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Climate Action

Conservationists
lly youth to

estore Uganda’s
-shrinking forests

Forest coverin Uganda has declined sharply over the past three
decades, dropping from roughly 241 percent in 1990 to 12.6 per-
centin 2025.

~ BY DAPHINE NAKABIRI

lthough he had been raised on :
the edges of the Budongo Forest :
| Reserve, in a remote village found :
: in Masindi district, Michael Jurua, :
. now a conservation planner and youth :
: ambassador, did not understand the value :
i of the forests around him. As a child, he

was the last thing on his mind.
However, in 2008, Jurua was introduced
to a youth environmental club. Through

posure to conservation ideas, he discov-

. helater joined the university, he
. pursued a course in Geomatics,
the science of using satellites and :
mapping technology to under- :

stand and care for the earth.

He recounts,“With this course,I
was able to estimate how much :
carbon is stored in the canopy of :
the Congo forest. I started identi- :
fying deforestation underlying is- :
: sues,and in my current role,Inot :
. only monitor these changes, but :
: also help design and advocate for
. strategies that protect our forest
: andwildlife” -
i+ Jurua’s journey reflects a broad- :
i er challenge and opportunity. In":
¢ Uganda, young people form 75 :
. percent of the country’s popula-
. tion,yet only a small fraction are
actively involved in conservation
. initiatives,as many are preoccu- :
. pied with agriculture, informal :
: sector work, education, or unem- :
: ployment pressures.
: Concurrently, forest cover in :
¢ Uganda has declined sharply over :
: the past three decades, dropping :
. from roughly 24.1 percent in 1990 :
: t012.6 percent in 2025.
. According to the National Forest- :

i ry Authority, this decline is large- :
. ly driven by encroachment, rap- :
o ation illegal log- :
: barely noticed the animals and trees,and : i pops abiott gréewth, Hegallog

I : ging,charcoal production,and ag-
: like many youth in Uganda, conservation g = o €

: ricultural expansion, threatening
i ecosystems, wildlife,and the live-
¢ lihoods of communities that de-
: - ¢ pend on forests.

mentorship, hands-on projects, and ex- :

Speaking during the celebra-

ISCOV- : tion of the 35th anniversary of
ered that the natural world was a living, :

vital system that needed protected. When !

the Roots and Shoots programme

Mr Ronald
Ddungu, (2nd
left) the Princi-
pal Education
Officer, leads

Clubin launch-
ing the nation-
wide drive to
plant 35,000
treesat the In-
ternational

da. PHOTOS/
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¢ this vision traces back to Dr. Jane

i Goodall,a renowned conservation-
¢ ist and primatologist, who dedicat-
¢ ed her life to understanding and
. protecting wildlife.

ABIRI

. that took place at Internation-
. al School of Uganda, Mr James By-
. abakama, Executive Director of
¢ the Jane Goodall Institute Ugan-
© da, highlighted the critical role of
memboraaftho youth in addressing the co untry’s

Roots & Shoots lenges.

underlying environmental chal-

He said, “The youth are the ener-

. gy of change. By learning to identify
: problems in their communities and
: taking practical action through var-
¢ ious conservation activities, young
: people can make a real difféerence

Schioslof Lgan- for people,animals,and the planet.”

Mr Byabakama explained that

In 1991 when approached by a

¢ group of 12 teanagers about the
¢ concerns for their community in
¢ Tanzania, she encouraged them to
: takeaction locally. .

Inspired by their achievements,

. Dr.Goodall shared their story with
. youth around the world who were
¢ equally eager to make a difference,
¢ ultimately launching the Roots &
: Shoots programme to empower
: young people globally to become
¢ compassionate leaders and active
¢ environmental stewards.

In Uganda, the initiative has

: grown over the years into a net-
¢ work of more than 200 clubs involv-
¢ ing over 12,000 members, engag-
. ing youth in activities ranging from
. tree planting and reforestation to
i wildlife protection, community
* clean-ups, and eco-friendly liveli- .

32

hood projects.

Additionally, it has not on- :
ly provided hands-on conser- :
vation experience, but also fos- :
tered leadership, innovation, :
and a sense of responsibility :
among young people, giving :

them tools to effect tangible
change in their communities.

Schools at the frontline

degradation.

According to Mr. Ronald °
Ddungu, Principal Education

Officer, he explained that as

reliance on firewood in school

kitchens which further acceler- :

ates deforestation.
As a key initiatives, the gov-

launched the Nehemiah Green-

cuses on planting shade and
fruit trees, boundary trees,
and integrating environmen-
tal awareness into school cur-
ricula. ;

Mr Ddungu noted that

that directly engage learners,

servation, empowering the stu-

dents to act as stewards of their _

environment.

He encouraged young people

especially students, to take ac-
tion and seek support from the
ministry for their initiative, re-

minding them that as the lead-
. ers of tomorrow, they cannot :
¢ stand by while the current gen-
. eration degrades the environ-
: ment they hope to inherit
Although schools and learn- : i
ers play a vital role in shaping :
the country’s environmental :
future, they are at the frontline :
of challenges that contribute to :
¢ uncomfortable forus and make
us understand that we must
conserve, re-green and protect
: this environment.”He advised.
new schools are built, they fre- :
quently result in bare grounds
and tree loss. Additionally, :
across Uganda, there is heavy

“The Ministry is willing to sup-
port any kind of conservation

initiative. However as young :

people, do not tolerate our
ways, speak against us,make it

Pathways to restoration

At International School of :
Uganda,learners in the Roots &
- Shoots club expressed their in-
. terest to launch their first pro- :
: ject aimed at supporting the
: community and promoting en-
ernment, through the Ministry :
of Education and Sports led by :
Janet Museveni, the First Lady, :

vironmental responsibility.
Across other schools, many
students are exploring a range

- of initiatives, from tree plant-
ing Schools Program, which fo- :

ing, waste management cam-

: paigns, wildlife protection and
: eco-friendly livelihood pro-
¢ jects, reflecting a growing com-
. mitment among youth to make
. a tangible difference in their
: communities. ]

through school programs :

Despite their energy and en-

- thusiasm, young people contin-
schools become hubs for con- :

ue to face significant barriers in

. forest restorafion and conserva-

Pupils of St
Theresa Pri-
mary School
showcase their
conservation
initiative during
the celebration
ofthe 35th an--
niversary of the
Roots & Shoots
programme, an
initiative ofthe
Jane Goodall
Institute.

T

' Résndehf.s Cl;t down trees from Namanve Foﬁesf }'ese

Fr O
=l

rve. Several forests acrt;ss the

country have fallen prey to encroachment. PHOTO/FILE
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takes root and grows.”

Other barriers including limit-
ed recognition of youth power, :

lack of mentorship,inadequate
exposure to modern conserva-
tion methods, and challenges
posed by emerging technolo-
gies and social media, for Mr Ju-
rua, he emphasized that young
people can overcome these hur-
dles through innovation, crea-
tivity, and strategic positioning.
Tools like photo voices, com-
munity mapping, tree plant-
ingcampaigns, and storytelling

noal” Qg

For instance, many youth-led :
initiatives lack funding for ma- :
terials, equipment, and train- :
ing, which limits their ability :
to scale up projects or sustain :
long-term impact. Dr Rusoke :
Tadeo, head of Wildlife clubs in :
Uganda suggested that this can °
be addressed by encouraging
youth to write project propos- :
ioriti trate- | 55 2o
gﬁ;ﬁggﬁgﬁ?&:{:&i part- - life, and the livelihoods
nerships, rather than relying :
.+ solely on external funding that :
: may not always be available.
. He said, “Sustainability be- :
gins with you. Once you start a
project, be the first funder us- :
ing your own savings, and then

FACTORS

According to the Natio-

nal Forestry Authori-

ty, this decline is largely
drivenby encroachment,

illegal logging, charcoal
“production, and agricul-
- tural expansion, threate-

ning ecosystems, wild-

of communities that de-
pend on forests.

can help them document local

look for partnerships. This way, - environmental issues, engage

you can ensure your initiative i etnsin ey |
Panelists also highlighted :
the importance of schools and :
. clubs in equipping youth with
‘practical conservation skills. :
Since these connect learners to :
networks of peers, teachers,and

community leaders, schools
can serve as spaces for environ-
mental action, fostering collab-
oration, knowledge sharing,
and leadership development.
Similalry, Joyce Nalubega, an
educationist encouraged thein-
volvement of the girl child, in

training, waste management, °

Celebrating 35years

. of Roots and Shdots
. During the 35th anniversa- °
. ry celebration, the Roots and
. Shoots showcased the pro-
. gram’s achievements while in- :
- spiring the next generation of
- environmental leaders through
: exhibitions highlighting stu-
. dents’ creativity and commit-
: ment to conservation.

tree, was joined by learners
ginning of a drive that Roots &
in schools and communities

across Uganda.
Additionally, learners dis-

decorative plastic trees, minia-
ture houses from recycled pa-
per, and fabric items such as
shoes, bags,and belts.

Students also presented art-
work honoring Dr. Jane Goo-
dall, adorned with heartfelt
messages reflecting.

The launch also included a

wildlife exhibition, which dis-

played animal skulls, including
specimens from endangered

: . species, as well as models of is-
. lands and habitats visitors can

explore, emphasizing the im-
portance of protecting Ugan-
da’s wildlife and natural herit-

age.
Over the past years, the Roots

- & Shoots program has made a

lasting impact on youth leader-
ship, environmental conserva-

. tion, and community develop-

¢ ment in Uganda.Some of its key

- greening, and anti-littering = 1jjestones include, 204 clubs

. practices. She also emphasized  (ith over 12,000 members reg-

- on accountability inlocal insti- * jstered across schools, universi-

 tutions as a critical step to em- - tieg and community structures

. power youth as effective stew- :

. in20districts, activ i
. ards of the environment. Y SEvely SHEAEIg

pupils and students in conser-

- vation efforts, 46,348 tree seed-
: lings mobilized and planted
. through reforestation and af-
forestation projects in schools .

and communities.

The program has also prior-
itized women inclusion, reach-
ing 3,527 girls, including 1,179
empowered in sexual and re-
productive health, 401 provid-
ed with scholastic materials,

: 193 mentored by peers, and

As such, the Jane Goodall In- :
stitute in Uganda launched
= : " i a nationwide tree-planting :
communities,and influence de  campaign, aimed at restoring |
¢ 35,000 trees across the country.

1,754 trained in making reusa-
ble sanitary pads, and trained
78 women in tailoring skills
and supported them with 44

: sewing and knitting machines
Mr Ddungu, who led the cer- °
emony by planting the first :

across 6 women’s groups.
This has also included men-

. toring and training patrons,
and teachers, to mark the be- :

matrons, and district volun-

: teer coordinators (DVCs) from
Shoots clubs will carry forward

21 districts to strengthen youth

- leadership in environmen-
- tal conservation, and global-
: ly, the program has grown into
played projects made from re-
cycled and up-cycled materi- :
als, including dustbins craft- : 8,000 local groups, and near-
ed from plastic bottles, flowers :
fashioned from polythene bags, worldwide.

a platform with local chapters
in over 75 countries, more than

1y 150,000 youth participants




