Survival Guide to Bukoba, Tanzania

Compiled by Greg Vogl with help from some other VSO volunteers in and around Bukoba

Created October 2001; last updated May 26, 2002

Additions, corrections and suggestions are welcome

Introduction

Location and Climate

Bukoba is on the western shore of Lake Victoria in the extreme northwest of Tanzania. Bukoba is the regional capital and the largest town in the Kagera region, which borders Uganda to the north, Rwanda to the west, and Burundi to the southwest.

The climate is sunny and warm most of the year. Evenings can get cool but never cold. Rains occur almost every morning from March through May. It almost never rains in the p.m. hours.

People and Occupations

Bukoba has a population of about 100,000 people, and the Kagera region over one million. The main ethnic group of the region are the Bahaya, who speak Ruhaya. (Most people in town speak Swahili, and basic English is understood at most shops.) The main occupation is agriculture, the main commercial product is coffee, and the main food crop and dietary staple is matoke (large green bananas that are roasted or steamed). There are many NGOs, volunteers and other wazungu (ex-pats) in Bukoba and the surrounding area. A few travellers pass through from Mwanza (overnight by ferry) and Kampala (six hours by bus).

Orientation

Bukoba is a fairly small town and the centre of town is flat and compact, though many people and organisations are located in the surrounding hills. Bukoba has a bay with a sandy beach, a port with a ferry that travels to and from Mwanza, a small airport, a bus stand, and numerous hotels and bars. There are two main streets, both paved: Jamhuri Road goes from a cluster of old German buildings and government offices near the Lake Hotel to the centre of town where the market and the bus stand are located. Government Road goes from the port to the town centre (about 3 km) and proceeds out of town to Kampala and Muleba. (See accompanying map.)

Travel

Air

The airport is on Aerodrome Road along the lake. Precision Air (travel agent on Mosque Street near the bus stand), Eagle Air (travel agent in the Cyber Centre) and Air Tanzania run services to Mwanza daily (about 40,000/=), where you can get a connection to Dar, Kampala, Nairobi, etc. You can also order a ticket from Rose in the VSO office or Fourways Travel in Mwanza (tel. 2502273 or 2502630, fourways.mza@raha.com). A return ticket to Dar costs about 230,000/=.

Boat

Unless you can afford a flight, the best way to Mwanza is by boat. The ferry MV Victoria leaves Bukoba on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at about 9 to 10 pm (after the horn sounds twice) and arrives in Mwanza the next morning around 8 am. It leaves Mwanza on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays at about 9 pm and arrives in Bukoba the next morning around 8 am. First class is 13000/=, two per cabin. Second class is 10700/=, six per cabin, or 8100 sitting (no bed). Third class is 7600 and very crowded so not recommended. Book tickets in advance (at the port) before first and second class tickets are sold out. It might be a good idea to call someone in Mwanza or Bukoba to book the return tickets in advance and then pay for them yourself upon arrival.

Train

Trains do not come to Bukoba, but there are trains from Mwanza to Dar (which takes about two full days) or Kigoma via Tabora. First or second class is recommended; book well in advance. (See the Lonely Planet or other guidebooks for details.)

Bus

The bus stand is in the centre of town. Falcon Coach runs to Kampala Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, and returns to Bukoba Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays (5 to 7 hours, 10,000/=). Book tickets in advance at the nearby Falcon/Tawfiq office (Box 1586, 2221683); in Kampala the Falcon office is near the Nakivubo Guest House and the bus and taxi stands (mobile 077576196). Other buses go to Kigoma, Kasulu and Kibondo. The trips to Bujumbura and Kigali are each about 12 hours. 

Minibus (daladala)

Daladalas run at least daily between smaller towns (e.g. Muleba 2000/=, Nshamba 2000/=, Rubya 2500/=, Karagwe 3000/=). They leave when full, which can often involve a very long wait, and are very crowded. 

Taxi

Taxis can be found at the market, near the bus stand and at the port. Journeys are at least 1000/= and the same price regardless of the number of passengers.

Bicycle

Bicycle taxis can be found around the market. They are technically illegal (and therefore uncomfortable since the rack above the rear wheel may not be padded for passengers) and somehow unsafe but widely used for short journeys, which are as cheap as 100/=. Women normally ride side-saddle, which appears modest but particularly unsafe.

Places to Stay

Expensive

Lake Hotel

Expensive rooms (about 20,000/=) with fans and mosquito nets. Camping possible but expensive.

Edan Hotel

Near the Red Cross. New, expensive rooms with air conditioning.

Upendo Lodge

Near the police station. Lounge, bar, TV. About 12000/= for a double room.

Inexpensive

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Tanzania (ELCT)

Box 98, 2223121, Fax 2221751, elct-ctc@africaonline.co.tz. Near the Lake Hotel. Singles, doubles and triples, self-contained or shared bath rooms in three blocks range from 4000/= for a single to US$40 for a suite; prices are slightly more for non-residents. Comfortable, clean, safe, hot water, AC, TV room.

Spice Beach Hotel

Box 288, 2220142. On the lake between the Lake Hotel and the port. A pleasant place to wait for the ferry to Mwanza.

New Banana Hotel

On Zam-Zam street off Kashozi Road.

Coffee Tree Hotel

Between the Lake Hotel and town.

Kolping Guest House

Arusha Road near the NBC club.

Ashida Guest House

Arusha Road across the street from Kolping.

Nyumba ya Vijana (Youth Centre)

Near the Red Cross and Government Hospital.

Bunena Roman Catholic Mission

South of the port.

VSO Volunteers

Greg Vogl (Box 1725, 028-2220862, gregvogl@yahoo.com) is on Arusha Road between the market and the cathedral. Two guest beds, fridge, phone, computer, Internet access.

Machteld Olthof (Box 92, 0741-409949) is on Jamhuri Road near the Rose Café.

Tony Pike (acpike@hotmail.com) is at Ihungo Secondary School (Box 95, 2220727, 0741-2220990), on a hill about 6 km out of town on Kashozi Road (taxi costs 2000/= or 2500/=). Several guest beds, fridge, resident chef.

Places to Eat

Afternoons

Rose Café

Next to Cosmopolitan. Pilau, matoke, beans, sambusas, kababu, andazi, mchicha, fruit juices, etc. A meeting and message place for volunteers. Run by Zully and Moshi who both speak good English.

Pizzeria

Near the market. Pizza (chicken, veg, meat), sausages and chips. Only open in the mornings!

Kashozi Snacks

Inexpensive fish, rice, matoke and pilau.

Kolping Café 

Across from the Kahawa Guest House near the cathedral. Inexpensive fish, meat, rice and matoke. TV.

Dollar’s Café 

Across from the market. Inexpensive fish, meat, rice and matoke.

Ujirani Mwema Restaurant

Next to the ELCT bookstore in town. Inexpensive meat, fish, rice, matoke, beans, mchicha. Breakfast includes eggs, chapati, cake, omelet, tea and juice.

Bona Bana Café

Between the Red Cross and Nyumba ya Vijana. Inexpensive fish, beef, matoke, rice, ugali. TV (CNN news is often shown at 1 pm).

Space Bar (formerly Soft Rock)

Around the corner from the Red Cross. Chicken, mshikaki, chipsi mayai, many drinks, TV.

Immigration Café 

In the Immigration Office on the road to the port. Inexpensive fish, beef, rice,  matoke, beans, sodas, passion juice.

Evenings

Lake Hotel

Superb view of the lake, good variety of food and drink (though a bit expensive and slow service), TV, music, indoor restaurant and outdoor beer garden. Popular mzungu hangout in the evenings, particularly Friday nights. Can be unpleasant on the rare occasions when there are many lake flies.

Edan Hotel

Near the Red Cross. Good variety of food (though a bit expensive and slow service). Clean, new and popular. Friendly proprietor. TV, pool table.

Bukoba Club

Near the Lake Hotel. Mshikaki, chips, chipsi mayai, beer and sodas. Tennis, table tennis, snooker, darts.

West End Restaurant

Near the bus stand. Good variety of food, some expensive, sometimes slow service. TV, music.

Spice Beach Hotel

Box 288, 2220142. OK food, expensive beer, nice location on the lake, conveniently near the port.

NBC Club

Near the NBC bank (owned by NBC employees). Mshikaki, chicken, chips, drinks, TV, music.

Entertainment

Sporting Facilities

The Bukoba Club has tennis, snooker, table tennis and darts. Indians play cricket and Africans play football on the open grassy area near the Bukoba Club many afternoons.

The Kaitaba Stadium hosts football matches and other events including concerts and the annual celebrations of Nane Nane (August 8, Farmers’ Day).

The Red Cross has a basketball court and the adjacent Nyumba ya Vijana has a volleyball net.

Discos

Discos often take place on Thursday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights at Red Cross (near the government hospital), the Coffee Tree Inn (near the stadium), and NBC Club (a block from the NBC bank). The newest and best disco is at the Edan Hotel Saturday and Sunday nights.

Local Visits

The town boasts a number of historical buildings near the Lake Hotel dating to the German colonial period. The University of Bukoba has more information that it may publish in future.

There are a number of nearby beaches worth a visit, including the beach near the Bukoba Club, and Bunena beach which is within walking distance of town, south of the port. The lake is infested with bilharzia, so swimming anywhere is risky, but some places are relatively safe. 

There is a picturesque fishing village about a 20-minute walk from town, on the other side of the airport and Nyamukazi.

Musira Island is a short distance from the shore and accessible by boat. It has a small fishing village and is enjoyable to visit.

There are also caves and sacred forests nearby, as well as the Ibanda and Rumanyika game reserves in other districts.

Shopping

Market (Soko Kuu)

The Bukoba market is fairly large and in the centre of town. There are sections for fruits, vegetables, matoke, grains, spices, beef, fish, chickens, clothing, sewing machines, shoe shines, and assorted items in hundreds of stalls both in and around the covered market area. Most food items are sold by the kilogram. Prices for some goods are marked, but most prices are negotiable and you should feel free to bargain. (You may get a lower price or discount if you ask in Kiswahili, smile, visit the same vendor frequently, buy large quantities, etc.)

Supermarkets

Fido Dido Supermarket

Near the market. Many packaged and some refrigerated western goods, including bread and many types of biscuits and soft drinks. Customers themselves select items from shelves like in most Western supermarkets. Prices are expensive as most items are imported from Uganda and Kenya. Open daily until 8:30 pm weekdays, 7 pm weekends; closed during lunch (1 to 2:30).

Cosmopolitan Provision Store (“Mama Cosmo”)

Between the Rose Café and the NBC bank. Many western goods, including two types of cheese and many types of beer by the case and wine. Items and prices similar to Fido Dido but slightly cheaper; however, it is not open as late and you must ask for each item.

Others

The Blue Shop is across Jamhuri Road from the market on a side street, another is between Fido Dido and the Net Pharmacy, and a third (with self-service) is on Kashozi Road near the Cyber Centre. There are many other small shops near the market with items similar to the above but with a smaller selection.

Office Supplies

Benny Bazaar

Many office supplies and services including photocopies (50/= each), stationery, electronics and computer supplies such as diskettes and ink cartridges.

Kagera General Traders

Many office supplies and services including photocopies, stationery, art supplies and diskettes. On the main street across from the market.

Photocopy House

On Mosque Street near Precision Air. Many office supplies and services. Friendly owner.

Migini Secretarial Services

One office is across from the market, and another is near the Lake Hotel. Many basic office supplies and services. 

Books

ELCT Bookstore

Located in town near the Ismaili mosque. A variety of stationery, English and Swahili school and literary books, office supplies and high-priced local handicrafts.

Catholic Bookstore

On Sokoine Street near the Net Pharmacy.

Bukoba Public Library

Between the NBC bank and Bukoba Secondary School. Many books in English and Swahili, though many are old and musty. Good selection of African history and literature. To borrow books you need to become a member for about 5000/=.

Computer Supplies and Services

Bukoba Cyber Centre

Repairs computers and sells computers and computer supplies, including floppy, CD-R and Zip disks, modems, printer cartridges, etc. Hussein and Hasnain are the town’s computer experts and conduct computer training but are usually very busy.

Danico

Sells office machines, computers and computer supplies and conducts inexpensive basic computer training. Has branches in Mwanza, Dar and Arusha.

Other computer training centres

Bukoba Computer Centre near the post office (run by Hussein of the Cyber Centre), Scientific Business Training Centre near the bus stand, Computer Training Centre behind the market, and the University of Bukoba. 

Miscellaneous

Film and Photo Processing

Next to Benny Bazaar are Kagera Photo Studio and Shelui. On the same road next to Danico is Ponny Express.

Passport Photos

On Mosque Street near Precision Air.

Music Cassettes

Perhaps the best selection is in a shop on Mosque Street near Precision Air. Music from Kagera, Tanzania, East, Central and Southern Africa, reggae, R&B, etc. Cassettes are 1000/= each.

Gulam Jaffer

Between the Cyber Centre and Benny Bazaar. Variety of housewares and electrical goods.

Linas Shopping Centre

On the corner of Jamhuri Road and Biashara Street between the market and the Cyber Centre. Mountain bicycles, office chairs, stereos, electronics and other expensive Western goods.

V. J. Mistry & Co. Ltd.

Between the market and NBC Club. Building materials.

Jaalab Enterprises

On the side road between the Cyber Centre and the bus stand. Equipment, apparatus and materials for school science laboratories and pharmaceuticals for hospitals. 2220893, jaalab@hotmail.com.

Services

Banks

National Bank of Commerce (NBC)

Box 214, 2220398. Near the Catholic cathedral and petrol station. Savings accounts, forex accounts, foreign exchange, wire transfers, cheque cashing. Does not change Ugandan Shillings. Bring three passport photos and at least 10,000/= to open an account. Open M-F 8:30-3:00, S 8:30-12:30. Dar branch is used by VSO.

CRDB

Box 1804, 2220909. Near the market, Cyber Centre and Danico. Services similar to NBC. Compare costs with NBC for cashing travellers cheques and exchanging foreign currencies; one charges a fixed rate which is good for large amounts; the other charges a percentage which is good for small amounts.

National MicroFinance Bank (NMFB)

Across the intersection from NBC.

Post Office

Near NBC bank. Stamps, envelopes and photocopies. All letters in the district come to a PO Box. You can get letters sent to your place of work or rent your own box (which you access using a key) for 10,000/= a year. Stamps for a letter cost 200/= in Tanzania, 600/= to Europe and 800/= to North America. Letters take a week to/from Dar and two weeks to/from Europe and North America. Around the corner on the left is a Western Union office for wiring or receiving money.

Phone and Fax

The area code for Bukoba and Mwanza is 028. The international code for Tanzania is 255, and the 0 of the area code is then omitted (e.g. 255 28 2220862).

Tanzania Telecommunications Company, Ltd. (TTCL) 

Near the Nyumba ya Vijana and Red Cross (and has a tall tower). International and local phone calls from one of two phone lines. Local calls are 39/= per minute. A call or fax to Europe is about 3500/= per minute or page. Less busy in the late afternoon and evenings. Telephone line installation for a residence in Bukoba is about 70,000/= (including a 15,000/= deposit) and takes at least a week. Monthly charges are about 4,000/=. International calling is 25,000/= additional. Password protection service is free upon request. Ask for a free Tanzania telephone directory from the customer service office; you may find it useful for learning the organisations and services in your town and planning for your shopping spree in Dar.

Cell Phones

A few small shops in town cell phones for 50,000/= to 150,000/= which may include connection fees and calling time. Calling time is purchased via small cards that are inserted in the phone. Making and receiving international calls is very expensive, but cell phones are popular for local calls, and sending short text messages is nearly free.

Computer, E-mail and Internet Access

Bukoba Cyber Centre

Box 592, Tel. +255-28-2221828; Fax 2220484, E-mail bcc@bukobaonline.com or bcyberc@yahoo.com. Near Danico and CRDB. BCC is the only Internet provider in Bukoba; everyone else gets their Internet access from BCC, Mwanza or Dar. Internet access was suspended in early July 2001 but resumed in April 2002 with a faster Very Small Aperture Terminal (VSAT) connection. Internet access at the Cyber Centre is 2000/= per hour. About six computers, a scanner and a printer are available for use. A dial-up connection is $50 to register and $50 per month for unlimited use. Faster but more expensive 128KBPS UTP and wireless connections are also available. 

Benny Bazaar

Near the Cyber Centre and bus stand. Sends e-mail messages for 1500/= each.

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Tanzania (ELCT)

Near the Lake Hotel. Sends and receives e-mail messages for 500/= each.

ELCT Bookstore

Sends and receives e-mail using individual Microsoft Outlook accounts (something like username@elct-bookstore.co.tz) for 500/= per 15 minutes.

Internet Service Providers (ISPs) in Dar es Salaam

Africa Online and Twiga seem to have been the most popular in Bukoba. Raha is apparently more expensive. See the yellow pages of the Tanzania telephone directory for details. The price of a call to Dar es Salaam is about 1000/= for 3 minutes, so the Cyber Centre is probably a cheaper option even if the monthly fees are higher.

ISP in Mwanza

CBCS Computers, Rakesh and Ketan Patel, PO Box 2421, 0741-242400 support, 533333 mobile, cbcs@mwanza-online, www.mwanza-online.com, unlimited 24 hour access 54,000/= per month including VAT. Calls to Mwanza are a little more than half those to Dar but the server is often busy during the day, so it may not be cheaper than a Dar ISP.

Medical Services

Government Hospital

Near the Red Cross.

Ndolage Town Clinic

Near the NBC Club.

Bukoba Medical Centre

2220510. Zam-zam Street off Kashozi Road.

Net Pharmacy

Box 1662, 2221400. Sokoine Street near Mosque Street. Modern-looking and fairly well-stocked.

Life Saver Pharmacy

Across from the market.

Electricity and Water

The Tanzania Electric Supply Company (TANESCO) is near the Red Cross. Box 3, 2220061. The Idara ya Maji is a bit out of town off Kashozi Road near the Ujenzi.

Petrol Stations

There are at least four petrol stations in town: one is across the street from NBC bank, another is on Mosque Street across from the ELCT bookstore, a third is on Kashozi Road and a fourth is in Hamugembe. Petrol is about 700/= per litre.

Organisations

Religious Institutions

The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Tanzania (ELCT) has a large presence in Bukoba, including the main offices, conference and training centre, guest house and the Huyawa orphans project (all near the Lake Hotel), the modern Lutheran cathedral (on Kashozi Road near Danico), the Nyumba ya Vijana youth centre (near the government hospital) and the bookstore/e-mail café  (near the Ismaili Mosque). The town also has several mosques (mostly on Mosque Street, which also has a Sikh temple), the enormous Mater Misericordia Catholic cathedral that is undergoing a slow reconstruction, the Bunena Roman Catholic mission (on Shore Road near Spice Beach Hotel), and many other smaller churches.

Schools

Higher education institutes include The University of Bukoba (Box 1725, 2220691, currently in the former Immigration building near the Lake Hotel, but will move to a new site on Kashozi Road by September), The Open University of Tanzania (OUT) (near the market), and the Bukoba Lutheran Teachers’ College (Box 98, 2220027, about 15 km from town). 

Secondary schools include Bukoba Secondary School (Box 52, 2220235, near the post office), Ihungo (Box 95, 2220727, Kashozi road), Rugambwa (Box 357, 2223198, Kashura hill southwest of town), Kahororo (Box 198, 2220230, northeast of town), and Hekima (Kashozi). 

Primary schools are numerous and include Amani, Jamia (Box 592), Kibeta, Lake View (Box 185, 2221542/1721) and Rumuli (Box 888, 2221104).

Government Offices

Offices for both the Kagera region and Bukoba district, as well as many other government offices, are near the Lake Hotel. The immigration office is on Government Road on the way to the port. The Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM) office is on Jamhuri road between the Lake Hotel and town, near the Kagera Cooperative Union (KCU). The Bukoba District Council (BDC) is on a hill overlooking Hamugembe.

Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)

International organisations in the region include UNHCR (Karagwe), UNICEF (Ngara), UN World Food Programme (Ngara), Red Cross, Medicins Du Monde (2221000, at the Government Hospital), World Vision, etc. Local organisations include the Dutch District Rural Development Programme (DRDP), the Kagera Cooperative Union (KCU), Kagera Agricultural and Environmental Management Project (KAEMP, Box 1206), UKIMWI Orphans Assistance, and Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO).
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