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World Wetlands Day: Bridging 
culture and conservation 

Every year on February 2, the world pauses to reflect on 
the value ofwetlands.::...those often-overlooked ecosys­
tems that quietly suStain life. 

This year's World Wetlands Day,themed "Wetlands and 
traditional knowledge: Celebrating cultunil heritage,"in­
vites us not merely to look at wetlands as ecological assets, 
but as living archives of culture, wisdom and identity. In -
Uganda, this theme could not be timelier. 

From the papyrus-fringed shores of Lake Victoria to the 
seasonal wetlands of the cattle corridor, Uganda's wetlands 
have long been shaped,protectedand interpreted through 
traditional knowledge systems.Long before policy'instru­
ments, environmental impact assessments or Ramsar des­
ignations, our commwrities understood wetlands as sa­
cred spaces,sources of livelihood, and buffers against envi­
ronmental shocks. 

Among fishing commwrities around Lake Victoria, tra­
ditional norms governed when and how fishing could 
take place, often linked to seasonal cycles and cultural be­
liefs. Certain breedfug areas were respected and left: undis­
turbed,not because of written law, but because of inherit­
ed wisdom passed from one generation to the next. 

In central Uganda, papyrus wetlands were carefully har­
vested for crafts,roofing and mats,guided by practices 
that ensured regeneration rather than depletion. In east-

• ern and western Uganda, wetlands played a critical role in 
drought resilience,providing dry-season grazing and wa­
ter for liveStock-used wisely and communally. 

These practices were not accidental. They reflected a 
deep appreciation of ecological balance and interdepend­
ence_ Traditional knowledge recognised that wetlands are 
not wastelands, but lifelines- filtering-water, controlling 
floods~storing carbon and supporting biodiversity. Today, 
science affinns what culture has long known. 

Yet, despite this rich heritage, Uganda's wetlands are un­
derunprecedented threat. Rapid urbanisation,industri­
al expansion, unsustainable agriculture and weak enforce­
ment of E;!lvironmeI).tallaws have led to widespread en­
croachment.In Kampala alone, wetlands that once acted 
as natural flood controls have been drained Or built over, 
with devaStating consequences-annual flooding, water 
pollution and loss of livelihoods. 

The tragedy is not only ecological; it is culturaLAs wet­
lands diSapPear, so too does the traditional knowledge as­
sociated with them. Burgeoning generations are increas­
ingly disconnected from indigenous conservation practic­
es, while qevelopmentnarratives too often dismiss culture 
as incompatible with progress. 

World Wetlands Day 2026 challenges us to rethink this 
false dichotomy. Protecting wetlands in Uganda is not just 
about restoring ecosystems; it is about restoring respect 
for culture,community and collective memory.Policymak­
ers must go beyond technocratic solutions and meaning­
fully integrate traditional knowledge into wetland govern­
ance. Community elders,cultural institutions and indige­
nous knowledge holders should not be treated as symbolic 
stakeholders, but as co-creators of conservation strategies. 

Concomitantly,documenting and transmitting tradition­
al knowledge is essential Schools, universities and civil s0-
ciety certainly have a role in ensuring that cultural herit­
age becomes a living resource for sustainability,not a rel-
ic of the past. . 

Let us remember that Uganda's path toenvironmen­
tal resilience may well lie in rediscovering what we al­
ready know. When culture guides conservation, wetlands 
thrive-and so does humanity. 

Howard MwesigWa, 
Global Environment & Climate Change Law Scholar 
UniversityofEdinburgh 
hmwesigw@ed.ac.uk 
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LETTER _OF THE DAY 

The dellloctatic deficienc-ies 
of Uganda~s 2026 elections 

dates and their agents chal­
lenged figures announced by 
electoral officials citing discrep­
anci.es between the ones de­
clared at the polling stations 
and those aggregated at higher 
tallying levels. The conclusion of Uganda's 

Presidential and Parliamentary 
elections has once again raised 
a familiar but ~olved ques­
tion: Do electoral outcomes in 

~ Uganda genuinely reflect the as­
pirations of the -people? 

While e~ons in Uganda are 
routinelY presented as evidence • 
Of democratic legitimacy, the 
deeper issue is whether they I 

translate popular desires for 
freedom, welfare and economic 
justice into political power. 

For many Ugandans including 
myseU: the election period was 
notmerely about choosing lead­
ers but about frustration with 
persistent economic hardship, 
corruption, limited opportuni­
ties, poor roads, health servic­
es,etc. 

yet, the final results delivered 
continuity rather than transfor­
mation. 

This disjuncture between pop­
ular aspiration and electoral 
outcome is not accidental. It is 
structural, systemic and deeply 
political. 

The failure of electoral out­
comes to reflect public aspira­
tions is rooted in long standing 
structural constraints. These in­
clude uneven access to media, 
restrictions on political organi­
sation, the routine abuse of state 
resources too entrench incum­
bency and an electoral environ­
ment that systematically disad­
vantages Opposition actors. Po­
litical competition exists, but it 
is tightly managed. 

Under President Yow~ Mu­
sevenrs nearly four decade rule, 
Uganda's political system has 
become increasingly central­
ised and personalised. 

Institutions like the Electoral 
Commission, Parliament ~d 
security agencies that should 
safeguard popular sovereign­
ty operate within an ecosys­
tem shaped by executive domi­
nance. As a result, elections are 

conducted in a context where 
outcomes are heavily condi­
tioned long before ballots are 
cast 

Elections have therefore be­
come rituals for procedural 
compliance rather than expres­
sions of popular sovereignty. 

Decolonial analysis reminds 
_ us that many post colonial 
states iriherited institutions de­
signed to enforce order without 
consent, growth without justice 
and stability without dignity. 

Uganda's electoral system re­
flects this legacy. It prioritises 
stability and regime continuity 
over IJ!a5S participation and ac­

. countability. 
The elections were further 

undermined by reports ofvio­
lence, intimidation and heavy 
militarisation of the political 
environment. 

Security forces were deployed 
extensively creating an atmos-

These tensions at times esca­
lated into physical fights and 
forceful removal of agents, rais­
ing serious concerns about 
transparency and procedural 
integrity. 

This not only eroded trust in . 
the announced outcomes but 
also deepened the democratic 
deficit by disconnecting elector­
al participation from meaning­
fulpolitical accountability. . 

. Electoral manipulation in 
__ • Uganda should therefore be un­

derstood not as isolated acts of 
rigging, but as a cumulative sys­
tem encompassing legal, ad­
ministrative, coercive and tech­
nological dimensions. 

phere of fear rather than free 
choice. Campaign activities 
were disrupted, Opposition sup­
porters arrested or assaulted 
and political mobilisation treat­
ed as a securityilireat. 

The violence functioned as a 
tool of electoral management, 
shaping behaviour and discour­
aging participation. 

Uganda throughout the entire 
electoral cycle associated politi­
cal engagement with risk to life 
and liberty and therefore elec­
tions cannot credibly claim to 
reflect free and informed con­
sent. 

The credibility of the elector­
al process was also undermined 
by widespread violence and 
confrontations at tally centres 
where disputes over alleged rig­
ging, ballot stuffing and the al­
teration of Declaration of Re­
sults(DR) fonns were common. 
In several instances, candi-

Democracy is not merely a po­
litical ideal but an economic ne­
cessity. Without it, welfare gains 
are fragile, uneven and easily re­
versed 

When political systems full to 
respond to popular aspirations, 
the economic consequences are 
profound. Policies remain de­
tached from lived realities, pub­
lic resources are misallocated 
and accountability weakens. 
The lesson from Uganda's elec­

tions is not that democracy has 
failed, but that elections alone 
are insufficient, especially when 
conducted within militarised 
state structures. 

Genuine representation re­
quires expanded civic space, de­
militarisation of politics, inde­
pendent institutions and eco­
nomic systems that empower 
ci~ns rather than marginal­
isethem. 

The challenge is to move be­
yond electoral rituals toward 
democratic systems rooted in 
popular consent, economic jus­
tice and freedom. 

O'kirya Kokolyoko Agii, 
lawyer, founder lUld CEO­
AtHeconomics. 
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What is your contribution towards wetland conservation? 

TonyOfungi, 
Tour operator 
As far as tour and travel is 
concemed,most of our activ­
ities are nature based. We are 
putting together a global net­
work of climate-friendlytrav­
el with champions spread all 
over the world. 

SSP Julius Owino 
I have participated in sensi­
tisingthe community about 
the importance of conserv­
ing and the consequences of 
abusing them. We have ar­
rested encroachers. 

HappyNininahazwe, 
Crafts dealer 
Nothing much apart from 
ensming that drainage 
channels are not clogged 
with garbage so that water 
can flow freely. 

GraceOyet, Paper beads 
manufacturer 
I belong to a group ofwom­
en who collect plastic bottles 
for resizing and reuse. We 
get money out of these bot­
tles instead of them ending 
up in wetlands. 
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