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Wetland encroachment in the urban fringe: land dynamics in central Uganda
by Matian van Soest

<ampala, ͞the city of the seven hills ,͟ is the buǌǌing capital of Uganda, located on the northern shores of >ake 
sictoria. dhe city, once founded around the royal hunƟng grounds of the �uganda <ingdom, has long out-
groǁn its administraƟve boundaries, and is today home to more than ϭ.ϱ million people, ǁith another Ϯ mil-
lion living in the greater metropolitan area ;U�KS ϮϬϭϰͿ. /t takes an hour s͛ drive along one of its northern eǆit 
routes before the urban scenery breaks up into villages. ,ere, around the trading centers of Eamulonge and 
<iǁenda, the landscape is characteriǌed by the lush, green color of culƟvated ǁetlands, ǁhile the settlements 
are conĮned to the hilltops ;see picture ϭͿ. �t Įrst glance, the area seems rural, mainly due to the agricultural 
land use in the ǁatered valley bottoms in betǁeen the hills͛ slopes. � closer look, hoǁever, reveals dynamics 
that must be understood in relaƟon to the nearby city ;Simon ϮϬϬϴͿ. �specially ǁith regard to land use and 
the land market, the capital s͛ inŇuence can increasingly be felt. >and prices rise as the upcoming <ampala 
middle class is looking for aīordable land close to the comforts of the city. dhis drives local smallholders, ǁho 
typically oǁn little or no land, into the sǁamps in betǁeen the hills in order to generate an income. �side 
from their agricultural producƟon potenƟal, these ǁetlands are valued for their freshǁater supply, be it for 
cooking, ǁashing, bathing or even drinking. Characteriǌed by a humid environment throughout the year, 
ǁetlands funcƟon, so to speak, as natural ǁater-treatment plants that Įlter out pollutants. �ncroachment 
into these sǁamps can seriously disturb their delicate ecological eƋuilibrium, resulƟng in degradaƟon of the 
enƟre ecosystem and the ǁater Ƌuality in parƟcular ;�iǆon and tood ϮϬϬϯ͖ Eakangu and �agyenda ϮϬϭϯͿ.
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/n order to understand the current land dynamics that put pressure on the ǁetlands in <ampala s͛ urban 
fringe, one has to take central Uganda s͛ uniƋue tenure system, the mailo land, into consideraƟon, a relic of 
the country s͛ colonial past. �stablished by the �riƟsh colonial forces in ϭϵϬϬ ǁith the short-sighted 1900 Bu-
ganda Agreement1, the tenure system sƟll eǆists today, and has far-reaching conseƋuences for the landless 
poor in the �uganda area. Unlike in most other cases of �riƟsh colonial conƋuest in �frica, land rights in �u-
ganda ǁere not divided betǁeen �riƟsh private oǁners and collecƟve local communiƟes, but rather among 
a number of �aganda as ǁell as �riƟsh individuals. dhe �riƟsh made use of the eǆisƟng poǁer structures of 
the �uganda <ingdom, and divided land oǁnership rights among selected notables and chiefs, as ǁell as mis-
sionaries and, of course, the �riƟsh croǁn ;test ϭϵϳϮͿ. �nthropologists soon pointed out that the �uganda 
treaty introduced an enƟrely neǁ conceptualiǌaƟon of land tenure to the region, namely the idea of land as 
private property, and ǁith it the noƟon of land as a source of proĮt, thereby transforming former chiefs into 
landlords, and conseƋuently rendering the people ǁho occupied a kibanja ʹ a piece of land ʹ their tenants 
;Dair ϭϵϯϯͿ.  

Up unƟl today mailo remains the predominant form of land tenure in central Uganda. thile the number of 
mailo land oǁners has mulƟplied since its establishment at the turn of the last century, the maũority of the 
people in the �uganda area sƟll don͛t possess oǁnership rights over the land they occupy. tith the eīorts 
to formaliǌe land rights and promote a land market during the heydays of structural adũustment measures, 
the rights of occupants have been strengthened ;�oone ϮϬϬϴ͖ Coldham ϮϬϬϬ͖ ,unt ϮϬϬϰͿ. Weople cannot 
be evicted from their kibanja ǁithout proper reimbursement, and ǁithout being oīered alternaƟve land to 
relocate to. KŌen, hoǁever, the tenant and the oǁner come to an alternaƟve arrangement, ǁhereby the 
kibanja is decimated and the tenant is given full oǁnership rights over the remaining porƟons, ǁhile the 
oǁner regains control of the neǁly freed ground. dypically, the tenant remains ǁith the land he ;or, in rare 
cases, sheͿ and his relaƟves stay on, including, if applicable, their burial grounds. /n most cases it is the land 
used for culƟvaƟon or cattle-keeping that the tenant loses control over. 

�uring my Įeldǁork / spoke to numerous people, ǁho had recently, over the course of the last ϱ years or 
so, been deprived of their kibanja as the oǁner had sold it oī to an investor. Dost of the neǁ housing that 
is being built in the area is put on former bibanja2, and the construcƟon of relaƟvely eǆpensive houses and 
estates can be seen everyǁhere in Eamulonge and the neighboring villages ;see picture ϬϮ for an eǆampleͿ. 
/n ϮϬϭϮ the former oǁner of the land in my research area passed aǁay and beƋueathed the land to his son, 
ǁho in turn is noǁ selling much of this property. dhe beneĮts are evident: because leasing a kibanja out to a 
tenant doesn͛t bring the oǁner much ǁealth, selling the land oī to an investor is more lucraƟve, especially 
noǁ since the demand for aīordable land ũust on the city s͛ doorstep groǁs. Doreover, the recently improved 
road infrastructure alloǁs for a fast connecƟon to the city, and makes the area attracƟve to the rising middle 
class in <ampala, ǁho are ǁilling to commute in order to aīord a home.

ϭ /t should go ǁithout saying that speaking of an ͞agreement͟ in the conteǆt of the colonial encounter bears a certain sarcasm.
2 dhe preĮǆ bi- instead of ki- indicates the plural form.
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dhe case of Dukassa, a farmer in Eamulonge, serves as an illustraƟng eǆample, as he lost much of his agri-
cultural land in this ǁay. ,is father ǁas approached by the genuine oǁner of the mailo land that the family s͛ 
kibanja ǁas located on. dhe oǁner ǁanted to negoƟate a deal ǁith Dukassa s͛ father, so that he could sell the 
land to a real estate Įrm. &rom the perspecƟve of Dukassa s͛ family, the father had no choice but to agree to 
the proposed deal, leaving him ǁith little more than the housing for him and his four sons. Dukassa lament-
ed that, ǁhile his father ǁas noǁ a Ɵtled land oǁner, he ǁas basically unable to sustain an income to support 
his family, let alone make a proĮt out of the little agricultural land he ǁas leŌ ǁith. Shoǁing me the grounds 
of his former farm, ǁhere eǆcavators had ũust Įnished levelling the terrain, he contemplated possible alter-
naƟves that could generate an income for him ;see picture ϬϯͿ.

� likely opƟon for him ǁould be to search for culƟvable land in a nearby ǁetland. Dany of the people / in-
tervieǁed during my research ǁorked on Įelds in the ǁetlands that characteriǌe the region s͛ landscape. �s / 
found out over the course of my stay in Uganda, most of them had faced a similar fate: they lost large parts of 
their land ;or couldn͛t aīord a siǌeable kibanja in the Įrst placeͿ, and ǁere moving into the sǁamps to ǁork. 
tetlands are unattracƟve sites for real estate Įrms: the ground is moist͖ construcƟng a building reƋuires a 
lot of labor and eǆpensive materials. that s͛ more, they are, at least in theory, protected by the government 
against eǆploitaƟon and usually eǆcluded from mailo tenure ;<alanǌi ϮϬϭϱͿ. dhis keeps them safe from inves-
tors, and renders them one of the feǁ remaining land resources in the region. 

&rom an ecological perspecƟve, the land dynamics in the region then have implicaƟons that go beyond the 
social and socio-economic eīects on the local populaƟon. dhe redistribuƟon of land and the rising demand 
among the solvent middle class in <ampala drive the landless into ǁetlands, ǁhere they try to eke out an 
income. dhese income-generaƟng acƟviƟes, be they in the form of agricultural producƟon or the mining of 
building materials, are a maũor encroachment into, and transformaƟon of, these ecosystems. /n order to un-
derstand these ecological changes, therefore, ǁe have to consider processes such as the distribuƟon of land. 
dhe colonial legacy ǁith regard to land in central Uganda has had harsh eīects on the local populaƟon, ǁho 
are increasingly deprived of their access to land. /n >und Θ �oone s͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ:ϳͿ terminology, the mailo system 
could be best grasped as a user-rights tenure principle based on labor investment, considering the maũority 
of the populaƟon don͛t oǁn the land they occupy, but claim their rights based on its use. ,oǁever, ǁe noǁ 
ǁitness a shiŌ to a market-based tenure principle, in ǁhich formers tenants become property holders ʹleav-
ing them, hoǁever, ǁith signiĮcantly feǁer land resources. 

dhe resulƟng agricultural uses of ǁetlands are probably only the beginning of further, more problemaƟc 
social as ǁell as ecological changes that are yet to come in the conteǆt of <ampala s͛ groǁth. /n betǁeen the 
city s͛ hills, thousands of people are living in slums that developed in former ǁetland areas. �uring the heavy 
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Eovember rains the local neǁspapers are oŌen Įlled ǁith reports about Ňooding of these neighborhoods, 
ǁhich can turn into serious health threats due to the poor hygiene and sanitaƟon ;see for eǆample Duban-
giǌi ϮϬϭϱ͖ Dukisa and �utagira ϮϬϭϱͿ. dhe informal settlements in the urban sǁamps are, hoǁever, the only 
place leŌ for the city s͛ landless poor ;sermeiren et al. ϮϬϭϮͿ. tith the ongoing, rapid urbaniǌaƟon of the 
area, the same ǁill probably soon hold true for the farmers at <ampala s͛ fringe.
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