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ABSTRACT

Environmental sustainability and governance quality are mutually reinforcing pillars of
sustainable development, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where institutional weaknesses
often constrain the implementation of environmental commitments. This study examines the
effects of governance systems on environmental sustainability in Uganda through the lens of
the Sustainable Development Goals. Specifically, it assesses how political commitment,
institutional effectiveness, accountability mechanisms, regulatory enforcement, policy
coherence, and public financing influence environmental sustainability outcomes. The study
adopted a qualitative case study design and employs documentary analysis and policy review
methods. Data were collected from government reports, legal and policy frameworks,
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), peer-reviewed literature, and publications of
international organizations covering the period 2018-2026. The findings indicate that
Uganda has established a comprehensive environmental governance framework, including
the National Environment Act (2019), the National Development Plan aligned with over 95%
of the SDGs, and an updated Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) targeting a 24.7%
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. Despite these policy advances, only 26.1% of
applicable SDG targets are on track at the midpoint of the 2030 Agenda. While notable
progress has been achieved under SDGs 6, 13, and 15, implementation remains constrained
by political interference, corruption in natural resource governance, chronic underfunding of
environmental institutions, limited local government capacity, and weak inter-institutional
coordination. The study concludes that governance quality is a critical determinant of
environmental sustainability and that the achievement of environmental targets depends on

strong, transparent, and accountable institutions, as emphasized under SDG 16. It
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recommends strengthening anti-corruption mechanisms, enhancing subnational governance
capacity, increasing domestic environmental financing, improving inter-ministerial
coordination, and reducing dependence on donor support to accelerate progress toward

environmental sustainability and the attainment of the 2030 Agenda.

KEYWORDS: Environmental sustainability; governance systems; governance quality;

environmental governance.

INTRODUCTION

Environmental sustainability has become a central concern in development scholarship and
policy, reflecting growing recognition that ecological integrity underpins long-term economic
stability, human wellbeing, and climate resilience(Yakubu, 2026). Within the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) framework, sustainability is increasingly understood not as a
narrowly environmental objective, but as an outcome of governance systems that determine
how natural resources are regulated, managed, and protected. This shift reflects a broader
consensus in the literature that environmental degradation is driven not only by biophysical
and economic pressures, but also by institutional and political dynamics that shape the
effectiveness of policy implementation(Salvati et al., 2026).

A growing body of scholarship highlights governance quality as a decisive determinant of
environmental performance. While environmental laws and policy frameworks are necessary,
their effectiveness depends on the strength of implementation institutions, the credibility of
political commitment, the adequacy of enforcement mechanisms, and the coherence of inter-
sectoral coordination(Grabkowsky & Blaha, 2025). Where governance systems are weak,
fragmented, or subject to political interference, environmental policies frequently fail to
translate into measurable outcomes. This challenge is particularly evident in Sub-Saharan
Africa, where many countries have adopted comprehensive environmental. The climate
policy frameworks aligned with global sustainability agendas, yet continue to experience
persistent environmental degradation and implementation deficits(Malik et al., 2026).

Uganda provides a compelling case for examining this governance—environment nexus. The
country is endowed with ecologically significant resources, including the Albertine Rift
ecosystem, extensive wetland systems, forest reserves, and freshwater bodies that support
biodiversity conservation and livelihoods(Dacey et al., 2026). However, these ecosystems are
increasingly under pressure from deforestation, land degradation, agricultural expansion,

rapid urbanization, and climate change impacts. Empirical evidence points to substantial
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declines in forest cover over recent decades, alongside worsening ecosystem degradation and
heightened climate vulnerability. These trends persist despite Uganda’s relatively strong
engagement with global environmental governance frameworks.

Indeed, Uganda has demonstrated substantial formal commitment to environmental
sustainability. It has enacted the National Environment Act (2019), integrated the SDGs into
national development planning through Vision 2040 and successive National Development
Plans. The strengthened its climate policy through updated Nationally Determined
Contributions. Environmental priorities particularly. The SDG 6 (Clean Water and
Sanitation), SDG 13 (Climate Action), and SDG 15 (Life on Land) are embedded within
national planning instruments(Rajamani & Peel, 2021). However, despite this policy
architecture, progress toward environmental sustainability remains uneven. National SDG
assessments indicate that only a limited proportion of environmental targets are currently on
track, highlighting a persistent gap between policy formulation and implementation
outcomes.

This divergence raises a critical analytical question: why do strong environmental policies
and institutional frameworks fail to produce commensurate environmental improvements in
Uganda (Sandbrook et al., 2018). Existing studies on environmental governance in Uganda
and Sub-Saharan Africa have examined climate adaptation, natural resource management,
and environmental policy implementation. However, much of this literature remains sector-
specific or relies on cross-country quantitative approaches that identify correlations without
sufficiently explaining the institutional mechanisms. Through which governance shapes
environmental outcomes within specific national contexts in Uganda. Consequently, there
remains limited integrated understanding of how governance dimensions particularly political
commitment, institutional capacity, accountability systems, regulatory enforcement, and
policy coordination interact to influence environmental sustainability outcomes(Zito &
Domorenok, 2026).

This study addresses this gap by adopting a governance-centered analytical framework
grounded in the SDGs. It conceptualizes environmental sustainability as an institutional
outcome shaped by the interaction between governance systems and development planning
processes. With the particular emphasis on the linkage between SDG 16 (strong institutions)
and environmental goals under SDGs 6, 13, and 15(Zito & Domorenok, 2026), (Kamara et
al., 2026). This framing positions governance not as a background condition but as a central

explanatory variable in environmental performance.
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Accordingly, the study examines how governance systems influence environmental
sustainability outcomes in Uganda by assessing institutional effectiveness, policy
implementation processes, accountability mechanisms, and governance constraints within the
national SDG framework. In doing so, it contributes to a more nuanced understanding of why
environmental progress often lags behind policy ambition in developing country contexts,

despite extensive legal and institutional reforms.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in documentary analysis and policy
evaluation. A case study approach and paradigm was employed, with Uganda selected as the
sole unit of analysis(Research, 2023). Uganda provides a particularly relevant case due to its
high ecological significance in East Africa, its well-documented environmental governance
challenges, and its active engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
framework (Aceska et al., 2025).The case study design is appropriate for generating context-
specific, in-depth insights into complex governance and policy dynamics within real-world
institutional settings, particularly where analytical depth is prioritized over statistical
generalization.

Data were obtained through a systematic review of publicly available documentary sources.
These include Uganda’s National Environment Act (2019), the National Development Plans
(NDP III and NDP 1V), the Second and Third Voluntary National Review (VNR) reports
(2020 and 2024).

The National Environment Management Authority (NEMA) State of the Environment
Reports (2022 and 2024), Uganda’s SDG gap analysis reports, and institutional publications
from organizations such as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). Natural Resource Governance Institute
(NRGI), and the World Bank. In addition, peer-reviewed journal articles published between
2018 and 2025 were retrieved from academic databases including Science Direct(Bank,

2020)
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Map of Uganda indicating Study Area
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(Source Google map retrieved on 14/June, 2026)

Data were analysed using thematic content analysis, a method well suited for examining
complex governance processes through documentary evidence, as it enables both systematic
categorization and interpretive depth (Akotia et al., 2023)The analysis focused on identifying
and interpreting recurring themes across governance and environmental sustainability
domains, including environmental governance structures, policy implementation and
regulatory enforcement, inter-ministerial coordination, political commitment and budgetary
allocation, corruption and accountability in natural resource management, climate governance
and SDG performance, and donor influence on environmental outcomes.

To enhance analytical rigour and credibility, triangulation was applied across multiple source
types, including governmental, institutional, and academic documents. This cross-verification
approach reduces single-source bias and strengthens the validity of interpretations by
ensuring convergence of evidence across independent datasets(Boller & Fletcher, 2020). All
sources used in the study are publicly accessible and have been appropriately cited in

accordance with academic standards.
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RESULTS

The findings indicate that Uganda has developed a relatively comprehensive environmental
governance architecture anchored by key institutions, including the National Environment
Management. Authority (NEMA), the Ministry of Water and Environment (MWE), the
Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA), and the National Forestry Authority (NFA)(Kamara et
al., 2026). Collectively, these agencies provide a formal multi-level institutional framework
for environmental regulation, coordination, and enforcement. In principle, this structure
reflects a strong commitment to environmental governance and aligns with global
sustainability standards (NEMA, 2004).

A major institutional milestone was the enactment of the National Environment Act (2019),
which introduced progressive provisions including constitutional recognition of the right to a
clean and healthy environment. , The strategic environmental assessment requirements,
strengthened penalties for violations, and the establishment of an Environmental Protection
Force (EPF)(L, 2025). Uganda thus became the first African country to explicitly enshrine
environmental rights in such a manner (ELAW, 2024). Complementing this, the National
Development Plan III (NDP III) achieved over 95% alignment with the SDGs, while
environmental indicators expanded significantly from 41 (2016) to 135 (2024), reflecting
improved monitoring capacity (Aceska et al., 2025)

Despite this strong institutional design, the findings reveal a persistent “implementation gap.”
The governance system is normatively robust but operationally constrained. Overlapping
mandates, weak inter-agency coordination, and fragmented institutional responsibilities
undermine policy coherence (Environment, 2019a).This reflects a classic case of institutional
duplication without functional integration, where formal governance structures exist but do
not translate into coordinated action.The implication isinstitutional reform in Uganda should
shift from institution-building to institutional integration, prioritizing coordination
mechanisms, enforcement harmonization, and operational capacity strengthening rather than

further policy proliferation.

Political Commitment, Accountability

Uganda demonstrates strong formal political commitment to environmental sustainability,
evidenced by initiatives such as the 10-year Environment Restoration Plan and the revised
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), which targets a 24.7% reduction in greenhouse
gas emissions by 2030 (UNDP Climate Promise, 2022). However, empirical evidence reveals

a significant gap between policy ambition and implementation performance.
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The International Growth Centre (2023) identifies environmental governance as one of the
weakest-performing sectors in government delivery between 2017/18 and 2021/22. Key
constraints include weak monitoring systems, unrealistic planning targets, and low
institutional accountability. (Environment, 2019b)

Corruption and elite capture further undermine governance effectiveness. Natural resource
governance is often influenced by politically connected actors, weakening enforcement and
enabling illegal exploitation of forests and wetlands (NRGI, 2023; US State Department,
2023). Weak transparency in extractive governance and environmental decision-making
exacerbates regulatory failure, while selective enforcement creates “unequal accountability
regimes.These findings suggest that Uganda’s environmental governance crisis is not
primarily a policy deficit but an accountability deficit. The state possesses adequate legal
frameworks but lacks consistent enforcement due to political interference and weak
institutional checks. This implies there is need for ttrengthening environmental governance
requires prioritizing anti-corruption enforcement, regulatory independence, and performance-
based accountability systems, rather than focusing solely on policy expansion(Cropf &

Wagner, 2023).

Access Quality Paradox and Financing Constraints

Uganda has achieved moderate progress in water access, with approximately 70% coverage;
however, only 17% of water services meet international safety standards (Commonwealth &
UN Uganda, 2023). This reveals a critical access—quality paradox, where quantitative gains
mask qualitative deficiencies.

Financing constraints remain severe, with less than 25% of the estimated USD 1.7 billion
required for water and environmental infrastructure mobilized (UN SDGs Partnership, n.d.).
IMF (2024) further highlights inefficiencies in planning—budget alignment and weak inter-
sectoral coordination.

Pollution in critical ecosystems such as Lake Victoria persists due to weak Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) enforcement and limited monitoring capacity (NEMA, 2024).The
water sector reflects a financing-governance mismatch, where underfunding is compounded
by inefficiencies in allocation, coordination, and compliance enforcement.SDG 6 progress
requires not only increased funding but also institutional reform in budgeting systems,

enforcement of EIAs, and strengthening of water governance accountability mechanisms.
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High Ambition, Low Localization Capacity

Uganda’s climate governance framework is formally robust, particularly through its updated
NDC and sectoral adaptation plans. However, implementation costs are estimated at USD
28.1 billion, with 85% expected from external climate finance (UNDP, 2023). This creates a
structural dependency on uncertain international funding flows.

At sub-national level, governance deficits are pronounced. District planning systems often
exclude community data, climate information systems are weak, and adaptation financing is
irregular (Ampaire et al., 2024; Kisambira et al., 2025). IMF (2024) further identifies weak
integration between climate planning tools and national budgeting systems.Climate
governance in Uganda is characterized by vertical fragmentation, where national-level
ambition is not matched by local-level implementation capacity.Effective climate action
requires decentralized climate governance systems, strengthened local data infrastructure, and

predictable domestic adaptation financing mechanisms.

Persistent Degradation despite Policy Reform

Uganda has experienced significant long-term forest loss, declining from 24% in 1990 to 9%
in 2018, driven by agricultural expansion, biomass dependence, and weak enforcement
structures. Although recent restoration efforts have led to modest gains (13.9% wetlands
recovery and limited forest regeneration), degradation pressures remain structurally
embedded (NEMA, 2024).

International partnerships such as the EU-Uganda Forest Partnership (2022) and donor-
supported restoration initiatives have strengthened technical capacity, but sustainability
remains uncertain due to project-based implementation cycles (UNODC, 2023).Land
governance reflects a rebound-without-transformation pattern, where restoration efforts exist
but do not fundamentally alter underlying drivers of degradation.

Long-term sustainability requires community-led governance models, stronger enforcement

against illegal land use, and institutionalization of restoration beyond donor project cycles.

Structural Vulnerability in Environmental Governance

Environmental governance in Uganda is heavily supported by external actors, including the
GCF, GEF, EU, UNODC, and bilateral donors. While these partnerships enhance technical
capacity, they also create structural vulnerabilities linked to aid dependence.

Evidence shows increasing donor preference for non-state actors due to concerns about

corruption and governance inefficiencies (Mwangu, 2022). However, such fragmentation can
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weaken state ownership and long-term sustainability of reforms.Uganda’s environmental
governance system is characterized by hybrid authority structures, where external actors
partially substitute for weak domestic institutions.Sustainable environmental governance
requires strengthening domestic institutional ownership and reducing structural dependence

on external financing mechanisms(D & Lamprini, 2025).

Governance as the Central Constraint

At mid-term of the 2030 Agenda, only 26.1% of Uganda’s SDG targets are on track (GoU,
2024). Environmental SDGs remain among the most off-track areas. While some progress is
evident in forest recovery, wetland restoration, and climate policy formulation, overall
performance remains constrained. Across all sectors, a consistent pattern emerges: Uganda
does not suffer from policy absence but from governance execution failure. Weak
accountability, fragmented institutions, limited financing efficiency, and political interference
collectively explain the implementation deficit(Zito & Domorenok, 2026).

Governance quality is simultaneously Uganda’s strongest enabling factor and its primary
limiting constraint in environmental sustainability outcomes.Achieving SDG targets will
require a shift from policy-led environmental governance to institution-led environmental
transformation, with SDG 16 functioning as the foundational enabler of environmental

progress.

DISCUSSION

This study set out to examine how governance systems shape environmental sustainability
outcomes in Uganda within the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
The findings reveal a persistent and structurally embedded gap between Uganda’s strong
environmental policy architecture and its comparatively weak implementation outcomes. This
divergence is not incidental but reflects deeper institutional, political, and structural dynamics
that define environmental governance in many developing country contexts(Sandbrook et al.,
2018).

A central insight emerging from the analysis is that Uganda’s environmental governance
system 1is characterized by a high degree of formal institutional robustness but limited
operational effectiveness. Institutions such as the National Environment Management
Authority (NEMA), the Ministry of Water and Environment (MWE), the National Forestry
Authority (NFA), and the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) provide a comprehensive

regulatory framework. Similarly, progressive legal instruments, particularly the National
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Environment Act (2019), and alignment with SDG frameworks demonstrate strong normative
commitment(Ali & Kamraju, 2025). However, the persistence of environmental degradation
indicates that formal governance structures are not consistently translated into effective
enforcement and behavioral compliance. This reflects a classic implementation gap where
institutional design exceeds institutional capacity.

From a governance theory perspective, these findings support the argument that
environmental outcomes are less determined by policy availability and more by state
capacity, accountability systems, and enforcement credibility(Kiiza & Basheka, 2018). Weak
coordination across agencies, overlapping mandates, and fragmented implementation
structures reduce institutional coherence, leading to inefficiencies in environmental
regulation. These challenges are compounded by chronic underfunding of environmental
agencies, which limits monitoring capacity and weakens compliance enforcement at both
national and sub-national levels.

Political economy factors further deepen this implementation deficit. Evidence of political
interference in environmental regulation, selective enforcement of environmental laws, and
corruption in natural resource governance suggests that environmental governance is not a
neutral technical process but a contested space shaped by power relations(Ali & Kamraju,
2025). Elite capture of natural resources and weak transparency mechanisms undermine
accountability, allowing environmentally harmful activities to persist with limited
consequences. This finding aligns with broader literature on governance failure in resource-
dependent economies, where environmental regulation is often weakened by competing
economic and political interests.

The study also highlights a significant financing and capacity constraint, particularly in
sectors such as water (SDG 6) and climate change adaptation (SDG 13). In these areas,
ambitious national targets are not matched by adequate domestic resource
mobilization(Salvati et al., 2026). Heavy reliance on external financing introduces additional
vulnerability, as delays or conditionalities in donor funding directly affect implementation
timelines. At the sub-national level, limited technical capacity, weak data systems, and poor
integration between planning and budgeting processes further constrain environmental
service delivery.

Despite these constraints, the findings also point to important areas of incremental progress.
Improvements in wetland restoration, partial recovery of forest cover, strengthened SDG
monitoring systems, and the establishment of climate policy frameworks demonstrate that

governance systems retain adaptive capacity(Alizadeh, 2021). However, these gains remain
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fragile, uneven, and heavily dependent on external support and project-based interventions
rather than systemic institutional transformation.

A key interpretive insight from this study is that Uganda’s environmental challenge is not
primarily one of policy absence but of governance coherence and institutional functionality.
The coexistence of strong legal frameworks and weak environmental outcomes suggests a
disjunction between “policy space” and “implementation space(Baechler, 2023).” This
reinforces the idea that sustainable environmental governance requires not only formal rules
but also stable institutions, credible enforcement mechanisms, and sustained political
commitment insulated from short-term political and economic pressures.

From an SDG perspective, the findings underscore the foundational importance of SDG 16
(strong institutions) as an enabling condition for environmental goals(Aceska et al., 2025).
The limited progress observed under SDGs 6, 13, and 15 can be traced, in part, to weaknesses
in accountability, coordination, and enforcement systems. This supports the argument that
environmental sustainability cannot be achieved through sectoral interventions alone but
requires systemic improvements in governance architecture.

Finally, the study contributes to broader debates in development governance by
demonstrating that environmental sustainability in Uganda is shaped by a triangular
interaction between institutional capacity, political economy dynamics, and financial
constraints. Where these elements align, progress is observable; where they diverge,
implementation gaps persist(Cropf & Wagner, 2023). This suggests that environmental
governance reform must move beyond technical adjustments to address deeper structural and

institutional deficiencies.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the effects of governance systems on environmental sustainability in
Uganda within the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The central
argument advanced is that environmental outcomes in Uganda are shaped less by the
presence of formal policies and legal frameworks, and more by the effectiveness of
governance institutions responsible for implementing, coordinating, and enforcing those
policies.

The findings demonstrate that Uganda has developed a relatively strong environmental
governance architecture, supported by key institutions such as the National Environment
Management Authority (NEMA), the Ministry of Water and Environment (MWE), and the

National Forestry Authority (NFA), as well as progressive legal and policy instruments,
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notably the National Environment Act (2019) and national development plans aligned with
the SDGs. However, despite this institutional and policy advancement, environmental
sustainability outcomes remain constrained by persistent implementation gaps.

These gaps are primarily driven by weak enforcement capacity, fragmented institutional
coordination, inadequate financing, limited sub-national implementation capacity, and
political and economic interference in environmental decision-making. As a result, only a
limited proportion of SDG targets related to environmental sustainability are currently on
track, indicating a disconnect between policy ambition and practical outcomes.

The study further concludes that governance quality—particularly institutional effectiveness,
accountability mechanisms, regulatory enforcement, and policy coherence—is a critical
determinant of environmental sustainability performance. SDG 16 emerges as a foundational
enabler, as weak institutions significantly undermine progress in environmental SDGs such as
SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation), SDG 13 (climate action), and SDG 15 (life on land).
While Uganda has recorded some incremental progress in areas such as wetland restoration,
forest recovery, and climate policy development, these gains remain fragile and heavily
dependent on external support and project-based interventions. Without deeper structural
reforms, environmental improvements are unlikely to be sustained or scaled.

Overall, the study concludes that Uganda’s environmental sustainability challenge is
fundamentally a governance challenge. Achieving meaningful progress toward the 2030
Agenda will therefore require moving beyond policy formulation toward strengthening
institutional capacity, improving accountability systems, enhancing inter-agency
coordination, and ensuring adequate and predictable domestic financing for environmental
governance.

In the absence of such reforms, Uganda is likely to continue experiencing incremental and
uneven progress, rather than transformative environmental change aligned with its SDG

commitments.

Recommendations

Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, several policy and institutional
recommendations are proposed to strengthen environmental governance and improve
sustainability outcomes in Uganda within the SDG framework.

First, there is a need to strengthen institutional coordination and coherence across
environmental governance bodies. Although agencies such as NEMA, MWE, NFA, and

UWA have clearly defined mandates, overlaps and fragmentation reduce implementation
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effectiveness. Establishing a more integrated environmental governance coordination
mechanism—supported by clear reporting lines, shared accountability systems, and
harmonized planning frameworks—would reduce duplication and improve policy execution.
Second, environmental regulatory enforcement should be depoliticized and strengthened.
This requires enhancing the operational independence of regulatory agencies, ensuring
consistent application of environmental laws, and insulating enforcement processes from
political interference and elite capture. Strengthening inspection capacity and improving
compliance monitoring systems would further enhance regulatory effectiveness.

Third, increased and predictable domestic financing for environmental management is
essential. Reliance on external funding has created structural vulnerability in key sectors such
as climate adaptation and ecosystem restoration. The government should prioritize increased
budget allocations for environmental agencies and explore sustainable domestic financing
mechanisms, including environmental levies, green taxes, and earmarked climate funds.
Fourth, sub-national implementation capacity should be strengthened. Local governments
play a critical role in environmental governance, yet often lack technical expertise, data
systems, and financial resources. Capacity-building programs, decentralized environmental
monitoring systems, and improved integration of environmental priorities into district
development plans are necessary to bridge the implementation gap at the local level.

Fifth, anti-corruption and accountability mechanisms in natural resource governance should
be reinforced. This includes strengthening transparency in land and extractive resource
management, improving public access to environmental information, and enhancing
oversight institutions to reduce opportunities for corruption and illegal exploitation of
environmental assets.

Sixth, environmental data systems and monitoring frameworks should be improved.
Strengthening SDG data collection, Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) monitoring,
and real-time environmental reporting will enhance evidence-based decision-making and
improve policy responsiveness.

Finally, development partners should align support with long-term institutional strengthening
rather than short-term project delivery. External assistance should prioritize building durable
governance systems, enhancing institutional autonomy, and supporting government-led

environmental planning processes to ensure sustainability beyond donor funding cycles.
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