Tree planters, herders

clash over N sowe Forest

Private tree planters
have accused the herd-
ers for uprooting young

“trees, deforestationand

vandalism in the Nsowe
_Forest reserve.

BY SADAT MBOGO

rivate tree I;Ianters in Nsowe
Central Forest Reserve in Gomba . :
District are locked in a fresh bit-

ter dispute with nomadic herd-

_ers, locally known as Balaalo, who are
accused of invading planted areas,up- :
rooting seedlings,and grazing cattleon

land allocated for reforestation.
The conflict has led to significant loss-

es, with planters reporting damag-
es worth Shs10.5 billion since the in-
vasions began last year, threateninga :
multi-billion shilling investment inen- : i
. Private tree planters arrest one of the herders they suspect to be behind the destruction of young trees in Nsowe
¢ Forest Reserve in Gomba District on February 23 2026. PHOTO/SADAT MBOGA
~of Uganda's 506 central forest reserves :
'. Overall,NFA designated 2,885 hectares :
¢ for private planters and 1,750 hectares :
. for indigenous communities. Since
i 2020,private planters have successfully :
. planted trees on 2,308 hectares, repre- :
¢ senting a collective investment valued :
© atShs1.1trillion.
However, tensions escalated with :
. the arrival of the Balaalo herders,who
: claim ownership of the land and have :-
. beenencroaching on the plantations. :
tree planters to restore the depleted : ¢
sections by planting commercial trees
like eucalyptus and pine. Thisplaysa :
_ . <rucial role in biodiversity conserva- :
tion, water'catchment protection,and :

vironmental conservation.
Nsowe Central Forest Reserve is one

managed by the National Forestry Au-
thority.(NFA). Spanning thousands of
hectares, the reserve has historically
faced severe encroachment and deg-
radation due to illegal logglng settle-

: ’_ ment,and farming.

To combat this, the government,

through the NFA, initiated reforesta-

tion programmes aligned with the Na-
tional Forestry and Tree Planting Act
of 2003. In 2017, NFA invited private

climate mitigation.

Initially, 175 locals who had been oc-
cupying the land prior to conserva-
tion plans were each allocated 25 acres.
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Invasion

Mr James Byaruhanga, the chairper-
son of the Nsowe Commercial Tree
Planters Association, comprising 55 :
- members,said the herders operate un-
¢ der the cover of night and early morn- :
© ing, grazing their cattle and causing

widespread destruction.
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The National Forestry Authority
designated 2,885 hectares for
private planters and 1,750 hec-
tares for indigenous communi-
ties designated to local indivi-
duals. Since 2020, private plan-
ters have successfully planted
trees on 2,308 hectares, repre-
senting a collective investment
vaiued at Shs.11trillion.

"We are puzzled by the coming of :
the Balaalo to the forest land. Funny
. enough, instead of planting trees like :
. us,they useland to graze, destroy our

. Gomba,highlighting ongoing challeng-
esmbalanangconserva’aonmthcom—
. munityneeds.

The intervention aimed to resolve
disputes over forest land use, though
planters say the issues persist.

They also called on the Ministry of
Water and Environment to provide re-
placement of tree seedlings destroyed
¢ through the Inclusive Forest and Pro-

%, tected Areas for Climate-Smart Devel-

¢ opment (IFPA-CD) project and to fully

. | implement the 2003 National Forest

and Tree Planting Act.
Caughtintheact

The situation took a turn on Febru-

. ary 21, when three individuals were
. arrested during an impromptu visit
: to their eucalyptus fields. These were
: caught cutting down trees belonging
. to the private planters. Police has not
: yet commented on the arrests or po-
. tential charges.

Environmentalists warn that such

clashes undermine Uganda's reforest-

# | ation goals, especially as the country

i trees,beat up our casual workers,and :
. destroy their temporary shelters," he :
. saidin an interview on Monday
:  Hedetailed the extent of the damage: :
¢ "Balaalo have uprooted two-year-old
. tree seedlings to create grazing space,
. destroyed nursery beds, cut down ma- :
: ture trees for sale, and stole or vandal-
: ised workers' food items, pesticides,
. tools,and other farm inputs.”

The planters have reported the inci-

: dents to police, but claim the hands of
. law enforcers are tied due to the herd- :
: ers' alleged use of spears, sticks,and in- :
© timidation tactics.

This conflict comes amid recent gov-

ernment interventions in the area. :
In December 2025, President Musev- :
eni stepped in to address land wran- :
gles between residents and the NFAin :

. grapples with deforestation rates ex-
. ceeding2 percent annually.

Mr John Kibuuka, NFA Mpanga Sec-

tor Manager, overseeing forests in Mpi-
: gi, Butambala, and Gomba districts,
. said the matteris being handled by the

prime minister after the president is-
sued a directive to her to have a meet-

: ingover the same matter.

“I don't think it is in order for me to
comment at this level," he said in a
telephone interview.

Gomba District has 17 forest reserves.
According to local leaders, herders are
depleting the forest reserve through
cutting down trees for charcoal and

. clearing other parts for agriculture.

They also claim other herders have
constructed permanent houses,
which is against the agreed terms,
and requested NFA to revoke their

: grazing licenses. Gomba, like other

neighbouring districts of Butambala
and Mpigi, is gifted with many natural

¢ forests.

However, in the last two decades
many have been cut down by people
who migrate to the district looking for
land to plant ginger and miraa (khat),
which are the main cash crops in the
area. This has adversely affected the

rain patterns,leading to dry spells.
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