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A flood of fecal discharge seeping into slummy households may be the first thing visitors 
see as they enter the neighbouring parishes of Kasubi (Rubaga Division) and Kawaala 
(Kawempe Division) in Kampala, equatorial Uganda’s capital. 
 Here and there, residents use plastic basins to bail the watery liquid out of their 
squalid structures, only to see more seep back in. Footpaths to the households are often 
submerged, forcing barefoot residents to wade into their homes, not far from where the 
city’s northern bypass is under construction. 

Small, flat-topped undulating hills, swampy valleys, and occasional plains 
between the hills characterize most of Kampala. According to the 2002 census, over 
40 000 people live on about 450 000 hectares in Kasubi and Kawaala. This is one of the 
most densely populated and poorest parts of the city of 2 million people. Piped water, 
sewage lines, electricity, and garbage collection are all a nightmare here.  

About 300 000 hectares are used for small-scale agriculture — raising a few 
animals and growing maize, beans, and amatooke (green banana plants) on the fertile 
hillsides and growing amayuni (yams) in the marshland valleys. Education, health, and 
socioeconomic institutions occupy a small percentage of the land; the rest is conserved as 
wetland, forests, and other environmental preserves. There are no heavy industries in the 
area, and even light industries are minimal. 
 “The situation has never been good here. The building of the by-pass has, 
however, worsened it by blocking the few drainage channels we had around,” said Maria 
Namuddu, 67, a resident here since 1970. 
 “When the rain comes, it brings more curse than respite,” she added.  
 Namuddu also pointed to the heaps of vegetative garbage that the residents dump 
everywhere every day, and on which some domestic animals feed. She talked about the 
plastics that litter the ground, further degrading the environment.  
 
The Kasubi–Kawaala project 
 
All this is set to change soon, when the Kasubi–Kawaala Focus City project takes off. 
The scheme is one of nine projects in the Focus Cities research initiative of the 
International Development Research Centre’s (IDRC) Urban Poverty and Environment 
program. Under the CA$1.2-million initiative, Kasubi–Kawaala residents will seek ways 
to turn their floods, garbage, plastics, and other environmental burdens into development 
opportunities. Other similar IDRC projects are taking place in Dakar (Senegal), Jakarta 
(Indonesia), Colombo (Sri Lanka), and Moreno (Argentina). Four more cities are yet to 
be chosen. 

A team of local experts will work with communities to turn wastes into useful 
material for urban agriculture and other income-generating activities. In Kampala, the 
experts will include Makerere University researchers Shuaib Lwasa (urban planning), 
George Nasinyama (contaminants studies), and Moses Tenywa (floods and waste re-use 
and recycling) and Kampala City Council technocrats Proscovia Mwesigwa Owino Yeyi 
(agricultural extension), Joseph Ssemambo (urban planning), and Richard Kibuuka 
(economist). Other members of the team are Prain Gordon (urban harvest), Nancy 



Karanja (urban harvest), Maria Kaweesi (environmental alert), and John Musisi, senior 
agriculture officer at the Ministry of Agriculture, Animal Industries and Fisheries. Lwasa 
will be the overall coordinator while Nasinyama carries out laboratory tests to determine 
levels of pollution in wells, garbage heaps, and foodstuffs. 

According to Lwasa, “The aim is to turn environmental burdens into livelihood 
strategies through waste recycling and reuse. The water wells in the area too are 
contaminated, so we are looking into the issue of safe water,” he added. 

Lwasa said the team is going to work with the community to determine how to 
use the waste safely. “We shall look into the contamination levels and see how the waste 
can be treated using locally available means. We shall also carry out feasibility and cost 
studies, assess markets, and estimate returns for agriculture and other income 
generation,” he said. 

“We also have to think of people’s psychological preparedness for the 
innovations. For instance, how will people perceive high-value vegetables grown on the 
human waste composite?” he noted. 
 
The project time scale 
 
The project launch is set for August 2006 and the implementation period is 42 months. 
The first 9 months will be devoted to diagnostic studies. The poverty situation and the 
environmental burdens will be assessed, and the existing innovations and livelihood 
strategies of the communities documented. 

The next 12 months will involve testing candidate technologies, learning from the 
communities and vice-versa, and generating the information necessary for policy review. 
After that, we expect full-blown community involvement in eradicating the filth, 
improving sanitation, and earning an enhanced livelihood. 
 
Policy and legal impediments 
 
Unfortunately, there might be legal and policy roadblocks. The bill for regulation of 
urban agriculture, for example, is yet to be passed. Designed under Sections 39 and 41 of 
the Local Governments Act, 1997, the regulations bill proposes licensing, control, and 
regulation of urban agriculture. Under the proposed law, people intending to engage in 
commercial urban agriculture must apply for a permit and satisfy Kampala’s City Council 
that raw waste products are disposed of in an environmentally safe way. The regulations 
are intended to control pollution levels, prevent irrigation channels from becoming 
mosquito breeding grounds or sources of water-borne diseases, prevent cruelty to farm 
animals and birds, and regulate the processing of agricultural products, among other 
matters. 

The bill was sent to the Ministry of Justice in 2001, but no feedback has been 
received. The team hopes to engage in advocacy strategies to ensure that the policy and 
legal framework are in place before full implementation of the project. 

 
Hope from the Third World Urban Forum 
 



IDRC invited Ugandan central and local government officials to WUF3 in Vancouver, 
Canada, 19–23 June 2006, in hopes that frank discussions there will pave the way 
forward. As outgoing Kampala mayor, John Ssebaana Kizito, said, “At WUF3 we shall 
meet others with similar problems and learn how they solve them.” 
 
A poetic twist 
 
The late renowned Ugandan poet Okot p’Bitek once wrote, “Do you appreciate the 
beauty / Of my roses? / Or would you rather turn / My flower garden / Into a maize 
shamba?” (from Song of Lawino and Song of Ocol). The Kasubi–Kawaala community 
does not have to make the difficult choice between roses and maize because, at the end of 
the project, they will recover the beauty of their gardens and harvest a livelihood from 
them as well. 
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