Global Perspective: Can Lake Victoria Be Rescued?

Lake Victoria—shared by Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania in Africa, and the world’s second largest freshwater lake after Lake Superior—is in trouble.  The lake is undergoing profound environmental changes, the result of rapid population growth along its shores, rising algae levels within the lake, the disappearance of important native fish species, and a growing fish-export industry.  Scientists studying the lake fear that without aggressive efforts to stop overfishing, protect wetlands and forests along the shore, reduce runoff from farms and factories, and rescue endangered fish species, this region of 30 million people is in danger of losing a major source of food and livelihood.

Twenty years ago, Lake Victoria contained more than 400 fish species.  The majority have now disappeared.  Lake Victoria’s plight holds dangerous implications for Africa’s other great lakes, which many scientists say are comparable to rainforests in their diversity of species.

Saving the 50,000-square-kilometer Lake Victoria will require a coordinated effort by Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania.  It will require significant foreign aid for conservation, research, and educational campaigns to help change the behavior of fishers, farmers, and other local people whose activities affect the lake.  Scientists from Africa and elsewhere have developed the Lake Victoria Environmental Management Plan, a $20 million conservation project that is under consideration by the governments of the three lakeshore countries and by the World Bank.  Conservation plans also call for stricter protection of forests and wetlands bordering the lake, which prevent erosion and help filter out runoff and pollution.  The demand for fuel and farmland in this thickly populated region with a population growth of almost 4 percent per year makes conservation measures difficult to enforce.  


Fishing has been a livelihood of people along the lake for centuries, but in the last decade it also has become a major export industry for the three lakeshore countries.  Nile perch, a large predatory fish introduced into Lake Victoria around 1960, sells for high prices from processors who ship it to Europe and Israel.  The presence of the non-native fish has damaged the lake’s ecosystem by contributing to the decline of many native species of fish that had been a major source of protein for area residents.

Fisheries officials consider the growing export industry an economic triumph, but researchers worry that it cannot be maintained at current levels.  Lake fish, once the cheapest source of protein in the region, is becoming too expensive for many local people to afford, and fishers are catching too many young Nile perch, a sign of overfishing that could cause an eventual collapse of the fish population.


International research teams are collecting sediment cores from the lake bottom as a way of reading the chronicle of environmental changes in Lake Victoria.  The samples show that carbon, nitrogen, and other nutrients from soil and wood smoke have been deposited in the lake at increasingly rapid rates since the 1920s, probably because of population growth and intense agricultural activity along the shore.


While environmental awareness and concern is growing in the three countries bordering Lake Victoria, there is a great deal of work to do if the problems facing the lake are to be resolved.  Having read this short description of the issues, discuss how they are all interrelated.  How would you begin to design a plan that would address the issues?  What problem would you address first?
