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Abstract

This action research examined the participation of the local community in catchment
restoration in Awoja catchment, Kyoga Water Management Zone, in Eastern Uganda to
obtain insights into the strategies that could be applied to improve participation in future
catchment restoration projects. The research aimed to understand how the local community
participated in catchment restoration, how the local community perceived were the factors
that enabled their participation in catchment restoration activities, how the local community
perceived were the factors that hindered their participation in catchment restoration activities,
and how the level of local community participation in catchment restoration in Awoja
Catchment was characterized, in the catchment restoration project of the Ministry of Water
and Environment which was designed to be community-led. Data was gathered through
surveys, interviews, focus group discussions, and documentary analysis. Simple random
sampling and purposive sampling were used to select the respondents. Findings showed that
local community participation varied across the different stages of the catchment restoration
project. Local community participation was largely excluded in the design phase. Findings
showed absence of community participation in the project’s design phase, moderate
participation in monitoring, very minimal participation in the evaluation of the project, and
high participation in the implementation phase. The study concluded that the overall
participation of the local community was moderate, and suggested adherence to policy
implementation, strengthened incentive mechanisms, capacity building and empowerment,
strengthened monitoring and evaluation function, transparent and culturally responsive
communication systems, and development of structured post-project transition strategies to

improve the level of local community participation in catchment restoration.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Situation Description

Uganda has rich natural resources that are essential for sustaining life, promoting
development, and maintaining the environment through the provision of critical ecosystems and
socio-economic, cultural, and aesthetic services. However, these resources are increasingly
coming under threats due to poor management, over-exploitation, increased urbanization and
industrialization, pollution, and climate change. The increasing population has led to land
fragmentation, which has forced the communities to engage in farming activities in
ecologically sensitive and fragile areas such as wetlands, riverbanks, and protected forests,
which are susceptible to soil erosion, soil fertility loss, and flash floods. Coupled with
pollution from the use of agrochemicals, surface water and groundwater quality have equally
been affected, posing water quality and quantity challenges to sufficiently support socio-
economic development.

Over the years, several actions have been undertaken by government ministries and
departments, districts, Non-Governmental Organizations, and others to protect and sustain
water resources-related investments and activities and enhance the productivity of watersheds
through donor funds and nationally generated revenue. However, the sustainability of these
interventions has been presented as a challenge. The previous years have shown the failures
of top-down approaches to natural resources management, demonstrated by project failures.
The probable cause for these failures has been attributed to the limited or absence of
community participation in the management interventions.

In the 1990s, international development organizations like the World Bank insisted on

the important role of stakeholders' participation to guarantee the sustainability of

development projects, which could in turn contribute to the larger idea of sustainable national



development. This became a donor condition for developing countries like Uganda to access
development funds.

In 2005, Uganda undertook a major policy reform in the management of its water
resources, from a centralized and top-down approach to a more participatory "bottom-up"
approach termed the Catchment-based Integrated Water Resources Management. The shift in
the concept has occurred in recognition of the experience that community collaboration,
participation, and management are key to realizing both short-term development results and
long-term sustainability. This approach places communities at the center of developing and
managing water and related resources, and with emphasis placed on communities to evaluate
their problems, prioritize them, and propose possible interventions to solve these problems.

To implement the catchment-based integrated approach to water resources
management, the government of Uganda, through its Directorate of Water Resources
Management of the Ministry of Water and Environment, undertook a participatory
development and approval of the Awoja catchment Management Plan in 2015. Several
interventions from this plan are already being implemented through projects, among which is
the World Bank-funded Integrated Water Management and Development project.

In the Awoja catchment, activities of the Integrated Water Management and
Development project were implemented from 2018 to 2023 in Kapchorwa district. The
project aimed to support the local communities in implementing priority catchment
management measures, intended to improve soil and water conservation, riverbank
restoration, and community livelithood. These activities mainly included soil and water
conservation measures, riverbank restoration, on-farm and homestead tree planting,
community livelihood improvement interventions, capacity building of communities, water

user groups, and District Local Government staff, among other activities. Once implemented,



the interventions were expected to greatly enhance the productivity and protection of the
Awoja catchment and improve people's livelihoods beyond the project lifespan.

Despite the participation of the local community in groups, the restoration of the
Awoja catchment through the project was not fully realized in 2023. Whereas the approach of
the project was community-led, the available documentation points towards the limited direct
involvement of the local communities in the design of the project. As such, the income-
generating activities provided by the project as alternative livelihood options were different from
the actual priorities demanded by the local communities in the project areas. As a result, those
who were selected to benefit from the enterprises, such as the energy-saving cook
stoves, did not maintain them well, while others abandoned their use when they broke down
during use. The tree seedlings and grasses planted along the river banks to stabilise the
landscape were considered an opportunity lost for the growth of food crops. This was
especially when the local communities perceived the income-generating activities offered to
them as non-beneficial to them in terms of realising actual cash in their pockets to
supplement household income. As a result, some of the community members began to
encroach on the river banks to grow crops even before the close of the restoration project.
Cases of non-maintenance and destruction of the soil and water conservation structures were
also reported before the end of the project, especially by those who had big farmlands, as they
were considered to be labour-intensive. In the absence of the realization of cash from the
income-generating activities, they did not have the financial capability to hire additional
labour to maintain the structures on their farms. To date, this catchment faces continuous
degradation in the areas where the project was implemented. If this trend continues, the

achievement of the objectives of the integrated water resources management and

development project might be far from reality. My Action Question, therefore, is: How can



the Ministry of Water and Environment improve local community participation in catchment
restoration in Awoja?

Research Questions

Action Question

How can the Ministry of Water and Environment improve local community participation in
catchment restoration in Awoja?

Central Research Question

What strategies can be applied to improve the level of local community participation in future

catchment restoration in Awoja?

Subsidiary Insight Questions

1. How does the local community participate in catchment restoration activities?

2. How does the local community perceive the factors that enable their participation in
catchment restoration activities?

3. How does the local community perceive the factors that hinder their participation in
catchment restoration activities?

4. How is the level of local community participation in catchment restoration in Awoja

Catchment characterized?



Chapter Two: Literature Review

This chapter presents review of literature from other studies that have been conducted

on local community participation in catchment restoration efforts that guided the study. It
entails themes and subthemes emanating from both the central research question and the
subsidiary insight questions, which include catchment restoration and the need for
community participation, how the local community participated in catchment restoration,
how the local community perceive are the factors that enable their participation, how the

local community perceive are the factors that hinder their participation, how the level of local
community participation in catchment restoration in Awoja catchment is characterized, and the

strategies to improve local community participation in catchment restoration.

Several studies have been done on local community participation in catchment

management and restoration. The findings confirm that the participation of local communities
is still largely a challenge that needs to be addressed holistically. With the increasing
awareness and knowledge about the fundamental human rights among the communities, such
as the right to information and participation, the necessity to get involved in the affairs of
their lives can no longer be overlooked and suppressed. Research also points out that some
efforts have been made by governments and development agencies to provide solutions to
safeguard the local communities against exclusion from their participation in catchment
management.
Catchment Restoration

There is a global acceleration in efforts to adopt more holistic and integrated
approaches to manage water environments, Jakeman, & Letcher, (2007); Bos, & Brown,
(2015). On their part, Rollason, Bracken, Hardy, & Large, (2018) recognized the need to
manage the water environment more holistically, and their works have resulted in the global

growth of Integrated Catchment Management (ICM). The call for integrated catchment



management is considered a horizontal combination that inspires interdisciplinary working
between traditionally disparate management sectors, alongside vertical integration,
characterized by the engagement of communities, and the promotion of participatory
governance and management decision-making (Rollason, Bracken, Hardy, & Large, 2018). In
both instances, communities are seen to play an important role in the protection of streams.

The goal of catchment arrangements is to prioritize measures that reverse the decline
of biological communities (Robins et al., 2025). Here, all activities involve harmonizing
stakeholders and schedules to advance the general health of the catchment and the quality of
associated services for communities, considering issues like water quality, water quantity, and
the health of ecosystems. That means that understanding public support for ecosystem
restoration is critical to the successful implementation because the sustainability of wide-
ranging resource management is rooted in stakeholders’ support (Garcia, Benages-Albert,
Buchecker, & Vall-Casas, 2020).

Having widespread community support in any catchment management is essential for
restoration and any related plan. Understanding community participation, the dynamics of
coordination, engagement, management, and sustainability of such activities has been
earmarked as a huge challenge (Barrett, Kurian, Simmonds, & Cretney, 2019; Scoggins, et
al., 2022). To some scholars like Garcia, Benages-Albert, Buchecker, & Vall-Casas, (2020),
this is to some extent attributed to humans who cause degradation of rivers and streams, and
are called upon to provide valuable restoration activities. In this study, catchment
management plans and community participation will be looked at expansively in order to
establish practical ways of sustainable community participation in catchment areas.

The Need for Community Participation and Catchment Restoration
The Holy Bible in Genesis 2:15 enlightens us that God has commanded all mankind

to take the responsibility to care for the earth, which also includes water resources. In this



portion of scripture, Adam was placed in the Garden of Eden to cultivate, nurture, and
preserve it. “Sothe Lord God took the man (He had made) and settled him in the Garden of
Eden to cultivate and keepit”. The cultivation and keeping, which is the cultural or
development mandate from God, I believe involves behaviors and actions, including decision
making, to ensure that the different kinds of creatures of the same species are maintained in their
right balance, as well as to multiply others, for the continued flourishing to sustain the wellbeing
of mankind, as commanded by God in Leviticus 19:23, “When you enter the land
and plant all kinds of trees forfood...”.

“When you besiege a city for a long time, making war against it in order to capture it, you
shall not destroy its (fruit bearing) trees by swinging an axe against them, for you may eat
from them, and you shall not cut them down....."”" Deuteronomy 20:19

“Isn’tit enough for you to feed on the good pasture? Must you also trample the rest of the
pasture with your feet? Or isn’t it enough that you drink the clear water? Must you also
muddy the rest with your feet?” Ezekiel 34:18

As we continue to utilize the natural resources which God has commanded us to take
care of, we are warned and commanded in the Bible not to destroy them, but rather nurture them
by equally granting them rest to rejuvenate so that we get the best out of them for our
flourishing. For instance, in Leviticus 25: 2-4, God commanded the Israelites to cultivate and
use the land for six years and to give it rest on the seventh year. “Speak unto the children of
Israel, and say unto them, When ye come into the land which I give you, then shall the land
keep a sabbath unto the Lord. Six years thou shalt sow thy field, and six years thou shalt

prune thy vineyard, and gather in the fruit thereof; But in the seventh year shall be a sabbath

of rest unto the land, a sabbath for the Lord: thou shalt neither sow thy field, nor prune thy

vineyard”.



The expectation of God regarding environmental conservation and preservation is that
humanity should adhere to this principle to allow the world to thrive through the ongoing
resources and provisions offered by nature. This principle also serves as a regulation against
detrimental human activities. As noted by Awuah-Nyamekye, Sarfo-Mensah, Amisah, and
Owusu-Bi (2014), threats to the environment primarily stem from human-induced factors
such as agriculture, deforestation, and wildfires, which must be addressed. The combination
of population growth and land fragmentation poses significant risks to the natural world as we
know it. Biblical examples underscore the expectation for us to engage in conserving and
preserving our natural resources by participating in planning, decision-making, management,
and monitoring of resource quality, thereby assessing whether we fulfill God’s directive to act as
stewards. Furthermore, Philip and Mukundi (2024) advocate for the empowerment of local
initiatives to foster transformative grassroots engagement, promoting sustainable
environmental stewardship, particularly in the Awoja area. The aim of Community-Based
Conservation (CBC) is to integrate local knowledge, socio-cultural practices, and
participatory governance to bolster biodiversity protection while enhancing the socio-
economic empowerment of communities (Philip & Mukundi, 2024).

Globally, Community-Based Conservation has seen varying levels of local
participation due to numerous factors across different countries. In certain regions, local
engagement has been minimal. Kuppusamy (2007) and Kurniawan et al. (2022) noted that
community involvement can address many environmental issues, but this is contingent upon
empowering individuals to actively participate, allowing for sustainable resource
management. The concept of community participation in natural resource development,
particularly in water resource management, has evolved; however, past studies indicate that
many programs were created and executed without community input, which may explain

their lack of success.



The World Bank (2004) defines community participation as a process where
stakeholders influence decisions regarding resources that affect them and engage in the
management of development initiatives from both external and internal sources. Pal (2021)
describes community participation as the active involvement of individuals in preparing for
or responding to disasters, emphasizing that genuine participation entails the engagement of
affected individuals in analysis, decision-making, planning, and program implementation, along
with all activities related to disaster response and recovery without external agency
involvement. Additionally, Obot, Afia, and Johnson (2022) characterize a community as a
group of individuals, families, and entities united by shared values, characteristics, interests,
geography, or social connections, encompassing both the people and their environment.
Community participation and empowerment refer to actions, policies, or programs initiated by
community members that can influence local health factors and promote healthier
communities.

Research has consistently highlighted the advantages of local community
participation in catchment management. The most frequently cited benefit is the effective
implementation and sustainability of development projects beyond their initial phase.
Scholars, including Chambers as referenced by Kinyata and Abiodun (2020), argue that
projects involving communities from design through implementation, monitoring, and
evaluation are more successful and sustainable than those that bypass community
engagement. Chambers’ findings are further supported by the World Bank’s evaluation of 25
rural irrigation projects worldwide, as discussed by Kamal et al. (2003), which shifted from a
top-down approach to a community-led process in project design, implementation, and
management. Evaluations conducted six to eight years post-project closure revealed that
community-led irrigation structures were better maintained and operated more efficiently,

achieving 20% higher crop yields and 35% larger irrigated areas. Projects rated as successful
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and satisfactory were those led by the community compared to control projects executed
solely by government entities through top-down methodologies (World Bank, 2003).

A 2022 study on the analysis of community participation in project implementation in
Rwanda emphasizes the four forms of community participation, which are interlinked, and
suggests that none of them should therefore be ignored to achieve the expected outcomes and
benefits of community participation. Community involvement, as the first phase of
community participation, addresses the aspects of information, capacity building, and
preparation to offer sufficient and appropriate support to generate proposals for engagement and

action. Control, as the second phase of community participation, involves their

organization, implementation, and supervision, which leverages communities’ positioning to

plan for their well-being.

With these kinds of experiences, the definition of community participation has
transformed from a narrower and passive to an active and more participatory connotation by
governments and development partners. More studies after this definition seem to also agree
that community participation is much more than their mobilization to subsidize labour and
locally available raw materials, to their empowerment in making decisions. One such refined
definition is by Oakley, who defined community participation as the process by which
persons, or development constituents, undertake the obligation for their wellbeing and
advance their capability to contribute to their growth and development (Oakley, 1991). All these
renewed definitions of community participation point towards the growing interest in
participatory approaches towards water resources and catchment management, and

restoration.
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Forms of Community Participation in Catchment Restoration

“The myth that the affected population is too shocked and helpless to take responsibility for
their own survival is suspended by the reality that, on the contrary, many find new strength
during an emergency” - Goyet, 1999

Scholars in the field of community participation have suggested numerous forms of
engagement, including passive information sharing, decision-making, engagements,
consultations, collaborations, and focused empowerment. In their view, McKenzie and
Mostafa (2017) argued that all these are focused on promoting an environment where
communities are involved in participatory planning, problem solving, achieve democratic
values and principles, create inclusivity, and consequently empower communities through
their involvement. In the structure of local community participation, Selepe (2023) suggested
regular public meetings and formation of community committees as the best mechanisms
through which community members participate in their affairs.

Community participation encompasses both theoretical and practical aspects
concerning the direct engagement of citizens or citizen action groups that may be impacted by or
have an interest in a particular decision or action (Arendt, 1958; Shetunyenga, 2024). It is
defined as involving a social group of any size whose members either inhabit a designated
locality, often termed a community of place, or share a common heritage or value system,
such as a shared cultural identity or political affiliations, referred to as a community of
interest. Various researchers, including Stuart (2022) and Ohmer, Mendenhall, Mohr, &
Adams (2022), have highlighted the significance of collaboration and engagement within
communities as fundamental to the practice of community organization.

Examining the nature of participation reveals both theoretical and practical
dimensions, encompassing mobilization, sensitization, provision of materials and labor, and

the establishment of committees to oversee restoration efforts; participation manifests in
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multiple forms. This section of the literature review draws insights from scholars who have
illuminated different types of community participation. Notable contributions from Rollason,
Bracken, Hardy, & Large (2018), Sakyi-Darko & Mensah (2020), and Ohmer, Mendenhall,
Mohr & Adams (2022) have identified planning, decision-making, mobilization,
implementation, evaluation, and direct involvement as key forms of community participation.

Specifically, Sakyi-Darko & Mensah (2020) examined the various forms of
community participation by considering what each stakeholder contributes. They argue that in
development projects, both agencies and beneficiaries engage as a means to achieve specific
objectives. This includes the Agencies aim to address the immediate socioeconomic needs of
those affected by the project, often followed by efforts to raise awareness. Conversely, the
community must actively engage in the development process and be willing to accept
financial tokens or alternative income sources.

Scholars within the health sector have approached community participation through three
lenses: passive, active, and transformative (Hove et al., 2022). Passive participation involves
merely informing community members about local projects and gathering information
without their direct involvement. Here, power to make decisions or provide input is
constrained; it is typical of top-down approaches, where external agents lead the process, and the
community primarily receives information or services. It is characterized by a lack of active
engagement. In contrast, active participation refers to the engagement of community members
at all levels, including contributions of labor and local materials, as well as leveraging their
skills. Transformative participation focuses on empowering community members to engage in
sustainable socioeconomic activities over the long term. Some of these would include, but not
be limited to, organizing community members in organized community groups, establishing
income-generating programs, and training and skills development. According to Hove et al.,

in whatever form it takes, projects must take all
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necessary steps to encourage community members to fully participate in the development
process of their areas. This often results in a win-win situation and, to some extent,
guarantees sustainability because they have been enabled to maintain the projects properly. It
is imperative to keep in mind all the elements of participation, which include decision
making, planning, implementation, mobilization, and evaluation. It is these that result in the
participation of community members, which is a pre-requisite for project success.

Factors enabling community participation in catchment restoration

Several studies on the element of factors enabling community participation have
pointed out the associated complexities with the process, considering its determinants are
influenced by personal and socio-economic circumstances. Hung, Sirakaya & Ingram (2010)
earlier suggested an integrative model for the efficacy of community participation. Selepe,
(2023) earmarked legislation, enforcement, organized traditional institutions, regular
meetings, and formation of committees to respond to diverse community issues. Some
scholars have looked at strong leadership, community awareness, a sense of ownership, and
the presence of resources and opportunities as aiding community participation (Herdiana,
Suwaryo, Deliarnoor, & Rahmatunnisa, 2018). As evidenced here, there seems to be a
significant connection between leadership, training, and community participation.

On their part, Howard-Grabman, Miltenburg, Marston, et al., (2017) listed community
mobilization, community-based monitoring, and community outreach activities as key in
enabling participation. Recently, Breetzke, & Mthimunye, (2025) have acknowledged the facts
raised by other scholars but also added issues of inclusivity, material and social
resources, opportunities for skills and knowledge as some key forms.

Logically, approaches to enhanced participation in catchment activities would correct

all the identified challenges above, albeit some scholars like Alam, (2013); Spray, et al.,

(2022) have suggested pragmatic guidance to follow. Majorly, they call for understanding
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the dynamics of public support as a critical aspect in the successful implementation because

the sustainability of sound resource management is rooted in stakeholders’ support. Robins,

et al., (2025) have also suggested making meaningful engagements, incentivizing
involvement, concentrating on inclusivity, and communication.

Chitambo, Smith, & Ehlers, (2002); Mustanir, & Lubis, (2025), unraveled a list that
includes responsiveness, embracing interaction, creating meaningful partnerships, creating
subgroups, developing targeted outreach strategies, forming trust and transparency platforms,
designing a communication avenue that allows feedbacks, encouraging community
participation with any medium, and giving meaningful incentives. These strategies to

promote local community participation in catchment management and development projects
have been ongoing for decades now (Thwala, 2010). As suggested by Akello, Turyahabwe, &
Agea (2016), the emphasis is on development agencies and governments integrating specific
mechanisms like engaging community members in the design, implementation, monitoring,
supervision, and evaluation of the projects. This should contain the specific participation
processes, stakeholders' categories to participate, how to participate, and stakeholders '
capacity-building issues so that a productive engagement can be achieved.

As argued by Sakyi-Darko & Mensah (2020), although each implementing agency
engaging the community focuses on their best-suited interest, attention must also be on meeting
immediate socio-economic deficiencies of the community in question, especially when
participation is needed for catchment protection and management.

Hinderances to community participation in catchment restoration

Writing about barriers to community participation in the health sector, Gholipour,
Shokri, Yarahmadi, et al. (2023) outlined key challenges, including community trust, status
of community participation, and resource limitations. Setokoe, & Ramukumba, (2020),

writing about barriers to community participation in tourism, identified several challenges
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including elitism, factions, greed and corruption, leadership conflict, language, and lack of
capacity to participate in development initiatives, lack of support from government, as well as
lack of funding. Other scholars like Bos, & Brown, (2015); Odoom, (2020) have outlined a
myriad of challenges to participation to include resource limitations, systemic barriers, and
power dynamics within communities. These challenges often hinder communities from fully
engaging in initiatives aimed at improving their well-being. The list for barriers to
community participation also includes; Lack of funding, poor infrastructure, ample time, lack
of access of information or deliberately withholding information, feeble community capacity,
inequalities, governance issues, weak policies, biased implementation, corruption (lack of
transparency), and fear of conflicts (Mishra et al., 2022). Each of these challenges is critical and
must be looked at as a whole if the project is going to succeed. Looking at how important each
is:
Lack of Trust. Such a lack of trust creates a significant barrier to effective

community involvement in catchment restoration, undermines self-confidence in other
institutions, hinders collaboration, and encourages social fragmentation. According to Bos
and Brown (2015), trust can be built through a progressive and adaptive process of
participation that is important in effectively mobilizing communities in catchment-level
restoration programs, as demonstrated in the Little Stringybark Creek case in Australia.
Similarly, Shunglu et al. (2021) argue that socio-political fragmentation, elite capture, and
hierarchical social relations erode trust, hence creating token participation which hinders
restoration in the directions of equity and inclusion. These scholars argue that if trust-building
and the redress of power dynamics are not intentionally pursued, restorative efforts will not
naturally involve communities in a meaningful way.

Poor Infrastructure. Poor infrastructure has prevented participation of communities

in catchment restoration in practical, logistical, and socio-economic senses by restricting
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access to, participation in, and progression of restoration activities. For example, the Little
Stringybark Creek project undertaken in Australia showed that although private stormwater
infrastructure was sub-optimal, a significant barrier to local residents implementing water
sensitive design was not their motivation, but inadequate stormwater infrastructure on private
land (Bos and Brown, 2015). They argue that simplification of the application and
mobilisation processes and addressing infrastructural constraints were key entry points for
community participation. Similarly, Shunglu et al. (2022) highlight that poor infrastructure
reinforces exclusion and limits the potential of participatory water governance, in particular

in marginal and far-reaching parts. They warn that without addressing structural deficiencies
such as poor roads or bad communication networks, rehabilitation efforts will remain
unachievable or unsustainable for many local people.

Lack of Resources. A key limitation blocking active community participation in the
restoration of catchments is resource scarcity, which stops stakeholders from being efficiently
involved in the restoration process. According to Bernhardt and Palmer (2007), many of these
programmes do not live up to their aspiration because they do not invest enough in
constructing the human resources and supporting systems capacity of the society in the long
term. Likewise plausible, according to Lundy and Wade (2011), is the limitation of adequate
financial and technical resources, which restricts the adoption of sustainable water
management in rural and peri-urban areas. Green et al. (2012) also underscore that successful
catchment restoration should involve more than just planning for the ecology of the
landscape; it should structure the availability of the resources and knowledge necessary for
communities to actively participate. Together, these scholars emphasize that resource
limitations must be overcome to facilitate meaningful and inclusive community involvement

in restoration.
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Lack of information. With little information comes little awareness and
understanding, and the chance for individuals to be a part of decisions that affect their lives.
Shields et al (2021) argue that dynamic and meaningful community engagement necessitates
deliberate and inclusive communication approaches that can accommodate diversity and
inescapable inequalities across rural communities. They also point out that many rural water
restoration projects lack community participation. This, in turn, is the product of a lack of
information, poor transparency, and lies. Yocom (2014) highlights the way in which the
restoration work must reflect on the policy environment in the sociocultural context and not be
simply transplanted or imported broadly. The communities should not be recipients of
information, but to have the decision-making power to do something with the information.
Where information is lacking, this frequently leads to disengagement and distrust. Walker
(2011: 253) also shares the same view: only communities that have a full understanding and
knowledge of the ecological and social implications of their intervention can become active
agents of the environmental restoration effort. These authors emphasize that “education,
participatory planning and transparent exchange of knowledge are privileged instruments for
the future”. Reducing gaps in information is key to the sustainability of real community
involvement in working to restore catchments.

Corruption. Dishonesty only benefits a few individuals at the expense of the project,
community, and nation. Corruption undermines trust, leads to poor allocation of resources,
and allows the influential, powerful, and dominant stakeholders to hijack environmental
programs, so that those who still would like to participate in catchment restoration are put off
from doing so. Shunglu et al. (2022) note failures in the implementation of participatory
water governance initiatives that are not sensitive to power relations. Local elites then go on to
appropriate local resources for self-enrichment in return for giving token participation. In this

case, though, these elites consume most of the benefits and suffocate democracy.
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Corruption limits a bigger circle of the population from being involved. Along the same vein,
Kinyata and Abiodun (2020), as cited by Tacconi, Luca & Williams, Aled. (2020), in their
environmental review, explain that in Africa, so many development projects were not
successful due to corruption, and also because local communities were not involved in
planning and implementation processes. They emphasize that without transparency and
meaningful community involvement, efforts to repair ecological integrity are likely to either be
short-lived or just not work. In such approaches, these scholars argue that as a first step to
allowing more people to participate in restoration projects, we have to put in place Checks on
corrupt officials and improve governance in a manageable manner for all involved so that
everyone can have a Voice and participate.

Implementation Bias. This refers to unreasonable, inequitable distribution of
resources. It creates conflict, dislike, and unending conflict. Implementation bias often deters
participatory patterns in local catchment restoration and gives priority to institutional
practices. Freudenberg et al. (2010) took it further, showing that environmental decision-
making processes were frequently marked by systematic types of biases. These ostracized,
low-income, and non-dominant communities of all sorts by misleading language, poor
advertisements, and planning systems that were themselves exclusionary. What their bias
produced was that people in these communities were represented, or engaged symbolically or
ritually, only in the decision-making, but really had no control over any of it. Consistent with
this approach, Allan & Curtis (2012) argue that sustainable catchment management requires
flexibility in governance approaches to suit local conditions. Existing implementation
models, they note, tend to be hierarchical in structure and to rely on top-down storytelling,
which can marginalize the communities and undercut the future of restoration. Instead, the

authors propose more flexible, inclusive, and locally responsive models of implementation
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that can restore to at least some degree the ecological integrity of the environment and not
humiliate the communities impacted.

Elitism. This is a situation or system in society where the learned are dominant,
superior, and most time entitled. It is a societal disease that disrespects or overlooks
community members. Catchment restoration and elitism may be obstructed by a few
"leading" (political, economic, or social) forces. They hold the power, they have the
resources, and they influence the outcomes of services to serve their self-interest. This is

widely referred to as elite capture. This violates the logic of participatory governance that

promotes the inclusion of all stakeholders in decision-making. A study on an upper catchment

area in Kenya’s Mara Basin, which examined Water Resources Users Associations (WRUAS)

(Richards and Syallow 2018), found that elite capture was a significant challenge to effective
community engagement. They noted that even though WRUAs were intended to encourage
decentralized and participatory natural resource governance, in practice local brokers (often
consisting of “big men”) entrenched themselves as leaders and decision makers, excluding
marginalized community members and distorting the process of the equal distribution of
benefits. So too critical literature on community-based natural resource management points
out that elitism may result in a procedural type of exclusion, such that participation is more
ritual than real. The consequence is restoration efforts that are not locally legitimate and do

not attain the full array of needs and knowledge of the local population.

Characterization of the Level of community participation in catchment restoration

Having examined the types and characteristics of community involvement, it is

essential to investigate the degree of this participation. The discussion delves into the extent

of engagement that enhances project initiatives and evaluations. As noted by Kusmiarto,
Sutanta, & Aditya (2020), there is a lack of comprehensive studies detailing the level of

community participation in catchment restoration efforts in Uganda. This study identifies that
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gap. To address this, Kusmiarto, Sutanta, & Aditya (2020) employed Davidson’s (1998)
Wheel of Participation and Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation to illustrate the
degrees of community involvement. The Ladder, illustrated in Figure 1, indicates that the
level of citizen engagement is contingent upon their power, which must be shared and
distributed. The Ladder outlines eight levels of public participation, categorized into three

main scales: Non-Participation, Tokenism, and Citizen Power.

Figure 1

Eight Steps on a Ladder of Citizen Participation
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(https://doi.org/10.1080/01944366908977225). Copyright 2007 by the Journal of the American

Institute of Planners.

Centered on Figure 1, the level of non-participation is on the first and second steps,
namely, manipulation and therapy. These two steps illustrate the level of “non-
participation”that some people have made to replace actual participation. Their real purpose is
not to allow people to participate in the planning or carrying out of programs, but to enable
the power
holders to “educate” or “cure” the citizens. This is equivalent to the Passive form of
participation discussed earlier in this chapter. The level of Tokenism is on the Informing,

Consultation, and Appeasement steps. When citizens are offered full participation, they may
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indeed hear and express their opinions. Still, in this condition, they do not have the power to
ensure that their views and ideas will be followed up by those in power. The level of power of
the citizens is in the sixth, seventh, and eighth steps, specifically Partnership, Delegated Power,
and Citizens' Control. At this level, citizens can be involved in “Partnerships,” which allow
them to negotiate with power holders. On the top step, “Power Delegation” and “Citizen
Control,” citizens with a majority of seats can make decisions or have full managerial power
(Kusmiarto, Sutanta, & Aditya, 2020, pp. 47- 49).

The Wheel of Participation: Davidson (1998) proposed this model, defining a decision
that involves community participation as a quadrant on the project wheel. The right strategy is
chosen according to the direction of the wheel’s clock rotation. The wheel will only rotate well
as a model if this decision is taken collaboratively. If not, the project can be considered
informational only, and a limited approach will be chosen. Variations in communication
categories and participation processes are described in four quadrants on the wheels, according
to Figure 2. It shows 4 (four) Wheel of Participation quadrants (Davidson, 1998) with a few
modifications. Each quadrant is divided into 3(three) stages (a, b, ¢). The provision of this code
aims to simplify the categorization of the participation level and facilitate the analysis of the
participation level in the object being studied.

Taking quadrant 1 as an example, (Information) consists of a: Minimal
communication; b: Limited information; c: Good quality information. If an activity is
categorized as 1c, the level of participation is useful quality information. Another example in
quadrant 3 (Empowerment) consists of a) Delegated controls, b) Independent control, and c)
Reliable control. If an activity is categorized as 3a, it means that the level of participation is at

the level of empowerment with delegated control.

Figure 2
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The Wheel of Participation
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Strategies to improve local community participation in catchment restoration

Logically, approaches to improved participation in catchment activities would correct
all the identified challenges above, albeit some scholars like Alam, (2013); Spray, et al.,
(2022) have suggested practical guidance to follow. Majorly, they call for understanding the
dynamics of public support as a critical aspect in the successful implementation because the
sustainability of sound resource management is rooted in stakeholders’ support. Robins, et
al., (2025) have also suggested making meaningful engagements, incentivizing involvement,

and concentrating on inclusivity and communication.

Chitambo, Smith, & Ehlers, (2002); Mustanir, & Lubis, (2025), unraveled a list that

includes responsiveness, embracing interaction, creating meaningful partnerships, creating
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subgroups, developing targeted outreach strategies, forming trust and transparency platforms,
designing a communication pathway that allows feedbacks, encouraging community
participation with any medium, and giving meaningful incentives. These strategies to

promote local community participation in catchment management and development projects
have been ongoing for decades now (Thwala, 2010). As suggested by Akello, Turyahabwe, &
Agea (2016), the emphasis is on development agencies and governments integrating specific
mechanisms like engaging community members in the design, implementation, monitoring,
supervision, and evaluation of the projects. This should contain the specific participation
processes, stakeholders' categories to participate, how to participate, and stakeholders '
capacity-building issues so that a productive engagement can be achieved.
Conclusion

There is sufficient evidence presented by several scholars that local community

participation in development projects in general, and water resources management in specific,
is a topic of concern that requires attention in a consolidated and holistic manner. The authors
highlight the positive transformation in the international and national legal and policy
frameworks that provide for participatory community engagement in water resources and
catchment management. However, the gap in the studies undertaken in Uganda about local
community participation in catchment restoration still exists. This is mainly in the areas of
the extent of local community participation and practical strategies that can be applied to
improve the level of local community participation in catchment restoration. This research will
therefore contribute to the already existing knowledge base on how to improve the level
of community participation in catchment restoration and management in Uganda at large.

The following map shows the location of the project site for catchment restoration

projects in Uganda related to this research.

Figure 3
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Chapter Three: Methodology

Sources of Relevant Data

I used a mixed methods research design, where I utilized both qualitative and

quantitative approaches to collect data using survey questionnaires, focus group discussions,
and documentary review and analysis. I identified respondents who were well able to provide
relevant information that was required for the study under the following categories:

The contracts management team from the Ministry of Water and Environment was
chosen because they provided managerial and oversight roles to the implementation of the
project in Awoja catchment, Kyoga Water Management Zone, in Eastern Uganda. They were
better placed to provide information on the overall project management and policy-related
aspects of the project.

The Awoja Catchment and Sipi Sub Catchment Management Committee members
were selected because they were responsible for the regular monitoring and supervision of the
implementation of the project at the catchment and Sub catchment level. They knew how the
project was implemented and shared their views and perspectives on how to improve local
community participation in catchment restoration.

The district level project focal from Kapchorwa district local government and the Sub
County project focals from Sipi and Munarya Sub Counties were selected because they
supported the coordination of the district and Sub County level project stakeholders on daily
basis through mobilization, supervision, monitoring and reporting. They were also selected
because they had knowledge and experience in the project implementation, and they shared their
views on how the local community participated in catchment restoration, the extent of local
community participation and proposed strategies to improve participation.

The Hotspot committee members, who were part of the smallholder farmers were

selected because they were appointed as the immediate community volunteers to support their
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fellow farmers in the day-to-day mobilization and implementation of the project in their
locality in the villages. They shared their views and experiences on how the local community
participated, how they perceived were the factors that enabled and hindered their
participation in catchment restoration, how their level of participation in catchment
restoration was characterised, and how community participation could be improved.

The smallholder farmers were the direct project beneficiaries and at the core of this
research. They were selected because they owned the greater percentage of the land where
catchment restoration was done and they provided their experiences and opinions about how
they participated in restoration activities, how they perceived were the factors that enabled and
hindered their participation in restoration, how their level of participation was characterised,
and how community participation could be improved.

The Subcatchment and microcatchment management committees are comprised of
government employees and representatives of the non-state actors. These are catchment based
management organisations established under the Catchment Management Guidelines of the
Ministry of Water and Environment developed and approved in 2013, and the Catchment
Management Organisatios Procedures manual, 2019, which promote coordination and
integrated planning among stakeholders in the catchment. They provided their views and
experiences on how the local community participated in catchment restoration, how the level
of community participation in restoration was characterised, and how community
participation in catchment restoration could be improved.

The project implementing and supervising partners were selected. Specifically, the
staff of the implementing service contractor, AidEnvironment was represented by the Team
Leader, Soil and Water Conservation Specialist, Forestry expert, and Livelihood expert. They

were selected because they were directly involved in the facilitation of restoration activities

on the ground and provided relevant information on how the community participated in
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restoration activities, how the community perceived were the factors that enabled and
hindered their participation, how the level of community participation in restoration was
characterised and how community participation could be improved. The technical experts
namely, the Soil and Water Conservation expert, the forest expert and the Team Leader from
the International Union for Conservation of Nature who were the supervising consultants
were selected because they had relevant information from their supervision perspective on
how the local community was involved. They provided their opinion on how the local
community participated in restoration, how the level of community participation in
restoration was characterised and made suggestions on how to improve community

participation in catchment restoration. Appendix A.1 shows a table of those who made up the

participants either as survey respondents, focus group respondents and interview respondents.
Data Collection Methods

This research was conducted through fieldwork in Kawowo, Munarya and Sipi Sub
Counties, in Kapchorwa district located in Awoja catchment, Kyoga Water Management
Zone in Eastern Uganda. Kawowo Sub County is comprised of two parishes, namely, Sanzara
and Kongowo, and eleven villages while Munarya Sub County consists of four parishes
namely Ngasire, Kamengong, Kapkwateny, and Chebonet, and eighteen villages and Sipi Sub
County consists of three parishes, namely, Chepterit, Gamatui, and Kapkwirwok, and twelve
villages.

The study area was purposively selected because they were the sites where the
Community Demand Driven Catchment Restoration and Management project implemented
by the government of Uganda through the Ministry of Water and Environment was piloted

and implemented.

Survey Questionnaires
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I used survey questionnaires to collect quantitative data that described the
characteristics, opinions, and attitudes of smallholder farmers and hotspot committees who
were the direct project beneficiaries. The survey questionnaires contained standardized close-
ended questions that were administered orally among smallholder farmers because most of
them were illiterate. I issued self-administered survey questionnaires among the micro
catchment management committees. I used survey questionnaires for these categories of
respondents to save on time and the cost that was involved in collecting large amounts of
information. Given that the questionnaire allowed for anonymity, it encouraged openness in
responding to the questions and therefore, increased the reliability of the information
generated. The responses from the questionnaires enabled me to gain greater insights into the
opinions, beliefs, and attitudes of the respondents. See Appendix B for the Survey
Questionnaires.

Interviews

I administered personal interviews among the contracts manager, and Senior
Sociologist from the Ministry of Water and Environment, the Team Leader of the service
contractor, the Team Leader of the supervising consultant, the district and Subcounty level
project focal points, the Chairpersons of the Sub catchment and micro catchment
management committees, Grievance Redress Committees, Soil and Water Conservation
Specialist, Forestry expert, and Livelihood expert from AidEnvironment and the Team
Leader, Soil and Water Conservation specialist and the forest expert from the International
Union for Conservation of Nature, the supervising consultant. I used the one-to-one personal
interviews to clarify ambiguous responses to specific questions as well as obtained in-depth
explanations and information through follow-up questions and probes, as this method allowed
the respondents to use their own words and expressions to respond to the questions. The

interview guide consisted of open-ended questions that allowed for detailed accounts of the
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views and opinions of the respondents. Through probing, I was able to gain a lot more
valuable insights as the respondents clarified the issues through the follow-up questions. I
also realized that my presence with the respondents encouraged their participation, and I was
able to complete the interviews within the scheduled time. See Appendix C for the Key
Informant Interview Guide and questions.

I held Focus Group Discussions with the Hotspot committee members and the micro
catchment management committee members to allow for more data collection which might
have been captured by other methods like the interviews and the questionnaires. I selected this
method because it made it easier to interact with the project beneficiaries who were
illiterate. They participated freely and expanded their opinions in an unrestricted way through
the use of their own words. I used the detailed responses from the respondents to obtain
additional information which was used to validate data collected through the other methods.
Three focus group discussions were held with eight respondents in each group. See Appendix

D for the Focus Group Discussion Guide and questions.

Document Analysis

I reviewed and analyzed existing project proposal documents and annual reports to

obtain qualitative secondary data. The document analysis from the documents enabled me to
confirm and validate some of the findings that were revealed through other methods to gain the
views and opinions of the different categories of respondents.
Sampling Strategies

I employed purposive and simple random sampling methods to select the study
population. Simple random sampling was used to select the parishes and villages under study. I
applied the lottery method, where I assigned unique numbers to all the parishes and the
villages and wrote them on separate pieces of paper that were of the same size, shape, and

color. Each paper was folded and mixed well in a container to have an equal chance of being
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selected. I then drew out 5 pieces of paper to form the desired sample size of 5 parishes. The
same procedure was repeated to draw the sample size of 20 villages out of the 41 villages.

I selected 345 respondents to answer the survey questionnaires. Out of the 345
respondents, 276 smallholder farmers , 26 were Hotspot committee members, 26 were
chairpersons of the farmer groups and 10 were LC1 chairpersons who were randomly
selected to participate through an oral survey, while data was collected among 7 respondents
through self-administered survey questionnaires who were the micro catchment management
committee members.

I selected 24 key informants through purposive sampling because of their extensive
knowledge and experience, and they provided significant information on the topic under
study. The respondents included the contracts manager, and Senior Sociologist from the
Ministry of Water and Environment, the Team Leader of the service contractor, the Team
Leader of the supervising consultant, the district and Subcounty level project focal points, the
district Agriculture Officer, Community Development Officer, Production Officer, the
Subcounty Agriculture extension officers, and Community Development Officers, the
Chairpersons of the Sub catchment and micro catchment management committees, Grievance
Redress Committee members, Soil and Water Conservation Specialist, Forestry expert, and
Livelihood expert from AidEnvironment and the Team Leader, Soil and Water Conservation
specialist and the forest expert from the International Union for Conservation of Nature, the
supervising consultant.

I selected 24 respondents in the categories of hotspot committee members and micro
catchment management committee members using purposive sampling to collect data in three
focus group discussions. The respondents were however selected randomly through the

lottery method to give them an equal chance of participation in the group discussions to

gather additional in-depth information to validate the data that I had collected through the



oral survey questionnaires and the personal interviews. Details of the breakdown of the

respondents are presented in Table 1.

31



Table 1

Respondents and Method of Inquiry
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S/mo Method Category of respondents Population Sample size  Sampling method
Size
1 Oral survey Community members: Smallholder 3400 276 Simple random
questionnaire farmers
Community Group Leaders: 26 Simple random
Hotspot Committee members
Community Group Leaders: 26 Simple random
Chairpersons of the farmers' groups
Local Leaders: LC 1 Chairpersons 10 Simple random
Self-administered  Local leaders: Micro-catchment 7 Simple random
questionnaire management committees
Total 3400 345
2 Personal Project staff from the Ministry of 5 2 Purposive
Interview Water and Environment
Kapchorwa district local 5 3 Purposive
government Technical officers
Sub County project focals 3 3 Purposive
Sub-County technical officers 9 4 Purposive
Team Leader— Service Provider 1 1 Purposive
Team Leader— Supervising 1 1 Purposive
Consultant
Chairperson—Sub-catchment 1 1 Purposive
Management Committee
Chairperson— Micro-catchment 1 1 Purposive
management committee
Service Provider’s Field technical 2 - Purposive
staff
Consultant’s Field technical staff 5 2 Purposive
Grievance Redress Committee 15 3 Purposive
members
48 24
3 Focus Group Hotspot committees 24 12 Simple random
Discussions Micro-catchment management 25 12 Simple random
committees
48 24
Total 3,496 393
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Ethical Considerations

Before undertaking the study, an introductory letter was obtained from the Team
Leader of Kyoga Water Management Zone of the Ministry of Water and Environment to
introduce me, as the researcher to the district and sub-county authorities in the study area, the
service providers, project management, and governance focal points. The introductory letter
helped me gain access to the relevant project documents for analysis from the Ministry’s
resource center.

Based on the fact that this research focused on people, the major ethical consideration
was the privacy and confidentiality of the respondents. As a starting point, I protected the
identity of the respondents by provision of identity codes and numbersto the respondents and
their geographical location on the survey questionnaires, instead of use of their names. I
informed them about the purpose of the study and also made them understand that their
participation was purely voluntary. All the respondents were enrolled after obtaining their
informed consent to participate in the study.

At the stage of administration of the research instruments, I introduced and explained
the purpose of the study to the respondents and assured them of their confidentiality
protection with an emphasis on anonymity as they filled in the questionnaire. For the
respondents who participated in interviews, [ sought permission from them to use their titles
only, for tracking and coding the responses. Lastly, I made sure I exhibited trustworthiness
and safe custody of the research instruments after data collection and during report writing, to

ensure that access by external persons was safeguarded.

Research Bias, Data Validity, Reliability, and Credibility

Minimizing Research Bias
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There were biases that I was likely to bring into the study as a researcher, who works
for a nature conservation Non-Governmental Organization with a strong focus on policy
advocacy in the Environment and Natural Resources sector. The first set of biases that were
likely to occur was particularly in the choice of the research methods that I had planned to use,
how I had planned to ask the research questions and other cultural factors such as the dress
code to adopt during data collection. I factored these possibilities into consideration to
minimize the biases in the following ways. I carefully selected the words that [ used in the
development of the research instruments. For instance, I made sure that I used simple and
clear language to introduce the purpose of the study and the survey questions. Before the
actual survey, I pretested the research instruments with twenty respondents to identify
existing ambiguities and lack of clarity in the questions. I received immense feedback which
helped me to re-state some questions and statements, while I had to completely delete some
of the questions that were misleading, vague, and not understood by the respondents. I also
trained three research assistants who were teachers by profesion in the Awoja catchment and
had attained their first degrees. They were locals and fluent in the local language,
“Kupsabiny.” I provided them with training for one day, split into two sessions to observe the
principles, protocols, and question-asking and probing techniques during data collection
through the survey questionnaires.

Data Validity, Reliability and Credibility

To ensure the validity, reliability, and credibility of the data that I collected, I used mixed
methods including both qualitative and quantitative methods to undertake the study. For
instance, I used simple random sampling to offer equal and distinct opportunities for
respondents to be included in the study and therefore minimized the bias on the study results.

The use of both the qualitative and quantitative methods also enabled me to validate

similar data that I had collected through the different methods. I made an effort to share the
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researcHindingswith afew of therespondentfor their reviewandfeedbackparticularlythe
projectcontractmanagernthe TeamLeaderservicecontractorthe TeamLeadersupervising
contractorandthedistrict projectfocal pointsto furthervalidatethe analysisand interpretation

of the results.

Pretestingthe Surveylnstruments

The pretestingf surveyinstrumentsvas quite an experiencgor new learningand
discoveriesor me in conductingactionresearchThe surveyinstrumentshat | developed
andpretestedn preparatiorfor the researchwverethe surveyquestionnaireKey Informant
Interview guide, Focus Group DiscussionGuide, and Document analysis checklist. |
administeredSurvey questionnaireso elevenrespondentsand Interview Guidesto four
respondentsyhile | conductednefocusgroupdiscussiorwith five respondents.

| pretestedheinstrumentgso checkouttherelevancef thequestiongo thecentral
researclguestionsaandthe subsidiaryinsightquestionscheckedclarity in the questions
developedo establishf all thetermsandconceptsvere wellunderstoodgheckedhelogical
flow of thequestionsthe lengthof theinstrumentdo establisithe maximuntimeit could
taketo administereachinstrumentcheckecambiguityandtechnicaluseof words,checked
clarity in the introductiorto establishf it waswell understooc&noughfor therespondentso
grantconsento participatein the survey.

Therespondenttselectedor thepretesincludedsamplegrom atleastthetargeted
audiencdor my study.Forinstance) selectedensmallholderfarmersfor the survey
guestionnaireghe District EnvironmentOfficer, the SubcountyCommunityDevelopment
Officer, theForestOfficer from the Servicecontractora Grievancecommitteememberand
Subcountyprojectfocal for the Interview Guidesandfive hotspotcommitteememberdor the
FocusGroupDiscussionGuide.| distributedthe documentanalysischecklistto the Senior

WaterOfficer, the Civil Engineerandthe SeiorSociologistwho wereexpertsfrom the



