ﬁ’ African ]Ournal Of African Journ(s;lJoOf EElr;lerging Issues ENVIRONMENTAL
s Emergmg Issues Online ISSN: 2663 - 9335 STUDIES

iewed | Double blind | Interdisciplin

Available at: hitps://ajoeijournals.org

ECOLOGICAL STEWARDSHIP AND ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS IN
UGANDA: INSIGHTS FROM RELIGIOUS TEACHINGS, ROOT
CAUSES OF CRISIS, AND PATHWAYS TO SUSTAINABLE
SOLUTIONS

Bernard Rabwoni*
Vienna University, Austria
rabwonibernard@gmail.com

September 2024

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the concept of ecological stewardship in addressing Uganda’s pressing
environmental challenges, emphasizing the integration of religious teachings into conservation
efforts. Uganda is facing an escalating environmental crisis, characterized by deforestation,
wetland loss, and widespread pollution. The paper analyses the root causes of these issues,
including economic pressures, inadequate regulatory frameworks, and a lack of environmental
awareness. It argues that religious teachings can provide a powerful ethical foundation for
fostering a deeper commitment to environmental conservation. The paper concludes by
proposing practical solutions, and presenting a case study. The aim is to promote a unified and
sustainable approach to environmental management, ensuring the preservation of Uganda's
natural resources for future generations. Through this exploration, the paper aims to contribute
to the ongoing dialogue on environmental conservation in Uganda, providing insights that can
inform policy decisions and inspire collective action towards a sustainable future.

Key words: Ecology, Environment, Ecological Stewardship, Religious Insights, Importance,
Environmental or Ecological Crisis, Root Causes, Sustainable Solutions.

1.0 Introduction

Uganda, often referred to as the "Pearl of Africa,"! is endowed with diverse and rich
ecosystems that are vital to the nation's economy and the well-being of its people. The country's
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natural resources, including its forests, wetlands, rivers, and wildlife, are not only sources of
livelihood for millions of Ugandans but also integral to the global ecological balance. However,
in recent years, Uganda has faced growing environmental challenges that threaten the
sustainability of these resources. Environmental degradation, driven by factors such as rapid
population growth, deforestation, pollution, and unsustainable agricultural practices, has
reached alarming levels.

The concept of ecological stewardship, which involves the responsible management and care
of the environment, is crucial in addressing these challenges. One potential yet underexplored
avenue for promoting sustainable environmental practices lies within the realm of religious
teachings. In Uganda, where religion plays a significant role in shaping societal values and
behaviours, the integration of religious insights into environmental management could provide
a powerful tool for fostering ecological awareness and action. According to United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), religious teachings across various faiths often emphasise
the care and preservation of creation, offering a moral framework that could inspire greater
commitment to environmental stewardship?.

Ecological stewardship in Uganda is not only a moral and ethical imperative but also a
practical necessity to ensure the long-term sustainability of the nation's natural resources. The
degradation of Uganda's environment has far-reaching consequences, including loss of
biodiversity, reduced agricultural productivity, increased vulnerability to climate change, and
negative impacts on human health.

This paper explored the potential of religious teachings as a catalyst for environmental action
in Uganda, to provide a comprehensive understanding of the importance of ecological
stewardship, exploration of the underlying causes of environmental degradation and proposing
practical solutions to mitigate these issues.

1.1 Understanding Ecology and Ecological Stewardship
1.1.1 Ecology

Ecology, rooted in the Greek words oikos (house) and logos (study), explores how organisms
interact with their living (biotic) and non-living (abiotic) environments. For Tyler & Scott
(2007), ecology examines relationships within ecosystems, considering how organisms coexist
with each other and their surroundings, such as soil, water, and energy from the sun. The

1 Winston Churchhill, My African Journey, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1908. available on:
https://archive.org/details/my-african-journey-1908

2 Cf. United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). (n.d.). Religions and Environmental Protection.
Retrieved from https://www.unep.org/about-un-environment-programme/faith-earth-initiative/religions-and-
environmental-protection



"house” symbolizes the habitat where these interactions occur, emphasizing the
interconnectedness of life® .

Beyond its scientific scope, ecology carries an ethical dimension, particularly in the context of
human responsibility toward the environment. As a branch of ethics, it stresses the moral duty
to care for the natural world, ensuring it remains a hospitable "house" for all beings. Peschke
(1996) highlights that this responsibility involves maintaining the balance of nature,
safeguarding the environment for both present and future generations*.

1.1.2 Ecological stewardship

Worrell & Appleby (2000) defines Ecological stewardship as the responsible management and
conservation of natural resources, taking into consideration the needs of society, future
generations, and other species, while balancing private needs with a significant accountability
to the wider community® This concept positions humans as caretakers of the Earth, entrusted
with the duty to sustain and protect the environment.

Further more, Houghton (2004) states that the idea of humans as "stewards of the Earth™ is
deeply rooted in various cultural and religious traditions. In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, for
example, the story of creation in Genesis presents humans as gardeners of the Earth, tasked
with nurturing and caring for the environment® This model of stewardship emphasizes
harmony between humans and the rest of creation, where the environment is seen not merely
as a resource to be exploited, but as a garden to be tended with care and respect. Such a
perspective encourages the preservation of biodiversity and the protection of vulnerable species,
ensuring that the Earth remains fruitful and life-sustaining for future generations.

The responsibility of environmental stewardship is universal, transcending individual and
national boundaries. As the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace (2005) asserts, the current
ecological crisis demands a global response, acknowledging the interdependence of all beings
within the cosmos’. Stewardship, therefore, is about more than just managing resources as
Odira (2013) argues that it is about restoring the Earth's original beauty and value, which has
been compromised by human greed and negligence®. This responsibility involves maintaining
the integrity of creation as a gift for future generations, recognizing that our actions today will
determine the quality of life for those who come after us®.

3 Cf. Tyler & Scott, Essentials of Ecology, (5™ ed.) Belmont: Brooks /Cole, 2007, p.73.

4 Cf. Peschke K. H., Christian Ethics, Moral Theology in the Light of Vatican I, (Vol. 2), Theological
Publications, Bangalore 1996, p..804

5> Cf. Worrell & Appleby, Stewardship of Natural Resources: Definition, Ethical and Practical Aspects, Journal
of Environmental Ethics, 2000, 12(3), 263. retrieved from: https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1009534214698.

6 Cf. Houghton. C J. T. Global Warming; The Complete Briefing (3 ed.), Cambridge University Press, New
York 2004, pp.339-340.

7 Cf. Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, Paulines
Publications, Nairobi, 2005,. no. 466.

8 Cf. Odira C.K, Caring for the Environment for Everyone, Paulines Publications Africa, Nairobi 2013, p.37
° Cf. Ibid.



2.0 Religious teachings on ecology or environment
2.1 Pope Francis’ Teachings on the Environment in Laudato Si’

In his 2015 Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’, Pope Francis addresses the urgent need for
responsible care of our common home, the Earth. This document, directed to everyone on the
planet, emphasizes the necessity of a global dialogue on how we are shaping the future of our
world*®. The Pope highlights the pressing environmental challenges facing humanity and calls
for a collective commitment to embark on a new path of ecological stewardship.

The title Laudato Si’, meaning "Praise be to you, my Lord," is drawn from the Canticle of the
Creatures by Saint Francis of Assisi, who serves as a model of environmental care in the
encyclical. Pope Francis echoes Saint Francis by referring to the Earth as "our common home,"
a sister and mother that nurtures and sustains us. However, the Pope laments that this sister
Earth "groans” (cf. Rom 8:22) under the weight of humanity's irresponsible exploitation and
abuse of natural resources (Laudato Si’, nos. 1-2). He criticizes the failure of people to uphold
their responsibility as stewards of God's creation, reminding us that we are intimately
connected to the Earth, formed from its dust, and dependent on its air and water for life.

Pope Francis presents Saint Francis of Assisi as an exemplary figure for his deep care for the
vulnerable, his commitment to an integral ecology, and his harmonious relationship with God,
nature, and humanity. Saint Francis is portrayed as someone who saw all creatures as his
brothers and sisters and who lived in simplicity, embodying the inseparable bond between
concern for nature, justice for the poor, and inner peace. Laudato Si’ is a groundbreaking
document in the Catholic Church's history, as it is the first official and detailed papal text
advocating for ecological conversion and stewardship of creation. It calls upon every person to
reflect on the legacy we will leave for future generations and to take collective action to address

global environmental degradation, urging repentance for our ecological sins (Laudato Si’, no.
160).

2.2 Biblical Teachings on Environmental Stewardship

The Bible provides a profound foundation for environmental stewardship, emphasizing
humanity's responsibility to care for God's creation. In the Old Testament, this concept is
introduced in Genesis, where God's creation is described as "very good" (Gen 1:31),
highlighting the intrinsic value and order within the natural world. Humanity is created in God's
image and entrusted with dominion over creation, not as a license for exploitation, but as a
mandate to serve and protect the environment (Gen 1:28; 2:15). This stewardship is a moral
responsibility, with limits set by God, as symbolized by the prohibition against eating from the
tree of knowledge (Gen 2:16-17). The Bible teaches that the Earth belongs to God (Ps 24:1),

10 Cf. Francis, Laudato Si’, Encyclical Letter, On Care for Our Common Home, Vatican: Vatican Press, 24"
May, 2015.



and humanity is called to respect the intrinsic value of all living beings, recognizing that they
too glorify God (Ps 104:34)'!,

In the New Testament, Jesus' teachings reflect a deep connection with nature, using elements
of the natural world to illustrate spiritual truths. He emphasized God's care for all creatures, as
seen in his teachings about the birds of the air and the lilies of the field (Mt 6:26). Jesus often
taught in natural settings, drawing lessons from the environment to convey the Kingdom of
God, as in the parables of the mustard seed and the sower (Mt 13:31-32; Jn 4:35)*2. This
perspective reinforces the idea that creation has a divine purpose and value, and that humanity's
role is one of stewardship rather than ownership, as illustrated in the parable of the talents (Mt
25:14-30).

The Apostle Paul further deepens this understanding by linking the fate of creation with the
redemption of humanity. In Romans, Paul describes creation as "groaning in travail” due to the
corruption inflicted by human sin, yet he also speaks of its eventual liberation (Rom 8:21-22).
This suggests a mystical relationship between human actions and the state of creation,
underscoring the spiritual imperative to care for the environment as part of God's redemptive
plan. Thus, both the Old and New Testaments affirm that environmental stewardship is a sacred
duty, deeply rooted in the relationship between God, humanity, and the natural world.

2.3 Muslim Connections and Reflection on Environment

The Qur’an provides profound guidance on humanity's relationship with the environment,
emphasizing a harmonious existence with nature. In Qur'an 30:30, it is stated: "Devote thyself
single-mindedly to the Faith, and thus follow the nature designed by Allah, the nature according
to which He has fashioned mankind. There is no altering the creation of Allah."*3 This verse
underscores the idea that humans should respect the natural order as an expression of divine
will. Similarly, Qur'an 17:37 cautions against arrogance: "Do not strut arrogantly on the earth.
You will never split the earth apart nor will you ever rival the mountains’ stature,"*
highlighting the need for humility in our interactions with the environment. Qur'an 40:64
further reminds us of Allah’s role as the creator of the earth and all its provisions, urging us to
acknowledge and cherish these gifts: "It is Allah who made for you the earth a place of
settlement and the sky a ceiling and formed you and perfected your forms and provided you
with good things."*®

The Qur'an describes humans as stewards of the earth, tasked with caring for the environment.
It warns against the corruption caused by human actions, urging believers to reconsider
lifestyles and practices that harm the natural world (Qur'an 30:41). Wastefulness and the
squandering of natural resources are explicitly discouraged in Islam.

11 cf. Peschke K.H 1996,p. 796.

12 Cf. Ibid.

13 Cf. United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). (n.d.). Religions and Environmental Protection.
14 Cf. Ibid.

15 Cf. Ibid.



The Qur'an also highlights the significance of animals, with several chapters named after them,
such as the calf, the bee, the spider, and the ant. Islam recognizes the rights of animals,
instructing that they should be treated with respect and compassion. The Prophet Muhammad
(peace be upon him) taught that living beings should not be harmed or killed without just cause.
For example, he warned that anyone who kills a sparrow or anything larger without a valid
reason will be held accountable on the Day of Judgment (Sunan al-Nasa’i). These teachings
resonate with broader religious perspectives on environmental stewardship.

By examining the ethical frameworks provided by the Bible, Qur'an, and Laudato Si', the study
underscores the moral imperative for responsible environmental management and conservation.

3.0 Importance of Environmental and Ecological Concern
3.1 The Earth as Our Home

Caring for the environment is essential because Earth is our only home. We do not have another
planet to sustain life, so we must be mindful of how we treat it. Pope Francis poignantly
describes the Earth as "beginning to look more and more like an immense pile of filth" due to
pollution and waste. He calls for a collective effort to preserve the planet's beauty and integrity,
which is crucial for sustaining all life (Laudato Si, no. 21).

3.2 Health and Environment

Human beings and nature are deeply interconnected. Disrespecting the environment leads to
self-destruction, as humanity's survival depends on a healthy and balanced ecosystem. A clean
environment is integral to public health, as the health of ecosystems is closely linked to human
well-being. Ekins and Gupta (2019) emphasize that deteriorating environmental conditions
lead to significant negative impacts on human health, underscoring the need for robust
environmental protection as a core component of public health strategies. Safeguarding
ecosystems is essential for safeguarding public health®®.

Furthermore, ecological stewardship is critical in reducing health risks associated with
environmental degradation. McMichael et al. (2003) highlight that environmental degradation,
such as pollution and deforestation, significantly contributes to the spread of infectious diseases
and malnutrition, particularly in developing countries'’. Prioritizing ecological health in
Uganda can mitigate these risks, leading to improved public health outcomes.

16 Cf. Paul Ekins and Joyeeta Gupta, Perspective: A Healthy Planet for Healthy People, Cambridge University
Press: 28 October 2019. retrieved from:
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/global-sustainability/article/perspective-a-healthy-planet-for-healthy-
people/631A71648FAGEQ7273BO0E6848FECO12.

17 Ccf.World Health Organization. (2003). Climate change and human health: risks and responses /ceditors : A. J.
McMichael ... [et al.]. World Health Organization. https://iris.who.int/handle/10665/42742.
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3. 3 Ensuring Food and Water Security

Ecological stewardship is essential for securing food and water resources in Uganda, where
agriculture depends on healthy ecosystems. As Gleick (2014) notes, managing water resources
with ecological considerations is crucial for maintaining water security, particularly in regions
like Uganda that rely on rain-fed agriculture. Degradation of water catchments and soil can
severely impact agricultural productivity and food security.8

Additionally, sustainable livelihoods in rural Uganda are closely tied to the careful
management of natural resources. Berkes (2012) underscores the importance of incorporating
local knowledge into conservation efforts, which can enhance both environmental and social
outcomes. By promoting sustainable agricultural practices, ecological stewardship supports
both food security and poverty alleviation in the region.*®

3. 4 Responsibility towards Future Generations

The obligation to preserve the environment for future generations is a moral imperative rooted
in the very essence of our existence and our responsibilities as stewards of the Earth. As
Houghton (2004) argues, the environment is a heritage that we must pass on to our children
and grandchildren, ideally in a state that does not burden them with insurmountable
challenges?. This perspective emphasizes that our duty extends beyond immediate concerns,
demanding that we act decisively to mitigate environmental degradation now, rather than
leaving a worsening problem for future generations to address. The longer we delay, the more
complex and difficult the solutions become, making it crucial to embrace sustainable
development as a guiding principle for our actions today.

Pope Francis, in Laudato Si', deepens this discourse by questioning the broader purpose of
human existence and our role in the world. He asserts that genuine concern for the environment
is inseparable from concerns about human dignity and the ethical foundation of society. This
viewpoint echoes the sentiments of Benedict XVI, who highlighted that the environment, as a
divine gift, entails a responsibility not just to future generations, but to humanity as a whole,
particularly the poor?! (Caritas in Veritate, 2009, no.48). Similarly, John Paul Il in his
Encyclical Letter, Centesimus Annus (1991, no.38) reminds us that humanity itself is a gift,
and thus, we must respect both the natural world and the moral structures we inherit?? . These
papal teachings converge on the idea that true environmental stewardship requires a holistic
approach—one that integrates respect for creation with a profound sense of duty to all humanity,
underscoring the interconnectedness of ecological, social, and moral responsibilities.

18 Cf.Gleick, Peter H., ed. The World's Water 2014-2015: The Biennial Report on Freshwater Resources.
Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2014. retrieved from https://islandpress.org/books/world’s-water.

19 Berkes, Fikret. Sacred Ecology. 3rd ed. New York: Routledge, 2012. retrieved from:
https://www:.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203123843/sacred-ecology-fikret-berkes

20 Cf. Houghton., C J. T. ,2004, 332.

2L Cf. Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate, Encyclical Letter, AAS 101 (2009), 671-685. no, 48.

22 Cf.John Paul I1, Centesimus Annus, Encyclical Letter, AAS 83 (1991), 841-865. no.38.



3.5 Mitigating the Impacts of Climate Change

Ecological stewardship is crucial for mitigating the impacts of climate change, which

disproportionately affect developing countries like Uganda. Uganda is highly vulnerable to

climate variability, which poses risks to agriculture, water resources, and health. As Stern (2006)
highlights, developing countries will suffer the most from climate change, not only because of

geography but also because of their limited capacity to adapt?®. By prioritizing ecological

stewardship, Uganda can enhance its resilience to climate change and reduce the vulnerability

of its population to environmental shocks

Ecological stewardship is crucial for combating desertification, a major threat in many
developing countries, including Uganda. According to Reynolds et al. ( 2007) effective
ecological stewardship can prevent desertification by promoting sustainable land management
practices that maintain soil fertility and reduce land degradation?*.

3.6 Enhancing Resilience to Natural Disasters

Ecological stewardship enhances resilience to natural disasters, which are becoming more
frequent and severe due to climate change. In Uganda, floods, landslides, and droughts are
significant threats that ecological stewardship can help mitigate. Adger et al. (2005) argue that
healthy ecosystems play a critical role in buffering communities from the impacts of natural
disasters, providing natural barriers and reducing vulnerability?®. By conserving wetlands,
forests, and watersheds, Uganda can enhance its capacity to withstand and recover from these
events.

3.7 Preservation of Biodiversity

Biodiversity is essential for sustaining life on Earth, providing crucial resources such as food,
water, and clean air. Pope Francis, in Laudato Si', warns of the alarming rate of species
extinction, which diminishes the richness of life and disrupts ecosystems. The loss of
biodiversity, driven by human activities, poses significant risks to humanity by threatening the
stability of the ecosystems that support our basic needs.

In Uganda, where diverse ecosystems play a vital role in human well-being, biodiversity
conservation is a key aspect of ecological stewardship. Mace et al. (2012) emphasize that
biodiversity is foundational to ecosystem functions and services, such as food security, water

23 Cf. Stern, Nicholas. The Economics of Climate Change: The Stern Review. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006.retrieved from
ttps://assets.cambridge.org/97805217/00801/frontmatter/9780521700801_frontmatter.pdf

24Cf. Reynolds et al ,Global Desertification: Building a Science for Dryland Development, Science,316, 847
(2007) DOI: 10.1126/science.1131634 , 847 (2007); 31634.
https://www.academia.edu/19492626/Reynolds_et_al_2007_Global_desertification_building_a_science_for_dry
land_development_Science_316_May 11 847 851 accessed on 25 August, 2024.

%5 Cf. Adger, W. Neil, Terry P. Hughes, Carl Folke, et al. "Social-Ecological Resilience to Coastal Disasters."
Science 309, no. 5737 (2005): 1036-1039, retreaved from: https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Social-
Ecological-Resilience-to-Coastal-Disasters-Adger-Hughes/e195daf7ba501948e10638119¢d89¢c9¢c3471dc96



purification, and disease regulation. Protecting biodiversity not only sustains these critical
services but also creates economic opportunities, including ecotourism?®. Through responsible
stewardship, Uganda can preserve its natural resources, enhancing both environmental health
and economic growth.

3.8 Intrinsic VValue of Nature

Nature possesses an intrinsic value independent of its utility to humanity, which imposes an
ethical obligation on humans to act as responsible stewards rather than exploiters of the
environment. As Peschke (1996) asserts, humans do not hold absolute sovereignty over nature,
as it is ultimately God's creation and belongs to Him alone. Humans are merely stewards,
entrusted with the responsibility to respect the rights and purpose of nature as defined by the
Creator?’. This stewardship limits human authority over nature, requiring that all interactions
with the environment align with the Creator's will and intentions, thereby safeguarding the
inherent value and purpose of creation.

3.9 Conclusion

Ecological stewardship is not just a moral obligation but a pragmatic necessity for developing
countries like Uganda. By sustaining natural resources, mitigating climate change, preserving
biodiversity, ensuring food and water security, supporting sustainable livelihoods, and
reducing health risks, Uganda can achieve a balance between economic development and
environmental sustainability. This approach is essential for the long-term well-being of its
population and the preservation of its natural heritage.

4.0 Analysis of the root causes of Environmental or Ecological Crisis in Uganda

The ecological crisis in Uganda, like in many developing countries, stems from a complex
interplay of social, economic, and environmental factors. Below, | present the root causes of
this crisis.

4.1 Deforestation

Deforestation is a primary driver of Uganda's ecological crisis, leading to loss of biodiversity,
disruption of water cycles, and increased greenhouse gas emissions. The rapid conversion of
forests to agricultural land and for fuelwood is a significant concern. According to Banana et
al. (2007), Uganda's forest cover has been declining at an alarming rate due to agricultural
expansion, illegal logging, and the high demand for fuelwood.?® Uganda faces one of the

% Cf. Mace, Georgina M., Ken Norris, and Alastair H. Fitter. "Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services: A
Multilayered Relationship." Trends in Ecology & Evolution 27, no. 1 (2012): 19-26. retrieved
from:https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0169534711002424.

27 peschke K. H., 1996, p.804-804.

28 Cf. Banana, Abwoli Y.,Nathan D. Vogt, Joseph Bahati & Simon Gombya-Ssembajjwe, Decentralized
Governance and Ecological Health: Why local institutions fail to moderate deforestation in Mpigi district of
Uganda,Scientific Research and Essay Vol. 2 (10), pp. 434-445, October 2007.retrieved from:
https://public.websites.umich.edu/~ifri/Publications/Banana,%20Abwoli,%20et%20al.%20%20Decentralized%
20Governance%20and%20Ecological%20Health.pdf



highest rates of forest cover loss globally, with an annual deforestation rate of 2.6%. According
to the 2016/17 Uganda National Household Survey, over 80% of rural households rely on
firewood for cooking. The significant demand for wood fuel, coupled with limited access to
energy-saving alternatives, poses a serious threat to the country’s forest cover, risking ongoing
environmental degradation.?

4.2 Population Pressure

Uganda's rapidly growing population exerts immense pressure on natural resources, leading
to overexploitation and environmental degradation. The need for land, food, and energy has
driven unsustainable agricultural practices, deforestation, and habitat destruction. As discussed
by Maja & Ayano (2021), the Earth’s resources are finite, yet the demands placed on them
continue to grow with the increasing population. While population growth is crucial for
development, it can strain the environment beyond its capacity, leading to degradation. This
unsustainable growth impacts the environment through the excessive use of natural resources
and the generation of waste, resulting in loss of biodiversity, pollution, and increased pressure
on arable land. As population growth outpaces the available land, human activities such as
deforestation and the drainage of wetlands intensify, contributing to further ecological crises°.

4.3 Agricultural Expansion

Agricultural expansion, often at the expense of natural ecosystems, is a significant contributor
to Uganda's ecological crisis. The conversion of forests, wetlands, and grasslands into farmland
has led to habitat loss, soil erosion, and decreased water quality. To Tang Kuok Ho (2020),the
intensification of agriculture particularly through slash-and-burn practices, significantly
contributes to ecological crises by disrupting natural ecosystems. As forests are cleared and
burned to expand agricultural land, the immediate loss of biodiversity is often irreversible, with
native species losing their habitats and endangered species facing heightened extinction risks.
This practice alters soil chemistry and diminishes species richness, with the extent of these
changes exacerbated by shorter fallow periods driven by agricultural intensification. Moreover,
large-scale slash-and-burn for commercial purposes is a major contributor to greenhouse gas
emissions, further destabilizing ecological balance and accelerating climate change®!. The
persistence of these practices is fueled by economic pressures and lack of alternative
livelihoods leading to widespread environmental degradation in Uganda.This trend undermines
the sustainability of agricultural productivity and the resilience of ecosystems.

29 World Bank, Ugandan Government Steps Up Efforts to Mitigate and Adapt to Climate Change, 2019
retrieved from: https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2019/05/31/ugandan-government-steps-up-efforts-
to-mitigate-and-adapt-to-climate-change

30 Cf. Maja, M.M., Ayano, S.F. The Impact of Population Growth on Natural Resources and Farmers’ Capacity
to Adapt to Climate Change in Low-Income Countries. Earth Syst Environ 5, 271-283 (2021).
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41748-021-00209-6

31 Cf.Tang Kuok Ho,A Systematic Review of Slash-and-Burn Agriculture as an Obstacle to Future-Proofing
Climate Change, Conference Paper, 2020 DOI:10.17501/2513258X.2020.4101
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4.5 Weak Government Policies and Laws/Political Impediments

Inadequate governance and weak enforcement of environmental policies are critical
contributors to Uganda's ecological crisis. Corruption, resource constraints, and a lack of
political will often undermine environmental management and conservation efforts. According
to the International Institute for Sustainable Development (11ISD, 2019), many governments
lack the political resolve necessary to implement and enforce environmental regulations, a
problem compounded by the politicization of issues like climate change, which leads to public
confusion and inaction. The insufficient enforcement of environmental laws creates a
permissive environment for unsustainable exploitation of natural resources, resulting in
deforestation, pollution, and biodiversity loss. This situation not only accelerates
environmental degradation but also weakens public trust in governance, further complicating
the implementation of future environmental initiatives® . In Uganda, the failure to effectively
ban polythene bags exemplifies the broader issue of inadequate governmental commitment to
environmental protection.

4.6 Poverty

Poverty is often linked to environmental degradation, particularly in developing countries
where economic constraints force communities to exploit natural resources unsustainably.
Masron and Subramaniam (2018) argue that poverty exacerbates environmental degradation as
impoverished populations, lacking alternative livelihoods, are more likely to engage in
activities such as deforestation, overfishing, and unsustainable agriculture. These practices,
driven by the immediate need for survival, contribute to long-term ecological crises, including
loss of biodiversity and soil degradation®3. The authors suggest that addressing poverty is
crucial for mitigating environmental harm, as economic development can provide the resources
and incentives needed for sustainable environmental management.

4.7 Lack of ecological literacy/ education

The lack of comprehensive ecological education is a significant factor contributing to the
ongoing environmental crisis, as it hinders the development of pro-environmental behavior.
Ajaps, McLellan, and Gritter (2015) emphasize that insufficient environmental knowledge
prevents individuals from recognizing the impact of their actions on the environment, leading
to a disconnect between awareness and behavior. Without a strong foundation in environmental
education, people are less likely to adopt sustainable practices, perpetuating the ecological
degradation that threatens global ecosystems. The authors underscore this point by stating, "We

32 Cf. 11SD. (2019) Environmental laws impeded by lack of enforcement: First-ever global assessment. SDG
Knowledge Hub. Retrieved from https://sdg.iisd.org/news/environmental-laws-impeded-by-lack-of-
enforcement-first-ever-global-assessment/

33 Cf. Masron, T. A., & Subramaniam, Y. (2018). Does Poverty Cause Environmental Degradation? Evidence
from Developing Countries. Journal of Poverty, 23(1), 44-64. https://doi.org/10.1080/10875549.2018.1500969
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don’t know enough," highlighting how gaps in environmental understanding can exacerbate
ecological issues®.

4.8 Poor garbage disposal has deteriorated the environment.

Poor waste disposal practices have significantly contributed to environmental degradation,
with irresponsible littering and inadequate waste management being major concerns. Odira
(2013) highlights the pervasive issue of careless disposal of materials such as polythene bags,
plastics, and toxic waste, which contaminates the environment and poses serious threats to
ecosystems. The improper dumping of non-biodegradable materials, including plastics and
chemical waste, into water bodies and on land, renders these areas unproductive and accelerates
pollution. Odira further underscores the gravity of this issue, noting that "many people are
careless as regards disposing of rubbish," which leads to widespread environmental harm®

4.9 Irresponsible Economic Growth

Irresponsible economic growth, driven by the relentless pursuit of market-focused
development, has led to the exploitation of natural resources and widespread environmental
degradation. Odira (2013) argues that in this competitive economic system, both humanity and
nature are ultimately losers, as the focus on economic gains leads to the loss of integrity and
harmony that should exist between human life and the natural world3®. This approach to
development neglects responsible stewardship, resulting in eco-injustices such as deforestation,
pollution, and climate change. Gruen and Jamieson (1994) emphasize that true development
cannot be separated from responsible environmental care, as failure to do so leads to regrettable
consequences like prolonged droughts, loss of biodiversity, and soil infertility *” Thus,
sustainable development must integrate ecological responsibility to avoid further harm to both
people and the planet.

4.10 Human Greed and Consumerism

Human greed, coupled with an unchecked spirit of consumerism and selfishness, has
significantly contributed to the current environmental crisis. As Odira (2013) notes, the
relentless pursuit of “too much, too fast" at unsustainable rates has led to the overexploitation
of natural resources, crippling the Earth's capacity to sustain life*® . This greed, rooted in an
innate self-interest as argued by Thomas Hobbes, drives humans to prioritize immediate
economic gains over long-term ecological stability, resulting in widespread environmental
degradation. Hobbes asserts that in their natural state, humans are inherently selfish and greedy,
leading to behaviors that harm the broader ecosystem. Pope Francis echoes this sentiment,

34 Cf. Ajaps, S., McLellan, R., & Gritter, K. (2015). “We don’t know enough”: Environmental education and
pro-environmental behaviour perceptions. Cogent Education, 2(1).
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2015.1124490.

% Cf. Odira C.K, 2013 p. 34.

%Laudato Si, no. 123.

3%Cf. Odira, C. K, 2013, p. 35.

7Cf. Gruen and Jamieson, Reflecting on Nature, New York: Oxford University Press.

1994, p.160

% Cf. Odira C.K, 2013, p. 23.
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observing that "the emptier a person’s heart is, the more he or she needs things to buy, own and
consume” (Laudato Si, no. 204). This self-centeredness exacerbates greed and accelerates
consumerism, further depleting the Earth’s resources and undermining ecological balance.
Together, these elements create a cycle of destruction that threatens the sustainability of life on
our planet.

4.11 Natural Disasters

“No spot on Earth is immune from a natural disaster*® Natural disasters, such as earthquakes,
floods, and landslides, also contribute to environmental degradation. These events can have
devastating effects on ecosystems, disrupting the natural balance and leading to long-term
environmental consequences. While natural disasters are beyond human control, their impact
is often exacerbated by human activities that weaken the environment’s resilience, such as
deforestation and poor land management practices*

In summary, the ecological crisis is driven by a complex interplay of factors, including
deforestation, population pressure, lack of ecological education, poverty, poor ecological
legislation or political will, cultural attitudes, irresponsible economic growth, Greed and
climate change etc.

5.0 Pathways to Sustainable Solutions to ecological crisis in Uganda

To address the ecological crisis effectively and promote ecological stewardship, a multi-faceted
approach involving various strategies and perspectives is essential. Here's a summary of the
proposed solutions:

5.1 Individual and Collective Responsibility

Ecological stewardship in Uganda is a fundamental responsibility that demands both individual
and collective action. Odira (2013) emphasizes that safeguarding the environment is not a task
limited to a specific group or institution but rather a shared duty that involves every member
of society, from secular to religious communities**. This perspective underscores that
environmental conservation cannot be effectively achieved through passive observation but
requires active participation from every citizen*. In a nation like Uganda, where environmental
challenges such as deforestation, pollution, and the improper disposal of waste like polythene
bags (buveera) threaten ecological balance, it is imperative for each individual to recognize
their role in protecting the environment. By understanding that one’s actions have a direct
impact on the environment, individuals can contribute to conservation efforts in simple yet

3 Cf.Metych, Michele. "natural disaster". Encyclopedia Britannica, 23 Aug. 2024,
https://www.britannica.com/science/natural-disaster. Accessed 28 August 2024.
40 Cf. Odira C.K, 2013, p. 34.

41 Cf. Odira, C.K 2013, p.21

42 Cf.ibid.
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significant ways, such as reducing plastic use, planting trees, and practicing responsible waste
disposal.

Moreover, this individual responsibility must be complemented by collective efforts, as the
scale of environmental issues often surpasses what can be managed by personal actions alone.
Mutyaba (2015), drawing from Laudato Si', advocates for the involvement of all talents and
capacities within society to address the damage caused by human exploitation of nature*. This
approach aligns with global environmental strategies that recognize the interdependence
between personal accountability and communal action. In Uganda, fostering a culture of
collective ecological stewardship—where communities, governments, organizations, and
individuals collaborate—can lead to more sustainable and effective environmental protection.
The fusion of personal responsibility with collective initiatives ensures that both the immediate
and long-term environmental challenges are addressed comprehensively, thereby promoting a
healthier and more sustainable environment for future generations.

5.2 Ecological Education

The integration of environmental education into the core curriculum is increasingly recognized
as essential for addressing global ecological challenges. UNESCO (2021) emphasizes that
environmental education must be a fundamental component of school curricula worldwide to
foster a generation equipped with the knowledge and skills necessary to combat environmental
degradation. Incorporating ecological education into the educational framework is crucial for
empowering students to understand and address the complexities of climate change,
biodiversity loss, and sustainable resource management. Such education not only promotes
environmental stewardship but also instills critical thinking and problem-solving skills that are
vital for navigating and mitigating future ecological crises**.

Furthermore, making environmental education a core curricular component aligns with broader
global sustainability goals. UNESCO (2021) asserts that comprehensive ecological education
will play a pivotal role in shaping responsible citizens who can advocate for and implement
sustainable practices in their communities. By embedding environmental awareness and
responsibility into the education system, societies can build resilience against environmental
challenges and ensure that future generations are better prepared to safeguard the planet. This
proactive approach is essential for achieving long-term sustainability and ecological balance
on a global scale.

5.3 Ecological Legislation

Effective environmental legislation, coupled with sound political governance, plays a crucial
role in promoting environmental stewardship. The law serves as a powerful tool for

43 Cf. Emmanuel Mutyaba, Implications of Laudato Si to Uganda: In Leadership Magazine (issue no.551)
September, 2015.

44 Cf. UNESCO declares environmental education must be a core curriculum component by 2025, retrieved
from: https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/unesco-declares-environmental-education-must-be-core-curriculum-
component-2025.
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safeguarding the environment by setting clear guidelines, prohibitions, and sanctions that
govern individual and collective behavior. Peschke argues that the complexities of ecological
challenges cannot be adequately addressed through the unchecked dynamics of economic and
social forces alone; instead, a structured legal framework is necessary to ensure consistent and
equitable environmental protection. Legislation that mandates all citizens to actively engage in
environmental preservation is essential for overcoming the ecological crises we face. Such
legal measures emphasize the importance of prevention—addressing potential environmental
harm before it occurs is far more efficient and effective than attempting to restore ecosystems
after damage has been done, which is often a labor-intensive, costly, and only partially
successful endeavor®®

However, legal compliance alone is insufficient for true environmental care. Citizens must
transcend a mindset of mere legality, recognizing that the ethical responsibility to protect the
environment extends beyond what is explicitly forbidden by law. Peschke K. H. underscores
that adherence to the law should not be the sole measure of moral conduct; individuals must
also consider the broader ethical implications of their actions. This means that even in the
absence of legal prohibitions, people should actively avoid behaviors that could harm the
environment. By fostering a culture where legal frameworks and moral responsibility work in
tandem, society can more effectively achieve sustainable environmental stewardship, ensuring
that legal obligations are met and exceeded in the pursuit of ecological well-being.

5.4 Religion can be instrumental in the conservation of the environment

In Uganda, where over 84% of the population identifies as Christian and around 14% as
Muslim, religion plays a pivotal role in shaping societal values and behaviors. Given this
significant religious influence, faith communities are uniquely positioned to lead efforts in
environmental conservation. Religious leaders, through sermons, teachings, and community
outreach, can effectively promote ecological stewardship by framing it as a sacred duty®. By
reminding their congregations of the spiritual obligation to care for God's creation, they can
inspire a collective commitment to preserving Uganda's rich natural resources.

Religious institutions in Uganda, including churches, mosques, and schools, serve as powerful
platforms for spreading the "gospel of ecology.” When religious leaders emphasize
environmental care as part of spiritual and moral responsibility, they can motivate individuals
to repent for their ecological transgressions and adopt more sustainable practices. As Benedict
XVI noted, the Church's mission is not only to advocate for the protection of nature but also to
prevent humanity's self-destruction through environmental neglect*’. By integrating ecological
awareness into their teachings, Uganda’s religious leaders can help cultivate a culture of
environmental respect and responsibility, contributing significantly to the nation's sustainable
future.

45 Cf.Peschke, pp. 810-822
4 Cf. Odira C.K, 2013,p. 23
47 Cf. Caritas in Veritate, no,51

15



5.5 Sustainable Agriculture

Sustainable agriculture holds the unique potential to both mitigate climate change and enhance
resilience to its impacts. By adopting practices that reduce greenhouse gas emissions, increase
carbon sequestration, and promote biodiversity, sustainable agriculture can significantly
contribute to climate change mitigation“®. Additionally, these practices improve soil health,
water management, and crop diversity, thereby strengthening the resilience of agricultural
systems to the adverse effects of climate change*.

5.6 Reforestation and Afforestation

Griffin (2024) argues that forests are critical to maintaining ecological balance, as they serve
as the planet's "lungs" by sequestering carbon dioxide, regulating the water cycle, and
providing habitats for numerous species. Healthy forest ecosystems are vital for preserving
biodiversity, supporting human livelihoods, and addressing climate change. The practices of
afforestation and reforestation are essential for environmental sustainability, as they enhance
biodiversity, sequester carbon, and improve soil health, thereby mitigating the impacts of
climate change *°.

5.7 Adoption of Renewable Energy

In addressing the climate challenges faced by Uganda, the adoption of renewable energy stands
out as one of the critical strategies.Jacobson (2020) argues for a transition from fossil fuels to
100% clean, renewable energy in order to address climate change, air pollution, and energy
insecurity®® Transitioning to alternative energy sources such as solar energy, biofuels, and wind
power can mitigate these issues by reducing the demand for charcoal and firewood, thus
helping to curb deforestation and charcoal burning—key indicators of ecological crisis.

6.0 Conclusion

This study highlights the urgent need for enhanced ecological stewardship in Uganda, drawing
on religious teachings and practical environmental strategies to address the country’s pressing
ecological crisis. The analysis of root causes reveals that Uganda’s ecological challenges stem
from a combination of factors, including deforestation, population pressure, agricultural
expansion, poverty, climate change etc. Addressing Uganda’s ecological crisis requires a

48 Cf.Rehman, A., Faroog, M., Lee, DJ. et al. Sustainable agricultural practices for food security and ecosystem
services. Environ Sci Pollut Res 29, 84076-84095 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-022-23635-2

49 Cf. Ibid.

%0 Gilbert Griffin, Afforestation and Reforestation, 2024.retrieved from:https://forestry.com/forestry-
management/sustainable-practices/afforestation-vs-reforestation/

51 Cf. 100% Clean, Renewable Energy and Storage for Everything,Cambridge University Press, 2020
retrievedfrom :https://books.google.at/books/about/100_Clean_Renewable_Energy_and_Storage_f.html?id=W?7
32DWAAQBAJ&redir_esc=y
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multifaceted strategy that combines ethical considerations with practical solutions. I conclude
with the case study of the restoration of Lazarus Forest in Uganda.

6.1 The restoration of Lazarus Forest in Luweero, Uganda

The restoration of Lazarus Forest in Uganda serves as a compelling case study in ecological
stewardship and community-driven environmental recovery. Once a degraded forest stripped
of its trees and biodiversity, it is now a thriving ecosystem, largely due to efforts inspired by
both religious teachings and community engagement. In the late 20th century, the forest on
Nandere Hill was extensively deforested as local residents sought firewood and charcoal in the
aftermath of Uganda’s civil war. This led to a dramatic decline in the forest’s health, drying up
its streams and leaving its wildlife displaced. However, a vision for reforestation, led by three
priests and supported by religious values, became the foundation for recovery®2,

Key to this restoration was a holistic approach that not only replanted indigenous trees but also
addressed the socio-economic needs of local residents. Recognizing that poverty drove much
of the forest destruction, the project involved sensitizing the local community about the
importance of conservation while providing them with alternative sources of firewood and
opportunities to benefit from the forest sustainably. Additionally, religious motivations,
particularly those aligned with Pope Francis’ call for environmental action in Laudato Si,
played a significant role in inspiring this project.>®

The results have been remarkable. A stream that had dried up began flowing again, bird and
animal species returned, and biodiversity flourished. By replanting native species and
protecting the land from further encroachment, Lazarus Forest became a model for how
deliberate ecological restoration can reverse severe environmental degradation®.

The success of Lazarus Forest underscores the need for integrating community-based solutions,
religious and moral incentives, and educational outreach in tackling environmental crises. This
case shows that ecological stewardship, when combined with addressing root causes such as
poverty and unsustainable land use, can lead to long-term environmental and socio-economic
benefits. This localized crisis mirrors national environmental struggles, where economic
pressures often outweigh ecological considerations, leading to land degradation.

52 Cf. Wandera Dan, How a Priestly Vision Resurrected Lazarus Forest in Luweero, 2024.cf.
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/special-reports/how-a-priestly-vision-resurrected-lazarus-forest-in-luweero-
4754402

53 Cf. Ibid.

54 Cf. Ibid.
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