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Abstract
The 2020 global pandemic brought a rupture in many ‘normal’ nature conservation practices. Focusing
on the Murchison Falls Conservation Area (MFCA) in Uganda, this thesis shows that counting on a
general global stability is unsustainable in the way nature conservation is currently organised through
PAs. It does so by analysing the ‘Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus’ in MFCA and how this neoliberalised
conservation area has become heavily reliant on both sectors to fund conservation. As ecotourism has
come to a near complete standstill due to the pandemic, it turns out that this faith in international
stability, at least in terms of the possibility for continued circulation and growth of the key economic
sectors in the Nexus, is unwarranted and carries high risks. Additionally, in order to protect the NP and
these industries, local rural communities have been actively excluded from the area and subjected to
securitisation measures. These processes started under colonialism but have been exacerbated by the
presence of ecotourism and oil extraction in the area. While these securitisation measures are
supposed to create order and stability, locally they often achieve the opposite. This additional
problematic expression of the Nexus reinforces inequalities, while diminishing local support for nature
conservation, which negatively affects conservation outcomes. The rupture of the Covid-19 pandemic
magnified these already existing issues and structural inequalities in MFCA and brought them to the
surface with uncomfortable clarity. The thesis concludes that the rupture provided by the 2020 Corona
pandemic shows that the privatisation and commodification of nature through Protected Areas (PAs)
is not a sustainable way of conserving biodiversity.
Keywords: Nature, conservation, stability, rupture, ecotourism-extraction nexus, rural livelihoods,
securitisation, pandemic, Covid-19.
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1. Introduction
For almost everyone on the planet, 2020 will forever be the year of the global Covid-19 pandemic. By
the time the virus was spreading all over the world and countries were imposing national lockdowns,
I was in Uganda, conducting a study on the links between oil extraction, ecotourism and nature
conservation in Murchison Falls Conservation Area (MFCA). Since its start, many scientists have made
the connection between the virus outbreak and humankind’s continuous destruction of the
environment (Carrington, 2020a; WWF, 2020). Most media attention, however, has been going to the
effects of the pandemic on humans. But considering the relationship between disease outbreaks and
environmental protection, the effects of the pandemic on nature conservation are equally interesting
and important to study.
The pandemic brought a worldwide rupture in the ‘normal’ order of things. Such a rupture, although
tragic, changes structures in a country, and has the potential to bring underlying issues and
inconsistencies in these structures to the surface (Lund, 2016). This potential makes the 2020
pandemic an interesting opportunity to critically study prevalent nature conservation strategies. In
Sub-Saharan Africa, the creation and maintenance of Protected Areas (PAs) like National Parks (NPs)
is the main strategy for nature conservation (Aubertin & Rodary, 2011). The dominant rationale in
these PAs is usually that nature conservation has to be able to pay for itself, even though there is a
widespread consensus that functional ecosystems are essential for both humans and non-humans on
this planet. One of the most popular ways to generate revenue from conservation is tourism. NPs in
many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are popular tourism destinations, and tourism numbers have
been steadily rising over the past decades (World Bank, 2020b). Tourism focused on nature
conservation areas is often referred to as ‘ecotourism’ that is supposed to lead to ‘local development’
and ‘local benefits’ (Backman & Munanura, 2017). At the same time, we increasingly see the frontiers
of large-scale resource extraction moving into the same conservation areas, surrounded by discourses
about ‘energy security’ and ‘economic development’ (Büscher & Davidov, 2014b).
Intuitively, this occurrence of both tourism and oil extraction in a conservation area may seem
contradictory. In reality, we see an increase in the co-location of ecotourism and large-scale extractive
industries in PAs in many developing mineral rich countries in the world. Despite this trend, they are
often portrayed as two opposites that are incommensurable in nature conservation. While ecotourism
is seen as a form of sustainable development that can be the saviour of nature, resource extraction is
seen as inherently unsustainable and associated with environmental destruction (Davidov & Büscher,
2014). Because of this divide in reputation as well as in academic disciplines studying the activities,
they are not often studied together in relation to nature conservation. However, Büscher & Davidov
(2014) criticize their division by showing that it denies grounded realities in which they actually actively
shape each other and their surroundings. To deal with this, they introduced their framework of the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus, which describes the connections between the sectors, and also how
these connections are constituted and develop. Through this Nexus, environmental and social
conditions in and around a PA are shaped, including rural livelihoods of surrounding communities.
These communities are often dependent on the land and its natural resources for their survival, but
are actively excluded from the conservation space and put under surveillance. This usually stems from
the PA’s gazettement in colonial times and has been sustained in order to safeguard the area’s
1

‘wilderness’ for tourists, the rationale on which our current PA system of conservation is based. When
resource extraction enters the area, under the guise of also generating revenue for nature
conservation, this exclusion co-evolves through and with Ecotourism. These mechanisms of exclusion
and surveillance, combined with often limited economic development around PAs, are seen as reasons
for low local support for nature conservation in these spaces (Barrow & Fabricius, 2002; Duffy et al.,
2019; Massé & Lunstrum, 2016). Through ruptures in these arrangements and mechanisms around
conservation areas, not only the expressions of the Nexus, but also its foundational characteristics and
underlying inconsistencies become more openly visible.
The previously described issues are clearly
visible in MFCA, Uganda, which is where I
was when the Covid-19 pandemic broke
out. Murchison Falls National Park (MFNP)
lies in this conservation area in the NorthWest of Uganda and is the largest and
oldest NP of the country (see figure 1). It
was gazetted in 1952 when the British
colonial administration established the
National Parks Act of Uganda. The NP is
property of the Ugandan national
government, and managed by the semiautonomous government organisation
Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) (UWA,
2013). Its geographical position in the
Albertine Graben makes it a biodiversity
hotspot, and therefore very popular
Figure 1. Map of Uganda and its NPs, with MFNP indicated in the red
among tourists. Since UWA’s aim is to circle. Location of Uganda in Africa in the right bottom corner. Edited
become self-reliant financially, they are from: https://glsafaris.com/uganda-national-parks/.
actively involved in developing the area’s tourism potential (UWA, 2020). As this progresses, large
amounts of commercially viable oil were discovered in MFCA and along the shores of Lake Albert in
2006 (Mackenzie, Fuda, Ryan, & Hartter, 2017). Despite concerns about negative environmental and
social impacts, international oil companies have been constructing oil extraction infrastructure in and
around the NP since then (International Alert, 2013; Mackenzie et al., 2017).
The co-occurrence of ecotourism and oil extraction, coinciding with a global pandemic, make MFCA
an interesting case to study the expressions of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and how this relates
to local livelihood experiences. In my search for the connections between the ecotourism and oil
extraction sectors in MFCA, one thing became obvious: their mutual dependence on international
markets and stability, at least in terms of the possibility for continuous circulation and growth of the
sectors. Due to worldwide lockdowns, international tourism numbers dropped to almost zero, and oil
prices plummeted (BBC News, 2020a; Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020). As a result from the sudden loss
of funding for conservation acts like ranger patrols, many NPs in Africa, including MFNP, reported an
increase in poaching (Marshall, 2020; Roth, 2020; Schenkel, 2020). These developments upended the
expectations and opportunities of the actors in MFNP. Since such a ‘rupture’ has the potential to bring
underlying issues and inconsistencies to the surface, it forms the foundation of this thesis.
2

1.1 Problem statement
By framing ecotourism and extraction as opposites and incommensurable, a certain on the ground
reality in which they actually co-exist is ignored. In the conservation spaces where they both occur,
they actively shape each other and their surroundings through what the literature describes as the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus (Büscher & Davidov, 2014b). Besides their common dependence on
international markets and stability, they share many other connections. One of them is that conjointly,
they form most of the financial basis for nature conservation activities in MFNP. This is problematic,
because when a rupture in the presumed stability occurs, the financial resources supporting nature
conservation can rapidly vanish (Lindsey et al., 2020). Furthermore, the Nexus is of great influence on,
and increasingly intertwined with, local livelihood experiences. If its mechanisms negatively affect
local support for conservation through exclusion and surveillance, and a rupture occurs, there is no
local ‘safety net’ to continue the conservation of nature. This has become clear by the rupture of the
2020 Corona pandemic, which set opportunities and expectations of both industries upside down, and
changed the expressions of the Nexus in MFCA. This did not just impact nature conservation practices,
but also rural livelihoods. The rupture therefore also clarified the relationship between the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and local livelihood experiences. This relationship between stability and
ruptures, and the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus in conservation areas has received little academic
attention so far.
The aim of this research is to highlight the connection between stability and ruptures and the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus, and its relation to local rural livelihood experiences. This is empirically
relevant, because this Nexus is one outcome of contemporary conservation strategies, which has
proven to be problematic and unsustainable (Büscher & Davidov, 2014b). It is also one of the
structures behind the exclusion and surveillance of local communities, which affects local support for
nature conservation. Theoretically, I aim to contribute to the literature on the Ecotourism-Extraction
Nexus by highlighting and examining a hitherto underexplored relationship: how both industries bank
on an assumed stability. Furthermore, I link it to the broader debate on rural livelihood experiences,
and how these are increasingly intertwined with the Nexus and its reliance on stability. My hope is
that these insights can contribute to the debate and a movement towards a much needed, more
sustainable and just way of conserving nature.

1.2 Research questions
Based on the introduction and problem statement, I formulate my main research question as:
How do dynamics of stability and rupture, especially in relation to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic,
influence ecotourism and extraction in MFCA, Uganda, and how do these affect conservation in and
rural livelihoods around the park?
In order to answer this question, I have formulated the following sub-questions:
1) What are the different expressions of the Ecotourism Extraction Nexus in MFCA?
2) How do dynamics of stability and rupture, especially in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic,
affect this Nexus in MFCA?
3) What does this mean for rural livelihood experiences and conservation in and around MFCA?

3

1.3 Thesis outline
In chapter 2, I present the theoretical framework applied in this thesis. I start by explaining the
concepts of stability and rupture, and how they are used as a theoretical handle to examine the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and its relation to rural livelihood experiences in nature conservation.
The last section brings the concepts and frameworks together, and explains why it is relevant to
combine them.
Chapter 3 describes the methodology used to find the answers to the research questions. In the first
section, I briefly describe the research area and provide some context that is necessary to understand
the rest of the story. Subsequently, I describe the methods I used, and how I adapted them to a
lockdown situation, in which the ‘conventional’ way of conducting fieldwork had become impossible.
Chapter 4 presents and discusses the expressions of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus in MFCA and
how these affect local livelihood experiences around the NP. Furthermore, it shows how the Nexus
and its expression fundamentally depend on an (international) stability that turned out to be
unwarranted.
Chapter 5 describes how the rupture of Covid-19 magnified the issues described in chapter 4, when
the stability that was built upon suddenly fell away. It does so by showing how this directly affected
park management and local livelihoods, the ecotourism sector, and the oil extraction sector.
Chapter 6 shows how all these things happened in a bigger global context. Through these
observations, I argue that counting on a general stability is unsustainable in the way nature
conservation is currently organised in PAs. I also clarify the relationship between the outbreak of
pandemics and the Ecotourism Extraction Nexus. Finally, I give a short reflection on what this could
mean for nature conservation practices more generally, and how this thesis can contribute to the
discussion on a more sustainable and fair way of conserving biodiversity.
Chapter 7 presents the conclusions that logically follow from the presented theory, methods, results
and discussion. It also puts this discussion in perspective, and touches upon several ideas for future
research.
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2. Theoretical Framework
This chapter presents the theoretical framework through which I approach and analyse the research
results. However, such a framework does not stand on its own, but rather within a broad field of
research, developed by many researchers over the years. To place this thesis in a broader perspective,
I will first shortly introduce the overarching domain of political ecology, within which I conducted this
research.
Political ecology is an integrative and diverse field of research. It analyses the different ecological and
social processes that shape the use of and control over land and resources and emphasizes the
relationship between people and their environment (Peet & Watts, 2004). In this perspective,
environment is not seen as something ontologically given, but as an actual active agent that shapes
human-environment interactions (Zimmerer & Bassett, 2003). In other words: ecology is political. It
often focuses on local communities that are dependent on natural resources for their livelihoods, and
their power over and access to these resources (Hannigan, 2003). In this, it acknowledges the
inherently political nature of environmental decision making and governance. These characteristics
make nature conservation and biodiversity loss interesting and therefore much discussed topics within
political ecology (Neumann, 2003; Peet & Watts, 2004). In political ecology research in PAs in Africa,
several recurrent topics are commonly addressed. The capitalisation of nature by establishing PAs that
often results in limited access for consumptive use by local communities is one of them (Hannigan,
2003; Jones, 2006). The establishment of these PAs is often directly related to the colonial history of
a location, and the North-South relations that arise from these histories (Bryant, 1998; Zimmerer &
Bassett, 2003). It therefore also focuses on the broader political economy to make sense of
environmental issues. Political ecology analyses how access to natural resources, conflict, and violence
are related and how this impacts both nature and people, particularly those in positions of poverty,
and with a lack of power and agency (Büscher, 2014). It aims to show how spaces of conservation can
become grounds of conflict that lead to typical arrangements for resource management and
environmental governance (Zimmerer & Bassett, 2003).
In this thesis, political ecology is the overarching field within which the research into the role of
stability and ruptures in the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus, and its relation to local livelihood
experiences, takes place. I use the theory on stability and ruptures to analyse the expressions of the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and its effects on rural ethnographic lived experiences. In order to
explain these theories and their mutual relationships, the following sections first explains the concepts
of stability and rupture. Subsequently, the framework of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus is
introduced. Then, I explain the framework of local livelihood experiences and its relevance in nature
conservation. Finally, I provide a short synthesis in which the frameworks are linked to the 2020 Covid19 pandemic which turned the expectations and practices in this case study upside down.

2.1 The role of Stability and Rupture
In many types of literature, African states are often described as fragile or unstable (e.g. Bah, 2012;
Kaplan, 1994). Whether you agree with this view or not, the outbreak of the Corona pandemic at the
beginning of 2020 showed that these terms are not exclusively applicable to the global South. The
outbreak caused such as massive break from normal life all over the world, that it corresponds very
well to Christian Lund's (2016, p.1202) definition of ‘rupture’ to describe it: “open moments’ when
5

opportunities and risks multiply, where the scope of outcomes widens, and when new structural
scaffolding is erected”. Ruptures change the normal order of things, and alter practices and
expectations, allowing us to look critically at their pre-conditions (Lund, 2016). This definition partly
stems from Solway's (1994) characterization of ‘revelatory crises’. She argues that these have the
potential to form situations “in which structural contradictions as well as deteriorating socio‐economic
conditions are exposed” (p. 472). However, she also warns that they can simultaneously disguise these
contradictions since they can be blamed on the crisis instead of on underlying problems and
inequalities. In Lund's (2016) vision of ruptures, he agrees with this potential to bring structural
inconsistencies and power differences to the surface, and the possibility to take such a rupture as
starting point to make a more universal statement about fundamental characteristics in society.
However, he explicitly adds to this that ruptures do not only show us something about the past and
present, but that they are also moments in which the construction of new conventions, relations and
contracts can be analysed.
Using this view on ruptures almost unavoidably leads to thinking about (in)stability. In studies in Africa,
this is often framed in terms of order and disorder. In the extensive literature on this topic, the work
of Chabal & Daloz (1999) is often used as a starting point, which argues that disorder actually serves
as a political instrument to benefit African elites, creating their own form of stability, and that
therefore ‘Africa works’. Many researchers have both built upon, and critiqued this vision. De Vries &
Mehler (2019) contest their generalisation of African countries by showing that disorder is not always
instrumentalised into an advantage and that violence can be detrimental and wholly destabilising for
a society. From another perspective, Comaroff & Comaroff (2006) present disorder as a troublesome
repercussion of neoliberatisation and privatisation, in which "lawlessness turns out to be a complex
North-South collaboration" (p. 8) and a lucrative business for foreign investors. Taking the
normalisation of order and disorder as a starting point, Alex de Waal (2017) critiques the
institutionalised vision that order and stability are the norm, and disorder is an abnormal deviation
from this state. He astutely notices: “Most of the words that are close cognates of disorder possess the
same attribute of assuming a norm from which there is a deviance, for example ‘disarray’ and
‘instability’ respectively assume norms of array and stability”. While acknowledging that literature on
(dis)order is much broader and more complex than depicted here, these insight provide an interesting
point of entry for this thesis. De Waal's (2017) argument that we need to break with the idea of
constancy has been confirmed by the 2020 Corona pandemic. The rupture caused by the outbreak has
the potential to bring underlying contradictions and issues in MFCA to the surface, and gives incentive
to look at the role of stability in nature conservation practices.
In this thesis, the concepts of rupture and stability are used as a theoretical handle to critically reflect
upon and bring together the theoretical frameworks of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and local
livelihood experiences in nature conservation. These frameworks will be respectively explained in the
following sections.

2.2 The Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus
Throughout the world, there is an increasing number of commercial activities taking place in and
around PAs (Child, 2004). This is often related to the dominant neoliberal conservation morale in
which nature is commodified into an enterprise that must generate income. In countries with high
biodiversity that are also rich in mineral resources, we regularly observe the coexistence of resource
6

extraction and ‘ecotourism’ in conservation areas. In the context of nature conservation, these two
activities are frequently seen as two opposites. Where ecotourism is often portrayed as the grand
saviour of both nature and local communities around PAs, making it ‘sustainable development’,
resource extraction is depicted as detrimental for the environment and therefore embodies the idea
of ‘unsustainable development’ (Büscher & Davidov, 2014a). However, Davidov & Büscher (2014)
argue that “these seemingly contradictory activities are empirically and conceptually more alike than
often imagined, and find their common ground both in ethnographic lived experiences in rural settings
as well as in broader political economic structures of power and control” (p.3). They emphasise the
two are in practice actually not as contradictory as often thought, and frequently co-exist and shape
each other. It is important to understand how these two activities actively shape each other, and how
this relates to broader debates on the neoliberalisation of nature. To clarify this, I will first shortly
explain the concepts of ecotourism and extraction and their most common uses and critiques, and
then the idea and relevance of a Nexus between the two.
The term ‘ecotourism’ was coined in the late 1980s, and has since acquired many definitions and uses
(Backman & Munanura, 2017). However, in the majority of these definitions the activity has to take
place in a natural area, it has to be both recreational and educational for the tourists, and it has to
bring ‘fair’ benefits to the local people surrounding the activity and contribute to poverty reduction,
empowerment, improved health, etc. (Backman & Munanura, 2017; Davidov & Büscher, 2014; Kline
& Slocum, 2017). Acknowledging the many definitions and discussions about what ecotourism really
is, it is seen as the fastest growing part of the tourism industry and governments of developing
countries widely encourage its development for its socio-economic benefits (Chirozva, 2017). This
decision to focus on ecotourism as form of ‘sustainable development’ cannot be viewed outside the
context of neoliberalism. The main argument for ecotourism projects is that they can function as a
funding mechanism for the conservation of nature and socio-economic development of local
communities, and thereby fixing the environmental problems caused by the capitalist system that
aims for continuous economic growth (Davidov & Büscher, 2014; Kline & Slocum, 2017), which
Kathleen McAfee (1999) refers to as ‘selling nature to save it’. This strengthens how this neoliberal
logic is further entrenched and extended into nature. Even though ecotourism has been widely
celebrated for its ‘sustainable’ character, by providing low impact activities that generate support for
nature conservation (Mbaiwa, 2015), its workings have also made it subject to several, by now quite
often described, critiques. These critiques mostly relate to the environmental impact of (air) travel
from tourism, unequal wealth (re)distribution from ecotourism revenues, the involvement of many
different (international) actors, and the production of an idea of ‘pristine’ nature and ‘authentic’
culture, which can potentially lead to a loss or homogenisation of an imagined culture (Davidov &
Büscher, 2014; Duffy, 2002; Fennell, 2008; Fletcher, 2019; Hill, Byrne, & de Vasconcellos Pegas, 2016).
Similar to ecotourism, resource extraction has many different definitions and forms. It is usually about
the extraction of a commodity from a specific chain or space, but these commodities can take many
forms. For example, they can be renewable or non-renewable, or something in between, depending
on the scale and speed of extraction (Davidov & Büscher, 2014). Resource extraction is commonly
viewed as ‘unsustainable development’, even though there are many examples of small-scale or
artisanal forms of extraction that have actually made room for nature and biodiversity (Hein &
Funyufunyu, 2014). However, these forms of extraction have little in common anymore with largescale industrial resource extraction by multinationals, which is what people usually associate with the
7

term. Examples of this are oil drilling and mining, activities that are surrounded by discourses about
spills and environmental degradation (Davidov & Büscher, 2014).
In general, ecotourism and extraction are portrayed as two opposites. The cause for this is not just
their reputation of being (un)sustainable, but also lies in the academic disciplines that usually study
them. Research does not often connect them to each other as well as to conservation. Nevertheless,
they are regularly observed as co-existing in the same conservation spaces, often even mutually
shaping each other. To understand this, Davidov & Büscher (2014) introduce the framework of the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus. They define a Nexus as: “a space of engagement, an arena of
entanglement, both in terms of production of knowledge, and in terms of competing or complementary
material practices being enacted within specific landscape or other types of spaces” (p.7-8). This means
that they go further than just looking at the connections between the two, they also analyse how
these connections are constituted and develop. They show that these connections can cause local
communities that are dependent on natural resources for their livelihoods to experience both
ecotourism and extraction very similarly (Davidov & Büscher, 2014; Mackenzie et al., 2017). The
ecotourism-extraction Nexus therefore provides an interesting framework for analysing how both
activities actually relate to each other. This Nexus comes in many iterations and forms, varying in
temporal scale, involved actors, ecosystems, historical contexts, cultural aspects etc. It can help us to
identify seemingly unlikely interconnections, how these play out in ethnographic livelihood
experiences, and link them to broader global trends (Davidov & Büscher, 2014). The importance of its
relation to local livelihood experiences is explained in the following section.

2.3 Local livelihood experiences
In many places in the world, especially in Africa, the establishment and maintenance of PAs is the main
strategy for nature conservation (Aubertin & Rodary, 2011). Although these areas are often
appreciated for their isolation and escape from the frantic human world, the impact of their existence
is not restricted to the non-human environment. As stated before, PAs like NPs in Africa are often an
inheritance of colonial oppressors who evicted local communities or limited their access rights in order
to create areas with solely ‘pure’ or ‘pristine’ wild nature (Boutrais, 2011). This strategy, also referred
to as ‘Fortress Conservation’ (Büscher & Fletcher, 2015), became critiqued for its high social costs for
surrounding communities (Barrow & Fabricius, 2002).
In response to this critique, conservation organisations in the late 1980s, including those in Uganda,
started implementing Community Based Conservation (CBC) initiatives that aimed to combine
conservation with local development (Büscher & Fletcher, 2015; Twinamatsiko et al., 2018). Without
downplaying the good intentions and results some of these initiatives have yielded, Twinamatsiko et
al. (2018) found that in Uganda most of them failed to benefit those who bear the biggest cost of
conservation, like the communities who live alongside the park borders. They also argue that some of
these projects yield very limited or no positive conservation results, while issues such as corruption
actually lead to more economic inequality and increased animosity towards the conservation area.
These prevailing conditions of poverty around many conservation spaces are problematic, if only for
reasons of social justice. However, people in poverty are usually also more dependent on the use of
local natural resources for their survival, which negatively effects conservation outcomes around PAs
(Duffy, St John, Büscher, & Brockington, 2016). Through these dynamics, socioeconomic inequality has
proven to be a good predictor of biodiversity loss (Holland, Peterson, & Gonzalez, 2009), while
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simultaneously leading to negative sentiments towards the conservation area, and increased (violent)
conflicts around PAs (Duffy, 2014; Massé & Lunstrum, 2016; Massé, Lunstrum, & Holterman, 2018).
To deal with the frustrations and conflict that comes from the surrounding communities, conservation
organisations in PAs often defer to ‘securitisation’ measures to safeguard conservation practices. Kelly
& Ybarra, (2016, p.171) define securitisation of PAs as “the process by which spaces and subjectivities
become targets of regulation and surveillance in the name of ‘security’, in turn reproducing unequal
economic and racial privileges”. These processes can take on many forms, ranging in characteristics
such as visibility, scale and methods. It can be physical and blunt, like evictions, threats or violence
against local communities, but also very subtle, yet no less disturbing, such as surveillance or gossip.
Büscher & Ramutsindela (2016) confirm this idea that we should not only pay attention to the material
and physical aspects of violence used in nature conservation. Rather than this limited definition, they
also include what they define as social and discursive green violence. This broader conceptualisation
acknowledges the social, political and economic context in which the violence takes place.
Although this is very simplified, we can see a vicious circle forming: PAs do not successfully deal with
poverty and inequality in surrounding communities, which leads to resentment and increased conflict,
which negatively impacts conservation outcomes. In response, securitisation measures are put in
place, which in their turn reproduce these inequalities. This leads to more resentment and conflict,
etc. Nevertheless, securitisation measures in nature conservation are increasingly common, and
justified through several discourses and framings. In recent years, threat discourses about rural
communities around PAs have intensified. In some cases they have even extended to broader security
issues such as drug trafficking and terrorism (Kelly & Ybarra, 2016; Massé & Lunstrum, 2016). Within
these frameworks of fear, members of local communities are seen as poachers and are therefore
increasingly framed as terrorists and threats to the global community (Duffy, 2014; Lunstrum, 2014).
In this way, global concerns about biodiversity loss and fear of poaching are projected onto local
environments. These ideas usually come from wealthy, urban areas and view poorer, rural areas as
sites of insecurity, and are then used as a reason to condone securitisation (Kelly & Ybarra, 2016). And
it is not just global biodiversity concerns that are used to justify securitisation. Different ‘levels’ of
security such as energy security, often framed as ‘in the national interest’, are also frequently used.
A common concern with framing conservation in this ‘for the greater good’ terminology, is that it can
be used to justify the eviction and dispossession of local communities. It depoliticizes conservationfocused acts like green grabbing and accumulation by dispossession and can therefore neglect the
violent happenings and histories of a certain space (Fairhead, Leach, & Scoones, 2012). Within political
ecology, this has resulted in an increased research focus that aims to explain how neoliberal
biodiversity conservation relates to the privatization of PAs, often resulting in the eviction of local
communities (Massé & Lunstrum, 2016). This raises the question of how the framing of certain
environmental actors is used as a justification for keeping them under surveillance and even
dispossessing them of their access to land and resources (Kelly & Ybarra, 2016). Other than leading to
social injustices and increased inequalities, different authors also argue that the long-term effects of
relying on these strategies are not sufficiently considered and will probably negatively affect
conservation outcomes (Duffy, 2014; Massé & Lunstrum, 2016). The next and final section of this
chapter explains why this theorisation of local livelihood experiences is relevant in the analysis of the
role of stability and ruptures in the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus.
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2.4 Connecting the frameworks
In this thesis, I aim to contribute to the theories on the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and local
livelihood experiences in nature conservation, by relating them to assumptions about stability and
ruptures. There is a rich discussion on order and disorder in Africa, and although the idea that we need
to break with a fundamental belief in constancy is not new (de Waal, 2017), connecting it to Büscher
& Davidov's (2014b) framework on the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus is. The existence of the Nexus is
often associated with the prevailing neoliberal model in nature conservation, which allows nature to
become something to earn as much money from as possible, in literature frequently referred to as
‘accumulation by conservation’ (Büscher & Fletcher, 2015). This ideology, which often justifies the
exclusion and surveillance of local communities, simultaneously opens up a conservation area for
possibly harmful activities such as ecotourism and large-scale industrial extraction (Davidov &
Büscher, 2014; Hill et al., 2016). These economic activities, which are often portrayed as opposites,
are in reality more connected than assumed, and can be experienced by local communities in very
similar ways.
Additionally, both the ecotourism and the extraction sector are very dependent on stable
international movement and markets, or more precisely, what an international stable market brings
in the possibility for a continued circulation and growth of the sectors. If the funding of conservation
in a PA has been made dependent on the market-based income of these two sectors, and a rupture in
the required stability occurs, this can mean that conservation measures suddenly cannot be afforded
anymore. In this thesis, the rupture that turned expectations and realities upside down, came in the
form of the 2020 Corona pandemic. This grand rupture in world order also meant a rupture in the
functioning of the ecotourism and extraction sectors in MFCA, magnified by their dependence on
international stability and movement. Following Lund's (2016) argument, this year’s events have the
potential to show us different ways in which the alleged contradictions of the Ecotourism-Extraction
Nexus come together in unexpected ways. Within a conservation space, they create their own order
around which actors organise. A rupture like Covid-19 can open up underlying issues and inequalities
that are fundamental to this Nexus. It therefore also provides the potential to clarify the relationship
between the Nexus and local rural livelihood experiences.
One way in which the Nexus is increasingly intertwined with local livelihood experiences, and thereby
affecting support for conservation, is through securitisation measures. These strategies have serious
social justice implications, while at the same time affecting the socio-economic conditions in
surrounding communities that are important for conservation outcomes. Therefore, it is important to
understand how ecotourism and extraction relate to each other within increasingly securitised
conservation spaces, and how this affects ethnographic lived experiences in local rural communities.
This also raises questions on why the invaluable conservation of nature is left to bank on the stability
of international markets to guarantee capitalist development, which requires a possibility to grow for
the key economic sectors in the Nexus. Therefore, I use these dynamics as a lens to analyse
contemporary conservation practices in MFCA. But before we dive into these questions, I will first
present the methodology I used to answer and discuss them.
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3. Research Methodology
A worldwide pandemic changes everything. When you leave to conduct your very first solo fieldwork
in Africa, more experienced and wiser people all tell you to expect the unexpected. They press on you
the need for a proper plan, but that you always need to be ready to adapt to new situations. They
turned out to be righter than they could have ever foreseen. The outbreak of Covid-19 did not only
bring a rupture in worldwide nature conservation practices, but also in the research I had planned to
conduct in MFCA. In a research project that depends on personal interviews, interactions and
observations, a countrywide lockdown proves quite the impediment. The situation resulted in more
phone calls, less travel, and a longer time in Uganda than I had originally planned. This chapter first
gives an overview of the research area and relevant context. Then, it describes the adjusted
methodology used in this research project and explains why certain alterations in methods were
made.

3.1 Case selection and description
As stated in the introduction, MFNP lies in the North-West of Uganda and is the largest and oldest NP
of the country. It was gazetted in 1952 when the British administration established the National Parks
Act of Uganda. The whole MFCA consists of MFNP, Bugungu Wildlife Reserve (BWR), Karuma Wildlife
Reserve (KWR) and Budongo Forest Reserve (BFR), as can be seen in figure 2. It lies in the Albertine
Graben, the most Northern end of the Albertine Rift System, making it a biodiversity hotspot. The
Victoria Nile runs straight through the park and flows into Lake Albert, providing water to the
ecosystem, and a source of livelihood for the human communities around the lake.

Figure 2. Map of MFCA with MFNP, BWR, KWR and BFR, main roads, rivers and surrounding towns.
Edited from: www.insidemurchisonfallsnationalpark.com.
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The NP is property of the Ugandan national government, and managed by the semi-autonomous
government organisation Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA). They aim to “ensure sustainable
management of wildlife resources and supervise wildlife activities in Uganda both within and outside
the protected areas” (UWA, 2020). They deal with a broad variety of conservation issues inside MFNP,
while they also aim to become self-financing. For this reason, UWA is also actively involved in the
development and support of the tourism industry in and around MFNP (UWA, 2020). They do this, for
example, by opening new tourism attractions in the NP and increasing the number of tourist
accommodations (Mackenzie et al., 2017).

A brief history of MFCA
To understand the current situation and tensions in the research area, it is important to briefly sketch
the colonial history, the gazettement of the park, and the more recent history that together led to
long-standing and continuous feelings of marginalisation among the (past) inhabitants of MFCA.
Before it became a British protectorate, the area that is now Uganda was mainly ruled through
kingdoms. The dominant kingdom was that of Buganda, who also ruled over the capital of Kampala.
The area around what is now MFNP belonged to the Bunyoro-Kitara kingdom. Around 1700, the
Buganda kingdom was expanding, mostly at the expense of the Bunyoro-Kitara kingdom. In 1894,
Buganda kingdom became a protectorate of the British empire, and two years later, Bunyoro-Kitara
and the other Ugandan kingdoms followed. Together, they formed the Ugandan protectorate. In the
subsequent years, the Buganda Kingdom collaborated most with the British ruler, entitling them to
preferential treatment. This led to many frustrations among the Bunyoro-Kitara people, who lost large
tracts of land to the Baganda, and were imposed with high taxes, and the language, religion, and other
cultural expressions of the Baganda (Byrnes, 1990).
Adding to this feeling of marginalisation, the British regime evacuated inhabitants of 13.000 km2 of
land that is now MFNP due to a sleeping sickness outbreak caused by the tse-tse fly between 1907
and 1912. This was later used as justification for the establishment of Game Reserves and the NP in
this area, because the government claimed it meant that no locals needed to be relocated
(Kobusingye, Van Leeuwen, & van Dijk, 2017; MFNP Uganda, 2020). However, many locals claim that
this is a lie, made up to justify these dispossessions of land, and that people trying to return to their
ancestral lands were not allowed anymore (Sandbrook, Cavanagh, & Tumusiime, 2018). In this time
after the gazettement of the park, wildlife numbers boomed, until this was disrupted by a coup d’état
that brought in Idi Amin as president. Under his rule, militarised poaching grew, and wildlife numbers
reduced significantly (Mackenzie et al., 2017)1.
In 1986, the current president of Uganda, Yoweri Museveni, came to power through the National
Resistance Movement (NRM) rebellions that overthrew presidents Idi Amin and Milton Obote. The
actions of Museveni’s army against the population and the regime, led to the Lord’s Resistance Army
(LRA) Insurgency in 1987, led by Joseph Kony. This insurgency resulted in human rights violations and
war crimes in Northern Uganda, and also in MFCA. The extreme violence and risks caused many people
to relocate to safer areas. The LRA left Northern Uganda in 2006, but there is still conflict in

1

Written feedback to questions from senior researcher MFCA received on 09/03/20
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neighbouring countries such as South-Sudan and the DR Congo (Joireman, Sawyer, & Wilhoit, 2012;
Mackenzie et al., 2017). Since this relative peace and quiet, wildlife numbers have been increasing
again (Mackenzie et al., 2017) 2. Now that this violent conflict is over, there is a large degree of what
is called ‘internal displacement’. This means that people are now returning to their original lands, to
find different property regimes, rules and regulations there due to the presence of MFCA. This leads
to misunderstandings and feelings of injustice in local communities (Joireman et al., 2012).
More recently, economic activity from tourism and oil extraction has emerged in MFCA. The next two
sections will give a short overview of their development and activities in the area.

Tourism in MFCA
Together with wildlife numbers, tourism numbers have increased steadily since Uganda became more
stable in the late 90s and early 00s (AUTO, 2016; World Bank, 2020a). For the past years, it has proven
to be the lead foreign exchange earner for the country, and the government sees it as one of the most
important sectors to invest in due to its many perceived economic and social benefits (Ministry of
Tourism, 2018, 2019). MFCA is not just the oldest, but also the largest and most visited PA of the
country. During the LRA war, the area was very unstable, with reports of abductions and deadly attacks
on tourists and park staff3. Nowadays, the amount of tourism facilities around the NP continues to
increase. It is difficult to find exact numbers on the origin of most tourism operators in Uganda. A
Belgian tourism operator that was interviewed for this thesis presumed that there are many Ugandan
tourism operators, but that these are often small and without their own infrastructure. In his
experience, the bigger operators with lodges and/or vehicles are usually owned by international
tourism operators, who also have offices in Europe and the USA 4.

Oil Extraction in MFCA
Although commercially viable oil in the Albertine Graben was confirmed in 2006, the explorations
already started in colonial times, and were resumed in the late 1990s (International Alert, 2013; Polus
& Tycholiz, 2016). Through ten exploration sites, a quantity of at least 2.5 billion barrels of oil was
discovered in 2006, which was expected to bring two billion USD in annual revenue for at least twenty
years (International Alert, 2013; Mackenzie et al., 2017). Three of the exploration sites overlap with
MFCA, which contains seven confirmed oil fields (Mackenzie et al., 2017). In 2012, Tullow Oil, Total
E&P and China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) struck a deal to divide Uganda’s oil
development shares evenly among themselves in a joint venture. In the original plans, the first oil
should have been pumped up in 2009 already. However, due to many issues such as tax disputes and
problematic negotiations, no drop of commercial oil has been tapped in Uganda until today (Sanchez
& Feierabend, 2020). Due to these and other internal difficulties, Tullow Oil decided not to continue
with the project, and sell their shares. CNOOC was not interested in buying them, after which Total
E&P finally bought all their shares in 2020 and therefore now owns two-third of the development
project (Total E&P, 2020). However, the Final Investment Decision (FID) has not been made yet,
making the future of oil extraction in Uganda uncertain at the moment of writing (Kakembo, 2020).

2

Written feedback to questions from senior researcher MFCA received on 09/03/20
Written feedback to questions from senior researcher MFCA received on 09/03/20
4 Interview Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
3

13

Geographically,
the
oil
development is divided into two
main projects. The Tilenga
project that lies in the North
and overlaps with MFCA is
MFNP
operated by Total E&P. The
Kingfisher project that lies
more to the South on the
shores of Lake Albert is
operated by CNOOC, see figure
3 (CNOOC, 2018). Since the
majority of the oil is meant to
be sold on the international
market, it has to be transported
to Tanga Port in Tanzania. For
this, the East African Crude Oil
Pipeline (EACOP) is scheduled
to be constructed in 2021. With
1450 km, it will be the longest
heated pipeline in the world,
whose projected route can be
seen in figure 3 (Oirere, 2017;
Sanchez & Feierabend, 2020).
Although it will be buried under
ground, it will go through
Figure 3. Overview of Tilenga and Kingfisher projects, and the planned route for
the EACOP pipeline (lower right corner). Edited, from: CNOOC (2018) and Oirere villages, conservation spaces
(2017).
and water bodies, leading to
social and environmental struggles (Sanchez & Feierabend, 2020). The perceived injustices in this
project are also the subject of a unique court case in France, in which six NGOs sued Total E&P under
the new Duty of Vigilance Law, for their violations of human and environmental rights, which is
currently under appeal (Al Jazeera, 2020). Figure 4 provides a chronological summary of the main
developments concerning oil extraction in MFCA.
Understanding these developments is important for two reasons. The first is that it is essential to
realise that feelings of injustice and marginalisation do not stem from a single development but have
complex historical trajectories. The second is that in order to understand the workings of the two
businesses central to this thesis -ecotourism and oil extraction- we need to have a grasp of how they
emerged in MFCA, and which central actors are involved in them. But before the results are presented
and discussed, the next section first presents the methodology used in this thesis research.
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Tullow Oil sells all
shares to Total E&P

Figure 4. Timeline of main developments concerning oil extraction in MFCA.

3.2 Data collection
This thesis is a single case study of MFCA and its surroundings. The case was chosen both for reasons
of convenience, and for the representativeness of the described theoretical framework. This leads to
a holistic rather than a reductionist approach to answering the research questions. The original
purpose was to build on the work of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus and its relation to rural
livelihood experiences in nature conservation, aiming for a more specific theory or propositions as a
result (de Vaus, 2001a; Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). It is an ethnographic study, while giving
attention to zooming out to global political economic processes. However, less than three weeks after
entering the country and starting the fieldwork the Coronavirus had spread globally upon which many
countries, including Uganda, closed their borders and declared a strict lockdown. This affected both
the local situation and my research opportunities such that it had to become an integral part of the
project. Therefore, the effects of the pandemic were incorporated into the research questions that I
was trying to answer, mainly through Lund's (2016) concept of ruptures. The effects on the methods
of data collection are explained in here.

Interviews
As stated before, everything changes during a global pandemic. When I entered the country on the
2nd of March, I expected to go back to the Netherlands a bit less than three months later. With the
closing of international airspace, this became half July. Since adapting the research to this situation
took some extra time, this was actually convenient. In total, I had twenty ‘interview moments’, which
differentiated in methods slightly. The interviews were with twenty different people, although some
were interviewed multiple times, and there was one interview with four people simultaneously (see
appendix A for an anonymised list of interviews and their characteristics). The interviews were indepth and semi-structured. Before the start of the research, I constructed an overview of main
concepts to base questions on and adapted them to the expertise of the interviewee. During the
interview, follow-up questions were based on the specific responses given. Generally, the interviews
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lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. As a sampling method, I mainly used targeted and snowball
sampling (Kumar, 2014). Targeted sampling was done by analysing documents about the theory and
case study before departing for the field work. Important organisations such as UWA and tourism
operators were identified this way. Snowball sampling was conducted by asking interviewees whether
they knew other people with relevant knowledge for me, who might be interested in an interview.
Until the 20th of March, it was possible to conduct
personal interviews, mainly from my base at a lodge in
Pakwach, North of the NP (see figure 2). In this time, I
conducted five interviews, with eight different people.
Three of them worked for UWA: two park rangers, and
a senior policy officer in MFNP. I also spoke with a local
28-year-old woman from Pakwach, about her
experiences of growing up next to the NP. Additionally,
I received written feedback from a senior researcher at
Figure 5. Interview with local community in Purongo
MFCA, who provided me with an introduction to the
Sub-county.
area, and useful insights in the communities and other actors that would be interesting to interview.
Through the interview with the senior policy officer of UWA, I met people from an international
development NGO who worked with the community in Purongo, one of the sub-counties adjacent to
the NP, East of Pakwach, and recommended for research by the senior researcher mentioned above.
Through them, I arranged an interview with four inhabitants of a small parish in Purongo: two village
chairpersons, one also a representative of the elderly, an elephant scout, and a female representative,
as can be seen in figure 5. Since I do not speak the local Acholi language, an officer from an
international development NGO translated for me. He works with these communities a lot, so I feared
that this could interfere in the translations because he could already interpret the words of the
interviewees. However, he had a lot of experience as a translator, and I elaborately discussed the need
for an as literal translation as possible with him. With the Purongo community, I mainly discussed their
livelihood experiences of living next to the park, and their experiences with the ecotourism and oil
extraction sectors. My initial intention was to use this interview as a sort of focus group, identifying
important themes, and to follow up with them later, possibly individually instead of in a group. But
then: lockdown. The closure of public life, transport and all borders also instantly closed the book on
all my initial research intentions. The ‘expect the unexpected’ advice turned out to be quite the
understatement.
After the lockdown had started, I moved to the city of Arua, approximately 90 kilometres North-West
of Pakwach. I decided to try and continue the research through phone interviews, and to add research
questions on the effects of the Corona pandemic on nature conservation practices in Uganda. Not
being able to meet interviewees in person, changes a lot in who you are able to get in touch with.
Local rural communities in remote areas do not always have a good phone connection and using a
translator in a phone interview becomes very complicated. Therefore, I decided to focus more on
people that I was able to get contact information from, and with whom I could arrange a phone call in
English. This often resulted in interviewees with more of an overview position, than the specific target
group. For example, instead of visiting rural communities, I interviewed three Ugandan NGO
employees who frequently work with these communities concerning the same topics as my research.
Furthermore, the initial plan was to meet with Total E&P in Kampala in April. However, after the travel
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ban this was not possible anymore, and after sending them questions by e-mail, they did not want to
respond because they needed different paperwork. After being ignored multiple times when trying to
get clarification on this over the phone and by e-mail, I realised I would not get answers from them. I
tried to compensate for this gap by interviewing other actors that I expected could give me more
information on the development and details of the oil extraction activities in the NP. Examples of these
are two people who worked on an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) analysis of oil projects in
Uganda, one of them also a senior researcher on the topic, and someone from a Ugandan
Environmental NGO. Another consequence of this way of sampling, is that you have less ‘choice’ in
who you interview. In the first five ‘live’ interviews, I tried to interview the same number of men and
women: three out of eight interviewees were female. When I was dependent on e-mail and phone
contact, this was less easy, and all the other interviewees turned out to be men. Therefore, no
statements on gender-differences in interview answers can be made in this thesis. The majority of the
interviews took place between the beginning of March and the beginning of June. One interview was
done in the beginning of July, since I felt I missed the input of another tourism operator, and this actor
was only available at this time.
Before all interviews, I explained my intents and purposes to the potential interviewees and asked
them whether they still wanted to participate in the research. This was based on a written form I
prepared to deal with explaining my research and confidentiality. When allowed, I recorded the
interviews. Three out of twenty people did not want this, so in these interviews I made elaborate
notes and always made sure to write out the interview the same day. At the end of each interview, I
asked the interviewee in which way I could present them in my report, from full name, to fully
confidential. Eight out of twenty people did not want to be named in full in the report, but usually
agreed to their job description or hometown being presented. This was carefully noted per case. All
these details and outcomes can be found in Appendix A. However, I eventually decided to anonymise
everyone I interviewed for this thesis, due to the sensitivity of the topic.

Field notes and observations
During the four months I spent in Uganda, I kept fieldnotes of my experiences and observations
relevant to the research. In the first three weeks in the field, I updated them (almost) daily. After I
went to Arua and did my ‘fieldwork’ from home, I updated them approximately once per week. In this
time, I made fewer observations about my specific research area. The notes focus mostly on the
general situation of the pandemic in Uganda, and the conversations I had with people in everyday life.
When I use these notes to support my arguments in the report, this is clearly indicated.

Grey and scientific literature
Other than in-depth interviews and fieldnotes, I analysed scientific articles and management
documents to develop and substantiate the arguments made in this thesis. The article of Mackenzie,
Fuda, Ryan, & Hartter (2017) showed several similarities with my research, and was therefore often
used to reflect on the data. Documents such as the MFNP General Management Plan (UWA, 2013)
and reports and impact assessments on the oil extraction activities were useful to paint a picture of
the situation and to distil intentions and agreements between involved parties.
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Media items
I ended up using more news media items than I had anticipated at the beginning of the research. The
oil extraction activities have always been a popular topic in national and international media, which is
a useful way of finding information on the current state of affairs, and the different discourses and
actors out there, in combination with scientific articles and management documents. In finding
information on the development of the Corona-pandemic, media items were often no addition, but
one of the only ways of finding information. With most (international) researchers having been
repatriated to their countries and cities of origin, combined with the timeframe of my research, not
much scientific literature on this topic is available at the time of writing. The available scientific
literature focuses mostly on short-term analyses and prognoses, simply because that is the
information we have at the moment. Furthermore, it was a way to read how stakeholders expressed
themselves, at a time where I could not personally conduct field work. Therefore, media provided a
useful and interesting alternative, although it should be noted that the data in these articles are
gathered in a less transparent way than those in scientific articles. When I reference to media items, I
put the author’s name as in-text reference. Only when this is not available, I use the name of the media
outlet.

3.3 Data management and analysis
The results presented in this thesis mainly come from textual analysis. All interviews that were
recorded were transcribed as literally as possible. The sometimes limited phone connection
occasionally made it difficult to exactly transcribe the words of the interviewee. When I really could
not understand it, those parts are written down as [xxx] in the transcript. The interviews that were
not recorded were written down the same day. When there are exact quotes in the transcript of these
non-recoded interviews, those lines are between quotation marks. When all interviews were
transcribed, I made a summary of all interviews, to get a clearer overview of all responses, discourses
and storylines. From this, I distilled my first impression of the answers to the research questions and
wrote them down in approximately half a page. The other sources used in this thesis, such as scientific
literature, management documents and news media items were not altered or further prepared for
analysis.

Coding
Based on the interview summaries and the first impression of the outcomes, I used a form of topdown deductive coding to identify five main themes: Context, (Eco)tourism, Extraction, Nexus and
Corona. This system of provisional coding is theory-based, and therefore uses the theoretical concepts
of the research to identify data patterns (Miles et al., 2014). The second round of coding was more
bottom-up and inductive, which means the codes are based on the data, and therefore responses of
the interviewees, itself. All codes got clear criteria, so I could check whether the code was actually
applicable to a piece of text. This way, I tried to make sure that all codes were administered according
to the same criteria. This resulted in a hierarchical coding system with 35 codes, which can be found
in Appendix B. Some quotations were double-coded, because some quotes contained information on
multiple topics. One drawback of this way of coding, is that you only register what is actually said,
whereas in many cases the things that are left unsaid are at least as interesting. I tried to cover these
cases with ‘memos’ in Atlas.ti. These usually related to emotions expressed by the interviewee, such
as ‘frustration’, ‘emotional’ or ‘uncomfortable topic’. Furthermore, the interviewees themselves were
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allocated to five different
categories:
Community
Members, Key Informants/Other,
Oil
Development,
Tourism
Operators and UWA (see figure
6). One senior researcher on the
impact of oil development in the
Albertine Graben, who also
worked on an EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda, was put in
two categories, because of his
specific knowledge on the oil
extraction development, but also
his wide range of other useful
knowledge. This division into
categories was done in order to
be able to use analysis tools such
as the ‘code document table’, in
which you can analyse whether
certain actor categories use
specific codes more or less often. Figure 6. Interviewee categories in Atlas.ti.

Data analysis and answering the research questions
In this thesis, the results- and discussion chapters have been integrated, rather than treating them
separately. It is important to take into account that this is an ethnographic study, and is therefore
subjective in the sense that I present my interpretation of the results. From the interview summaries,
elaborate coding, and theoretical knowledge, I tried to distil a main argument and answers to the
research questions. This was an iterative process, in which I repeatedly shifted between theoretical
knowledge, empirical evidence, and the writing of the argument and their validation. To test whether
the data and theory supported the main argument, I divided it into smaller arguments, which now
more or less form chapters 4, 5 and 6. This means that I only used a small part of all the empirical data
I gathered in the field work. This choice is a deliberate one by the researcher, which makes ‘writing’ a
research method in itself. The testing of arguments with data and theory feels like a trial-and-error
process. The coding proved helpful in this process, since it makes it easy to sort responses per theme
or topic, and you can sort quotes per interviewee (categories), for example by using the code cooccurrence table, the code-document table, or the query tool in Atlas.ti. This gives you a clear
overview on the varying opinions, discourses and storylines present in the data. In many cases, these
diverted tremendously, which made it hard to make statements with full certainty. This difference
makes sense, since many of the questions asked were about livelihood experiences, which can always
differ between groups and individuals. These discrepancies in answers between interviewees are not
necessarily a problem; it is actually interesting to see where they occur and what may explain them.
When I present these results, I clearly indicate whether there is disagreement on the topic, and what
this could mean or where it could come from. References to interviews are presented in footnotes,
including the description of the interviewee and the date and location of the interview.
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In answering the research question, it is important to contextualise the data and evaluate its
usefulness and how I interpret it. A big advantage in assessing the impact of the pandemic was that I
already started my interviews shortly before the outbreak reached Uganda. That enabled me to make
a comparison of the before- and after situation, making the contrasts even clearer. I also managed to
speak to quite a large range of actors, and was able to triangulate my sources by comparing the
interview results to news media, scientific literature, reports and observations in order to give a
nuanced view of the situation. However, I was not able to interview the oil companies, and my
research period was relatively short, making it a snapshot of a complex situation. Furthermore,
interpreting livelihood experiences is very complicated, especially in a profoundly different culture
that you visit for the first time. To deal with this, I used the content of my interviews as much as
possible, but more elaborate interviews would give a fuller picture of the ethnographic lived
experiences. More generally speaking, the data provides useful insights to extrapolate to broader
global processes in nature conservation. Of course, this is a case study of a unique situation and
conditions, which means not all results can be applied to other PAs around the world. However, we
see a worldwide increase in the neoliberalisation and privatisation of conservation areas, and the cooccurrence of ecotourism and industrial resource extraction in these spaces. These similar
circumstances make the analysis of the dependency on stability in market-based conservation funding
very relevant. Although the specific expressions of the Nexus in MFCA may not be the same in other
places where ecotourism and extraction fund conservation, the reliance on stability and order can be.
With scientists predicting more virus outbreaks in the future, and climate change becoming a more
pressing problem each year, these results should be taken seriously. Other than contextualising the
data, its validation is also important in assessing its useability.

3.4 Data validation
As stated before, this case study aims for theoretical rather than statistical generalisation. It tries to
develop a full picture of a phenomenon by researching one specific case. To accomplish this, it is
important to consider the integrity of the research and its design. I tried to guarantee this as
thoroughly as possible, through triangulation of data sources, methods and analysis. However, due to
the rupture we call Covid-19, I had to quickly adapt some research methods, and include a new
research question. This has several undeniable effects on the validity and reliability of this research.
Internal validity is a standard that assesses whether the answers you find actually answer your
research questions. Case studies have the potential to gain high internal validity, when conducted
carefully (Christie, Rowe, Perry, & Chamard, 2000; de Vaus, 2001b). In data collection, the biggest
issue was not being able to interview people in person anymore. Although phone calls provided a
helpful alternative, I would not recommend it as a standard data collection method. I believe the lack
of personal contact, body language, and the feeling of building a trust relationship, makes interviews
less in-depth than may otherwise have been the case. It also limits your potential interviewees to
those with a phone, a proper connection, and people who speak English. I do feel like it is a skill you
can improve, and that you learn different prompting ways, and how you can encourage people to
continue speaking with for example silences. I tried to solve the problem of having limited access to
rural communities by interviewing NGOs who work with these communities. I explained to them that
I was really looking for the stories of the community members they worked with. However, it is still a
‘secondary’ account of the situation. Another factor influencing the internal validity of this research is
the political sensitivity of especially the oil drilling activities, which can easily result in rumours, or
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answers being influenced by sensations such as mistrust or fear. In these cases, I tried to supplement
this information with anecdotes in news media and NGO reports, to try and give an exhaustive account
of different views. Finally, it is important to realise that my appearance and position as a young, white
woman may influence the answers given by interviewees, and that my limited experience in Uganda
and Africa in general influences my interpretation of the results. This is not easily changed, so the best
way to deal with this is also the triangulation of data sources, in order to validate the results.
Furthermore, my intention in interviews was always to learn with an open mind, not to judge or bring
solutions to any problems.
The extraordinary conditions of the pandemic also influence external validity and reliability. Case
studies are already critiqued for their limited generalisability to broader situations (Christie et al.,
2000; de Vaus, 2001b). It is important to emphasize that these results were gathered during the 2020
Corona pandemic, which has uprooted the livelihoods of almost every person on the planet, and
probably most of those living in countries such as Uganda, which lack a strong social security network.
It is likely that the rupture in people’s everyday lives and behaviour influences the answers that they
provide to questions. This may make it difficult to generalise and reproduce the found data. However,
the pandemic also brought an extra interesting dimension to the research, and actually made existing
issues more visible. Furthermore, with an eye on future epidemics and global crises, the results found
in this thesis presents interesting insights and food for thought. Theoretically, the results may lead to
generalisation to the extent that I attempt to analyse how the the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus plays
out in MFCA and how this relates to rural livelihood experiences in nature conservation. This will
however be solely based on the situation in MFCA and its socio-political context. This type of research
will have to be replicated in more locations before results can be generalised. However, it can still
provide a valuable addition to the literature on the topic and further develop future research
frameworks.

21

4. The Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus in MFCA
In this chapter, I present and discuss the first part of the results found in the fieldwork conducted in
Uganda. When discussing nature conservation, it is important to acknowledge the apparent consensus
among scientists that conserving natural ecosystems is essential for maintaining and improving the
health and living conditions of all humans and non-humans on this planet (IPBES, 2019). There are
countless international institutions, agreements and conventions dedicated to biodiversity
conservation, and 2020 has been the year of the very first ‘UN Summit on Biodiversity’ (UN, 2020).
Nevertheless, biodiversity is in crisis, and we are amidst what has been described as the “Sixth
Extinction”: a modern, human-induced, period of rapid extinction (Kolbert, 2015). One of the
dominant strategies to conserve biodiversity is the creation and maintenance of Protected Areas
(PAs). These PAs have often been critiqued in literature for following a neoliberal model of
conservation, in which conservation is used as yet another means for attaining capitalist accumulation.
This way, nature becomes a commodity that has to pay for its own conservation through for example
the attraction of, mostly Western, ‘ecotourists’. These critiques and the realisation that this is not a
sustainable way of conserving biodiversity is not new. In this thesis, I aim to add to this critique. The
first observation that my critique is based on, is that the idea that nature can be sustainably conserved
from the market-based revenue it generates from international businesses, relies to a great extent on
a general stability, both local and global.
Sadly, the 2020 Corona pandemic has shown us that this faith in stability for the conservation of
biodiversity is unfounded and dangerous. Throughout history, we have seen the continuous presence
of what Christian Lund (2016, p.1202) describes as ‘ruptures’: “open moments’ when opportunities
and risks multiply, where the scope of outcomes widens, and when new structural scaffolding is
erected”. This thesis argues that the rupture provided by the 2020 Corona pandemic shows us that
the privatisation and commodification of nature through PAs is not a sustainable way of conserving
biodiversity. It relies on a flawed faith in stability and opens up the PA for high-risk and possibly
harmful industries, while excluding marginalised communities, thereby reinforcing existing (racial and
other) inequalities.
This argument is made through the case study of MFCA, Uganda, where both the ecotourism and oil
extraction sector are present in the same conservation area. The following chapter explores the Nexus
between the two sectors in MFCA, which represents not just the connections, but also the means of
connection between the two (Davidov & Büscher, 2014). This means that this chapter will mostly focus
on the local context in which all of this takes place. It argues that the Ecotourism and Extraction sector
are more connected and similarly experienced than intuitively thought. The Nexus between the in-situ
conservation and extraction of resources in the same ‘natural area’ shapes the ecological and social
conditions in and around the park, and shows how the two sectors actually co-exist and co-produce
each other. In exploring the connections and means of connection between the sectors in MFCA, it is
interesting to look at the different levels and scales at which these occur.
When asked directly, most people intuitively answer that there is no connection between the two
sectors. But when digging a bit deeper and searching at different levels, multiple connections can be
identified. Although there are possibly many more to be found, the following sub-chapters deal with
the ones found during my fieldwork period and discusses these by reflecting on findings of other
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researchers. The emphasis on their mutual dependence on stability within the Nexus forms my main
contribution to this theoretical framework, by showing a different way in which these assumed
contradictions actually congregate in ways we do not expect. The Nexus and its elements all
fundamentally rely on a presumed stability, since their presence and the large investments they need
to make, only make sense when there is a belief that they can be continued in a stable pattern. I make
this argument through the six main connections that I identified, which move from more physical and
visible, to more abstract ones: the physical connections, the institutional connections, the relationship
between the two sectors, the parallel processes of securitisation they set in motion, the similar ways
in which they are experienced by rural local communities, and their dependence on international
markets. Together, they describe the expressions of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus in MFCA.

4.1 Physical connections
The most visible and obvious expression of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus is the ongoing road
construction in and around MFNP. Before oil exploration started, there were no tarmacked roads in
MFNP. The different phases of road construction can be seen in figure 7. According to one of the senior
policy officers of MFNP, these roads are being upgraded to big tarmacked roads, because they are
necessary for big trucks to transport expensive equipment for oil production and the construction of
pipelines5. Although several interviewees and existing literature confirm that the noise and movement
around the roads and the drilling pads negatively affect large mammals and birds 6 (Ayebare, 2011;
Prinsloo, Mulondo, Mugiru, & Plumptre, 2011), their construction is partly justified by the argument
that these roads can also be used by tourists7. As one of the NP’s senior policy officers stated: “it is an
oil road, it is also a tourism road [sic]”8.

Figure 7. From left to right: the original status of the (tourism) roads inside MFNP, the ongoing road constructions, and the
finished tarmacked road with constructions in the distance.

Opinions on whether these roads are actually beneficial for tourist divert among the interviewees.
Whereas most UWA employees and the two Ugandan tourism operators indicate that they think it
will positively impact tourism experiences9, others, like the Belgian tourism operator, think that it will
negatively impact tourism experiences because tourists prefer smaller game roads over a large

5

Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20
Interviews UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20, Senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on
05/05/20 and Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
7 Interviews UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on
25/05/20, Ugandan tourism operator 1 via phone on 31/03/20 and Ugandan tourism operator 2 via phone on 31/03/20
8 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20
9 Interviews UWA ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20, UWA senior policy
officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20, Ugandan tourism operator 1 via phone on 31/03/20 and Ugandan tourism operator
2 via phone on 31/03/20
6
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tarmacked road10. UWA park ranger 2 reflected on the situation before construction, when there were
many animals along the game roads. Since the noisy construction started, he has observed that the
animals are no longer close to the roads, but have moved further into the jungle, which means that
the tourists also need to go off-road to view them11.
Another sensitive point regarding the road construction, is that the construction measures are seen
as the cause of damaging floods in Pakwach, a village north of the NP, see figure 2 (Daily Monitor,
2019; The Independent, 2019). The local woman from Pakwach expressed incredulity that Total could
not be held accountable for the damages caused by the floods, and cannot understand how the risks
did not come up in any assessments 12 . Regardless of who is ‘right’ in these instances, it is important
to notice that the construction of the oil roads is being justified by the argumentation that it will
positively impact the tourism sector, even though opinions on this vary widely, and the road
construction brings along impacts such as indirect habitat loss for animals, decreased chances of
spotting animals for tourists, and floods in adjacent areas. Researchers in other PAs have also found
that better roads inside PAs have led to increased poaching (Butt et al., 2013; Suárez et al., 2009).
Finally, the construction of roads inherently banks on an assumed stability. Infrastructure requires
large investments, and these are only lucrative if they pay themselves back. This shows that sectors
initiating road construction build on the underlying assumption that they can continue their activities
in a stable manner, which has to ensure the possibility for a steady stream of (financial) resources.

4.2 Institutional connections
The second manifestation of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus described here is institutional. Both the
ecotourism and the oil extraction sectors are supported by and have to make agreements with UWA
and local authorities. For example, all foreigners, both oil workers and tourists, need to pay the same
entrance fee to go into the park, which is used as a justification to allow these industries to operate
inside the NP13. Although this makes it seem like UWA has the power to impose rules and regulations
on the commercial industries operating in MFNP, the interviews give a more mixed view. The
relationship between UWA and the ecotourism sector seems quite straightforward and positive.
Tourism is the lead foreign exchange earner in Uganda (Ministry of Tourism, 2019), and one of UWA’s
main aims is to increase tourist numbers in their PAs (UWA, 2013). Both park ranger 1 and a senior
policy officer of the NP stress the importance of the revenue from tourism for the conservation of
nature, with the latter calling tourism “the blood of wildlife conservation” 14. Park ranger 2 even goes
so far as to state that “without ecotourism, conservation would be really meaningless” 15.
When assessing the relationship between UWA and the oil extraction sector, it becomes more
complex. While four out of five interviewed UWA employees gave a rather positive opinion on the
relationship between UWA and the oil extraction sector, rangers 1 and 2 were not very comfortable

10 Interviews senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO

via phone on 05/05/20, Natural Resources Expert who worked
on EIA analysis of oil in Uganda via phone on 26/05/20 and Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
11 UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20
12 Interview local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20
13 Interviews UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/20, UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20 and UWA senior policy
officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20
14 Interviews UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/20 and UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20 (quote)
15 Interview UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20
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to discuss the topic16. Furthermore, one of the park rangers pointed out that the decision to extract
oil in MFNP was made by the national government17. This is corroborated by a senior policy officer of
MFNP, who stated that “UWA is a government entity. You cannot be that and oppose a government
programme, then you become a problem”18. This impression is confirmed by several other ‘external’
interviewees19. A senior researcher who has studied oil in Uganda heard from a trusted source at the
National Environment Management Authority (NEMA), that when UWA tried to stand their ground
against the oil companies and made certain demands, the government threatened to disband UWA.
As he states: “once the president has decided something, no one will oppose it” 20. This idea that the
president is an essential decision-maker in this process and is mainly focused on generating revenue,
is confirmed by one of his colleagues in an assessment of oil development in MFNP 21.
This is interesting, because it shows us how the Nexus is subject to specific power relations in its
operational space, while it simultaneously influences these power relations. Additionally, these power
relations, especially when the national government is included, also bank on a certain political
stability. Although the political situation in Uganda has been relatively stable since the LRA departed
in 2006, the country has since colonial rule never seen a (peaceful) transfer of power through national
elections, but only through military coups. With presidential elections in January 2021, November
2020 already saw protests against this government in what the media described as “Uganda’s worst
unrest in years” (Burke & Okiror, 2020). The elections itself passed quite smoothly, at least partly due
to the shutting down of all internet traffic for multiple days, and the imposed house-arrest of the most
serious competitor of the president. However, many people are expressing the expectation that a
change in power is not far away 22. How this will affect power relations in MFCA remains to be seen,
but it shows that an assumed stability in power relations and mechanisms of influence may be risky.
While this last section has analysed the relationship between the sectors in the Nexus and specific
external actors, it is also interesting to look at these relations between the sectors itself.

4.3 Relationship between the sectors
In describing the third expression of the Nexus, I take a look at the relationships between the two
sectors in the Nexus, and potential connections like dependence or competition. As with most
relationships, the answer is not straightforward. Both Ugandan tour operators that were interviewed
mainly stressed that the road construction would benefit tourism and economic development. Both
of them did not have direct communication with the oil companies, and also mentioned they did not
encounter the oil sector it regularly23. The former also made it quite clear that it would not be wise
for him to meddle in the oil industry: “when it comes to oil, we really don’t have much input. You
really have to mind your own business in order not to get into trouble, especially if you have your

16

Field notes of 15/03/20
Interview UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
18 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20
19 Interview senior officer rural empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20 and senior officer with Ugandan environmental
NGO via phone on 05/05/20
20 Interview senior researcher on impact of oil development in Albertine graben, who worked on EIA analysis of oil in Uganda
via phone on 02/06/20
21 Interview natural resources expert, who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 26/05/20
22 Field notes of 14/01/21 - 08/02/21
23 Interviews Ugandan tourism operator 1 via phone on 31/03/20 and Ugandan tourism operator 2 via phone on 31/03/20
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tourists”. This sentiment was also voiced by the second Ugandan tourism operator, although he did
not stress it as clearly 24.
This plainly contrasts with the answers that the Belgian tourism operator provided. He remembers
that when the oil exploration started, this had a profound negative impact on tourism. His clients
complained a lot about having to wait in line between trucks to enter the park and that the amount
of animals that could be spotted had decreased substantially. Total did work on the road leading up
to his (and other) hotels, as a form of compensation for the hotel owners along that road, but besides
that there is little contact and he expects that the oil developments will negatively impact tourism for
years to come. He also contradicted the statement that the new tarmacked oil roads inside MFNP
would benefit tourism, stating that tourists prefer the smaller dirt roads over an ‘autostrada’. His view
is well summarised by his quote: “If I would be a new investor, I would not invest in Murchison,
because it is very unclear what is going to happen with it”25. What is clearly missing here are the
insights and explanations from actors working in the oil sector, who did not want to participate in this
research. For future research, it would be important to incorporate their vision as well, to gain a fuller
understanding of the situation and relationships in the Nexus.
Turning back to the theory on order and disorder in Africa, this seems to be a good example of how
disorder is instrumentalised into benefits for the elites supporting oil extraction (Chabal & Daloz,
1999). It also reflects the argument of Comaroff & Comaroff (2006) who argue that “lawlessness turns
out to be a complex North-South collaboration" (p. 8) that is mostly lucrative for foreign investors, in
this case the oil industry. Although the Nexus provides its own ‘order’ around which actors organise,
it also functions through disorder and ‘lawlessness’, which makes it dangerous or difficult to contest
the presence of one or both of the industries. Such disorder may serve a political purpose, but also
creates a fragile environment that is sensitive to other ruptures and gives the sectors the potential to
become ruptures of each other.
Although the opinions on the impact of the extraction activities on tourism potential in MFNP differ
between the interviewees, it does become clear that so far, the main strategy of UWA and the involved
industries has been to keep the two as separated as possible26, with the aim of not letting extraction
affect tourism potential27. However, this separation strategy may be short-lived. One of the senior
policy officers of MFNP stated: “One of the potential benefits could be taking oil production as one of
the tourism products. It can be a special product that can be sold separate from the rest that is taking
place”28. The officer of the rural development NGO confirms this “curiosity of tourists to come and see
how oil interacts with wildlife without them clashing” 29. Although this idea has not been set in motion
yet, the reasoning behind it signifies a break with the idea of incommensurability and therefore
separation between nature conservation and tourism, and resource extraction. Instead of that,
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Field notes of 31/03/20. This was my personal interpretation, and was not literally stated by the interviewee
Interview Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20, quote translated from Dutch: “Maar als ik een nieuwe
investeerder zou zijn, dan zou ik niet in Murchison investeren omdat het heel onduidelijk is wat daarmee gaat gebeuren.”
26 Interviews UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
27 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20
28 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20
29 Interview senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20
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neoliberal dynamics and the aim for capital accumulation draws them together, and enables them to
co-exist and even become co-dependent.
In this vision, Naomi Klein's (2007) popular expression of ‘disaster capitalism’ comes to mind, with
which she means a form of capitalism that aims for further accumulation by selling crises that stem
from capitalist development itself. Fletcher (2019), argues that (eco)tourism is an effective practice of
disaster capitalism, since it converts issues that arise from capitalist development into new products
to be sold: “In this way, tourism can be understood as providing a series of spatial, temporal and other
“fixes” to (temporarily) transcend limitations to capital accumulation created by capitalist processes
themselves” (p. 526). By turning oil extraction in MFNP into a tourism attraction, which is then justified
by the argument that this brings money for nature conservation, it also justifies the further
neoliberalisation of nature and the increasing encroachment of industrial capitalism on nature
conservation. It is hard to miss the bitter irony in this. Furthermore, it makes the ecotourism and
extraction sector even more dependent on each other’s stable continuation and growth in MFCA. This
way, their dependence on stability will become more intertwined, and this may create incentive to
secure each other’s presence. These ways of securing resource access and operational space in MFNP
are assessed in the following section.

4.4 Parallel processes of securitisation
In this fourth section on the expressions of the Nexus in MFCA, I analyse how ecotourism and oil
extraction set in motion parallel processes of securitisation and dispossession within the Nexus. As
stated in the in the Theoretical framework, securitisation is defined by Kelly & Ybarra (2016, p.171) as:
“the process by which spaces and subjectivities become targets of regulation and surveillance in the
name of ‘security’, in turn reproducing unequal economic and racial privileges”. I approach this analysis
in a more or less chronological order, starting with the gazettement of the park in colonial times, how
since then locals have increasingly been framed and treated as criminals by park rangers, and the more
subtle forms securitisation can take. After this, I assess how the presence of the oil industry has
exacerbated these security measures through reduced local access to traditional resources, increased
land dispossession, and intimidation and harassment of the people who dare to protest this.
To understand the scope and development of securitisation in MFCA, it is important to take into
account the controversy around the sleeping-sickness evacuations at the gazettement of the NP, and
the local belief that this was a lie to justify land dispossession, as described in chapter 3. Although it is
hard to find definitive evidence of this, it would not be a unique measure taken by a colonial
government in Africa. In other colonies such as the DR Congo, sleeping sickness is also said to have
been used by the colonial government to evict people from their land (Van Reybrouck, 2010). The
expert on the Bunyoro Kingdom even called it the “colonial disease”, stating that it was also used as
excuse for evictions in other parts of the British empire30. Other examples of historical displacement
come from indigenous groups like the Bagungu who were evicted from the park in 1952 and now claim
they have less access to land, are depicted as poachers, and are further marginalised (ESRI, 2020).
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Interview expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20
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This framing of local communities who cross park boundaries as “poachers” is a widespread strategy
among conservation organisations. There are around 500 rangers working in MFNP, although Ranger
1 and 2 stated that this was not sufficient to stop poaching completely and UWA also aims for a higher
amount in their GMP31 (UWA, 2013). The rangers of MFNP are trained for 3-5 months, during which
they learn, among other things, about the park, giving tours, and shooting guns32. Ranger 3 explained
that his training was provided by the UPDF (Uganda People’s Defence Force; the national army) and
military personnel from the UK and USA33. Patrols are usually on foot and carry no other noteworthy
equipment than a gun and simple communication technologies34. To fight poaching, the rangers aim
to arrest instead of kill, although they do not always have that option considering their own safety35.
These shootings and arrests lead to feelings of frustration and injustice among the communities
around the park. As the rural empowerment NGO officer stated: “as long as you go inside the park
without permit, you are a poacher”36. The officer with the rural community empowerment NGO
agrees with this view, and adds: “The rangers claim that those people and poaching is illegal. So if you
shoot them, even those who die, you don’t have to account for them”37. The senior researcher of
MFCA believes this vision and strategy are related to the history of the park: “Many of the park
founders being former soldiers, embedded military perspectives and approaches in the park design
and management. [...] They also set the basis for what has evolved into the para-military anti-poaching
approaches”38 (Willock, 1964).
Although MFNP is not a highly militarised park compared to other NPs in Africa, security and
surveillance is also performed in more subtle ways. There is an exemption rule that provides park- and
natural resource access to surrounding communities. If they put in a written request at UWA for
gathering resources inside the NP, they can be granted access. However, applications are only
accepted for special occasions such as funerals, and the community member that enters is under
constant surveillance of a park ranger39. Moreover, this resource gathering is not permitted in areas
designated for tourism in the park’s GMP, and only allowed for certain resources such as firewood 40
(UWA, 2013). A final example of more subtle surveillance measures are the informant networks that
UWA has set up in surrounding communities. This entails that rangers enter the communities
pretending to be ivory buyers, monitor the market, and then arrest people that are selling ivory41
(Mackenzie et al., 2017). This more subtle way of putting people under surveillance can lead to
mistrust and deterioration of social cohesion in these communities (Mackenzie et al., 2017).

31

Interviews UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/20 and UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20
Interview UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/20
33 Interview UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
34 Written feedback to questions from senior researcher MFCA received on 09/03/20 and interview UWA Park ranger 1 in
MFNP on 15/03/20
35 Interviews UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/30 and senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in
Arua on 27/04/20
36 Interview senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20
37 Interview senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20
38 Written feedback to questions from senior researcher MFCA received on 09/03/20
39 Interviews UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20 and local
community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20
40 Interviews UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20, local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo
on 19/03/20 and Ugandan tourism operator 1 via phone on 31/03/20
41 Interviews UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
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The previously described securitisation measures are mainly aimed at protecting wildlife which is
linked to safeguarding the tourism industry, as shown in the section on institutional connections. The
relatively new presence of oil drilling activities has been accompanied by additional security measures.
People have lost access to previously accessible resources like traditional medicine or firewood from
the NP through the agreement with UWA, essential services and places like their own fields, and
‘cultural natural sites’ and other traditional places of prayer along the shores of Lake Albert 42. Since
the oil companies set up infrastructure there, these places are no longer accessible and people who
try to enter are arrested 43. The oil infrastructure, including the road construction, is usually fenced off
and guarded by both UWA rangers and UPDF soldiers 44. Furthermore, the GMP of the NP states that
Total E&P has requested 100 UWA rangers to be made available to them, and another 30 for a
feasibility study into a new hydropower project. The GMP states: “If these requests are to be honored
it would deprive the park of more than half its current staff meant to undertake law enforcement
operations to secure the park” (UWA, 2013, p. 51). This way, the presence of extraction in the NP
exacerbated existing securitisation measures, while simultaneously feeding on the resources already
in place for ‘safeguarding’ wildlife and the tourism industry.
Another issue that accompanies the oil extraction activities in and around MFCA is land dispossession.
According to Uganda’s Land Act, the government can claim land through the law of ‘eminent domain’
when “the taking of possession or acquisition is necessary for public use or in the interest of defense,
public safety, public order, public morality or public health” (Government of Uganda, 1965 & 1995,
26(2)(a); Veit, Nshala, Manyindo, & Billings, 2008) 45. However, the designation of an area or project
as ‘public interest’ is usually done by the national government itself, and no participatory process for
the public or other levels of government is required. This part of the law has often been used in (East)
Africa for the gazettement, and nowadays also de-gazettement, of PAs (Veit et al., 2008). In the case
of the oil extraction activities around MFCA, it is used to evict people from their land in order to make
place for extraction infrastructure such as drill pads and the EACOP pipeline to Tanzania 46. People and
communities have, and will be, asked to leave their land in return for a certain compensation in cash
or new land47 . The amount of compensation is determined by the government, but people believe
that not everyone is payed properly, and the amount is experienced as insufficient 48 (Al Jazeera,
2020). If people refuse to leave their home, they are evicted by force 49. The officer from the

42 Interview senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO

via phone on 05/05/20, expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom
via phone on 22/05/20 and Senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA
analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
43 Interviews senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20 and expert and advisor of Bunyoro
Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20
44 Interviews expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone
on 25/05/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
45 Interview senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
46 Interview senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
47 Interviews UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20, senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on
05/05/20, expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
48 Interviews UWA park ranger 2 in MFNP on 15/03/20, senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on
05/05/20 and Senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
49 Interviews senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on
08/06/20
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environmental NGO also experienced that these displacements were harder for women, since they
often have to remain with their families in camps, while the men get the compensation money and
move to the city to work50 (Ogwang & Vanclay, 2019).
The issues with displacement and unfair compensation were the main subject of a unique court case
in France at the end of 2019, where Total E&P was sued by six NGOs under the new Duty of Vigilance
Law, for their violations of human and environmental rights (Al Jazeera, 2020). In January 2020, the
court declared itself unable to rule a verdict, and diverted the case to the French Commercial Court,
which is often critiqued for its unprofessionalism and conflicting interests (Barbière, 2020; BHRRC,
2020a). News media report that when two farmers that testified in the court case flew back to Uganda
in December, one of them was arrested and questioned for nine hours. The other farmer was harassed
in his home multiple times and felt forced to flee to a safehouse (Crowe, 2020; FOEI, 2020). In
September 2020, Friends of the Earth International reported that three journalists and six
environmental activists intending to protest the oil development and the destruction of Bugoma
Forest were arrested in Hoima (FOEI, 2020). The 28 year old woman from Pakwach confirmed this
intimidation and harassment by the government, telling me: “it is a good thing that you Dutch people
are here to change things. At least you don’t get shot immediately like I would”51.
These stories show how ecotourism and extraction set in motion parallel processes of securitisation
and dispossession within the Nexus. This goes back all the way to the gazettement of the park in
colonial times, to the more recent measures to enable oil extraction. Both industries have a form of
‘for the greater good’ sentiment behind them, be it for the saving of charismatic wild animals, or
energy production for the poor. This type of discourse depoliticises social and ecological injustices,
and legitimises actions that may otherwise be seen as ‘illegal’. Although the sectors sometimes
compete over (human) resources, it seems the presence of the oil sector has mainly built upon and
exacerbated already existing expressions of securitisation and dispossession, turning them more
violent in many cases. This shows us another way in which the sectors in the Nexus are actually more
similar than assumed and shape and secure each other’s presence. In this sense, securitisation can
also be seen as the preferred method to ensure local stability, and to create an ideal local environment
to operate in. However, this chapter has shown us that the outcomes of securitisation tend to increase
(racial and other) inequalities, instead of to more local stability. Naturally, this has a profound
influence on the livelihood experiences of the rural communities living around MFNP, which are
examined in the following section.

4.5 Similar local livelihood experiences
This fifth section on the manifestation of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus in MFCA deals with rural
livelihood experiences of communities around the park. Although the sectors may be framed as
opposites in ‘Sustainable Development’ circles, I start by arguing that they are actually experienced
very similarly by the communities around MFNP. I illustrate this by telling the story of the impacts
communities experience from living next to the NP, and how the presence of the oil extraction sector
aggravated the situation and increased feelings of injustice and powerlessness.

50
51

Interview senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20
Interview local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20
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From both interviews and literature, it quickly becomes clear that the relationship between MFNP
(UWA) and the surrounding communities is not an easy one 52 (Mackenzie et al., 2017; UWA, 2013).
Both the presence of ecotourism and oil extraction came with the promise of many benefits for these
communities. However, it seems that both have disappointed in this expectation 53. To the people
around the park, the businesses are mainly managed by foreigners who earn a lot of money, but that
they have no control over, or even get informed about54 (Mackenzie et al., 2017). Both sectors came
with the promise of many jobs for locals, and both seem to have disappointed 55. Additionally, the
previous section exposed how both the presence of the NP for tourism and the oil extraction
infrastructure impose access restrictions on local communities, who now cannot use land and natural
resources that were accessible in the past 56 (Mackenzie et al., 2017).
Furthermore, decision-making about both the NP and the oil drilling activities have been or are made
at the level of the national government, fuelling feelings of powerlessness. In the case of ecotourism,
the sector is very much focused on outsiders who can afford to go on safari57 (Mackenzie et al., 2017).
Most tour operators are based in Kampala, and most of the supplies for the tourism facilities also
come from the capital58. This leads to a frustration that most of the money made from tourism flows
back to Kampala and abroad, instead of to the local communities. However, the Belgian tourism
operator explained that this is because the local businesses cannot provide the reliable flow of
supplies that is needed for running a tourism facility59, which is substantiated by the senior researcher
of MFCA60. In case of the oil extraction activities, the feeling that money only flows to the capital and
foreign investors is shared and fuelled by the fact that the communities do not receive any information
about the activities and plans. When they do get information, for many it is the first time that they
see an Impact Assessment, which causes more confusion than clarity 61. This lack of communication
has also led to frustrations among cultural institutions and the Bunyoro Kingdom, adding to feelings
of marginalisation from colonial times 62. This matches with the discoveries of Mackenzie et al. (2017),
who found that the communities felt that neither UWA nor the oil companies wanted a real
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Interviews local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20, UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/20, UWA senior policy officer
MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20, local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20, senior officer with rural
community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20 and Ugandan officer with international development NGO via phone
on 04/05/20
53 Interviews senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20 and senior researcher on impact
of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
54 Interviews local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20 and local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20
55 Interviews senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20 and senior researcher on impact
of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
56 Interviews local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20, senior officer with Ugandan environmental
NGO via phone on 05/05/20, expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20 and Senior researcher on impact
of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
57 Interview expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20
58 Interview local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20 and Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
59 Interview Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
60 Interview senior researcher MFCA via phone on 28/04/20
61 Interviews local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20 and natural resources expert who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects
in Uganda via phone on 26/05/20
62 Interviews expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20 and senior researcher on impact of oil
development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
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relationship with them. These frustrations are added to the difficulties that the communities were
already facing from living next to the NP.
The community members from Purongo and the NGO employees that work with neighbouring
communities all stated that elephant encroachment is the biggest problem that the communities
around MFNP face63. Community members in Purongo expressed feelings of desperation because they
could not provide in their own livelihoods anymore due to the existence of the park. Crops that they
are completely dependent on for survival increasingly get destroyed by elephants, who come at night
when the crops are almost ready to harvest, and can clear a farm field within minutes The loss of
harvest and income (indirectly) caused by nature conservation measures has far-reaching
consequences for these communities, since this means they cannot pay for food, school fees,
healthcare, and marriage64. Furthermore, they fear violent arrests when they come close to the park
to let cattle graze or collect firewood 65. The officer of the international development NGO also noticed
that “the biggest burden always comes to the women”66, which is confirmed by the community in
Purongo who see that women are more limited in their habits by the presence of the animals 67.
Additionally, formerly displaced people from the LRA war are also returning from Internally Displaced
People’s Camps to their original homelands, to find that these areas are now often roamed by animals
that are dangerous to both crops and lives 68 (UWA, 2013). This combination leads to the frustrating
feeling that the government and UWA prioritise animals over its citizens, since the animals have the
freedom to move where they want without getting shot, and the communities do not 69.
It should be noted that this situation is not denied by UWA. One of the senior policy officers of MFNP
actually stated that “the communities pay the price of conservation” 70. In order to compensate for
this, UWA’s Community Conservation plan directs 20% of the park’s revenue from entrance fees
directly to the sub-county governments around the park. However, there is quite some disagreement
on whether this is enough, and on the way that this money is spent 71. The Purongo Community
provided the example of a ‘cultural centre’ that was constructed from this money for the community.
Its aim was to help community members to engage in tourism activities. However, figure 8 shows the
current status of this cultural centre. Since the community was only provided with the building, but
not the resources to manage it physically and organisationally, there is now only an abandoned
building without roof, in an empty field, that is never used72. All these developments increase the
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Interviews local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20, senior officer with rural community
empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20 and Ugandan officer with international development NGO via phone on 04/05/20
64 Interview local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20
65 Interviews local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20 and senior officer with rural community
empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20
66 Interview Ugandan officer with international development NGO via phone on 04/05/20
67 Interview local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20
68 Interview expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20
69 Interviews local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20 and Ugandan officer with international
development NGO via phone on 04/05/20
70 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 in MFNP on 16/03/20
71 Interviews local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20, senior researcher MFCA via phone on
28/04/20, senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20, Ugandan officer with international
development NGO via phone on 04/05/20 and Senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who
worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
72 Interview local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20
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feelings that local communities
have to bear the burden of
conservation in the park, while a
select few can reap the benefits.
Even though there are many
similarities in rural livelihood
experiences of both sectors, it
seems that the presence of oil
drilling activities exacerbates the
already existing tensions, leading
to further instability in this already Figure 8. Abandoned 'cultural centre' built for the community of Purongo.
complex
co-existence. Locals
report an increase in elephants exiting the park to raid their crops73, and issues of land dispossession
have become more severe. As stated before, Uganda’s national government has the right to claim
people’s land, as long as it is in the ‘public’s interest’. However, refusing is not an option and people
are usually poorly informed about procedures, often do not have official land titles, or are even
illiterate74.
Other issues that arise are what the senior researcher on oil development in MFCA calls a ‘double
tragedy’ from the road construction in the area. Although the roads bring benefits to the local
communities, they also bring an influx of people looking for jobs, which in its turn leads to food
scarcity, ethnic tensions, prostitution and an overall erosion of cultural values 75 (Ogwang, Vanclay, &
van den Assem, 2018). Furthermore, Park Ranger 1 and 3 expressed fears that the presence of oil
would lead to war and violence, like in other African countries such as Nigeria 76, a concern that was
also found by Mackenzie et al. (2017). This would naturally mean a rupture in the presumed stability
necessary for the functioning of the ecotourism and fossil fuel markets, of which De Vries & Mehler
(2019) have shown that it can be an all-encompassing detrimental form of disorder. When talking
about these issues, the local woman from Pakwach concluded that nature conservation areas are not
really about conserving nature, but about exploiting it and making money from the land, which then
goes to foreign investors77.
However, although they speak of injustices and things that need to change, there seems to be an
overall feeling of powerlessness concerning livelihood impacts. The community of Purongo expressed
feelings of desperation and a dismal vision for the future if things do not change: “At the end of the
day, they will remain poor. In the end, death will come in” 78. The local from Pakwach expressed a
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Interview local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20 (quote) and senior researcher on impact of oil development in the
Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
74 Interview senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects
in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
75 Interviews senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20 and expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20
76
Interviews UWA park ranger 1 in MFNP on 15/03/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
77 Interview local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20
78 Interview local community of Purongo sub-county in Purongo on 19/03/20
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loathing for the feeling of powerlessness, but she also thought that most people would feel like that,
and think: “You already took everything from us. Go ahead, take the rest. It doesn’t matter
anymore”79. When speaking to an agronomist from the West-Nile region, he explained that his mother
lived near Hoima, south of the NP, and that she was forced to leave her land against her will because
of the oil development. When asked what she or her family was going to do about this, he responded
confused, explaining that this is not something that you can do anything about since it is a decision
from the government 80.
Another telling example of negative experiences from the oil extraction activities is the explosion that
occurred at one of the geothermal drilling sites in Hoima in the beginning of April 2020 (Daily Monitor,
2020). Although the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Development claims that no harmful substances
were released (Kasande, 2020), two of my interviewees and several news media state that locals are
reporting a big spill that included crude oil flowing into Lake Albert, contaminating drinking water and
spoiling fishing nets81 (BHRRC, 2020b). Due to the restriction on independent NGOs and journalists to
travel to a site like this, it is difficult to ascertain which substances really got released during the
explosion. Nevertheless, it seems logical this explosion induced a lot of fear in the local communities,
eroding the already limited trust in the oil companies 82. One of the senior policy officers of MFNP
seemed very reluctant to talk about this accident, first denying he knew about it, and then stating the
oil companies addressed the situation well. He also claimed to not know anything about Tullow Oil
selling their shares to Total E&P, which seems unlikely considering his function 83. This leads me to
believe that these things are not usually openly discussed. It is also reminiscent of Jacqueline Solway's
(1994) warning stated in the Theoretical framework, in which she argues that crises can also disguise
underlying problems. In this case, the social and environmental harms from the explosion are actively
disguised by using the Corona crisis restrictions to make reporting impossible.
It is interesting to see that although the Ecotourism and Extraction sector intuitively feel like very
different industries, and the relationships among them may be much more nuanced, they are actually
experienced very similarly by local rural communities. The already conflicting relationship between
the communities and the ecotourism sector seem to have been aggravated by the presence of the oil
extraction industry. This cannot be seen apart from the securitisation measures described in the
previous section. Locally, this is leading to further instability and less support for conservation
activities. Considering the importance of socioeconomic equality and local support for conservation
outcomes, this deteriorating relationship is problematic. What these stories have mainly shown us, is
that the negative effects of the industries are experienced most harshly locally, while the benefits are
experienced much further away, often even in foreign countries. This relationship to the international
market is the next and last aspect of the EE Nexus that will be assessed in this chapter.
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Interview local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20
Field notes from 27/05/20
81 Interviews senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20 and senior researcher on impact of oil
development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
82 Interviews senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20, senior officer with Ugandan
environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20 and senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who
worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
83 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20, field notes of 25/05/20
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4.6 Dependency on international markets
A final point where the two businesses share a common ground in the Nexus, is where they aim to sell
their product. Although ecotourism aims for in situ conservation, and the oil companies extract
resources from the NP and its surroundings, both industries sell their product on the international
market. This partly causes the unequal distribution of harms and benefits that we saw in the previous
sub-chapter. In order for these types of businesses to survive, they need to be able to sell their
products for a sufficient price, over an extended period of time. Basically, they need to be able to
produce a steady stream of investments, tourists, movements, etc. In a capitalist system, an economic
sector is only viable if it is able to grow, and therefore it needs a steady stream of financial inputs and
revenue. The more it grows, the more it becomes dependent on what a stable international market
brings in the possibility for becoming or staying a growing, dependable (tourism or extraction) market.
Of course, these markets are dynamic in nature, and the dependency on international stability is
always a bit fragile, for when a market does not function well, customers move elsewhere. However,
international stability can also be disturbed by bigger ruptures that do not come from the economic
sectors themselves, but do put a stop to the continued circulation and growth of the sectors. This
common characteristic makes both sectors, and the conservation measures that depend on their
market-based revenue creation, very vulnerable to external shocks and ruptures.
The past chapter has dealt with the six expressions of the Ecotourism Extraction Nexus in MFCA that I
identified in this research, and how these all build on a fundamental belief in stability, while locally
causing increased inequality and injustices. Why this poses such a big problem, will be explained in
the next chapter that deals with the rupture in stability that the Coviv-19 pandemic brought, which
magnified the issues described in the past chapter.
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5. The Rupture by Covid-19
At the moment of writing this thesis, it is almost impossible to image a world without facemasks, social
distance, and daily updates on infection numbers. Although the 21st century has so far brought us an
unprecedented amount of epidemics such as Zika, SARS, Ebola and MERS, and these numbers are
expected to increase, none of them have been as globally invasive and wide-spread as the ongoing
Covid-19 pandemic (Galvani, Bauch, Anand, Singer, & Levin, 2016; Gössling et al., 2020). If we are to
believe the U.N. Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, we are currently in "the most challenging crisis
we have faced since the Second World War"(Baynes, 2020; BBC News, 2020b). In an increasingly
globalised and interdependent world, the highly contagious Covid-19 virus could spread like wildfire,
impacting not only people’s physical health, but also social and economic security. Many scientists
blame the Corona-outbreak on humankind’s increasing encroachment in and destruction of nature
(e.g. Lindsey et al., 2020; The Guardian, 2020). Controversially, though understandable, mainstream
media are mostly reporting on the pandemic’s consequences for humans. Although it is impossible to
view them separately from our own species, it is also important to analyse the effects on the nonhuman part of our planet, and what this situation tells us about nature conservation strategies more
generally.
Without denying the detrimental effects of the pandemic, such a big rupture does have the potential
to shed light upon and bring to the surface structural conditions and possible inequalities that were
normalised before the disrupting event. Furthermore, it opens up space for assessing newly emerging
regimes of property and access (Lund, 2016). The previous chapters have in both story and
argumentation been building towards the following part: The rupture that came in the form of the
Covid-19 pandemic, and its effects on the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus, conservation practices and
local livelihoods in MFCA. I start by assessing the impacts of the pandemic on park management and
local livelihood experiences, then I discuss the ecotourism sector and finally the oil extraction sector.
The aim of this is to assess how the issues with order and stability that were presented in the previous
chapter, were magnified by the outbreak of the pandemic, and happen within and are dependent on
a broader global context.

5.1 Rupture in park management and local livelihoods
In MFCA, the effects of the pandemic and the accompanying restrictions were, and still are, enormous.
With the exception of several smaller dips such as the 2008 economic crisis, mass international
tourism has been growing more or less steadily since its emergence around the 1950s (Gössling et al.,
2020; World Bank, 2020a). No other event has ever had such a tremendous impact on international
tourism arrivals as the Covid-19 pandemic (Gössling et al., 2020). The worldwide introduction of
lockdown measures and travel restrictions brought aviation and international tourism to a historic
low. In Uganda, Entebbe International Airport was completely closed for arrivals and departures on
22 March 2020 (ICAO, 2020). From that moment, no tourists could enter the country anymore,
although cancellations at lodges around MFNP already started earlier 84.
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Field notes of 17/03/20
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In the three months of fieldwork after this event, interviewees reported that tourism in and around
MFNP had come to a complete standstill 85. UWA’s revenue consists for 88% of entrance fees and they
therefore expected a budgetary deficiency of US$1.4 million for their most urgent activities between
July and December 2020 (Lindsey et al., 2020). One of the senior policy officers of MFNP explained
that the park had to scale down on all but the core activities. One of the central elements of UWA’s
community conservation programme is the revenue sharing in which local communities get 20% of all
entrance fee revenues (UWA, 2013). During the Corona pandemic, he stated: “So if there is no
entrance, there is no money, and there is no revenue-sharing”86. Many authors are already arguing
that the effects of the pandemic increase already existing economic and social inequalities (Blundell,
Costa Dias, Joyce, & Xu, 2020; Patel et al., 2020), and that the impact will be larger in ‘developing
countries’ or ‘emerging market economies’ (Jain, Budlender, Zizzamia, & Bassier, 2020; Mahler,
Lakner, Guilar, & Wu, 2020; Sumner, Hoy, & Ortiz-Juarez, 2020). The loss of the 20% revenue sharing
for the communities adds to other hardships from the lockdown, such as limited access to healthcare
due to travel restrictions, loss of education due to the closure of schools, increased domestic violence
mostly against women, and early and unwanted pregnancies87. The advisor for the Bunyoro Kingdom
also mentioned livelihood struggles from fishermen at Lake Albert because the government decided
to close several landing sites, and the exacerbation of already existing frustrations from the influx of
people who came to the lake looking for opportunities from businesses that are now at a standstill 88.
One positive effect of the lack of tourists and oil workers in MFNP may be quietness inside the park,
which can make it more attractive for the animals to stay inside the boundaries instead of migrating
to the neighbouring villages. One of the senior policy officers of the NP claimed that this was indeed
the case89. However, Ranger 3 claimed that animal behaviour did not change due to the decrease in
human activity inside the park 90. At the moment of writing, it is hard to ascertain whether this change
can be observed or not. An effect that has been noted in MFNP, and in many other wildlife parks
around the world, is an increase in poaching 91 (Lindsey et al., 2020; Rondeau, Perry, & Grimard, 2020;
Schenkel, 2020). The senior policy officer of the NP explained this by saying: “Of course the effects are
very bad when the communities don’t have another source of livelihood” 92. Remarkably, UWA’s
strategy to deal with these issues, is to scale back on almost all activities concerning community
development, which is very dependent on movement and personal contact93 (Lindsey et al., 2020). He
also explained that there was funding available for core activities until the end of June, and for staff
salaries until the end of December 2020. After that, the future of the park and its staff was still unclear.

85 Interviews Ugandan tourism operator 2 via phone on 31/03/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20,

senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20, senior officer with Ugandan environmental
NGO via phone on 05/05/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20, natural resources expert who worked
on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 26/05/20, UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20 and Belgian tourism
operator via phone on 08/07/20
86 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20
87 Interview Ugandan officer with international development NGO via phone on 04/05/20
88 Interview expert and advisor of Bunyoro Kingdom via phone on 22/05/20
89 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20
90
Interview UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
91 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20, Ugandan officer with international development NGO
via phone on 04/05/20 and senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20
92 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20
93 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20
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In practice, this means that UWA chose to allocate their very limited budget to anti-poaching measures
and patrols94. These poachers are still being arrested, prosecuted and sent to jail 95, which the officer
of the international development NGO sees as an unjust situation since these people are then taken
away from their families when “they are trying to look for survival”96. According to him, this worsens
the relationship between UWA and the communities further, and reinforces the idea that the
government cares more about the survival of animals than of humans. This may be exacerbated by
many people returning from the bigger cities to their home villages in rural areas, to conduct
agricultural work due to job losses in the cities97 (Lindsey et al., 2020). Simply put, due to the poverty
around the NP and lack of support for conservation, local communities are looking for survival by
‘encroaching’ on the natural resources of the park which can negatively affect conservation. UWA’s
response to this is to scale down activities that protect the communities from animal encroachment
and to put almost all available energy and finance into security measures such as anti-poaching
patrols98. These patterns and difficulties were already identified in the previous chapter, and now
show to be magnified by the rupture of the Corona pandemic.

5.2 Rupture in the ecotourism sector
Unsurprisingly, the effects of the pandemic measures are also enormous for tour operators. Due to
the lockdown measures, no tourists could enter Uganda anymore, and all lodges were closed. The
government offers no relief for the tourism sector, except for some tax exemptions99. The Belgian
tourism operator expected that the effects would differ between big and small tour operators. Many
small, mainly Ugandan, tour operators do not own their own infrastructure, and these can relatively
easily resort to other sources of income for the time being. The bigger tour operators with big
infrastructure such as lodges, and offices with many employees in different places in the world, will
probably be hit much harder100. This difference can also be seen in the responses by the three tour
operators that were interviewed. The first Ugandan tourism operator, who is more a broker and does
not own personal tourism infrastructure, invested in his other jobs to bridge this time101. The second
Ugandan tourism operator and the Belgian tourism operator, who do manage their own lodges,
needed to keep on staff and maintain the infrastructure 102. The latter also expected that hotels and
lodges may not have gone bankrupt just yet, but will when they need to open again and maintenance
has fallen too far behind to still properly welcome guests103. Gössling et al. (2020) argue that the
tourism sector is more vulnerable to unsold capacity, because it cannot be sold in the following years
like in many other business sectors. Investing in tourism from locals and foreign residents does not
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Interviews UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on
25/05/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
95 Interviews UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20 and Ugandan officer with international development
NGO via phone on 04/05/20
96 Interview Ugandan officer with international development NGO via phone on 04/05/20
97 Field notes of 07/05/20
98 Interviews UWA senior policy officer MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20, UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on
25/05/20 and UWA park ranger 3 in MFNP on 08/06/20
99 Interviews Ugandan tourism operator 1 via phone on 31/03/20 and Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
100 Interview Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
101 Interview Ugandan tourism operator 1 via phone on 31/03/20
102 Interviews Ugandan tourism operator 2 via phone on 31/03/20 and Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
103 Interview Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20
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seem beneficial enough so far. The Belgian does not expect that this could ever make up for the losses
in tourism numbers. He says that for now, it is mostly about survival as a company, since the future of
both the virus and its accompanying restrictions is very insecure: “you hear rumours all the time, but
no one knows what the truth is” 104.

5.3 Rupture in the extraction sector
The oil sector in MFCA is also experiencing adverse effects from the pandemic and lockdown
restrictions in Uganda and the rest of the word. At the end of March 2020, the oil prices had already
reached their lowest levels in 18 years (BBC News, 2020a). Although they have been slowly increasing
again since May, the levels are nowhere near back to their pre-Corona values (Trading Economics,
2020). In MFCA, the oil development project was already in a delicate state before the pandemic hit,
due to tax disputes, funding challenges, delays, disputes over domestic refineries and troubled
communication with the Ugandan government (Abdallah, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Anyanzwa, 2019;
Kamoga, 2019). Furthermore, due to financial difficulties and setbacks, the British Tullow Oil needed
to sell all its shares of the oil projects in Uganda to the French Total E&P (Nasralla, 2020; Total E&P,
2020). Interestingly, one of UWA’s senior policy officers of the NP claimed he did not know anything
about these developments, or the overall impact of the Corona-pandemic on oil development in the
area105. Nevertheless, the Final Investment Decision has still not been made by the Total E&P and
CNOOC (ITA, 2020; Kakembo, 2020), and the senior researcher on oil development in the area
expected that they would not make these kind of big decisions in a time of global crisis and low oil
prices: “if it [oil prices] stays at this level or even falling, then I don’t see the incentive for the oil
companies to progress with the developments as soon as possible” 106. Furthermore, many foreign oil
experts were repatriated to their home countries during the Corona-outbreak in March, delaying
operations even more 107.
The impact of the pandemic has not just negatively affected oil development in MFCA, it also seems
to have trickled down to negative impacts on the local communities. Media are mostly focusing on
Covid-related items, and due to the imposed travel restrictions in Uganda, were often not allowed to
visit certain sites, limiting their ability to report on issues. A striking example is the explosion of the
geothermal drilling pad in Hoima in April, where a senior officer from an environmental NGO reported
that they were not allowed to visit the site of the explosion and therefore the government was able
to claim that no harmful substances had been released without contestation 108. Additionally, reports
of security agents threatening land owners to give up their land for oil development increased during
lockdown (Sanchez & Feierabend, 2020). Finally, there are reports of eviction operations on the shores
of Lake Albert in June and July 2020. Fishing communities at landing sites were forced to relocate by
the UPDF and Marine Police, under the guise of Covid-19 measures to prevent Congolese from

104 Interview Belgian tourism operator via phone on 08/07/20, quote translated from Dutch: “Je hoort de hele tijd geruchtjes,

niemand weet wat de waarheid is.”
105 Interview UWA senior policy officer MFNP 2 via phone on 25/05/20
106 Interview senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
107 Interview senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on 27/04/20
108 Interview senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20
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entering the country via the Lake109 (Isingoma, 2020). However, according to this researcher on oil
development in the area, insiders have informed him that these operations have “more to do with oil
than with Covid”. He states that the Congolese were always being monitored and that this did not
require the eviction of whole villages. Rather than that, he believes the allegations that after the
explosion of a thermal drilling pad in Hoima in April 2020, government and the oil companies realised
that the lake shores were too crowded in case of such events (BHRRC, 2020b; Daily Monitor, 2020).
In his belief “they just thought this would be opportune time to try to reduce the number of people
along those shores, so that the oil operation can go on without hindrance from those people” 110.
Although it is very complex to ascertain these allegations, the fact that such rumours circulate may
bring back painful memories from colonial times, where villages were evicted from what is now MFNP
under the pretext of a sleeping sickness outbreak. It can also be seen as a form of disaster capitalism,
in which a crisis caused by capitalist development is used for attaining additional accumulation by
selling that same crisis (Klein, 2007). Linking back to Solway's (1994) argumentation that crises have
the potential to both expose and disguise underlying inconsistencies, it seems that ruptures also
provide space for disaster capitalism. A rupture can be exploited by pushing through controversial
measures when people are still too preoccupied with the rupture itself to respond, while the measures
are depoliticised by blaming them on the crisis, instead of addressing underlying inequalities (Klein,
2007; Solway, 1994). According to Klein (2007), this usually benefits only a select few, while a large
portion of society is left with collapsing public services and increasing poverty. This relation between
disaster capitalism and dynamics of stability and ruptures in the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus is an
interesting topic for further research.
Whereas chapter 4 focused on the local expressions of the Nexus in MFCA and how these rely on order
and stability, the past chapter shows how these issues and contradictions were magnified and
materialised from the rupture of the pandemic. This emphasised that conservation spaces are no
isolated spatial units, but are situated within a broader context of dependence and mutual influence.
It also clarified the relationship between the Nexus and local livelihood experiences, and how these
livelihoods have become increasingly intertwined with the functioning of the Nexus over the past
years. Since the aim of this case study is to build upon existing theories in order to lead towards more
specific propositions, it is time to take a look at what these results can signify more broadly in the
conservation debate. I will do this in the following chapter.
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6. The Unsustainability of Counting on Stability
So far, I have argued that the rupture caused by the Covid-19 pandemic has shown us that the Nexus
functions under unfounded assumptions of international stability, and when this falls away, issues
arise that prove its unsustainability, and the sectors become, in a way, ruptures of each other. In this
chapter, I delve deeper into this by respectively assessing how nature is valued in contemporary
conservation practices and how this relates to stability, the relation of the Nexus to (future)
pandemics, and what this implicates for future conservation strategies.

6.1 The value of nature
The rupture in global order caused by the pandemic, has led to a rupture in nature conservation
practices, mainly through the loss of resources and manpower. In the case study of MFCA, the aim of
becoming completely self-financing has led the NP’s management to put almost all of its hopes on
revenues from ecotourism and oil extraction inside the park. The existence of both industries inside
the NP is justified by one main argument: nature conservation has to pay for itself. A lot of articles
have been written about this line of reasoning, criticising the privatisation and commercialisation of
nature. Now more than ever, we see the results of this dependence on market-based income in nature
conservation. In these times of global crisis, we see that tourism has been almost completely shut
down, and oil prices reached the lowest level since 18 years (BBC News, 2020a; Gössling et al., 2020).
Both tourism and oil development are highly dependent on international economic and political
processes. A complete dependence on foreign economic systems means that the conservation of
nature is extremely vulnerable to external (economic) shocks.
This raises not only questions
about neoliberal policies in nature
conservation, but also about the
value and meaning of nature
itself. The raison d'être of NPs and
nature increasingly seems to be to
generate money. Humans that
‘pressure’ the environment are
excluded, but this exclusion is
extremely
selective.
Neighbouring communities are
kept out of the park by force,
while foreign investors and
tourists are welcomed with open
arms. The main difference: the
Figure 9. "Generic categorisation of classes important for conservation", in:
last group brings money. This Büscher & Fletcher (2019, p. 290).
leads to an uncomfortable imposed dynamic between different ‘classes’ of conservation actors, often
(partly) divided by racial characteristics. These classes, although generalised, are portrayed by Büscher
& Fletcher (2019), see figure 9. They describe how actors from lower rural classes have traditionally
been the focus of conservation interventions, instead of global upper classes, whose overall pressure
on the environment and biodiversity is much bigger. Through this system, local communities that are
still (partly) dependent on the land for their livelihoods are excluded or targeted for behaviour change,
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while tourists who fly halfway around the earth in polluting airplanes are actively invited to the area.
However, tourism may be temporary. It provides a (market) right to exist to a certain natural space,
for the benefit of the ‘upper classes’, usually originating from the global North. This is based on the
contemporary preferences, ideas and beliefs of this ‘elite’ group about what nature should look like,
and even about how leisure time should be spent. These ideas and imaginaries about wilderness and
nature influence the environment on the other side of the globe, in the backyards of local
communities. It also means that the emergence of the tourism sector is dependent on the
conservation of nature. Which leads to the question of what we are actually trying to conserve: nature
or ‘natural capital’ (in other words: increasing financial flows)? In the same line of reasoning, oil
extraction companies are welcomed into MFCA, even though the need to put an end to the extraction
and use of fossil fuels is widely accepted among scientists, and the sector poses a significant risk to
the ecological and social integrity of the area. These realities confirm once again that environmental
governance and nature conservation are (bio)political matters. It shows how humans assign value to
different forms of life and make decisions on which forms of life get to live or are allowed to die.
Although academics have written about these dynamics many times, the current crisis brings the
issues that come with the privatisation of nature to the surface with a painful clarity.
The main strategy for conserving these financial flows (‘natural capital’) in PAs, is through
securitisation measures. The determination to protect activities and spaces that are framed as ‘for the
greater good’ is very understandable, but also poses one of the main issues that arises from the
Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus. The neoliberal focus on financial revenue that has to be made from the
land, opens up conservation spaces to very risky, and increasingly criticised, industries, while justifying
and adding to securitisation measures. The industries in the Nexus create their own local system in
which actors organise around them in a certain order, and where they provide each other with
stability. One of the main ways to attain this is through the parallel processes of securitisation they
set in motion, in which they rely on and build on each other. Despite the known negative and unjust
effects, these measures are kept in place to ascertain a local stability, even though they often achieve
the opposite in the surrounding communities. The situation in which foreigners with more overall
impact on the environment can enter an area, while local communities that depend on this land are
(often violently) regulated and put under surveillance becomes the on the ground reality, reinforcing
racial and other inequalities. The rupture brought by the 2020 Corona pandemic has laid bare that PAs
are not predominantly about conserving biodiversity, but about conserving foreign exchange earners,
which may or may not depend on this biodiversity.
Additionally, the pandemic seems to have aggravated securitisation measures, and shows that this
securitisation strategy has the potential to become much more militarised in moments of rupture. In
the case of MFCA, violence in displacement for the oil pipeline increased (Sanchez & Feierabend,
2020), communities on the shores of Lake Albert were evicted111 (Isingoma, 2020), NGOs and media
were prevented from reporting on a possible oil spill 112, and the very limited funding of the NP was
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Interview senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA analysis of oil
projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
112 Interview senior officer with Ugandan environmental NGO via phone on 05/05/20
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directed at security patrols instead of relations with surrounding communities 113. Christian Lund
(2016) also describes how moments of rupture often comprise renegotiations of property, citizenship
and authority. Traditional relationships between these factors come under pressure, making a state
not a finished product, but something that is “always in the making” (Lund, 2016, p. 1200). In multiple
African countries, an increase in human rights violations has been noticed since the outbreak of the
pandemic (Amadasun, 2020).
In Uganda, it seems like the system that usually keeps securitisation measures and violence by the
government in check to a certain extent, such as media coverage and NGO activities, has been
weakened by lockdown measures taken by the government. The rupture of the pandemic opened a
space for new rules and regulations of resource access, and a new dynamic between the state and its
citizens. There were also fears in Uganda that Covid-regulations would harm the election process in
the presidential elections in January 2021 (Babirye, 2020). Many rumours say that the lockdown
measures, such as the curfew, were extended mainly for preventing protest during the elections.
Furthermore, the sitting president used to Covid-regulations to prevent his opponents from
campaigning, and arrested them when they did 114. These observations make the difference in
responses to ruptures between democratic, authoritarian, and other possible hybrid forms of
governmental regimes an interesting topic for future research.

6.2 The Nexus and its relation to ruptures
In this sub-chapter, I also want to touch on the relation between ecotourism and extraction and the
outbreak of future epidemics or other environmentally related ruptures, and the position of the Nexus
in this complex relationship. Virologists have led the virus outbreak back to a wet market in Wuhan,
China, where bushmeat is sold for human consumption. In June 2020, WWF issued a report, stating
that “New zoonotic diseases are emerging at an alarming rate, driven by humanity’s broken
relationship with nature” (WWF, 2020). Since the source of the outbreak was found, many institutions
and scientists endorse the message that the global pandemic stems from humankind’s increasing
encroachment in and destruction of nature, and therefore big changes in conservation practices are
required (Carrington, 2020b). Additionally, tourism has been named as one of the causes of epidemics
and accelerators of their spread (Gössling et al., 2020). For tourism, people have to move, and it is this
movement all over the globe that helps a disease to spread quickly. More indirectly, tourism is linked
to industrial food production and global food markets, and therefore contributes to deforestation and
land conversion. The sector is also a big contributor to greenhouse gas emissions and therefore
accelerates climate change, which is seen as a risk multiplier for future pandemics (Gössling et al.,
2020).
This contribution to climate change can also be attributed to the extraction and use of fossil fuels, as
well as their as their association with environmental destruction. Therefore, both the tourism and the
extraction sector aren’t just hit very badly by the Covid-19 outbreak, they are also seen as (two of its)
causes. With the collapse of both sectors, funding for nature conservation in MFNP collapsed as well.
These processes and mutual relations are visualised in figure 10. Due to the rupture in international
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order, and thereby local stability of the sectors, the workings of the Nexus change, and pressure to
maintain the created order rises. We have seen that the main response to this has been increased
securitisation, depoliticised by the discourses surrounding them, culminating in expressions of disaster
capitalism (Klein, 2007). This again reinforces (racial and other) inequalities and leads back into the
vicious circle of capitalist accumulation, denying the fundamental unsustainability of this system. To
say the least, this justifies some critical questions about why the conservation of nature and
biodiversity so often depends on the market-based revenue brought by industries in the Nexus.
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Figure 10. Visualisation of the relationship between the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus, (future)
pandemics/ruptures, and the funding of nature conservation.
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The need for alternative forms of funding of nature conservation was also recognised by several
interviewees115. Among them, there seemed to be a belief that nature was indeed only protected
because of the money it generates, and not for the other values it may hold 116. The senior researcher
of MFCA and the officer with an international development NGO were also critical on the foreign
dependency of both Ugandans and nature conservation117. The latter named the “dependency
syndrome” as one of the biggest problems for the country, which had become even clearer from the
Corona-pandemic. It is not the aim of this thesis to provide a plan on how nature conservation should
then be organised. However, the presented results and discussion give ample food for thought and
make taking a small peak at the implications for the future of biodiversity conservation hard to resist.
Therefore, the next and final section of this chapter touches on that subject concisely, in order to open
up space for more discussion.

6.3 The future of nature conservation
Most of us probably find ourselves daydreaming occasionally about post-Corona times, without
facemask, ‘social’ distance and travel restrictions. However, as Christian Lund (2016, p. 1204) puts it:
“post’ is not necessarily ‘past’. Although such changes are dramatic, most new orders combine with
the institutional debris of the past”. Also in nature conservation, new strategies and policies will have
to be based on insights from before and during the rupture by Covid-19. Before the pandemic,
biodiversity was already in crisis and declining at alarming rates each year, signalling the (partial)
failure of contemporary nature conservation strategies (IPBES, 2019). Although the ‘open moment’
after/during a rupture potentially brings much space for improvement, literature about the risks and
challenges following from it is also developing rapidly.
Although there are some positive environmental effects from the Corona pandemic, such as reduced
travel and new restrictions on wildlife trade, Lindsey et al. (2020) have written a distressing paper on
its expected overall negative effects on African biodiversity. They fear that the reduced funding for
conservation, weakened operational capacity and increased threats such as poaching and
deforestation will have adverse conservation effects in Africa. It is expected that the socioeconomic
effects of the pandemic will be bigger in countries that rely more on oil and tourism (African Union,
2020). Rural communities have traditionally suffered from living next to PAs, often leaving these places
underdeveloped (Barrow & Fabricius, 2002). During tougher times, these people become more
dependent on the natural resources in their vicinity (Galvani et al., 2016; Lindsey et al., 2020).
Furthermore, loss of income pushes people from the cities back to their rural hometowns for the
natural resources that are available there118. This can lead to increased land conversion for subsistence
agriculture, and severe bushmeat poaching (Lindsey et al., 2020). Although there are some reports of
decreased commercial poaching due to travel restrictions (The Guardian, 2020), an increase in

115 Interviews UWA senior policy officer

MFNP 1 via phone on 24/04/20, senior officer with rural community empowerment
NGO in Arua on 27/04/20 and senior researcher on impact of oil development in the Albertine graben who worked on EIA
analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 02/06/20
116 Interviews local from Pakwach in Arua on 10/03/20, senior officer with rural community empowerment NGO in Arua on
27/04/20 and natural resources expert who worked on EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda via phone on 26/05/20
117
Interviews senior researcher MFCA via phone on 28/04/20 and Ugandan officer with international development NGO via
phone on 04/05/20
118 Field notes of 07/05/20
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poaching has been registered in many PAs in Africa, including MFNP 119 (e.g. Marshall, 2020;
Newburger, 2020; Roth, 2020; Schenkel, 2020; Zenda, 2020).
However, not all insights from the 2020 Corona pandemic are a reason for anxiety. If there is one thing
that this year has shown us, it is that governments are willing to do and spend a lot more than they
usually claim is possible. Enormous economic and social investments are made to adapt to this
threatening situation we are in. If all these costs are made to keep this health crisis in check and let
people keep a distance of 1,5 metre from each other, then it should also be possible to avert a 1,5 °C
increase in global temperature and a biodiversity crisis. We have now seen that radical change is
possible, although the top-down strategy that has been used in most countries during this crisis needs
some additional thought. However, as long as we keep aiming for continuous economic growth and
production in a world with finite resources, frontiers of land control and primitive accumulation will
keep on moving further into natural areas, exacerbating the existing problems that have been arising
from this. Luckily, many alternatives to this neoliberal line of thinking are available, and they are
growing in numbers. Ideas like degrowth, sufficiency, and doughnut economics all advocate in their
own way the decoupling of economic growth from well-being (e.g. Linz, 2004; Piketty, 2014; Raworth,
2012). Moving towards this is not an easy, and a very ethical task. But it is one that needs to be tackled.
This year’s pandemic can bring constructive insights and changes, but we need to actively follow up
on them, because the evidence that radical change is needed to save biodiversity is out there in large
numbers. While acknowledging that concepts like growth and limits are social constructs, GómezBaggethun (2020) states inspiringly: “The irony is that in today’s post-truth era, banalizing research on
ecological limits as mere narratives or social constructs pays service (albeit unintendedly) to the same
elites and business powers against which such claims where initially conceived”.
In MFNP, the sudden loss of funding due to the Corona crisis is experienced as a shock, limiting park
operations tremendously. This has led to the realisation among several interviewees that alternative
sources of finance are necessary 120. At the moment of research, one of the potential plans for
generating more money for MFNP was to turn oil extraction into a tourism attraction. Furthermore,
the national government of Uganda is considering the proposal of a South-African company to build a
hydropower dam in the Uhuru Falls, adjacent to the well-known Murchison Falls121 (The Independent,
2020). This has raised many protests from tourism operators and environmentalists, who fear damage
to ecosystems and increased flooding and advocate more sustainable forms of renewable energy 122
(McCool, 2020; The Independent, 2020). All these plans still follow the need for capitalist
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accumulation, entrenching neoliberal logic even further in this nature conservation area. The
consequences of these kinds of decisions have become painfully clear during this year’s pandemic.
Although it is a scary thought that the systems that are currently supporting the conservation of MFNP
are collapsing, it may also provide an opening for re-evaluating the NPs system. In the current system,
NPs are very selectively exclusive, and used to make as much money from the landscape as possible.
If this system falls away now, this may provide an opening for a more intrinsic and inclusive valuation
of nature. A more holistic approach to nature conservation that takes into account social and
ecological justice of the local environment, may help to put nature more at the basis of welfare.
Although this is a generalised and vague description, there are many ideas and alternatives circulating
that should be seriously considered as well as contested and combined. The current crisis provides an
interesting opportunity to make a shift in environmental governance. If we do not take it, the survival
of biodiversity, ecosystems and landscapes will remain linked to and dependent on the stability of
international political and economic conditions, which have proven to be volatile and vulnerable right
now and in the past. Several scientists have linked the Corona-outbreak to increasing environmental
destruction (Vidal, 2020). Maybe it can also lead to a more just form of environmental governance
and conservation.

47

7. Conclusion
“We are called to assist the Earth to heal her wounds and, in the process, heal our own - indeed,
to embrace the whole creation in all its diversity, beauty and wonder. This will happen if we see
the need to revive our sense of belonging to a larger family of life, with which we have shared our
evolutionary process.”
~ Wangari Maathai. The first African woman to win a Nobel prize.
The aim of this final chapter is to answer the research question central in this thesis report: How do
dynamics of stability and rupture, especially in relation to the 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic, influence
ecotourism and extraction in MFCA, Uganda, and how do these affect conservation in and rural
livelihoods around the park?
The thesis argued that the rupture provided by the 2020 Corona pandemic shows us that the
privatisation and commodification of nature through PAs is not a sustainable way of conserving
biodiversity. It relies on a flawed faith in stability and opens up the PA for high-risk and possibly
harmful industries, while excluding marginalised communities, thereby reinforcing (racial and other)
inequalities and diminishing conservation outcomes. To make this point, the case study of MFCA
provided an example through the analysis of the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus. It shows how all
activities within and expressions of the Nexus fundamentally bank on an unfounded belief in a stable
international market that can ensure the continued economic growth and circulation of the Nexus’
key economic sectors.
Although it is comfortable to view the two sectors as opposites, they are experienced very similarly by
local rural communities, and share the structures of power, access and security that aim at maintaining
the financial flows they generate. The Covid-19 pandemic magnified these issues and showed how
they happen in a bigger global context of neoliberalism. Its effects brought financial resources for
nature conservation to an abrupt halt, while clarifying the problematic relationship between the
Nexus and local communities, which has become increasingly interwoven over the last years. When
this woven pattern suddenly fell away, the serious social justice and conservation implications from
this relationship became even clearer. But ruptures have happened in the past, and are more-thanlikely to happen again. Acknowledging the paramount importance of healthy ecosystems and
biodiversity conservation, it seems logical that it is a mistake to let its success depend on such
(increasingly criticised) industries, and natures ability to generate direct, short-term financial revenue.
One of the key challenges in this research project was to link qualitative ethnographic data to a more
abstract debate on structural power relations and inequality. Apart from the hardships of doing
ethnographic research when you cannot go into the field, I wanted to move beyond the oftendescribed mismatch between community development programmes around PAs and local rural
epistemologies. It is important to note again that this is my personal interpretation of the data, based
on an iterative process. This also reflects the challenge to acknowledge our multi-ontological world,
without diminishing nature and social interactions to mere perspectives that do not hold any ‘reality’.
That is not to say that we can easily identify straightforward causal relationships, but it is important
to make findings and relationships somewhat material to be able to link it to a broader political
economy. Contemporary conservation strategies generally still incorporate a neoliberal ideology that
aims to make nature and social interaction subject to market forces. In its aim for continuous
48

economic growth, this strategy denies the fundamental contradictions of capitalist development
(Büscher & Fletcher, 2015), with all its social and environmental consequences. One aim of this thesis
was to collect ethnographic data in order to assess the broader global context in which conservation
takes place, and link this to the extensive literature on order and disorder in Africa.
The conclusions of this thesis are based on a relatively short period of fieldwork, in only one NP in
Uganda. Although interesting conclusions can already be drawn from this, it is important to compare
these findings to other PAs and how they were impacted by the rupture of the pandemic. It would
also be valuable to conduct more fieldwork, mainly among the local communities, to gain a fuller
picture of local livelihood experiences. For future research to build upon my findings, it is interesting
to go back to Lund's (2016) conceptualisation of ruptures, in which he states that they do not only
show us something about the past and present, but that they are also moments in which the
construction of new conventions, relations and contracts can be analysed. The coming years will reveal
what the pandemic will have meant for conservation practices and property regimes. Researching this
is an interesting addition to the already broad field of order and disorder in Africa, and its relation to
nature conservation.
Furthermore, as stated before in this thesis, I believe a more extensive analysis of the relation between
disaster capitalism and dynamics of stability and ruptures, in the Ecotourism-Extraction Nexus or
conservation spaces more generally, would benefit the debate on the commodification of nature. To
add to this debate, it is also very relevant to analyse the different responses to this (and other)
ruptures between democratic, authoritarian, and other possible hybrid forms of governmental
regimes throughout the world. These insights can help in designing better fitting conservation and
development strategies. Lastly, I noticed that although I made an effort to incorporate literature from
Ugandan authors, this was often harder to find than that of Western authors. It is important to have
a broader range of backgrounds, frameworks and philosophies to analyse a situation. I would like to
pay more attention to those insights the next time I conduct a research in a different culture.
Finally, the results of this thesis also have political implications. If we want to successfully conserve
biodiversity, we will have to face some fundamental changes head-on. The pandemic has shown us
that conservation funded by market-based income from unsustainable industries, is extremely
vulnerable to external (economic) shocks and cannot be maintained in the long run. As long as the
main incentive for nature conservation is generating revenue, we will arrive at a point where the
frontiers of resource extraction will be allowed to permanently damage natural areas, since resource
scarcity will make the potential revenue from extraction higher than that of conservation. Considering
the relationship between capitalist development and virus outbreaks, which leads scientists to predict
more epidemics in the future, and climate change becoming a more pressing problem each year, these
results should be taken seriously. To successfully conserve biodiversity, radical choices need to be
made that prevent the commodification, privatisation, and securitisation of PAs. Although the
strategies to achieve this need to be tailored to specific countries and regimes, the necessity to change
to a new economic system that values equality and critically guided development over continuous
growth is the same everywhere. Even though the rupture by the pandemic has left us with a lot of
uncertainties, it also provides space for new regimes of property and distribution. If we all decide to
take that chance, there is still time to move towards a more sustainable and just way of conserving
nature, in which safeguarding life on earth is more important than revenue-creation for a select few.
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Appendices
Appendix A
Anonymised list of interviewees sorted by date.
Nr.
1
2
3

Date
09/03/20
10/03/20
15/03/20

Anonymised Name
Senior researcher MFCA
Local from Pakwach
UWA Park Ranger 1

Additional information
Written feedback on questions and research proposal.
Conversation. Not recorded.
Interview during game drive. Not recorded.

4

15/03/20

UWA Park Ranger 2

Interview. Recorded.

5

16/03/20

UWA Senior Policy Officer MFNP 1

6

19/03/20

Local Community Purongo Sub-County

7
8
9
10
11

31/03/20
31/03/20
21/04/20
24/04/20
27/04/20

12
13

28/04/20
04/05/20

14

05/05/20

15

22/05/20

16
17

25/05/20
26/05/20

18

02/06/20

19
20

08/06/20
08/07/20

Ugandan Tourism Operator 1
Ugandan Tourism Operator 2
Senior researcher MFCA
UWA Senior Policy Officer MFNP 1
Senior Officer with Rural Community
Empowerment NGO
Senior researcher MFCA
Ugandan Officer with International
Development NGO
Senior Officer with Ugandan
Environmental NGO
Expert and Advisor of Bunyoro
Kingdom
UWA Senior Policy Officer MFNP 2
Natural Resources Expert, worked on
EIA analysis of oil projects in Uganda
Senior Researcher on Impact of Oil
development in Albertine Graben,
worked on EIA analysis of oil projects
in Uganda
UWA Park Ranger 3
Belgian Tourism Operator

Notes from meeting with NGO employees about
community involvement. Not recorded.
Plus a personal interview. Recorded.
Interview with 4 members of community. Translator from
International Development NGO. Recorded.
Skype interview. Recorded
Skype interview. Recorded.
Phone conversation, reported as summary. Not recorded.
Phone interview. Recorded.
Interview. Recorded.
Phone conversation, reported as summary. Not recorded.
Phone interview. Recorded.
Skype interview. Recorded
Skype interview. Recorded.
Phone interview. Recorded.
Skype interview. Recorded.
Phone interview. Recorded.

Informal interview during game drive. Not recorded.
Phone interview. Recorded.
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Appendix B
Table with Atlas.ti codes used to analyse the data, in five themes: CR=Corona, CT=Context,
ET=Ecotourism, EX=Extraction, NX=Nexus.
Theme

Code

Description

# used

CR

Consequences

63

CR

Insights

CR

Strategies

Consequences and effects of the Corona pandemic and the imposed lockdown measures
Insights that the Corona pandemic has given people, about the way things were organised before the
pandemic
Ideas on how to deal with the problems caused by Corona, how to learn from it and how to adopt
new strategies for dealing with future crises

CT

Challenges

Things that are seen as pressures or challenges to the functioning of the NP and its conservation goals

48

CT

Community Measures

Measures taken by the NP management and partners, to improve community relations & livelihoods

39

CT

Community Relations

Ideas about the relationship between the NP and its surrounding communities

31

CT

Future/Opportunities

Ideas on how the future of the NP could be shaped, and where opportunities lie

29

CT

Government

General ideas on the role of the government, and personal opinions about this

37

CT

History

Information about the historical context of the NP and surroundings, e.g. about the old kingdoms

26

CT

Land Conflict

Situations of land conflict and land claims between the NP and surrounding communities

19

CT

Livelihood Experiences

Rural livelihood experiences from living next to the NP from surrounding communities

57

CT

Organisation NP

Information on how MFCA is organised and how its management works

14

CT

Security

Securitisation measures taken by NP with the aim to 'protect nature'

37

ET

General characteristics of the ecotourism sector in and around MFNP
Information about the relationship between the ecotourism sectors and local communities, and the
measures take by the tourism sector to improve this

27

ET

Characteristics
Community
Relations/Measures

ET

Definition

Personal definition of interviewee of what 'ecotourism' is

ET

Future/Opportunities

Ideas on how ecotourism will or should function in MFNP in the future

17

ET

Livelihood Experiences

Rural livelihood experiences of the ecotourism sector by communities around MFNP

13

ET

Personal Opinion

Personal opinion of interviewee about the ecotourism sector in and around MFNP

14

ET

Positive Effects

Effects/impacts of ecotourism that are seen as positive by the interviewee

ET

Relationship NP

Relationship between ecotourism (individual or as a whole) and the NP, including UWA

13

EX

Future/Opportunities

Ideas on how the oil extraction sector will or should function in MFNP in the future

24

EX

Livelihood Experiences

Rural livelihood experiences of the oil extraction sector by communities around MFNP

42

EX

Negative Env. Effects/Risks

Effects/impacts/risks of the oil extraction sector that are seen as negative for the environment

27

EX

Negative Societal Effects/Risks

Effects/impacts/risks of the oil extraction sector that are seen as negative for society

48

EX

Personal Opinion

Personal opinion of interviewee about the oil extraction sector in and around MFNP

13

EX

Positive Effects

19

EX

Power Relations

EX

Relationships and Trust

Effects/impacts of oil extraction sector that are seen as positive
Comments and ideas about power relations in decision-making about extraction activities in and
aroudn MFNP
The relationship and level of trust between the oil extraction sector and other involved actors in
MFCA

EX

Security

38

EX

Status and Characteristics

Security measures taken to secure and protect extraction infrastructure and employees
Factual' information on the characteristics of the oil extraction sector, and the status of extraction
development

NX

Future/Opportunities

7

NX

Personal Opinion

Ideas/opportunities for connections between the oil- and ecotourism sectors in the future
Personal opinion of interviewee about a (possible) connection/relation/collaboration between the
ecotourism and oil sector in MFNP

NX

Relationship

49

NX

Visibility/Exposure

Comments on the relationship and connection between the oil- and ecotourism sector in MFNP
Frequency and ways in which oil- and ecotourism industry encounter each other, and how/why that
is done

24
32

26
7

9

40
36

45

5

9

Total

984
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