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OVERVIEW

	» Victoria Nile Sub-basin is shared 
between Uganda, Kenya
	» Seasonal and permanent 

wetlands in the Victoria Nile 
Sub-basin are located in Uganda 
and are connected through a 
network of lakes and rivers with 
Lake Kyoga at its centre
	» Three wetlands (Kyoga Kwania 

Swamp Complex, Lake Bisina, 
Lake Opeta) were designated 
with a Ramsar state and 
evaluated with a low IBA 
threat score 
	» Total wetland extent is 8% of 

the sub-basin area, with 64% 
permanent wetlands of 6,337 
sq.km total wetland area
	» Wetlands are surrounded 

by agricultural land (75% 
cultivation)
	» Major uses are agriculture, 

mainly sugar cane and coco 
yams; other provisioning 
services include sand and clay 
for brick making, papyrus for 
mat construction and other 
handcrafts, fish, fodder, and 
water for agriculture and car 
washing
	» Hotspots are settlement and 

urban development, increasing 
human population nearby 
towns, conversion of the 
wetland to rice agriculture
	» Impacts include increased 

pollution sewage discharge, loss 
of biodiversity
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INTRODUCTION

The Victoria Nile Sub-basin is 85,771 sq.km large 
encompassing 6,5331 sq.km of wetland area. The 
total wetland extent is 8% of the sub-basin area. 
The permanent wetland extent is 64%. 

The presented wetland sites are all classified with 
Ramsar state. 

Uganda’s wetland sector employs almost 10% of 
the population (Wetland Management Department, 
2009; GoU, 2010). 

The Victoria Nile Sub-basin is located in the North 
of Lake Victoria and situated mainly within Uganda 
territory and to a small extent within Kenya. 

The Lake Victoria Nile leaves flows from Jinja 
northward until the wetland site Kyoga and further 
north-west until it reaches the Lake Albert Sub-
basin (Dumont, 2009).
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SUB-BASIN CHARACTERISTICS

The seasonal and permanent 
wetlands in the Victoria Nile Sub-
basin are connected through a 
network of lakes and rivers with 
Lake Kyoga at its centre. From the 
outlet of Lake Kyoga, the Lower 
Victoria Nile flows north and west 
towards Lake Albert.

The average annual rainfall 
in the Sub-basin is 1,300 mm, 
the average annual potential 
evapotranspiration is 1,544 mm 
(NBI, 2016). 

Almost the entire Victoria Nile 
Sub-basin lies within the forest-
savanna mosaic apart from
the north easterly part of the 
sub-basin, which belongs to the 

Sudanese Savanna ecoregion. 

Lake Kyoga belongs to the Kyoga 
Kwania Swamp Complex and was 
designated as a Ramsar site in year 
2005. The Ramsar site covers the 
permanent wetlands of Lake Kyoga 
in the East. 

Lake Kyoga is the largest lake in 
the sub-basin and has a mean 
water level of 3m and is depended 
on the inflow from the Victoria 
Nile. The net water contribution 
of Lake Kyoga to the Victoria Nile 
flows has historically been very 
low and often negative due to 
evaporative losses over the lake 
and wetlands (Sutcliffe and Parks, 
1999; Shahin, 1985). 

Climate & hydrology

« Low water volumes lead to strong 
surface water quality concerns
 in the surrounding wetlands. »

RAMSAR SITES AND YEAR OF CREATION

WETLAND SITE NAME COUNTRY YEAR

32 Lake Bisina Uganda 2006

33 Lake Opeta Uganda 2006
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WETLAND CHARACTERISTICS

The wetlands are dominated by 
papyrus, cattails and reeds, which 
contribute to its high nutrient 
retention and water purification 
capacity (Emerton, 2003). 

The Victoria Nile wetlands provide 
an important habitat for wildlife 
(Karanja et al., 2001), important 
area for birds, plants and fish. The 
lakes Kyoga, Bisina, Kwania and 
Opeta provide food in the forms of 
fish, game and fodder for livestock 
and farmland (Karanja et al., 
2001). 

768 different species were 
counted in Lake Kyoga wetland 
system, with 40% belonging to 
birds (307 species, e.g. Green 
Sandpiper (Tringa ochropus), 13% 
plants (100 species) and 9% fish 
(70 species), 3% mammals (25 
species). 

The wetlands around the lakes 
Opeta and Bisina have a great 
conservation value for birds. 
Fox’s weaver, Uganda’s only 
endemic bird species has been 
recorded to breed in the swamps.

Critically endangered fish species 
in Lake Kyoga are  e.g. Victoria 
Tilapia (Oreochromis variabilis), 
Ningu (Labeo victorianus), 
Graham’s tilapia (Oreochromis 
esculentus). 
Overfishing is one of the major 
threats, as the livelihoods in the 
surrounding depend on this major 
activity. 

The system of Lake Opeta and 
Lake Bisina is also important as 
a refuge for fish species that have 
gone extinct in the main lakes 
including Lake Kyoga and Lake 
Victoria.
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« 768 different species were counted in Lake 
Kyoga wetland system, with 40% belonging to 

birds (307 species, e.g. Green Sandpiper (Tringa 
ochropus), 13% plants (100 species) and 9% fish 

(70 species), 3% mammals (25 species). »
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WETLAND POPULATION

Wetland population in the Victoria Nile Sub-basin

Populations are growing in cities 
like  Tororo and Mbale, located in 
the southeast of the Victoria Nile 
Basin. 

The population was increasing 
by 3% in the last 5 years 
(Citipopulation, 2019). 

This growth leads to more and 

more pressure for the wetlands 
using them for agriculture, in 
settlement and urban development. 

This has resulted into conversion 
of the wetland to rice agriculture, 
increased pollution from waragi 
distillation and sewage discharge 
and an increase in the intensity of 
use (United Nation, 2016). 
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Ecosystem services of wetlands and their use in the Victoria Nile Sub-basin

The wetlands ecosystem services in 
the Victoria Nile Basin considered 
by Moyini & Masiga (2011) are 
fresh water, timber and non-timber 
forest products, wildlife, medicinal 
products, water regulating and 
purification services, carbon 
sequestration and ecotourism. 

An often-mentioned wetland 
within this sub-basin is Nakivubo 
Swamp, the largest wetland area 
in Kampala and one of the few 
remaining, since over 75% of 
Kampala’s wetlands have been 
converted into urban or industrial 
zones. 

The wetland flows out into 
Murchinson Bay, Lake Victoria, 
through the Nakivubo River 
and other tributaries, which are 
the main carriers of Kampala’s 

wastewater (both partially treated 
and untreated) (Emerton, 2003). 

This wetland is dominated by 
papyrus, cattails and reeds, which 
contribute to its high nutrient 
retention and water purification 
capacity (Emerton, 2003). 
Nakivubo swamp’s wastewater 
purification and nutrient retention 
services has a value of  1 – 1.75 
million USD per year (Emerton, 
2003). 

The main activities in Nakivubo 
wetlands are agriculture, mainly 
sugar cane and coco yams. Other 
provisioning services used include 
sand and clay for brick making, 
papyrus for mat construction and 
other handcrafts, fish, fodder, 
and water for agriculture and car 
washing (Nile-Eco-VWU, 2016).

« The wetlands are mainly under human 
use to secure livelihoods through either 

consumption of wetland products (including 
cultivation of crops in wetlands) or sale 

wetland products to generate cash » 
(Turyahabwe et al., 2017).
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POTENTIALS AND HOTSPOTS

Wetland population in the Victoria Nile Sub-basin

The Namatala-Doho wetland 
around Lake Kyoga is a productive 
rice growing area now, hence it is 
designated as an IBA to manage 
threatened and migratory bird 
species. The good opportunities for 
work led to an increase of small-
holder rice farmers in the wetland 
(Uganda Wetland Atlas, 2017).
It caused a wetland conversion of 
80 to 90% to paddy rice fields. 

Risk in the Sub-basin are the 
population growth in cities nearby 
e.g. Mbale. The demand in land 
for settling and agricultural use is 
rising. Pesticide and fertilizer use 

threaten wetland flora and fauna.

The intense use of water for 
irrigation may have negative 
impact on the wetlands, especially 
for downstream riparian 
wetland communities (Galbraith, 
Amerasinghe & Huber-Lee, 2005).

In this context, further proposed 
hydropower plants are in 
discussion. The decrease in fish 
population in succession of lower  
water levels would affect the 
food security of the livelihoods 
depending on the local wetland 
ecosystem services.
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Namatala-Doho wetland
Namatala wetland near the town of Mbale in the East-
ern region of Uganda is a papyrus wetland that is 
subject to conversion for agriculture and pollution by 
wastewater. The Doho Rice Scheme includes a channel 
network to serve the rice fields and a dam for water 
supply.

« The areas around the wetlands
 of the Victoria Nile Sub-basin 

are converted to agricultural areas 
by approximately 25% 
in the last 30 years. »

WATER LEVEL CHANGE BY HYDROPOWER PLANTS WETLAND CONVERSION TO RICE CULTIVATION



MANAGEMENT STATUS AND CONCLUSION

Example study: A Characterization of the Drivers, Pressures, Ecosystem Functions 
and Services of Namatala wetland, Uganda (Namaalwa et al., 2013)
• Communities around Namatala wetland strongly depend on the wetland 

ecosystem for provisioning services. Upper, converted part of the wetland is more 
important for provisioning services while the lower, more intact wetland supports 
regulating and habitat ecosystem services

• Institutional framework is complex due to the involvement of several ministries at 
the national level and several levels of decentralized, local government

• Horizontal and vertical coordination of policy implementation is weak
• Resource users worry about water and land use conflicts, while local and national 

government agencies are more concerned about agricultural encroachment and 
biodiversity loss

• Differences in interpretation of land ownership between the national wetland 
policy and local customary arrangements

• For sustainable management of Namatala wetland, there is a need for more 
horizontal and vertical coordination in wetland policy implementation, application 
of sustainable agriculture and integrated water and nutrient management 
techniques, and continued monitoring, research and capacity building to support 
adaptive management (Namaalwa et al., 2013)

Major hotspots

• Low water volumes lead to strong surface water 
quality concerns in the surrounding wetlands

• Overfishing is one of the major threats, as the 
livelihoods in the surrounding depend on this 
major activity

• Ongoing conversion of the wetland to agricultural 
areas by ~ 25% in the last 30 years, mainly rice 
agriculture

• Increased pollution from waragi distillation and sewage 
discharge and an increase in the intensity of use

• Proposed hydropower dams are in discussion, 
the decrease in fish population due to lower 
water levels would affect the food security of 
the livelihoods depending on the local wetland 
ecosystem services

Major potentials

• Uganda’s wetland sector employs almost 10% of 
the population

• Nakivubo swamp’s wastewater purification and 
nutrient retention services are estimated  between 
1 – 1.75 million USD per year. 

• Lake systems Opeta and Bisina are important 
refuges for fish and conservation for birds

Management initiatives 

• Existing wetland policy e.g. National  Wetlands  
Policy 1995, National Environment Management 
Act 1995, The Water Act 1997, The  Land Act 1998, 
The Local Government Act 1997
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