
 
 
  

  Uganda: Thousands of Indigenous People evicted from FSC-certified
Mount Elgon National Park  

  

In February 2008, the Uganda Wildlife Authority and the Uganda People's Defense Forces evicted
more than 4,000 people from the Benet and Ndorobo communities living in Mount Elgon National
Park in East Uganda. People's houses and crops were destroyed, cattle were confiscated and the
people were left homeless. They found shelter where they could: in caves and under trees. The
luckier ones stayed in a primary school or moved in with their relatives.

The eviction of the Benet started ten days after Annick Van De Venster, a Belgian tourist, was shot
and killed in Mount Elgon National Park. According to UWA, which is responsible for managing
Uganda's national parks, cattle thieves were responsible. UWA's executive director, Moses Mapesa
said, "We believe the people who shot at the tourist's group mistook it to be a rival camp of cattle
thieves."

UWA used the tragedy of a tourist's death at Mount Elgon as an excuse to evict the Benet. "Following
these incidents," Moses Mapesa, UWA's executive director, said, "UWA found it prudent to address
the issue of encroachment in the park, which in any case is all illegal as the boundaries of the park
were redefined in 2002." Mapesa claimed that the eviction was "being undertaken humanely". He did
not explain how evicting people from their homes and leaving them with nothing had anything to do
with acting "humanely".

In fact, the Benet have a legal right to live in Mount Elgon National Park. In October 2005, the
Ugandan High Court in Mbale ruled that the Benet were the "historical and indigenous inhabitants" of
parts of Mount Elgon National Park. The ruling stated that the Benet should be allowed to "carry out
agricultural activities" in the areas to which they have historical claim.

But UWA's Joshua Masereka, chief of Mount Elgon National Park, ignores the ruling. "We have
always given the Benet time to vacate. We do not need them in the Park," he said.

"Such disregard for power of courts is what is making access to justice for the poor and marginalized
communities in Uganda unattainable," says Chemisto Satya, a Programme Manager with ActionAid
Uganda. ActionAid demanded that the government should provide immediate relief to the evicted
people through its Disaster Preparedness Ministry.

Mount Elgon National Park is certified as well managed under the Forest Stewardship Council
system. Clearly, the fact that the national park is FSC certified has not helped the Benet Indigenous
People.

SGS Qualifor, the certifying body which issued the FSC certificate for Mount Elgon,  is aware of High
Court ruling that the Benet are historical and indigenous inhabitants of Mount Elgon. "UWA has
accepted the court ruling in the case of the Benet tribe and undertook not to act against them unless
alternative land can be found (thus recognizing and respecting their rights)", states SGS Qualifor's
2007 Public Summary of the Certification Report.
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But when UWA evicted the Benet in February this year, they did not worry about finding any
"alternative land". In May, a group of about 100 people who had been evicted from Mount Elgon
camped outside Parliament in Kampala, demanding that the government allocate them land. A month
later, Nelson Chelimo, the district chairman of Kapchorwa, near Mount Elgon, said that food aid was
urgently need to save the lives of more than 1,000 Benet people. "People have no food and shelter
following their eviction by Uganda Wildlife Authority and the army," Chelimo said in a statement.

In any case, FSC's Principle 3, which relates to Indigenous Peoples, does not give forest managers
the right to evict Indigenous Peoples if "alternative land can be found", as SGS Qualifor suggests in
its Public Summary. Principle 3 states that "The legal and customary rights of indigenous peoples to
own, use and manage their lands, territories, and resources shall be recognized and respected."
Therefore, UWA is only in compliance with Principle 3 if it recognises and respects the Benet's rights
to "own, use and manage their lands, territories, and resources".

By evicting the Benet from Mount Elgon National Park, UWA has shown that it has no interest in
complying either with FSC's Principle 3 or the significantly weaker statement from SGS Qualifor that
UWA would only evict the Benet if "alternative land can be found". UWA booted the Benet out of the
national park and left them without neither land nor homes.

Next month, SGS Qualifor is due to carry out an audit of Mount Elgon National Park. This time SGS
Qualifor has no choice other than to admit that the eviction of the Benet from Mount Elgon National
Park is in breach of FSC's Principle 3. For the simple reason that the management of the national
park is not in compliance with FSC's Principles on Indigenous Peoples, the certificate must be
withdrawn.

By Chris Lang, http://chrislang.org
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