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By Bill Edwards 

Echuya Central Forest Reserve, a 

natural ecological hotspot, is one of the 

key international biodiversity areas. 

Located in the south western Uganda, it 

stretches over to Rwanda. Other than 

being famous as traditional home for 

the Batwa (Pygmies), it is also known 

for some of the rarest species of birds 

and plants, especially Yushania 

alpine, also known as bamboos. In 

fact among the local communities, the 

forest is called “Orugano”, literally 

meaning ‘forest of bamboos’.  According 

to the National Forestry Authority 

(NFA), the body that is responsible for 

protecting all the Central Forest 

Reserves in Uganda, massive illegal 

bamboo harvesting and animal grazing 

have, sadly, reduced the bamboo trees 

from 70% to about 22% for last three 

decades.  

Recently, many organizations such as 

IDBA, Nature Uganda, KIWOCEDU and 

others have been stepping up efforts to 

restore the forest. 

Some parts of the forest where 

bamboos no longer existed were 

replanted with new bamboos and 

invasive plants cleared from the 

existing ones to enable normal bamboo 

growth. 

Though these organizations have done 

and are doing a very commendable job, 

the sustainability of these projects 

remains a key question.  

 

Local communities participating in bamboo 
restoration. Engaging with local communities 

enhances their interest in the project. 

Most of the projects are operating on 

very small budgets that run for a very 

short time. This does not give 

satisfactory results as short project life 

often tend not sustain their initial 

project goals. Just recently, I happened 

to be a transect tour with Rubanda 

District Local Government leadership 

team headed by the district Chairman 

himself organized by KIWOCEDU, a 

local community organsation. The 

district delegation was on a monitoring 

visit of a project currently being 

implemented by KIWOCEDU that is 

involved in bamboo restoration in the 

forest. We discovered that some of the 

liberated bamboos clearly needed a 

second, a third or even a fourth round 

of clearing off of invasive plants before 

full bamboo restoration. There seems to 

be inadequate resources reserved by 

some of these projects to ensure 

sustained and effective monitoring of 

the forest to deter further 

encroachment.  
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Forest Adjacent Communities such as 

the Batwa, Bakiga and Bafumbira also 

remain a huge thorn in the shoe. These 

communities have traditionally relied 

on Echuya for their livelihood before a 

total ban against accessing the forest 

was instituted by the Government of 

Uganda. The Batwa, despite having 

traditionally inhabited the forest before 

their forced eviction in the 1960s, their 

entire livelihood solely depended on 

Echuya. As of now, very few of them 

have land to cultivate or to even put up 

shelter. Other communities have, too, 

faced the forest encroachment ban in 

almost equal measure of pain. They can 

no longer freely access the forest for 

timber and its numerous forest 

products. The ban against illegal 

encroachment on the forest has 

therefore resulted into social and 

economic adversity to the adjacent 

communities. 

However with effective policies and 

pragmatic policies, I believe forest 

adjacent communities can still enjoy a 

mutually beneficial coexistence with 

Echuya. There is need for sustained 

rigorous sensitization campaigns to 

create deeply entrenched community 

awareness on the ecological values of 

the forest. The communities need to see 

the macro ecological, economic and 

social benefits of Echuya to these 

communities and to their off-springs so 

as to inspire them to be the prime 

advocates of its existence. 

Government and development partners 

should institute and support initiatives 

such as bamboo outgrowing in adjacent 

communities. This would make 

communities less reliant on the forest. 

Besides, these communities should be 

trained in sustainable and better 

harvesting practices of timber and non-

timber products to ensure sustainable 

supply of forest timber raw materials to 

these communities. I also feel that 

training communities in value addition 

for forest timber products would 

improve the commercial benefits of 

forest timber products.  Sustainable 

use of the forest product help to reduce 

household poverty thereby ensuring 

economic empowerment of these 

communities. 

Sustainable ecological conservation of 

Echuya requires amalgamated efforts 

from all stakeholders most especially 

the adjacent communities. However, 

community support can only be 

guaranteed if their needs and interests 

are met sustainably. Conservation 

efforts must engage communities in 

decision making to ensure effective co-

partnerships with this communities. In 

my opinion, there has to be a win-win 

situation for all parties involved. 

 The author is an environment 

conservation advocate. 
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