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Abstract
This research evaluates the effects of livestock grazing, former agriculture and relocation of forest dwelling communities on plant, small mammal and bird communities in Mount Elgon National Park, Uganda, and evaluates attempts to reduce forest use through promotion of agroforestry. Despite relocating forest dwellers, the impact of grazing on animal and plant populations was still considerable within the National Park. There was evidence that the composition of vegetation, bird and small mammal communities were significantly influenced by previous cultivation (prior to relocation) and continued livestock grazing. Although grazing maintains high altitude grasslands in the forest zone that contain a number of rare and endemic species, it also prevents forest regeneration. Tree seedlings and saplings were uncommon in the forest, rarely exceeding 30 cm in height and there was no tree understorey. However, plant species diversity and sapling abundance declined in plots that been left to recover, due to the increased abundance of Mimulopsis alpina (Acanthaceae) in less grazed forest where tree regeneration might otherwise have been more advanced. Plant diversity was highest in abandoned cultivation plots where soil nutrients were highest, partly due to the persistence of agricultural species. There were significantly less forest-specialist bird species in more intensively grazed areas. Small mammal abundance and species diversity was lowest in intensively grazed areas, but greater in areas dominated by M. alpina and abandoned cultivation plots, with species diversity correlating strongly with habitat diversity. Three new species of small mammal were recorded for Mount Elgon. Those who continued to cultivate illegal plots inside the Park used very few soil and water conservation measures due to the insecure land tenure. Adoption of such measures including agroforestry was more common among relocated communities. However, the majority of trees grown were Eucalyptus sp., grown in woodlots, and sold in the lowlands. Hence the majority of people still relied primarily on the Park for forest products.
