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Introduction 

Murchison Falls was once home to the highest mega-herbivore biomass in Africa, a time when it was also the 
most visited park in Africa. During the late 1970s to the Millennium, the park suffered extreme poaching with 
elephant numbers reducing from 16,000 to under 500. The impact of poaching on the herbivores and carnivores 
was as dramatic – a complete collapse.  

From the millennium the core tourism area of Murchison Falls stabilized (the Delta – approximately 5% of the 
park) resulting in a steady recovery in tourism numbers. Elsewhere poaching remained extreme. Since the 
gazettement of the protected area, no investment had been made to expand UWA’s ability to be in 
management control of greater regions of the park. As a consequence, vast areas remained vulnerable to 
poaching for six decades, never allowing wildlife to distribute across the landscape.  

In 2011 UWA requested Michael Keigwin to return to Uganda to provide support. By 2012 the Recovery of 
Murchison Falls programme was established, a mix of sorting out problems as they arose, and establishing the 
basic foundations for long term management control of the whole of the park, which included:  

1. the appropriate infrastructure where it was needed (i.e. Ranger Posts and Marine Ranger Stations); 
2. Rangers and Wardens trained and equipped; 
3. communications and coordination systems across the whole park; and  
4. transport for all park operations provided.  

The Recovery of Murchison Falls programme has built twelve ranger posts in strategically important landscapes 
(Punu Rii, Bugana, Waiga, Rabongo, Mupina, Bulaya, Got Labwor, Ogello, Adibuk, Ayago 3 and Kololo). This has 
expanded UWAs permanent anti-poaching present from 5% of the park, to 70%. In Q2 2020 the dangerous north 
east sector of the park will have Atil Camp and Ayago 3 ranger posts built providing 14 more rangers in the area.   

In the Delta, the tourism area, threats to the park come from the River Nile and Lake Albert where poachers 
disguised as fishermen would wait for patrols to pass and enter the park in huge numbers, laying thousands of 
snares - with no permanent presence in these areas or capability on the waterways.  

In 2013 the RMF programme created the Marine Ranger Unit and established three Marine Ranger Stations 
(Semanya, Kabim and Paraa), equipped with four patrol boats and two engines. Forty Rangers were trained into 
boat operations, safety and rescue techniques and patrol operations from the waterways. Since the opening of 
Semanya, 34 metric tonnes of wire snares have been removed from the Delta.  

Snares are indiscriminate killers. The rare Rothschild giraffe, lions and elephants were being caught in very high 
numbers, and were suffering agonizing deaths and injuries. One third of the elephants in the area had snare 
injuries including some with their trunks severed off.  

In 2014 the RMF programme had to create the veterinary department capability. Over the years UCF provided 
three Vet Response Unit cars, a dart gun, equipment and drugs, and a lab with office, storage, refrigeration 
facility and forensic area. The team saved thousands of animals, and still does.  







         

3 
 

 

An armory was built in 2016. At the same time Ranger posts all had gun cabinets installed to provide for 
weapons security and more professional management. The armory also provided a secure store of ivory, crime 
scene evidence and snares and traps. To date, over 4000 wheel traps have been found, and over 34 metric 
tonnes of snares, thousands of spears and knives and dozens of AK 47s.  

With the very visible changes to the park came a resurgence in tourism confidence and investment, and tourism 
numbers pushed through past records to over 100,000 a year. Twenty percent of gate revenues are shared with 
local communities, through their respective Districts. The success of the park, and had been planned, pushed 
revenue sharing contributions from $50,000 per annum to over $400,000 per annum, and this was quickly 
changing attitudes and perspectives of the value of the park to regional development.  

By 2019 the 5000km² Murchison Falls still had no communications network and no means of coordinating any 
form of park operations. Satellite phones were donated and deployed into the remote areas, in case of an 
incident or problem.  

What has been established is the basics that any park would need to have a chance to succeed. Unfortunately, 
over the past fifty years this had not been invested in.  

The facilities provided by the RMF programme have been designed to counter the threats and vulnerabilities of 
Murchison Falls and provide the basics for protected area management for the long term, across the whole of 
the park. This is a huge change to their operational modus operandi.  

It was imperative to bring the network of resources and capabilities together into a coordinated and well 
managed system, integrating the Law Enforcement functional areas, requirements and partners.  
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Murchison Falls Law Enforcement and Operations Centre was designed and built to cover and integrate:  

 

1. Joint Operations Command Centre:  
a. Operations room 
b. Intelligence room 
c. Server rooms 
d. Investigation & Prosecution room  
e. Law Enforcement Warden and Head Ranger room 
f. Briefing room 
g. Ablutions  

2. Armory 
a. Storage of weapons and ammunitions 
b. Storage of crime scene evidence 
c. Storage of illegal items before being destroyed (snares, traps, guns).  
d. Storage of ivory and other items 

3. Mubaku Police Station and Cell Block.  
a. Office 
b. Three holding cells for those arrested and being prosecuted  

4. Guard Room 
5. Storage Facility for all departments 

a. Operations equipment 
b. Veterinary 

6. Radio and internet towers 
7. Pool of operational assets (cars, lorry’s) and support requirements (equipment, food etc) 

 

This has all been designed and built to ensure the facility supports the UWA Law Enforcement and Security 
Strategy, integrating UWA Law Enforcement departments and inter-agency partnerships, such as with the 
police.  

Magistrates and the District Police Commissioner are extremely impressed with the facility and how it supports 
successful management of suspects and operations, removes long term risk and underpins important areas of 
human rights. The Police Station and cells were immediately handed over, gazetted and operational by the 
relevant authorities.  
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Establishing 24 / 7 power and communications at the JOCC and in the Sectors Command Posts 

The Law Enforcement & Operations Centre is the first of its kind in Africa, integrating all relevant departments 
and providing for interagency requirements. 

1. Power at the JOCC.  
a. Between 9am to 5pm power for the HQ and accommodation of UWA staff is provided by 

generator. This generator charges batteries for the JOCC.  
b. An inverter, battery bank and UPS was installed to provide 24/7hr power online to the core 

rooms of the JOCC. A second line supports the other rooms and air conditioning units.  
2. Solar power facilities were installed in Sector Command Centres 

a. Kololo 
b. Got Labwor 
c. Punu Rii 
d. Waiga 
e. Semanya  

3. Two Radio Towers, repeaters & solar power units installed in Kololo & Rabongo  
In May 2020 – Two more Radio towers will also be installed in Waiga and Ayago 3 Ranger Posts 

4. Solar power to other Ranger Posts. Many have been provided with basic units and have batteries 
swapped when Sector or other patrols cars visit / pass through.  

5. All Ranger Posts, Marine Ranger Stations, cars and patrols now have digital radios 
6. Provision of Internet in Park HQ.  

a. UCF / UWA leadership met with both MTN and Airtel management teams. Airtel were faster off 
the ground and has been installed.  

b. The microwave set up was moved from the HQ to the JOCC as at HQ it had no line of site to the 
Airtel tower. From the JOOC there was a clear direct line of site to the Airtel tower 7km away. 
Airtel provide 10mbs, dedicated to UWA now. 

c. UCF has covered the first few months of cost for the line ($700 / month) whilst UWA sets up 
their MF’s account which will also allow them to order ‘registered’ SIM cards as needed.  

d. The JOCC requires at least 5mbs for the online works for EarthRanger and other technology. 
Senior Management within the JOCC also need to communicate and work. However, so too did 
park HQ and the Vet lab across the road. A 350m fibre cable was laid connecting all 
administrative buildings, each buildings wiring was redone and new routers installed. 

e. Senior Managers have a dedicated 3mbs to work with and a guest account has 2mbs, with all 
social media and streaming blocked. Only email and WhatsApp is available.  

f. Previously every department was unable send or receive emails, yet was required to file reports, 
accounts etc. 90% of time was wasted trying to get to a connection outside of their offices. Now 
all can operate professionally. HQ has already seen the difference and has decentralized 
internet deals to each protected area so they can source the best provider in their areas.  

7. Thuraya Satellite phones were deployed to areas of little to no communications coverage.  





         

6 
 

 

The Joint Operations Command Centre 

The contract for the construction of the joint operations command centre was won by Mutoni Construction Ltd. 
Construction started in March, 2019.  

After discussing designs for the JOC with operators from the Northern Rangeland Trust, Sabi Sands and Sengita, 
the following design was agreed with UWA: 
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During the construction of the JOCC, UWA developed and agreed on the UWA Law Enforcement & Security 
Strategy. Aligning the JOCC to this required the Head Ranger Room to become the Investigation and Prosecution 
Room, and the Briefing Room to be shared with the Head Ranger.  

 

The JOCC. Please note that the builds are operational, however, due to COVID-19 the signage has not been 
installed and final photographs have not been taken.  

 

The back of the armory and JOCC. The Airtel internet was being installed providing 10mbs to the site.  
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The operations room furniture. The front desk (left) is where the EarthRanger operators will be situated, and at 
the back the Digital Radio operator. To the left of the shelves at the back is the server room. 

The digital radio system is installed and working. 
TBRONet was installed to ensure integration into 
EarthRanger.  

Partner the Forgotten Parks Foundation provided the 
digital radio network design, procurement and 
installation support services.  

Over 30 handsets are deployed across the park. More 
are to be procured and deployed once COVID-19 
lockdowns ease.  An UWA User Manual, laminated 
guide sheets and training presentation are being 
developed by UCF. 

All of the furniture was made by a local firm – and was excellent quality. Should there be any problems, sections 
can be unbolted and replaced by anyone. Prefabricated furniture (like Ikea) was at least double the price and 
was not well made. What was procured supported the local craftsmen and economy.  

 

All Wardens and the Head Ranger now have dedicated desks, storage, computers, internet and a printer.  
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The JOCC server and UBS (left) and the inverter and battery bank (right) 

The digital radio mast had to be moved 
from Mubaku HQ to the new site, 
dramatically improving the signal whilst 
ensuring it was close to the user station 
and within the secure fence line.  

Currently the Rabongo and Kololo towers 
are the only repeaters. This has left the 
120km River and the NE of the park, and 
Bugungu Wildlife Reserve (SW MFPA) as 
the weakest signal areas.  

Waiga Ranger Post will host a new tower 
and repeater as will Ayago 3 Ranger Post.  

This will provide a considerable 
improvement to signal strength in all 
areas.  
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The armory, built by UCF in 2016, and in front, the original Vet Response Car, rebuilt by UCF twice and now 
serves as the engineer’s support car. It had done over 900,000km of operations inside the park.  





         

11 
 

 

Fencing the Murchison Falls Protected Area Law Enforcement & Operations Centre. 

 

The main entrance. A gate will be installed once the COVID-19 lockdown ceases. 
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The guard room & outside ablution block 

 

      The Mubaku Police Station with three holding cells for those arrested.  
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Inter-agency partnership with the Ugandan Police.  

This means all arrested are kept onsite and by the police, 
removing any possibility of accusations, people having access 
to suspects and providing alternative stories, or being bribed 
to get out.  

UWA must take suspects to court for prosecution within 48 
hours.  

This facility means that once statements are taken, UWA can 
immediately hand over the suspects to the police. This now 
happens without the demand for a car to take the suspects 
and officers 100km to the nearest courts.  

The standard of cell is extremely high, and as magistrates have 
commented, it shows a level of professionalism, care and 
adherence to human rights that will help in court.   

 

EarthRanger 

Over the past few years Michael Keigwin has been working with Vulcan to bring UWA and Uganda up to date 
with counterpart parks and conservancies. The development of EarthRanger and its protected area management 
functionality are second to none. Whilst the system continues to be improved and developed, with the support 
of over 30 frontline protected area managers from across Africa, UWA is fortunate enough to have joined the 
party when it was already highly functional.  

Vulcan has selected regional partners for its EarthRanger support providers, and in Uganda that partner is 
Wildlife Protection Services (WPS). Digital Radio support partners are the Forgotten Parks Foundation.  

The Murchison Falls EarthRanger system is built and is operational. The maps were developed using base maps 
from the Ministry of Lands, overlaid with a growing number of GPS points of features from the park. These 
points are now being added to, including ranger posts, towers, bridges, buildings, roads, etc etc.  

UWA has identified and is working to develop three EarthRanger operatives from their Research & Monitoring 
team.  

Sadly COVID-19 has disrupted the training opportunities of these three, but in time they will be visiting Gremeti 
and the Northern Rangeland Trust to see other JOCCs and EarthRanger facilities in operation.  

It was in plan that Murchison Falls would host the 2020 EarthRanger conference, as previously held in Gremeti, 
Tanzania and Liwondwe, Malawi. Unfortunately, this seems unlikely to happen now.  
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Behind the scenes:  

The JOCC has benefited from and provided incredible opportunity to support UWA / UCF’s community 
development programme.  

In 2019 100 youth from the north of the park were selected to go through vocational college courses. All of the 
youth came from different families, but each came from families who interact with the park, some from serious 
poaching communities, other who experience high levels of elephant crop raiding.  

Courses included hydraform brick making, industrial painting, tractor operations, installation of water tanks and 
guttering, fencing and tree nursery set up and tree management. Many of the youth then joined UCF in Mubaku, 
Park HQ, where they were contracted to make 25,000 hydraform bricks. The first bricks were trials to see how 
the materials such as local sand types and murram performed. Once done, bricks were made and then used in 
numerous projects in HQ.  

Overall 57 three month apprenticeships were hosted in Mubaku making bricks, painting and fencing. Of those 20 
remained onsite continuing the paid apprenticeship scheme to now. They have now made the bricks and 
completed the buildings, all under the expert guidance of Mutoni Construction, the country’s second biggest 
construction company.  

Having been in the park for a year, 17 of the apprentices are looking to become UWA Rangers. Having come 
from communities that are very anti UWA and the park, they are now trusted and they fully understand and 
support the park. These, and all others, are now trusted ambassadors within the communities.  

Unfortunately, due to the impacts of CORVID 19, UWA is now not able to recruit rangers. The 17 are continuing 
to work in the park, paid, accommodated and fed by UCF, carrying out works to support the park, including 
fencing Rabongo solar panels, clearing roads, supporting sweeps to remove snares and making hydrafoam bricks 
for the next ranger posts.  

The apprentices are accepted within UWA, but not employed. Once the opportunity comes, they will be able to 
apply, and despite not having the prerequisite education levels, UWA has accepted their vocational college 
certifications and apprenticeships as qualifying.  
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Additional works:  

x Rebuilt two ranger posts:  
These provided the Mutoni team and the apprentices accommodation for the year. Both buildings had 
completely fallen down. The buildings provided the perfect projects for the team to learn skills and use 
bricks whilst waiting for materials to arrive from Kampala. These two buildings will be handed over to 
UWA for two ranger units as soon as the teams leave.  
 

x Repainting the Mubaku Dispensary and ablution blocks:  
The health centre was in a state of disrepair. The team painted it inside and out.  
 

x Connecting the Law Enforcement & Operations Centre communications to the HQ Admin and Vet Lab.  
UCF laid fibre to connect the buildings providing UWA Senior Management internet access. UCF has 
rewired the admin and vet buildings and installed new routers. UCF is now sorting out other IT 
requirements including providing anti-virus for all UWA computers.  
 

x Decommissioning of 30,000 snares.  

Buried in the foundations of all of the buildings are snares, never to be used again.  
 

 

10,000 snares removed from the armory and buried in the foundations of the JOC – the snares removed and 
placed by youth from poaching communities.  
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Snares buried in the foundations of the joint operations command centre – never to be used again.  

 

20,000 hydrafoam bricks were made by the community youth group. All then had three months of 
apprenticeships – breaking the poaching cycle between generations.  
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Roofing has now started. A design change was decided in early July, to increase air outlets and insulate the 
building between the metal sheeting and main building. This is to lower the internal temperature by between 5 
to 15°C, which in turn will help reduce the need for fans and air conditioning. The operations and intelligence 
rooms cannot have windows for security reasons.  

 

One of two ranger buildings renovated by the youth from the poaching groups – renovated and given a new 
lease of life – for at least ten more years. Each building being renovated cost $4000, rather than being bulldozed. 
There are twenty more buildings like this that could be renovated providing continuous employment for the 
community group for over one year.  
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Another youth team was trained at Pacer Community College by Plascon Paints – they painted the two 
renovated ranger buildings, the Paraa dispensary and the nurses accommodation. They were mentored by 
Mutoni Construction foremen and were paid a daily wage. They will be used to paint the JOC.  

 

Whilst painting the buildings helped – they need building works, and reroofing.  
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Ranger training 

UWA / UCF have been leading the countrywide Ranger training programme. This involves the US and UK 
military, and UNODC. Ranger training structures and manuals are agreed by the support groups ensuring 
commonality in the delivery and standards. Important has been building on a foundation, as such after basic 
training to become a ranger, UWA required a Junior Leadership course covering its NCOs and Junior Wardens.  

In addition to this many specialized courses have been put on, whether boat operations, 4wd driving and 
motorbike courses, use of winches and wildlife poisoning management.  

With the change in operations due to the JOCC, the UK Military have also started to support JOCC operations 
training and the professional use of radios and other means of communications. Unfortunately COVID-19 has 
stopped all training for the time being, but will resume, we hope in Q3 / Q4 2020.  

In June 2019 4 Rifles Regiment from the British Military provided training courses in JOC management and 
communications to analysts, senior wardens and leadership, as well as the basics of communications, reporting 
and briefing for all staff. In addition, twenty rangers started training to become the quick reaction force. All 
rangers benefited from first aid and a medical management course.  

 

4 Rifles Regiment (x 39) training 100 rangers in a variety of operational critical skills.  
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Quick Reaction Force – professional and safe operations: ‘stop and search’ techniques.  

 

 

Extracting injured people whilst still under threat – one of a few means, the fireman’s lift.  
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Digital Radios and Solar Network.  

Thanks to the Forgotten Parks Foundation (Kevin Marriot) UCF has procured the initial kit necessary to establish 
the backbone of a digital system across Murchison Falls.  

Whilst the whole park is limited by the lack of power, solar power has been installed at the sector command 
stations including Kololo (where there is a tower), Punu Rii and Got Labwor.  

 

The solar panels have been protected with wire fencing installed by another group from Pacer Community 
College.  

Two repeaters, 30 radios and four car radios have now arrived in Uganda and are with UWA ready for 
installation in the next month. Installation will be carried out by the Forgotten Parks Foundation with UWA’s 
own technology staff present to benefit from learning opportunities.  
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Finances and timelines.  

The construction, IT and connectivity installation project was completed on time and to budget.  

The scope of works changed during the project with the signing off of the UWA Law Enforcement & Security 
Strategy. This increased the scope marginally and was managed within budget.  

Finally, the programme was able to maximize the economic impact of the programme to the regional economy 
and for park / community development.  

Only specialized materials and equipment came from Kampala (roofing, paint and cement, metal work for 
roofing and towers, IT equipment and computers), everything else was sourced locally. The project, in 
partnership with UWA, Pacer Community College and the private sector was able to generate long term 
employment amongst vulnerable communities. This has made a considerable difference to park / community 
relations, especially the 100 youth and their families.  

The final accounts will be shared as soon as all works is completed, payments have been made and all funds 
from donors have been received. Covid 19 is hampering the very final stages of the project, but the site is 
operational.  

 

Activities to be completed include:  

1. Main gate 
2. Landscaping  
3. JOCC training 
4. SOPs for Law Enforcement & Operations Centre  
5. Store facility roofing (currently at slab level) 
6. Signage 
7. Commissioning 
8. Semantica installed for Intel capability 
9. QRF training 
10. Further development of MFPA EarthRanger mapping layers and use 
11. Integration of ecological monitoring into EarthRanger, including all satellite collars and Lora 
12. Integration of Cybertracker phones to EarthRanger information flow 
13. Integration of Camera Traps to EarthRanger WPS system 
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Conclusion 

We were able to complete the building and have it operational before the COVID-19 lockdown, by two days.  

The majority of the work now is developing operational capacity and growing the system. That requires training, 
and increasing the amount of radios and GSM equipment in use. Also, ensuring satellite collars on lions and 
other animals are registered on EarthRanger so we increase real time ecological monitoring and knowledge 
building.  

In 2020 the final two radio towers and repeaters will be installed, solar power will be installed into a further 2 
major ranger posts and more radio handsets will be added to the system. In addition, SMART phones set up with 
an Africa Parks version of Cybertracker, and Semantica will be added. If we can afford it, so too with Lora.  

WPS are also looking to support with GSM Camera Traps, as are GC.  

With the backbone of the basics now in place, we can operate and can grow.  

We can’t thank all of our Recovery of Murchison Falls Protected Area donors enough. Seeing the aerial survey 
results was proof that everything we have done, and continue to do is making a massive difference. There are 
not many places where wildlife numbers have grown so much, and will continue to do so.  

UWA and UCF would particularly like to thank the International Elephant Foundation, Global Conservation, Tusk 
Trust, the David Shepherd Wildlife Foundation and the Dulverton Trust.  

During this project, we celebrated Warden in Charge of Law Enforcement, Julius Obwona being selected as the 
Duke of Cambridge, Tusk Africa Ranger of the Year, 2018. In addition, Chief Park Warden of Murchison Falls was 
given a Presidential Award and later became the Executive Director of the National Forestry Authority. UCF’s 
Project Manager, Patrick Agaba then became the David Shepherd Wildlife Foundations Conservation Hero 2019.  

In 2019 we welcomed a new Chief Park Warden, Edison Nuwamanya to Murchison Falls. Twenty years ago 
Edison had been Warden in Charge of Law Enforcement in Murchison Falls before joining CITES MIKE in Nairobi.  

Less than one week ago however, we lost one of Murchison Falls’ legends. Falling from the back of a Land 
Cruiser, Sgt Albert Odar landed on his neck and head, and never recovered. Odar was a close friend and one of 
the most effective anti-poaching operatives known. Poaching communities nicknamed Albert the ‘Leopard’. He 
will be missed greatly. UCF and UWA have teamed up to create a ‘Fallen Rangers Fund’ for Uganda. We have 
already raised $5000. Funds will be dispersed, as available, to cover Fallen Rangers children’s school fees.  

We do not know of another Law Enforcement & Operations Centre that brings together all that is necessary. It is 
a massive step forwards, but ultimately neither bricks and mortar, nor IT will change a park. It is up to us to bring 
the capability to life and use it to its full capability. We look forwards to your help making this happen.  

RIP Albert. This one is for you.   








