How Ugda’s young climate ueehs' are
turning lived experience into advocacy

Miss Climate Change Awareness Uganda highlights the gro'wing-role

country. -

BY PROMISE TWINAMUKYE

he rain does not ask for permis-

sion to fall. And it brings along

all the effects when it is espe-
cially heavy.

Be it in Butalejja, Mbale, Buhwee-

Ju, Kasese, and Kigezi among oth-

er regions. Kabale, in this case is

' hand.Backin 2017, her community

- endured aprolonged dry spell that
devastated crops and livelihoods.

known for steep, terraced, and in-
terlocking hills,deep valleys.
Deep valleys...that is where the
now Queen, Patience Kirabo lived.
In the hilly terrain of Kabale Dis-

climate.
What begins as rain in someone

-tioodwater in hers.

and it would come to us,”Qn Kira-
bo recalls.

When climate change became

Hundreds of kilometres away
from conference halls and climate
summits, another young wom-
an who would later wear the Miss
Climate—Green Innovation crown,
Bridget Kyarikunda, was also ex-
periencing the climate crisis first-

“In our community, most people

. depend on subsistence farming.
trict, where slopes define both
beauty and burden, her family’s
homesits in alow-lying area,anun-
fortunate geography in a changing
- layed for unusually long periods.
. Crops dried up in the gardens.
else’s compound often ends as |

People grow food mainly for home
consumption and sell only the sur-
plus,"she says.

But that year, the rains were de-

Planting seasons became unpre-

. dictable. Families struggled to find
“Whenever it rained, the water
“would come into our home.Every
wet season, we lived in those con-
ditions. Some people would direct :
the water away from their homes,

enough food to eat.
“It created a lot of famine. That ex-
perience stayed with me”she says”
For her, climate change was nev-
er just theory. It was hunger, uncer-
. tainty,and watching communities

. slowly realise that the seasons they

: once relied on were no longer pre-

dictable. The experience pushed
her toward environmental studies
and eventually climate activism.

I felt like Ineeded tounderstand -

what was happening. And more
importantly, help people under-
stand it too,”she says.

She later pursued a Bachelor’s
degree in Environmental Science,

Technology and Management,

hoping knowledge would help her
make sense of what her communi-
ty was experiencing.

Instead, the more she learned, the
more urgent the problem became.

A generation growing upin crisis

Uganda contributes very little to
global carbon emissions, yet it re-
mains among the countries most
vulnerable to climate change.
Across different regions, young
people are witnessing the effects

i unfold in real time.
¢ InKaramoja, prolonged dmug'lt.s

continue to threaten livelihoods.In
eastern Uganda, floods and land-

‘ slides regularly displace families.In
: central Uganda, wetlands are disap-

: man actions; deforestation, wet:
: land degradation, poor wasteman-
: agement, and unsustainable land
: use.In many rural communities,
. trees continue to disappear to cre-
. atemore farming land.

pearing under the pressure of ur- |

of youth-led initiatives in promoting environmental sustalnablhtym the  banisationandagriculture.

For many young climate advo

. cates, activism does not begin in
. classrooms or online spaces.It be- |
gins at home, with failed harvests,
walking longer distances for water,
watching parents strugglethrough !
seasonsthat no longer make sense, .
and increasingly, it begins with :

frustration.

“One thing people misunder
stand about climate change is tha
they think 1t is fomgn.'fet itis al

In some communities, delaye
rains are still explained through
superstition.

“People spiritualise climat

: change. If rains delay, they think
: someone in the community i
: holdingthe rain."Kyarikunda says

But behind the myths are hu

“People cut down trees for ma

 tooke growing because they are
. looking for quick money. But they
: forget those same trees help reg

ulate the environment,” she ex-
plains.

Discovering advocacy through
pageantry

Neither woman initially im-
gined herself in pageantry. For
Kirabo, the journey began almost
accidentally during a climate

change awareness marathon at

Makerere University

There,among runners and e_nvi- !
ronmental activists, she noticed :

young women wearing crowns,
Climate queens.

“] had never heard about them
before. So 1 went and asked them,
‘How did you get here?”she says.

One of the queens told her she
was studying mternanonal busi-
ess.That Kirabo.

“If she could do it from a business
ackground, then maybe I could
too,”she remembers thinking.

What attracted her was not nec- .
ssarily the glamour. It was the .
latform. A way to speak, to ed-
cate and be heard. When appli- -
ations for Miss Climate Change -
Awareness Uganda opened,she ap-
{ Miss Climate

plied.

Regional auditions tested con-:
i testants on environmental knowl- -

N

The reaiity

The most
challenging pat
is that many
people are not
interested in
climate discus-
sions. They see it
as boring,

- Bridget
Kyarikunda,

Change Awar-
eness Uganda

@ CamScanner
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edge, confidence and communication
<kills. At one andition in Mbarara, Kira-
boarrived before even the judpes.

“\We were about 25 girls competing for
only three spots,“she recalls,

111|:j1.ld§(5 wanted more than beauti-

. £s.

“They would ask,"What have you ac-
tually done in the climate space?'"she
says.

contestants needed projects, ide-
as, and real community engagement.
Kirabo focused on wetland restoration
while others worked on waste manage-
ment and sustainable agriculture,

The pageant, it turned out, was less
about beauty and more about visibility.

It simplifies difficult climate conver-
sations. Through fashion, modelling
and talent, you capture people's atten-
tion and then educate them, says Kyari-
Junda.

Beyond thecrown
Winning the title changed everything.
“My life became more public and
more driven,”Kirabo says.

suddenly, people expected leadership.
As Miss Climate Change Awareness |
Uganda, her days became filled with |
ess campaigns, school outreach,
torship programmes and commu-

ents.

" nity engagem

She participated in Uganda Waterand
Environment Week, where discussions
focused on Uganda Vision 2040 and sus- |
tainable development goals.But much |
of her work still happens far from con- |

ference rooms.

In communities, schools, and in con-
versations with women and youth.One
of the initiatives she is most proud of fo-
cuses on climate-smart agriculture for

women and girs.

“] train communities on practices like ._
urban farming and agroforestry”Kira- -

bo

“People need to see that cli-
mate-smart practices can also generate |

income,"she says.

That balance between survival and
sustainability remains one of the most
difficult conversations in Uganda’s cli- |
mate space. Communities struggling
financially often prioritise immediate !
needs over long-term environmental

protection.

In?:me projects, women reuse dis- |
carded plastic materials to grow crops. :
In others, like Kyarikunda’s, communi- -
ties are moouraged to embrace clean |
cooking methods like briquettes in- :
stead of relying heavily on charcoal and

od. Beyond environmental pro- -
n:‘;"n.:aL she also emphasises economic -

ARANT e e
CLIMATE
EuaMeE
AWARTNERE

Itis apur-
pose-driven
environmen-
tal advocacy
pagoant and
aconcept
initiative

of Africa
Tourism and
Environment
Initiatives
(ATElin
partnership
with the
Ministry of
Waterand
Environment.
This year's
edition was
held during

pidnwater
and envi-
ronmental

mate action,
and inspire
sustainable

“practicesin

their commu-
nities.

crowns lies
“There is pressure to always have an-

How do you tell a family not to cut

. trees when charcoal sales are paying |
- school fees? How do you speak about.
| conservation to communities already

: struggling to survive?

For many climate advocates, those are

the realities they navigate daily
- Theweightyoungadvocates carry

Behind the polished photos and
pressure, -

swers,"Kirabo admits.

expectations.

“There are times when activities be-
come too many, But [ work with my
deputies and delegate where neces-
saryKirabo says.

still, the emotional burden remains |

heavy.Climate work often means con-
fronting slow progress, public indiffer-
ence and constant reminders of envi-
ronmental decline.

“The most challenging part is that
many people are not interested in cli-

. mate discussions. They see it as boring,”
: Kyarikunda says.

Yet climate chan'ge touches almost
every aspect of life; agriculture, health,
education,energy and livelthoods.

“There is awareness. But not always

urgency;Kirabo says.

That disconnect worries them."If peo-
ple do not do something, then we are
going to face even worse effects,” she

says.

Youthtakingup space
Despite the challenges, both wom-
en believe young people are becoming

| more engaged in climate action. ;
. “When I started advocating in 2019, |
we were very few. Now the numbers are

¢ growing,”Kyarikundasays”

Balancing activism with academics !
has not been easy Both climate queens
are university students trying tojugele |
coursework, advocacy,travel and public |

Across Uganda, more youth-led en-
vironmental initiatives are emerging.
Young people are organising clean-up
campaigns, tree planting drives, recy-

cling projects and climate education

P!

port toimplement them,"Kirabo says.

She believes climate advocacy can
no longer be left to older generations
alone.

“We are no longer leaders of tomor-
row. We are leaders now"she says.

It is a statement that feels especial-

- ly powerful coming from young wom-
. en whose activism was born not from

privilege, but from witnessing climate
ip firsthand.
Reimagining climate conversations

rogrammes. .
But many still lack funding and tech- -

nical support.
i *“Youth have ideas. But they need sup-

oz

Lllmate Aecrion

For the environmental scientist, Miss
Climate - Green Innovation 2023, one
of the biggest goals moving forward is
changing how climate conversations
happen.

Too often, she says, discussions re-
main technical and inaccessible. That
is why she wants to use social media
more intentionally.

“Most people are on social media. Soif
we use it well, we can reach many more
people,"Kyarikunda says.

She also hopes to see climate discus-
sions become more visible in main-
stream media, television and newspa-

pens.

Because ultimately, climate change is
not just an environmental issue. It is a
human story,a story about food, water,
health, migration, and survival. And in-

- creasinglyit is also a story about young

people refusing tostay silent.

Morethanacrown

When asked what happens after the
title ends, neither woman speaks about

moving on.Instead, they speak about
- continuing. “Climate actionis nota

one-day thing ”she says.
The crown may eventually pass to

someone else, but the work remains. -
And perhaps that is what makes this

generation of climate queens different.
Their advocacy is not built on abstract
ideals but on reality.

Kirabo signs the
Water Week

Board. Climate
Change Aware-
ness Queen

says Climate " ol
actionisnota
one-day thing.
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