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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Karamoja region in north-eastern Uganda covers an area of 27,700 square kilometres and has a population of over 
1 million people. It comprises the districts of Abim, Amudat, Kaabong, Kotido, Moroto, Nakapiripirit and Napak. The 
region is endowed with tourism assets. These assets are found in forest reserves and wildlife conservation areas, which 
cover 12% and 41% of the land, respectively. They are also found on communal land. Landscape aesthetic values in 
protected areas and on communal land are also high.

Although these tourism assets have existed for a long time, the vast majority have yet to demonstrate any tangible 
benefit to the people of Karamoja. The Embassy of Ireland in Uganda commissioned this study to assess the potential 
for these tourism assets to benefit Karimojong through community tourism. This report presents the findings and 
recommendations of this study.

The policy, legal and institutional frameworks for community tourism in Karamoja are guided by the 1995 Constitution. 
The report reveals how sectoral policies, legislation and institutions provide further guidance on how community tourism 
could be implemented in Karamoja. Of particular importance are: the Uganda Forestry Policy of 2001, the National 
Forestry and Tree Planting Act of 2003, the Uganda Wildlife Policy of 1999, and the Uganda Wildlife Act of 1996. 
Institutions such as the Uganda Tourism Bureau, National Forestry Authority, and the Uganda Wildlife Authority are also 
crucial to the implementation of community tourism in Karamoja.

The report highlights the existing assets for community tourism in Karamoja, reveals how they can be found in both 
protected areas and on communal land, and suggests suitable options for community tourism enterprises in Karamoja. 
It also presents the key challenges for community tourism in Karamoja. These include weaknesses in the tourism policy 
and land-use planning, limited indigenous capacity to take advantage of existing and potential opportunities, and a poor 
road infrastructure in the region, amongst others.

As wildlife varieties and populations continue to recover, the potential for Karamoja to become another major tourism 
destination in Uganda will increase. To help communities benefit from this potential, the report offers two options for 
a pilot community tourism enterprise. The recommended pilot enterprise is a community-owned eco-lodge and the 
first option is that the Uganda Wildlife Authority award the head concession to a community wildlife association, which 
would then partner with an experienced private operator through a sub-concession to operate the lodge. If a community 
wildlife association is not possible, the second option would be to award the head concession to a local government as 
community representatives. The report goes further to analyse the benefits and challenges of both options.

The report concludes that forests and wildlife in Karamoja offer an untapped and potentially lucrative comparative 
advantage for local economic development, and that the policy and legal provisions for that to happen are adequate; 
but central and local government institutions responsible for managing those resources have been largely unsuccessful 
in developing innovative and region-specific strategies to take advantage of these provisions. Consequently, the report 
makes mainly institutional recommendations geared towards ensuring greater community access to and benefit from 
forestry and wildlife resources in Karamoja.
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I INTRODUCTION
A. Background

The north-eastern Karamoja region of Uganda is home 
to the pastoral Karimojong community and covers the 
districts of Abim, Amudat, Kaabong, Kotido, Moroto, 
Nakapiripirit and Napak. The population of Karamoja is 
just over 1 million people and the region has Uganda’s 
lowest population density of approximately 37 people per 
square kilometre. The region is consistently considered 
the poorest and most marginalized in the country primarily 
as a consequence of insecurity related to inter and intra-
ethnic cattle raiding and relative neglect by successive 
governments. The region is also largely semi-arid and 
prone to drought; this has exacerbated Karimojong 
livelihood insecurity.

Paradoxically, this poverty and livelihood insecurity exists 
in a region that is rich in biological diversity, among 
other natural resources. The Karamoja region was once 
considered one of the finest wildlife areas in Africa where 
wildlife would roam freely between the various adjoining 
protected areas. It is currently endowed with wildlife and 
forest protected areas (national park, wildlife reserves and 
forest reserves) that cover over 50 percent of its surface 
area. Although the aesthetic nature of the landscape 
inside and outside protected areas is still captivating, 
wildlife populations (particularly those of large mammals) 
over the last three decades have decreased due to the 
national and regional breakdown in the rule of law resulting 
in uncontrolled hunting concessions by government 
and armed poaching by the Karimojong. As a result of 
depleted wildlife stocks and general insecurity, tourism 
has tremendously declined since the 1970s.

However, after recent government interventions, insecurity 
and poaching have declined significantly and wildlife 
populations have begun to recover inside and outside 
protected areas resulting in growing wildlife-related revenue 
for the central government. The conditions now exist to 
support the realization of alternative livelihood options in 
Karamoja. Landscape and wildlife tourism provides one 
such option because existing and growing wildlife, forestry 
and landscape values offer significant positive potential for 
revival of the tourism industry in the Karamoja region.

B. Objectives

The overall objective of this assessment is to investigate 
the potential for community tourism in Karamoja. 

The specific objectives are:

1. To identify geographic and thematic community 
tourism opportunities inside and outside protected 
areas in the Karamoja region that have development 
potential (This includes particular districts/regions 
and the type of tourism initiative such as wildlife, 
landscape, cultural). 

2. To assess the quantity and suitability of tourism 
resources in the region for potential growth.

3. To assess the application of wildlife, forestry and 
tourism management policy, legal and institutional 
frameworks to community tourism initiatives in 
Karamoja.

4. To inform the Embassy on local receptiveness to 
community tourism initiatives and potential benefits 
in selected areas in Karamoja.

5. To outline a proposed community tourism initiative 
indicating how this could be implemented to ensure 
a community-based, environmentally friendly, 
sustainable process that will contribute to local 
economic development.

C. Methodology

This report compiles and interprets information from on-site 
observations, key-person interviews, government data, 
and the reports of previous and relevant studies conducted 
in Karamoja. The study team conducted a number of rapid 
field assessments of the tourism potential in Karamoja. It 
also conducted oral interviews with a number of current 
and potential stakeholders and carried out a review 
of literature on relevant international experiences on 
community tourism in settings relatively similar to those in 
Karamoja in Eastern and Southern Africa.

II POLICY, LEGAL AND     
 INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORKS  
 FOR COMMUNITY TOURISM IN   
 KARAMOJA
A comprehensive framework exists to facilitate the 
management of community tourism in Karamoja. This 
framework is guided by the 1995 Constitution of the 
Republic of Uganda, which provides for the conservation 
of tourism assets (such as forests and wildlife) that are the 
primary basis from which communities can benefit from 
tourism. This section looks at the policies, legislation and 
institutions that govern the tourism assets in Uganda, as 
well as their implementation and relevance to communities 
in Karamoja.

The Constitution is the supreme law in Uganda. It 
establishes the fundamental legal basis for ownership and 
regulation of all activities related to the management of 
tourism assets. It vests protected areas such as national 

Sausage tree (Kigelia africana) overlooking Narus Valley, Kidepo 
Valley National Park.
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parks, wildlife reserves and forest reserves and the natural 
resources they contain in the people of Uganda, and the 
State is obligated to hold those resources in trust for the 
people.  

The National Objectives and Directive Principles of State 
Policy in the Constitution provide the broader policy 
objectives and principles for management of assets 
crucial for community tourism in Uganda. Objectives XIII 
and XXVII make clear three broad policy principles for the 
management of tourism assets:

(a) that natural resources including land, water, 
wetlands, oil, fauna and flora belong to the people 
and are to be managed by government in trust;

(b) that the state shall protect the above named natural 
resources in such a way as to meet the development 
and environmental needs of present and future 
generations; and

(c) that the state shall promote rational use of natural 
resources so as to safeguard and protect the 
biodiversity of Uganda.

The spirit and letter of the Constitution is implemented 
through sectoral policies, legislation and institutions. The 
most important sectoral policies and legal instruments 
related to community tourism are the Uganda Forestry 
Policy of 2001, the National Forestry and Tree Planting 
Act of 2003, the Uganda Wildlife Policy of 1999, and the 
Uganda Wildlife Act of 1996. The Uganda Tourism Master 
Plan of 1992 and the Uganda Tourism Policy of 2003 are 
currently being revised and their completion has been 
included in the 2012/2013 national budget. It is hoped that 
they will place greater emphasis on community tourism 
upon completion. Additionally, the National Development 
Plan (NDP) for 2010/11 – 2014/15, which is a relatively 
new macro-development framework for Uganda and the 
basis for government investments in the next five years, 
recognises the forestry and wildlife tourism sectors as 
primary growth sectors for macro and local-level economic 
development.

The sectoral institutions include: the Uganda Tourism 
Board, the Presidential Initiative for Sustainable Tourism 
in Uganda, the Uganda Wildlife Authority, the National 
Forestry Authority and the National Environmental 
Management Authority.

 A. Policy Frameworks

The Uganda Wildlife Policy of 1999 provides the general 
framework for wildlife conservation and management from 
which community tourism in Uganda is primarily dependent 
upon. The policy recognizes the important position 
communities and individuals occupy in the conservation of 
wildlife. As such the policy provides for the need to involve 
landowners and users in managing wildlife. It is within 
that context that wildlife use rights are recognized. This 
recognition is premised on the following:

(a) The realization that wildlife protectionism alone will 
not sustain conservation;

(b) The need to involve local communities, local 
governments and private sector in the conservation 
and management of wildlife;

(c) The need to provide incentives to landowners and 
local communities to conserve wildlife on their 
land;

(d) The need for ex-situ conservation and management 
of wildlife as one way of enhancing populations for 
wildlife utilization;

(e) The need for wildlife to contribute to poverty reduction 
which is a key priority area of the Government of 
Uganda.

The Wildlife Policy, therefore, sets the basis on which 
communities in Karamoja can engage in community 
tourism. It recognises the fact that landowners and local 
communities, as primary custodians of wildlife inside and 
outside protected areas, are crucial to its conservation 
and that they should therefore benefit economically 
and socially from it. Unfortunately, wildlife management 
authorities have yet to devise effective and innovative 
ways, such as community tourism, in which communities 
in Karamoja can adequately benefit from wildlife.

The Forestry Policy of 2001 was developed to provide 
direction for the sustainable development of the forestry 
sector in Uganda. Its goal is “an integrated forest sector 
that achieves sustainable increases in the economic, 
social and environmental benefits from forests and trees 
by all the people of Uganda, especially the poor and 
vulnerable.”

The Forestry Policy is guided by a number of principles 
that build on the government’s national development 
priorities of poverty eradication and good governance. 
One of these principles is the improvement of livelihoods 
as a major goal in all the strategies and actions for the 
development of the forest sector. Another principle is 
the creation of partnerships by devolving some forestry 
management responsibilities to local governments and 
by actively encouraging local community participation in 
forestry management, amongst others.

The Policy has a number of statements relevant to the 
promotion of community tourism in Karamoja:

Policy Statement 1 – provides for the protection, 
maintenance and sustainable management of a Permanent 
Forest Estate (PFE) under Government trusteeship. This 
estate will be set aside permanently for the conservation of 
biodiversity, the protection of environmental services, and 
the sustainable production of domestic and commercial 
forest produce. This policy statement is being partially 
achieved in Karamoja in the sense that the PFE has been 
maintained, especially for protection of environmental 
services. However, without the presence of the National 
Forestry Authority (NFA), the PFE in Karamoja is under 
increasing risk due to lack of protection and sustainable 
management.

Policy Statement 5 – seeks the development of 
collaborative partnerships with rural communities for 
the sustainable management of forests. By promoting 
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innovative approaches to community participation in forest 
management the Policy will address the disincentives 
associated with a protectionist approach to forest 
management, and the destructive practices associated 
with open access to forest resources. There is no 
evidence of any government attempt to implement this 
policy statement. Not only do collaborative partnerships 
between NFA and Karimojong communities not exist, but 
NFA itself currently as no permanent physical presence in 
Karamoja.

Policy Statement 7 – calls for the conservation and 
management of Uganda’s forest biodiversity in support 
of local and national socio-economic development 
and international obligations. The Policy reiterates 
government’s commitment to biodiversity conservation 
based on a system of protected areas, from which 
local communities must enjoy adequate benefits and 
meaningfully participate in their management. This policy 
statement is being partly achieved based on the continued 
existence of central forest reserves in Karamoja. However, 
the lack of government presence in central forest reserves 
is putting increased risk on forest biodiversity in Karamoja. 
There continues to be fairly unrestricted and open access 
to forest resources on communal land in Karamoja, which 
will increase pressures on biodiversity.

Policy Statement 8 – provides for establishment, 
rehabilitation and conservation of watershed protection 
forests by, among other interventions, the improved 
management of high-altitude central forest reserves such 
as those in Karamoja. This policy statement is being 
partially achieved because high-altitude central forest 
reserves continue to exist in Karamoja as watershed 
protection forests. The lack of a NFA presence in these 
forests puts them at risk of encroachment and destruction 
thereby jeopardising opportunities for community tourism.

B. Legal Frameworks

The Uganda Wildlife Act of 1996 is the main sector legislation 
governing the management of wildlife and the main basis 
by which community tourism is envisioned in Uganda. 
The Act addresses issues crucial to community tourism, 
such as: wildlife ownership, institutional arrangements for 
wildlife management, protected area management plans, 
declaration of wildlife conservation areas and protected 
species, wildlife user rights, and management of problem 
animals, among others. 

One of the major tenets of the Act is the recognition that 
wildlife in its natural habitat is vested in the government on 
behalf of the people. Wildlife and other natural resources 
are collectively owned by the people of Uganda, who should 
be the ultimate beneficiaries. Therefore, communities in 
Karamoja have the right to share in the benefits of wildlife 
through opportunities such as community tourism, provided 
this is done sustainably and in accordance with the law.
The Act also confers some wildlife management 
responsibilities to local governments, which could be 
used to promote community tourism in Karamoja. For 
example, Section 12 allows a local government council to 
appoint a committee to advise UWA on the management 

and utilisation of wildlife within the local jurisdiction and to 
make annual reports to the UWA Board of Trustees. It is 
remarkable that no local government authority in Karamoja 
has taken advantage of this provision, and yet it offers a 
wonderful opportunity for direct and documented access 
to the UWA governing body and to offer independent and 
unsolicited advice on wildlife management and utilisation 
for local economic development. Section 13 requires the 
involvement of relevant District Councils in the development 
of wildlife protected area management plans. Section 32 
requires relevant District Councils to be involved in the 
application processes for wildlife use rights.

Section 23 of the Act provides for wildlife usufruct rights. It 
provides that the Executive Director of the Uganda Wildlife 
Authority has powers to grant any person permission 
to enter into wildlife protected areas for purposes of 
harvesting a resource as the Executive Director may by 
a permit prescribe. It also recognizes the historic rights of 
communities that lived in protected areas to access some 
benefits from the parks under guidance and supervision of 
the Uganda Wildlife Authority.

Specifically, Chapter VI of the Act creates a regime for 
wildlife use rights. There are six categories of wildlife use 
rights, which include hunting (Class A), farming (Class 
B), ranching (Class C), trade (Class D), Education and 
Experimentation (Class E), and General Extraction (Class 
F). This provision was intended to address peoples’ needs 
from wildlife resources and to ensure sustainability in 
harnessing wildlife benefits inside and outside protected 
areas. Unfortunately, no effort has been made to organise 
communities in Karamoja to take advantage of their wildlife 
use rights inside and outside protected areas. Community 
rights to resources in protected areas (particularly wildlife 
reserves) in Karamoja thus far have been limited to 
pasture and water access for their livestock during the dry 
season. Recent efforts by the Uganda Wildlife Authority 
to demonstrate community benefit from wildlife through 
collaborative agreements and hunting concessions with 
the private sector in Karamoja have not only been ill-
conceived but also poorly implemented, effectively resulting 
in negligible and inequitable benefits to communities.

The National Forestry and Tree Planting Act of 2003 was 
enacted to operationalise the Forestry Policy and provides 

Karimojong grazing in the seasonal swamps of Iriri Community Wildlife 
Area.
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a firm basis by which community tourism can occur in 
forest reserves in Karamoja. Under the Act, forests are 
divided into five categories: central forest reserves, local 
forest reserves, community forests, private forests, and 
forests in wildlife conservation areas.  

Under Section 5 of the Act, (1) the Government or a local 
government is enjoined to hold in trust for the people and 
protect forest reserves for ecological, forestry and tourism 
purposes for the common good of the citizens of Uganda. 
Under Section 13 of the Act, forests are to be managed 
to sustain and promote their economic, social, health 
and environmental benefits. With the exception of the 
environmental benefits provided by forests in Karamoja, 
there has been little or no achievement of this legal 
requirement in Karamoja. Section 15 allows organised 
local communities and others to manage forest reserves 
in collaboration with government. There is currently no 
evidence of this collaboration in Karamoja. Section 28 
requires government to prepare management plans for 
forest reserves in consultation with local communities. The 
process to develop management plans for forest reserves 
in Karamoja has yet to take place.

Section 52 of the Act establishes the National Forestry 
Authority (NFA). NFA is responsible for the development 
and management of all central forest reserves including 
promoting innovative approaches to local community 
participation in their management, amongst other 
functions. Central forest reserves in Karamoja are adjacent 
to wildlife conservation areas and, therefore, offer NFA the 
opportunity to engage communities in both wildlife and 
forestry tourism.

C. Institutional Frameworks

The lead institution on tourism in Uganda is the Uganda 
Tourism Board (UTB). It has a broad mandate to promote 
tourism in Uganda both locally and internationally. This 
mandate focuses on public-private partnerships and 
doesn’t appear to consider communities as an integral 
stakeholder in its operations. 

In what appears to be a duplication of roles and mandates, 
the President of the Republic of Uganda established the 
Presidential Initiative for Sustainable Tourism in Uganda 
(PRESUTO) in 2011 to promote and enhance tourism in the 
country. PRESUTO is expected to advise the President on 
tourism trends in the country and to work with government 
agencies and the private sector to promote Uganda as a 
tourism destination.

A number of institutions are involved in promoting 
community tourism in Uganda. The primary one, Uganda 
Wildlife Authority (UWA), is charged with the control of 
and management of wildlife onside and outside protected 
areas in Uganda. Its mission is to conserve in perpetuity 
the resources within national parks and other wildlife 
areas and to enable the people and the global community 
to derive ecological, economic, aesthetic and educational 
benefits from all wildlife resources. UWA has the mandate 
to collect, analyze and provide data and information on 
the available types of species, their populations and 

trends, types and trends of wildlife trade activities. UWA is 
supposed to carry out regular aerial and ground surveys to 
establish wild animal populations and determine trends in 
conservation and exploitation of wildlife resources. 

A supporting institution is the National Environment 
Management Authority (NEMA). It is established under the 
National Environment Act to oversee the implementation 
of environmental policies and offer guidance in the 
exploitation of natural resources. For example, it is the 
principal agency responsible for environmental impact 
assessments – where a proposed project is likely to 
significantly affect the environment. 

Further, under the decentralization framework, local 
governments are increasingly being involved in the 
governance of the country’s wildlife and other natural 
resources. But most importantly, although wildlife 
management inside and outside protected areas remains 
the preserve of UWA, local governments can play a 
significant and supporting role in the management of 
wildlife especially on private lands and community wildlife 
areas by guiding the harnessing of the economic potential 
of wildlife for local development.

While CFRs are under the control of the NFA, local forests 
are managed by the districts within which they are situated. 
Community forests, on the other hand, are to be managed 
by specific bodies from the community within which the 
forest is located for the benefit of the local community. 
Karamoja is endowed with forests and woodlands on 
communal land. However, no effort has been made to form 
community organisations in Karamoja that can manage the 
various interests and rights (including community tourism) 
in both forests and woodlands for collective benefit.

The National Forestry and Tree Planting Act also provides 
wide-ranging authority to District Land Boards to register 
private forests so that their owners may have greater 
benefit from them. It gives District Councils the authority 
to declare community forests; declare endangered, rare 
or threatened tree species as reserve species; issue 
directions for the planting and growing of trees; and 
establish a District Forestry Office and appoint a District 
Forestry Officer.

III ASSETS FOR COMMUNITY   
 TOURISM IN KARAMOJA
Karamoja is a unique tourism area in Uganda, both in 
terms of the variety and distribution of its tourism assets. 
As a region, the variety of its combined wildlife, forestry, 
landscape, paleontological and cultural tourism assets 
are second to no other in Uganda. In terms of distribution, 
these assets are spread all over the region and cover at 
least 53 percent of its surface area.
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WILDLIFE CONSERVATION AREA GAZETTED AREA (km2) % OF TOTAL LAND AREA IN KARAMOJA
Kidepo Valley National Park (KVNP) 1,436 5.2
BokoraCorridor Wildlife Reserve (BCWR) 1,833 6.6
Matheniko Wildlife Reserve (MWR) 1,393 5.0
PianUpe Wildlife Reserve (PUWR) 2,043 7.4
Amudat Community Wildlife Area (ACWA) 2,025 7.3
Iriri Community Wildlife Area (ICWA) 1,030 3.7
Karenga Community Wildlife Area (KCWA) 1,540 5.6
TOTAL 11,300 40.8

The location of these tourism assets can be placed in 
two categories: protected areas and community wildlife 
areas. Protected areas in Karamoja include a national 
park, wildlife reserves and forest reserves. A national 
park is an area of international and national importance 
because of its biological diversity, landscape or national 
heritage. A wildlife reserve is an area of importance for 
wildlife conservation and management. Forest reserves in 
Karamoja are areas set aside to: 1) protect the ecosystem 
and scenic areas of national and international importance, 
2) maintain and enhance biological diversity, and 3) carry 
out ecotourism.

A community wildlife area is one in which individuals 
or communities that have property rights in land may 
carry out activities for the sustainable management and 
utilisation of wildlife, if the activities do not adversely affect 
wildlife. The Karamoja region has the largest coverage of 
community wildlife areas in Uganda.

A. Protected Areas

Prior to 2002 when the UWA Wildlife Protected Area 
System Plan for Uganda was approved by the Parliament 
of Uganda, almost 95 percent of Karamoja (26,204 square 
kilometres) was gazetted as a wildlife conservation area 
of one form or another – national park, wildlife reserve 
or controlled hunting area. Since 2002, about 54 percent 
of Karamoja (14,904 square kilometres) was degazetted, 
leaving 11,300 square kilometres (about 41 percent of 
Karamoja) as wildlife conservation areas of one form or 
another – national park, wildlife reserves or community 
wildlife areas (See Annex 1).1

Wildlife in Karamoja can be found both in wildlife protected 
areas and on communal land. Historically, Karamoja was 
one of the finest wildlife areas in Uganda where wildlife 
would roam freely between the various adjoining protected 
areas. However, over the last three decades wildlife 
populations in Karamoja, especially of large mammals, 
have precipitously declined largely due to the national 
and regional breakdown in the rule of law resulting in 
uncontrolled hunting concessions by government and 
armed poaching by the Karimojong.

Table 1: Wildlife Conservation Areas in Karamoja

Figure 1: The decline of the five main large 
mammal species of the Karamoja wildlife 
reserves between 1968 and 1995

Source: Lamprey et al., 2003

In spite of this, surveys conducted by the Makerere 
University Institute of Environment and Natural Resources 
(MUIENR) in the mid-1990s recorded a total of 1,219 
species with between seven and 28 per cent of Uganda’s 
total number of different taxa being found in Karamoja 
(Pomeroy and Tushabe, 1996). Karamoja is the only 
region of Uganda where species such as the cheetah, wild 
dog, oryx, ostrich, roan antelope and Bright’s gazelle can 
currently be found in the wild.

1 Several individuals and local government officials in Karamoja interviewed as part of this study were unaware of the extent to which the boundaries 
and status of wildlife management areas have changed since 2002. Even the 2010/11 – 2012/13 Nakapiripirit District Development Plan still refers to 
the existence of controlled hunting areas that were degazetted almost a decade ago.

Suspected poachers with cheetah carcass in Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve 
Source: Uganda Radio Network
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Figure 2: Visitor trends in Kidepo Valley 
National Park (2007–2011)

Source: Uganda Wildlife Authority

KVNP is of national importance for biodiversity 
conservation and economic development through tourism. 
With its volcanic mountains and rolling plains with isolated 
rock outcrops, the aesthetic appeal of KVNP is ranked 
amongst the highest for national parks in East Africa. It 
has a diverse and growing large mammal population that 
includes lion, elephant, buffalo, giraffe, zebra, hartebeest, 
eland, dikdik, oribi, Bright’s gazelle, greater kudu, lesser 
kudu, cheetah and wild dog. It has plant communities that 
have limited or no existence in other wildlife protected 
areas of Uganda. KVNP ranks very highly in bird diversity 
(463 recorded species) and is the only national park where 
ostrich is found. These unique attributes, together with the 
Kanangorok hot springs, make KVNP one of Uganda’s 
rapidly growing tourist attractions. Whereas the average 
annual growth rate for visitors to all national parks in 
Uganda between 2007 and 2011 was approximately 13 
percent, the average annual growth rate in KVNP over the 
same period was about 42 percent (Ministry of Tourism, 
Wildlife & Heritage, 2012b).

TAXON
SPECIES RECORDED 
IN KARAMOJA UGANDA’S TOTAL

PERCENTAGE OF UGANDA’S TOTAL IN 
KARAMOJA

Flowering plants 735 4,500 16
Butterflies 120 1,000 12
Amphibians 5 75 7
Reptiles 26 191 14
Birds 241 1,008 24
Mammals (small) 39 225 17
Mammals (large) 32 116 28
TOTAL 1,219

Source: Nampindo et al., 2005

i) Kidepo Valley National Park

Kidepo Valley National Park (KVNP) is part of a larger 
landscape of connected protected areas that include 
Zulia Forest Reserve to its northeast; Morungole Forest 
Reserve to its south; Nyangea-Napore Forest Reserve, 
Karenga Community Wildlife Area and Rom Forest 
Reserve to its west and southwest. It was created as a 
game reserve in 1958 to conserve the magnificent wildlife 
of the Narus and Kidepo Valleys. In 1962, it was upgraded 
to become Uganda’s third national park. It is the only 
protected area of this status in the Karamoja region and 
that is why community access, such as grazing rights, is 
very restricted.

Table 2: Numbers of species recorded in Karamoja compared with Uganda’s total species 
richness
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SPECIES 1967-72 1981-82 1995-98 2002
Elephant 600 420 250 420
Zebra 500 450 400 150
Rothschild’s giraffe 400 160 8 9
Buffalo 2,000 1,270 700 1,800
Lelwel hartebeest 3,000 1,400 60 250
Bright’s gazelle 350 200 5 0
Roan 120 n/a 0 0
Eland 300 200 50 7
Greater kudu n/a n/a n/a 10
Lesser kudu n/a n/a n/a 10
Oribi n/a n/a n/a 1,000
Reedbuck n/a n/a n/a 300
Lion 50 n/a n/a 25
Cheetah 25 n/a n/a 10

Source: Lamprey et al., 2003

ii) Wildlife Reserves

Karamoja has three wildlife reserves – Pian Upe, Bokora 
Corridor and Matheniko. They were gazetted in 1964 as a 
contiguous system of protected areas to ensure the free 
migration of wildlife species such as the eland, topi and 
zebra. At the time of gazettement of the three reserves, 
the southern portion of Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve along 
the Greek River was described as one of the finest wildlife 
areas in Africa (Uganda Wildlife Authority, 2000). The free 
migration of wildlife between the three reserves continues, 
although it is currently under severe threat due to human 
settlement and crop cultivation. These three reserves were 
also established with the understanding that they would 
serve as crucial dry-season grazing areas for Bokora, Jie, 
Matheniko, Pian and Turkana livestock, and they continue 
to serve that crucial provisioning service.

These reserves are of national importance for biodiversity 
conservation and economic development through 
tourism. Their rugged mountains and open plains with 
wetlands and isolated rock outcrops provide dramatic 
and spectacular landscapes that surpass most wildlife 
reserves in Uganda. Although the previously renowned 
large wildlife populations have significantly declined and 
some annihilated over the last three decades, there is 
evidence of growing populations of large mammals in 
all three reserves after recent government disarmament 
efforts. According to UWA officials in Karamoja, there is 
also evidence of recent migrations of buffalo from KVNP 
through Karenga Community Wildlife Area to these three 
reserves via the eastern side of the Labwor Hills. This 
appears to be a significant re-establishment of old north-
south wildlife migratory routes in the Karamoja region 
and one of the last few major wildlife corridors between 
protected areas in Uganda.

Table 3: Population estimates for some large mammal species in 1967-72, 1981-82, 1995-98 
and 2002 in Kidepo Valley National Park

The diverse and seemingly growing large mammal 
population in the three reserves includes: lion, leopard, 
hyena, buffalo, zebra, hartebeest, topi, eland, bushbuck, 
duiker, dikdik, oribi; Uganda’s last remaining populations 
of oryx, mountain reedbuck, roan antelope, greater and 
lesser kudu, cheetah, wild dog; and probably Africa’s 
last remaining population of Bright’s gazelle. Matheniko 
Wildlife Reserve is the driest area in Uganda and is the only 
wildlife protected area in Uganda supporting the tree and 
grass steppe vegetation class, and Acacia-Commiphora 
woodland and thicket. These wildlife reserves also protect 
the important catchment areas of the Apule and Lochomon 
rivers. The Acacia woodlands of these three wildlife 
reserves are rich in avifauna, including one of the last 
natural breeding grounds for the ostrich in Uganda.  The 
south-western wetlands of Pian-Upe Wildlife Reserve are 
also listed as one of the important bird areas of Uganda 
and were recently accorded international protection and 
recognition under the Ramsar Convention. These unique 
attributes, including the three sites of ancient rock paintings 
recently discovered in Matheniko Wildlife Reserve, make 
the wildlife reserves in Karamoja potentially one of 
Uganda’s prime tourist destinations in the future.

Ostriches in Bokora Corridor Wildlife Reserve.
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SPECIES

MATHENIKO
WILDLIFE RESERVE

BOKORA CORRIDOR 
WILDLIFE RESERVE

PIAN-UPE
WILDLIFE RESERVE

TOTALS
(ALL WILDLIFE RESERVES)

1968 1983 1995/96 1968 1983 1995/96 1968 1983 1995/96 1968 1983 1995/96 2003
Buffalo 0 0 0 0 0 0 40 0 365 40 0 365 20
Eland 309 0 0 1,338 1,200 0 1,598 0 50 3,245 1,200 50 74
Gazelle 499 440 5 318 927 97 102 0 18 919 1,367 120 50?
Giraffe 157 0 0 207 96 5 899 109 10 1,263 205 15 0
Hartebeest 77 0 0 1,104 544 50 1,025 309 248 2,206 853 298 108
Kob 0 0 0 15 256 40 136 109 110 151 365 150 ?
Kudu 10 0 39 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 0 39 0
Oryx 281 96 0 70 80 0 0 0 0 351 176 0 0
Reedbuck 0 0 0 10 288 0 400 417 1,978 410 705 1,978 ?
Roan 0 0 0 58 0 0 387 254 15 445 254 15 7
Topi 321 0 0 1,335 32 1 1,945 743 100 3,601 775 101 10
Waterbuck 0 0 0 11 0 0 127 18 0 138 18 0 0
Zebra 9 0 0 977 0 0 2,336 798 101 3,322 798 101 10?
Ostrich 58 137 5 158 640 105 32 145 55 248 922 165 6
Cattle n/a 17,261 65,570 n/a 22,197 51,173 n/a n/a 19,524 n/a 39,458 136,267 n/a
Huts n/a 1,745 1,198 n/a 130 1,752 n/a n/a 2,685 n/a 1,875 5,635 n/a
Shoats2 n/a 3,381 20,945 n/a 6,730 34,386 n/a n/a 3,608 n/a 10,111 58,939 n/a
Camels n/a 0 2,608 n/a 0 0 n/a n/a 0 n/a 0 2,608 n/a

Source: Lamprey et al., 2003

iii) Forest Reserves

Karamoja is home to some of the largest central forest reserves in Uganda. These reserves cover approximately 12 
per cent of the land area and are of great importance to water catchment and tourism development in the Karamoja 
region. As is the case with all central forest reserves in Uganda, those in Karamoja are managed by the National 

Table 4: Population Estimates for Some Large Mammal Species in 1968, 1983, 1995/96 and 
2003 in Matheniko, Bokora Corridor and Pian-Upe Wildlife Reserves

2 Sheep and goats

Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve as seen from Kadam Forest Reserve.
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Table 5: Central Forest Reserves in Karamoja

Giraffe in Kidepo Valley National Park

Forestry Authority (NFA). Although these reserves have statutory existence, NFA’s physical and managerial presence is 
currently non-existent and this has exposed them to encroachment for various purposes. Apart from the insecurity that 
has characterised large parts of Karamoja over three decades, NFA’s apparent emphasis on revenue generation solely 
through resource extraction has also resulted in the relative neglect of forest reserves gazetted mainly to protect water 
catchments, especially those in Karamoja.

FOREST RESERVE LOCATION (DISTRICT) AREA (HECTARES)
Kadam Nakapiripirit 39,917
Moroto Moroto 48,210
Napak  Napak 20,316
Akur Abim 6,434
Alerek Abim 7,433
Ating Abim 1,318
Kano Abim 8,293
Lomej Kaabong 759
Lopeichubei Kaabong 1,090
Lotim-Puta Kaabong 1,958
Lwala Kaabong 5,884
Morungole Kaabong 15,063
Nangolibwel Abim 20,210
Napono Abim 1,709
Nyangea-Napore Kaabong 27,677
Otukei Kaabong 1,254
Timu Kaabong 11,751
Zulia Kaabong 102,893
TOTAL 322,169

With the exception of the biodiversity assessments carried out by the Forest Department in the mid-1990s, very little 
previous or subsequent work has been carried out in the forest reserves of the Karamoja region. This study uses the 
Forest Department’s Biodiversity Reports to give a representative description of the forest reserves in the Karamoja 
region by focusing on three forest reserves – Kadam Forest Reserve in southern Karamoja, Moroto Forest Reserve in 
central Karamoja and Nyangea-Napore Forest Reserve in northern Karamoja.

Kadam Forest Reserve is located on Mount Kadam in Chekwii County, Nakapiripirit District. It covers 399 square 
kilometres and ranges in altitude from 1,160 to 3,068 metres above sea level. It also borders Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve 
to the south. Kadam Forest Reserve may be broadly classified as dry Combretum, Butyrospermum and dry Acacia 
savannas with Juniperus-Podocarpus dry montane forest (Forest Department, 1996a). The Juniperus-Podocarpus dry 
montane forests are some of the most endangered vegetation types in Uganda. Of the 64 central forest reserves in 
Uganda surveyed by the Forest Department, Kadam Forest Reserve ranks in the top 10% in species diversity for both 
small mammals and trees/shrubs, although it has a mid-ranking for the conservation value of the species it contains.

Waterbucks in Kidepo Valley National Park.
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TREES & 
SHRUBS BIRDS

SMALL 
MAMMALS BUTTERFLIES LARGE MOTHS

No. of forest species 291 126 22 92 37
No. of restricted range species3 21 7 4 8 3
No. of regional endemics4 - 2 1 0 0
Species diversity5     

Species conservation value5     

Source: Modified from Forest Department, 1996a

Moroto Forest Reserve is located on Mount Moroto in Matheniko County, Moroto District. It covers 483 square kilometres 
and ranges in altitude from 960 to 3,084 metres above sea level. It also borders Kenya to the east. Moroto Forest Reserve 
may be broadly classified as dry Combretum, Butyrospermum and dry Acaciasavannas with Juniperus-Podocarpus dry 
montane forest (Forest Department, 1996a). Compared to 64 other central forest reserves in Uganda surveyed by the 
Forest Department, Moroto Forest Reserves is not exceptionally biodiverse. Its species diversity is average, but the 
conservation value of all the species it contains is above average.

TREES & 
SHRUBS BIRDS

SMALL 
MAMMALS BUTTERFLIES LARGE MOTHS

No. of forest species 203 220 22 106 45
No. of restricted range species 27 73 7 26 12
No. of regional endemics - 23 3 11 4
Species diversity     

Species conservation value     

Source: Modified from Forest Department, 1996a

Nyangea-Napore Forest Reserve is partly located in Dodoth County, Kaabong District. It covers 417 square kilometres, 
62 of which lie within the boundaries of Kidepo Valley National Park. It ranges in altitude from 1,060 to 2,284 metres 
above sea level. It borders Sudan to the north and Kidepo Valley National Park and Karenga Community Wildlife 
Area to the east. The lower areas of Nyangea-Napore Forest Reserve consist of dry savannah woodland vegetation 
made up of Combretum-Acacia-Themada and its higher altitudes which receive higher rainfall have moist closed forest 
(Forest Department, 1996b). Of the 64 central forest reserves in Uganda surveyed by the Forest Department, Nyangea-
Napore Forest Reserves is not particularly bio-diverse. Its species’ diversity and conservation value is average to above-
average.

Table 8: Nyangea-Napore Forest Reserve – Summary of biodiversity and conservation 
importance of five indicator taxa

TREES & 
SHRUBS BIRDS

SMALL 
MAMMALS BUTTERFLIES LARGE MOTHS

No. of forest species 203 220 22 106 45
No. of restricted range species 27 73 7 26 12
No. of regional endemics - 23 3 11 4
Species diversity     

Species conservation value     

Source: Modified from Forest Department, 1996b

Table 7: Moroto Forest Reserve – Summary of biodiversity and conservation importance of 
five indicator taxa

Table 6: Kadam Forest Reserve – Summary of biodiversity and conservation importance of 
five indicator taxa

3 Contained in not more than 5 of the 64 central forest reserves surveyed in Uganda.
4  Regional endemics refer to species restricted to Uganda, Albertine Rift and/or Somali-Maasai region.
5  Stars indicate ranking relative to the other 64 central forest reserves surveyed by the Forest Department: = top 10%; = top 11-25%; 
= mid-ranking 26-74%; = bottom 25%.
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The strategic location of forest reserves on all major hills and 
mountain tops in Karamoja offers NFA, local governments 
and communities in Karamoja a currently viable potential 
to establish ecotourism enterprises. For example, the 
biodiversity and aesthetic appeal of breathtaking views 
of surrounding savannah plains in forest reserves on the 
Labwor Hills to the west, Mount Moroto to the east, Mount 
Kadam and Mount Napak to the south, and Morungole 
Mountain to the north are likely to contribute to Karamoja 
becoming a major tourism destination in the future. With 
increased security in Karamoja, private investors have 
already begun inquiring about the possibility of establishing 
ecotourism enterprises in protected areas such as Moroto 
Forest Reserve (Isaac Mweru,6 personal communication, 
2011). Surprisingly, the National Forestry Authority 
Ecotourism Strategy fails to recognise any forest reserve 
in Karamoja amongst those with current or future potential 
for ecotourism development (Langoya et al., 2006).

B. Community Wildlife Areas

Karamoja has three community wildlife areas – Amudat, 
Iriri and Karenga. Amudat Community Wildlife Area covers 
the whole of Pokot County in Amudat District and northern 
part of Chekwii County in Nakapiripirit District. It serves 
as a critical wildlife conservation area in its own right 
as well as a wildlife dispersal area for Pian-Upe Wildlife 
Reserve. Iriri Community Wildlife Area in Bokora County, 
Napak District links the southern boundary of Bokora 
Corridor Wildlife Reserve to the northern boundary of 
Pian-Upe Wildlife Reserve. It is one of the last remaining 
critical north-south wildlife corridors in Uganda. Karenga 
Community Wildlife Reserve south of KVNP is a six-
kilometre-wide strip along the Lokalas River in Kaabong 
County, Kaabong District that joins the southern end of the 
Napore Hills and the Kapeta River adjacent to Rom Forest 
Reserve. It is a critical wildlife conservation area in its own 
right and a wildlife dispersal area for large mammals such 
as elephant and buffalo in KVNP.

Other than the fact that the wildlife in these three 
community wildlife areas is managed by UWA, they are 
in essence part of the customary communal land tenure 
in Karamoja which is permanently inhabited by the 
pastoralist and agro-pastoralist Karimojong. Whereas it 
used to be true that small populations of wildlife survived 
only in the most isolated areas or in buffer zones between 

warring factions, wildlife is becoming increasingly visible 
in community wildlife areas and other communal land 
as a direct consequence of government’s voluntary and 
forceful disarmament programme over the last few years. 
Therefore, what is crucial about community wildlife areas in 
Karamoja is that they are some of the last areas in Uganda 
where fairly significant wildlife populations and varieties 
continue to survive and possibly grow in co-existence with 
people on communal land.

Biodiversity surveys conducted by the Makerere University 
Institute of Environment and Natural Resources (MUIENR) 
revealed that the woodlands and bush lands on communal 
land in Karamoja, particularly to the north and east of Mount 
Kadam, have a high diversity of plants and mammals 
(Pomeroy and Tushabe, 1996). Forests on communal land 
in Karamoja comprise largely of dry Combretum savannah, 
bush lands and dry thickets. The main vegetation types 
that are not represented in other protected areas of 
Karamoja are: Butyrospermum-Hyparrhenia dissolute 
savannas, Commiphora-Euphorbia-Lannea bushlands, 

Acacia-Commiphora-Lannea bush lands, Acacia mellifera 
bush lands, Acacia nubica dry thickets, Combretum-
Oxytenanthera-Hyparrhenia savannas, and Combretum-
Boswellia-Fagara-Heeria savannahs (Uganda Wildlife 
Authority, 2000).

In 2011, an important fossil, a 20 million year old ancestor 
of present day primates named Ugandapithecus major, 
was discovered in Karamoja. Therefore, over and above 
the biodiversity and aesthetic values of community wildlife 
areas, this major paleontological discovery could be 
developed for economic benefit through tourism.

C. Suitable Options for Community   
 Tourism Enterprises in Karamoja

Once wildlife populations reach sufficient levels to sustain 
photographic tourism, many opportunities will arise in the 
wildlife and forest reserves of Karamoja. Areas such as the 
southern portion of Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve undoubtedly 
hold long-term potential for eco-lodge tourism, provided 
the current trend of improved security and wildlife recovery 

Amudat Community Wildlife Area with Mount Kadam in the background

Boran cattle grazing with zebra (in the background) at Ol Pejeta 
Conservancy in northern Kenya

6 Ecotourism Specialist, National Forestry Authority, Kampala.
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continues. There is also likely to be potential for mixed 
cattle breeding and wildlife tourism projects along the lines 
of similar successful projects in northern Kenya, possibly in 
the wildlife reserves or even the community wildlife areas. 
These projects will require careful structuring based on a 
formal allocation of resource rights to local communities 
if they are to succeed as drivers of local livelihood 
diversification and economic development. They will also 
require significant investments in wildlife restocking in the 
short-term if they are to become more valuable tourism 
destinations in the medium to long-term.

Mixed cattle breeding and wildlife tourism projects in 
wildlife reserves or community wildlife areas can offer a 
two-pronged approached to local economic development 
by serving as a source for regional livestock restocking 
and meat production initiatives as well as a source of 
tourism revenue. Research on a private ranch in northern 
Kenya indicates that managing land similar to that in most 
of Karamoja for both wildlife and livestock, rather than for 
livestock alone, can raise annual earnings from $1.50 to 
more than $27 per hectare (Niemi et al., 2010).

However, given the low base from which wildlife stocks are 
recovering across most of the region, these opportunities 
remain some time off and are not considered viable in 
the short to medium-term, unless major investments 
in wildlife restocking are embarked upon in the wildlife 
reserves especially. The main potential for new high-
value tourism development in the short-term is currently 
in Kidepo Valley National Park (and the adjacent Karenga 
Community Wildlife Area and forest reserves) facilitated 
by the combination of the scenic beauty and high wildlife 
concentrations in and around the park. Under these 
circumstances, a pilot project (preferably in the park or 
possibly in the adjacent community wildlife area or forest 
reserves) to demonstrate the potential of community 
tourism as a viable and high impact development tool for 
Karamoja is recommended. The recommended approach 
draws on the considerable experiences of similar projects 
elsewhere on the continent and is described in more detail 
in Section V below. If successful, it will build capacity 
amongst various stakeholders and pave the way for similar 
projects elsewhere in the region.

IV KEY CHALLENGES FOR    
 COMMUNITY TOURISM    
 IN KARAMOJA

A. Policy and Planning

The Karamoja region is unique in Uganda from a number 
of perspectives. Demographically, with approximately 37 
people per square kilometre, it has the lowest population 
density in the country. Culturally, it remains the most 
distinct region. With its vast and varied protected areas 
and growing prevalence of wildlife on communal land, it 
is one of the regions most richly endowed with potential 
tourism assets. From a socio-economic perspective, it has 
the highest poverty levels with 80% of its population living 

below the poverty line and generally receives the lowest 
levels of public investment and social services.

The current and potential tourism assets in Karamoja have 
the potential to positively and tangibly transform the local 
economy and livelihoods in Karamoja and impact the national 
economy. However, this potential is unlikely to be realised 
under the current “one size fits all” approach to tourism 
policy at the national level. A tourism policy approach that 
does not take into account the aforementioned distinctive 
characteristics of Karamoja will not harness the region’s 
tourism potential for community benefit. Hopefully, this will 
be recognised in the national tourism policy and master 
plan that are currently undergoing review.

In addition to taking advantage of the tourism assets, 
government and its development partners are making other 
more concerted efforts to promote improved livelihoods 
and local economic development in Karamoja. These 
efforts include, for example, developing the livestock 
sector and increasing food crop yields. For these efforts 
to be sustainable and achieve their intended outcome, 
comprehensive land-use planning will have to be carried 
out. Unfortunately, land-use planning in Karamoja can 
only be described as short-sighted and incongruous at 
best. Therefore, for communities to benefit from tourism in 
Karamoja, a concerted effort to assess current land uses 
and options for future land uses will need to be carried 
out. Supporting development and land use planning 
processes at local government level for the inclusion of 
tourism investment as a livelihood and economic growth 
option will be crucial in the short run.

B. Distribution of Conservation Costs   
 and Benefits

The historical and current unequal distribution of 
conservation costs and benefits has undermined the 
potential and sustainability of tourism to contribute to local 
economic development in Karamoja. The very limited 
economic benefits from tourism to communities in Karamoja 
have led to negative attitudes towards the aforementioned 
tourism assets in the region. These attitudes are often 
exhibited in community demands for the degazettement 
of wildlife reserves, which communities perceive as an 
opportunity cost to crop cultivation and permanent grazing 

Traditional hunters in Pian Upe Wildlife Reserve
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land and water access for their livestock as well as a 
source of human-wildlife conflict.

C. Security

Karamoja has been an insecure region for the better part 
of the last three decades. This insecurity has manifested 
itself in activities such as armed poaching and roadside 
ambushes, all of which have had a detrimental effect 
on Karamoja’s tourism assets and industry. Wildlife 
populations, especially south of Kidepo Valley National 
Park, have been largely depleted and tourist visits are a 
small fraction of their potential. Large parts of the wildlife 
and forest protected areas in Karamoja have also been 
encroached on and degraded.

Fortunately, government efforts to restore security over 
the last five years are showing signs of definite success 
and the tourism assets in the region are recovering. There 
is evidence that wildlife populations, inside and outside 
protected areas, are increasing. Roadside ambushes and 
robberies are sporadic and reducing. Tourist visits are also 
steadily rising.

D. Indigenous Capacity

The indigenous capacity to take advantage of tourism 
opportunities in Karamoja is virtually nonexistent. With the 
exception of trained local guides employed by the Uganda 
Wildlife Authority in Kidepo Valley National Park and 
the three wildlife reserves, there is no other visible local 
capacity that has been developed to take advantage of 
the tourism opportunities in the region. Local governments 
have made no effort to develop this capacity or to recruit 
it. Therefore, the indigenous capacity to form partnerships 
with various stakeholders in order to contribute to tourism 
policy and planning and to develop existing and future 
tourism assets does not exist. This means that the tourism 
assets in Karamoja will continue to benefit external 
stakeholders more than indigenous ones.

One way to address this would be through the current 
review of the national tourism policy and master plan. 
As part of these on-going review processes, government 
should consider how it can support various tertiary 
and vocational education institutions to build the 
capacity of local government officials to identify tourism 
opportunities and ways in which they can be developed 
using local resources and partnerships with the private 
sector. Development partners may also wish to support 
experienced non-governmental organisations to build 
indigenous capacity in tourism.

E. Product Development and    
 Accommodation

Tourism products in Karamoja are currently similar to those 
offered in some of the protected areas of the Albertine 
Rift such as Murchison Falls National Park and Queen 

7National Budget Speech, Financial Year 2012/13

Elizabeth National Park. These products are centred 
on photographic tourism. There is need to improve and 
diversify tourism products in Karamoja in order to make 
it a more attractive tourism destination. Innovative 
tourism products suitable for Karamoja may include: hand 
gliding, sites of archaeological importance, bird watching, 
mountain climbing and biking, home visits/cultural tourism 
meant to increase understanding and appreciation of the 
Karimojong traditional way of life, etc.

As the number of tourists visiting Karamoja increases and 
the places they visit in the region diversify, there will be 
need to improve the available accommodation and also 
increase the options available. Of particular importance 
will be the availability and quality of mid-market options 
for accommodation. The availability of camping sites and 
facilities will also be important.

F. Infrastructure Development

One of the major challenges to tourism in Karamoja is 
the state of the roads into and in the region. Many of the 
roads are impassable during the wet season. Although 
government has identified roads that it intends to upgrade 
this financial year for the benefit of the tourism sector, none 
of them is located in Karamoja.7 Therefore, access to the 
tourism assets in Karamoja is likely to remain difficult for 
the foreseeable future; although government has identified 
roads to upgrade for tourism purposes in Karamoja (Figure 
2). Not only is the state of roads poor, they lack adequate 
signs to offer tourists directions.

Figure 3: Tourism roads proposed for 
improvement in Karamoja

Source: Uganda Wildlife Authority

Karamoja has yet to be connected to the national electricity 
grid, although efforts to do so recently began. Therefore, 
investors in the tourism sector in Karamoja have to rely 
primarily on generators, which raise the costs of doing 
business and decrease the competitiveness of enterprises 
and Karamoja as a tourism destination. The Ministry of 
Tourism, Wildlife & Heritage (MTWH) has prepared a joint 
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proposal with the Rural Electricity Agency (REA) to extend 
electricity to all protected areas in Uganda (Ministry of 
Tourism, Wildlife & Heritage, 2012a).

G. Stakeholder Coordination and    
 Partnerships

The tourism sector in Karamoja has a number of 
stakeholders – government (MTWH, Uganda Wildlife 
Authority, National Forestry Authority, Uganda Tourism 
Board, and Presidential Initiative on Sustainable Tourism 
in Uganda), private sector (Association of Uganda Tour 
Operators), district local governments, local communities, 
non-governmental organisations, and development 
partners. The operations of these stakeholders in Karamoja 
are mostly uncoordinated. For example, whereas the 
Uganda Wildlife Authority wishes to re-establish and 
protect wildlife corridors between protected areas in 
Karamoja, some of the efforts by development partners 
to promote crop cultivation for food security in Karamoja 
are being carried out in these wildlife corridors. Not only 
does this disrupt crucial wildlife migrations and frustrate 
the potential for community benefit from tourism, it also 
undermines food security due to wildlife crop raiding.

In order for tourism to make a sustainable impact at 
community level in Karamoja, partnerships between 
various stakeholders will be crucial. Each of the various 
stakeholders will bring unique attributes to any partnership. 
Communities are the indigenous custodians of the tourism 
assets. Government is responsible for ensuring an 
enabling environment in terms of policy and infrastructure. 
The private sector brings the necessary investment and 
market experience. Non-governmental organisations 
and development partners often offer crucial technical 
and financial support to ensure sustainable partnerships. 
Although tourism stakeholder partnerships currently 
exist in other areas of Uganda (especially south-western 
Uganda), they are yet to be implemented in Karamoja.

V A PILOT COMMUNITY TOURISM  
 ENTERPRISE IN KARAMOJA

As wildlife populations recover elsewhere in Karamoja, 
many opportunities for wildlife-linked tourism will no doubt 
emerge. In the short term, however, Kidepo Valley National 
Park (KVNP) represents the only tourism asset in the region 
where wildlife populations are large and diverse enough 
to support a competitive tourism cluster. Developing a 
pilot community enterprise in the form of a tourism lodge 
inside the KVNP is therefore recommended. This should 
demonstrate the potential of high yield community tourism 
but would require some innovation from the Uganda 
Wildlife Authority (UWA). 

Currently, the tourism offering in KVNP consists of two 
types of product. On the one hand, UWA itself operates 
8There are a limited number of examples where community associations have opted not only to finance and develop but also to operate and market 
tourism lodges. Given the lack of skills and experience in Karamoja, this option is not recommended for KVNP.

limited-service bungalows and campsites; on the other, 
a private firm operates the park’s flagship product, 
Apoka Lodge, under a concession agreement with 
UWA. The proposed pilot enterprise would extend the 
concession model currently applied at Apoka by building 
on successful examples elsewhere in Africa where park 
authorities have awarded development and user rights 
inside parks to neighbouring communities. In these 
models, the concession-holding communities, who 
typically lack resources and expertise, have generally 
appointed experienced private firms as development and 
management partners.8 Given the conditions in Karamoja, 
there are two variants that could be considered for KVNP.

A. Option 1

The first option sees UWA awarding a long-term ‘head 
concession’ in KVNP to a community wildlife association 
representing a group of neighbouring residents. In such 
an arrangement, the ‘head-concession’ would authorize 
the community association to develop, maintain, operate 
and market a tourism lodge and associated activities at a 
suitable site in the KVNP. The community association would 
then use a competitive bidding process overseen by UWA 
(with appropriate technical support form experienced non-
governmental organisations and development partners) to 
procure the services of a suitably qualified private firm, 
who would, in turn, be contracted using a ‘sub-concession’ 
agreement stipulating the key terms of the appointment. 

The scope of the services required from the private firm 
should be agreed early in the process. Most often, the 
private partner finances, develops, maintains, operates 
and markets the lodge to an agreed standard. In some 
cases, the community association raises the finance and 
develops the lodge infrastructure itself before appointing a 
private firm to equip, operate and market the facility. In the 
latter case, the community association generally receives 
a larger rent from the operator but also carries a larger risk 
because it has raised the capital invested in the lodge. In 
both variants, the private firm:

A cottage at Il Ngwesi Community Lodge  in northern Kenya
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• pays a competitive fee to the community association, 
which spends the income according to a pre-agreed 
distribution plan (and, in some cases, shares an 
agreed percentage with the park authority);

• implements a community benefit programme 
including the training and employment of 
community members; the transfer of vocational and 
management skills; and the procurement of goods 
and services from local suppliers; and

• transfers the lodge back to the community 
association at the end of the operating period (the 
community association then has the option to extend 
the arrangement or to take over the management of 
the facility itself).

B. Option 2

The second option resembles the first in all respects 
but one: instead of awarding a ‘head concession’ to a 
community wildlife association, UWA would award it to 
local government (acting through the lowest appropriate 
level), which would then offer a ‘sub-concession’ to a 

private partner on similar terms to the scenario sketched 
above. In this variation, local government essentially acts 
as the custodian of community interests. The obligations of 
the private partner remain the same but local government 
would, amongst other things, collect and distribute fees 
from the private firm according to a pre-agreed plan (which 
ensures the bulk of the income generated from the lodge 
is spent in the local community). 

C.  Comparative Evaluation 

Option 1 ensures strong community participation because 
the concession is vested at the most local level in a 
community wildlife association, which selects, appoints 
and manages the private partner. But it requires a 
relatively high degree of organizational capacity because 
the community association must enter into a sophisticated 
set of legal, financial and commercial relationships with 
UWA and a private firm. Given local capacity deficits, 
this type of arrangement generally requires a high level 

of technical and facilitation support from well-resourced 
outside agencies. It also creates additional risk for the 
private sector because the rights of the private investor 
are derived from their community partner (with whom they 
have a contract) and not directly from government. Given 
fears that community entities are generally unstable with 
weak capacity, this leads to perceptions of increased risk 
for potential private sector partners.

Option 2 has the advantage that it reduces the perception 
of risk because the private firm enters into an agreement 
with a local government entity and not a community 
association (the former is generally perceived to be 
more stable than the latter). It may also reduce the high 
transaction costs and institutional problems that often 
beset community organizations because it relies on a 
government entity to structure, monitor and, if necessary, 
enforce the empowerment performance of the private 
partner. But it remains vulnerable to the inefficiencies and 
capacity deficits of local government and may become 
prey to political interference and interception of rents.

The two options should be further considered as the 
most appropriate arrangement is selected during the 
planning phase of the proposed pilot community tourism 
enterprise. 

VI CONCLUSIONS &     
 RECOMMENDATIONS

A. Conclusions

With its rich endowment of wildlife and forest protected 
areas, Karamoja has significant potential for a revival 
of tourism. As insecurity and poaching declines, wildlife 
populations are recovering inside and outside protected 
areas. Over time, this trend should create the conditions 
for new tourism products that – if developed appropriately 
– could help diversify livelihood options in the region. The 
legal, policy and institutional conditions to support the re-
emergence of a thriving tourism economy in Karamoja 
are also largely in place. But the rebuilding of wildlife 
stocks comes off a low base and, in most areas outside 
KVNP, the recovery will require several years to reach the 
critical threshold needed to support viable photographic 

Elephants in Kidepo Valley National Park

A tent at Thakadu River Community Lodge in Madikwe Game Reserve, 
South Africa    Source: African Safari Lodge Foundation
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tourism and its lucrative support services. Therefore, 
planned investment in rebuilding wildlife stocks outside 
KVNP in the short-term could significantly enhance the re-
emergence of a thriving tourism economy in Karamoja in 
the medium to long-term. Challenges such as the state 
of the region’s roads also remain a major impediment if 
Karamoja’s medium to long-term tourism potential is to be 
realised.

concession rights in protected areas and devolving 
wildlife user rights in community wildlife areas. The 
likely impact of these rights-based initiatives would 
be to encourage local attitudes towards conservation 
of the region’s tourism assets and provide incentives 
for investment in community tourism enterprises. 
For example, sport hunting revenue generated in 
community wildlife areas in Karamoja estimated to 
amount to US$ 117,539 in 2009 and 2010 would 
have a much greater local impact if it was received 
by community wildlife associations and managed by 
their development funds, as opposed to UWA.

• Given the current conditions in Karamoja, the 
immediate development of a pilot community-
owned eco-lodge in KVNP structured along the lines 
suggested in Section VI above is recommended. The 
project should demonstrate a new way of structuring 
viable tourism concessions in protected areas that 
deliver high levels of benefit to local residents. 
The pilot project should draw on the extensive 
experience of similar arrangements in countries 
such as Namibia, Mozambique, South Africa and 
Kenya. If successful, it will not only establish a best-
practice example in KVNP but also pave the way 
for similar projects at other locations in Karamoja 
as wildlife populations continue to recover and 
conditions for photographic tourism improve. 

• Government agencies such as UTB, UWA and 
NFA should focus on a livelihoods approach to the 
management of tourism assets in Karamoja that 
maximizes benefits for communities. One way to 
do this would be through integrated cattle breeding 
and wildlife tourism projects in wildlife reserves and 
community wildlife areas. The compatibility and 
profitability of both projects on the same piece of 
land has been successfully demonstrated in the 
semi-arid lands of northern Kenya, and can serve 
as a source for regional livestock restocking and 
commercial meat production as well as a source of 
tourism revenue for communities. With logical land-
use zoning in community wildlife areas to minimize 
human-wildlife conflict, tourism-based land uses have 
the potential to demonstrate effective, competitive 
and low-impact mechanisms to deliver sustainable 
economic benefit to communities in Karamoja. Given 
the weak record of state-centred management of 
tourism assets in Karamoja, community tourism 
enterprises managed by community organisations 
in partnership with the private sector and based on 
legally established tenure rights could be one way 
to operationalise the livelihoods approach.

• UWA should step up efforts to document the visibly 
increasing occurrence, both in terms of variety 
and population, of wildlife in protected areas and 
on communal land in Karamoja. To supplement 
these efforts and enhance value addition to existing 
tourism assets in Karamoja, UWA should seek the 
immediate support of development partners and non-
governmental organisations to increase investment 

In the short-term, KVNP, with its sufficient concentrations 
of wildlife, especially the large charismatic species 
favoured by photographic tourists, can support high-
value tourism development. The park already supports a 
viable, albeit small, tourism cluster and has the potential 
to support further development in the immediate future. 
Here conditions appear conducive for a model community 
tourism project designed to demonstrate the benefits 
of tourism at community level. The project will require 
innovative thinking and partnerships between various 
stakeholders including the local community, the state 
(in the form of UWA and local government), the private 
sector, non-governmental organisations and development 
partners (who will be required to offer crucial technical 
and financial support). If successfully implemented, such 
a project could show the way for similar high-impact 
community tourism projects as infrastructure and tourism 
assets are improved elsewhere in the region.

B. Recommendations

• A multi-stakeholder effort involving government, 
development partners, experienced NGOs and 
the private sector should be made to organise and 
empower communities in Karamoja to benefit from 
the region’s vast tourism assets. The creation of 
community wildlife associations and development 
funds may be one way through which this benefit 
can be institutionalised and shared via community 
tourism enterprises.

• Once credible and representative community 
organisations have been created, UWA and NFA 
should consider empowering them by offering 

A cottage at Buffalo Ridge Community Lodge in Madikwe Game 
Reserve, South Africa.       Source: African Safari Lodge Foundation
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in rebuilding wildlife stocks in wildlife reserves and 
community wildlife areas through translocation. 
This will significantly enhance the re-emergence 
of a thriving tourism economy in Karamoja in the 
medium to long-term, and also offer one way to 
increase local interest in wildlife conservation and 
strengthen the basis for community tourism as a 
viable option for local economic development in 
Karamoja.

• Based on the variety and distribution of tourism 
assets in Karamoja and their growing value, 
government should invest in and actively promote 
Karamoja in the medium and long-term as Uganda’s 
other major tourism frontier, in addition to the current 
focus on the Albertine Rift.
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ANNEX 1: LAND USE INSIDE AND OUTSIDE PROTECTED AREAS IN 
KARAMOJA
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Maendeleo ya Jamii (MYJ) is a multi-disciplinary, not-for-profit organization incorporated in Uganda and the United States 
of America. The organization is appropriately named after the mission for which it was founded: Maendeleo ya Jamii is 
best translated from its Swahili origins as Community Development. It strives to transform rural and urban communities 
drawing from international experiences and perspectives in a way that influences public policy and management. Its 
focus is on spheres critical to community development such as agriculture, public health, environment and natural 
resources, public management, information technology, and organizational development.

MYJ has experience working with communities using partnership and rights-based approaches. This experience with 
communities includes: imparting entrepreneurial outlooks and skills; supporting the creation of community organisations 
for land and business management; supporting community-driven accountability in public service delivery and natural 
resource management; building the policy advocacy capacity of community organisations; establishing community 
enterprises and expanding community assets; creating community development funds; proposing sustainable benefit 
sharing mechanisms for natural resources; supporting the creation of unique community business models and plans; 
carrying out community training in business management; providing experiential learning; and facilitating the building of 
valuable community relationships with various partners.

MYJ’s research, support and advocacy efforts include working with urban and rural communities. MYJ organizes urban 
communities to address specific local governance and livelihood issues in both relatively affluent and disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods. It also works with pastoralist, agro-pastoralist, and agricultural communities in tropical, arid and semi-
arid rural environments. In all the communities where it works, MYJ believes in fostering close working relationships with 
cultural and local government leaders by soliciting and encouraging participation, thereby securing the necessary buy-in 
to successfully implement sustainable change.

MYJ is a growing repository for multi-disciplinary experience and continues to play an important role in studying, 
demonstrating and promoting community development through participatory and creative approaches.
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The ASLF is a not-for-profit company with an independent board of directors. It is incorporated under Section 21 of 
the South African Companies Act, registered as a Public Benefit Organization, and enjoys tax-exempt status from the 
South African Revenue Service. The ASLF is in good standing and fully compliant with all the requirements governing 
its operations.

The ASLF works mainly in South Africa, Namibia and Mozambique, and participates in various African and global 
networks to implement a development program designed to enhance the positive contribution of safari lodges and 
other forms of tourism to rural livelihoods. The ASLF assists rural communities to integrate positively with the tourism 
and conservation sectors through an approach that emphasizes (public and private) partnerships based on local rights 
and assets. Such asset building and integration can play an important role in diversifying rural livelihoods and restoring 
human dignity in some of the poorest regions of Africa.

Over the last decade and a half, the ASLF has successfully researched the safari lodge sector, promoted many pilot 
projects (including lodge developments), supported public policy and institutional development, participated in regional 
and global knowledge networks, and implemented training programs designed to build skills for rural residents while 
encouraging broader transformation of the tourism and conservation economies.

The ASLF emphasizes a rights-based approach to build assets and improve the livelihoods of rural households. As 
such, it is a strategic intervention designed to shift conditions in a tourism subsector with exceptionally high potential 
for poverty reduction. Much has been achieved over the last decade and the approach advocated by the ASLF is now 
widely recognized in southern and east Africa. Several pilot projects – in South Africa, Namibia and, more recently, 
Mozambique – demonstrating community ownership of land and capital assets are in place; training programs have 
successfully built the skills of local residents for senior employment; some government agencies have adopted (or are in 
the process of developing) progressive policies; and many private firms see community partnerships as central to their 
future expansion in the tourism sector.
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