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Foral! its glnbal sng- 
nificance, the Source 
ofthe Nule has long 
struggled to translate 
its fame into sustained 
tourism value, 

BYTREVORLUTALO 

Ty, British explorer John Hanning ¢ 
Speke stood at the edgeof avastlake 
and made a declaration that would 

echo through history: this,he aid, was 
the source of the River Nile: More than 
century later, that moment stil defines 
Ugandasplaceontheglobal map. 
From the calm waters at the ede of 

Lake Victoria in Jinja, the Nile begin 
6,600 Kilometre journey nortiward 
through 11 countries hefore empiy: 
Ing;into the Mediterranean Sea. It s the 
Tongest river in the world,a geograph 
cal marvel, and a symbol of continuity 
across Africa 

Yet, for all its global significance, the 
Soure of the Nie has longstruggled to 

ateits fame nfosustained ourism 
valte.For years visitors came, ook pho- 
tographs, perhaps enjoyed a short boa 
ride, and left. Few returned. Even few- 
er stayed long enough to meaningfuly 
contributeto thelocalcconomy. 
Now, the government s attempt 

10 change that narmatve, backed by bil 
lions of shilings in new investment and 
a broader rethink of what tourism in 
Uganda shouldlooklike. 
Adostinationvisited onco and for- 
gotton 
Accondingto officials at the Ministry of 

Tourism,Widiifeand Antiquities,oneof 
the most striking findings from recent 
sector tudies was not thenumberof 
tors to the Source of the Nile,but their 
‘behaviour Most came only once. 
“Many of the tourists who came here 

were not returning visitors,” says Per- 
manml Secretary Doreen Katusiime. 

words, most people who came 
helehever came back,and maybe they 
didn't even tell other peopleabout t,be- 
cause there was nothing much toshow” 
That insight has become the founda- 

tion of a new strategy,one that shifts fo- 
cus from simply attracting Visitors to 
keeping them longer increasing their 
spending, and turning them into am- 
bassadors for the destination.Itisashift 
that reflects a broader global trend in 

tourism: the move from passive sight- 
secing o immersive experiences. 
Buildingmore than aviewpolnt 
Centraltothistransformationisanew- 

Iy constructed modern tourism com- 
plex at the Source of the Nile. Phase One 
of the project,costing Shs15.9 billion, is. 
now about 98 percent complte It intro- 
duces infrastructure that has long been 
missing at one of Uganda's mosticonic 
sites. 
‘The development includes amodem 

pier where boats can dock,a restaurant 
overlooking the river,upgraded wash- 
room facilities, and a viewing deck de- 
signedtogive visitors amore immersive: 
visual experience.A glass bridge adds an 
architectural statement, whileimproved 

parking and access roads aim to ease 
congestion and improve flow. 

In the latter half of the 19th centu 

they represent a deliberate atlempt to 
trniomn th it from a quicksop - 

Reinventing the source: Out 
to make the most of the Nile 

Onooftho now 
facilitios at 
tho Sourco of 
tho Nilo which 
willhave a 
rostaurant and 
dodicated rotail 
spaces. PHOTO! 
TREVORLUTALO 

1.1y 
Tourism ear- 
nings rose to 
$17b (shs6.3 
trilion), the 
highestinthe 

increased 
from1.3 million 
in2024 to 
165 millionin 
2025, reflec- 
ting growing 
global interest 
inUgandaasa 
destination. 

structure at the Source of the Nile; 
tusiimesays-Wearenowinadrive oin- 
crease the numbers, increase the length 
ofstayandthe spend” 
“The second phase of the project, ex- 

pected to cost an additional Shsu bil- 
lion, will expand the experience fur- 
therPans nclue flostingettics 
ture alongthe riverbanks,am- 

{ phitheatre-syle mm; areas,and en 
hanced landscaping 
Proect manager Caroline Kisauzi of 

Cornerstone Design and Engineering 
says the goal is not just completion, but 
transformation. 
“What we have done in Phase One is 

toestablish the core infrastructure;'she 
‘explains “The subsequent phase willfo- 
‘cuson beautificationand additional fea- 
tures that will allow Visitors to engage: 
‘more deeply with the environment * 

Jinjaisevohvingidentity 
‘The redevelopment of the Source of 

the Nileis also part of a broader effort 
toreposition Jnja el For decades,the 
‘town has been marketed as East Africa’s 
adventure capital,a reputation built on 
‘white-water rafting,bungee jumping, 
tubing.and quad bikingalong the Nie. 
While that identity has attracted 

thrill-seekers, it has also limited the 
scope of tourism in the area. The new 
strategyaimstobroaden that appeal. 
By enhancing the Source of the Nile 
experience,planners hope to atract a 

tourists groups hat typicalytay longer 
andspendmoretisasubtle bt impor- 
tant shift: from adrenaline to immer- 
sion,from activity to experi 
‘The timing of this investmentis notac- 

cidental. Ugandaistourismasectoris ex- 
‘periencing a strong recovery fc following : 
the Covid-19 pandemic, with key indi- i 
cators pointing torenewed growth and 
‘ambition. 
‘Tourism eamnings roseto $1.7b (Shs63 
illon),the highest n the country’ his- 
tory.International arrivals increased 

Employment in the sector has also ex- 
‘panded significantly By 2024, tourism | 
supported 803,691 jobs—about 72 per- ¢ 

§ centofthe population, up from 573,508 
in2021. 
“These flgures underscore the sector's 
importance not just as asource of for- 
eign exchange,but as a driver of lveli- 
'hoods Yet, despite this growth, Uganda 
still faces a fundamental challenge: how 

: toincrease the value derived from each 

visitor 
‘The $50bambition 
Under Ugandas long:term develop- 

‘ment framework, tourism has been 
identified as a key pillar in the coun- 
trysambitiontogrow intoassoobillion 
economy by 2040, 
‘The sectoritslf has been tasked with 

‘generating $50b (Shs186.9 trillion) inan- 
nual revenue by that time,a target that 
will require not just more tourits, but 
highervalue tourism. 
‘Thisis where projects ikethe Source of 

the Nile redevelopment come in.By - 
proving infrastructure and diversifying 
experiences, the government hopes to 
‘move beyond traditional nature-based 
tourism and tap into new segments, in- 
‘luding domestictourism,culfural herit- ¢ 

tor who tays longer engages more,and 
spends across multiple services contrib- 
‘utes far more to the economy than one 
whosimply passes through. 
But the success of thisstrategy is not 

nations What matters is how that infra- 
structureis used to craft meaningful ex- 
periences. 
A modern pier may improve access. 

Aglass bridge may enhance views But 
‘without storytelling, programmine, 
and engagement, they risk becoming 
‘underutilised assets. This raises a criti- 

cal question for Ugandaris the country 
‘bulding infrastructure, oris it bulding 
‘experiences? 
he lanned addiionsn Phase vy 

 matire walkways, amphitheatres, and 

OnAugust3, 
1858, John 

interactive spaces, suggest an wrareness 
of this distinction. They open the doar 
toguided tonrs, cultural performances, 

£ and educational experiences that could 
bring the site o 
bekey 

Owningtha Nilestory 
“Thereis s deeperissue at play nar- 

- But execution vill 

 mtrve comership.The Nile is ome of the 
most Gamous e in 4 
1y has been told in o 
ries,and classrooms across he gobe. et 
much of that narrative has histrically 
been associated with cuntries down- 
stream. 
Uganda, despite being home 

ex's source,has not flly apitalised on 
this gobal recogition. The redevelop- 
ment of the Sonrce of the Nile offers an 
opportunity to change that, to pesition 

£ Uganda ot just as a starting point, but 
 as the central storyteller of the Nile's 
journey 
This could involve integrating history, 

culture,and scienceintothe visitor expe- 
 rience, urming the site into both atour- 

istattraction and an educational desti 
nation. 
Beyond national ambitions, the pro- 

jectalsocarries significant implications. 
forlocal communities in Jinja. Tourism 
development typically creates opportu- 

: nities across the value chain from tour 
¢ guides and boat operators to vendors, 

hospitality wotkers, and transport pro- 
viders. 
Asvisitor numbers increase and stays 
lengthen, these opportunities are ex- 
pectedto expand. The growthintouris 
employment,fromjust over 573,000]0bs 
in2021to more than 803,000 i 2024,f- 
fersaglimpseof uhat s possible. 
For many in Jinja,the redevelopment 

 ofthe Source ofthe Nileis notjust about 
aesthetics or prestiges it s about iveli- 
hoods. 

Adefiningtest 
As Phase One nears completion and 

Phase Two looms,the Source of the Nile: 
project stands as a defining testof Ugan- 

+ da'tourism strategy It brings together 
i historyi policy and ambi- 
tioninasingle location. 
fsuccessful it could serve as a model 

for how the country develops other un- 
derutilised attractions, umning them 
into high-value destinations that rive 
growth and create jobs.Ifit allsshort, 

Nile begins ts long journey north, the 
‘water moves almost imperceptibiy It 
s calm, unassuming, and easy to over- 
look But as it flows, it gathers force,carv- 
ingits way through landscapes andna- 
tions,shaping lives and histories along 
theway 
Ugangancw stands atasimiar sart 

ing point With renewed investment,ris- 
ingvisitor numbers, and ambitious tar- 
gets,the country has the opportunity to 
transform one ofts most iconic natural 
assetsintoa powerful engine o growth.


