TIMELINE

A CONSERVATION PROJECT IN THE TORO
SEMLIKI WILDLIFE RESERVE

1998

A rebel group invades the
Toro Semliki Wildlife
Reserve and Indigenous
Peoples are forced to flee.

2005

The conflict ends, but the
authorities prevent displaced
people from returning home. In
different national parks,
Uganda Wildlife Authority
(UWA) rangers violently evict
and attack people.

2015

Indigenous communities
claiming their land in the
Toro Semliki Wildlife Reserve
start being harassed and
attacked by the UWA.

2016

Indigenous communities file
a lawsuit to claim back
their land.

PROJECT TYPE
Conservation project - Toro Semliki
Wildlife Reserve.
MAY

FINANCING IN FOCUS
World Bank - US$ 2.3 million grant (2021).

REPRISALS
- Displacement.
- Harassment.
- Threats.
- Extortion.
- Physical attacks.
- Shootings.
- Killings.

2021

The World Bank approves a
US$ 2.3 million grant to
be implemented by the UWA
in the Toro Semliki
Wildlife Reserve.

Communities continue to
suffer killings and attacks
perpetrated by the UWA;
they present a complaint to
the World Bank Grievance
Redress Service and to the
Inspection Panel, but their
complaints are considered
ineligible.

Members of the community living near the Toro Semliki Wildlife Reserve, Uganda. Credit: Twerwaneho Listeners Club.

UGANDA: A CONSERVATION PROJECT
IN THE TORO SEMLIKI WILDLIFE RESERVE
The Indigenous Peoples living near the Toro Semliki

In the Toro Semliki Wildlife Reserve, Uganda Wildlife

Wildlife Reserve, in western Uganda, have suffered

Authority rangers have been systematically harassing,

human rights violations for decades. The Uganda Wildlife

displacing and attacking local indigenous communities.

Authority (UWA) rangers, in charge of patrolling the area,

Yet, despite its poor human rights track record, the

have systematically used violence against those who

World Bank assigned to UWA the implementation of a

attempt to access their land and claim their rights.

conservation project in the reserve.

In 2021, the World Bank approved a project involving

The project supports UWA’s patrolling activities through

different protected areas in Uganda,

the provision of protective equipment, food rations,

179

including the Toro

Semliki Wildlife Reserve. The aim of the project was to

monitoring equipment and fuel. It also aims to support

improve sustainable management of these areas and

local communities through livelihoods and employment

benefit local communities impacted by the pandemic.

opportunities, and to involve them in the management

Despite its poor human rights track record, the World

of forest and wildlife areas. However, local communities

Bank assigned the project implementation to UWA,

report ongoing harassment and attacks, and have not

as well as the related assessments, preparation and

received any benefit from the project.

stakeholder engagement.
In 2021, local communities submitted complaints to two
World Bank complaints offices: the Grievance Redress

IN THE TORO SEMLIKI WILDLIFE RESERVE,
UGANDA WILDLIFE AUTHORITY RANGERS
HAVE BEEN SYSTEMATICALLY HARASSING,
DISPLACING AND ATTACKING LOCAL
INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES.

Service and the Inspection Panel. Both failed to take
effective actions to address the retaliations and other
harms linked to the project, and ultimately decided not to
pursue the complaints.

Retaliations
179 The project funds were provided by the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) and assigned to two implementing agencies,
the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) and the National Forestry Authority. The project’s activities will be carried out in the Murchison Falls
National Park, Queen Elizabeth National Park, the Toro-Semliki Wildlife
Reserve, and other areas. See: “Securing Uganda’s Natural Resource
Base in Protected Areas Project”, World Bank, 2021, https://projects.
worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P174337.

In 1998, the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), a coalition
of rebel groups, invaded the Toro Semliki Wildlife
Reserve and Indigenous Peoples residing in the park and
surrounding areas were forced to flee. After the end of
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the conflict in 2005, the authorities further extended the

29 killed. Many victims have not been buried, as UWA

boundaries of the reserve and prevented displaced people

guards only allow relatives to retrieve the bodies of their

from returning to their homes.

loved ones from the forest if they pay an extortion.

UWA rangers have been brutally attacking community

UWA rangers have also restricted the right to freedom

members to prevent them from accessing the forest and

of association, by attacking people gathered for public

its resources.180 In the past two decades, local Indigenous

meetings, through the use of tear gas and arrests. Since 2020,

communities have been deprived of their basic human

all public gatherings have been prohibited, supposedly due to

rights, including their right to food, water, and housing.

COVID-19 restrictions, even though mass rallies during the

They have been forcibly evicted, their properties have

January 2021 General Elections were allowed.

been confiscated or destroyed, and they have been
psychologically and physically violated. Women are
particularly affected, as they are traditionally responsible
for collecting food and natural medicine. They are
frequently harassed by UWA rangers, beaten up and
forced to pay ransoms in order to access resources in the
forest. Those who are peacefully defending their land
rights are systematically threatened and attacked.

World Bank’s failed
due diligence
LACK OF ANY REPRISAL RISK ASSESSMENT
P R I O R T O A P P R O VA L O F T H E P R O J E C T

In 2016, with the support of the Twerwaneho Listeners

Despite the long history of attacks against the Indigenous

Club (TLC),181 members of the Indigenous communities

communities in the area, the bank documents do not

filed a lawsuit against the UWA and the Attorney General

reflect any form of assessment of the risks of retaliation

of Uganda, requesting to be recognized as legitimate

and any measure to mitigate them. The project is instead

land owners and calling for an end to violence and forced

further amplifying these risks, as it directly provides

evictions. However, no one from UWA has ever been

UWA with equipment and resources for patrolling and

prosecuted or held accountable.

surveillance, despite evidence that this type of activities

182

has resulted in serious human rights violations and brutal
Reprisals escalated during the World Bank project

attacks.184 Moreover, the project is being implemented

negotiation phase and continued after its approval.

in disputed land, from where Indigenous communities

According to a defender, “in people’s minds, reprisals are

were forcibly evicted and prevented from returning back

a practice so entrenched that if you are in a national park,

to. Yet, the project documents do not reference this, nor

it seems normal that you will end up being beaten. People

the situation more generally in Uganda where there are

don’t even talk about reprisals because it is a structural

widespread human rights violations due to the lack of

issue, it is an enforced culture”.

recognition of the rights of Indigenous Peoples to their

183

lands, territories and resources.185
Since 2015, in the Toro Semliki Reserve, UWA rangers
have been responsible for more than 86 attacks, including

The World Bank project directly provides UWA with

34 people beaten, shot, or injured, 15 arrested, and at least

equipment and resources for patrolling and surveillance,
despite evidence that this type of activities has resulted in

180 Interview with human rights defender (anonymous for security
reasons), conducted online by the Coalition for Human Rights in
Development, December 16, 2021; Complaint to the Inspection Panel,
World Bank, https://www.inspectionpanel.org/sites/www.inspectionpanel.org/files/cases/documents/155-Request%20for%20Inspection_Redacted-18%20October%202021.pdf.
181 Twerwaneho Listeners Club is a local civil society organization
based in Fort Portal, that promotes good governance and respect
for human rights and fundamental freedoms of the marginalized and
most vulnerable to ensure improved service delivery, equitable development and peace: https://www.tlc-uganda.org/.
182 Interview with human rights defender (anonymous for security
reasons), conducted online by the Coalition for Human Rights in Development, December 16, 2021.
183

Ibid.

serious human rights violations and brutal attacks.

184 Responding to concerns raised by a group of CSOs, Bank’s staff
affirmed that activities related to patrolling, militarization and land
acquisition in the area are not financed by or required for the project,
which will exclusively finance livelihood support. Nevertheless, the
project documents do not expressly exclude patrolling in the area
of the Toro Semliki Wildlife Reserve, despite this is a regular activity
carried out by the project implementer (UWA).
185 “Compilation on Uganda”, paragraphs 84 and 85, Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, August
29, 2016, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/
G16/191/02/PDF/G1619102.pdf?OpenElement.
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LACK OF AN INDEPENDENT ASSESSMENT

yet others were pressured to accept the project in order to

NGOs and experts around the world have identified

receive some benefits.190

significant risks associated with conservation projects,
including forced evictions of Indigenous and local

In its Country Partnership Framework for Uganda,

communities from their lands, abuses and excessive force

the World Bank identified the risk posed by lack of

during patrolling and monitoring activities.186 Yet, the bank

adequate and meaningful consultations, and committed

did not carry out a prior and independent evaluation of UWA

to proactively engage with implementing agencies to

before identifying it as the project implementing agency. If

support their assessment.191 Yet, by entrusting UWA to

the bank had consulted local CSOs and communities impacted

carry out the required consultations, the bank failed to

by the project, it would have easily identified the risk of

comply with this commitment and failed to identify the

entrusting UWA to implement a stakeholder engagement

high risks of social conflict and reprisals.

plan, given the long history of conflict with local Indigenous
communities and human rights violations (including killings)
directly linked to its patrolling activities.187

L A C K O F PA RT I C I PAT I O N O F

FA I L U R E T O I D E N T I F Y T H E I M PA C T E D
COMMUNITIES AS INDIGENOUS
The project documents falsely state that no known
Indigenous Peoples exist in the project area, but without

THE COMMUNITIES

explaining how this was assessed and which criteria

The stakeholder engagement and consultation process

were followed.192 According to the banks’ own policy,

was deeply flawed, as it was carried out by the same

the affected communities should have been recognized

agency responsible for serious human rights violations

as Indigenous and this should have triggered specific

against local communities.

safeguards, including the requirement of obtaining their

188

Consultations were

dominated by UWA’s selected allies. In some cases,

free, prior and informed consent.193

impacted communities, who had been displaced and were
trying to claim their rights back, were kept out.189 In other
cases, communities decided to reject the consultations
altogether, to avoid legitimizing UWA’s activities, and

186 “Cornered by PAs: Adopting rights-based approaches to enable
cost-effective conservation and climate action”, V. Tauli-Corpuz, J.
Alcorn, A. Molnar, C. Healy and E. Barrow, World Development, pages
6-8, June 2020, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/
S0305750X20300498; “Human rights-based approaches to conserving biodiversity: equitable, effective and imperative”, pages 6-9, UN
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the Environment, August
2021, https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/
Environment/SREnvironment/policy-briefing-1.pdf; “Nature conservation projects marred by human rights violations”, Deutsche Welle, May
16, 2019, https://www.dw.com/en/nature-conservation-projects-marred-by-human-rights-violations/a-48765516.
187 According to the World Bank’s Environmental and Social Safeguards , “Depending on the potential significance of environmental
and social risks and impacts, the Borrower may be required to retain
independent third party specialists to assist in the stakeholder identification and analysis to support a comprehensive analysis and the
design of an inclusive engagement process” (ESS10, paragraph 12).
188 The stakeholder engagement plan and the consultations that were implemented prior to the approval of the project
are available at https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/
en/373941619720318710/pdf/Revised-Stakeholder-Engagement-Plan-SEP-Securing-Uganda-s-Natural-Resource-Base-in-Protected-Areas-P174337.pdf.
189 Only one group was selected to represent over 30,000
households settled on a stretch of land of over 100 km. After the
consultation, the same group was given part of the land belonging to
those complainants who had filed the court case claiming back their
land in 2016. Issues related to lack of meaningful consultations were
reported in a complaint to the World Bank (August 2021) and in e-mail
communication from TLC (September 2021).

190 E-mail communication from TLC to the World Bank, October
22, 2021. Communities were told to accept the project in order to be
considered under the revenue sharing program, meant to strengthen
partnership between local communities and the conservation body.
191 “Country Partnership Framework for the Republic of
Uganda for the period FY16-21”, paragraphs 108 and 109, World
Bank Group, 2016, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/
en/170721468179663842/pdf/101173-CAS-P155948-OUO-9-IDAR2016-0049-2-Box394874B.pdf.
192 The Constitution of Uganda, under its Third Schedule, provides
a list of the 56 indigenous communities present in Uganda as of 1
February 1926. The Batoro and Bakiga communities, settled along the
Toro Semliki Wildlife Reserve, are also recognized as indigenous. See
“Uganda’s Constitution of 1995 with Amendments through 2017”: https://
www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Uganda_2017.pdf?lang=en. The
bank affirms that there are no communities or groups within the project
area that qualify as Indigenous or Sub-Saharan African Historically
Underserved Traditional Local Communities under the Environmental and
Social Standard 7, and that the bank does not rely on national definitions
or legislation to make that decision. However, the project documents do
not explain how the bank ruled out that characterization, even though
the communities do have characteristics identified in the policy, such as
self-identification and the collective attachment to geographically distinct
habitats and the natural resources in these areas, among others.
193 The Bank did not apply the Environmental and Social Standards 7 on Indigenous Peoples/Sub-Saharan African Historically
Underserved Traditional Local Communities, and the Environmental
and Social Standards 5 on Land Acquisition, Restrictions on Land
use and Involuntary Resettlement. See, “Environmental and Social Framework”, World Bank, https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/
doc/837721522762050108-0290022018/original/ESFFramework.
pdf#page=99&zoom=80.
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L A C K O F A S S E S S M E N T O F U WA’S

Violations escalated in the context of the 2021 general

TRACK RECORD

elections, and there was widespread violence against
political opponents and their supporters.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have
documented widespread abuses committed by UWA against
the Benet indigenous communities, including forced evictions,
extortions, physical attacks, rapes, torture and even killings.194
In the village of Appa, in northern Uganda, UWA rangers and
the army executed forced and violent evictions in an area set
aside as a game and forest reserve. They fired live ammunition,
destroyed properties, and attacked and beat members of

In 2019, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights expressed concern that many Indigenous Peoples
in Uganda, including the Benet, Batwa and pastoralist
communities, were denied access to their ancestral lands
and were prevented from preserving their traditional way
of living.200 The Committee recommended that Uganda
recognize Indigenous Peoples’ rights and strengthen efforts

the community.195 The Office of the United Nations High

to consult them and to ensure their effective enjoyment of

Commissioner for Human Rights country office in Uganda

their economic, social and cultural rights.

also documented that UWA rangers forcibly and violently
evicted communities of returned internally displaced persons
in the village of Appa.196 Yet, the World Bank failed to take into

L A C K O F L I T I G AT I O N D U E D I L I G E N C E

account UWA’s concerning human rights track record.

The project documents do not mention the legal dispute
between the communities and the UWA over the land
where the project would be developed. A litigation due

LACK OF ASSESSMENT OF THE WIDER

diligence on the agency implementing the project, in

C I V I C S PA C E C O N T E X T
The project documents do not make any reference to the
general civic space context in Uganda and ignore numerous
reports by international human rights organizations
and institutions that have documented restrictions to

order to review all its pending and closed cases, would
have revealed the ongoing litigation over the land, and
the conflicts with communities that led to reprisals.

FAILURE TO ASSESS REPRISAL RISKS IN

civic participation and human rights abuses. Reporters
Without Borders’ 2020 Press Freedom Index ranked

UGANDA’S COUNTRY PARTNERSHIP FRAMEWORK

Uganda 125th out of 180 countries surveyed.

The World Bank’s Country Partnership Framework

197

In 2020 and

2021, CIVICUS Monitor ranked the state of civic space as

(CPF) for Uganda (2016-2020)201 does not make a

“repressed”.

comprehensive analysis of the civic context in the

198

UN mechanisms as well as international,

regional and national human rights organizations have

country. It does not take into account the numerous

reported severe restrictions to civic participation and

violations of the right to freedom of expression in the

human rights abuses. These include killings perpetrated

country and does not assess the risks of retaliation

by security forces, forced evictions, criminalization and

against people who express critical opinions about

other attacks (especially against Indigenous Peoples,

development projects.

human rights defenders, journalists and members of the
LGBT community), persecution of political opponents,

In the political context section, the CPF mentions

restrictions to freedom of expression online, suspension

that, during the last reelection of President Museveni,

of internet services and other restrictions on civic space.

observers reported irregularities and incidents of

199

intimidation and harassment, restrictions to freedom of
194 “13 Years in Limbo: Forced Eviction of the Benet in the Name of
Conservation”, Amnesty International, 2021,
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/
AFR5941382021ENGLISH.pdf.
195 “Forced Evictees in Northern Uganda Entitled to a Remedy”, Human Rights Watch, July 2018, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2018/07/23/forced-evictees-northern-uganda-entitled-remedy.
196 “UN Human Rights in Uganda”, United Nations Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/
Countries/AfricaRegion/Pages/UN-Human-Rights-in-Uganda.aspx.

speech, and unequal access to resources and the media.202

Committee to Protect Journalists, January 2021, https://cpj.org/2021/01/
internet-access-cut-social-media-banned-during-uganda-elections/.
200 “Efforts to implement the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples: recognition, reparation and reconciliation”, paragraph 31, Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, September 2019, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G19/259/91/PDF/G1925991.pdf?OpenElement.

198

“Monitor, Tracking Civic Space”, CIVICUS, https://monitor.civicus.org/.

201 “Country Partnership Framework for the Republic of Uganda
for the Period FY16-21”, World Bank group, 2016, https://documents1.
worldbank.org/curated/en/170721468179663842/pdf/101173-CASP155948-OUO-9-IDA-R2016-0049-2-Box394874B.pdf.

199

“Internet access cut, social media banned during Uganda elections”,

202

197 “World Press Freedom Index, Ranking 2020”, Reporters Without
Borders, https://rsf.org/en/ranking/2020#.

Ibid, paragraph 4.
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However, it fails to analyze the implications of this

In conclusion, this case shows that the World Bank

political climate to civic freedoms and civic engagement.

failed to identify and mitigate the risks of reprisals.
These risks would have been evident if the bank had

The bank’s last systematic country diagnostic, approved

properly consulted local communities before approving

in 2015, states that “since 2006, the freedom of media

the project and if it carried out meaningful due

organizations to monitor corruption appears to be on a

diligence, including a review of the current litigation

declining trend.”203 However, it fails to assess how these

cases involving the project implementing agency.

restrictions on civic space affect the right to participation

The bank also failed to assess the inability of the

of communities impacted by development projects, their

implementing agency (UWA) to conduct consultations

right to freedom of expression, and the risks of retaliations.

with communities, given its history of systematic
violence against Indigenous Peoples, and the general
context of severe civic space restrictions in the country.

Members of the community living near the Toro Semliki Wildlife Reserve, Uganda. Credit: Twerwaneho Listeners Club.

203 “Uganda Systematic Country Diagnostic”, paragraph 5.34,
World Bank, 2015, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/
en/401861467998756667/pdf/97145-CSD-P151913-IDA-SecM2015-0247IFC-SecM2015-0173-MIGA-SecM2015-0119-Box393266B-OUO-9.pdf.
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