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Drowning in development: Kampala 
and its recurrent flooding crisis 
O 

ear Tingasiga: 
Every rainy season.Kampala trans­
fonns into ponds and lakes. streets that 
hum with cars, boda boda motorcy- " 

cles, and market vendors become rivers ofbrowp. 
water. This flooding is not an occasional disaster: 
It is a predictable seasonal reality that has wors­
ened over the past three decades, reshaping daily 
life for millions ofreside,nts and posing one of the 
most pressing urban challenges in East Africa 

On March 6, the dark heavens in the afternoon 
broke loose in one of those sudden events that re­
minded me of the joy of listening to heavy rain­
drops playing drums on the corrugated iron roofs 
in the 60s and 795. Wh~t was different was the af­
termath of that downpo~i."Severe flooding. Cars 
floating. Wet interiors of buildings. Maddening 
trafficjams. Chaos.A strange sightfor one who " 
knew Kampala more than half a century ago. 

Kampala used to sit on seven hills in central Bu­
ganda,rising above the northern shore of En­
yanja ya Nalubaale(Lake Victoria) One has lost 
COWlt 6fhow many hills this city's unplanned ur­
ban sprawl has now claimed. The city's geography 
used'to favour drainage: hills shed water natural­
ly, and the SUITOWlding wetlands (swamps) act­
ed as enormous natural sponges, absorbing rain­
fall before it could accumulate in populated areas. 
The rulers and managers of the ancient Kingdom 
of Bug and a, then the British Protectorate ofUgan­
da, and their early post-independence succesSors, 
Wlderstood the need for an inviolable ecosystem 
that worked with the efficienCy of a world-class 
orchestr.l.. " 

This natural advantage has been systematical­
ly dismantled by rapid, largely Wlplanned ur­
banisation.Kampala's popUlation has ballooned 
from 245,000 in 1966, to one million in 1996,and 
to an estimated 4.5 million in 2026.1t is one of"· -
the fastest-growing cities in Africa, with an annu­
al growth rate of about five percent. That growth, 
and the greed of the wealthy and politically pow-

eIful,have consumed the very wetlands that once 
protected it. 

Kampala's wetlands once covered approximate­
ly 30 percent of the metropolitan area. Today, 
credlble estimates suggest "that figure has fallen to 
below 10 percent. Some point to even greater loss­
es. What were once contiguous wetland systems 
that channelled and absorbed storm water were 
progressively filled in. built over, and degraded by 
industr.ial,commercial,and~idential develop­
ment.Former buffer zones are now densely pop­
ulated informal settlements or industrial plots, 
completely impervious to rainfall " 
When the skies open. water that would have nat­

urally seeped into wetland soils now rushes across 
concrete and compacted earth, overwhelming 
diainage channels that were designed for a frac­
tion 'oftoday's urban footprint. The drainage in­
frastructure itself compoWlds the problem.Kam­
pala's formal drainage network dates largely to 
the colonial era, designed to serve a much small­
eI;less dense city of95,000 people in 1950.Many 
channels are Wldersized by modern standards, 
and decades of inadequate maintenance have left 
them choked with solid waste. Garbage accumu­
lates in drains faster than they can be cleared,re­
ducing the capacity of the network to a fraction of 
its theoretical design. This degraded system fails 
quickly and dramatically in the face of a down­
pour that lasts a mere two hours. Flooding, a rela­
tively rare event in myyouth,now occurs multiple " 
times each rainy-season. 
The human cost falls most heavily on the poor, 

who dispro'portionately occupy the valley bot­
toms and low-lying areas that flood first and drain 
last. Informal settlements have become synon­
ymous with frequent flooding. Beyond thetem­
porary inconvenience and disruption,floodwa­
ters destroy household and commercial goods 
and food stocks, collapse poorly constructed struc­
tures,inWldate pit latrines, triggering outbreaks 
oftyphoid,cholera and other gastrointestinal dis-
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eases. Children miss school. Adults lose working 
days. The cumulative economic toll on low-in­
come households is substantial,perpetuating cy­
cles of inescapable poverty. 
These major floods cause drownings and deaths 

from collapsed structures. These deaths represent 
a failure of urban governance that has accumulat­
ed over generations of inadequate planning, en­
forcement,and investment, Wlder the watch of 
our better-educated and internationally exposed 
generation. 
Attempts to address the cri$is have been fitful. 

The Kampala Capital City Authority (KCCA), es­
tablished in 2011,has undertaken several drain­
age rehabilitation projects with support from the 
World Bank and other development partners. The 
Greater Kampala Metropolitan Area Urban Devel­
opment Programine (GKMA-UDP),a 5-year,$566 

1nillion endeavour, has invested in enlarging key 
drainage channels, including sections of the Na­
kivubo channel that runs through the city centre. 
A Kampala businessman's renewal and redevel­
opment project to transform the Nakivubo Chan­
nel into an efficient, pleasant, and commercially 
viable city within the city is mired in controversy. 

Wetland restoration initiatives have been 
laWlched with considerable fanfare, and Ugan-
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da's National Environment Management Author­
ity (Nema) has periodically WldeJ.taken enforce­
ment actions against illegal wetland encroach­
ment. Yet these efforts have struggled to keep 
pace with the scale of the challenge. Enforcement 
of building regulations in flood-prone areas re-_ 
mains inconsistent,partly because so many vul­
nerable residents have no other affordable option 
for housing. . 
Climate change threatens to make the situation 

worse. East Africa's rainfall pattern is projected to 
become more erratic, with more intense down­
pours concentrated in shorter periods, the perfect 
conditions for overwhelining urban drainage sys­
tems.Lake Nalubaale (Victoria), Which exerts a sig­
nificant influence on local weather patterns, has 
been rising in recent years. This has reducec:Ithe 
gradient available for storm water to drain away 
frotn the city. Without transformative investment 
in upgraded drains, retention ponds, flood bar­
riers, drastic wetland restoration and urban tree 
planting, Kampala will continue to drown in de­
velopment. 
Kampala's flooding crisis is a story about the col­

lision between explosive urban growth and frag­
ile natural systems - a story that is shaped. by hu­
man behaviour, not by God or nature. Those who 
report that heavy rains cause flooding need to re­
consider that belief Those who ask God to inter­
venein this human-made catastrophe mock Him. 
for it is us who have ruined his awesome creation. 
It is us who have ignored the scientific knowledge 
that God has freely given us to help humanity PI'(}'· 
vide safe and sustainable guardianship of our 
fragile planet. We are the ones who cause flooding. 
The wetlands that once buffered the city from 

its own rainfall were sacrificed incrementally, 
one building permit, one informal plot, one filled 
drainage channel at a time, each decision driven 
by greed, arrogance, and short-term thinking. Re­
versing that trajectory requires not only engineer­
ing and investment but humility, a political will, 
and long-term vision to protect the natural infra­
structure on which the entire city depends. Until 
that happens,Kampala will continue to drown in 
the consequences of its Wlplanned growth. 

-I Dr. MuniiniK. Mulera is a paediatrici~ and 
neonatologist. 
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On Ugandas single mdther crisis 
n Uganda's case,mediareports on Internation­
al Women's Day; March 8,predictably have 
prominent stories about 'the women who have 
made it possible.' 

The trailblazerS. The one who broke the ceiling or 
the firsts in fields previously headlined by men. 
The names that feature prominently are usual-
ly Cecilia Ogwal,Sarah Ntiru,Joyce Mpanga,Miria 
Matembe,Dorcas Inzikuru,Specioza wandira Ka­
zibwe,Justice Julia Ssebutinde, Winnie Byanyima, 
Joanita Kawalya Muganga,Namirembe Bitama­
zire,Linda NabusayiWamboka,Margaret Vuctriri, 
Rebecca Kadaga, Gladys Kalema Zikusooka, Doro­
thy Okello,and evenAnitah Among. 

As is with most things in this COWltry, the focus 
is mainly on those in politics and typically in the 
news in Kampala. Or the ones who hold public of­
fice in the various fields of public service, manage­
ment, academia, and entertainment, which gives 
them a platform and visibility. 
It is these and others in that category who are 
credited for the aj:hievements of and shaping the 
future of Ugandan women. This does not take an­
ything away from them. 
But neither does it limit the scope of the women 
who have had an impact on the present and will 
do so in the future of not only women but Ugan­
da as a whole. 

In Uganda, we typically categorise or identify 
women by their tribe, age, creed, colour (because 
some bleach),profession and apparently, very no­
tably, their marital status.1t is common for wom­
en to sign off as Abigail Proscenia Abwooli Oneka­
lit (Mrs), to make it cle,ar. 
It separates them from the Wlffiarried and the 
single mothers. Cultural nonns value marriage 
and associate it with maturity,respectability,sta­
bili~and even morality.That is why many elders 

press young people to get married (and bear chil­
~in wedlock). This is not always possible. 
According to the Uganda Bureau of Statistics re­

port Of2024, the number of single mothers aged 
between 18 and 35 years rose from 20 percent to 
30 percent. 
Many times this cultural pressure hurriedlypush­
es young people into unions without due dili­
gence and end up as single mothers. Of course, 
there are many other factors like death of a 
spouse,migration. the lack of sex education and 
knowledge of contraception. violence,rape/de­
filement that leave women with Wlplanned chil­
dren.Men or even women wishing to move on in 
case of dissatisfaction in a relationship after chil­
dren are born. This includes the men who cannot 
handle and abandon the responsibility of parent­
ingtowomen. 

Whatever the case may be. If20 percent of the 
ho olds of a country are led by women as sin­
gle parents, they constitute a significant force that 
can't be taken lightly.The impact they have be­
cause of the proximity to the children has a very 
substantial bearing on the future of society and 
the COWltry. 

Anyone who has ever been a parent knows that 
bringing up children is a lifelong responsibility 
and is back-breaking work. Life can be tough in a 
home that has both parents. But the burden offi- " 
nancial pressure, the provision of emotional com­
fort and material well-being, discipline, and mor­
al moulding is lighter in an ideal situation where 
both parents make a significant contribution by 
being in the lives of children. 
Statistics from the USA paint a grim picture offa­
therless homes. Almost a quarter of children live 
in fatherless homes. These children show a rune­
time higher rate of dropping out of school than 
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those from a two-parent home. Ninety percent 
of people who end up homeless are from such 
homes. Eighty-five percent of children from such 
homes are likely to have disciplinary issues, which 
include violence, drug and alcohol abuse. About 
80 percent of youth in prison grew up in father­
less homes. 
Seventy percent of adolescent patients in drug 
and alcohol treatment centres are from such 
homes. Girls who do not grow up with their fa­
thers are likely to associate with older males at an 
early age to fill the void. All these children are like­
ly to end up in poverty. 
The story from the US looks distant, but the case 
of an increase in drug and alcohol abuse,mental 
health challenges plus increase in mv infection 
rates amongyoWlg people aged between 15 and 
25just like cases of abortion.is food for thought. 
This does not in any way mean single mothers are 
incompetent or incapable of bringing up good cit­
izens.Far fromit.lt isjustthat they are often over­
stretched,sometimes having to work long hours 
or two jobs to make ends meet. This leaves very lit-

tle time to adequately attend to children, yet there 
is no complementary contributiop. from fathers. 
Almost every evening, while returning home,I 
meet women with baskets on their heads, babies 
on their backs, and usually a little child or two fol­
lowing them also with some package, as they re­
turn to their abode, probably from hawking or 
some menialjobs. 

There have been stories of mothers leaving chil-_ 
dren alone in homes at night to go and work. 
When fires or floods kill the children. thE! woman 
is condemned. Yet we never ask about the where­
abouts of the father. 
Many times, children are left to society to guide 

. and nurture them. The pressures and stress of life, 
bringing up children often on lWlch time mon­
ey drains them and impacts on their emotibn- " 
al well-being. Thus, the cup is almost empty to flU 
their YOWlg souls with anything of serious worth 
for their well-being. 

The YOWlg people Wlder the care of single moth­
ers are the 'property' and future of our society. It 
is important that we give serious thought about 
helping in their nurturing to lift the burden from 
especially single mothers. 
For instance,it is possible to create safe spaces like 
day care centres so that yOWlg mothers can com­
plete school or acquire better skills to enhance 
their earnings. They may also receive an allow­
ance like the elderly. It may come in kind to cover 
tuition, health, and rental expenses in decent en­
vironments. 

We may even think of clubs and societies like the 
YMCA, where male figures mentor and guide, es­
pecially yOWlg boys. 

Otherwise, as a COWltry, we shall pay dearly for 
what now appears to be a problem for a few strug­
gling single mothers. • . 

I Mr Sengoba is a commentator on political 
and social issues X: @nsengoba 
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