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ABSTRACT

This article looks at continuities and change around the issue of agricultural
sustainability in colonial and post-colonial Kabale. It argues that a series of
environmental narratives developed during the colonial period, which have been
largely unquestioned since then. It shows how the perception of the district being
threatened with environmental degradation has continued from the earliest
colonial period up to the present day. Many of the assumptions made by colonial
officials remain unquestioned, and with few exceptions the policy rhetoric
remains unaltered in the post-colonial period. It argues that recent evidence
suggests that these assumptions need to be seriously questioned.
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Kabale, in the south-western corner of Uganda, is an area of intensive agricul-
tural production with a dense population that has, for decades, been perceived to
be at risk from serious environmental degradation. From the time the British first
arrived in Kabale (or Kigezi as it was then called), agriculturalists and environ-
mentalists have written extensively about the potential for environmental
disaster in the region, perpetuating fears that population pressure on the land will
lead to severe environmental degradation.1 Such concerns continue to inform
contemporary policy. Uganda’s State of the Environment Report for 1998 states
that in Kabale

The high population pressure has pushed people to farm on very steep fragile
hillsides, destroying contour bunds and to practise continuous cultivation with
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very short fallow. As a result, soil fertility has significantly declined, yields are
very low, there is a lot of soil erosion and land slides …people are becoming
poorer and suffering from chronic food insecurity. 2

The view that Kabale is on the edge of disaster is firmly entrenched in the minds
of outside observers, district officials, and local residents, and frequent reference
is made to these environmental problems. Despite being described in apocalyptic
terms for over fifty years, however, this densely populated area of Uganda has
not succumbed to serious environmental catastrophe, and the extent of environ-
mental degradation in the district remains highly debatable.3

As a result of environmental concerns policy makers (colonial officials prior
to independence in 1962, and government agencies and NGOs since then) have
focused a good deal of attention on the district. During the colonial period a
number of policies were implemented including soil conservation measures, a
resettlement scheme and swamp reclamation. Since independence, while com-
parable strategies have been discussed (with a particular focus on soil conserva-
tion), the extent to which the government has been able to implement its
decisions has been significantly weaker. Civil unrest and insecurity as well as
budgetary constraints have meant that Government’s capacity to implement
development strategies has been much weaker than it was in the colonial period.
NGOs, however, have implemented a range of policies (particularly agricultural
research and agroforestry), and there has been an increased focus on participa-
tion and emphasis on decentralisation, as well as some strategic shifts (notably
from land-reclamation to the protection of wetlands). Nevertheless, as this paper
will show, the assumptions that underlie contemporary policy bear a remarkable
similarity to those informing colonial programmes.

CONCEPTUAL ISSUES

The power of policy narratives in environmental planning in developing coun-
tries has been highlighted by a number of scholars in recent years.4 Roe has
explored how ‘development narratives’ persist through time, often in spite of
evidence to the contrary.5 Like a story, these narratives each have ‘a beginning,
a middle and end… they tell scenarios not so much about what should happen
as about what will happen… if the events or positions are carried out as
described.’ They are ‘more programmatic than myths and have the objective of
getting their hearers to believe or do something’.6 Hoben has stated

The environmental policies promoted by colonial regimes and later by donors in
Africa rest on historically grounded, culturally constructed paradigms that at once
describe a problem and prescribe its solution. Many of them are rooted in a
narrative that tells us how things were in an earlier time when people lived in
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harmony with nature, how human agency has altered that harmony, and of the
calamities that will plague people and nature if dramatic action is not taken soon.7

He notes that successful programmes (in terms of mobilising funds) are those
that ‘depend on a set of more or less naïve, unproven, simplifying and optimistic
assumptions about the problem to be addressed and the approach to be taken’.
Such a ‘cultural script for action’ helps donors and aid recipients mobilise and
coordinate action in the face of many uncertainties.8 Adams and Hulme note that
such narratives are disseminated by aid donors and media campaigns, and
community leaders ‘learn what to say to access external resources’. Thus the
narratives become ‘culturally, institutionally and politically embedded, their
influence and longevity related less to their actual economic, social or environ-
mental achievements than to the interests of a complex web of politicians, policy
makers, bureaucrats, donors, technical specialists and private sector operators
whose needs they serve’.9 Narratives are replaced only by ‘counter-narratives’
that tell ‘a better story’10

Why have such narratives proved to be so long lasting and resilient? Hoben
has identified the conditions under which the power of a development narrative
is enhanced, which include donor experts being strongly attached to them, there
being only a weak data base on the problem, the recipient country relying heavily
on expatriate experts for advice and being dependent on foreign assistance, and
the government being weak and/ or authoritarian.11 All these apply (or have
applied at some time in the period under review) in the case under analysis. In
the case of population-environment relations, the simplicity of the neo-Malthu-
sian narrative certainly adds to its appeal, but it is more than this. Leach and
Mearns have observed that ‘by making “stabilising” assumptions to facilitate
decision–making, narratives serve to standardise, package and label environ-
mental problems so that they appear to be universally applicable and to justify
equally standardised, off-the-shelf solutions’.12 Such ‘received wisdoms’ have
had the effect of promoting external intervention in the control and use of natural
resources.  For some organisations the existence of such a narrative helps to
justify their own existence.13 Roe has noted that crisis narratives are a way for
development experts and the institutions for which they work to ‘claim rights to
stewardship over land and resources they do not own. By generating and
appealing to crisis narratives, technical experts and managers assert rights as
“stakeholders” in the land and resources they say are under crisis. …the more
crisis narratives generated by an expert elite, the more the elite appears to have
established a claim to the resources it says are subject to crisis.’14 The power of
the narrative to help claim rights of stewardship over resources may in part
explain the resilience of the narrative in both the colonial and post-colonial eras.
Furthermore, in some parts of the colonial world (e.g. Kenya, Zimbabwe and
South Africa) one of the reasons for the use of this narrative was to legitimate the
alienation of land from Africans into the hands of whites. As the settlement of
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whites in Uganda had long been ruled out this did not apply in the Kigezi case.
But although this essentially political ingredient was missing in the case of
Kigezi this did not prevent the narrative from taking hold.

These received wisdoms are not necessarily modern constructs, and Leach
and Mearns note that ‘in many cases, the ideas that drive contemporary
environmental policy in Africa can be traced back to early colonial times’.15 This
article will do just that, tracing how the idea of Kabale on the edge of crisis
developed from the earliest colonial encounters with the district in the1920s and
1930s.16 The colonial legacy of environmental assumptions and narratives has
been inherited by the post-Independence government, and donor agencies have
also ‘joined the state and national elites in perpetuating received thinking about
environment-society relationships’.17 Kabale is thus an example of an area where
there has been ‘remarkable historical continuity in received wisdom about
environmental change’.18

BACKGROUND TO THE AREA

Kabale District covers an area of approximately 1,800 square kilometres, and
lies at an altitude of between 1,200m and 2,347m above sea level. The mean
annual rainfall is 1,000mm, it is bimodal and precipitation is usually gentle and
evenly distributed. Temperatures range between 9°C to 23°C. The district is made
up of undulating hills with steep slopes. Many of the valley bottoms were once
papyrus swamps, although most have been drained during the last 50 years, and
are now cultivated or used for pasture.19

The area has experienced an extremely long history of human settlement and
is densely populated with the most recent census giving a land density of 246
people per square kilometre.20 This high population density is the result of both
in-migration over a sustained period and high natural increase. Whilst statistics
produced by early censuses must be treated with some caution (being unreliable
extrapolations of very small surveys) they do suggest substantial increases in
population. Between 1921 and 1959 it more than doubled.21 As a result of
population density, relatively small acreages of land are available for farming,
and the system of inheritance has resulted in the fragmentation of land holdings
and widely scattered plots. It was estimated that by the mid-1940s the average
acreage under cultivation was less than three acres per taxpayer, or half an acre
per resident person.22

British administration of Kigezi District was introduced relatively late in
comparison with the rest of the Uganda Protectorate. It was not until after the
Anglo-German-Belgian Boundary Commission of 1911 had settled the different
colonial claims to the area, that civil administration was implemented.23 The
imposition of colonial rule in Kigezi was effected in part through, for example,
the collection of tax. Cash to meet these new fiscal demands was earned through
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the sale of crops and livestock (mainly small stock) and wage labour. The main
crops grown were sorghum, peas, beans and sweet potato, and peas and beans in
particular were traded. Kigezi was central to a food production system and
market that straddled international boundaries and encompassed Ruanda and
Ankole. Attempts to introduce a variety of non-food ‘cash crops’ were unsuc-
cessful as the British consistently failed to appreciate the vitality of the food crop
sector in the district. 24

COLONIAL MYTHS AND NARRATIVES

From the arrival of the first colonial officials in Kabale in the 1920s the ‘dangers’
that the densely populated district faced have been continually reiterated. The
earliest concerns expressed were about land shortage and over-population. In
1921, it was observed that land in Kabale was intensively cultivated and ‘barely
suffices for present needs’. Such concerns were repeated throughout the 1920s.25

By the mid-1930s the problems focused more specifically on the threat of soil
exhaustion and the problem of reduced fallow. Shifting concerns need to be seen
in the context of a growing obsession with soil erosion, and the threat of land
degradation resulting from high population growth, that was emerging through-
out colonial Africa at this time. The process by which policies of agrarian reform,
and in particular those related to soil conservation, emerged and evolved during
the 1930s have been examined by Anderson.26 The experiences of the Dust Bowl
in the USA in the 1930s demonstrated the dangers of soil erosion, while the
realisation that East Africa’s population was growing rapidly, and the threat of
drought and famine, added to these concerns. The policies that evolved in
response to this situation were broadly similar across East Africa, and much of
the following discussion occurred on a regional basis. There are a number of case
studies from other parts of Eastern and Southern Africa showing how concerns
about the environment influenced the formulation of agricultural policy.27

In London the question of soil erosion was considered by the Council for
Agriculture and Animal Health in February 1930, which felt that the issue was
of ‘considerable importance’ and ‘should be viewed as an East African prob-
lem’28 and meetings were held to discuss the issue of soil erosion in the region
throughout the 1930s.29 Meanwhile, in East Africa, annual conferences were
held for Directors of Agriculture from British colonies at which policy to
coordinate agricultural research (including soil erosion), and the findings of such
research were discussed.30 Information gathered in one colony was disseminated
at the conferences,31 and ideas were also gathered from further afield.32

In Uganda the major areas of concern were cash cropping areas. According
to a 1935 memo by Tothill, the Director of Agriculture, rising populations, and
changing patterns of cultivation and stock rearing were putting increasing strain
on the environment in these areas, and the need was identified to modify
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traditional forms of cultivation.33 As cotton producing regions, Eastern Province
and Buganda were the most important income generating areas for the Ugandan
administration. Up to the early 1940s Kabale, not being a cash crop producing
area, was rarely mentioned and it is clear from this emphasis that concerns about
cash crops were crucial. Prior to this, initiatives at a national level (such as the
Agricultural Survey Committee) appear to have been prompted as much by
concerns over cotton yields as by concerns over soil erosion; though it suited the
administration to present these initiatives as measures aimed at combating soil
erosion.

Although Kabale rarely entered the discussion at a national level, concerns
were being expressed within the district itself. In 1935 the District Agricultural
Officer (DAO), Wickham, observed that crop yields were falling because of soil
exhaustion in a ten mile radius of Kabale. He observed that it was:

probable, though not yet determined, that all crops in this area are ... deteriorating
in yield, or quality. ...The reason for this state of affairs is clearly over-population
and soil exhaustion. There is not enough land available for the essential item in
the rotation – fallow – to be included at the proper intervals.34

Wickham saw the problem as having two related aspects – soil erosion and soil
exhaustion, due to cultivation of steep hillsides, and lack of fallow respectively.35

He warned that ‘the position will inevitably and steadily become worse’ and the
area might cease to be self-supporting in food.36 Similar warnings were made by
subsequent DAOs. Masefield expressed anxiety over the effect falling yields
were having on the ability to collect sufficient famine reserves in some areas of
Ndorwa. He observed that ‘the exhaustion of soil fertility is already becoming
a problem in certain overcrowded areas of Kigezi’.37 As a result of these concerns
a number of policies were put into practice at the initiative of local officials. Soil
conservation measures included contour planting and elephant grass strips along
the contour, which were in fact modifications to indigenous practices. 38

Although district officials kept Entebbe-based administrators up to date with
progress in relation to soil conservation measures these reports made little
impact and it was not until the Deputy Director of Agriculture toured the region
in July 1941 that the extent to which anti-erosion measures were being carried
out in Kigezi was fully appreciated by senior officials. Furthermore, adverse
weather conditions in 1943 brought Kigezi’s agricultural system under closer
colonial scrutiny. 39 These had resulted in food shortages across much of Uganda.
Marketing regulations were tightened up, the purchase of African foodstuffs for
resale or export was prohibited and migration from Ruanda into Kigezi was
banned. ‘Famine’ conditions were declared to be prevalent in the district. There
was an increased awareness of the importance of food production in the area
around Kabale town, as well as concern that the district itself might be vulnerable
to famine. After a visit to Kigezi in early 1944, the Director of Agriculture spoke
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in strong language about the ‘devastated area around Kabale’ and emphasised
the need for soil conservation measures.40 Thus the lack of attention given to
Kigezi changed abruptly in the early 1940s. Shortly afterwards Kigezi’s soil
conservation measures were being held up as an example to the rest of Uganda,
indeed to the colonial world.

The crisis in the early 1940s coincided with Purseglove’s arrival in Kigezi as
DAO. Purseglove was to exert greater influence over the district than perhaps
any other colonial official. He increased attention given to the district, initiating
a resettlement scheme and ‘stepping up’ soil conservation policies, which were
‘consolidated’ into a programme that became known as Plani Ensya, (‘New
Plan’). Soon after his arrival, Purseglove undertook a land use survey in southern
Kigezi to assess whether the area was ‘over-populated’, and if so to what extent.41

It is clear that before the study had even begun it had been decided that the area
was over-populated, and the study was carried out to provide empirical support
for colonial policy. Purseglove reported that ‘overcultivation has resulted in soil
exhaustion and a deterioration in soil structure, with a consequent reduction in
the amount of water absorbed by the soil’.42 Quoting from Jacks and Whyte’s The
Rape of the Earth, he stated that ‘although serious erosion is not yet a problem
we cannot afford to be complacent and wait for it to become so’. He concluded
that the area around Kabale town could not continue to support an increasing
population and that it would be ‘most unwise to continue under the present
conditions in the hope that further soil deterioration and erosion will not take
place’.43 These findings confirmed earlier fears that serious environmental
degradation was likely to occur in the area unless dramatic steps were taken.
Although Purseglove played a crucial role in bringing Kigezi to centre stage, his
findings were in fact not particularly innovative. On the contrary, many previous
officials had discussed the problems arising from high population density, soil
erosion and falling yields, and Kigezi’s reputation as ‘over-populated’ was
firmly entrenched in the colonial mind by the time Purseglove arrived.

In the case of soil conservation policies, Kabale presents a rather unusual
case. In contrast to other parts of the region,44 soil conservation measures were
implemented successfully, with little resistance from the local population. The
soil conservation measures included strip cropping and bunding. However, the
success of anti-erosion initiatives can best be attributed to the fact that the earliest
measures introduced (such as planting of elephant grass along the contour and
narrow plots along the contour) were modifications of a system of contour
cultivation that was traditionally practised in the area.45 Opposition to such
measures in other parts of the region arose from clashes with indigenous methods
of erosion control; the additional labour input required to implement measures;
the extent to which local conditions were taken into account in the formulation
of these schemes; and the extent to which officials on the ground were able to
adapt measures to local conditions. In Kigezi, in addition to the fact that early
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initiatives were essentially modifications of the Bakiga agricultural system,
measures were also introduced gradually and, in comparison to similar schemes
elsewhere, greater effort was put into education, propaganda, and the provision
of incentives. By working directly through chiefs, placing responsibility on
them, and giving them authority to both judge and punish, the administration was
broadly successful in getting conservation measures carried out. Additionally,
suspicion of the government’s motives, fears of losing land to Europeans and the
rise of nationalism were critical ingredients missing in Kigezi, which in other
areas facilitated the articulation of discontent.46 Finally and crucially, the
Agriculture Department was flexible enough to drop those parts of the scheme
that proved inappropriate; seemingly greater attention was given to local
responses to policies than elsewhere.47

Resettlement was a key component of the policies introduced as a result of
concerns about over-population. Throughout Purseglove’s period in Kabale, the
target of resettling 20,000 people, as suggested in his original report,48 was met,
and relocation initiatives were presented as a great success. But with Purseglove’s
departure from the district in 1952, there was some reassessment and King, the
new DAO, observed that the value of the scheme was often overstated as it had
not even managed to achieve the resettlement of the natural increase of popula-
tion.49 By 1953, 22,002 people had been resettled, while there had been an
estimated population increase of 64,280. It was ‘obvious that the problem had
only been scratched’.50 There followed some discussion as to whether resettle-
ment should continue, and be stepped up, or whether more effort should be put
into finding ways for Kigezi to support a greatly increased population.51 In the
event, resettlement continued but without the commitment displayed to it during
Purseglove’s time. An emphasis on soil conservation was also maintained,
which according to one DC had become ‘the end all and be all of effort in
Kigezi’.52

As the 1950s progressed there was an increased emphasis on a ‘more
rounded’ approach. Shifting attitudes towards African land tenure – notably in
the years following the publication of the 1955 East African Royal Commission
Report – were exerting a growing influence on agricultural policy.53 Thus, by the
latter part of the colonial period, although beliefs about the threats faced by the
district were largely unchanged, different policies were put forward as a solution
to the problem. The shift in the emphasis of colonial policy towards individual
land tenure arose partly from the conviction that concerns about sustainability
could be dealt with by giving individual farmers absolute control over their land
through the granting of titles. In Kigezi, land was highly fragmented, and titles
could only be granted after consolidation. By the late 1950s this had become the
main priority for the District’s Department of Agriculture. For example, King,
the DAO between 1952–58, stressed that ‘the first essential step towards
increased agricultural productivity in Kigezi is to secure consolidation of
fragmented holdings’.54 However, with inadequate administrative and financial
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support the success of these land reform policies (which also included land
enclosure, a land titling scheme and the promotion of farm planning) was more
mixed than had been the case with soil conservation policies.55

The other major late-colonial policy arising from concern about over-
population was that of swamp reclamation. This was already occurring on a
small scale, being carried out by individual farmers without logistical support
from the district office. However, in the latter part of the colonial era reclamation
was intensified at the initiation, and with the advice and technical assistance, of
the administration. Reclamation of swamps was seen as a relatively cheap and
easy way of increasing land for cultivation. Before the mid-1950s reclamation
occurred in a somewhat piecemeal fashion. Colonial officials disagreed as to the
best way forward and at this time reclamation work was characterised by serious
technical difficulties. However, in 1956 a report on water resources in Uganda
recommended the drainage and development of over 80 percent of the swamp in
the district, 56 and official policy shifted in favour of large-scale reclamation.
Reclamation progressed apace in the late-colonial and early post-colonial period
until all swamp suitable for drainage and cultivation had been reclaimed.57

Thus a number of policies (soil conservation, resettlement, swamp reclama-
tion and land consolidation) developed out of colonial concerns about the threat
of over-population and associated environmental degradation, and were imple-
mented with varying degrees of success. Behind the environmental narratives
that informed these policies lay an assumption that indigenous methods of
cultivation were inadequate to cope with change and the increasing pressure on
local resources. With only one or two exceptions there was little recognition or
credit given to the ability of the agricultural system, and the people within it, to
maintain the natural resource base. As Hoben has argued in the case of Ethiopia
‘the neo-Malthusian narrative’s denigration of indigenous agriculture… led
experts and planners to overlook and filter out much information about the
strengths of indigenous resource management practices’.58 This is perhaps
unsurprising in the colonial context, when prejudices about ‘primitive’ agricul-
tural systems were common currency. But how did this change with the coming
of Independence?

POST-COLONIAL NARRATIVES AND POLICY RHETORIC

The reputation gained by Kigezi in the colonial period is one that it has never
been able to shake off. Rather, it has been continually reiterated and elaborated
upon and the environmental degradation narrative remains little changed. It is
striking how little the claims made about the district have changed over the past
decades: statements made about Kigezi’s problems today could be almost
verbatim quotes from colonial reports written 50 or 60 years earlier. In recent
years the familiar fears about over-population and soil erosion have been
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summed up by the phrase ‘environmental sustainability’. The assumptions and
fears behind this phrase, and the language used to convey these, have remained
constant.

In the immediate post-Independence period influential writers such as
William Allan, author of the pathbreaking The African Husbandman, com-
mented on the ‘very serious congestion’ in Kabale, observing how ‘all the usual
symptoms of over-population’ were evident, including ‘almost continuous
cultivation and consequent soil degradation, subdivision and excessive frag-
mentation of land’.59 Studies conducted by Makerere University staff continu-
ally reiterated these familiar concerns. Kagambirwe observed soil deterioration
in the area, referring to ‘an assumption that there is considerable population
pressure on the land’. 60 Without questioning this assumption he goes on to adopt
the environmental degradation narrative, bemoaning the ‘exhausted’ hillslopes
and ‘the cry for land for cultivation’. Langlands, another Makerere researcher,
observed that population pressure in some parts of the district was such that ‘it
is improbable that further increases could take place under existing technologi-
cal practices’.61 Kateete complained of the limited fallow resulting from popu-
lation pressure on the land.62 Meanwhile, a number of other studies addressed
problems associated with land fragmentation.63

After a lull in the 1980s, research and publication began again towards the
end of the decade. Once again the picture presented is remarkably similar to that
of the 1940s and 1950s. Aspects of the neo-Malthusian environmental narrative
repeatedly invoked include the assertion that over-population has led to severe
land shortage, which in turn has led to reductions in fallow, increasing soil
erosion and declining fertility, while deforestation is also frequently cited as a
problem. Thus it is noted that erosion is ‘particularly severe’ in Kabale ‘where
high altitude mountain slopes have been greatly deforested’. 64 The ‘failings’ of
local people are often implicit in the statements made. Joy Tukahirwa has written
that in the highlands of Uganda high population growth has led to heavy
pressures on the highland environment, and points in particular to ‘indiscrimi-
nate cutting and burning of vegetation, over-cultivation and overgrazing, and…
lack of attention of soil erosion control measures. …soils are overcultivated with
very little fallow’.65 These observations, however, are not based on any scientific
data and no source is cited. Similarly, the 1994 State of the Environment Report
for Uganda, claims that the major causes of soil erosion and degradation were
‘poor farming practices and high population pressure’. The Report notes that in
the Rukiga county of Kabale ‘soil erosion and degradation has reached alarming
proportions on steep slopes due to poor cultivation techniques’.66 According to
such expert counsel, it is, quite simply, the farmers’ fault.

Donor agencies have also adopted these beliefs about environmental degra-
dation. CARE International has been involved in work with farmers living in the
vicinity of the two National Parks in south-west Uganda attempting to find ways
to improve local agricultural techniques.67 A 1992 CARE report noted that ‘with
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serious soil degradation from continuous cultivation and soil erosion, crop
production is now declining in most areas . . . Traditional fallowing practices
could conserve soil and restore fertility but fallowing has largely been aban-
doned because of increasing land pressure.’68 African Highlands Initiative
(AHI), a research organisation working in the area, has observed that ‘the
highlands of south-west Uganda are in a crisis, facing severe problems of
declining land productivity in a fragile, densely populated agroecosystem’.69 A
study conducted by AHI researchers concluded there was ‘increased land
degradation as a result of soil fertility decline, an outcome of reduced fallow
[and] reduced organic matter use’.70 The International Centre for Research on
Agroforestry (ICRAF), which has a project operating in Kabale District under
their Agroforestry Research Networks for Africa (AFRENA) program, has
made similar assumptions:

Permanent cultivation, with short rotation periods, prevails [in this region].
…Soil deterioration and crop yields decline are a common consequence of such
farming practices… The sustainability … [of the Kabale system of agriculture]
is seriously threatened by the rapid decline in soil fertility. . . The reduction in farm
size long ago resulted in the abandonment of fallowing practices and continuous
cultivation is now common in the area.71

It is not only outside agencies who have adopted this environmental narra-
tive. The DAO in 1996 observed that ‘fields are cropped every season without
a rest’.72 According to the Kabale District Agricultural Work Plan for 1996,
major problems arose from the fact that ‘population pressure on land [was high],
land is over cultivated with short rotation. Most soils are degraded and exhausted
resulting in low productivity.’73 In 1995, the District Environment Profile
recorded that:

The high population density and the nature of the terrain in Kabale district have
led to excessive soil erosion. There is continuous cultivation of land without rest
leading to soil degradation and exhaustion thus [sic] soils have low values of
infiltration and soil water retention capacity. The end result of this has been highly
leached soils that have consequently lost fertility. All these problems have been
aggravated by land fragmentation and inadequate soil conservation measures
such as terracing, mulching, contour strip planting, especially on hillslopes. 74

Again, the negative impact of the local population is observed: ‘soil erosion has
also largely been accelerated by human activities. The district experiences
continuous cropping of land without ample rest and …continuous cropping is
carried out without appropriate soil and water conservation measures.’75

In the immediate post-Independence period the rhetoric surrounding envi-
ronmental sustainability at national government level was little changed. Al-
though much legislation was revised in 1964, this was more ‘in form than in
substance’.76 As a consequence, there was a marked continuity in environmental
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policy at district level. Although organised resettlement was abandoned, the
focus on soil conservation was maintained – implemented through both agricul-
tural extension workers and local chiefs – and the policy of swamp reclamation
also persisted.

In more recent years, environmental concerns have become more explicit at
a national level, with, for example, the creation in 1966 of the National
Environmental Management Authority (NEMA). This umbrella agency advises
local and district committees on acceptable ways of managing the environment.
Although these committees formulate their own natural resource policies, they
are to be developed in conformity with key principles of environmental manage-
ment as laid down by NEMA. The sustainable utilisation of natural resources
receives particular emphasis, and district environmental management plans
target areas needing special assistance to ensure that resources are used
sustainably.77 Furthermore, the National Environment Statute of the 1995
Constitution established District Environment Committees, that are supposed to
‘co-ordinate the work of the District Local Councils on the environment as well
as ensuring that environmental concerns are integrated in all plans and projects
approved by the District Local Council’. 78 But, as Mugabe and Tumushabe have
noted using case studies from Southern and Eastern African ‘there is a disjunc-
tion between policy pronouncements and what actually takes place on the
ground’.79 Indeed the government has had limited capacity to enforce environ-
mental objectives throughout much of the 1980s and 1990s. However, official
rhetoric continues to stress environmental sustainability as evidenced in the
Environmental Action Plans.80 There is also an increasing effort to ‘mainstream’
environmental issues in, for example, Uganda’s poverty reduction strategy
paper.81 The emphasis on ‘environmental sustainability’ forms a new expression
of old fears about over-population, soil erosion and land degradation. These
enduring concerns continue, unquestioned, to have a major influence on policy.

While the capacity of Government to implement official policy has been
severely hampered by budgetary and logistical constraints in the past two
decades, external agencies such as NGOs have not faced similar limitations.
NGOs therefore play an important developmental role in Kabale today, with a
huge number of them operational within the district.82 (See Table 1).

There are two main areas of NGO involvement in the district: agricultural
research and agroforestry. These have arisen out of multiple, overlapping
concerns, namely: low and falling agricultural productivity, deforestation,
threats to food security and threats to biodiversity (both in forests, such as Bwindi
and Mgahinga, and in wetlands83). The neo-Malthusian narrative continues to
drive contemporary policy in Kabale. However, policy is also shaped by wider
influences on the development process. Over the past two decades a consensus
has been reached over the need for local participation in development projects.84

Almost all development projects today adopt this rhetoric of participation, taking
forms such as ‘farmer participatory research’ and ‘community conservation’.85
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NGO Project Funder Main concerns, 
aims, policies

Key assumptions

CARE Develop-
ment through 
conservation 
(DTC)

Danida (3rd 
phase)
(Phase 1 
& 2 by 
USAID)

Need to increase 
agricultural pro-
ductivity in areas 
around National 
Parks

Agricultural 
productivity low 
and falling; need to 
protect biodiversity 
in the Parks

Africare Uganda Food 
Security Initia-
tive (UFSI)

USAID Food security, 
agroforestry, tree 
nurseries, road con-
struction and seed 
multiplication.

District is food in-
secure; agricultural 
productivity low 
and falling

International 
Centre for 
Research on 
Agroforestry 
(ICRAF)

AFRENA USAID Agricultural 
research and exten-
sion, agroforestry, 
tree nurseries

Deforestation has 
occurred under 
population pres-
sure, agricultural 
productivity low 
and falling

African High-
lands Initiative 
(AHI)

AHI DfID, IDRC 
(Canada), 
SDC (Swit-
zerland), 
Rockefeller 
and others

Agricultural 
research and exten-
sion

Agricultural pro-
ductivity low and 
falling

Centre 
International 
d’Agricole 
Tr opical 
(CIAT)

Network on 
Bean Research 
in Africa

USAID (and 
others)

Agricultural 
research and exten-
sion

Agricultural pro-
ductivity low and 
falling

Africa 2000 Agroforestry UNDP Agroforestry Agricultural pro-
ductivity low and 
falling

Heifer Project 
International 
(HPI)

Dairy cattle 
provision

USAID (and 
others)

Livestock and 
fodder

Agricultural pro-
ductivity low and 
falling 

Interna-
tional Gorilla 
Conservation 
Project (IGCP)

Gorilla Con-
servation

African 
Wildlife 
Federation, 
USAID

Biodiversity Need to protect 
biodiversity in the 
Parks

Mgahinga 
Bwindi 
Impenetrable 
Forest 
Conservation 
Tr ust 
(MBIFCT)

Conservation 
and develop-
ment

USAID, 
Netherlands

Management of na-
tional parks and de-
velopment support 
for residents living 
in close proximity 
to the Parks.

Need to protect 
biodiversity in the 
Parks

IUCN Uganda Nation-
al Wetlands 
conservation 
and manage-
ment project

Netherlands Biodiversity Need to protect 
biodiversity in the 
wetlands

TABLE 1. Main NGOs working in Kabale
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Policy makers involved in natural resource management, such as forests and
wildlife, are also increasingly looking to decentralisation (the downward trans-
fer of responsibility from higher decision making levels to ones more accessible
to local populations) as a way forward.86 With these broader influences in mind,
the following section will examine the main areas of NGO involvement,
exploring the assumptions that drive NGO interventions and their supporting
evidence.

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY

NGOs in Kabale today are paying much attention to ways of increasing
agricultural productivity. Centre International d’Agricole Tropical, for example,
has been undertaking research to try to find suitable green manures, fallow
legumes and other cover crops, which can be integrated into the cropping system.
CARE’s goal is to protect the natural resources in and around two national parks
by improving the living conditions of local people. Their work has three
components: park management, local institution building and sustainable agri-
cultural development. Project activities include the introduction of new crop
varieties and improved agricultural practices and on-farm tree planting through
a farmer participatory research project. Africare has four components: rural
feeder road rehabilitation, soil conservation and agroforestry, agricultural pro-
ductivity and post-harvest handling, and household level nutrition. They work
closely with AFRENA in their natural resource management and agroforestry
activities. AFRENA aims to improve agroforestry productivity systems by
supporting research and extension – agroforestry is believed to assist in terrace
management and help restore soil fertility and reduce soil erosion.

Behind these agricultural projects lie a number of timeworn assumptions
concerning falling soil fertility and reduced fallow periods, resulting from
population growth. But what is the evidence for reduced fallow? Many of the
claims about the declines are made with little or no corroborative evidence. Even
Were, who stated that fallows had reduced and were now too short to allow soils
to regenerate, found that 77 percent of farms had some land being rested, and
provided no evidence that fallow periods had decreased. 87 Other, more recent,
studies have also found high prevalence of fallow. Grisley et al. conducted a
survey of households in the region to examine factors affecting farmers’
decisions to rest land, and found that of the farms surveyed 76 percent had some
cropland in grass fallow, with 26 percent of the total cropland under fallow. Their
research suggested that while increasing population density resulted in a de-
crease in the amount of land rested, this occurred at a rate significantly lower than
the corresponding increase in population density.88

Meanwhile, a detailed land use survey conducted in 1996 examining changes
in land use patterns over a 51-year period found that the proportion of land left
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to fallow actually increased – from 19 percent in 1945 to 32 percent in 1996.
Household interviews confirmed the findings, suggested that 29 percent of land
was being rested at the time of the interview. Furthermore not only has
proportion of land left to fallow increased – but also the length of time that fields
are rested has also increased. In 1945 just under 50 percent of fallow land was
being rested for less than six months; with just over 50 percent being rested for
more than this. By 1996 only five percent of fallowed land was being rested for
less than six months; and thus almost all the fallow land was being rested for six
months or more. The average time land was left to fallow increased from 9.4
months in 1945, to 14.2 months in 1996. As would be expected these changing
patterns of fallow use are not socially undifferentiated, and the evidence suggests
that it is the largest landowners, and the smallest landowners, who fallow most.89

But they do so for very different reasons: while richer households have enough
land to be able to fallow as a means of soil fertility maintenance, poorer
households are fallowing in part because of labour shortages.90

Claims about soil erosion also benefit from closer examination. The one
significant published survey to which many reports refer is that by Bagoora, who
surveyed four areas within one sub-county of Kabale District. Although a
measure of soil erosion was calculated (number of landslide scars per km2), the
hills that were investigated were purposively selected as areas where severe
erosion could be visually identified. In addition, although the study area was
quite small, results were generalised not only to the region of Kigezi but to all
highland areas in Uganda. Despite the limitations of this study, Bagoora
concluded that:

most slopes are seriously affected by all forms of soil erosion and conservation
measures are needed to prevent irreversible calamity. . . . [T]he highlands of
Kigezi are a particularly noteworthy example of the induced risk of accelerated
erosion in Uganda. . . This form of land use [in practice in Kigezi] has done
indelible damage to nature in some parts of the highlands.91

Bagoora’s work is cited by almost every author who writes about soil erosion in
south-western Uganda, often being the only source that attempts any objective
quantification of the extent of the problem. However, the small, purposively
selected sample cannot be assumed to be representative of the district.92

In contrast to the prevailing viewpoints, a number of researchers have
reported that the soils of Kabale are in fact resilient and resistant to erosion.
Laboratory analysis of soil from the area by Magunda found it to be well
aggregated with a stable structure and high organic matter levels. He concluded
that the soil was particularly resistant to erosion.93 Another more recent study has
examined accelerated erosion using 12 natural runoff plots on which soil loss and
erosion features were measured.94 Once again, the findings contradicted conven-
tional wisdoms, indicating that land cover rather than slope is a more important
factor in determining the extent of soil erosion, and that due to low rainfall



GRACE CARSWELL
18

intensity and highly permeable soils, erosion is much less than would be
expected. Thus, while there are few detailed studies of soil erosion, those that do
exist suggest that soil erosion is actually not the problem that might be
anticipated in an area with such steep slopes and continuous cultivation over
many decades.95 However, such counter-intuitive studies have failed to break
down the dominant discourse. Their findings tend to be ignored by most
contemporary observers, who continue to agonise over supposedly high levels
of erosion. 96

Most researchers reiterate colonial perceptions connecting over-population
to serious environmental degradation. Policy makers in turn, adopt these beliefs
and perpetuate the myth. The conventional wisdom has become so widely
believed that it is written into reports without adequate substantiation, commenc-
ing a cycle in which such reports are then cited in subsequent documents thereby
reinforcing the prevailing perceptions without valid confirmation. The strength
of the narrative has ensured that this accepted ‘truth’ has become self-evident.
The few studies that report evidence contrary to the prevailing beliefs of over-
population and land degradation either fail to perceive their results as contradict-
ing the conventional wisdom or are simply not noticed amongst the overwhelm-
ing body of opinion.

AGROFORESTRY

For over two decades agroforestry has been promoted as a ‘practical and
beneficial land-use system for smallholders’97 and a number of developmental
agencies working in Kabale today have projects with an agroforestry compo-
nent, including the International Centre for Research on Agroforestry/AFRENA,
Africare and Africa 2000. The overriding assumption that drives such initiatives
is that deforestation has occurred in Kabale as a result of population increase, and
that it is an ongoing problem. The National Soils Policy for Uganda, for example,
has observed that ‘erosion… is particularly severe in … Kabale … where high
altitude mountain slopes have been greatly deforested’.98 An Africare survey
states (without citing any evidence) that ‘deforestation is widely practised’.99

Meanwhile, the 1998 State of the Environment Report noted that ‘expansion of
agriculture on previously forested steep terrains has led to soil erosion’, one of
the most seriously affected districts being Kabale.100 The District Environment
Profile blames woodfuel demand: ‘The high demand for woodfuel has resulted
in destruction of many indigenous forests in the district. Some valuable trees
such as black wattle (Acacia mearnsii) have been lost and besides this serious soil
erosion is already being experienced. Some hills are bare and have exposed
rocks.’101 Thus, not only has deforestation occurred, but it is implicit that this has
occurred as a result of relatively recent population pressure.
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But what is the history of tree cover in the area? There is evidence that the area
has not been deforested over the past century; rather this occurred much longer
ago. Palaeoecological research undertaken in the highlands has found evidence
of ‘prolonged human occupation and in particular agriculture’ over the past
2,500 years.102 While agriculture concomitant with more permanent settlements
was probably established around 2,000 years ago,103 Taylor and Marchant note
that forest clearance was highly localised and that lower altitudes were perma-
nently cleared of forest about 1000 years ago, while higher altitudes were cleared
before that.104 As Hamilton et al. have noted ‘major degradation of the environ-
ment by man occurred early at this locality’. 105 By the time of the arrival of
colonial officials, forests had long been cleared and hence the population
increase of the past century cannot be blamed for the deforestation of the district.

A second set of assumptions connected to agroforestry posits that the
planting of trees by farmers is a new practice introduced from outside. Thus
researchers working for ICRAF have noted that ‘except for commercial eucalyp-
tus woodlots, very few trees are planted by farmers in Kabale district’.106 An
Africare project document notes that ‘agro-forestry as a land management
practice [is] new to the majority of farmers in this area’.107 It has been noted that
‘little integration of tree growing in the farming system prevails in the area.
Scattered woodlots of eucalyptus (Eucalyptus spp) and black wattle (Acacia
mearnsii) on marginal lands and boundaries are the only common agroforesty
activities.’108 In contradiction to such beliefs, farmers have actually been
growing trees for many decades. Evidence from colonial archives suggests that
in the 1930s and 1940s woodlots of black wattle were common: ‘coppices of
wattle trees, planted on the hill-tops, along the roads, and around the homestead’,
forming ‘a marked feature of the landscape’.109 Furthermore, tree cover more
than doubled between 1945 and 1996 (from 4.1 percent in 1945 to 9.2 percent
in 1996). Within this increase in cover there has been a change in species type:
from black wattle (85 percent of woodlots in 1945) to eucalyptus (74 percent in
1996).110

Hoben has similarly observed that in the case of Ethiopia where tree cover
has increased: ‘the fact that trees have been integrated into highland farming
systems spontaneously without government extension programmes calls into
question the narrative that says peasants lack the ability or foresight to plant trees
without environmental education, training and access to subsidised seedlings
from nurseries.’111 But in Kigezi, as in Ethiopia, the fact that farmers are planting
trees is given only scant recognition, while the fact that tree cover has doubled
over a fifty-year period is rarely acknowledged.
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FOOD SECURITY

In the past five years reference has increasingly been made to the problem of food
insecurity in Kabale district.112 This new discourse seems to have arisen follow-
ing the commencement of an Africare project in the area. Before this, the
‘problem’ of food insecurity was not articulated as a major concern.113 Africare
has been running the ‘Uganda Food Security Initiative’ Project (UFSI) in Kabale
since 1997. This project’s main objectives are to enhance food security by a)
increasing the quantity of food available for home consumption, b) protecting
soils from erosion, c) providing improved road access and d) enhancing
household utilisation of food, particularly by women and children.114 Literature
produced by the project claims that ‘the project started by undertaking a baseline
survey in 1997 that revealed the magnitude of food insecurity in Kabale
district’.115 In fact, this survey did not measure food insecurity, nor did it measure
rates of nutrition or food production.116 Rather, the existence of food insecurity
in the district was identified as an assumption of the survey, as well being one
of its main conclusions.117 The assumption was informed by the prevailing over-
population/land degradation narrative. According to the baseline survey: ‘due to
high population density and intensive land cultivation, soil degradation has
continued to threaten food security in the district.’118 The case serves as a classic
example of how data can be misused to support a priori policy decisions.

CONCLUSION

This paper has shown that the narratives that were established in the colonial
period have continued after Independence. The colonial legacy continues to
inform contemporary environmental and agricultural policy in Kabale, although
this is rarely acknowledged. On occasions when reference is made to colonial
efforts around the environment, it is done so to highlight the abandonment since
independence of soil conservation measures associated with colonial rule. A
1998 NEMA report, for example, observed the ‘strong element of coercion in
enforcing conservation programmes in Kabale …district during the colonial
era’. ‘This policy’, the report continued, was ‘partly responsible for subsequent
neglect of conservation practices after independence, because the local commu-
nities did not identify with it, leading to the removal of terrace raisers. Erosion
became very intense as a result.’119 That these measures were in fact modifica-
tions of indigenous agricultural practice, and for this reason were not rejected
outright by farmers, is neglected.120 Furthermore, in colonial Kigezi significant
efforts were made with regard to education and propaganda, resulting in a high
degree of local understanding of the reasons behind such policies. Nevertheless,
colonial policy itself arose from a Malthusian environmental degradation
narrative, which has gone on to influence local thinking. The very same phrases



CONTINUITIES IN ENVIRONMENTAL NARRATIVES
21

and explanations first employed by colonial officials, and later by their post-
colonial successors, have been adopted by the local population who are now
repeating them to contemporary development workers. Thus, through a process
of iteration, the narrative has become deeply embedded in local thought.121 This
has major implications for policy, given the increased focus on farmer partici-
pation, as a result of which the perceptions of local people carry more weight.
Meanwhile, the understandable desire to be chosen as recipients of development
projects may encourage people to both say what they think development workers
want to hear122 and to stress difficulties today compared to the past. The policies
of participation and decentralisation therefore reinforce the reproduction of a
neo-Malthusian narrative.

While there have been some changes in policy, the underlying assumptions
that are made in almost all areas of policy are unchanged, and a clear neo-
Malthusian environmental narrative has developed. As colonialists ignored
indigenous cultivation systems that maintained soil fertility, and presented their
measures as something new (and successfully introduced) so, in the post colonial
period, have agencies ignored tree planting practices. It served the colonial
authorities well to ignore indigenous practices, as they could present their
initiatives as successful, and fail to mention the fact that the very reason that they
were successful was that they were adaptations of practices already in place.
Using the same environmental degradation narrative, post colonial agencies
have implemented agroforestry programmes with little acknowledgement of the
extent to which agroforestry is already practised in Kabale.

Concerns over the environment have always been explicit in Kabale. Today
the term ‘environmental sustainability’ is used to encompass the fears and
concerns about the threats associated with increasing population, soil erosion
and declining soil fertility. But the assumptions and fears behind this phrase, and
the language used to convey these, have changed very little. The explicit
concerns with environmental issues (specifically soil erosion) date back to the
1930s. The paper has shown that development narratives have been, and indeed
continue to be, externally driven: first by colonial regimes and latterly by
international organisations and NGOs. The policies espoused have also changed
little (although the degree to which post-Independence governments have had
the capacity to put them into place has varied.) Those areas of policy where there
have been shifts include a reversal in policy around swamps, reflecting an
increased concern (originating from outside the region) with biodiversity. The
concern to increase agricultural productivity through farmer participatory re-
search represents a shift in development method, while there has been, in NGO
circles in particular, increasing focus on agroforestry as a way of increasing
agricultural productivity. In Kabale, as in Ethiopia, 123 there has been little
discussion of indigenous techniques of soil amelioration and the neo-Malthusian
narrative rests on an essentially undynamic view of peasant behaviour. There are
signs that amongst some observers this is beginning to change,124 although this
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has not yet fed into the broader narratives about environmental degradation in
Kabale. Thus the neo-Malthusian environmental narrative remains largely
unchanged and as a result a number of assumptions are made about agricultural
productivity and environmental degradation, which in turn drive policy. But
there is increasing evidence, as shown by several studies presented above, that
these assumptions need to be questioned, the neo-Malthusian narrative that has
taken hold in Kabale needs to be reconsidered and to avoid repetition of past
mistakes it is essential that a revaluation takes place.
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