
- - - - - -~ - - - -- --- - -- - - - - - - - -- - -- - --- ------ - - -- --- -- ---- --..-. - - --- --- --~- '1.~- ----------- ---~ ---.--~----------------

. t 

The Ohserver-. WEDNESDAY., April ~- 7, 2026 3 

Ugandans breathworld's dirtiest air -
Uganda ranked 8th most polluted country globally 

One of the most immediate 
imerventions targetsvehicle emissions. 
The government recently announced a 
ban on mechanically unfit taxis operating 
in Kampala-and surrounding areas_ These 
vehicles, often in poor condition, are 
known toproduce:excessive exhaust. 

"We:don't expect any old taxis in 
Kampala," said State Minister for Works­
and Transport Fred Byamukama, during 
a stakeholder'smeeting in Namanve. He 
described vehicles with "doors tied with 
rope~'and pool: internal conditieosas 
unacceptable. 

DEVON SSUUBI 

KAMPALA - In the early hOUl"Sof the 
morning, before traffic thickens and the 
city fully-wakes up; Kampala's air can feel 
deceptively. calm. But as the day-unfolds; 
engineSTev:ving, dust rising, waste burning 
in the distance, that calm gives way to 
something heavier, harder to ignore. 

It's not just a feeling. It's measurable. 
A new global assessment has:plaeed 

Kampala among the most polluted cities 
in the wmld, raising-fresh concerns about 
what residents are-breathing in every 
single day, and what it could mean for 
their health iii the years ahead. 

According to the 2025 World Air Quality 
Report byIQAir; Uganda is now ranked 
the eighth most polluted country globally_ 
. and the third most polluted in Africa:. 
Kampala, the country'seconomic-and 
administrative hub. ranks as the 10th most 
pollute,d capital city>inthe world. 

Atthecentreoftheserankings.is 
a metricfew people'encounter in 
everyday life, but one thathas profound 

- consequences:PM2.5· 
These are microscopic particlesin. 

the air, so small they are about 3~ times 
thinner than a human hair. Because of . 
their size, they don't just settle in the nose 
or:thrOat; they travel deep into thelungs: 
and caneven enter the bloodstreaITh 

The repott found thatUg.mda's 
averageannualPM2..slevel:staHdsat43 
micrograms per cubic metre. The-World. 
Health Org!mizalion recommendsa-safe . 
level.of just 5. 

Put simply; the air Ugandans-are 
breathingcomainsnear1y nine times:more 
harmful particles than what-is considered 
safe_ 

And Kampala; withits dense traffic;. 
rapid urbanisation, and expaniling 
industrial activity, sits at. the hearrofthat 
exposure. 

The data behind these findings:is ­
extensive:: IQAircompiled information 
from more than 40;000 monitoring: 

A 1IRW glDba1 ~ hasplJuedkampa1a.amangthemostpol-
lutedcitierin tlreworld -

stations.aeross9M0 eitiesin 143 
countries, using a.method that weighs 
pollution levels against'where people 
actually live. In Uganda's case, however, 
much of that data· comes from mIn­
gOVeimnental monitoring syst~ 
highlighting a gap inoffirialinfrastructur~ 

Buvbeyond-thenumbers, the 
consequenees arealready unfolding-in 
clinic:sand communities:. 

"Air pvHution ismotjust an 
enviroomental issue, itiscrpublfchealth 
emergency:' said Dr Alex:Ndyabakira, 
Disuict Medical Offic:erfor Makindye 
Divisimr, during arecent airquality 
trainingforjonrnaliStsorganisedbythe ~ 
Kampala Capital City Autherity_ 

Globally, air pollution is linkedta 
around sevenmiIliQn premature:deaths 
every year:In Uganda,-it is estimated. 
to contribute to neariy:l0,ooo:deaths, 

annually, a figure that underscores how 
deeplytheissue is embedded in public 
health.. 

Doctors'are seeingthe effects firsthand. 
Cases of asthma, pneumonia, and-
chromc obstructive pulmonary disease 
are ~particularly in urban areas. 
Children are especially vulnerable. 
Exposure to polluted air at a young age , 
can permanently affect lung development, 
settingthe stage for lifelong health 
complications. 

For many residents, though, the crisis 
doesn't present itself in statistics. It shows 
up in everyday discomfort. 

On Rampala's busy streets, bodabodii 
riders spend hmll~navigating.traffic, often 
enveloped in exhaust fumes. 

''I spend the whole day on the road," 
said Moses Kigongo; who operates in the 
city centre. "By evening, mychest feels 
heavy, and sometimes lcough a lot. But 
whali carr I de?'fhi£ishow learn aliving..n 

In markets; the experience iKsimilar.. 
Sarah Nakimuli, avendor, pointed to 

the dust that rises-from roads; especially 
thosethat remain unpaved orunder 
construction. "Most roads have remained 
dusty,''-she said. "We:are coughing from 
m()mingup-to evening." 

ThecauseS' of Kampala's pollution are 
both visible and systemic. 

Traffic emissions remain one of the 
biggest contribnt<m:. Thousands-of 
vehicles;.many ageing, poorlymaintained, 
and lacking modern enIission controls. 
move through thecitydaily_ Their exhaust 
fumes~ especiallymcongested 
area& 

open buming-ofwaste:adds:anether 
layer_Despite.officiaI discmrragemem, 
it remains common in many parts.of 
the cityrreleasing hamtful particles: into 
the.air. Construction activity, industrial 
emissions. and rapid urban expansion aIe 
compmmding the problem. 

Recognisingthe scale of the challenge, 
authorities have begun to respond, though 
gradually. 

Enforcement, he added, will be suitt, 
with authorities-werking alongside police 
to remove non-compliant vehicles from 
theroCKl 

While the directive is framed primarily 
as a road safety measure, its implications 
for airquality are significant. Fewer poorly 

. maintained vehicles could mean lower 
emissions, a small but meaningful step in 
addressing' the broader problem. 

At the-same time, monitoring efforts are 
expanding. 

The. Kampala Capital City Autherity 
has-installed around 100 airquality 
monitoring stations-acrossthecity and-is 
WOl'king to grow that netwark Better data, 
officials-say, is essential forunderstanding- . 
thescaleof the:problem and designing 
effectIVe responses: 

Yet ev~ with these ef!otts, one . 
challenge persists:-awareness. 

Compared to other public health threats, 
air pollution often receives lessattention­
partly because it is:invisible; and partly 
because itseffectsaccumulateover time 
rather than appearing suddenly. 

Dr NdyabakiJa.helieves,themedia has a 
criticalrcleto play in ehanging that 

''Byequippingjmrrnalistswitb the 
right tools;. we are investing irrinfonned 
reporting, strengthened accountability, 
and long-term positive behavior, change:L 

hesaid. 
Fornow, the reality remains unchanged. 
EVery day, millions of people in Kampala 

step intathe same air-breathingin a mix 
of dust, fumes, and invisible particles that, 
overtime, can shape' their health in ways 
they: may net immediately see. 

It is a slow-mwing crisis: But one thatis 
becoming harderto ignere. 

In Kampala, Russian words build unlikely bridges 
BYnMOlHYNSUBUGA 
KAIIPALA- At MakerereUniversity, a 
newlanguagei£beginningtotakeroot 
T£te-airThmo:lmrger£illed only witlrthe: 
finniliar-smmds:ofLuganda<n<EDglfsbrbut 
VIlifutherhytbmic-caden~es:ofRbssian 
pc>etry..- . 

deeper:c£connecnmrtawbat they.called 
''the:~eofthes~ 

Major Frederi£kWanamhwa; 
theGoordiI'latc:n: of'I'i'aiJIfugat the­
Sffiool ofDefenceIme1Iig~€eand 
Security;watchedas:29 ofbiS--soldiers: 

Theinitiative:iS-the hIaincbi1d of the members-even pursued advanced degrees 
Hussian-speakingWomerrs-Associatimrin: specifica11ytaqualifjJasbetterreaclIers: 
Ugcmda,Jmewnas:Rbsinka.Jts:presidem fortheirUgandan"brathers:andsisters:n> 
and coordfuater; OlgaAtu\xr. stalted-tlie TfIecCilHabm:atimrextendsintathe 
prvgram after neticinga groundsweH higbest;levels:ci military and·academic-- , 
oflEJ£alfuter~in RUssimeuInue cooperatiml..Majm-GeneralSergei. 

Afmtnig!;lulgO', stutientsJronrtIie _ ___ . __ . __ -.-:---::-:--_. 
, demmtSt1'atedtheirproiirienq. To: 
-llimrthemastel')i'efRUssian:iSJit:fi.1sta -~­
teclmiooskflrfmmdlamld4sr-itIs;avitaI • 
neeessityfilr.:me.mooemsofdia' 

''rorUS'futhesrudentItrrcesc, 

Wbat.beg.anas:an.infonnal:galheri:n& Marclmk; nead ofRUssianMilftaty: , 
nasmaturm-intoa,smt£ttJraiiawdemic. ---. __ EXpertsiin:Ugantfu;.praised the:students: -- ', - ,-=--~ -~ ,-
pmsuit,suppcnedbyspeciaIiSt£iro.wn--in fcn;:.theircomageirrtacklfDga:language: UgandaYeep~ rref€n£e:FOIces:-~DFj, 

alVngsitfecivilliutleamcs;tookturns- _ 
recitingtheverse5'of;,MmmcerPUshKih. 
and petfmmingt:rnditiOnal>~ , - '. 
showcasinga1eveI oflfuguistfc:mastery- , 
tDat went"far bey()nd theclassrOOllL 
. For those gathered;tttheC~ot 

. Kumanitiesand~s"cien£es'CElUSSJ. 
theeVem wasa-€elebimion ofa growing. 
culturalbridKe~ Whilemany Ugandans: -
pri()JitiZe:futemationaIIangnages;filrthe 
pFcIg!llltticgaiilioftradeanddiplomacy" 
the:speakers-hereargued for something 

. . . f0reigDr~coIDperen~is;WIlai 
drivesmultibatimmcoopaali(JD and­
inter()penmiliiy,'~Ma.iil1:WananIDwa 

explainetLRepresenting.GofoneIEzm­
Kukund3kwe, nenoted that. wliife: 
these'soldiersareleaming t0€lkfer 
cODlIIl1lIIf£atiorr,.they:are alS(J;iil1ieritin& 
a vesselofliistmy. "Tliose.fiimi1fur Willi 
RUssfan ca1fittliefanguageoft1iesouiJ 
repeat= it is the'langpageoftlie-scuI:n 

frmn.RussiaanciafmmalMemmandum known'foriUtct'nnplexity. "You W€l'enot 
ofUnderstandingwi1ltMakerere afraid; ym:r spealnvelI,"'hetolGthe-grmIpi 
lrmversity;AtuDors£mmection-tatlle' , . -pl~contiImedSuppmtfromtlie 
causeis:d€eplypersonaI.Many members RUSSIaD Einilassyand. theoftice:ofthe 
oiher assvcatIon bavelived i&Uganda: CommanderofDefenceFor£eS: 
fo~ overtwo:det:ades; raising;fumilies.and TIielllliWmty;. tOO'risJeaning:imo-this: 
W(JVenthemselvescinto;the locatfabric: lingnistic-diVersilj:-Dr. EtIcAwi€hOcherr, 
"Wenowconsiderourselves Ugandans D~ PrfuapalofcrruSS; lifgbligllted 
~e1F," she-said, hervoi£erefiectihga tliatwhlle:EilgliShr~dmnin.aIrr; 
cmnmihnentto acmmmmity sliehas _ theuniveJSity's:profifeis:elewred OJ its-
ca1Iedliome:foTnearly twentyyeaJK.. supporrfvrRussian; Grlilese; French>-
Atuoo noted that seveJalassociation: Spanis:1l;.and.AreDic. 

.... 


