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Lake Victoria is the 
world's largest tropical 
freshwater lake and a 
lifeline for millions in 
three countries that share 
it - Uganda Kenya and 
Tanzania. Tnese countries 
depend on Lake Victoria 
for fishing, tranSRortation, 
water supply; agriculture 
and hydroelectric power. 
It's also a critical resource 
for biodiversity ahd 
supports millions of 

. . Reople living around 
- -Its basin. However,-all­

investigation by Weekend 
Vision has revealed that 
the future of the lake is 
worry'ing as, pollution. 
illegal fishing and human 
actlviw are choking . ' 
its waters, destroying ' 
breeding qrounds ana 
depleting fish stocks. 
It is for these reasons 
and more that l:Jgandans 
will vote for leaders . 
who will save Lake 
Victoria in the upcoming 

. general elections. This 
Investigation looks at the 
crisis and what should 
be done to save the lake 
before it's too late, writes 
Herbert Musoke. 

N
akivubo Channel and Lake 
Victoria share an umbilical 

. cord. It is not surprising 
that plans to redevelop the 

Channel have drawn an outcry as 
experts warn that the city could 
be courting disaster. The nine­
kilometre drainage artery, which 
doubles as Kampala's cheapest 
Wastewater treatment system, is set 
to be covered, which critics say could 
trigger floods, worsen pollUtion and 
cripple Lake Victoria's ecosystem. 

The warning comes against a 
backdrop of persistent misuse of 
the city's drainage network. In 
April, 26-year-old Ronald Katende, 
was arrested after being recorded 
tfumD~' I!: g:lrh~eintQ a drainage -n ~;J[, ' l'i'lAt.!lf!:!· "1ill.v..; d cnann uw.u '5 a eavy ownpour. 
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A KCCA worker try'nq to open a blocked N~lvubo drainage channel after a heavy downpour 

Nakivubo channel: Kampala's main drain 
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He pleaded guilty to throwing waste 
in a non-designated place, contrary 
to Section 97(4) of the National 
Environment Act. Katende's case is 
not isolated; he represents hundreds 
ofK:l.m,?~ J;esid ho.rop.tinelv 
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eventually ends up in Lake Victoria 
Much of Lake Victoria's pollution, 

especially during the rainy 
season, originates from Kampala's 
catchment area, spanning about 
27 square kilometres, accor~ 
to Naomi Karekaho, the heacf~t ~v 

E 
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communications at the National 
Environment Management Authority 
(NEMA). 

Reports from Kampala Capital City 
AuthOrity (KCCA) reveal that the city 
generates 2,000 tonnes ofzarl::!age 
daifY~ieiloffiY niIJf'ofthi1 JSlsa'ie1.Y'I~ , 

disposed of. The rest is scattered in . 
communities. eventually finding its . 
way into drainage systems, 

. "The biggest percentage is brought 
. by Nakivubo channel It collects 
waste from the entire catchment 
and drains it into Lake Victona;" . 
Karekaho explains. 

NAKlVUBO CH.ANNEL: 
KAMPALA'S MAIN DRAIN 
Stretching approximately 9km 
from Makerere Hill to Murchison 
Bay in Lake Victoria, Nakivubo 
Channel snakes through slums, 
such as Makerere-Kivulu and 
Kisenyi, bustling markets. such as 
Kisekka and St Balikuddembe, as 
well as industrial wnes. It is the 
city's primary'drainage system, fed 
by secondary channels including 
Nakamiro, Katanga, Nsooba, Kiyanja, 
Kawaala, Kiwunya and Kinawataka. 

Before reaching the lake. the 
channel passes through Nakivubo 
wetland, which originally was ' 
approximately 5.29-6.0 sqUare 
kilometres. 

However, according to a paper 
on spatio-temporal analysis of 
encroachment on wetlands; a case 
study of Nakivubo wetland, 62% of 
the wetland was lost between 2002 
and 2014, mainly through human 
activities of cultivating yams and 
sugarcane, as well as settlement. 
compromising its natural filtration 
capacity. . .." 

Nakivubo channel is an open 
sewer. I~ c¥pes qntrea ed. sewage.. 
humaN~"fiohi~runt'S~n1auS~~ 
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SNUFFING LIFE OUT ·OF LAKE VICTORIA 
chemicals, heavy metals and solid 
waste, including plastics, into Lake 
Victoria 

Figures from the National Water 
and Sewerage Corporation show that 
only 100/0 of Kampala's population 
is connecte.d to the main sewer ~ 
grid. Of this, 46% of sewage is 
untreat~ ending up in channels like 
Nakivubo. 

:.' ... 

THE POLWTION IN 
NAKlVUBO CHANNEL 
The deputy executive director 
of the Advocates Coalition for 
Development and Environment 
(ACODE), Onesmus Mugyenyi, says 
Nakivubo channel is a sewage tank 
for Kampala dwellers. 

"It's no longer a drainage channel, 
it is a sewage channel canying 
rain-flood water from the city and 
household waste, a reflection of 
chaotic urbanisation as very few 
households are connected to the 
main national sewage system," he 
says. 

Mugyenyi adds that Nakivubo 
channel pl:imarily damages the lake 
by acting as the main conduit for 
untreated industrial waste, sewage, 
solid waste, (especially plastic and 
kaveera) and urban runoff. The main 
'Pollutants include: 
• Fuels and oils: In several 
garages and workshops along 
Nakivubo channel, such as Kiseka 
market, New Taxi Park, Namuwongo 
and others, mechanics drain waste 
oils and fuel in the channel. Also" 
along Nakivubo swamp, people have 
established washing bays, but use 
the channel as a dumping area for 
waste. 

• Chemical contamination: The 
channel transports heavy metals, 
such as zinc, copper, cadmium lead 
and pharmaceutical compounds 
from industrial and urban areas into 
the lake. These toxins accumulate in 
fish and plants, creating health risks 
through the food. chain. 

• Biological pollution: Karekaho 
says it is a known practice in 
Kampala and the neighbouring 
communities through which the 
channel passes and the minor 
ones that feed into it that when it 
rains, dwellers open their latrines, 
causing high concentration of 
faecal colifonns, escherichia coli 
and hookworm eggs In the area. 
This is the reason for the continued 
outbreak of water-borne diseases, 
such as cholera and typhoid fever, 
especially during ~e rainy season. 

• Eutrophication: The high 
ntifrlem. IM<tfrotn sewa~;md .~ I 
lSrnw ... ru ,ZI!l1.rlZ mOli$iWN asnn;rl 

Dickson Katende, a fisherman at Luzlra, Portbell landing site, showing the smelly green algae on the 
lake in April ' ~ 

Nakivubo channel main pollutants 
FlE..SN-DOLS 
Workshops where mechanics repair motorcydes 
and cars, pour oils and fuels in the channel 

Cl'lSlicai coria1inaia'l; 
Heavy metals (zinc, copper, cadmium, lead) 
and pharmaceutical compounds 

81a.a:3C'PL RJ..LtJnCN 
Dwellers open their latrines 
causing high concentration 
faecal coliforms, 
coli and hookworm eggs 

8.J'I'R:RiCATlCN 
The -high nutrient load from 
sewage and agricultural runoff~ 

R.ASTlCN£)SJJOV\ASTE 
It is estimated that over 294 miUion 
micro-plastic particles are 
discharged into the lake daily from the channel 

agricultural runoff causes excessive 
algal bloom, which depletes the 
water's oxygen levels when they 
decompose, ~eading to the death of 
fish and other aquatic organisms. 

• Plastic and solid waste: It 
is estimated that over 294 million 
micro-plastic particles are discharged 
into the lake daily from the channel 
due to the reckless actions of 
individuals who Simply throwaway 
plastic water and soda bottles, which 
end-Ill) ifftb'e c11~el-~c1rw~- <> I 
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choke the water flow, contnbuting to 
silting and degradation of the lake's 
ecosystem and biodiversity like fish. 
amplnbians. birds and plankton. 

• Wetland deqradatlon: 
Encroachment has.stripped 
Nakivubo Wetland ofits natural 
filtration role, allowing pollutants to 
flow unchecked into the lake. This 
is not an isolated problem It reflects 
a much bigger crisis - the rapid 
disappearance of wetlands across 

Ug'9-g;;;~;ili~;;fu;i;~I~~~~i1 ~~ I 

A 2021 report to Parliament 
revealed that wetland cover dropped 
from 16% in 1994 to 9% by 2016, 
warning that at this pace, an 
wetlands could vanish by 2040. 

This loss has direct consequences 
for Lake VictOria, which depends 
on wetlands such as Nakivubo to 
filter pollutants before they reach 
its waters. Without these natural 
buffers. untreated sewage, industrial 
chemicals and solid waste flow freely 
into Murchison Bay. the lake's critical 
inlet for Kampala's water supply. 

Wetland destruction is "a critical 
environmental crisis," Elyse 
Nzohabonaye. an aquaculture 
officer at the Lake Victoria Fisheries 
Organisation, says. He explains the 
destruction of wetlands is turning 
natural filters into disaster zones and 
threatening fisheries and livelihoods. 

KCCA spokesperson Daniel 
Muhumuza NuweAbine adds: "We 
have evicted encroachers from 
Lubigi and continue to protect 
other swamps, such as Kaliddubi, 
Kansanga and Kinawataka But 
this fight isn't for NEMA alone; it's 
everyone's responsibility because the 
impact affects us all." 

ENVIRONMENTAL 
AND HEALTH IMPACTS 
The consequences of pollution 
in Nakivubo channel are severe. 
The channel contributes 75010 of 
nitrogen and 85010 of phosphorus 
discharged daily into Murchison 
Bay. These nutrients trigger 
eutrophication, where water becomes 
overly enriched with nutrients, 
primarily nitrogen and phosphorus, 
leading to excessive growth of 
atg~'d' amatw,glm r-.atr~· .. ~ I If::illIw ,21911 o,ru 5fUiw qfuub 

REGIONAL 
IMPACT 

A regional water quality 
sampling exercise on Lake 
Victoria jointly conducted by 
Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania 
in June, revealed that over 
40 million people who 
depend on Lake Victoria for 
food, water. and livelihoods 
across the region were facing 
expanding disaster. The 
exercise assessed the extent 
and sources of pollution in 
the lake and examined the 
distribution and impact of 
invasive species, such as 
water hyacinths. 

A total of over 44 sampling 
stations were covered across 
nine key locations: Mwanza, 
Bukoba, Entebbe, Jinja, Busia, 
Kisumu, Homa Bay, Musoma 
and Kirewe. 

The initiative, led by 
the Lake Victoria Basin 
Commission (LVBC) and 
supported by GIZ under the 
EAC4Nature project. was 
successfully concluded on 
July 16. It aims to generate 
credible, science-based data 
to guide environmental 
conservation strategies and 
policy-making in the region, 
providing a detailed snapshot 
of Lake Victoria's chemica?; 
physical and biological state 
to support a more i nformed 
and effective management 
of one of Africa's most vital 
freshwater ecosystems. 

algal bloom. These deplete oxygen 
levels, blocking sunlight, and also 
release toxins that directly poison 
fish, leading to mass die-offs and 
economic damage to fisheries. 

Karekaho warns that pollution 
threatens public health and the 
economy. Blockages caused by algae 
forced the relocation of Kampala's 
water treatment plant from Luzira 
to Katosi in Mukono, which started 
from 2018 and was completed in 
2021. 

A study by Joseph Ssebwana 
Katende of Makerere University, 
2021, published on the Makerere 
University website, found elevated 
levels of heavy metals, including 
lead, arsenic and cadmium in yams 
grown in Kampala wetlands. These 
metals are linked to the damage of 
organs, such as the liver and heart in 
humans and animals. 
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