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Introduction 

For the past one month (April, 2020), the working environment of HRDs was 

permeated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Following its outbreak in Uganda, the 

government, through the President H.E Yoweri Kaguta Museveni introduced some 

measures in order to contain the spread of the disease. In his first address to the 

Nation on 18th March, 2020, he ordered the closure of schools, churches, mosques 

and cancelled all other forms of gatherings for a period of 30 days. On March 25th he 

banned public transport, operations of non-food markets and instituted mandatory 

quarantine for all Ugandans coming in from high risk countries. On 30th March 2020, 

the President declared a total lockdown, and announced several additional measures 

including nighttime curfew (7:00pm-6:30am), banning the use of all privately owned 

vehicles and closure of shopping malls and non-food stores. He also and directed 

vendors to sleep at the markets where they operate for 14 days. On 14th April, the 

lockdown was extended to a period of 21 days from 15th April to 5th May 2020. When 

he addressed the nation again on 20th April, 2020, he maintained several of these 

additional measures but removed the requirement for moving permits for expectant 

mothers. 

HRCU also took the necessary precautions following the guidelines and postponed all 

activities that involved external physical meetings, conferences and   community 

engagements. All HRCU staff started working remotely from their homes in 

compliance with the #Stay-Home campaign. However, the organization continues to 

keep in touch with the HRDs’ focal persons in the regions to monitor the situation of 

HRDs. We also follow the news from mainstream media houses like television and 

newspapers and also social media. In our interaction with HRDs, we maintained the 

call for them to monitor and document human rights violations and abuses and also 

support all avenues that seek remedies for human rights violations and abuses 

throughout the period of the pandemic.  



Below are some of the key human rights issues HRCU noted from the monitoring of 

the human rights and HRDs situation;- 

I. General challenges experienced by HRDs during the lockdown 

From the time the lock down was declared, HRDs in the regions contacted by HRCU 

indicated that they were all abiding by the directives and therefore staying at home 

while observing and implementing the measures to prevent the further spread of the 

corona virus. They indicated that they continued to look out and receive phone calls 

from members in their communities and ensure human rights are protected. One 

major concern they shared with HRCU was that people in their communities especially 

urban centres, needed support in terms of food and essential commodities like soap 

since most of them depend on their daily wages and incomes to survive. It was 

however noted that this is something the government was addressing through the 

task force and as such HRDs were encouraged to reach out to their district Covid-19 

task force to address the issue of food.  

They expressed that it would also be difficult to reach victims of human rights abuses 

since with the lock down, no private cars or public transport or boda bodas are able 

to transport people. In an interview on UBC Tv an officer working with UGANET 

expressed that they follow events happening on the news and were concerned with 

the situation of women sleeping in the markets in poor conditions but had failed to 

get a sticker to reach to the women and provide support.  

II. Torture, inhuman and degrading treatment and arbitrary arrests 

During the implementation of the directives made by the President, several human 

rights violations and abuses by security officers in the form of torture and inhumane 

treatment, arbitrary arrests and unnecessary killings were recorded. On the 

afternoon of March 28th 2020, six police officers shot at a group of people in Bududa, 

in the eastern region of Uganda injuring one ostensibly to enforce the ban on public 

gatherings. On March 26th members of the LDU used wires and sticks to beat people, 

including vendors selling fruits and vegetables and motorcycle riders, in downtown 

Kampala.  

This is an issue noted that was concerning and an indication that implementation of 

the guidelines by security operatives had not taken a human rights based approach. 

However it was condemned by the president in his next address to the nation and 

this had an immediate positive impact. Following the President’s address to the nation 

on 8th April 2020, he condemned such unwarranted acts of beating and inhuman 

treatment. He further stated that he would do a follow up on videos recorded by the 

CCTV cameras to ensure that no one’s rights are being abused.  



As a result of the president’s directive, the human rights violators were arrested and 

charged. According to the Daily Monitor news, sixteen security personnel were 

arrested over excessive use of force on civilians while implementing the curfew 

directive in Amuru district. The officers, 10 from the police force and 6 from the 

military were accused of aggravated torture of several women and men allegedly 

violating the curfew orders.  For this reason, there has been a reduction on such 

human rights abuses. 

The Uganda Law Society (ULS) withdrew plans to petition court over the way the 

government handled the efforts to fight COVID-19 where some people had contended 

that the rights of citizens were being violated.  

Although there continues to be reported cases of use of excessive force by some 

security operatives, this are being handled by the relevant institutions. Freedom from 

torture, inhuman and degrading treatment is a non derogable right and we shall 

continue to monitor how law enforcement respects all rights as provided in Article 

221 of the Ugandan constitution that provides that all security organisations should 

observe human rights. 

III. Access to justice during the lock down 

In the initial declaration of the total lock down on 30th March 2020 as a measure to 

prevent spread of the corona virus, essential services were listed to include medical 

services, media, URA services, food services, among others but did not include 

judicial services. As human rights defenders, this is the key institution to dispense 

justice, and therefore an essential service since several arrests were being made 

during the lock down and the laws must be followed. This was also a concerning issue 

and something that needed to be brought to the attention of the National Task force 

committee. However, in the next address to the nation, judicial services were also 

listed as essential services and courts could operate to deal with crucial or urgent 

legal matters. The Judiciary is represented on the national Technical Corona Response 

taskforce and all court procedures held during this period follow the guidelines of 

social distancing and mandatory hand washing at the court. 

It is important that suspects continue to enjoy their right to a fair trial as provided in 

Article 28 of the Constitution of the Republic of Ugandan constitution as which is also 

a non derogable right as provided in Article 44 of the constitution of Uganda. The 

presumption of innocence when arrests are made and fair and speedy trials is key. 

The requirement to produce detained suspects before court within 48 hours as 

provided under Article 23(4) of the Constitution should also be respected. Suspects 

should also be able to access a lawyer, their doctors. Due process should be followed 

for Ugandans to be able to access Justice and also avoid overcrowding in the 

detention facilities 



IV. Freedom of Expression that also entails media freedoms 

Media house owners under their umbrella body the National Association of 

Broadcasters condemned the beating of journalists by security agents during the 

enforcement of the directives pertaining the lock down. They stated that such acts 

were likely to jeopardise their efforts in fighting against Covid-19. According to HRNJ-

Uganda, at least seven journalists in different parts of the country were assaulted 

leaving them with serious injuries. On 1st April two journalists were assaulted by 

security forces while reporting stories about the curfew time (7:00pm-6:30am). 

Perez Rumanzi, a Nation Media Group journalist was beaten by the Joint Security 

Forces while enforcing the nighttime curfew. His arms, legs, and back were badly 

bruised and causing him to be hospitalised at Municipal Health Clinic. He said that he 

repeatedly pleaded with the security forces that he was on duty but they instead 

responded by beating him up and taking his camera. The other journalist named 

Dalton Iga, a Radio Simba correspondent in Mukono district was also assaulted by 

LDU personnel.1 

V. Emerging impact of Covid-19 to Africans in China 

Following the lifting of the lock down in China, there were numerous stories and 

allegations from Africans living in China (Ugandans inclusive) that they were being 

discriminated and treated inhumanely in Guangdong Province. Africans were singled, 

accused of spreading COVID-19 and forced to undergo epidemic investigation and 

Nucleic Acid tests. Human rights defenders led by Defenddefenders wrote an open 

letter to the Chairperson of the African Union Commission, HE Moussa Faki to 

condemn the actions against   Africans and demanded a full independent investigation 

into the alleged violations. Several organisations including the Human Rights Centre 

Uganda endorsed the open letter to the African Commission.  

In response to this state of affairs, the Ugandan Minister of Foreign Affairs, Hon. Sam 

Kuteesa met with the Chinese Ambassador to Uganda and discussed the events in 

China and the wellbeing of Ugandans in China. A statement was issued calling on the 

Chinese government to urgently intervene. The attacks were purely an effect of 

Covid-19 and an indication that there were going to be many other effects of Covid-

19 to human rights even post Covid-19 in relation to discrimination and xenophobic 

attacks. Human rights defenders need to sensitise people about the universality of 

human rights and international commitments by United Nations to observe and 

safeguard human rights. 

VI. Freedom of Assembly 
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Amidst the situation characterized by fear and panic because of the coronavirus, 

Section 8 of the Public Order Management Act (POMA) which gave excessive powers 

to a police officer under the directive of the Inspector General of Police to disperse 

public gatherings was declared unconstitutional by the Constitutional court on 26th 

March. It was ruled that Section 8 defeated the doctrine of separation of powers, 

suffocated players in partisan politics by infringing on their rights to freedom of 

assembly and peaceful demonstration. This captured a series of mixed reactions from 

the human rights fraternity, others felt it as an achievement of a milestone within 

the spirit of public interest.2 

Hon. Muwanga Kivumbi welcomed the court decision, saying he hoped it would reduce 

police impunity with, which it has been violating the constitutional rights of citizens.3 

There seems to be some uncertainty as to whether that declaration shall be complied 

with, however, the annulment signifies hope for a better working environment for 

HRDs in the political sphere. We are studying the Judgement to assess its implications 

of the Judgement to civic space and the freedom of assembly in Uganda and also the 

ongoing efforts by HRCU to promote a Human Rights Based Approach to 

implementing the POMA. 

VII. Domestic violence and sexual abuse against women and girls 

The UN Secretary, Antonio Guterres warned of a ‘horrifying global surge’ in domestic 

violence during the coronavirus pandemic. He urged governments to fast track arrest 

and prosecute the suspects. With the lockdown and stay at home strategyby the 

President to combat the spread of the coronavirus, several vulnerable women, girls 

and children stand a higher risk of experiencing violent abuses both sexually and 

physically. The Uganda Association of Women Lawyers (FIDA) as reported on 7th April 

called upon the government to rescue women experiencing domestic violence during 

lockdown. FIDA asserted that over 15 cases of domestic violence are registered on a 

daily basis in each of the 16 districts where the organisation operates.4The Police 

Spokesperson, Fred Enanga mentioned that four suspects were arrested in 

connection to murder.5 

VIII. Challenges in accessing medical care 

The ban of public and private vehicles including motorcycles that carry passengers, 

has made accessing medical services by both the health workers and the patients 

tough hurdle to overcome. As reported by NTV Television Uganda, over 100 patients 
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from various corners of Uganda got stuck at Uganda Cancer Institute in Mulago 

because they lacked transport to return home following the ban on public transport. 

Dr. Ekwaro Obuku, the former president of the Uganda Medical Association warned 

that the solutions put in place to combat the spread of COVID-19 might have worse 

impact than anticipated. He mentioned that at least 140 people have died due to 

inability to access emergency medical care due to lockdown but less than 60 people 

have been affected by COVID-19 with no death recorded. Speaking to NBS Television, 

he said that the decision to extend the lockdown deserves to be accorded science, 

political and cultural understanding.6 

The President during his 11th address to the nation on Sunday 20th April, mentioned 

that pregnant women may not require movement permits from the RDCs, however, 

the issue of transportation still remains a big hindrance to accessing medical besides 

the weak facilities in the hospitals. 

IX. Conditions of Medical staff during the Covid-19 lock down 

Medical personnel have experienced several challenges during this period.  Most of 

the doctors in the upcountry hospitals refused to work on suspected cases of COVID-

19 because they lacked personal protective equipment. At Kawempe hospital, medics 

refused to treat patients for fear of getting infected with the coronavirus7Majority of 

the health workers have no personal protective equipment which is vital for the 

frontline defenders to continue with their work. Intern doctors are still calling out for 

these protective gear in fight against coronavirus.8 

Many health workers have raised serious complaints that they have not been given 

any risk allowance since February 2020, they have been locked up attending to 

COVID-19 patients but have not received any financial value as documented by NTV 

Television Uganda on 16th April 2020. 

X. Challenges of access to food by PWDs 

In many scenarios, PWDs are usually left behind during planning even in a crisis. 

Food distribution to the vulnerable persons located in Kampala and Wakiso started 

on 4th April, however, no specific classifications has been accorded to PWDs within 

the two selected districts and the other parts of Uganda on how they shall access 

relief food. It is important to note that 70% of PWDs in Uganda are hand to mouth 

earners which further makes them more vulnerable thus deserving to benefit from 
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food relief.9These category of people are very vulnerable and need a lot of support 

from both the community and the State. HRCU to follow up this issue with defenders 

of rights of PWDs. 

XI. Hostilities among communities 

COVID-19 pandemic has also birthed hostilities among the people in certain 

communities. People suspected to have the coronavirus in some communities have 

been threatened and face stigmatisation and discrimination. On 31st March, Daily 

monitor reported that relatives of a 55 year old resident in Hoima district who tested 

positive, are being threatened and live in fear.10 According to Mr. Fred Kugonza the 

head of the Hoima district coronavirus task force told the NTV news desk that there 

is a lot of hostilities coming in from the community (31st March). There is need for 

sensitisation exercise to be carried in order to guarantee the safety of those that have 

recovered and discharged. 

Conclusion 

The working environment of HRDs has been impacted in the COVID-19 fight causing 

lots of uncertainties in the future of HRDs. The Government of Uganda has done a 

marvelous job in fighting COVID-19 and putting an end to brutality by security 

officers. However the needs of the frontline defenders in the medical field need to be 

priotised during this period.  Additionally focus should also be given to the vulnerable 

groups of people like PWDs and the other categories that earn from hand to mouth 

in other parts of Uganda, the vulnerable mothers and those already battling serious 

illness like cancer, HIV and Aids, Tuberculosis among others. Law enforcement of all 

the guidelines should observe a human rights based approach. 

Recommendations 

Respect for rule of Law 

1. All measures taken during the Covid-19 pandemic should not disregard the 

rule of Law. They should also take a human rights based approach observing 

the principles of legality, proportionality, necessity, accountability and 

equality.  

2. The different organs of government should exercise their oversight duties 

independently. There is need for legislative and judicial oversight over the 
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executive and vice versa with regard to all measures being taken to prevent 

the spread of covid 19 and the impact on the people of Uganda. 

3. The Uganda Human Rights Commission should play a key oversight role over 

all human rights related issues such as torture, inhuman and degrading 

treatment, health rights, economic social and cultural rights during the period 

of covid-19 pandemic. The Human rights commission continues to receive 

complaints relating to alleged brutality by law enforcement, lack of access to 

food during the lock down period, complaints of violence in homes, lack of 

access to medical care among others.  Enforcement of the guidelines and all 

laws should take a human rights based approach during this period. 

To HRDs 

1. HRDs should continue to monitor and document human rights violations and 

also seek remedies to address human rights violations and abuses during this 

critical period. HRDs have a major role to play in sensitizing the communities 

about what needs to be done during this period especially reiterating the call 

to follow the guidelines and stay as well as respect for human rights. This 

period is associated with numerous human rights violations and abuses in the 

midst of a lot of uncertainty on how to proceed during the period of lock down 

and at the same time people’s human rights must continue to be respected. 

2. Civil society has a critical role to play during this period which calls for working 

innovatively following the lock down guidelines. HRDs can develop online tools 

and continue to engage duty bearers to give due regard and respect for all 

rights during the Covid 19 pandemic period. All measures taken have an impact 

on all aspects of life, socially, economically, politically, culturally, financially 

and therefore all aspects should be monitored and documented. All 

stakeholders need to be more pro-active looking at the future. 

 


