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‘Wll(llll‘e educalion is a first 
step lowards co-existence’ 
George Owoyesigire, (he 

wildlife,they o 

ome days in Jinja City might have 
you thinking it s always calm and 
tranquil, but trust not your fecl 
ings: thal city s an enima, full of : 

activity and adventure ifyou care to s 
tenand seeinside. 
On a warm afternoon, 1 finally tat 
down with aman whose work sits at the. 
centre of one of Uganda's most coveted 
spaces,wildlife conservation and the of 
ten misunderstood shadowy edges of 
the exotic pet trade. 
We had crossed paths earlier at the | 

newly opened Crested Crane Hotel, ex 
changing pleasantries and promises 
of alater conversation. That conversa- 
tion finds ts place hours lter,inside the 
calm, brightly lit walls of Mpumudde 
Lounge,inside the same hotel. 
Over cups of coffe, George Owoyesi- 
e theacting Commissioner of Wildife : 
Conservation at the Ministry of Tourism, 
‘Wildlife and Antiquities, settles into his 
seat withan ease that reflects both expe- 
rienceand authority. 
Of a fair complexion compared tomy 

‘own,with a subtle moustache and thi 
rimmed glasses, he speaks with con- 
fidence, occasionally punctuating his 
points with alittle humour But beneath 
that caln demeanour lies a man tasked 
with navigating one of the most com- 
plex and often controversial sectors in 
conservation, the regulation of wildife 
ownership in a country where the line 

preservation and exploitation | 
canbe dangerously thin. 
Globally the exotic pet industry is one 

ofthelargest within the broader wildlife 
conservation ecosystem. Yetitsillegal 

ingconsequencesfor biodiversiy. 
In Uganda, this duality presents a 

unique challenge: how do you reg 
late an industry that exists both asa le- 
gal framework and anunderground net- 

Owoyesigire does not shy away from 
thecomplexity. 
“Thelaw is very clear; he begins,lean- 

ing slightly forward “Under the Uganda 
‘Wildlife Act,Cap 315,individualsand en- 
tities are allowed to own pets.But there 
areconditions” 

Whatthelawallows 
‘He explains that Ugandans can legal- 

Iy own certain indigenous species, pro- 
vided they are acquired from licensed 
breeding fciltes orin rare cases,ol- 
lected from the wild under strict su- 
pervision. Alicence from the Ugan- 
da Wildiife Authority (UWA) is man- 
datory.The law also extends to exotic 
or foreign species, but here,the require- 
mentsbecome eventighter. 
“Youare required to conductariskas- 

sessment;”he says“We must under- 
stand the patentialimpactof wheth- 

{ lieves that controlled pet ownership, 

¥eys o uanas and even snakes.On the 
other hand,thereis the ever present risk 
of ecologicaldisruption andllegal rade. 
Uganda already hosts a handful of ex- © 
oticspecits in controlled enviromments. ¢ 
Tigers at the Uganda Wildlife Conser- 
‘vation Education Centre (UWEC), pea- 
cocks within conservation facilities, and 
Jemurs under specialised projects areall 
part of a tightly regulated system. But 
beyond these spaces,  quieter trend is 

te ownership and small- prival 
scale"2008"that blur the lines between ¢ 
conservation, business, and personal 
fascination. 
Recognising these shift, the govern- 

‘ment is working on a new set of regula- 
tions totighten oversight. 
“We realised the law needed clarity" 

ire says."We needed to define 
the application process, the fees, hous- 
ing requirements, and even the num- 
berofanimals one can keep.You cannot 
have 500r 100 animals as, 
‘The draft regulations,expected to be fi- 
naiedin thecoming months il sso 
specify which species are strictly offlim- 
it Eephants buffalo,and mountain g>- 
rillas, for instance, remain firmly in the 
wild, untouchable as pets due to their 
conservation status and ecological im- 

Yet,the motivations behind exotic pet 
ownership are as varied as the species 
themselves. 
“Some people are attached (o specific 
animals”heexplains “Others keepthem 
as part of cultural identity,like totems. 
But many smply wanttorelate tothese : 
animals® 
Whogetstoownthawild? 
Thisidea of*relating”to wildlife s cen- 

tral to Owoyesigire's philosophy He be- 

‘when properly regulated, can actually 
fosterappreciation and conservation. 
“In many developed countries, 

‘when people get closer to. 
they begin to protect them,” he 
says.Here, many Ugandans see 
wildlife as a threat.If you see a 
snake yourinstinctis o kil it 
But not all snakes are danger- b 
‘Hementions pythonsas an 
example,often feared, yet 
largely non-venomous.“If 
people understand these: 
animals,they will appre- 

‘without its critics. Conser- 
vationists have long de- 
bated whether domes- 

Aing Commissioner of Wildlife Conservation at the Ministry of 
Tourism, Wildlife and Antiquities, tells Trevor Lutalo that what people don't understand about 

e quick to destroy, 

OWNERSMIP OF WILDLIFE 

Section 3 of the Uganda Wil- 
difo Act, 2019 states; (1) Th 
‘ownership of  wild animal or wild 
plant existingintho wild habitatin 
Ugandais vestd in the Govern- 
ment onbehalfof,and for the bo- 
nefito, the peoplo of Uganda. 
(2) Where awild plant or wild ani- 
malilawfulytaken by ary por. 
s0n, the ownership of that plant 

tication of wildiife truly leads to pro- | 
tection, or whether it risks 
wnershipand fuelling demand, espe- 
callyin regions where enforcement re- 

Owoyesigireadmits, 
isnosmall task.To own an exotic et le” 
gally in Uganda, one must meet a de- 
tailed set of requirements. Prospective 
‘owners must submit proposals outlin- 
ing how they intend to care for the an- 
imal, including feeding, housing, and 
health management. They must obtain 
thenecessary licences for trappingrac- 
quisition and allow regular inspections 
byauthorites. 
“There are technical teams at UWA 

whoguide applicants; he explains.We 
ook at caesizes, feeding plans,and dis- 
easecontrol Youmustalsoallowinspec- 

arly” 
lmmnanfly,lh! government discour- 

es the,capture of 
animals from 

or animal shall, subjoct to this Act, 
vostin that person. 12 Act 17 Ugan- 
da Wildifo Act 2019 
(3)Ifa protacted spacies s aw- 
fully taken undor a pormitora i- 
concaissued or wildife use ight 

ownership of th 
shall,subjoct to this 
ot and onesoneet 
cence,vestin the icensea or ahol- 
der of awildife use right. 

the wild, instead promoting acquisition 

aims toreduce pressure on natural pop- 
ulations while supporting controlled 
breedingsystems. 
But even with these safeguards, the 

question of illegal trade looms large. 
Across Africa, wildlife trafficking re- 
‘mains a persistent threat, driven by de- 
‘mand for exotic pets,animal parts,and 
traditional medicine. In Uganda, Owoy- 
esigire insists that significant measures 
havebeen putin placeto curb this trade. 
“We have invested heavily in enforce- 

ment, hesays"We have rained customs 
officials, the police, and the UPDF. We 
‘havesniffer dogs at theairport™ 
Ugandais also part of the Convention 

on International Trade in Endangered 
Speuulm‘is).nglohn.l sgeementhat 

v fsomeone s topestsand 
goesto another country they willstill be: 
arrested;"he says “There s cooperation” 

Risoofprivatezoos 
Atthe domestic level,mon- 
itoring is equally rigorous. © 
Licensed facilties, includ- 
ing private 2005, are sub- 
ject to regular inspec- 
tions. Authorities keep 
detailed records of Lhe 

show us where you 
disposed of the car- 
cass7hesays-Wever: 
ifyeverything” 
Some animals are 

even fitted with track- 
ing chips, particular- 
ly those considere 
higherisk for illegal 

trade. Yet, de- 
spitethesesys- 

Yon Centre and o1 
model of wildlife in. 
conservation, 1ourisin 

andlong term ustainabi 
“We licenee them 

oty 
e are allorsee) 1 

£ anynewonesthat are 
still the potential f 

gal markets cannot be ior, 
sigire, herwever, beliewes 11,y 

erators have it incent 
Jaw“These are peaple sk, 

£ ed?he sy Why ol 1. 
v.-mwhmr, hen they can 

H Be‘/'mrl regulation.her 
battle Owoyesigire is 

 the perception battle 
do not understand - 

To address this 
: veloped anational conser; 

from licensed breeders. This approach : tionand mwareness stratez 
haping public attituces. 

is both structured and uner, 

targeting schools, communi . 

platforms,and even church 
“Churches are already 2t} 

plehesayswithasmile o 
20minutes” 
Culture, baliof, averything 
tween . 

ous species tounderstandin 
spond when wildife encro; 
man spaces, the d 

essary panic.*Someone calls o1, 
leopard, you drive 400 kilometre, 
youfinditisa civet cat”he says, 
hishead. 
Education, he believes, s th 
towards coexistence. But pe 
most intriguing aspect of our 
ion is what remains largely uns, 

the cultural and spiritual dimen 
wildlife use. 
“There are longheld beliefs, ot .. 
rarely enter formal systems.”he <, 
‘my20years, have not received 
‘malrequest for wildife for itual 
saysIfit happens, tis not thro o 5 
Inthe final stages of our convers 

Owoyesigire reflects on the futur: 
wildlifeconservation in Uganda. Th 
going review of the Wildlife Act seei. 
ddress emerging issues, from clic 

changeto community involvement 
the integration of indigenous kn. 
edge. 
“We want to strengthen benefit 

2 with communities * he says. ! 
wanttoinvoive them more- 
‘There are also plans to introduce c 

servances desgnated areas where


