
Community members dig drainage ditches near Sironko,  
Mbale District, as part of the cash-for-work scheme.

1 This refers to how often, on average, a flood event of that magnitude will occur.

Anticipating floods in Uganda:  
reflections from the communities
In October 2023, torrential rains battered communities across East 
Africa. Uganda was one of the countries that suffered the most and, as 
the extreme weather continued, the threat of severe and widespread 
flooding grew. 

The rains persisted and, on 15 November, forecasts from the Global 
Flood Awareness System indicated that 16 districts in Uganda were at 
high risk of flooding. The probability of floods with a five-year return 
period1 was calculated as 60 per cent – high enough to meet the trigger 
threshold in the Uganda Red Cross Society’s Early Action Protocol (EAP) 
for Floods. 

Once the EAP was activated, funds were released to enable the Uganda 
Red Cross Society, together with the at-risk communities, to carry out 
a series of anticipatory actions to reduce the expected impacts of the 
floods. These actions, which took place before the floods reached their 
peak, included raising community awareness of the risks and a cash-for-
work scheme in which people were paid to dig drainage ditches.  

This case study shares reflections from community members in Butaleja 
and Mbale, two of the affected districts in eastern Uganda, as well as 
testimonies from Uganda Red Cross Society staff and volunteers who 
were involved in this activation.

Early action protocols: the IFRC’s approach to activating 
anticipatory action

Early action protocols, commonly known as EAPs, are the 
frameworks used by the International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) for anticipatory action. Once 
the trigger threshold for a hazard is reached, the EAP is activated. 
This immediately releases a pre-agreed amount of financing from 
the IFRC’s Disaster Response Emergency Fund (DREF). In Uganda, 
the activation for floods saw 348,761 Swiss francs (around 
395,000 US dollars, or 362,000 euros) released to the Uganda Red 
Cross Society. This was used to support around 11,200 people in 
several of the areas forecast to be hit by the floods.

“Now, we work together as a 
community… now, we feel better  
prepared for floods.”
Higenyi Yowasi, chairperson of Doho village, Butaleja District
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Much of the water that causes floods in the region flows from Mount Elgon. 
In November 2023, the water had a particularly high sediment load, due to 

erosion. According to community members, this meant that it was more like a 
mudflow at times. The scars from landslips on Wanale Hill, in the foothills of 

Mount Elgon, are still evident.

Living with floods in Manyonyi Lowe 

“The river rises up to three metres, bursting its banks. In the village, 
the water seeps into every part of life. Roads, houses, schools, 
farms… It damages bridges – they need constant repair – and even 
reaches our houses beyond the fields. When a flood comes, we 
tell the houses near the river to head to the town. But the water 
gets waist-high, people have to wade through it.

“In November 2023, water was flowing from the hills at a very high 
speed. In no time, all these places were filled with water. And 
on the farms, when water comes it submerges everything. You 
just see it all flooded... you can’t tell if it was cassava or maize, 
everything is just water. 

“It affected us so much as a family. Some of our chickens were 
washed away by the water, and some cows died. The goats in 
the kitchen,2 they were all killed by the flood water. The bed, the 
radio, books for the children… it was all destroyed. 

“But you cannot stay and wait for the water to rise. What we were 
focusing on was saving lives, we took the kids and ran out. Life 
is the priority... Luckily for me, my life was saved. I didn’t die in 
the water.”

Amina Nakasha  
Women’s counsellor, 

Manyonyi Lowe

Acting ahead of floods in Mbale District

A history of deadly and destructive floods

Manyonyi Lowe sits on the lower slopes of Mount Elgon, not far from 
the border with Kenya. The rich soils in this mountainous region make 
it perfect for agriculture, and the fields around the village are perfect for 
growing crops including bananas, maize and cassava. But living here also 
has a downside: the landscape is prone to regular flooding.

“The water comes from the mountains and races across the district,” sighs 
Amina. “We walk along the river to keep a constant eye on it, to see how 
high the water is.”

The floods not only damage farms and property; they can also be deadly. 
“People die when the waters are high and fast-flowing,” she says soberly. 
“We have to wait for the water to drop before recovering the bodies. They 
are always at the corners [the meanders]. We have to come and grab them 
before they get washed away.”

2 Kitchens in rural areas of Uganda are often built outside of the main living space, which means that animals kept there are especially vulnerable to floods. 2



3 In November 2023, this was worth around 26 US dollars, or 25 euros.

With support from the Uganda Red Cross Society, the community in 
Manyonyi Lowe implemented several anticipatory actions before the 
flood in 2023 reached its peak. These included:

 � a cash-for-work scheme to dig drainage ditches, with digging kits 
provided for the community

  sensitization for the community on how these actions help
 � early warning messages, with Red Cross volunteers passing through 

the flood-prone area and telling people to prepare.

Cash-based activities are one of the most popular forms of anticipatory 
action and in Uganda, the method selected was a cash-for-work scheme. 
Amina was one of those involved: “We started digging ditches for the 
water, to divert it away from our homes. After we dug them, we got some 
money.” 

“As a mother, it helped,” she continues. “I was able to buy books [for my 
children] to replace the ones that had been destroyed. And at home, 
we were without food after the floods, so I bought some posho [maize 
flour]. When I received the money, I really felt that life was coming back.”

The community’s efforts didn’t end with the activation. There are 
now regular efforts to maintain the ditches, ready for the next flood. 
And through the community sensitization carried out as part of the 
activation, people were encouraged to dig more ditches on their farms, 
which many now do regularly. “There is now ownership: the community 
is doing it for themselves,” says Brenda Atero, who works for the 
Uganda Red Cross Society in Mbale District. “There are very few houses 
without a ditch dug outside, or fields without well-maintained ditches 
to get the water away.”

Cash-based anticipatory actions

Providing cash ahead of a hazard allows people to select how 
best to prepare: for example, buying food before prices rise, 
or safeguarding their valuable items or livelihood assets. In 
Uganda, the cash was spent during the floods, rather than 
beforehand – but it still helped those affected by the floods to 
recover more quickly.

Supporting flood-hit households through cash-for-work

“When flooding happened in the past, it carried things away. The 
food I had in my house was all affected, my children’s school 
materials were destroyed... When floods happen, they wash away 
everything they find.

“But in October last year [2023], the Red Cross trained us in how we 
can keep ourselves safe. One of the actions was digging ditches 
to hold the water which would otherwise affect us. The Red Cross 
implemented this as cash for work: I was paid [100,000 Ugandan 
shillings3] and that money helped me to meet my needs at a time 
when I was constrained.

“Since then, the floods cannot affect us as much – because now 
we can control them. It opened our minds to what we must do. 
And recently we started opening up the ditches again. The Red 
Cross gave us wheelbarrows and hoes, so we can easily dig more. 
And if someone has a problem in one of the other communities, 
then we work together, in the way that the Red Cross trained us.  

“That’s the reason we feel happier now – because the water you 
see here [in the ditches], it would otherwise be flowing in every 
direction.”

Emmanuel Shinyekkwa 
Farmer,  
Manyonyi Lowe

A flood-protection barrier built as part of the 
cash-for-work scheme in Manyonyi Lowe.
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Community members reinforce the flood 
defences with sandbags.

Early warnings and cash for work in Butaleja District

Raising the alarm through early warnings

“This village is always hit by floods. When it rains too much, 
water comes from the mountains and slopes down to our place. 
When it reaches the Manafwa River, it overflows.

“Previously, we had equipment to tell us when the water was 
too high... when the machine warned us, people left for higher 
ground, or schools, churches... we would gather in those places 
to avoid being affected. But the equipment is no longer working, 
it needs to be fixed.

“Last year [2023], the Red Cross helped us to work together to 
mitigate the impacts of the flood. Now, we work together as a 
community… now, we feel better prepared for floods.” 

Higenyi Yowasi  
Chairperson of Doho village,  

Butaleja District

Moving to a safer place

“I was sleeping when I heard people walking outside, telling us 
‘Wake up, wake up, water is coming’. I went out and saw the 
water. I was with my children and grandchildren in the house;  
I woke them up and told them to go to the church.

“The Red Cross informed us before the floods and gave us the 
knowledge. Now, whenever we hear about rain in Bugisu and 
Bududa [upstream districts], we know we will get floods here 
in Butaleja.”

Bulage Rehema  
Farmer, Tindi village,  
Butaleja District

For most of the year, people in the villages alongside the Manafwa 
River earn a living from a rich variety of crops. Rice grows well in the 
region, as do potatoes and cabbages, alongside the Ugandan staples 
of bananas, maize and cassava. But when it rains, this low-lying region 
often floods – and quickly. 

“The rain that falls on the surrounding mountains all drains into this 
river,” explains Phillip Obote, a volunteer with the Tororo branch of the 
Uganda Red Cross Society, which covers Butaleja. “You can go to bed, 
and if it rains, you can wake up with your house flooded.” 

Doho was one of the many villages affected by the floods in November 
2023. The damage caused is still visible on several of the houses, with 
the cracks in the mud walls marking the height that the water reached. 
But thanks to anticipatory action, the impacts were far lower than 
during previous floods. The community was able to issue warnings 
of the coming hazard, moving from village to village throughout the 
flood-prone area and telling people to act. “It’s good that we have 
this knowledge, this information, for the community,” agrees Hasakya 
Tadeo, a Red Cross volunteer who has lived in Butaleja for 35 years. 
“The people didn’t suffer like they did when I was young.”
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Nanguda Suleiman stands in one of the ditches he 
helped to dig. 

Fighting the floods with sandbags and ditches

“In the past, the water would flow for a week or two, and 
everything was destroyed. Even the toilets filled with water, 
and we got the disease, cholera. We had no information, and 
we didn’t have any equipment to use. Water would just come 
and it flooooows... for two weeks, it just flows. 

“But in 2023, we were given information. And we had equipment, 
so we were able to prepare before the floods reached us. The 
Red Cross gave us a wheelbarrow, pangas [large knives], a 
spade and polythene sacks [sandbags]. We walked along the 
river and identified the spots prone to breaking during floods. 

“After digging the ditches, we reinforced the embankments 
with the soil. And we had the sacks, so we put them down to 
reinforce the banks.” 

Bulage Rehema  
Farmer, Tindi village 
Butaleja District

On most days, Nanguda Suleiman can be found tending to the crops on his 
farm. But in November 2023, he was one of 12 people from Doho involved 
in the cash-for-work scheme. “When the first warning came, we started 
digging the ditch straight away,” he says in Lunyore, the local language. 
“We were each paid 100,000 Ugandan shillings for the work.”

These ditches divert the flood waters away from fields and houses. The 
soil dug out had a further use: reinforcing the flood-protection barriers 
around the villages, which were created using sandbags provided by the 
Uganda Red Cross Society. The soil from the ditches was placed on top 
to make them higher and sturdier.

This cash-for-work scheme began before the floods were due to peak, 
but in the days that followed, there was some uncertainty about the 
scale of the coming hazard: forecasts wavered around the trigger 
thresholds set out in the EAP for a few days (see page 6).

Fortunately, when the floodwater eventually reached Doho, the work 
done by the community helped to protect people’s homes and fields 
from the worst. And they have pledged to maintain the ditches ahead 
of future floods. “The situation is a bit better now,” Suleiman confirms. 
“Better than it used to be.”

The anticipatory actions carried out in Butaleja were:
 � cash for work, with local people paid 100,000 Ugandan shillings 

to help dig ditches
 � the distribution of tools for clearing ditches and digging in 

sandbags, including spades, rakes, hoes, wheelbarrows and 
rubber boots 

 � early warnings, which were disseminated by volunteers from 
the Tororo branch of the Uganda Red Cross Society

 � the provision of sandbags to build up embankments along the 
river.
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Hasakya Tadeo next to the sandbags placed around 
Doho village for flood protection: “It stretches a 
long way down the river.”

Strengthening anticipatory action in Uganda

The people interviewed in Butaleja and Mbale were unanimous: 
anticipatory action helped them to avoid the worst impacts of the floods, 
such as those they had suffered in the past. And the actions taken are also 
helping to reverse a longer-term problem in the affected areas. “In the 
past, people left the region as there was no way to cope with the recurrent 
floods,” says Hasakya Tadeo, a Red Cross volunteer in Butaleja. “Now, they 
are returning, as there are ways to prevent these problems.”

Despite these successes, those involved in the activations noted a 
number of additional actions that would help them. One suggestion 
was to provide water, sanitation and hygiene kits to prepare for the 
health impacts of floods; another was to equip Red Cross volunteers 
with bicycles so they can reach the farthest communities more quickly 
and warn them even earlier. And Hasakya noted the need for more, and 
more regular, training in this humanitarian approach, both “for those 
who are new to anticipatory action, and those whose memories might 
need refreshing!”

Activating the EAP: a stop-start process

Once Uganda’s EAP for Floods was activated, the anticipatory actions set 
out within it were carried out in 16 locations. The success of these actions 
in Butaleja and Mbale was, in part, thanks to two simulation exercises 
held earlier in 2023. These helped to enhance the communities’ readiness 
to carry out the planned actions ahead of an imminent flood. 

Yet even the best-laid plans sometimes need adapting – and especially 
during a flood, when the situation can change on an hourly basis. “On 
11 November, the first trigger threshold was reached,” recalls Emmanuel 
Ntale, the anticipatory action coordinator at the Uganda Red Cross 
Society. “But two days later, the water levels had dropped below the 
trigger threshold, and we had to review whether to put the activation on 
hold. By the next day [14 November] the levels had risen again, and we 
were unsure if they would continue to rise or drop again. There was a lot 
of monitoring going on!”

The uncertainty during this critical period meant that the five-day lead 
time set out in the EAP – the time between the forecast and the hazard 
striking, when most anticipatory actions are conducted – was reduced. 
As a result, not all of the planned actions could be implemented. “We 
decided to focus on the ones that could be done in the time available: the 
cash-for-work scheme and distributing pre-positioned items,” confirms 
Emmanuel.

Emmanuel Ntale talks to community 
members in Butaleja.
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Community members outside their flooded 
houses in November 2023.

Anticipatory action: a national agenda

“Anticipatory action is no longer something that we can hide; 
it’s very critical in planning. It’s advantageous, as it lessens the 
economic impact and recovery time for the communities. Even 
government spending is reduced... a lot of money is spent on the 
recovery phrases, such as the reconstruction of roads or building 
of hospitals [which anticipatory action can held to avoid].

“So anticipatory action is now part and parcel of what we do. 
And I’m glad to say that at the national level, we have different 
stakeholders coming together: different ministries are talking 
around the table about anticipatory action.

“You have the Ministry of Agriculture coming to talk... they’re 
looking at all the animal diseases and pests and diseases 
for crops, and they think about anticipatory action in that 
framework. 

“And you have a body like the Office of the Prime Minister that 
is bringing us together under one umbrella and making sure 
that these conversations are not far away from what disaster 
response is doing. Anticipatory action is now part of that 
conversation.

“So, it’s very relevant. It’s very impactful for the communities, but 
it’s nice to see that even at a higher level, these conversations 
are taking place.”

Catherine Mugisha  
Programme officer,  
Uganda Red Cross Society

Scaling up anticipatory action in Uganda 

Despite the benefits that anticipatory action brought, it is clear from the 
testimonies shared that the floods still caused huge damage in Butaleja 
and Mbale. Thankfully no lives were lost in the communities visited for 
this case study, but people’s homes were badly damaged, their livestock 
were washed away, and many of their possessions were destroyed. 

And the threat of floods in Uganda is unlikely to decline; by contrast, as 
climate-related hazards become increasingly extreme, there is a risk that 
future floods will be more frequent and more severe. To help communities 
cope with the escalating impacts, anticipatory action needs to grow in 
scale and scope across Uganda, and with sufficient financing in place for 
the planned actions to be carried out. 

The good news is that this is already happening, with other humanitarian 
organizations also establishing anticipatory action systems in the 
country. For example, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) is implementing a project which aims to minimize potential 
losses during flooding seasons (Akankwatsa 2024 ). In Karamoja, the 
World Food Programme (WFP) worked with local governments in 2023 
to identify, profile and pre-register households vulnerable to floods; 
this will enable anticipatory actions to proceed quickly when the trigger 
levels are reached (WFP 2024 ).

And anticipatory action in Uganda is not restricted to floods. WFP is also 
working with communities and the Ugandan government to anticipate 
drought in Karamoja, while FAO is developing an anticipatory action 
framework to enable communities to act ahead of crop and livestock 
diseases, including fall armyworm and various tick and tick-borne 
diseases. 
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Videos of the community testimonies 
and photos from the case study are 
available on the Anticipation Hub .
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