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ganda’s tourism held back ny roads

ganda’s tourism sector is steadily re-
gaining its strength, with rising vis-
itor numbers,improved hotel oc-

cupancy,and growing international confi-
dence. Tourism is one of Uganda’s leading
economic sectors, contributing significantly
to foreign exchange earnings,employment,
and national development.In 2024 alone,
the country recorded over 1.3 million inter-
national arrivals and generated approxi-
mately $1.3b in tourism revenue.

Yet beneath this recovery lies a quiet but
costly problem. Despite this promising
growth, the full potential of the sector re-
mains constrained by unreliable and poor-
ly maintained road networks connecting ma-
jor tourism sites.For many visitors, the jour-
ney is as important as the destination.In
Uganda, tourism depends heavily on move-
ment across diverse landscapes from nation-
al parks and cultural sites to mountains and
lakes.When roads are rough,muddy,orim-
passable during rainy seasons, the entire
tourism experience is affected.

Tour operators report longer travel times,
higher fuel consumption, and frequent vehi-
cle breakdowns. Visitors,on the other hand,
experience discomfort,delays,and uncer-
tainty,which can negatively affect their per-
ception of Uganda as a destination.Over
time,such challenges reduce visitor satisfac-
tion and discourage repeat travel.

Ironically many of Uganda’s most visited
and high-value tourism destinations are the
most affected. Areas such as Bwindi,Queen
Elizabeth, Murchison Falls,and the Rwenzori
Mountains attract large numbers of tourists
and generate substantial revenue. However,
access roads to these locations are often de-——
graded, weather-sensitive,and poorly main-
tained. This creates a mismatch between the
value of tourism assets and the infrastruc-
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Uganda’s tourism sec-
tor has proven its resi-
lience and potential.
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ture supporting them.

Asingleroad serving anational park does
not only connect tourists, it also supports
lodges,guides, transport operators,local sup-
pliers,and surrounding commgunities. When
such roads fail,the economicimpact is wide-
spread.Poorroad infrastructure increases op-
erational costs for tourism businesses.Lodg-
es face higher expenses in transporting sup-
plies,while tour operators spend more on fu-
el and vehicle repairs. These costs are often
passed on to tourists,making Ugandaless
competitive compared to neighbouring des-
tinations with better infrastructure.

Communities alsolose out.Limited access
reduces opportunities for local enterpns-
essuch as craft markets,cultural experienc-
es,and community- based tourism initiatives.
This weakens the ability of tourism todrive .
inclusive growth and improve livelihoods.

Investors are less likely to commit resourc-
es to areas where access is unreliable. Poor
roads signal risk,increase operational uncer-
tainty,and lower confidence in destination -
readiness.As anesult,potentlallyhlgh val-
ue tourism areas remain underdeveloped.
Moreover,weak connectivity limits the devel-
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opment of multi-destination circuits v,
are essential for increasing visitor lengt, .
stay and overall spending.Instead of exp), .
ing multiple regions, tourists may opt for
shorter; less diverse itineraries.

The challenge is not only technical bt
institutional. Road planning does not m,
align with tourism priorities, and thera j- .
clear framework for identifying and prior
ing tourismroads as economic assets. Ip, ; o
tion,maintenance is often inconsistent ane
climate-related challenges such a5 flood; o
and erosion further worsen road conditi,..

Therefore,while there is growing recogn;.
tion that tourism roads should be treateq ..
critical economic infrastructure, nof just),,
cal access routes.Many experts are m. g
for dedicated funding for maintenanca of
key tourismroads; stronger coordination -
tween tourism andtranspor’t sectors; prior.
itisation of high-impact tourism corridors:
and investment in climate-resilient road -
sign.

Improving these roads is not simply abe:
transport,itis about unlocking ecmmmc-».
tential enhancing visitor experience, and
strengthening Ugandas global compeftitz. |
ness. 1

Uganda’s tourism sector has proven itsre-
silience and potential. The country boasts
world-class attractions, from gorilla trekii:
to cultural heritage and scenic landscapes.
However,without reliable road access, these
assets cannot deliver their full value. If Uzan
dais to position tourism as a driver of sus-
tainable development, the journey must be-
come as rewarding as the destination.
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