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In brief  

Developing projects need to consider biodiversity within their project areas to be sustainable. The 

upper Victoria Nile in Uganda is a hub for the development of hydroelectric power dams but at the 

same time is a fish biodiversity hotspot. Conservation efforts are necessary to ensure that the 

development projects exert minimum damage on the fish biodiversity. China International Water and 

Electric Corporation (CWE) requested the National Fisheries Resources Research Institute (NaFIRRI) 

to conduct a fish rescue exercise in pools disconnected from the main river. Among other fish 

species, the exercise rescued two critically endangered fish species i.e. Labeo victorianus and 

Oreochromis variabilis. The effort of CWE should be maintained and emulated by other development 

partners as a way to sustain all forms of biodiversity in Uganda.  
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Background 

Dams are constructed along river courses with biodiversity that has to be considered. Uganda is 

developing a hydroelectric power dam (Isimba) in the upper Victoria Nile. The Nile harbors fish 

species of economic and conservation importance (NaFIRRI, 2016). The China International Water 

and Electric Corporation (CWE), the contractor building the dam, in a rare conservation intervention 

by a development partner, at least in Uganda alerted the National Fisheries Resources Research 

Institute (NaFIRRI) to rescue fish in pools created by establishing two cofferdams during the 

construction process. Fish rescue becomes important because when construction halts water flow, 

fish may become stranded and threatened by high temperatures and associated low dissolved oxygen 

levels.   

 

The cofferdams had been built to pave way for construction activities of the second phase of the 

183MW Hydro Power plant. To create a water tight enclosure, some water was pumped out leaving 

isolated pools with stranded fish (Figure 1). The fish could as well include fish species of conservation 

importance and therefore, the management of CWE found it necessary for the National Fisheries 

Resources Research Institute to conduct a fish rescue, with strong focus on fish of international 

conservation concern.  
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Figure 1 The pools of water with stranded fish to be rescued to join the continuous river 

 

Objective  

The aim was to rescue fish by transferring them down stream to the normal river course, off the 

development site. 

 

Method 

The fish rescue was conducted from 18 to 20th January 2018. The site had 4 pools of water. Fish was 

captured using a beach seine (Figure 2) that was hauled through the pools to aggregate the fish. 

Once aggregated, fish for rescue were scooped using scoop nets into holding buckets filled with 

water and transferred to the continuous part of the river, downstream the pools (Figure 3).  The 

transfer was done as fast as possible to avoid stress to the fish (Figure 4).  
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Figure 2 Fish being aggregated from a pool of water by a seine net at the dam construction site. 

 

 

Figure 3 The continuous part pf the river that rescued fish were supposed to join 
 



4 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Fish being released into the river  

 

Achievements/results 

More than 150 fishes mostly belonging to genera Labeo, Labeobarbus, Mormyrus, Oreochromis, 

Bagrus and Lates were rescued.  The exercise encountered and rescued two critically endangered fish 

species according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) conservation status.  

The fish species were Labeo victorianus and Oreochromis variabilis (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5 Left: Labeo victorianus (Critically Endangered A2acde). Right: Oreochromis variabilis 
(Critically Endangered B1ab i,ii,iii,iv,v) 

 

The rescue of these two fish species was satisfying because Labeo Victorianus has reduced extent f 

occurrence and continues to be affected by environmental degradation and overfishing (FishBase 
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team RMCA & Geelhand, 2016).  Decimated in lakes Victoria and Kyoga due to overfishing, predation 

and competition and strongly declining in most of the water bodies where it is found, O. variabilis 

remains in fragmented habits that are highly threatened by human activities (Seegers et al. 2003; 

Twongo et al. 2006).  

 

The water pools had a high abundance of the Nile perch including individuals of about 30 kg. The 

presence of the Nile perch, a top predator might have reduced the abundance of juveniles of fish and 

haplochromines, which were unexpectedly few in the pools and were only encountered on the first 

day only. However, the three days of activity were not enough and with more days of activity and 

more efficient fishing gear like an electro fisher, more fish and fish species could be encountered.  

 

Conclusions and recommendations  

The fish rescue was important as many fish, including critically endangered ones were rescued. Such 

conservation practices should be maintained by CWE during the whole dam construction period. The 

practiced should also be emulated by other development partners to ensure that their projects exert 

minimum impact on biodiversity. However, during such events, enough resources should be 

designated to ensure that the fish rescue is optimized as in some cases a few days may not be 

enough. Although we were largely successful, we believe some of the fish were not rescued due to 

limited time. For instance, we could not easily establish why the haplochromines were not among the 

fishes retained by the net and fish are expected to have avoided the net at times the hauling was 

delayed to disentangle the net from tree stumps and stones. 
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