wetlands as critical ecosystems that require 

sustainable management. However, its 

implementation has been undermined by weak 

institutional capacity, lack of funding, and political 

interference (Kabumbuli & Kakuru, 2023). While 

the policy provides a framework for conservation, 

communities often remain unaware of its 

provisions, and enforcement at the district and 

community levels is inconsistent. Turyahabwe et 

al. (2017) found that although 64% of respondents 

were aware of Uganda’s wetlands management 

and conservation policy, only 32% believed that 

the provisions in the National Environment Act 

were sufficient to guarantee sustainable use. This 

indicates a gap between awareness and perceived 

effectiveness, pointing to the need for more 

inclusive and participatory policy processes. 

Similar challenges are observed elsewhere in 

Africa. In Zimbabwe, despite the existence of 

wetlands legislation, weak enforcement and lack 

of community engagement have resulted in 

continued wetland degradation (Mutanga et al., 

2016; Zikhali, 2018). Kenya’s Environmental 

Management and Co-ordination Act (1999) also 

provides a strong legal basis for wetland 

protection, yet wetlands around Lake Victoria 

continue to face encroachment due to inadequate 

enforcement mechanisms and limited involvement 

of local stakeholders (Ochieng et al., 2020; 

Masinde & Wakhungu, 2018). These examples 

illustrate that laws on paper are insufficient; 

successful implementation requires strong 

institutions, adequate resources, and the active 

participation of local communities 

By contrast, there are positive examples where 

policies have been effectively aligned with 

community participation. In Ghana, the Songor 

Wetland Ramsar site has been managed through a 

Community Resource Management Committee 

(CRMC) model under the Coastal Wetlands 

Management Project. This participatory approach 

empowered local communities to take part in 

decision-making, mangrove restoration, and 

sustainable resource use, leading to improved 

ecological conditions and community buy-in 

(Agyemang et al., 2018; Appiah et al., 2019). 

Similarly, Indonesia’s village-based mangrove 

rehabilitation programs in Bali have successfully 

integrated government agencies, NGOs, and local 

communities in joint restoration initiatives. Oka et 

al. (2020) note that combining national policies 

with grassroots engagement significantly 

improved mangrove cover and strengthened 

community stewardship. 

In the Philippines, community-driven 

conservation has also yielded positive outcomes. 

The Bantayan Island mangrove management 

program actively engaged fishermen and coastal 

residents in wetland protection, successfully 

reducing encroachment and enhancing 
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biodiversity conservation (Carandang et al., 2019; 

Dizon et al., 2022). These cases demonstrate that 

policies which institutionalize community 

participation by devolving authority, providing 

incentives, and recognizing local knowledge are 

more likely to succeed in achieving sustainable 

conservation outcomes. 

The literature further suggests that participatory 

governance models can improve policy 

effectiveness by integrating traditional ecological 

knowledge and community priorities into formal 

frameworks. For instance, New Zealand’s 

Waituna Wetland management involves 

collaboration between Maori iwi (tribes), 

government agencies, and conservation groups, 

blending indigenous practices with modern policy 

(Williamson et al., 2020). Similarly, Australia’s 

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority has 

adopted a participatory governance model, 

engaging local stakeholders such as tourism 

operators and fishing communities in decision-

making (Bennett et al., 2018). These approaches 

highlight the importance of inclusivity and local 

ownership in strengthening conservation policies. 

However, even participatory models face 

challenges, especially when financial 

sustainability and political will are lacking. 

Slovenia’s Secovlje Salina Nature Park, managed 

through a stakeholder Memorandum of 

Understanding, has demonstrated the potential of 

participatory governance but continues to struggle 

with long-term funding and scaling up (Toman et 

al., 2022). These challenges echo in Uganda, 

where pilot community-led projects have shown 

promise but remain underfunded, fragmented, and 

vulnerable to elite capture. 

In conclusion, the effectiveness of environmental 

policies in supporting community conservation is 

shaped by the extent to which they are enforced, 

adequately financed, and aligned with community 

priorities. While Uganda’s frameworks are 

progressive, weak enforcement and limited 

awareness reduce their impact. Comparative 

experiences from Ghana, Indonesia, and the 

Philippines highlight the transformative potential 

of inclusive and participatory approaches, while 

cases from Zimbabwe, Kenya, and Uganda reveal 

the risks of policies that remain top-down and 

poorly enforced. For Mbarara District, 

strengthening the alignment between formal 

policy and community engagement through 

awareness campaigns, participatory planning, 

livelihood support, and stronger enforcement will 

be critical to achieving sustainable wetland 

conservation. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a qualitative cross-sectional 

design to investigate community engagement in 

wetland conservation in Mbarara District. The 

design facilitated the one-time collection of data to 

capture diverse stakeholder perspectives within a 

limited timeframe. The study area included 

selected wetlands in Mbarara District where 

community-led conservation initiatives were 

actively implemented. The target population 

comprised community members, local leaders, 

environmental officers, and policy makers, 

ensuring both grassroots and institutional insights. 

Purposive sampling was used to select 15 

participants (five from each category), enabling an 

in-depth exploration of experiences and expertise 

relevant to wetland conservation. Data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews and 

focus group discussions, guided by instruments 

adapted from prior validated studies. This 

combination of purposive sampling and interactive 

data collection enriched the quality of findings and 

allowed for thematic saturation (Guest et al., 2006; 

Patton, 2015). 

Analysis employed a triangulated approach, 

integrating thematic, content, and narrative 

techniques to ensure analytical rigor. Reliability of 

the instruments was confirmed using Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficient, while validity was strengthened 

by expert review and the adoption of established 

tools. Ethical principles, including voluntary 

participation, anonymity, and respect for 

intellectual property, were upheld in compliance 

with Bishop Stuart University’s Research Ethics 

Committee standards. Reflexive journaling was 

incorporated to minimize researcher bias and 

enhance trustworthiness. These methodological 

choices ensured credible and dependable findings 

that aligned with the study’s objectives of 

assessing community engagement, stakeholder 

roles, challenges, and policy effectiveness in 

wetland conservation (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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RESULTS 

Sample and response summary 

Total responses analysed: n = 15, respondent 

categories (counts): Community = 5; Leaders & 

Policy Makers = 5; Environmental Officers = 5. 

Table 1 Sample and response summary 

 

Conservation activities reported 

Responses listed multiple conservation activities. 

These were grouped into thematic categories: 

Figure 1: Activity theme bar chart 

 
Illustrative quotes (conservation activities) 

included: “Tree planting, invasive species 

removal.” (P1), “Papyrus harvesting zones, 

seasonal fishing…” (P2) and “Drainage 

maintenance, firebreaks.” (P3) 

Interpretation:  

Community actions combine ecological 

restoration (planting, invasive removal) with 

livelihood-sensitive measures (designated 

harvesting zones, beekeeping). Education and 

infrastructure maintenance were also present but 

less frequently mentioned. 

Policy effectiveness, gaps and 

recommendations 

Policy effectiveness: many respondents signalled 

weak enforcement, outdated or unknown laws, and 

selective application of regulations. This was 

observed as recurring comments rather than 

precise policy scoring. 

Illustrative quotes (policy & recommendations) 

“Land demarcation to resolve ownership 

conflicts.” (P1), “Mobile courts for wetland 

offenders.” (P2), “Community-led policy review 

committees.” (P4) and “Wetland conservation 

trust fund.” (P8). 

Figure 2: Recommendation theme bar chart 

 
Interpretation 

Respondents recommend both legal/institutional 

fixes (demarcation, enforcement mechanisms, 

policy review) and practical economic supports 

(livelihood diversification, trust funds, technical 

centers). This combination reflects awareness that 

enforcement alone is insufficient without 

alternatives for incomes and clear land 

arrangements. 

 

Narrative Synthesis & Triangulation 

Community-driven conservation in Mbarara 

features a blend of ecological restoration, 

livelihood-compatible activities, and education. 

Stakeholder roles are distributed: community 

members (including women and youth), local 

institutions and environmental officers are all 

implicated. Main barriers are governance (tenure, 

enforcement), finance and technical capacity. 

Recommended actions integrate legal fixes 

(demarcation and enforcement), institutional 

reform (policy harmonization), capacity building, 

and financing mechanisms. 

Narrative analysis of responses shows consistent 

storytelling: many participants link direct 

livelihood alternatives (beekeeping, papyrus 

zones) with conservation and emphasize that 

tenure clarity and enforcement are required to 

sustain local participation. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Conservation Activities Reported 

The findings indicate a diverse range of 

conservation activities reported by respondents, 

Category Frequency 

Community 5 

Leaders & Policy Makers 5 

Environmental Officers 5 
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including ecological restoration efforts such as tree 

planting and invasive species removal, as well as 

livelihood-sensitive practices like designated 

harvesting zones and beekeeping. This aligns with 

the literature suggesting that successful 

conservation strategies often integrate ecological 

restoration with community livelihoods (Berkes, 

2007; Ostrom, 2010). For instance, Berkes (2007) 

emphasizes the importance of local knowledge and 

practices in conservation, which resonates with the 

community-driven initiatives observed in 

Mbarara. 

However, while the current study highlights a 

blend of ecological and livelihood-focused 

activities, it also reveals a gap in education and 

infrastructure maintenance, which were mentioned 

less frequently. This finding contrasts with the 

work of Pretty et al. (2003), who argue that 

education and awareness are crucial for the 

sustainability of conservation efforts. The lack of 

emphasis on these areas in Mbarara may reflect 

broader systemic issues, such as inadequate 

support for educational programs or insufficient 

infrastructure investments, which warrant further 

exploration. 

 

Policy Effectiveness, Gaps, and 

Recommendations 

The respondents' perceptions of weak policy 

enforcement and outdated regulations reflect a 

critical gap in the governance framework for 

wetland conservation. This finding resonates with 

previous literature that critiques the effectiveness 

of environmental policies in many developing 

regions (Bennett, 2010; Kark et al., 2015). The 

recommendations provided by participants, 

including land demarcation, mobile courts for 

offenders, and community-led policy review 

committees, highlight a clear demand for more 

robust governance structures. 

Interestingly, while the literature often emphasizes 

the need for stringent enforcement mechanisms 

(Ostrom, 1990), the current findings suggest that 

enforcement alone is insufficient. Respondents 

advocate for a combination of legal reforms and 

practical economic supports, such as livelihood 

diversification and trust funds. This nuanced 

perspective aligns with the work of Cinner et al. 

(2012), who argue that successful conservation 

requires not only regulatory frameworks but also 

alternative livelihoods that alleviate pressure on 

natural resources. 

 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, this study highlights the importance 

of community-driven conservation efforts in 

Mbarara District, revealing a complex interplay of 

ecological restoration, livelihood considerations, 

and stakeholder roles. The findings underscore the 

significance of addressing socio-political and 

resource-based challenges while advocating for a 

holistic approach that integrates legal reforms, 

institutional support, and alternative livelihoods. 

By fostering collaboration between community 

members and formal institutions, it is possible to 

enhance the effectiveness of wetland conservation 

initiatives and promote sustainable environmental 

stewardship. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings and discussions, the 

following recommendations are proposed: 

Strengthening Institutional Support: Enhance the 

engagement of local government and 

environmental officers in community-led 

conservation initiatives through capacity-building 

programs and collaborative frameworks. 

Addressing Land Tenure Issues: Implement legal 

reforms to clarify land ownership and demarcate 

conservation areas, reducing conflicts that hinder 

community-driven restoration efforts. 

Diversifying Livelihoods: Develop and promote 

alternative livelihood programs that align with 

conservation goals, such as beekeeping and 

sustainable harvesting practices, to reduce 

pressure on wetland resources. 

Enhancing Education and Awareness: Invest in 

educational programs that raise awareness about 

conservation practices and the importance of 

wetland ecosystems, targeting diverse community 

groups, including women and youth. 

Establishing Trust Funds: Create a wetland 

conservation trust fund to provide financial 

support for community-led initiatives and enhance 

technical capacity for effective conservation 

practices. 

 

Limitations and Areas for Further Study 

The qualitative nature of this study, with a limited 

sample size of 15 respondents, presents inherent 
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limitations. While the findings provide valuable 

insights into community engagement and wetland 

conservation in Mbarara District, they are not 

statistically generalizable. Future research could 

benefit from larger sample sizes and quantitative 

methods to validate the qualitative insights 

presented here. 

Moreover, further studies could explore the 

dynamics of gendered participation in 

conservation efforts in greater depth, examining 

how these roles evolve over time and their impact 

on conservation outcomes. Additionally, 

investigating the interplay between community-

driven initiatives and formal institutional 

frameworks could yield insights into effective 

collaboration strategies that enhance conservation 

efforts. 
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