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Introduction and overview 

The Republic of Uganda is part of the African 
Great Lakes region and includes a substantial 
portion of Lake Victoria, shared with Kenya 
and Tanzania. More than two-thirds of the 
country is a plateau with more than 75% 
(over 18 million hectares) available for both 
cultivation and pasture. The majority of the 
37.5 million Ugandans (81.6%) live in rural 
areas and growing at a fast rate above 3% per 
year. This means the country’s population is 
getting younger (56% are under the age of 18 
years and 31.4% between 10 - 24 years)1. 

Although Uganda achieved the Millennium 
Development Goal related to income poverty2  

by reducing the later by two thirds, surpass-
ing the 50% reduction target five years ahead 
of schedule, vulnerability to falling back into 

poverty is very high: for every three Ugandans 
who get out of poverty, two fall back in and 
43.3% of Ugandans still live in vulnerable 
households3. There are large and increasing 
regional and rural/urban variations in poverty 
with most impoverished households concen-
trated in the north and the east. Moreover, 
gender inequality persists and women face 
systematic discrimination in access to eco-
nomic opportunities and ownership of assets 
- for instance, although 70% of women are 
engaged in agriculture, less than 20% control 
the outputs and proceeds from their efforts4.

In the past five years till 2016, Uganda’s 
economy faced headwinds, including adverse 
weather, the civil unrest in South Sudan, glob-
al economic uncertainties, and private sector 
credit constraints. As a result the country 
grew at a slower pace at an average annual 
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and the East and Southern Africa Farmers 
Forum (ESAFF-Uganda) seek to highlight that 
– although they are not responsible for caus-
ing climate change – small-scale and family 
farmers have not remained passive victims. 
Despite having limited access to resources, 
knowledge and support from government, 
they are gradually taking practical steps 
towards building climate justice within their 
communities. The report also discusses some 
contradictions in the “adaptation” process 
and suggests some recommendations for 
improvements.

Ugandan Agriculture Sector 

The agriculture sector accounts for 22.2% of 
total GDP and over 50% of the value of total 
exports, whilst the livestock and fisheries 
subsectors contribute respectively to around 
3% and 2% of GDP10. Small-scale farmers 
who produce most of the crops and livestock 
on a subsistence basis dominate it. The sec-
tor employs about 72% of the total labour 
force (formal and informal), 77% of which are 
women, and 63% are youth, mostly residing 
in rural areas11.

The main food crops are bananas, cassava, 
Irish potatoes, sweet potatoes, maize, millet, 
rice, sorghum, beans, and groundnuts, while 
the main cash/export commodities are coffee, 
cotton, tea, tobacco, and sugar. According to 
the FAO, only one-third of the country’s arable 
land is under cultivation, and the Govern-
ment has placed emphasis on increasing the 
production and productivity of maize, coffee, 
beans, tea, bananas, cassava, and rice as 
strategic crop commodities12. Key challenges 
for the agricultural sector include low yield, 
weather variability, and pests and diseases. 

growth of 4.5%, compared to 7% in the years 
before5. The country has largely untapped 
reserves of both crude oil and natural gas. 
Large public sector infrastructure projects 
continue to be the main driver of economic 
activity, partly on account of the accelerated 
development and construction of oil-related 
infrastructure. Main country’s export income 
includes the following merchandise: coffee, 
gold, fish, oil re-exports, and sugar6.

Uganda’s economy is highly dependent on 
climate-sensitive natural resources, which 
are already negatively impacted on by the 
adverse effects of climate change, and the 
FAO estimates that extreme events, such as 
droughts, have caused losses to agriculture in 
the recent past in the range of 1-7% of GDP7. 
For instance, during the implementation 
period of the MDGs (1993-2013), up to 79% of 
the poverty reduction enjoyed by agricultural 
households were attributed to good weather 
and favourable prices in the international and 
regional markets8. As the effects of climate 
change worsen, the same households impov-
erish again, demonstrating the fragile gains. 
Climate change is therefore a major chal-
lenge to food and agricultural development in 
Uganda9.

This research looks at how small-scale and 
family farmers, the most affected by climate 
change in the countryside, respond to the 
effects of climate change in Uganda. The field 
study was conducted in Mubende and Muko-
no districts where farmers are implementing 
innovative practices to “adapt” to the chang-
es that have been affecting their farming 
activities and livelihoods. By commissioning 
this research, La Via Campesina Southern 
and East Africa (LVC-SEA), Africa Contact (AC) 
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responding to market needs) and transform-
ing smallholders farmers into commercial 
farmers”14. It is therefore clear that for the 
government, one of the main barriers to agri-
cultural productivity growth at the smallhold-
er level is seen as a limited use of intermedi-
ate inputs, such as so-called improved seeds 
and fertilizers15. The Ministry of Agriculture, 
Animal Industry and Fisheries (MAAIF) thereby 
plans to strengthen farmer organisations, as 
well as increase its partnerships with private 
actors to promote the integration of small-
holder farmers into larger value chains to 
achieve alleged agricultural transformation. 

According to the FAO, Uganda enjoys a fa-
vourable climate and relatively good soils, 
and the country is endowed with significant 
amounts of surface water. Temperatures typ-
ically vary only a few degrees above or below 
23°C, and most areas receive adequate rains 
to allow for two cropping seasons a year. 
However, in recent years, repeated dry spells 
characterised the seasons, and extended lean 
periods lowered crop and livestock productiv-
ity. This has led to the erosion of livelihoods 
as households sold some of their productive 
assets to acquire food. With the continuing re-
ality of climate change, the food and nutrition 
security situation is likely to worsen.

Climate Change 

Average annual temperature has increased 
by 1.3°C since 1960 and there will be a pro-
jected increase between 1.0°C and 3.1°C and 
increases in annual rainfall by the 2060s16. 
Changing temperature patterns in Uganda 
have been linked to more frequent and lon-
ger lasting droughts and, consequently, the 
increased death of cattle. Negative impacts 
have been felt in other areas too, including 
hydroelectricity production and crop produc-

Other challenges include low value addition 
to agricultural produce and limited market 
access, weak implementation of agricultural 
laws and policies, and weak public agricultur-
al institutions.

In line with the country’s commitments to the 
Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Develop-
ment Programme (CAADP), Uganda aims to 
“transform” the agriculture sector from peas-
ant to so-called “modern” sector in order to 
make it “profitable, competitive and sustain-
able and provide food and income security to 
the people of Uganda” within 30 years13. 

The focus is to achieve this through mecha-
nization, introduction of modern irrigation 
systems, continued investment in technology 
improvement through research for so-called 
improved seeds, breeds and stocking mate-
rials, and investment in the development of 
fertilizer and agro-based industry. Others are 
reform of the extension system, improving 
access to information, and strengthening 
the legal, regulatory and institutional frame-
works.

The National Development Plan (NDPII, 
2015/16 – 2019/20) operationalizes the 
Vision 2024 over a five-year period, while 
the Agriculture Sector Strategic Plan (ASSP, 
2015/16-2019/20) follows on from the Ag-
riculture Sector Development Strategy and 
Investment Plan (DSIP, 2010/11 – 2014/15) 
in articulating the agriculture component of 
national development. The ASSP’s mission is: 
“Transforming the sector from subsistence 
farming to commercial agriculture”. A key 
priority within this vision of agriculture is “to 
increase productivity by 50% for 12 priori-
ty commodities and transform subsistence 
farmers (growing for consumption) into enter-
prise farmers (growing for consumption and 

13 Uganda Vision 2040
14 MAAIF, 2015
15 idem.
16 McSweeney et al., 2010
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activities focusing on agriculture, energy and 
water. These included community tree grow-
ing; land degradation management; strength-
ening meteorological services; community 
water and sanitation; water for production; 
drought adaptation; vectors, pests and dis-
ease control; indigenous knowledge and 
natural resource management and climate 
change and development planning. 

Although the implementation of the initiative 
led by the Ministry of Water and Environment 
(MWE) did not last more than a year due to 
funding availability, the NAPA set the content 
and issues for other sector interventions. For 
example, Orindi (2013) highlights that NAPA 
has achieved its objectives by default as many 
sectors including agriculture have more or 
less addressed what is outlined in the NAPA 
without knowing that they were actually con-
tributing to NAPA implementation.

In 2012 was formulated the National Climate 
Change Policy (NCCP). The process of formu-
lating a new National Climate Change Policy 
was driven by the then newly established 
Climate Change Unit (CCU) located within 
MWE and financially supported by internation-
al development agencies, including the EU, 
DFID, DANIDA, the World Bank, and the World 
Food Program (WFP). Since, the CCU has been 
upgraded to a departmental level under the 
MWE, and a National Meteorological Author-
ity established also at department level20. 
The policy recognises the need to act upon a 
number of sector-specific priorities to increase 
the resilience of the country’s development 
path to the impacts of climate change and to 
contribute to the reduction of atmospheric 
greenhouse gas emissions. A significant inno-
vation of the policy is its adoption of a sector 
approach: it emphasises the importance 
of adaptation, particularly in those sectors 
considered vulnerable to climate change 

tion. Evidence available also indicates that 
climate change in Uganda creates conditions 
which favour the spread of human, crop and 
livestock pests and diseases, including areas 
where they were originally non-existent17. The 
high population growth rate further put pres-
sure on the land, resulting in the country’s 
increased difficulty to cope with the exac-
erbating impact of climate change on food 
insecurity and poverty.

As a result, the government has established 
various projects and programmes including 
design of policies, plans and interventions 
to combat climate change in Uganda. As an 
LDC with low emissions and high vulnerabil-
ity to climate impacts, Uganda’s priority is 
adaptation. The country works on reducing 
vulnerability and addressing adaptation in ag-
riculture and livestock, forestry, infrastructure 
(with an emphasis on human settlements, 
social infrastructure and transport), water, 
energy, health, and disaster risk manage-
ment. Sustainable Land Management (SLM) 
and Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) are to 
be scaled up to increase resilience at the 
grassroots level18.

National Strategy and Policies 
related to Climate Change

In 2007, Uganda issued its National Adapta-
tion Programme of Action (NAPA), based on 
its commitment to address climate change 
impacts as a signatory to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC). NAPA is regarded as the first cli-
mate change policy in Uganda19 and provided 
a working framework for adaptation, directly 
addressing the challenges posed by climate 
change and setting priorities for supporting 
adaptation efforts. The Programme identified 
nine adaptation priority areas with project 

17 Environmental Alert, 2010
18 Irish Aid, 2016
19 Friis-Hansen et al., 2013
20 Kabesiime et al., 2015
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agricultural planning frameworks24. Agricul-
tural policies have incorporated adaptation 
measures such as control of flooding, control 
of water logging, control of water scarcity for 
animals, soil and water conservation practic-
es, and preservation of fish species and use of 
local indigenous knowledge among others . 
The recent ASSAP recognises the effects of cli-
mate change, characterised by erratic weath-
er patterns, on agricultural production and 
productivity, and advocates for mainstream-
ing adaptation of agricultural technologies 
and practices to climate change in all sector 
programmes26. 

To accelerate productivity, the government 
argues for the “use of ecologically sound 
agricultural research and climate change 
resilient technologies and practices across […] 
identified priority and strategic commodities”. 
Working hand-in-hand with the National Agri-
cultural Research System (NARS), smallholder 
farmers are to undertake so-called climate 
smart adaptation actions with particular 
attention to “climate smart nutrient enriched 
breeds; improved high yielding crop varieties 
and livestock breeds; nutrient fortified and 
transgenic crops (for bananas, maize, Irish po-
tatoes);  […] disease, pest and drought resis-
tant varieties”, alongside of mention of water 
harvesting; conservation agriculture; agro-for-
estry; and integrated soil fertility manage-
ment. Furthermore, the MAAIF is committed 
to developing and facilitating a policy and 
regulatory framework for development and 
uptake of biotechnology in agriculture.

Analysis of policies

Policies are formulated through top-down ap-
proaches: Social movements, NGOs and local 
governments are minimally involved while 

including Agriculture and Livestock, Water, 
Fisheries and Aquaculture, Transport and 
Works, Wetlands, Health, Energy, Tourism and 
Wildlife, Human Settlements and Infrastruc-
ture, Disaster Risk Reduction and Forestry21. 

When climate change events are declared “di-
sasters”, such as floods, droughts, epidemics 
and earthquakes, the 2010 National Disaster 
Preparedness and Management Policy (NDP-
MP) dictates the response of the government, 
namely the Ministry of Disaster Prepared-
ness, under the Office of the Prime Minister. 
The overall goal of the policy is to reduce 
vulnerability levels, risk mitigation, disaster 
prevention, preparedness, effective response 
and recovery in a manner that integrates 
disaster risk management with development 
planning and programming22. The policy aims 
at creating an integrated and multi-sectori-
al approach to planning, preparedness and 
management of disasters. Like the NCCP, the 
NDPMP policy also provides an implementa-
tion structure from the national to the village 
level. Most of the structures have been estab-
lished in some parts of the country, especially 
those most prone to disasters. These struc-
tures are expected to function at all times, 
but they do not reportedly, due to funding 
constraints. However, they are usually re-acti-
vated in times of disasters23. 

Other existing policies that directly or indi-
rectly address climate change include the 
National Environment Management Policy, 
Forestry Policy, and National Policy for the 
Conservation and Management of Wetland 
Resources among others, with the main ob-
jective of achieving poverty reduction through 
environmentally sustainable development as 
enshrined in the country Vision for 2040. 
Climate change has also been integrated into 

21  idem.
22 NDPMP, 2010
23 Kabesiime et al., 2015
24 Hepworth, 2010
25 Ampaire et al., 2015
26 MAAIF, 2015
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Such an implementation strategy, where 
central ministries create projects and control 
finance, while districts are reduced to becom-
ing implementing partners, is not likely to 
provide a cost-effective environment for rural 
climate change adaptation. Analysis from 
IIED further highlights the absence of climate 
change monitoring and evaluation frame-
works, systems and indicators, which curtains 
Uganda’s ability to track progress on address-
ing climate change33.

Central government tend to be upwardly 
accountable, i.e. to external donors, and to re-
spond to large-scale natural disasters, in par-
ticular when they are widely exposed in the 
media. However it is not adequately equipped 
to understand and respond to ‘everyday’ 
climate change hazards that have significant 
impacts on the rural population. In this con-
text, it is not surprising that the emphasis 
has been put on so-called advanced climate 
smart agriculture solutions pushed by global 
powerful players to the detriment of peasant 
farmers and rural communities. 

Detrimental and inadequate climate change 
solutions proposed

National policy has failed to take into ac-
count both the indigenous knowledge of local 
population to adapt to shocks and stresses, 
and the socio-economic disparities which 
determine to which extent different segments 
of the population, in particularly women, 
are affected by climate change. Instead, 
the government is ever more determined 
to transform agriculture into a commercial 
venture and facilitate the implementation of 
so-called climate smart agriculture solutions, 
reliant on bio-technologies divorced from the 

local communities are largely excluded27. Cli-
mate change policies tend to be mainly imple-
mented through central ministries and NGOs 
using project-based parallel structures28. 
This contravenes the comprehensive decen-
tralisation reform that Uganda undertook in 
1993 and a second wave of reforms in 2000 
aiming at deepening democracy and creating 
new local institutions better linking end-users 
to government services. Linkages between 
government ministries, departments and 
other actors seems to also suffer from a lack 
of harmonisation and coordination, resulting 
in duplication of roles and further limiting 
the resources available for implementation29. 
Local government bodies in Uganda would 
therefore be well-placed political institutions 
capable of examining and discussing climate 
change hazards and creating an enabling 
environment that allows rural citizens to 
adapt30. Instead, the de facto approach taken 
by the central government translates in a 
lack of financial resources allocated to local 
government’s budgets. While the NCCP em-
braced the local government system as the 
key implementation modality, a closer look 
reveals that the implementation plan does 
not include a mechanism for the transfer of 
funds for local government climate change 
activities. As a consequence local government 
politicians have by and large remained inac-
tive in fully implementing the NCCP. Further-
more, the content of the policies appear to be 
widely dictated by outside donors and often 
the outcome of a top-down global agenda, 
rather than the results of a participatory 
planning process and political struggles 
within district councils31. This leads to limited 
discussion of the content of and driving forces 
behind climate change adaptation in national 
policies32. 

27 Ampaire et al., 2015
28 Friis-Hansen et al., 2013
29 Ampaire et al., 2015
30 Friis-Hansen et al., 2015
31 Idem
32 Friis-Hansen et al. 2013
33 Kabesiime et al. 2015
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transportation of the materials to be used 
from one point to another, inducing poten-
tially prohibitive transportation costs. In some 
areas, indigenous knowledge is disappearing 
because of lack of orientation on their use 
and there is no documentation that they 
can read to understand their practicability. 
Farmers and pastoralists could also benefit 
from access to sub-county or district specific 
seasonal or rainfall results - for instance the 
Uganda Meteorology Department only pre-
dicts the likely rainfall and weather patterns 
at regional level which results are shared in 
the media but do not generate district specific 
results.

Findings

There is a fierce debate in the literature 
“about the relative importance for different 
societies of mitigation, which addresses the 
drivers of climate change, versus adaptation, 
which considers the measures necessary to 
accommodate such changes35”. While ac-
knowledging the relevance of that debate, 
which addresses the issue of responsibility – 
the ‘polluter pays’ principle – it is not the aim 
of this report to engage with or review such 
a debate. There is, however, the recognition 
that significant attention has been focused on 
actions to mitigate and less on adaptation to 
climate change.

The starting point and assumption is that, in 
many countries and regions in Africa, small-
scale food producers living in rural areas – the 
peasantry - can no longer wait for the debate 
to conclude to find practical responses to the 
changing climate, which evidence shows is 
drastically affecting their farming practices 
and subsistence. In order to maintain their 
livelihoods, farmers have had no other alter-
natives but to respond, adapt, and achieve a 
certain level of resilience, since their technical 
knowledge and economic conditions (and 

realities of the country’s family farmers and 
pastoralists, as well as viable strategies to 
fight climate change. With this view, MAAIF 
and MWE are currently developing a Climate 
Smart Agriculture Programme for 2015-
2025 to achieve the objectives stated in the 
recent ASSP, though it seems to have so far 
remained at the level of draft. This responds 
to a global trend, which sees agriculture as 
an industry with the sole purpose of increas-
ing profits through maximum productivity to 
the detriment of both the population and the 
environment. 

Yet studies by farmer’s organisations such as 
ESAFF-Uganda, have highlighted how rural 
population are already coping with the effects 
of climate change. These indigenous practic-
es, inherited over generation, are often adopt-
ed without a comprehensive understanding 
of what climate change is, but to respond to 
its effects. Women, as the main producers of 
food for the family, are often the custodians 
of that knowledge.  These methods include, 
but are not limited to (examples have been 
taken from studies in the Soroti and Mubende 
districts, as well as organizational data from 
(PLEASE ADD OTHER districts)): mulching; 
mixed farming; intercropping; crop diversifi-
cation; digging trenches; conserving crops; 
cultivation of wet lands for growing greens 
fetching water for animals; crop rotation; 
afforestation; use of stocked dried grass to 
feed animals; compost manure/using animal 
droppings; planting crops more tolerant to 
drought; changing the timing of planting; 
planting early maturing varieties of crops; 
changing diets to cope with climate variabil-
ity34. However financial constraints or loss of 
knowledge are affecting their ability to use 
such practices. 

Some of the practices used can indeed be 
very costly to farmers that survive on meagre 
resources - for example, mulching requires 

34 ESAFF Uganda, 2015
35 Muller, 2007
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Mukono and Mubende are situated in what 
is known as the “V climate zone”39, which 
is characterised by rainfall averaging about 
1125 mm per annum with precipitation dis-
tributed between 90 to 130 days. In this zone 
rainfall peaks are evident from April to May, 
and September to November, and dry sea-
sons occur in June and July (with a less severe 
dry period between December and Febru-
ary)40. According to farmers in those districts, 
in the past the rainfall season used to be in 
January.

Almost all farmers interviewed in the two dis-
tricts revealed that they have been observing 
changes in relation to rainfalls, soils erosion 
and reduction of crop yields. A total of around 
30 participants were interviewed in both dis-
tricts, including two-group/collective discus-
sion (around 60% of participants were men). 

A local government official in Mubende re-
vealed that the district was experiencing 
shorter rain periods and extreme events such 
as floods, hailstorm and emergence of new 
pests. He went on to say that ‘old’ pests are 
becoming harder to treat, which causes re-
ductions in productivity for major crops such 
as maize, and livestock41.

Cultivated crops

Mukono district lies within two agroecological 
zones, namely the intensive banana-coffee 
system and the banana-millet-cotton sys-
tem42. Mubende district is considered to be 
one of the major producers of maize, ground-
nuts and cassava43. Other common farming 

responsibility) too often limit their ability to 
completely mitigate climate change.

Susanne C. Moser and Julia A. Ekstromc 
propose a definition of adaptation that in-
volves changes to socio-ecological systems 
in response to actual and expected impact 
of climate change. According to the authors, 
strategy and actions to adapt can range from 
short-term coping to longer-term, deeper 
transformations, aiming at addressing more 
than climate change goals alone, and may 
or may not succeed in moderating harm or 
exploiting beneficial opportunities36.

Study areas, the climate and 
rainfall patterns

The field research of this study was carried 
out in Mubende and Mukono districts in the 
Central Region of Uganda. These districts 
were suggested by ESAFF Uganda, consid-
ering that, on one hand, the districts were 
severely affected by climate change, and on 
the other, farmers27 allied to the East and 
Southern Africa Farmers Forum (ESAFF-Ugan-
da) are making visible progress in implement-
ing sustainable techniques to minimize the 
severe effects of CC38.

In the last few years ESAFF has been training 
its member associations in both districts on 
environment conservation, climate change 
adaptation and mitigation, including on the 
use of new farming techniques, water har-
vesting and conservation, as well as on en-
hancing indigenous practices.

36  Moser and Ekstromc (2010: 22027).
37 In this report  - particularly for the case of Mubende - I am using “farmer” instead of peasant. In a group discussion in Bagezza 
sub-county, participants (a mixture of small and middle-scale producers) stated that they preferred to be treated/referred to as 
farmers since the use of peasant, omunaku in their local language, is related to someone who “doesn’t care”, “doesn’t have any-
thing”, “landless” or “has (access to) land but does want to use it”, “doesn’t want to work”.
38 Interview, ESAFF secretariat (2017).
39 Five zones based  on  climate,  productivity  of  the  land  and human  population  have  been  identified  in  the  country (NEMA, 
1996).
40 Kamanyire, 2000.
41 Interview, Mubende district, Agricultural officer, 2017.
42 Kamanyire, idem
43 ESAFF, 2015.
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ural hazards45”. Another farmer leader from 
Mukono district was able to touch upon some 
of the complexities that explain the causes of 
climate change, such as the use of fossil fuels, 
modes of consumption and over exploitation 
of natural resources. 

Nevertheless, during field work for this study, 
we could observe that there is a differentiat-
ed understanding of the concept of climate 
change and its broader causes and compo-
nents. this  can be explained different educa-
tion levels of participants of this study, their 
level of engagement with the issue of climate 
change itself (as technical discussions are 
mainly limited to specific training programs). 

Social Effects of Climate Change

In Mubende farmers narrated that climate 
change and environmental degradation, 
like the scarcity of trees, have caused youth 
migration to cities, since they can no longer 
build houses due to a lack of easy income 
from farming, limited access to land and lack 
of trees to make charcoal for income gener-
ation. Since the “adaptation” strategy has 
begun relatively recently, it may take some 
time for the youth to realize that income can 
ultimately be earned through agro-ecological 
practice, even in the midst of adverse climatic 
conditions.

Climate Change and gender

Although climate change is undoubtedly 
adverse to both men and women indiscrimi-
nately, women endure the effects of it more 
harshly, since they are “the ones who have to 
walk long distances to get water for domes-
tic use, walk miles to fetch firewood that is 
nowhere available in the surroundings as well 
as making sure that food is secured in the 
households46”. In cases of scarcity of land and 

crops found in Mubende are various varieties 
of beans, banana, coffee, sweet potatoes, 
Irish potatoes, and millet in small quantities. 
At least four of these crops can be seen in 
every family garden. In Mukono further vari-
ety of vegetables, such as cowpeas, tomatoes, 
and pumpkins, can be found, but it is prob-
ably the production of vanilla that differenti-
ates it most from Mubende. 

Most farmers grow perennial crops like coffee, 
banana, cocoa, citrus, mostly for income gen-
eration, and a variety of different food crops 
(banana, yams, sweet potatoes, beans, maize) 
for self-consumption and for exchange at lo-
cal markets, nearby cities or through middle-
men. Some local hotels and restaurants also 
directly purchase some of their produce. 

Vanilla, mostly grown in Mukono, is consid-
ered a highly value cash crop.

Visited farmers in both districts raise live-
stock, such as pigs and other small animals. 
Mubende lies in the cattle corridor character-
ized by water scarcity and dry spell, and ani-
mal and diseases outbreaks44. The changing 
of seasons, as well as the variations in crops 
yields, are attributed to climate change.

Understanding of Climate Change 
among farmers

Farmers generally understand climate 
change (CC) as the changes in rain season 
and the outbreak of pest and animal diseas-
es: “rain no longer comes when we expect 
and the sunshine [dry season] periods are 
longer”; “now the rain comes when it wants” 
or “plants are attacked by pests and animals 
die”. In one case, a farmer in Kazo sub-county 
of Mubende district, defined it as “a different 
weather changing patterns at different times, 
either caused by human activities or by nat-

44 ESAFF (2015: 6).
45 Tumwebaze Julius , 41.
46 Group discussion, woman farmer, Mubende, 2017.
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sists of activities or enterprise that do not 
have similar characteristics. For example, 
a farmer in Mubende explained: “if I have 
maize, the model of diversification cannot be 
growing beans, because they are all affected 
by drought at the same time and the same 
effects and outcomes. So, if you are growing 
crops, you should try rearing livestock or 
birds, because they are controllable, they are 
moveable. If a certain environment is bad 
they can move to a different one which would 
be favourable and when the original environ-
ment gets back to normal, they can be moved 
back to where they were before48”.

Due to a drought in 2016, a group of women 
who had their gardens destroyed in Mubende 
got together and started a mushroom garden 
using a system that does not require much 
land and takes shorter time to harvest. They 
supply seedlings to the members of the group 
and sell the produce to other villagers and at 
local markets at times when traditional crops 
are failing due to lack of rainfall. They claim 
that to date there are 1000 women farmers 
growing mushrooms in the village and other 
neighbouring villages.

Another practice that was incorporated was 
the planting of trees for fruits, shade, and 
firewood. They believe that those trees are 
also helpful to attract rainfalls.

In Mubende town, a group of 45 women 
produce cooking briskets, using maize combs 
and bean leftovers and cassava flour, and sell 
the briskets at local markets. They see this as 
a sustainable way to produce domestic ener-
gy and fuel without extracting wood or cutting 
tree. This is also seen as a transition from 
traditional charcoal to more climate-friendly 
practices. 

other resources women tend to be less privi-
leged to the benefit of men.

According to Acosta et al47, the way in which 
gender issues are dealt with in agriculture-re-
lated policies and strategies in Uganda lacks 
conherence. The authors suggest that climate 
change related policies have been mostly 
designed to address practical gender needs 
thereby failing to address the structural 
constraints that hinder women’s access to 
resources. For the authors, if policies are to 
tackle the root causes of gender inequalities, 
greater attention should be paid to gender 
structural constraints.

Farmers’ Techniques and innovation to 
“adapt” to climate change
 
Generally, farmers in Mubende and Mukono 
apply similar techniques to cope with current 
climate conditions and secure their livelihood. 
The techniques and practices range from the 
use of manure, intercropping, grass mulching 
to keep soil moisture, improve fertility and 
health of the soil, and reduce weed growth, 
use of “improved” seeds, use of ashes to com-
bat pests instead of pesticides, water harvest-
ing or opening of ditches for water drainage.

In both districts, farmers talked about their 
attempt to reduce their dependence on pur-
chased inputs, such as commercial seeds and 
fertilisers. Currently, in both districts there is 
still a need to buy seeds from shops, mainly 
for some of the cash crops and vegetables.

For some farmers in Mukono the use of ma-
nure in soil conservation is more elaborate, 
the capacity of water harvest is higher, the 
intercropping strategy is more efficient, and 
gardens are bigger.

One of the strategies to “adapt” is the “non-
farm livelihoods diversification”, which con-

47 Acosta et al (2015).
48 Tumwikyirize Aloysius, a “Climate Change Champion”
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Most farmers lack knowledge of government 
laws and public policies on land, environment, 
agriculture, climate change, and forestry. 
There is a common belief that those policies 
do not work “because of corruption within 
government52”. ESAFF Uganda considers both 
agriculture and climate change policies as: 
“very good policies but they are all on paper. 
When it comes to translating them to the low-
est person then that’s where the hitch is”53.

According to the District Agriculture Officer in 
Mubende, the government sees Genetically 
Modified Organisms (GMOs) seeds and chem-
ical fertilisers, which allegedly provide readily 
available nutrients and foster very fast plant 
intake, as the future. He recognises that local 
varieties may have the ability to adapt to any 
environment, but the quality of the yields will 
be low. In fact, during our field research the 
Ugandan Parliament was discussing a bill to 
legalize the use of GMOs in Ugandan agricul-
ture. Social movements and NGOs working on 
agriculture and climate change issues were 
mobilising farmers to sign a petition to halt 
the adoption of the bill. On October 4, the 
Ugandan parliament voted for the adoption of 
GMOs54 and the bill is now awaiting the Presi-
dent’s signature to become law55.

Differentiated farmers and interest

ESAFF-Uganda´s constituencies are a diverse 
and differentiated peasantry. It ranges from 
very small, quasi-landless peasants, to more 
established and relatively big-scale farmers. 
As mentioned above, in Mukono, most of 
the farmers visited during this study have 
relatively large plots of land (up to 20 acres) 
and their produce is mostly for the markets. 

Farmer to farmer exchange

In each visited village can be found group-lev-
el exchanges and demonstration plots to 
learn new techniques collectively. They are 
then replicated in individual/family gardens. 
Mostly in Mukono, but also in Mubende, 
farmers promote bilateral learning visits. 
They believe that if these exchanges were to 
be spread among a wider range of farmers, 
the multiplicity of techniques and practices 
among farmers would be accelerated. As 
farmers they practice what they see, since 
they rely strongly on the “peasant 
pedagogy49”.  In various occasions farmers 
have also highlighted the need for permanent 
training on issues related to climate change 
and agroecology.

Government intervention

In Uganda, most of climate change policies 
are still far from being implemented. Due to 
acknowledged limitations by national and 
local governments, very few farmers are 
“assisted” by local government in Mubende 
and Mokono to “adapt” to climate change. 
In Mubende, government intervention was 
to supply farmers with inputs, including 
seedlings and, in some cases, pieces of land 
through the Operation Wealth Creation 
(OWC)50, as well as offering some basic and 
limited extension services to the farmers. The 
government distributes hybrid seeds, general-
ly called “improved seeds”.

During those interventions, farmers said that 
climate change adaptation and mitigation ex-
planations were generally reduced by govern-
ment and extension officials to “not cutting 
down of trees”51.

49 Rosset et al, 2011.
50 The OWC has an ambitious goal, the 2020 vision, aiming to generate 20 millions shillings per farmers, by 2020. The Operation is 
led by the Uganda Peoples Armed Forces…
51 Interview, farmer Bagezza, 2017.
52 Farmer´s intervention, Group discussion, Mubende, 2017.
53 Interview, ESAFF-Uganda secretariat, 2017.
54 https://allianceforscience.cornell.edu/blog/uganda-parliament-adopts-gmo-law-monumental-victory-science-allies
55 https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1463108/parliament-finally-passes-gmo
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ber of, is agroecology for Food Sovereignty. 
According to La Via Campesina, agroecology 
is the only sustainable solution to climate 
change.

Although not in all cases, the use of agroecol-
ogy as a technique was generally mentioned 
by farmers interviewed. Some of them, par-
ticularly in Mubende, reported engaging with 
fellow farmers in spreading agroecological 
techniques since they have seen its “produc-
tive benefits”. Some interviewees confirmed 
having “converted” some neighbours to 
adhering to agroecological practices. Howev-
er, it seems that the practices understood as 
agroecology, as well as the climate change 
coping mechanisms of farmers, are seen as 
a mere technicism. Observation and engage-
ment with farmers in the field suggested that 
the range of those “innovative” practices, 
although sometimes called agroecology, were 
still depoliticised. It is relevant to note that 
there was an apparent lack of comprehensive 
political consciousness among the farmers in-
terviewed, that is, there was a limited under-
standing of the broader political dimension 
of agroecology as an alternative paradigm 
to oppose mainstream food production and 
system.

The International Forum for Agroecology, held 
in Nyéléni, Mali, in 2015 considered agroecol-
ogy as a way of life, with social, cultural, polit-
ical, and economic transformation potential. 
It does not represent, therefore, a mere set of 
technologies or production practices56. Ac-
cording to ESAFF Uganda, we need to invest 
in building the capacity of small scale farmers 
to increase their voice and decision making 
power on issues that affect them. There is a 
great responsibility for small scale farmer 
organisations of ensuring that they provide a 
structure of engagement for the grassroots 
people. This needs to be done consistently 
and continuously so as to build a movement 
of farmers.

In Mubende, most of the farmers visited 
have smaller plots (1 to 5 acres). In a group 
discussion in Mubende, while debating over 
the sustainability of farming under climate 
change, some revealed that they would like 
the government to increase their farmland 
to “at least” 10 acres to attain sustainability, 
while other said they would be satisfied with 
2 acres.

Almost all farmers in both districts mentioned 
hiring (casual) labour, mainly the small-scale 
and and quasi-landless farmers, for diverse 
farming-related activities, and highlighted 
that cash crops, such as maize, required 
more labour than food crops. Larger farm-
ers – mostly cultivating larger quantities of 
cash crops - hire proportionally more casual 
labour. 

Analysis and conclusions

The objective of this report was to provide an 
overview of climate change and climate jus-
tice issues in Uganda, highlighting realities of 
climate change, and policy responses of the 
Ugandan Government in relation to this most 
pressing issue. The also attempts to show 
some of the ways in which Uganda’s rural 
communities have developed towards build-
ing alternatives, by “adapting” to climate 
change. As discussed above, the reality shows 
that, although enormous efforts have been 
made in Mubende and Mukono to respond to 
the effects of a changing climate, there are 
also a number of challenges and limitations. 
Even if they do not allow us to reach “easy” 
conclusions on one hand, on the other, repre-
sent a starting point for different stakehold-
ers working with and on behalf of small-scale 
producers to design better interventions.

A strong proposal from grassroots and glob-
al, peasant social movements such as La Via 
Campesina, which ESAFF-Uganda is a mem-

56 Declaration of the International Forum for Agroecology, 2015.
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In some cases, industrial hybrid seeds, gen-
erally presented to farmers as “improved” 
seeds, are accepted and used uncritically by 
farmers. While farmer organisations like  ES-
AFF-Uganda provided several trainings across 
the country around the pitfalls the use of such 
hybridized seeds presents for the future of 
local varieties and seeds sovereignty, raising 
awareness and consciousness of producers 
on this remains a challenge. The upliftment of 
peasant and indigenous seeds is further con-
strained by the long history of hybridization 
of indigenous seeds in Uganda, which means 
indigenous local varieties are rare to find and 
identify.

Gender perspective analysis

An analysis that incorporates a gender per-
spective and the agency of women is needed 
since most processes in the agrarian (and 
climate change) political economy are deeply 
gender-based. Studies should focus closely 
on how climate change and its effects influ-
ence and affect issues like gender and sexual 
division of labour, access to land and other 
productive resources for men and women, 
domestic economies and broadly their social 
reproduction.
 
Although the government aims at main-
streaming gender into all agriculture sector 
programmes, national policy on climate 
change has failed to adopt a coherent gender 
approach, which acknowledges and caters 
for the disproportionate impact of climate 
change on women and tackle the root causes 
of gender inequalities. Consideration of men’s 
capacity to adapt and vulnerability to climate 
change and a comparison with that of women 
is widely overlooked. This includes the extra 
burden placed on women to find solution to 
cope with food scarcity or disease outbreaks, 
as they remain in rural areas whilst men 
adapt by migrating to other areas, or they 
are married off early to obtain a dowry for 
their family to survive the poverty induced by 
the effects of climate change57. Similarly, the 

Mere response, adaptation or mitigation?

It seems that there is a lack of clarity among 
the farmers on the difference between ad-
aptation and mitigation, both in theoretical 
terms and in practical terms. Some of the 
narratives on “adaptation” strategies are 
business-driven, such as the installation of 
nursery (production of seedlings for coffee, 
banana, and aquaculture) in a “commu-
nity climate change adaptation centre” in 
Kazo sub-county, to sell to the government, 
members of the group, and other interested 
buyers. Although such initiatives can play an 
important role in increasing the resilience (to 
CC) of the groups involved, the link between 
the initiative and its aim to “enhance adap-
tation” may be blurred at times. One farmer, 
leader of the centre, considers himself to be 
a “climate change champion”. The farmer 
explained: “we are positioning ourselves to 
act as a point of reference in climate change 
by providing multiple choices - facing a chal-
lenge is an opportunity [to earn money]. In 
this case, when farmers are aware that the 
government is investing in, for example, 
mitigation through tree planting, they posi-
tion themselves by increasing production of 
tree seedlings, which they will sell to other 
farmers or distributers. The nature of “choic-
es” offered, as well as some of the business 
practices, would be determinant in its worth 
as a CC adaptation strategy.

A deeper and long-term research and concep-
tual analysis would need to be carried out in 
order to determine whether what the peas-
antry in Uganda – including the communities 
visited – is actually implementing amount to 
real adaptation and mitigation actions or they are simply 
reacting and responding to the immediate 
climate adversities affecting them. For the 
purpose of this report, we take the assump-
tion that their strategies, techniques and 
actions are part of an endeavour to respond 
to the changing climate, as communities cling 
to whatever opportunity is available for them 
to improve their livelihoods.
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nect between the solutions proposed and the 
reality of peasant farmers and rural commu-
nities, in particular that of women, 
disproportionately affected by climate change 
due to ingrained gender inequalities. 

Agroecological practices in national policy

Incorporating indigenous knowledge and 
practices in national policy would therefore 
imply a need for the government to consult 
rural communities, i.e. the majority of farmers 
and livestock keepers, when planning adap-
tation techniques for peasant farmers to take 
into account the specific type of support need-
ed. This could include the creation of aware-
ness around climate change and its impacts 
among the rural population, and the use of 
community radios to spread information on 
the weather and expected rainfall as they are 
easily accessible to small-scale farmers. Incor-
porating indigenous knowledge into climate 
change adaptation programmes will lead to 
the development of effective adaptation strat-
egies that are used friendly and sustainable, 
making them cost-effective and relevant to 
both peasant farmers and pastoralists.

Concluding remarks

There is a need to de/mystify the success of 
hybrid seeds and chemical fertilisers, put-
ting emphasis on the price, short/lived yield 
increase, and corporate control over packages 
and produce sell. Here the concept of food 
(and seeds) sovereignty is crucial. The use of 
radio as a mean of communication to reach 
farmers has been proved efficient in various 
places in the continent.  Another strategy to 
improve communication, sharing of informa-
tion and education is to identify a champion 
farmer in each area. Messaging about agro-
ecology, food sovereignty, and climate change 
should be clear and simple and adapted to 
the situation in Uganda.

impact on women of policies advocating for 
an industrialised agricultural model and so-
called modern climate smart technologies is 
ignored or neglected.

Gender is often reduced to ‘women’s issues’, 
revealing a lack of comprehensive under-
standing of the gendered power dynamics 
that exist at different levels - intra-household, 
customary laws and traditions, community, 
sub-county, district - and how to address the 
structural constraints that underpin women’s 
vulnerability to climate change (e.g. poor de-
cision-making power, low literacy rates, heavy 
labour burden, weak ownership and control 
over resources)58. Considering that women 
represent the vast majority of peasant farm-
ers, it is startling that the particular hardship 
they endure should not be addressed to 
effectively and meaningfully address climate 
challenges. 

In-depth explanation of concepts

Farmers will need in-depth explanations on 
key concepts (climate change, agroecology, 
adaptation, mitigation, Food Sovereignty, 
etc…), as well as seed sovereignty. The cur-
rent proliferation of hybrid seeds and chem-
ical fertilisers and pesticides as well as the 
entry of GMOs into the country – pushed by 
government and private sector - will further 
blur farmer’s future. There is an urgent need 
for popular education to provide clarification 
and orientation for the peasantry.

Policies disconnected from reality

A deeper analysis shows that public policies 
in Uganda are the result of a top-down ap-
proach, where decision-making power and 
finance resources remain centralised, whilst 
the administrative capacity to address climate 
challenges are located at the local govern-
ment level. This create an alarming discon-

57 EACO, 2012
58 Acosta et al., 2015
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