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Drought and Flood Risk, Impacts and 
Adaptation Options for Resilience 
in Rural Communities of Uganda
Shuaib Lwasa, Department of Geography, Makerere University, Kampala, Uganda

ABSTRACT

Climate change is affectingmany rural resource-poor communities unequivocallywithdiffering
magnitude,severityandfrequencyofdroughtriskfromonelocaletoanotherespeciallyinAfrica.At
microspatialscaleofhouseholdsandvillages,climatechangerisktrendsandhazardsvaryspatially,
couplingwith social, economicand locational conditions.Thispaper analyzesvulnerability and
impactsofclimatechangefromdroughtsandfloodsinaruralcommunitywithvariedgeographies
acrosssocial,economicandenvironmentalprofilesinUganda.Inrecentyears,studieshaveshown
thatdroughtshaveincreasedform1in10yearsto1in6yearsandtheworstaffectedareaisthe
semi-aridzoneofUgandathatspansfromsouthwesternthroughcentralpartstothenorth-eastern
partsofthecountry.InthestudyareaofPallisa,locatedintheeasterncentralpartofthesemi-arid
zone,droughtsandfloodsimpactsonlivelihoods,peopleandassetsareerodingtheasset-baseforthe
households.Yetthehouseholdassetsareimportantinadaptationandresilienceofthecommunity.
Asanaturalresourcedependentcommunitylikemanyothers,evidencestronglysuggestsincreasing
climaterisksofdroughtsandfloodstheimpactsofwhichareworseningthealreadygrimconditions
ofcommunitywell-being.Thispaperanalysestheclimaterisksutilizingthevulnerabilityassessment
framework.Ascenario-basedanalysisthatintegratescommunityevaluationofvulnerabilitywith
climatedatatoanalyzecurrentandfuturevulnerabilitiesinaspatialcontextisconductedtoexamine
spatialdifferencesinvulnerability.Variousmulti-scaleadaptationstrategiesareanalyzedinrespect
totheclimatechangeriskstoassesstheresilientcapacityofthecommunitytocurrentandfuture
vulnerabilities.
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INTRODUCTION

Drought has increasinglyposed threats to livelihoodsdue to increasing frequency, intensity and
severity in the semi-arid areas of Uganda (Tumwesigye & Musiitwa, 2004). Drought risk has
forcedcommunitiestoadjustagriculturalpatternsandlivelihoods.Theincreasingimpacts,varied
magnitudesanduncertaintiesaboutriskhaveattractedattentionfromresearchersbutalsodevelopment
practitioners.Droughtinthesemi-aridzoneofUgandahavebeenobservedasincreasedfrom1in
10yearsto1in6yearsperiod(Awange,Aluoch,Ogallo,Omulo,&Omondi,2007).Asaresult,the
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frequentdroughtscreatelittleroomforbouncingbackbycommunitiesastheytendtobefollowed
byfloodsduetoexcessiverainfall.Thereisincreasedinvestmentintocommunity-basedadaptation
duetoanticipatedoutcomesofinvestinginspecificareasandsectorsthatareaffectedbydisasters.In
Uganda,thereisreportedcommunity-basedadaptationasadirectresponsetoimpactsonlivelihood
ofdroughtrisks,whichoccasionallyisfollowedbyfloods(Wakhungu,2005).Theinvestmentin
community-basedadaptationisameansforvalidationofexistingknowledgeinunderstandingof
howbesttorespondtotheimpactsofclimatechange(Aalsta,Cannon,&Burton,2008).Likemany
other communities that aredependentonnatural resource, the adaptationcapacity is challenged
when thenatural resources that form thebasisof livelihoodsdwindle,especially inareaswhere
feweropportunitiesfordiversifyinglivelihoodsystemsexist(Below,Schmid,&Sieber,2015).Inthe
Ugandansemi-aridzonethatstretchesfromsoutherntonortheasternpartsofthecountry,exposure
toclimaticriskscombineswithhighlevelsofpovertytoexacerbatevulnerabilities(MoFPED,2014).
Pallisadistrictisoneofthepoorestandhighlyvulnerabletodroughtrisk.Studiesshowthatthisareahas
experiencedhighfrequencyofdroughtsinthelast20years(Hepworth&Goulden,2008;McSweeney,
Lizcano,New,&Lu,2010).Thestudyareaisalsoexperiencingahightemporalvariationinwaterand
pasturescoupledwithlivestockovergrazing.Thispaperanalysestheobservedclimatechangedatain
conjunctionwithcommunityperceptionofclimatechangetoassessesvulnerabilityofthecommunity
tothemultipleclimatechangestressorsofdroughts,extendeddry-spells,andoccasionalfloods.The
majorobjectivesofthispaperinclude;a)toassessthevulnerabilityofthecommunityinoneofthe
SubCountiesofPallisatotheimpactsofclimatechange,andb)toidentifyadaptationmechanisms
requiredforenhancedcommunityresiliencetotheimpactsofclimatechange.Thepaperutilizesa
scenario-basedvulnerabilityassessmentframeworktoanalyzesthecurrentandfuturevulnerabilities
tounderstandrequirementsforresiliencebuilding.Thepaperexaminessomeofthelearnedpractices
ofadaptationthatcommunitymembershaveimplementedthroughparticipatoryactionandlearning.

MeTHODS AND MATeRIALS

Study Area
Pallisa isoneof thepoorestdistricts ineasternUganda located in theplainsof theLakeKioga
system.Thesubcountyisoneofthepovertyhotspotsinthecountryandregionwithanindexof
63%(MoFPED,2014).GogonyoSubcounty isparticularly located to thewestof thedistrictand
adjacenttotheextensivewetlandofMpologomaRiverwithnumerouslakesthatformpartofthe
Kiogasystem.Theareaisinanaturalsinkwithlakes,largepondsandpermanentwetlandsthenearest
andbiggestbeingNakuwathatisalsoaRamsarSite(Kalanzi,2015).Thegeographyischaracterized
byextensivewetlandsandlakeswithlow-lyinggrasslandswithsoiltypesthataremediumtolow
productivity.Thesubcounty isalso located in thecattlecorridor,which isadry landecosystem
stretchingfromsouthernUgandatonortheasternpartsofthecountry.TheSubcountyhasatotalland
areaof143.7sqkm,withapopulationof34,800accordingtothe2012results(MoFPED,2014).The
subcountyhasahighpopulationdensityrelativetoneighboringsubcountiesof346personspersq
km.ThestudyareaischaracterizedbyamixtureoftwomajortribesofItesotsandBagwereinfour
administrativeparishesofGogonyo,Ajepet,KachangoandAngodi.Themixoftribesisimportant
becauseoftheculturalmix,differingagriculturallivelihoodstrategiesandadaptations.Themajor
livelihoodactivitiesincluderain-fedagricultureofperennialsincludingcassava,grazingandannuals
includingsweetpotatoes,cottonandrice.Fishingforsomeofcommunitymembersclosetothelakes
andwetlandsisamajorlivelihoodstrategyprovidingemploymenttoyouthandwomeninvolvedin
thetransportationandtrade.Theareahaslessthan5%ofnon-agriculturalwagedjobs,amonthly
householdexpenditureof$20equivalentin2013andveryfewnon-agriculturalfirmsoperatingin
thearea(MoFPED,2014).
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