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‘Wildlife education is a first
step towards co-existence’

George Owoyesigire, the acting Commissioner of Wildlife Conservation at the Ministry.of
Tourism, Wildlife and Antiquities, tells Trevor Lutalo that what people dor’t understand abou

~-wildlife,they are quick to destroy. -

ome days in Jinja City might have
you thinking it is always calm and :

tranquil, but trust not your feel-

ings: that city is an enigma, full of :
activity and adventufe if you care to lis- :

ten and seeinside. °

the exotic pet trade.

We had crossed paths earlier at the :

- newly opened Crested Crane Hotel, ex- :
changing pleasantries and promises :
of a later conversation. That conversa- :
tion finds its place hours later, inside the :

calm, brightly lit walls of Mpumudde
Lounge, inside the same hotel.
Over cups of coffee, George Owoyesi-

rience and authority.

Of a fair complexion compared tomy :
rimmed glasses, he speaks with con-
fidence, occasionally punctuating his :
points with a little humour. But beneath :
that calm demeanour lies a man tasked :
with navigating one of the most com- :
plex and often controversial sectors in :
conservation, the regulation of wildlife :
ownership in a country where the line :
between preservation and exploitation :

own, with a subtle moustache and thin-

_can bedangerously thin.

operating in the shadows with devastat-

ing consequences for biodiversity.

unique challenge: how do you regu-
late an industry that exists both as a le-

work?

Owoyesigire does not shy away from : '
: they begin to protect them,”he 43

“The law is very clear;”he begins,lean- : says.“Here, many Ugandans see
ing slightly forward.“Under the Uganda :
Wildlife Act,Cap 315,individuals and en- :
tities are allowed to own pets. But there :
: ous”

the complexity.

are conditions.”

What the law allows
He explains that Ugandans can legal-

ly own certain indigenous species, pro- :
: - animals, they will appre-
ciate them,”he adds.

vided they are acquired from licensed
breeding facilities or,in rare cases,col-
lected from the wild under strict su-
pervision. A licence from the Ugan-

da Wildlife Authority (UWA) is man-

ments become even tighter.
“You are required to conduct arisk as-

sessment,”he says.“We must under- -

stand the potentialimpact of wheth-

er these'species could breed, multiply, :
and compete with indigenous wildlife. :
That assessment guides us on whether  :

to allow them,and in what numbers”

It is a careful balancing act.On one :
hand, there is gromng interest among :
individuals-and private entities to own :
exotic animals, from parrots and mon-_:

: example, often feared, yet
: largely mon-venomous.“If

: vationists have long de-
datory. The law also extends to exotic :
or foreign species, but here, the require- :

e

keys to iguanas and even snakes.On the :
other hand, thereis theever-presentrisk :
: ofecological disruption and illegal trade. :

Uganda already hosts a handful of ex- :
otic species in controlled environments. :
: Tigers at the Uganda Wildlife Conser- :
On a warm afternoon, I finally sat : :
down with a man whose worksits at the :
centre of one of Uganda’s most coveted :
spaces, wildlife conservation and the of- :
-ten misunderstood shadowy edges of :

vation Education Centre (UWEC), pea-

cocks within conservation facilities,and :
lemurs under specialised projectsareall :
part of a tightly regulated system.But :
beyond these spaces; a quieter trend is :
: emerging, private ownership and small- :
scale“zoos”that blur the lines between :
conservation, business, and personal :

fascination.
Recognising these shifts, the govern-
ment is working on a new set of regula-

tions to tighten oversight.

“We realised the law needed clarity”

: Owoyesigire says.“We rieeded to define
gire,the acting Commissioner of Wildlife :
Conservation at the Ministry of Tourism, .:
Wildlife and Antiquities, settles into his :
seat with an ease that reflects both expe- :

the application process, the fees, hous- :

ing requirements, and even the num-
ber of animals one can keep. You cannot
have 50 or 100 animals as pets”

The draft regulations,expected to be fi-
nalised in the coming months, will also

its.Elephants, buffalo,and mountain go-
rillas, for instance, remain firmly in the
wild, untouchable as pets due to their
conservation status and ecological im-

Yet, the motivations behind exotic pet
ownership are as varied as the species
themselves.

“Some people are attached to specific

: animals;*he explains“Otherskeepthem :
Globally; the exotic pet industry is one :
of the lafgest within the broader wildlife :
conservation ecosystem. Yet, its illegal :
counterpart is believed to be even bi S '
et | Whogetstoownthewild? :
:  Thisidea of“relating™to wildlife is cen- :
: tral to Owoyesigire’s philosophy. Hebe- :
: lieves that controlled pet ownership, :
: when properly regulated, can actually :
gal framework and an underground net- :

as part of cultural identity, like totems.

foster appreciation and conservation.
“In many developed countries,
when people get closer to animals,

wildlife as a threat. If you see a
snake, your instinct is to kill it.
But not all snakes are danger-

Hementions pythonsasan
people understand these

But this argument is not

bated whether domes-

 ag:
_But many simply wanttorelatetothese @~
animals” :

- - O S >

OWNERSHIP OF WI‘LDLIFE

...............................................

Section 3 of the Uganda Wil-

dlife Act, 2019 states; (1) The
ownership of a wild animal or wild
plant existing in the wild habitat in
Uganda is vested in the Govern-
ment on behalf of, and for the be-
nefit of, the people of Uganda.

(2) Where a wild plant or wild ani-
malis lawfully taken by any per-
son, the ownership of that plant

: tication of wildlife truly leads to pro-
: tection, or whether it risks normalising
: ownership and fuelling demand, espe- :
: cially in regions where enforcement re-
: mainsachallenge. :
And enforcement, Owoyesigire admits, :
: isno small task. To own an exotic pet le- :
: gally in Uganda, one must meet a de-
: tailed set of requirements. Prospective
: owners must submit proposals outlin-
: ing how they intend to care for the an-
: imal, including feeding, housing, and
: thenecessary licences for trappingorac- :
: quisition and allow regular inspections :
: by authorities.

They must obtain

“There are technical teams at UWA

: who guide applicants;”he explains.“We :
: look at cage sizes, feeding plans,and dis- :
: easgcontrol. Youmust also allow inspec-
: tions and report regularly” :
Importantly, the government discour- :
es the capture of :

animals from

‘or ammal shall, subject to thls Act,

: vestinthat person. 12 Act 171 Ugan-
: da Wildlife Act 2019

: (3) Ifa protected species is law-

: fully taken under a permit or alli-

: cence issued or wildlife use right

: granted under this Act, the

: ownership of that animal or plant

: shall, subjecttothisActandto
: the terms and conditions of the li-

: cence, vest in the licensee ora hol-
: der of a wildlife use right.

: the wild, instead promoting acquisition
: from licensed breeders. This approach :
aims to reduce pressure on natural pop- :
: ulations while supporting controlled :
: breeding systems. :

But even with these safeguards, the :
question of illegal trade looms large. :
: Across Africa, wildlife trafficking re- :
: mains a persistent threat, driven by de- :
: mand for exotic pets,animal parts,and :
: traditional medicine.In Uganda, Owoy-
: have been putin place to curb this trade. :

“We have invested heavily in enforce- :
ment.’he says.“We have trained customs :
: officials, the police, and the UPDF. We :
: have sniffer dogs at the airport.”

Uganda is also part of the Convention :
on International Trade in Endangered :
: Species (CITES),a global agreement that : bridge the knowledge gap.
: enables cross-border enforcement. :

“Even if someone tries tobypassus and

Rise of private zoos
Atthe domesticlevel, mon-

ject to regular inspec-

deaths, and move-
ments.

ify everything”

even fitted with track-
| ing chips, particular-

trade. Yet, de-

George Owoyesigirs,
the acting Commission-
er of Wildlife Conser-
vation at the Ministry
of Tourism, Wildlife and
Anuqumes. ILLUSTRA- /.

itoring is equally rigorous. :
Licensed facilities,includ- :
ing private zoos, are sub- :
: tion is what remains largely unspoken,
tions. Authorities keep : the cultural and spiritual dimensions of
detailed records of the :
number of animals :

B\ held, tracking births, :

“If an animal dies, :
youmust reportand :
show us where you :
disposed of the car- :

cass;”he says.“Wever- :
: going review of the Wildlife Act seeks to
Some animals are :
: change to community involvement and
: the integration of indigenous knowl-
4 ly those considered : edge.
high-risk for illegal :

tems’,the’nealrty‘ ityis that regulation often
: plays catch-up with innovation and de-
: mand. Therise of private zoos,small, pri-
vately owned collections of wildlife, has

: added another layer of complexity.

Facilities like the City Sea Conserva-

: tion Centre and others represent a new
: model of wildlife interaction, blending
: -conservation, tourism, and private en-
: terprise. While they operate legally, their
: growth raises questions about oversight
: andlong-termsustainability.

“We licence them, we inspect them,

: and we monitor their operations,” Ow-
+oyesigire says.“We know how many-an-
: imals they are allowed to keep. We track
: anynew ones that are bred”

Still, the potential for leakage into ille-

: gal markets cannot be ignored. Owoye-
: sigire,however,believes that licensed op-
: erators have little incentive to break the
: law.“These are people who have invest-
: ed,”he says.“Why would they risk losing
: everything

iy

when they can operate legal-
Beyond regulation, there is another

: battle Owoyesigire is keenly aware of,
: the perception battle.“Many Ugandans
: do not understand wildlife, he says.
: “Theysee animals as enemies.”

To address this, the ministry has de-

veloped a national conservation educa-

tion and awareness strategy aimed at re-
shaping public attitudes. The approach
is both structured and unconventional,

: targeting schools,communities, media

platforms,and even churches.

“Churches are already gathering peo-
plehe says with a smile“You just ask for
20 minutes”

: Culture, belief, everything in be-

tween

Through these engagements, the goal
is to teach Ugandans about animal be-
haviour, ecological roles, and safety
measures. From identifying venom-

: ous species to understanding how to re-

spond when wildlife encroaches on hu-
man spaces, the strategy is designed to

He recalls instances where communi-

: tieshave mistaken harmless animals for
goes to another country;they will still be :
: arrested,”he says.“Thereis cooperation.”

dangerous predators, triggering unnec-

:essary panic.“Someone calls you about
: aleopard, you drive 400 kilometres,and
: you find it is a civet cat,”he says, shaking
: hishead.

Education, he believes, is the first step
towards coexistence. But perhaps the
most intriguing aspect of our conversa-

wildlife use.
“There are long-held beliefs, yet they
rarely enter formal systems;”he says.“In

: my 20 years,I have not received any for-
: malrequest forwildlife forritual use;’he

says.“If it happens, it is not through offi-
cial systems.”

In the final stages of our conversation,
Owoyesigire reflects on the future of
wildlife conservation in Uganda.The on-

address emerging issues, from climate

“We want to strengthen benefit-shar-

: ing with communities,” he says. “We
spite thesesys- :

want toinvolve them more.”
There are also plans to introduce con-

: servancies, designated areas where pri-
: vate landowners can collectively man-
: age wildlife and benefit from tourism.
\ It is a model that has gained traction

in other parts of Africa and could rede-

: fineconservationin Uganda.

At its core, however, the challenge
® remains the same: how to protect
wildlife in a rapidly changing world
where human interests, econom-

: )qprgsam,‘and cultural practices con-

. stantly intersect.



