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Wars have impacted on forests for more than 3000 years, often with devastating effects. 
Forests, more specifically, the exploitation of their resources, particularly timber, have 
facilitated many recent military conflicts, with dramatically averse effects. This MSc thesis 
examines the effect of armed conflicts on forests, focussing on south-western Uganda, 
through a literature review as well as data from interviews with Ugandans who lived through 
the Rwandan conflict. 
 
The UN Security Council has suggested that modern African wars were primarily about 
controlling natural resources. Foreign companies often exploit the natural resources of a 
conflict area, either legally or illegally. For example, hundreds of millions of dollars 
generated from timber financed recent West African wars in Liberia, Cote d’Ivoire and Sierra 
Leone as well as in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Burma and Cambodia.  
 
Forests are damaged through defoliation, deforestation and mining, as well as poaching of 
wildlife. Such damage causes loss of biodiversity, deterioration of water catchments, 
pollution and negative climatic change, impacting heavily on local forest communities. Any 
gains are short term and losses long term and the winners are remote, industrialised people, 
while the losers are local forest users.  

 
While it has been suggested that wildlife benefits from conflicts, wildlife are still adversely 
affected and management of national parks often becomes difficult and dangerous in 
conflict zones. So-called ‘gunpoint conservation’ has a similar potential value in quarantining 
forest areas, but it is an unstable and uncertain form of conservation. The priorities of 
warfare are single-minded and ruthless; a government heavily committed to a war is less 
likely to commit to conservation activities, but ecotourism could potentially provide a 
solution. For example, the revenue generated by mountain gorilla tourism (which exceeded 
$20 million for Rwanda and Uganda in 2001) demonstrated that living gorillas create more 
wealth and jobs than poaching, eliciting compliance of both the Rwandan government and 
rebels with protection of the national park and it’s gorillas. 
 
With specific relevance to Uganda, this study revealed that the poorest social classes often 
suffered the most through shortages of essential supplies (due to limitation of forest access), 
a continual risk of physical harm and the erosion of moral standards. Even minor military 
operations can cause serious hardship to people who are suddenly involved in them. As well 
as the direct effects of war, violent disorder can continue long after conflicts cease as 
weapons proliferation encourages banditry, poaching and conditions incompatible to 
stability. Post-war periods are times of opportunity for the development of sustainable 
management and conservation measures, but too often they become occasions when much 
of the worst damage occurs. During early fragile peace, investment and expertise are 
urgently needed to develop essential workable governance and sustainable use systems that 
are resilient, even during times of conflict, to prevent further exploitation of forests an their 
resources. 
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