
Plants from the Park: Establishing Community Harvesting of Plants as a 
Conservation Tool at Bwindi Impenetrable and Mgahinga National Parks, Uganda. 

R.G. Wild. MPhil. University of Cape Town, 2001. 
 
 
After a long history of protectionist, ‘fortress’ conservation, it is now accepted that if 
conservation is to succeed, communities surrounding national parks in developing 
countries should benefit from conservation. This thesis documents research into, 
and the establishment of, pilot schemes for local community use of plant resources 
from within Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (BINP) in Uganda as a method for 
enhanced conservation, and preliminary planning at Mgahinga Gorilla National Park 
(MGNP), at a time when community involvement was a new idea.  

 
The establishment of plant use in Bwindi occurred after the complete closure of both 
Bwindi and Mgahinga in the early 1990’s, following heavy and uncontrolled use of its 
resources, so this study took place at a time when there were immense pressures to 
achieve conservation with equity (preserving the environment and biodiversity 
without ignoring the needs of local communities nor sidelining them in management 
planning). While community involvement is now widely accepted, early initiatives to 
promote community development alongside conservation had achieved little 
success, mainly due to the difficulties of integrating conservation with development. 
 
Using ecological and social tools, this study helped establish collaborative 
management agreements with communities over resource use. Three main methods 
were used: participatory park planning, Rapid Vulnerability Assessment (RVA) of 
plants and Participatory Rural Planning (PRP), in order to select species for utilisation 
and identify appropriate community management schemes. Data was also collected 
from literature, herbaria, local experts, team observations, research plots and 
market surveys. Participatory planning and park-plant use was a marked departure 
from previous Uganda National Parks (now Uganda Wildlife Authority) protectionist 
plans. Community involvement and controlled resource use contributed significantly 
to a positive outcome for this integrated conservation and development programme, 
which was piloted in Bwindi and then replicated in Mgahinga Gorilla National Park 
(MGNP).  
 
The paradigm of integrated conservation and development is considered one of the 
last and most promising for protecting beleaguered natural areas. The delay 
between intention and arrival of enhanced benefits to local communities is one of 
the biggest challenges facing such programmes, so plant-use schemes are valuable 
as they can be implemented immediately, providing a useful interim trust and 
relationship building measure. The forests of Bwindi are now far better protected 
than they were in the past and communities now show willing to be involved in 
gorilla and general forest protection, which they would never have considered at the 
height of hostilities resulting from uncontrolled resource-use in the 1980’s. 
 
An independent evaluation of the programme in 1995 recommended extending the 
programme beyond the pilot phase for Bwindi, as well as developing a national 



policy. This led to the programme operating in 19.8% of BINP, with 14 multiple-use 
areas mapped and operational. This development through conservation project is 
now being recognised as a model for integrated management initiatives. The low 
impact of plant use in Bwindi has shown good promise to contribute to reducing 
conflict between park authorities and local communities and to engender support 
and a sense of ownership towards the national park from it’s neighbours. The sense 
of ownership felt by communities is considered crucial for fostering support for 
conservation and relationships with wildlife authorities. Denying access would stifle 
such relationships, which are vital to conservation success; such restrictions should 
only be done under exceptional circumstances. The hope is that this integrated 
conservation and development programme builds on it’s strengths, bringing benefits 
to neighbouring communities while contributing to the conservation of this special 
forest and its valuable wildlife, maintaining a park that is neither merely on paper 
nor in peril. 
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