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ABOUT HUMAN RIGHTS CENTRE UGANDA

The Human Rights Centre Uganda (HRCU) is a nonprofit organisation established in November 2008 
with the sole aim of contributing to the protection and promotion of the rights of Human Rights Defenders 
(HRDs) in Uganda. The focus of the HRCU is capacity building for HRDs on their rights and responsibilities; 
advocacy for an enabling working environment; legal aid to support HRDs who have suffered attacks 
on their rights and work; and research, documentation and reporting on the situation of HRDs. Since its 
inception HRCU has produced six reports on the situation of HRDs focusing on the operating environment 
of HRDs, successes and challenges faced by Hardstand has made appropriate recommendations aimed at 
ensuring the promotion and protection of the rights of HRDs.

Our Vision:
A society in which every individual enjoys his / her universally recognised human 
rights and fundamental freedoms.

Our Mission:
To contribute to the promotion, protection and fulfillment of human rights, particularly 
the rights of Human Rights Defenders.

Our Core Values:
•	 Integrity
•	 Professionalism 
•	 Respect for individuals  
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FOREWORD

As the HRCU marks ten years, the Seventh Report on the situation of HRDs makes a trends analysis of the 
situation of HRDs. It is worth noting that the concept of HRDs which was almost unheard of 10 years ago is 
taking center stage as individuals, groups of individuals and institutions which promote and protect human 
rights increasingly identify themselves as HRDs.

Using parameters previously identified to assess the situation of HRDs by reviewing the operating 
environment, successes and challenges faced by HRDs over the past ten years (2008-2018) in respect 
to the promotion and protection of human rights, the report presents an analysis of the rights affected 
over a period of ten years. The assessment has, among others, been informed by the 2009 HRCU Scoop 
study, the HRCU report on Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs) and the previous six reports which 
analysed the situation of HRDs over the respective years.

The report is divided into three sections: Analysis of the operating environment for HRDs; assessment of 
the status of rights of HRDs; and an analysis of interventions of HRDs and the HRCU. 

As another decade unfolds, the HRCU commends HRDs who have withstood the rigours of time in their 
quest to promote and protect human rights; partners and other stakeholders who have believed and 
supported HRDs; and stakeholders who have implemented recommendations in previous reports in order 
to improve the situation of HRDs.

HRCU in turn will remain steadfast in strengthening support, protection and promotion of HRDs.

_____________________
Margaret Sekaggya
Executive Director
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The report assesses the operating environment for Human Rights Defenders (HRDs), the status of rights 
of HRDs and interventions of HRDs including those of the HRCU over the last ten years. 

Analysis of the operating environment for HRDs

Key positive developments were the passing of legislation, which enhances the work of HRDs. These were: 
the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012 which prohibits and criminalises acts of torture ,  the 
Whistle Blowers Act 2010  which protects individuals who disclose information which relates to irregular 
, illegal or corrupt practices and the Data Protection and Privacy Bill, 2015 which aims at protecting the 
privacy of individuals and personal data by regulating the collection and processing of personal information; 
and the Human Rights (Enforcement) Bill, 2015 which seeks to provide a procedure for enforcing human 
rights under Article 50(4) of the 1995 Constitution. However, there are still concerns about the lack of a 
law which protects HRDs; and with laws whose interpretation is vague and whose implementation has 
been subjective which has negatively impacted on rights of HRDs. National Human Rights Institutions 
have endeavoured to implement their various mandates, however their effectiveness has been hindered 
by among others persistent constraints of inadequate financial and human resources as well as failure to 
respect the rule of law.

HRDs have had various interventions at the international and regional level including influencing 
recommendations adopted by the Government during the Universal Periodic Review and submission of 
alternate reports to treaty and regional bodies. At the national level, HRDs have initiatives to collaborate 
with non-state actors; have set up coalitions; accessed courts and provided legal advice. In spite of this 
progress persistent challenges faced by HRDs include: minimal engagement with international and 
regional mechanisms; lack of an effective protection policy which pays attention to groups at risk including 
Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs) and HRDs working in the governance and extractive sectors; 
continued vulnerability of WHRDs to gender-specific threats and violence; and inconclusive investigations 
and inaccessibility to courts which hinder access to justice by HRDs.

Analysis of Enjoyment of Key Rights by HRDs 

The overall legislative framework providing for freedom of assembly, freedom of association, the right 
to an effective remedy, the right to life and physical integrity is generally adequate. HRDs continue to 
experience challenges in accessing information, right to freedom of peaceful assembly, right to freedom of 
opinion, expression and challenges in accessing justice. HRDs do not experience challenges in accessing 
and communicating with international human rights bodies and discussing new human rights ideas.

HRD targeted include, journalists, NGOs, advocates / lawyers, judiciary, representatives of associations 
and law enforcement officers. HRDs have been intimidated, harassed and assaulted; they have been 
subjected to persistent negative rhetoric and denied an effective remedy due to inconclusive investigations 
and failure to prosecute alleged perpetrators.

Analysis of the Successes, Challenges and Strategies of HRDs

HRDs have consistently advocated for the promotion and protection of three key rights mainly freedom of 
peaceful assembly, freedom of opinion and expression and the right to physical integrity. Key successes 
of HRDs include improved relations and collaboration with state agencies, enhanced public awareness 
of human rights, and increased participation and influence in policy and legislative processes. Key 
interventions of HRCU consist of capacity building establishment of partnerships, contribution to the 
regulatory framework and provision of legal aid services. 

HRDs most at risk are those involved in raising human rights awareness including journalists and those 

ANNUAL REPORT
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS IN UGANDA

Myths and realities: A decade of promoting and protecting the rights of human rights defenders in ugandaviii



involved in lobbying and advocacy. Key challenges which affect HRDs among others are inadequate 
coordination and networking; an inadequate legal framework for HRD operations; intimidation and 
harassment; inadequate capacity of HRDs; and limited financial and human resource. In order to address 
these challenges, various strategies have been developed such as recognition of HRDs, joint advocacy, 
mentorship and support to organisations which address HRD rights and strengthening partnerships with 
state agencies and departments. 

The report therefore makes specific recommendations to government, institutions that promote and 
protect HRDs, HRDs and Development Partners with the aim of improving the operating environment of 
HRDs.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Parliament of Uganda

i. Enact specific legislation for HRDs which among others defines HRDs, stipulates their rights 
and specifies their obligations, provides for a mechanism to respond to violations of rights of 
HRDs and creates offences and penalties.

ii. Recognise the legitimacy of the work carried out by HRDs and publically acknowledge their 
role in contributing to the promotion and protection of human rights in the country and 
protect them in the event of violations.

iii. Strengthen partnerships with HRDs including through creation of regular forums which allow 
for dialogue on improving the operating environment of HRDs; support initiatives on capacity 
building for duty bearers; and follow up on recommendations made by HRDs. 

iv. Ensure that institutions responsible for recommendations from the UHRC, EOC and the 
Inspectorate of Government are held accountable.

v. Continue strengthening partnerships with HRDs in order to support Government compliance 
through monitoring of various Bills, policies and programmes handled by Parliament.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Implement recommendations on HRDs derived from the Universal Periodic Review and other UN 
mechanisms such as treaty bodies and special procedures and resolutions from the African Union 
which are aimed at improving the operating environment of HRDs.

The Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development

• Avail human and financial resources to the judiciary to implement among others, the case 
backlog strategy which aims at enhancing access to justice including for HRDs.

• Avail adequate human and financial support to the Uganda Police Force, Inspectorate of 
Government, UHRC and the EOC in order for them to effectively implement their various 
mandates.

The Directorate of Public Prosecutions 

• Effectively implement the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012 and prosecute 
security officers who have committed acts of torture against HRDs.

The Uganda Police Force
• Expedite and conclude investigations and prosecute perpetrators who have broken into 

offices of HRDs and violated the rights of HRDs including journalists.

Uganda Human Rights Commission
• Disaggregate data during monitoring and investigation; and document complaints received 

from HRDs.
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Human Rights Defenders
• Provide capacity building and increase attention to the work of HRDs including lawyers, 

representatives of professional bodies and Women HRDs in order to build their internal capacities 
including on security.

• Strengthen collaborative networks among HRDs in order to strengthen systematic and impact-
oriented interventions aimed at improving the operating environment of HRDs. 

• Strengthen and coordinate capacity building of both duty bearers and right holders to enhance 
effectiveness of interventions. 

Development Partners
• Support initiatives to strengthen internal capacities of HRDs in leadership, internal 

governance and institutional planning.
• Support sustainability interventions through strategic interventions including fundraising 

and financial management.
• Allow for creativity of NGOs in protecting and promoting human rights in Uganda.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

“Human rights defender’’ is a term used to describe people who, individually or with others, act to promote 
or protect human rights in a peaceful manner.1Individuals, groups of individuals and institutions have been 
at the core of promotion and protection of human rights; some vested with the mandate to do so. Since 
the majority of citizens are not empowered to engage effectively in demanding for their rights and holding 
institutions accountable, HRDs have taken on the role of linking them to Government which is mandated 
to ensure human rights respect and protection.

The Report is centered on the situation of those who promote and protect human rights in light of the fact 
that “…defending and claiming rights continues to be a dangerous activity…”2It assesses the operating 
environment for HRDs over the last ten years.

1.1 Purpose of the report
Previous situation reports on HRDs not only documented the situation of HRDs, but were also used as 
advocacy tools. It is against this background that the seventh report presents their view of the situation of 
HRDs in 2017 and 2018 and an analysis of the operating environment, successes and challenges over the 
last ten years. The status and trend of key rights of HRDs over the last ten years was also analysed with the 
aim of making relevant recommendations to improve the situation of HRDs.

1.2 Methodology
The analysis was done using various methodologies. A desk review of the laws which have had an 
impact on HRDs as well as national and international reports on the situation of HRDs was done. These 
included reports of Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC), Equal Opportunities Commission 
(EOC), Inspectorate of Government (IGG), Human Rights Network Uganda (HURINET U), Foundation 
for Human Rights Initiative (FHRI), African Centre For Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture Victims 
(ACTV), Defend Defenders, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner For Human Rights, US State 
Department, Human Rights Watch, as well as the HRCU.

Data collection was guided by a sample of active HRDs selected from the HRCU database. Districts were 
selected based on reoccurrence of violations and the vulnerability of HRDs working there on account of the 
specific issues they address or the specific districts they cover. Interviews were conducted in the districts 
of Arua (West Nile Sub Region), Mbarara and Ntungamo (Ankole Sub Region), Masaka and Kampala 
(Central Sub Region), Hoima (Bunyoro Sub Region), Lira (Lango Sub Region) and Mbale and Budaka 
(Bugisu Sub Region). An online tool was also administered to HRDs in the districts of Gulu (Acholi Sub 
Region), Jinja (Busoga Sub Region), and Kasese (Rwenzori Sub Region). Specific tools were administered 
for individual HRDs; HRD institutions including the UHRC,EOC, Judiciary, Uganda Police Force (UPF); key 
informants who comprised policy makers, development partners and other institutions engaged in HRD 
work; and focus groups for HRDs as well as for randomly selected community members.  In total, 205 
respondents were interviewed comprising 75 female and 130 male.

As is the practice of the HRCU, stringent measures were taken to ensure that the research process did 
not increase the vulnerability of respondents interviewed to physical insecurity, among other, threats. 
Respondents were notified in advance of the field visits and briefed on the intended outcome of the report. 
Information which could reveal the identity of respondents including their names, offices and positions 
does not appear in this report except with the express permission of the respondent.

1 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/Defender.aspx for definition of HRDs (accessed on 4 March 
2018).
2 M. Sekaggya, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders’, A/HRC/25/55, December 
2013, 20.
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2.0 ANALYSIS OF THE OPERATING ENVIRONMENT OF HRDS

2.1 Contextual Analysis
The Government of Uganda has embraced the promotion and protection of human rights as a foundation 
for development in all national3 and sectoral plans.4 Chapter Four of the 1995 Constitution is dedicated 
to human rights and establishes the National Institution, Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC) 
which continues to report to Parliament on human rights and speak out on the need to respect human 
rights in light of the government obligations. Uganda has submitted some reports to treaty bodies in 
compliance with the requirements of the various human rights instruments although a number of them 
are still pending. The country has undergone two reviews under the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), the 
most recent being in 2016 where Uganda agreed to adopt a number of recommendations. This however, 
has not fully translated into effective promotion and protection of human rights. 

Whereas Uganda has a good record of ratification of international human rights instruments5and has a 
progressive national Constitution in place, its human rights record particularly with regard to observance 
of civil and political liberties is on the decline.6Human rights defenders (HRDs) have faced violations 
and abuses of their human rights as they seek to hold the government accountable on civil and political 
liberties. 

The analysis, therefore, was based on the following prerequisites for an effective operating environment 
for HRDs: A conducive legal and institutional framework; strong independent national human rights 
institutions; specific attention to women HRDs; non-state actors that respect and support the work of 
defenders; safe and open access to international human rights bodies; effective protection policies and 
mechanisms paying attention to groups at risk; access to justice and ending impunity for violations against 
defenders; and a strong and dynamic community of defenders. This essentially centres on the primary 
duty of the states to promote and protect human rights within their jurisdiction.7

2.2 Legal Framework for Promotion and Protection of HRDs

The Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote 
and Protect Universally Recognised Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (The Declaration on 
HRDs) provides a comprehensive framework for the promotion and protection of HRDs. 8Even though the 
Declaration on HRDs is soft law and thus not legally binding, it still provides a guide for the introduction 
of legislation at the national level and reiterates the role of the state to promote and protect human rights 
and fundamental freedoms already provided for in legally binding instruments such as the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
(ACHPR).9

³ National Development Plan 2015-2020, Vision 2040, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), SDGs 5,10,16 & 17
⁴ Fourth Sector Development Plan for the Justice, Law and Order Sector 2017-2020
⁵ Uganda has ratified ICCPR, ICESR, CAT, CRC including the Optional Protocol on child involvement in armed conflict but 
not the Optional Protocol on a communications procedure, or the Optional Protocol to the ICCPR on the death penalty, 
Optional Protocol to the ICESR to receive and consider complaints http://indicators.ohchr.org/(accessed 22 February 
2018).
⁶ Freedom House rating of Uganda with regard to civil liberties declined from ‘Partly Free’ to ‘Not Free’ in 2015, a 
position it maintained in 2016 and 2017. In 2018 it went back to “partly free” due to resilience of the media and 
HRDs .The “Not free” status is normally associated with the period, pre-during and after general and presidential 
elections when there are numerous human rights violations and abuses. See Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 
2018. available online at:https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2018, available at https://
freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/uganda (accessed on 14March 2018)
⁷ n.2 as above, M. Sekaggya, 10-11, 23 December 2013.
⁸ United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner available at https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/srhrde-
fenders/pages/declaration.aspx (accessed 15 November 2018).
⁹ As above, http://www.achpr.org/instruments/achpr/ (accessed 28 November 2018).
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Among the rights restated in the Declaration on HRDs are: Freedom of peaceful assembly, freedom of 
association, access to information, freedom from discrimination and access to an effective remedy 
for violations.10Article 14 of the Declaration on HRDs requires the state to take “legislative, judicial, 
administrative or other appropriate measures ”to protect the rights of HRDs; which entails publication 
and availability of laws, access to information at the international level, and the creation of institutions to 
protect HRDs. As Heinrich states:

“the quality of civil society’s legal operating environment is important for its effective functioning. 
This quality is inherently linked to the overall governance situation of a country, therefore; any 
legal reform has to be seen as an integral part of a larger institutional question of democratic 
governance.’’11

2.2.1 The 1995 Constitution 

The 1995 Constitution generally provides for the protection of HRDs by guaranteeing freedom of 
conscience, expression, movement, assembly and association; protection of life and personal liberty; the 
right for all Ugandans to participate in peaceful activities to influence the policies of government through 
civic organisations.12Furthermore, it obligates all organs, agencies and persons including legal persons to 
respect, uphold and protect rights and freedoms of individuals and groups enshrined in Chapter Four of the 
Constitution.13 The National Objectives and Directive Principles of State Policy stipulate the obligation of 
the State to guarantee and respect the independence of non-governmental organisations which promote 
and protect human rights; ensure the retention of the autonomy of civic organizations in pursuit of their 
declared objectives; and the duty of the citizen to promote democracy and the rule of law.14

2.2.2   Other legislation

Over the last ten years, the government has made laws which protect HRDs such as the Prevention and 
Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012 which prohibits and criminalises acts of torture; and the Whistle Blowers 
Act, 2010 which protects individuals who disclose information which relates to irregular, illegal or corrupt 
practices. In December 2018, Parliament passed the Data Protection and Privacy Bill, 2015 which aims 
to protect the privacy of individuals and/or personal data by regulating the collection and processing of 
personal information and the Human Rights (Enforcement) Bill, 2015 which seeks to enforce rights and 
freedoms guaranteed under Chapter Four of the Constitution.15The HRCU analysed the bill and pointed 
out concerns with the Data Protection and Privacy Bill, 2015 including expanding the criteria for special 
personal data; what constitutes national security and the wide discretionary powers given to the Minister 
have been addressed. A comprehensive law to protect HRDs is yet to be tabled in Parliament.

There were concerns that laws which would have created a conducive, enabling operating environment 
for HRDs have instead negatively impacted on their rights. These include: Anti-Terrorism Laws, The Public 
Order Management Act, 2013, The Non-Governmental Organisations Act, 2016 and The Anti-Money 
Laundering Act, 2017.

10 Articles 8, 9, 11 & 12 of the Declaration on HRDs.
11 A Larok ‘Engaging with the State: the legal Environment for NGOs in Uganda’: in B Moyo & G Machel (eds) (Dis) 
Enabling the Public Sphere: Civil Society Regulation in Africa (Vol. 1 (2010), 223.
12 Article 22, Article 23, Article 24, Article 29, Article 38(2).
13  Article 20(2).
14 Principle V (ii), II (vi) and XXIX(f).
15  The Data Protection and Privacy  Act, 2019 was assented to in February 2019
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(i) Anti-Terrorism Laws

It is not in dispute that Uganda faces the challenge of ensuring the security and safety of individuals amidst 
criminal acts which are intended to provoke fear among the general public. Putting in place legislation 
aimed at ensuring safety and security of the public is in line with the obligation of the state to protect. The 
concern with the anti-terrorism legislation however is, among others, the definition of terrorism and what 
entails national security or safety. 

The Anti-Terrorism Act 2002 does not attempt to define terrorism and subsequent amendments in 2015, 
2016 and 2017 have expanded acts of terrorism The Anti - Terrorism (Amendment Act) 2015 still derives 
the meaning of terrorism from acts stretching from ”interference with an electronic system” to those which 
are prejudicial to ‘national security’ or ”safety”. This wide interpretation can be used to intimidate, harass 
and sanction mass surveillance of HRDs. In 2017, security agents raided the offices of Action Aid Uganda, 
the Great Lakes Institute (GLISS) and Uhuru Institute. The basis of the police cordon and search of the 
Action Aid office premises was ”involvement in illicit activities”16 which had the effect of ”cowing” some 
civil society organisations CSOs) into ”silence”.17The broad powers given to the Inspector General of Police 
to determine if funds are reasonably linked or intended for terrorist activities prior to freezing of accounts 
or seizing funds or property can still be used to stifle work of HRDs. Under the Anti-Terrorism Regulation, 
the Minister has discretionary powers to declare anyone a terrorist suspect if he has ‘reasonable grounds 
to suspect that person to be engaged in certain activities, including membership of a terrorist organisation 
or commission of a terrorist act.18 The Anti-Terrorism (Amendment Act) 2017,  made reference to acts of 
terrorism which constitute a crime in agreements, protocols and treaties described in the annex to the 
International Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism, 1999; or travelling outside 
Uganda for the purpose of planning, participating in or receiving terrorist training.  The anti-terrorism laws 
have since been ranked as the most repressive cyber laws in the land and in contravention of the right 
to privacy and freedom of expression. 19According to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and 
Protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, mass surveillance powers often justified on 
counter terrorism grounds have been used to target civil society groups, rights defenders, bloggers and 
journalists in a number of states.20

(ii) The Anti-Pornography Act, 2014

The Anti-pornography Act, 2014 sought to respond to escalating problems of trafficking and circulation of 
pornographic materials. The Act provides for the prohibition of pornography; establishes the Pornography 
Control Committee and prescribes its functions and other related matters.21As previously reported, 
efforts to challenge the constitutionality of the Act by HRDS since 2014 have not been successful.22The 
contention was on among others, the broad definition of pornography which resulted into mistreatment 
and harassment of women in public because of indecent dressing; and the wide discretionary powers of 
the Pornography Control Committee. In 2017 the Pornography Committee was inaugurated and has been 

16 Statement: ActionAid Uganda office cordoned and searched by police, available at http://www.actionaid.org/news/
statement-actionaid-uganda-office-cordoned-and-searched-police (accessed on 20 February 2018).
17 M. Wambi, ‘Civil Society Cowed Into Silence After Raid on Action Aid’, available at https://ugandaradionetwork.com/
story/civil-society-space-in-uganda (accessed on 20 February 2018).
18 Regulation 7 Statutory Instrument No.63 of 2016.
19 Unwanted Witness ‘Repressive; Uganda’s Worst Cyber laws Threatening Expression and Privacy available at https://
unwantedwitness.or.ug/?wpfb_dl=60(accessed 5 December 2018).
20  
21 Anti-pornography Act, 2014. 
22 Available at https://unwanted witness.or.ug/the- systematic-trends –by-Uganda-government-to-conduct-open-online 
(accessed 12 December 2018).  Human Rights Defenders included Centre for Domestic Violence Prevention, Womens 
Organisation Network for Human Rights Advocacy, S. Tamale, S. Kihika, L. Drabo, Strategic Initiative for Women in Horn 
of Africa, Uganda Health and Science Press Association and Human Rights Network for Journalists Uganda. 
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allocated funding for implementation of its functions.23

(iii) The Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012

The Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012 (PPTA) gives effect to articles 24 and 44(a) of the 
Constitution which prohibit torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; and makes 
the freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment non-derogable. The PPTA criminalises 
torture by both private and public officials. In 2017, the Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Affairs 
enacted the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Regulations which provide for procedures for complaints, 
investigations and reporting.

In spite of a progressive legal framework, torture is still one of the top violations handled by UHRC even 
after the enactment of the PPTA. The UHRC has described the practice as “rampant”.24Over the past 
nine years ACTV has received 11,538 victims and/or survivors of torture.25HRDs have highlighted some 
incidents including reports of torture by UPDF and UPF following the arrest of several people suspected of 
participating in the 2017 killing of Assistant Inspector General of Police Andrew Felix Kaweesi; torture at 
the Nalufenya police detention facility and of opposition members of Parliament, journalists and individuals 
following by-election campaign rallies on 13 August 2018 in Arua Municipality.26

(iv) The Public Order Management Act, 2013

The Public Order Management Act (POMA), 2013 requires organisers to give notice to the UPF in writing 
of an intention to hold a public meeting, at least three days but not more than fifteen days before the 
proposed meeting date.27In implementation of POMA, the UPF has since “misinterpreted” notice” to mean 
“permission” thus giving the UPF powers to approve or reject proposed assemblies.28 In October 2015 and 
in the aftermath of the Arua Municipality by-elections in 2018, several journalists were attacked while 
covering opposition processions, campaigns and demonstrations against the social media tax. Women 
HRDs (WHRDs) have raised concerns that the POMA has been used to restrict rights campaigners when 
protesting against rights violations and injustices.29

Efforts to challenge the Constitutionality of the POMA by HRDs on grounds including that the POMA 
intended to stifle freedoms and undermine civil society space by setting difficult conditions to hold public 
meetings and demonstrations and any form of gathering in public places has not been successful.

(v) The Non-Governmental Organisations Act, 2016

The Non–Governmental Organisations Act, 2016 seeks to among others provide a conducive enabling 
environment for Non-Governmental Organisations.  As had been earlier pointed out in HRCU reports, 
there are still concerns over the subjective application of some provisions of the Act such as section 44 
which requires NGOs to have the approval from the District Non-Governmental Monitoring Committee 
(DNMC) and the local government, and a signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) with the Local 
Government before carrying out any activities in the country. It also bars engagement in activities that are 
prejudicial to the “‘interest”’ and the ‘”dignity”’ of Uganda which could constrain interventions of NGOs; 
and in Section 7 provides for, among others, the suspension and revocation of an organisation’s permit 

23 African Centre For Media Excellency available at https:acme-ug.org/2017/09/06 accessed on 12 December 2018.
24 Uganda Human Rights Commission, ‘19th Annual Report to the Parliament of the Republic of Uganda’, 2016.
25 ACTV Annual reports from 2008 to 2017. 
26 US State Department Report 2017, 3’ Kaweesi suspects reveal torture, death at Nalufenya’ The Daily Monitor 26 
May 2017,
27 Sec 5(1) of the Public Order Management Act 2013.
28 Human Rights Watch World Report 2018, available at hrw.org/world-report/2018/country –chapters/uganda#cea955 
(accessed 12 December 2018).
29 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-45257309 (accessed 12 December 2018)



Myths and realities: A decade of promoting and protecting the rights of human rights defenders in uganda6

ANNUAL REPORT
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS IN UGANDA

on vague and broad grounds including engaging in acts which are prejudicial to the ‘interest’ of Uganda 
and ‘dignity’ of the people of Uganda.  The regulatory framework has been described as “restrictive” and 
“uncontested”.30

(vi) Anti-Money Laundering Act, 2013 

The Anti-Money Laundering Act, 2013 was intended to prohibit and prevent money laundering; combat 
terrorism financing; and establish a Financial Intelligence Authority among others. The Anti-Money 
Laundering (Amendment) Act, 2017 intended to among others provide for the carrying out of risk 
assessments by accountable persons and other procedures relating to suspicious transactions, record 
keeping and other related obligations to ensure transparency and avoid money laundering in the sector. It 
did not address concerns which had been previously raised.

On 19 April 2018, the Financial Intelligence Authority (FIA) announced that NGOs were required to declare 
their sources of funding to the Authority as a measure. HRCU and HRDs have previously raised concerns 
about the Anti-Money Laundering Act including the freezing of funds before the offence of laundering was 
proved; exparte proceedings for a production order, confiscation order, monitoring order and pecuniary 
order without the knowledge of HRDs which increases their vulnerability and could inevitably stifle them.31

Police officers search Action Aid offices in Kansanga, Kampala. PHOTO BY ALEX ESAGALA Source: The Daily 
Monitor of Wednesday 20th September 2017:

2.3 National Human Rights Institutions in Uganda

National human rights institutions (NHRIs) are established by states to protect and promote human 
rights. They may have a constitutional and or legislative mandate. NHRIs which are in compliance with the 
Principles relating to the Status of National Institutions (Paris Principles) of the International Coordinating 
Committee of National Human Rights Institutions (Global Alliance of NHRIs) are the cornerstone of 
30 n.11 above, A. Larok, 223.
31 Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a Better Environment for Promotion and Protection of 
Their Rights , Vol vi, 2016,9, R. Kirunda , Understanding the AntiMoney Laundering Act, 2013: Implications on the 
Work of Civil Society and Non-Governmental Organizations (27 August 2014) available at  SSRN: https://ssrn.com/
abstract=2931658 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2931658 (accessed 16 November 2016).
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national human rights protection systems and act as a link between international human rights standards 
and the state.32The Paris Principles expound on the criteria for assessment of NHRIs, which include: 
Competence and responsibilities; composition and guarantees of independence and pluralism; mandate 
to consider and hear complaints. This is the basis upon which NHRIs are accredited. In order to assess the 
duty of the State to fulfill its obligations to create an enabling environment for HRDs, one of the criteria 
used was to evaluate the due diligence of the State to prevent, investigate and punish violations against 
HRDs through existing NHRIs in the country. Figure 2.1 shows the findings on the views of respondents on 
strong and independent NHRIs national human rights institutions in 2018.

Figure 2.1:  Findings on the views of respondents on strong and independent national human rights 
institutions in 2018

2.3.1 The Uganda Human Rights Commission

Article 51 of the 1995 Constitution of Uganda establishes the UHRC. Article 52 provides for the functions 
of the UHRC which include investigating complaints, visiting places of detention, conducting research 
and education, recommending to Parliament effective measures to promote human rights and monitoring 
Government’s compliance with international treaty and convention obligations on human rights.

Over the years, UHRC has consistently produced annual reports to Parliament on the state of human rights 
and freedoms in the country which have been debated and thereafter relevant institutions tasked to report 
on the status of implementation of recommendations. UHRC has also produced special reports. 

It has promoted the principles of HRBA including  accountability, participation, empowerment, non-
discrimination which are crucial to the operating environment of HRDs across ministries, departments 
and local governments; reviewed Bills including The Public Order Management Bill (POMA 2013),The Law 
Revision (Penalties in Criminal Matters) Miscellaneous amendment Bill (Commonly known as the Death 
Penalty Bill), 2015; The Uganda Communications (Amendment) Bill 2016;  NGO Bill 2015 (NGO Act 2016), 
as well as the Human Rights (Enforcement) Bill, 2015 which have implications for HRDs. UHRC set up a 
Human Rights Defenders Desk which has strengthened the handling of conflicts and the documentation of 
issues which affect HRDs such as violation of their freedom of assembly and expression; and is responsible 
for initiating programmes that protect the rights of HRDS and tracking complaints involving HRDs.

The UHRC however has been faced with recurrent challenges including inadequate financial and human 
resource; delayed appointment of Commissioners; all of which have contributed to delays in disposal of 
complaints including those of HRDs; as well as delayed payment of awards by the government.

32 Morten Kjærum, ‘What is a national human rights institution’, available at www.humanrights.dk/about+us/
what+is+a+nhri (accessed 6 October 2010). 
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2.3.2 The Equal Opportunities Commission

The EOC is established by the Equal opportunities Act 2007, which puts into effect Article 32(3) and 
Article 32 (4) of the Constitution of Uganda. The EOC is mandated to eliminate discrimination and 
inequalities against any individual or group of persons on grounds including sex, age, ethnic origin, tribe; 
and to take affirmative action in favour of groups marginalised on the basis of gender, age, disability or any 
other reason created by history, tradition or custom for the purpose of redressing imbalances which exist 
against them, and to provide for other related matters.

EOC has published reports on the situation of equal opportunity in the country which have placed emphasis 
on particular thematic areas such as governance, education, health, employment and the environment, 
received complaints relating to discrimination and maginalised and sensitized.33 In Adrian Jjuko v Attorney 
General the petitioners challenged the constitutionality of section 15 (6) (d) of the Equal Opportunities 
Commission Act of 2007 on the grounds that the said section hindered the EOC from handling matters 
of marginalized and discriminated groups. Groups including LGBTI who could not seek protection from 
discrimination.34

2.3.3 The Inspectorate of Government

The Inspectorate of Government was initially established by the Inspector General of Government (IGG) 
statute in 1988.  The mandate, functions and powers of the Inspectorate of Government are stipulated 
in Chapter 13 of the Constitution.35The functions include eliminating corruption, abuse of authority and 
of public office; promoting and fostering adherence to the rule of law and principles of natural justice; 
promoting fair, efficient and good governance in public offices; and investigating any act, omission, advice, 
decision or recommendation by a public officer or an authority in exercise of administration functions. 
The Inspectorate of Government has powers to: Investigate or cause investigation, arrest or cause arrest, 
prosecute or cause prosecution, make orders and give directions during investigations; access and search, 
enter and inspect premises or property or search a person or bank account or safe deposit box among 
others.36Over the last 10 years the IGG has carried out investigations and initiated prosecutions. Challenges 
of the IGG include failure of government to implement it’s recommendations such as sanctioning of 
various officers and delays in the judicial process.   HRDs who complement the work of the IGG had been 
protesting against theft of public funds under initiatives such as “Black Monday37 have been arrested; 
accused of politicking and using inciting language in the bulletins.38

2.4 Other institutions responsible for promotion and protection of the 
work of HRDs

In addition to the NHRIs, there are other institutions and mechanisms that directly or indirectly deal with 
the promotion and protection of human rights and whose existence and operations have a bearing on the 
work and working environment of HRDs. These include:

33 Equal Opportunities Commission, Annual Report on the state of Equal Opportunities in Uganda 2015/16, 36
34 Jjuko Adrian v Attorney General Constitutional petition 0001/2009.
35  Article 223 and 225of the 1995 Constitution
36  Art 230 of the 1995 Constitution.
37 Black Monday campaign was a Civil Society initiative that was launched in 2012 to mobilize citizens to mount 
pressure against theft of public resources.
38 A. Arinaitwe ‘Activists re-brand Black Monday’ available at https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Activists-
re-brand-Black-Monday/688334-1850460-rbn762/index.html(accessed on 20 February 2018).The Black Monday 
Campaign  was launched in 2012 following ineffective efforts by government to address the theft of public funds.
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2.4.1 The Parliamentary Committee on Human Rights

Created in 2012 under the amended Parliamentary Rules of Procedure (Rule 146 (1) and 174) 
theParliamentary Committee on Human Rights is mandated under Rule 174 to, among other duties, track 
and report on human rights concerns in every business handled by Parliament and to monitor government 
compliance with national and international standards.39

Since its inception the Parliamentary Committee on Human Rights has been instrumental in ensuring 
government compliance with recommendations in the UHRC annual reports presented to Parliament. It 
has also at its own initiative taken positive actions towards ensuring the promotion and protection of 
human rights in the country among others in the Human Rights (Enforcement) Bill 2015 that has since 
been passed by Parliament; development of the Human Rights Checklist against which an assessment 
of bills, policy matters, petitions and motions can be made; condemning excesses by security agencies 
and demanding for accountability; and visiting places of detention. Most notable was the involvement 
of the Committee in investigating allegations of torture in Special Forces Operation Base at Nalufenya 
Police Station; which they visited and made a report (some had a minority report) of their findings and 
recommendations.40 The minority report expressed concerns that the earlier report had glossed over 
issues especially given the fact that the suspects the committee had interviewed had no wounds or traces 
of torture and appeared to be frightened and fearful. The report stated the suspicion that the committee 
was treated to a setup of a well-organized police facility contrary to what it was. 

2.4.2 The Uganda Police Force

Article 212 of the 1995 Constitution provides for the functions of the UPF which include to protect life and 
property; preserve law and order; prevent and detect crime; and to cooperate with the civilian authority and 
other security organs established under the Constitution and with the population generally. Accordingly, 
Section 4(1) of the Police Act Cap 303 provides for the protection of rights of individuals and ensuring 
public safety and order. The UPF has established the Directorate of Human Rights and Legal Services which 
has been active in responding to human rights issues concerning the police; partnering with HRDs to build 
capacity on human rights issues; develop a pocket book for Police on Basic Human Rights Standards; and 
the Uganda Police Force Human Rights Policy.

Over the last 10 years, however, there has been an unfortunate trend where according to the annual reports 
of the UHRC, UPF has been the biggest perpetrator and violator of human rights, usually followed by 
private individuals and the Uganda Peoples Defense Forces (UPDF).

Figure 2.2: Complaints of human rights violations in which the Uganda Police Force is a respondent

Source: UHRC Reports

39 Rule 174 Parliamentary Rules of Procedure, standing Parliamentary Committee on Human Rights, Parliament of the 
Republic of Uganda.
40 Report of the Human Rights Committee on the alleged cases of torture at Nalufenya Detention Facility in Jinja District, 
May 2017 available at http://ugandajournalistsresourcecentre.com/nalufenya-report-human-rights-committee-parlia-
ment(accessed26 September 2018).
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2.4.3 The Judiciary

Chapter 8 of the Constitution mandates the Judiciary to exercise judicial power in the name of the people and 
in conformity with the law and the values, norms and aspirations of the people. In carrying out its mandate, 
the Judiciary, over the past 10 years developed manuals and guidelines such as Sentencing Guidelines for 
Courts of Judicature, Practice Directions, 2013 (Sentencing Guidelines), gender mainstreaming guidelines, 
in order to standardise dispensation of justice.

The Judiciary is a key institution that HRDs have engaged with through Public Interest Litigation to address 
critical human rights issues. Public Interest Litigations done in order to advance a ‘good cause’ or issue of 
public importance as opposed to the specific interests of individual litigants.41 In Bandhua Mukti Morcha-V- 
Union Of India Air 1984 S.C; the Supreme Court was of a view that:

Where a person or class of persons to whom legal injury is caused by reason of violation of a 
fundamental right is unable to approach the court for judicial redress on account of poverty 
or disability or socially or economically disadvantaged position, any member of the public 
acting bona fide can move the Court under Article 32 or Article 226 of the Constitution, so 
that the fundamental rights become meaningful not only for the rich and the resourceful but 
also for the masses who are living a life of destitution, lack of awareness and resources.42

In Uganda, public interest litigation is coming of age. Such cases include Uganda Law Society vs. 
Attorney General43 where the ULS challenged the jurisdiction of the General Court martial in the trial of 
civilians arguing that only the DPP is mandated to try civilians under Article 120 (3) 1995 Constitution 
of Uganda. It was held that the General Court Martial has no jurisdiction to try civilians. In ULS v AG 
Constitutional Petition No. 3 of 2018: Consolidated petition (05) including Male Mabirizi’s petition, ULS 
petitioned the Constitutional Court to declare Article 8 and 10 of the Constitutional Amendment Act 
2018 unconstitutional. The judgment delivered on 26 July 2018 was a unanimous decision, of the Court 
declaring sections 2, 5, 6, 8, 9 and 10 of the Constitution (Amendment) Act 2018, unconstitutional. 

In Uganda Law Society v AG Constitutional Petition No. 18 of 2005, ULS challenged the jurisdiction of the 
General Court Martial in the trial of civilians arguing that only the DPP is mandated to try civilians under 
Article 120(3).  ULS argued that the joint trials of civilians and members of the Defense Forces in military 
courts for offences under the UPDF Act were inconsistent with Articles 126(1) and 210 of the Constitution. 
The judgment delivered on 31st January 2006 declared that the trial of civilians with members of the UPDF 
for offences under the UPDF Act is not inconsistent with articles 28(1), 126(1) and 210 of the Constitution. 
However, the trial of the accused for the offence of terrorism and unlawful possession of firearms before the 
General Court Martial is inconsistent with Articles 28(1), 120(1, 3(b) and (c) and 210 of the Constitution. 
The Petition partly succeeded.

In Uganda Association of Women Lawyers v AG Constitutional Petition No. 2 of 2003, Section 4 of the 
Divorce Act which set out separate grounds for divorce for men and women was declared unconstitutional 
for contravening Article 31(1) (b) of the Constitution that provides that a man and a woman are entitled to 
equal rights in marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. This restates the constitutional prohibition 
of discrimination on the basis of sex enshrined in Articles 21 and 33.  Parliament is yet to fill the lacuna 
created by the Constitutional Court’s decision.

41 Oloka-Onyango, Human Rights and Public Interest Litigation in East Africa: A Bird’s Eye View; TheGeorge Washington 
International Law Review Volume 47, Number 4.
42  Available at https://lawschoolnotes.wordpress.com/2016/11/28/bandhua-mukti-morcha-versus-union-of-india-air-
1984-sc-802/ (accessed on 10.January.2019)
43 Uganda Law Society v Attorney General of the Republic of Uganda (Constitutional Petition No. 18 of 2005)) [2006] 
UGCC 10 (accessed 30 January 2006).
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In TEAN v AG & NEMA HCMA No. 39 of 2001, the Environmental Action Network (TEAN) petitioned on 
its behalf and that of non-smoking people, seeking protections from smoking in public places. TEAN 
contended that such measures were required for the general good of public health in Uganda as well 
as to enforce the rights to a clean and healthy environment and to life. The Government had initially 
objected arguing that it did not have enough time for investigation after the case was filed; and that the 
petition was based on hearsay since the applicant company was not an expert on the effects of secondary 
cigarette smoke and could not claim to represent the Ugandan public. The court overruled the objections 
stating that when people’s rights are infringed, the government is responsible for investigation before the 
actual damage is done; that scientific reports are sufficient to prove the harm of cigarette smoke; and the 
representative does not need to have the same interests as the represented group if claim is for the public 
interest. The court allowed the parties to be heard.

In TEAN V BAT HCMA No. 70/2002, TEAN sued British American Tobacco Limited (BAT) for failure to 
warn consumers of the danger of its tobacco products, violating consumers’ right to life. TEAN prayed that 
Court orders BAT to provide sufficient information on health risks to consumers in advertisements and on 
packets. The Court held that the claim of failure to warn was too remote to establish causation between 
tobacco products and harm to consumers’ lives. Due to lack of expertise, the Court could not fully and 
sufficiently decide which kind of information should be included in labels and publications.
In Green watch & Advocates Coalition for Development and Environment (ACODE) V Golf Course Holdings Ltd 
HCMA No. 390/2001, ACODE sought a temporary injunction to restrain the Respondent from constructing 
a hotel on a wetland. The application was not granted.

In Susan Kigula&417 others v AG Constitutional Petition no. 6/2003 the Constitutional Court held that a 
mandatory death sentence violated the right to a fair trial by denying a proper hearing and precluding the 
appellate review of criminal sentences and violated the principle of separation of powers; and that any 
inordinate delay lasting longer than three years would be unconstitutional. The Court however, held that 
the death penalty in itself is constitutional.

In CEHURD V AG Constitutional Petition No. 16/2011 was based on the duty of Government to provide basic 
minimum maternal health care; and the non-attendance and improper handling of expectant mothers by 
health workers. The application was struck out as no competent questions were set out in the petition that 
required court’s interpretation of the Constitution.

When respondents were interviewed on the effectiveness of institutions that promote and protect 
fundamental rights and freedoms of HRDs in 2018, 50 percent said they were satisfied and 4percent 
said they were very satisfied. However, 15 percent said they were dissatisfied while 4percent were very 
dissatisfied. The respondents’ views are shown in Figure 2.2 below.

Figure 2.2:  Respondents’ views on the effectiveness of institutions that promote and protect fundamental 
rights and freedoms of HRDs in 2018
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2.5 The Situation of Women Rights Defenders

Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs) are male or female HRDs and any other who work in the 
defense of women’s rights or on gender issues.44WHRDs do not only face risks as HRDs but are also 
vulnerable to gender specific threats and violence from the communities and authorities.45WHRDs have 
rights including association, peaceful assembly, and the right to seek, obtain, receive and hold information 
relating to human rights and to benefit from an effective remedy among others. Vulnerability of WHRDs is 
aggravated by among others, social and cultural practices, inadequate legislative framework, intimidation 
and threats, inadequate resources, low awareness levels and limited access to justice.

2.5.1  Social and cultural practices

Social and cultural practices which have perpetuated misconstrued patriarchal beliefs such as the 
inferiority of women constrain the working environment of WHRDs including their ability to associate. One 
of the WHRD respondents from Western Uganda in the 2009 Scoop Study pointed out that communities 
associate female HRDs with women who have failed in marriage.46  In one group discussion in 2014, a 
WHRD pointed out that in Busoga, women were regarded as inferior thus the tendency not to listen to 
them.47In 2016, women were perceived to be subordinate to men in a patriarchal society. 

WHRDs have to overcome barriers and obstacles of their identities especially as women and as defenders 
in light of their ethnicity, age and marital status, among other things. WHRDs challenging oppressive 
religious, social and cultural norms are perceived as subordinates and are often regarded by their families, 
communities and the authorities as rebels and agents of ‘foreign agendas’ 48 This makes them vulnerable 
to varying degrees of stigma, reprisals and gender-based violence due to negative social attitudes based 
on religious, social and cultural norms. 

In 2017, a WHRD pointed out that women were treated as sexual objects in the community.49A report 
released by Defend Defenders in 2018 indicates among others that WHRDs were accused by their 
communities of undermining Ugandan culture and promoting western culture as they carry out their 
activism.50

2.5.2 Inadequate legislative frameworks

Currently there is no specific law that protects and governs HRDs including WHRDs. Laws such as POMA 
(2013) which curtails freedom of assembly and association and the NGO Act regulations, 2017 which 
negatively impact HRDs, in turn affect women HRDs.51 In 2018 women were arrested for protesting 
the unresolved killing and kidnapping of women in Masaka. The Computer Misuse Act 2011 which was 
enacted to regulate the use of computers has some provisions which curtail freedom of expression. 

44 M. Sekaggya Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of HRDs, 2010,3.
45 Office of the High Commisioner for Human Rights https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/srhrdefenders/pages/declaration.
aspx (accessed on 30 October 2018.
46 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ’HRDs in Uganda: An Over view of the working environment of Human Rights 
Defenders in Uganda’, 2009, 56.
47 The Human Rights Centre Uganda‘Baseline Survey and Situational Analysis of the Working Environment of Human 
Rights Defenders in Uganda’, 2014, 47.
48 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Women Human Rights Defenders in Uganda: Working Against All Odds’ 2017, 17.
49 n.48 above, 18
50 Defend Defenders ’To them, we’re not even Human: Marginalized HRDs in Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania’ 36.
51 n.49 above, 19
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Section 24 for instance, provides for offensive communication which is the willful and repeated use of 
electronic communication to disturb or attempt to disturb the peace, quiet or right of privacy of any 
person with no purpose of legitimate communication; and this has been used against some WHRDs. 
A notable case is that of a Makerere University Lecturer Dr. Stella Nyanzi who was charged with two 
counts including cyber harassment contrary to section 24 (1)(2)(a) of the Computer misuse Act 2011 and 
offensive communication contrary to section 25 of the Computer Misuse Act 2011. HRCU had previously 
pointed out that weak implementation of legislation such as the Domestic Violence Act 2010 and the 
Penal Code Act 2007 affects the ability of HRDs to seek redress and negatively impacts on the protective 
work of WHRDs.52

Dr. Stella Nyanzi(left) speaks to Dr. Kizza Besigye from prison cells at High Court Source: The Observer of 19 
December 2018

2.5.3  Intimidation and threats

WHRDs face challenges of intimidation and threats from the community while advocating for women’s 
rights. In 2014 when a WHRD in Rakai rallied women teachers to take a petition to the area MP concerning 
non-payment of salary, she was threatened for assuming a role of a male.53Threats faced by WHRDs 
extended to their families.54 For WHRDs working on issues relating to ending domestic violence and 
violence against women, the threats stemmed from their own families.55Of the 19 WHRDs interviewed in 
2018, 16 stated that they had received verbal attacks. 

2.5.4  Inadequate Resources

WHRD have encountered challenges of lack of or limited resources to facilitate their day-to-day activities 
for example to implement projects on promotion of women’s rights. A WHRD in Mbale stated: “We have 
financial limitations and cannot reach all areas where violations occur…”56The HRCU 2009 scoop study 
found that most NGOs/CBOs were heavily reliant on foreign donations which were often short-term and 

52  n.49 above, 19.
53  The Uganda Human Rights Commission, ‘17TH Annual Report to the Parliament of the Republic of Uganda, 2014’, 126. 
54  n.31above, 20
55 n.52 above, 26
56 n.52 above, 20.
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in turn affected operations of these organisations including WHRDs.57 

The 2013 HRCU situation report noted that investigation of sexual abuses faced challenges of inadequate 
medical facilities and personnel. 58Of the 96 respondents interviewed in 2018, 91 indicated that they faced 
a challenge of limited financial resources which affected their work. This was underpinned by limited 
capacity to apply for funds, weak internal controls and measures as well as the lack of specialized funding 
for WHRDs.

2.5.5  Low levels of awareness

The Ugandan society generally lacks adequate knowledge of human rights and this also affects 
WHRDs.59The 2018 findings illustrate basic knowledge on general human rights concepts but inadequate 
knowledge persists on the concept of WHRDs. The 2009 HRCU scoop study found that most human rights 
information, education and communication materials were in English yet HRDS in rural areas mostly used 
local languages when carrying out civic education at the grass roots. This posed a challenge of translation 
of information, education and communication materials.60 Inability to access user-friendly information 
contributed to low levels of awareness of human rights. The 2013 HRCU situation report noted that one of 
the major challenges for HRDs including WHRDs was that many Ugandans had limited understanding of 
human rights and responsibilities.61The study in 2018 indicated that there were numerous efforts by both 
NHRIs and NGOs geared towards sensitizing the masses about human rights generally but not HRDs and 
WHRDs in particular. Nonetheless, some significant strides have been taken by HRDs in making known 
these concepts. The limited understanding of human rights including those of WHRDs was reiterated in 
the 2017 HRCU report on Women Human Rights Defenders.62

2.6  Access to justice

The Constitution establishes institutions where any person with the support of HRDs, can seek redress 
in the case of human rights violations, such as courts of law, UHRC and EOC.63HRD respondents in the 
2009 HRCU scoop study complained about the fact that there was no specific law providing protective 
mechanisms for HRDs and those who sought for remedies from institutions like Police and UHRC among 
others did not obtain adequate redress for their specific and unique issues.64The 2013 HRCU situation 
report noted that case backlog in courts was one of the factors that hampered HRDs’ accessing justice.65 
The 2015 HRCU situation report reiterated that case backlog was one of the hindrances to HRDs 
accessing justice.66The 2016 HRCU situation report identified slow investigation of cases they reported 
as one of the factors hindering access to justice for HRDs.67 For instance efforts by HRDs to challenge the 
constitutionality of acts such as the Anti-Pornography Act and POMA have not yet been successful over 
five years.

57 n.46 above,52.
58 Human Rights Defenders in Uganda, Understanding and overcoming potential violations of their rights, Vol, III 2013, 
32.
59 n. 56 above, 21.
60 n. 57 above, 50.
61 n. 55 above, 32.
62 n. 56 above, 21.
63 Art 50 & Art 32(2) of the 1995 Constitution.
64 n. 60 above, 44.
65 n. 61 above, 32.
66 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2015: Quest for justice: working towards 
increasing respect and recognition for the work of Human Rights Defenders, 31
67 n. 54 above, 13.
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According to a report the Case Backlog Reduction Committee  of the Judiciary(CBRC), submitted to the 
Chief Justice at the High Court in Kampala on 29 March 2017, more than 155,400 cases were pending at 
all levels of courts as at31 January 2017. Of these, 7,837 had been in the system for at least two years. The 
committee chaired by Hon. Justice Richard Buteera, cited incompetence and corruption as some of the 
reasons for backlog. The report further showed that criminal cases constituted 44 percent of unresolved 
cases, civil cases (33 percent), and land cases (14 percent), family cases (three percent) while commercial 
cases constituted two per cent. 

The findings followed the 2015 National Court Case Census, which revealed that a staggering 114,809 cases 
had not been disposed of, with one in every four pending for more than a decade. Case backlog refers to 
court cases not resolved within two years.68 In 2018, the Case Backlog Monitoring Committee established 
that most of the visited courts did not have annual costed work plans with specific implementation timelines 
and targets. The committee then discussed the findings with the respective courts which developed court-
specific costed work plans reflecting the workload and backlog of each judge.69

2.7  Non-State Actors supporting the work of HRDs

Non-state actors refer to individuals, organisations, armed groups, businesses and paramilitary that are 
neither funded by the state nor affiliate to it.70Non-state actors have a responsibility to respect the human 
rights of others which entails avoiding infringing them and addressing human rights impacts which they 
could have caused.71 Businesses specifically are required to avoid harm to the environment, employees, 
stakeholders and the community and in case of harm, enterprises are required to take measures to prevent 
or mitigate the adverse impacts.72

HRDs have partnered with businesses in respect to promotion and protection of human rights. In 2013, 
FHRI launched a Civil Society-Private-Public Sector forum in which CSOs could collaborate with private 
companies to foster good governance and development. This forum highlighted the benefits of the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights as a framework for both the businesses and state to 
respect human rights.73 In 2014, the forum hosted the Annual Social Economic Summit to among others 
dialogue on challenges relating to governance.

Following the discovery of oil in the Albertine region, NGOs including Global Rights Alert, Navigator of 
Development Association, and Buliisa Initiative for Rural development organisation, Midwest Regional 
Anti-corruption Coalition among others have been at the forefront of holding businesses accountable. 
Companies such as Total a major international investor in the region, has put in place a code of conduct 
and a human rights guide in addition to holding a stakeholders’ forum to determine its impact on land and 
property.74

However, there are instances where NGOs have among others opted for litigation for abuse of human 
rights by corporations. In CEHURD v. Mukono District Local Administration, NEMA, China Communications 
Construction Company HCC No.189/2015, it was alleged that due to blasting of stones at a stone quarry 

68 Case Backlog Reduction Committee Report, 2017
69 Hon. Justice Richard Buteera; Monitoring The Implementation of The Case Backlog Strategy: Preliminary Findings, 
24th January, 2018. Available at http://judiciary.go.ug/files/downloads/Banishing%20the%20Ghost%20of%20Case%20
Backlog%20in%20the%20Judiciary%20by%20Hon.%20Justice%20Richard%20Buteera.pdf Accessed on 7.February.2019
70 Available at https://www.escr-net.org/resources/non-state-actors  (accessed on 1 November 2018).
71 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner , ‘Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights , 
Implementing the United Nations ‘Protect , Respect and Remedy Framework’, 2011, 14.
72 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner , ‘Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights , 
Implementing the United Nations ‘Protect , Respect and Remedy Framework’, 2011,13.
73 Uganda Human Rights Commission, ’Human Rights and Business Country Guide: Uganda Summary’, 21.
74 Uganda Human Rights Commission, ‘Human Rights and Business Country Guide: Uganda Summary’, 70, The State of 
corporation Accountability in Uganda: A baseline study Report for Uganda consortium on Corporate Accountability’, 91.
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in the villages of Bamutakudde and Kiryamuli located in Mukono District, the natural water stream had 
been contaminated violating the right to health. On 19 February 2015, farmers who had been evicted from 
their land backed by Friends of the Earth and National Association of Professional Environmentalists filed 
a lawsuit against Oil Palm Company over alleged land grabbing. The case is still pending in court.75

2.8  Safe and Open Access to Regional and International bodies

Through reporting and interaction with regional and international bodies HRDs provide an independent 
perspective of steps taken by the state to promote and protect human rights. 

2.8.1  International level

The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) and the UN Special Procedures are part of the institutional framework 
of the Human Rights Council for strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights.76

(i) Universal Periodic Review

The Universal Periodic Review is a state-driven process under the Human Rights Council which allows 
for the periodic review (every four years) of the human rights records of 193 UN Member States.77 During 
the first review of Uganda in 2011 and the subsequent one in 2016, HRDs made individual and joint 
submissions on the human rights situation in country, contributed to the questions submitted in advance, 
attended the session; and made oral statements before the adoption of the report.78The HRDs involved 
in the UPR process included UHRC, HRNJ-U, PLA, Reproductive Health Uganda, HURINET (U), Uganda 
Media Women’s Association, DPI, HRAPF, FHRI, RLP, ACTV, National Union of Disabled Persons Uganda, 
Initiative For Social and Economic Rights (ISER), Human Rights and Peace Centre, Unwanted Witness and  
Anti- Corruption Coalition Uganda.

In order to make the UPR process participatory and submit comprehensive reports, HRDs organised 
themselves into thematic clusters under the leadership of HURINET (U). Following the 2011 review, 
recommendations adopted by Uganda which had a direct reference to HRDs included: Investigation and 
prosecution of all individuals accused of attacking HRDs, including police and other security persons who 
attacked journalists during the 2011 post-election period; and the creation of an environment that is free 
from intimidation and harassment for the work of the HRDs.79In 2016, the recommendations included 
ensuring HRDs work in a safe environment; investigating allegations of intimidation, harassment and 
violence; and prosecuting all those who violate the rights of HRDs.80

HRDs continue to monitor the implementation of UPR recommendations which will be the source of 
information for the mid-term review and the subsequent review in 2021.

75 Farmer file lawsuit against palm-oil company over alleged land grabbing available at: https://www.business-human-
rights.org/en/uganda-farmers-file-lawsuit-against-palm-oil-company-over-alleged-land-grabbing#c119504  (accessed 
16 January 2019).
76 Human Rights Council, Institution-building of the United Nations Human Rights Council, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/
HRBodies/HRC/Pages/AboutCouncil.aspx (accessed 21 January 2019).
77  UN Human Rights Council UPR available at  https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/upr/pages/uprmain.aspx (accessed 
15 November 2018) 
78 A/HRC/WG.6/26/UGA/3, 23 August 2016, available at https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/
G16/187/38/PDF/G1618738.pdf?OpenElement (accessed 10 November 2018).
79 See Human Rights Watch Uganda, Uganda: UPR submission available at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/11/01/
uganda-upr-submission (accessed on 15 November 2018).
80 ‘Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review on Uganda’, A/HRC/34/10,2016, 18.
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(ii) UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders

In 2000 the mandate on the situation of HRDs was established to support implementation of the 
Declaration on HRDs. It includes monitoring, documenting and intervening on behalf of HRDs under threat 
or at risk through urgent communications. During the mandate of Ms. Margaret Sekaggya (2008-2014) 
she received a communication in 2013 from Uganda that Parliament had re-tabled a bill known as “Anti-
homosexuality Bill”.81In 2014, she once again received communication that Uganda had signed into law the 
Anti-Homosexuality Bill.82

The current Special Rapporteur   Mr. Michel Forst, received in 2015 communications regarding the 
situation of HRDs; and noted that provisions such as clause 6, 7 and 9 of the NGO Bill curtailed the right 
to freedom of association. He also noted that the temporary arrest and repeated harassment of Mr. Justus 
Bagamuhunda, the Executive Director of the National Foundation for Democracy and Human Rights in 
Uganda, by the UPF was a violation of his rights.83 In 2017, he raised concern over the entry into force of 
the NGO Act, 2016 which curtails freedom of association.84

In 2013 and 2014 two complaints were filed with the UN Special Rapporteur regarding the conflict of 
the POMA, 2013 with international human rights standards as well as the passing by Parliament of the 
Anti- Homosexuality Act, 2013. He noted that he had not received a response from the State concerning 
the communication on POMA, 2013 and the State response concerning communication on the Anti-
Homosexuality Act, 2013 was annulled by the Constitutional Court.85

(iii) Treaty bodies

Following the signing and ratification of international human rights treaties state parties are required to 
submit initial and periodic reports on the status of implementation of the various obligations assumed by 
the state.

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

Uganda ratified the ICESCR in 1987 but submitted the initial report in 2012 following the initiative by HRDs 
in 2008 to prepare an alternative report in the absence of a state report.86 Following submission of the 
initial report, HRDs including the UHRC and CSOs submitted alternative reports on implementation of 
economic, social and cultural rights.87Concluding observations and recommendations from the Committee 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights included allocation of adequate resources to the judiciary, EOC, 
UHRC and follow up of recommendations and reports; effective functioning of anti-corruption measures 
and their impact to protect anti-corruption activists; strengthening cooperation with civil society, amending 
the draft bill on NGO registration, respect for the independence of NGOs and their activities in defending 
human rights including economic, social and cultural rights; and raising awareness raising of workers on 
the importance of trade unions.88

81 M. Sekaggya, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of HRDs’, A/HRC/22/47/Add.4, 2013, 54.
82 M. Sekaggya, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of HRDs, A/HRC/25/55/Add.3, 2012, 59.
83 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of HRDs,2016, A/HRC/31/Add.1, 18
84 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of HRDs,2018, A
/HRC/37/51/Add.1, 22.
85  M. Frost, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders,  A/HRC/28/63/
Add.1, 14-15, 4 March 2013 available athttps://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Defenders/A-HRC-
28-63-Add-1.pdf (accessed 21 February 2019).
86 n. 24 above,  166,
87 ‘The Uganda Human Rights Commission ‘Contribution On The Implementation Of The ICESCR 
in Uganda’, available at https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.
aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCESCR%2fIFL%2fUGA%2f18590&Lang=en(accessed on 10 December 2018). 
88 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Concluding observations on the initial report of Uganda, E/c.12/
UGA/co/1, paras 6, 9, 10, 11, 15 & 23, 8 July 2015 adopted by the Committee at its fifty –fifth session, 1-19 June 
2015, available at https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E/C.12/UGA/
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Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

In 1986 Uganda ratified CEDAW and has since submitted its initial and periodic reports to CEDAW.89 
In 2014, HRDs such as Uganda Women’s Network (UWONET) coordinated and submitted the civil 
society alternative report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.90The 
Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women recommended to Uganda 
to increase support for law reform through partnership and collaboration with religious and community 
leaders, judges, unions, CSOs and women non-governmental organizations; provide sufficient human, 
financial and technical resources to EOC for its effective functioning; and for the EOC to strengthen its 
complaints mechanisms to ensure women have access to justice through adoption of an accessible 
complaints procedure  which enforces guarantees and provisions contained in the EOC Act, 2007.91

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

Uganda ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) on 
25 September 2008 and submitted its first report to the Committee of CRPD in 2013. In 2014, CSOs 
under their umbrella body National Union of Disabled Persons of Uganda among others submitted an 
alternative report to the committee of CRPD and attended the interactive dialogue.92The Committee on 
CRPD recommended establishment of high level formal mechanisms for consultations with organizations 
representing PWDs and promotion of meaningful participation of disability organizations including 
organizations of women, children, young people, persons with psychosocial and or intellectual disabilities; 
ensuring that the judiciary provides procedural accommodation according to gender and age for PWDs; 
making the work of the EOC widely known among PWDs; and strengthening the legal mandate and 
funding of the UHRC  to enable monitoring of centers where PWDs are deprived of their liberty.93

2.8.2  Regional Mechanisms

At the regional level the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights was established by the African 
Charter on Human Rights and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) to oversee and interpret the charter.94 The Special 
Rapporteur on the Situation of HRDs in Africa and Focal Point Person on Reprisals is part of the Special 
mechanism established by the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights to monitor, report on 
the situation of HRDs and to promote the implementation of the UN Declaration on HRDs in Africa.95

CO/1&Lang=En(accessed 22 February 2019).
89 CEDAWResponses to the list of issues and questions with regard to the consideration of the combined fourth to seventh 
periodic reports – Uganda available at http://www.refworld.org/publisher,CEDAW,,UGA,4eeb14ca2,0.html (accessed 16 
November 2018).
90 Uganda Women’s Network, Policy Brief available at:  https://www.uwonet.or.ug/download/policy_briefs/IS-UGANDA-
ON-TRACK-IN-DELIVERING-ON-CEDAW-RECOMMENDATIONS-2015..pdf (accessed 16 November 2018).
91 Committee on the Elimination ofDiscrimination against Women, Consideration of reports submitted by States parties 
under article 18 of the Convention, Concluding observations of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women, Uganda,CEDAW/C/UGA/CO/7 ,Forty-seventh session, 4–22 October 2010, paras 11 &17, available at https://
tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E/C.12/UGA/CO/1&Lang=En(accessed 22 
February 2019).
92 National Union of Disabled Persons of Uganda ‘Alternative report to the UN Committee of Experts on the 
Implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities’ 2014, 4
93 Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Concluding observations on the initial report of Uganda, CRPD/C/
UGA/CO/1/7, 12 May 2016, paras 7, 9 (c), 15 (c), 25(d) and 29(d) available at https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/
treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E/C.12/UGA/CO/1&Lang=En(accessed 22 February 2019).
94 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights available athttp://www.achpr.org/instruments/achpr/ (accessed on 23 
January 2019).
95 The mandate was established by the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights with the adoption of Resolution 
69 at the 35th Ordinary Session held in Banjul, The Gambia from 21stMay to 4th June 2004, available at http://www.achpr.
org/mechanisms/human-rights-defenders/ (accessed 23 January 2019).
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(i) African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights

Uganda ratified the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) in 1986 and has since submitted 
five reports to the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights. The African Commission has on 
various occasions pointed out the difficult environment under which HRDs do their work characterised 
by unlawful imprisonment and torture. It has recommended that states including Uganda adopt specific 
legislation on the protection of HRDs96 and ensure HRDs are able to work in an enabling environment that 
is free from among others reprisals and criminal prosecutions as a result of their human rights protection 
activities, including rights of sexual minorities.97

NGOs have been able to attend Commission sessions with or without observer status; although only those 
accredited can speak at the opening and closing sessions of the Commission.98 NGOs with observer status 
include FHRI, Uganda Association of Women Lawyers (FIDA-Uganda), East and Horn of Africa Human 
Rights Defenders Projects, ACTV, Initiative for social and Economic Rights and HRCU.

(ii) The Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in Africa 
and Focal Point Person on Reprisals

The Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human rights Defenders in Africa highlighted in 2012 the 
following as the major challenges African HRDs face: Restriction of the right to freedom of opinion and 
expression; lack of capacity in terms of knowledge; and harsh environments characterized by arrests, 
killings and reprisals. The Special Rapporteur Ms. Reine Alapini also stated that women HRDs face gender-
based challenges like domestic violence among others.99

In spite of this framework, the HRCU 2009 scoop study found that HRDs lacked knowledge of procedures 
for reporting to regional and international bodies.100 The 2016 HRCU situation report noted that the majority 
of the HRDs had not used any of the regional or international mechanisms for reporting. Out of the 193 
respondents interviewed, 167 (87 percent) had not accessed any of the regional or international mechanisms 
for reporting and only 26 (13 percent) accessed any of the regional or international mechanisms for 
reporting. Figure 2.3shows the percentage of NGOs able to access regional and international mechanisms 
in 2016.

96 376: Resolution on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders in Africa - ACHPR/Res. 376 (LX) 2017
97  Resolution on Protection against violence and other Human Rights Violations against Persons on the basis of their 
real or imputed Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity available at http://www.achpr.org/sessions/55th/resolutions/275 
(accessed 22 February 2019).
98 Guide to the African Commission on Human and People’s Right available at: https://www.ifex.org/campaign_toolkit/
guide_to_achpr/
99  Report on the implementation of the mandate of the special rapporteur on human rights defenders in Africa of the 
African commission on human and peoples’ rights available at http://www.achpr.org/sessions/52nd/intersession-activity-
reports/human-rights-defenders/(accessed on 22 January 2019).
100 n. 64 above, 49.
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Figure 2.3: Percentage of NGOs that accessed regional and international mechanisms in 2016

In 2018, the research findings revealed that 17 percent of the respondents had used regional or 
international mechanisms. Figure 2.4 below shows the percentage of HRDs able to access regional 
and international mechanisms in 2018.

Figure 2.4: Percentage of Human Rights Defenders able to access regional and international mechanisms 
in 2018

2.9  Strong and dynamic community of HRDs

Since the adoption of the UN Declaration on HRDs in December 1998, advocacy has been ongoing to 
popularise the concept of HRDs.101Some organisations such as HRCU, Defenders’ Protection Initiative 
(DPI), HURINET and the National Coalition for Human Rights Defenders (NCHRD_U) have been involved 
in a number of activities that have promoted the concept.

101 The Declaration made 20 years in December 2018
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2.9.1 Emergence of Thematic clusters

HRDs operate in over 127 districts in Uganda.102HRDs have clustered and organised themselves into 
thematic categories such as women’s rights (WHRDs); environment and nature conservation; civil 
and political rights; economic, social and cultural rights; rights of minorities including ethnic and sexual 
minorities; and media freedoms. 

WHRDs in Uganda have collectively advocated for the promotion and protection of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. Organisations such as Uganda Women’s Network (UWONET), Uganda Medical 
Association, Uganda National Teachers’ Union,  FIDA-Uganda, Akina Mama Wa Africa, among others, 
have come up boldly to advocate, promote and protect the rights of women, workers and other persons 
in Uganda. Journalists over the years have been instrumental in seeking the promotion and protection 
of journalists and exposing/sharing information regarding the status of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. Journalists have taken steps to enhance their knowledge and capacity to report on issues that 
affect human rights. On 19 August 2016, following a training by the NCHRDU in collaboration with Human 
Rights Network for Journalists (HRNJ), over 25 journalists including members of the Uganda Parliamentary 
Press Association (UPPA) made a commitment to the protection and promotion of human rights in Uganda 
and to closer collaboration with Parliament to increase the visibility of human rights issues.103

2.9.2 Formation of coalitions

Coalitions and HRDs networks have been formed in the regions and sub regions of Uganda. One of the 
recommendations in the 2009 HRCU scoop study was the formation of strong networks in order to reduce 
unhealthy rivalry and competition over limited funds.104 In response to this recommendation HRDs formed 
the NCHRD_U in 2013 which has a membership of149 individuals and organizations. NCHRD_U was 
formed following recommendations by HRDs in Uganda to have a national body to coordinate all of them. 
It provides a platform for synergy, cooperation, collaboration and sharing of best practices in relation to the 
protection and safety of HRDs in Uganda.105

2.9.3 Focused advocacy

The community of HRDs over the years has demonstrated strength and dynamism in the nature of the 
campaigns they have conducted in respect of some of the policies and laws. Between 2015 and 2017, 
HRDs under the umbrella of the Uganda National NGO Forum advocated for the final NGO law (now the 
NGO Act)to be favourable to the work and promotion of the rights of HRDs and CSOs in Uganda. HRDs 
have also advocated for the passing of the Human Rights Enforcement Bill, 2015, the Non- Governmental 
Organizations (Fees) Regulations 2017, the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012, the Prevention 
and Prohibition of Torture Regulations, 2017, and the adoption of the draft legal aid policy, the draft National 
Action Plan on Human Rights and the draft Civic Education Policy.
The HRCU actively participated in advocating for the   passing of the Human Rights Enforcement Bill, 
2015, The Non- Governments Organisations(Fees) Regulations, 2017and the Prevention and Prohibition of 
Torture Regulations, 2017; as well as the adoption of the draft legal aid policy, the draft Nation Action Plan 
on Human Rights and draft Civic Education Policy. 

102  Available at https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:code:3166:UG (accessed 29 November 2018)
103 Democratic Governance Facility (DGF): Journalists commit to protect and promote human rights in Uganda. Accessed 
on12th March,2019
104 n. 100 above, 63.
105 The recommendation was made by human rights defenders at the Human Rights Defenders’ Annual Forum, 2013 
organised by Human Rights Centre Uganda.
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2.10  Effective Protection Policies and Mechanisms Paying Attention to 
Groups at Risk

Over the years HRCU has identified HRDs at risk to whom policies and mechanisms ought to pay special 
attention. These HRDs usually advocate for rights of communities that are often discriminated and do 
advocacy on politically and economically sensitive issues.106The HRCU has identified those focusing on 
the extractive sector, democracy and governance; as well as journalists as HRDs at risk.

Effective protection of HRDs requires systems; policy, legal and institutional frameworks in place to 
prevent violations and abuses of the rights of HRDs. It also entails the ability of all relevant institutions to 
offer requisite redress in the event that rights are actually violated and abused.107This stems from the state 
obligation to protect HRDs including from acts and omission of state actors; to investigate violations and 
prosecute perpetrators.108

2.10.1  Legal Framework

The 1995 Constitution provides policy guidelines to ensure the independence of NGOs. Objective V (ii) 
of the National Objectives and Directive Principles of State Policy provides that “The State shall guarantee 
and respect the independence of non–governmental organisations which protect and promote human 
rights. The 2009 HRCU scoop study found that though HRDs may be protected under various laws; there 
was no specific law for protecting rights of HRDs given the nature of their work which may not be popular 
within society, a situation pertaining to date. One of the primary purposes of a specific law on HRDs that 
the 2009 HRCU scoop study identified was to clarify the rights of HRDs and provide a proper protection 
mechanism in the event that they are violated.109There is however still no specific law to protect HRDs 
inspite of repeated calls by HRDs for the enactment of such a law.

2.10.2 Institutional Framework

The key institutions mandated to promote and protect rights of HRDs are notably the judiciary, UHRC and 
the EOC. There are however  concerns regarding the effectiveness of the existing protective mechanisms 
of these key institutions  which face challenges including inadequate financial and human resources, slow 
disposal of cases and lack of a specific law to provide for robust response to violation of rights of HRDs. The 
2014 HRCU Baseline Survey and Situational Analysis of the Working Environment of HRDs found that the 
main concern of HRDs was the functionality of national mechanisms with some respondents indicating 
that they were doing a good job to uphold human rights while others expressed doubt and skepticism.110 
Following repeated break-ins into offices of NGOs focusing on the extractive sector, democracy and 
governance as well as the inconclusive investigations by UPF, HRDs were concerned whether the 
mechanisms available for their protection in Uganda are adequate.111 Journalists have continued to be 
intimidated, harassed and tortured by security agents in spite of statements made by their heads that 
torture is not condoned, in addition to the negligible efforts to individually prosecute some officers who 
have tortured journalists. 
In response to the gap in the policy and legislative framework, HRDs have relied on specific HRDs to 
support interventions such as litigation, negotiation, capacity building and mediation among others to 
address the challenges ranging from the operating environment and use of the law to clamp down on the 

106 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2016: Striving for a better Environment for 
Protection and Promotion of Their Rights’, Vol. VI, 2016, 16. 
107 Commentary to the Declaration  on the Right and Responsibility of  Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society  to 
Promote and Protect Universally Recognized  Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms,8.
108  n. 7 above, 10.
109 n. 104 above, 28.
110  n. 47 above,  55
111 National Coalition for Human Rights Defenders in Uganda: ‘Until An NGO Serving You Is Targeted,’ 2018, 9.
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work of HRDs, to direct attacks and threats of closure of offices, among others. CSOs continue to be very 
instrumental as a channel for the protection of the work and realisation of the rights of HRDs in Uganda. 
Defend Defenders,112 HRCU,113NCHRDU,114HRNJ-U,115 DPI116 among others have contributed to assessing 
the key concerns of HRDs at risk and helped to provide remedies for HRDs whenever they are faced with 
challenges and attacks. HRDs in Kasese and Fort Portal have over the years received protection support 
from Defend Defenders, working in close collaboration with other Centres of Excellence.117 CSOs such 
as HURINET-U and Defend Defenders have regional interventions and work closely with the regional 
mechanisms such as the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the African Commission 
on Human and People’s Rights. On a regular basis, HURINET-U has organised and convened cluster 
meetings with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and CSOs to discuss regional human rights instruments and 
mechanisms which entail the protection of HRDs at risk in Uganda.118

2.11  Access to Justice and ending Impunity against Human Rights Defenders

Access to justice is essential to the realisation of a conducive working environment for HRDs and ending 
impunity against them. The 2016 HRCU situation report pointed out that the judicial process provides 
redress particularly through the Constitutional Court whereas issues of violations and infringement of 
rights have been taken for adjudication.119Access to justice is more than improving an individual’s access 
to courts or  guaranteeing legal representation. Access to justice is defined as the ability of  people to 
seek and obtain a remedy through formal or informal institutions of justice for grievances, in compliance 
with human rights standards.120 Where the responsible duty bearers do not carry out investigations or 
adjudicate over cases/matters logically, this could perpetuate impunity against HRDs.

Access to justice cannot be realized where HRDs have apprehension towards the justice system; are not 
familiar with it; and do not access it. This is where the justice system is financially inaccessible; individuals 
have no lawyers; they do not have information or knowledge of rights; or the justice system is weak.121

112 Available at https://www.defenddefenders.org/(accessed 14 January 2019.
113 Available at https://www.hrcug.org/ (accessed 14January 2019).
114 Available at http://www.hrdcoalition.ug/ (accessed 14January2019).
115 Available at https://hrnjuganda.org/ (accessed 14January2019).
116 Available at https://defendersprotection.org/(accessed 14January2019).
117 Phone interview with the HRD (Anonymity preferred) on Friday 11 January 2019.
118 Available at https://www.hurinet.or.ug/hrds/(accessed 14 January 2019).
119 n. 106 above, 13.
120 Necessary Condition: Access to Justice, available at https://www.usip.org/guiding-principles-stabilization-and-recon-

struction-the-web-version/rule-law/access-justice, (accessed on 23 January 2019).
121 Necessary Condition: Access to Justice. Also available at https://www.usip.org/guiding-principles-stabilization-and-
reconstruction-the-web-version/rule-law/access-justice(accessed on 24 January 2019).
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2.11.1  Accessibility to courts

Access to justice involves true legal protection, awareness of the legal system, legal aid and counsel, 
adjudication, enforcement and civil society oversight.122

(i) Access to courts by HRDs
A number of HRDs have referred cases to courts and some have been concluded successfully while others 
are still on-going. In Andrew Mujuni Mwenda & another v Attorney General of Uganda (Constitutional Petition 
No.12 of 2005) [2010] UGCC 5 (25 August 2010); the Constitutional Court found that the sedition law of 
Uganda under Penal Code Section 39(1) (a) and 40(1) (a) was void and inconsistent with Article 29(1) (a) 
(freedom of expression) and Article 43(2) (c) (justifiable in a free and democratic society) of the Uganda 
Constitution.

In another case: Centre for Public Interest Law, Human Rights Network for Journalists-Uganda & East Africa 
Media Institute v AG (Constitutional Petition No.9 of 2014), the petitioners challenged the Press and 
Journalist Act Cap 105 on the grounds that it is in violation of Article 29 of the Constitution of Uganda;123 
specifically Part V, VI, and VII of the Act which criminalise the practice of journalism without a practicing 
certificate issued by a statutory body under the control of the Minister of Information. This case is ongoing.

In Francis Tumwekwasize, Timothy Sibasi and Ibrahim Sadik v AG of Uganda (HCT-00-CV-MC-0036-2009) 
[2010] UGHC 36 (22 March 2010) the applicants challenged their denial to access a scene of a newsworthy 
event. On 27/08/2008 Francis was assigned by the news editor of WBS to cover a story relating to the 
sanitary situation at Namboole Stadium.  The public had raised concern that the Special Police Constables 
who were residing in Namboole Stadium had made the stadium unsanitary.  He arrived at the Stadium 
at about 2.00 p.m in the company of the 2nd and 3rd applicants wearing WBS labels and the van clearly 
marked WBS Television.  On the way to the office of the Stadium management, the trio were accosted with 
shouts and alarms from several Special Police Constables who barred them from entering the Stadium on 
account of several newspapers having written condemning the SPCs unsanitary behaviour at the Stadium.  
They retreated to their van but could not get out of the gate because the SPCs had closed it.  The SPCs 
arrived at the van, forced it open, pulled them out and beat them with batons, kicks, sticks and metals 
and took away their cameras and their accessories and set their dogs at them.  They were later set free 
but denied access to the Stadium.  The court held that the denial of access of journalists to the stadium 
amounted to a breach of their freedom as journalists to inform the public of the sanitary condition of the 
stadium. In awarding each of the applicants USD 7,500 the judge stated that the amount would “meet the 
ends of justice, especially in an environment where complaints of Police Constables being trigger-happy 
are on the increase. Journalists must be protected rather than harassed”.

(ii) Provision of legal aid services to HRDs
A number of HRD organisations have as one of their key components, the provision of legal aid and related 
services to the vulnerable persons in society. Vulnerability is when persons who for one reason or another 
cannot afford legal services and therefore need assistance whenever their rights are at stake. Most of the 
organisations in this category include those under the umbrella of Legal Aid Service Providers Network 
(LASPNET) which has played a big role in coordinating the legal aid service providers (LASPs) and raising 
awareness on how citizens can access justice services without incurring the expensive legal fees. Other 
organisations include HURINET-U, HRCU, NCHRDU, FIDA, Centre for Women in Uganda (CEWIGO), 
Uganda Women’s Network (UWONET) among others, who offer services to their specific interest groups. 

122 Necessary Condition: Access to Justice. Also available at https://www.usip.org/guiding-principles-stabiliza-

tion-and-reconstruction-the-web-version/rule-law/access-justice(accessed on 24 January 2019).
123 Article 29 protects freedom of conscience, expression, movement, religion, assembly and association. Particularly 
Article 29(1) is to the effect that every person shall have the right to freedom of speech and expression which shall 
include freedom of the press and other media; freedom of thought, conscience and belief which shall include academic 
freedom in institutions of learning.
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2.11.2 Challenges in accessing justice

Access to justice broadly refers to the ability of persons to have their grievances addressed in court in a 
fair, rational and cheap manner. Primarily, the concept of access to justice is, however, broader than the 
ability to access courts of law. As a result, there are some challenges hindering access to justice for HRDs 
as highlighted below. 

Despite the relatively good number of legal aid service providers in Uganda, HRCU notes with concern that 
a big percentage of HRDs are in need of legal services and cannot access them. There is a growing need for 
the service. 

(i) Inadequate legal protection
The provision of legal aid in Uganda currently operates in a ‘policy vacuum’. There are a number of legal aid 
service in Uganda who offer legal aid services to the citizenry but these services are currently not regulated 
by a law. The lack of comprehensive law to regulate these services may lead to lack of clear standards 
or falling far short of what is required to address the legal needs of all persons in Uganda. This is further 
compounded by lack of a witness protection law which would ensure protection and safety of witnesses to 
proceedings.
There is no HRD law in place and yet HRDs continue to face unique violations or threats as a consequence 
of promoting and protecting human rights. In 2017, Bukina Faso adopted a national law for the protection 
of defenders. The passing of a comprehensive law for HRDs would resolve the question of who exactly is 
an HRD; stipulate the rights enjoyed by defenders, specify obligations of HRDs, provide a mechanism to 
respond to violation of rights of HRDs and create offences and penalties.124In the circumstances therefore it 
is important to have a definite measure as a pathway for access to justice for HRDs.

(ii) Inconclusive investigations
Inconclusive investigations often happen when the bodies/agencies responsible for investigating and 
pursuing criminal cases request extended periods for the investigations.125A case in point was on 23 
January 2015, when the Executive Director of Twerwaneho Listeners’ Club, Gerald Kankya together with Mr. 
Simon Amanyire were attacked by some people in Fort Portal allegedly commanded by the District Police 
Commander. They were violently wrestled to the ground and the attackers attempted to steal important 
documents within their possession, including a compilation of cases on land grabbing. In as much as Mr. 
Kankyalaboured to follow up the case, Police showed no willingness to cooperate. The police also refused 
to accept the medical report obtained by Mr. Kankya. Instead, the alleged perpetrators had also filed a case 
of grievous bodily harm. In such a situation, HRDs remain embroiled in cases for lengthy periods of time 
before it is eventually dismissed. 
Cases of rampant NGO office break-ins have also been reported. They have taken a similar pattern leaving 
many questions unanswered. The absence of conclusive police reports raises questions on whether the 
attacks were acts of common crime or targeted.

(iii) Inaccessibility of courts
Courts of law are still largely inaccessible to many as they are normally located in the centre of towns or 
at the district headquarters. Therefore, those living in rural areas or at the periphery of towns, do not have 
easy access to the courts. These geographical obstacles pose challenges of increased costs of travel which 
affects users. An HRD in Lira126 said that it appears as though the courts were “planted out there,” just for 
those who are able to reach them and not for all who need to access them.

124 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, “Legal Brief on the Need for a Comprehensive Law to Protect Human Rights 
Defenders”, 5.
125  Protection International, ‘Criminalisation of Human Rights Defenders: Categorisation of the Problem and Measures 
In Response’,.28
126 During the data collection that was conducted in August 2018.
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A key informant in Mbarara said:

“The courts are structured in a way that does not facilitate equal access to justice. Court fees are 
high for HRDs at the grassroots and for many, legal services are unaffordable. To promote access 
to justice, it is of paramount importance that the government and civil society -HRDs inclusive, 
strengthen mechanisms for educating citizens on their rights and assist them in accessing justice.
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3.0 ANALYSIS OF ENJOYMENT OF RIGHTS BY HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS
This section presents the analysis of enjoyment of rights of HRDs over the last ten years. These are the 
rights as provided in the UN Declaration of HRDs,127  enable HRDs to perform their legitimate work of 
defending human rights and fundamental freedoms. The analysis is based on the persistent violations of 
rights since 2009128 as monitored by HRCU and as highlighted in human rights reports and HRCU HRDs 
situational analysis reports. The focus on these was based on their persistent violation; their trivial respect 
during the electoral process; and the widening scope of HRDs being targeted. The human rights standards 
and the legal framework relevant to each specific emerging issues are also highlighted as the basis of the 
obligations of the duty bearers.

Rights of HRDs as provided in the UN Declaration of HRDs

Right Provision in the UN Declaration on HRDS

The right to be protected Articles 2; 9 (1); 12

The right to freedom of peaceful assembly Articles 5 (a), 12

The right to freedom of association Article 5 (b)

The right to access and communicate with 
international bodies

Articles 5 (c); 9 (4)

The right to access information Article 6 (a)

The right to develop and discuss new human rights 
ideas

Article 7

The right to an effective remedy Article 9

The right to access funding Article 13

The right to lawful exercise of one’s occupation or 
profession

Article 11

The right to freedom of opinion and expression which 
encompasses the right to hold opinions without 
interference and the right to impart information and 
ideas of all kinds.

Article 6 (b) and (c)

3.1  Rights of HRDs usually enjoyed 

HRCU has noted that there are some rights of HRDs that are not commonly violated in Uganda as discussed 
below: 

127  The Declaration on the Right and responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect 
Universally Recognised Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms
128 Since HRCU produced the scoop study of HRDs on the working environment of HRDs in Uganda
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3.1.1  The right to access and communicate with international human rights 
bodies. 
This right is provided for under the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, under Article 5 (c) and Article 
9 (4). By referring explicitly to this right under two separate provisions, the Declaration recognizes that 
accessing and communicating with international bodies is essential for human rights defenders to carry out 
their work, that is, alerting the international community of human rights problems and bringing key cases to 
the attention of regional and international human rights bodies and mechanisms.129 The 2013, HRCU HRDs 
report established that many HRDs were not knowledgeable about this right or even how to communicate 
with international human rights bodies and those aware and engaging with international human rights 
mechanisms had not had any challenges accessing them.130 This continues to be the trend.

3.1.2  Right to solicit for resources

Article 13 of the Declaration of Human Rights provides for the right to solicit and utilise resources for the 
express purposes of promoting and protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms. HRDs including 
NGOs and national human rights institutions have relied on donors to support their core functions and 
activities.131 Although HRDs have generally enjoyed the right to solicit for funding, there are concerns 
that laws like the Anti-Money Laundering Act, 2013 which are intended to address money laundering 
and combat terrorism financing could be used to restrict the ability of HRDs to access resources; and 
cripple NGOs. In October, 2017 Action Aid, had 5 of its accounts frozen by Bank of Uganda which affected 
implementation of activities.132 

3.1.3  The right to develop and discuss new human rights ideas:

This right is provided for under Article 7 of the Declaration on HRDs. The right to develop and discuss 
new human rights ideas is an important provision for the ongoing development of human rights. This right 
may be seen as an elaboration of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, the right to freedom 
of assembly and the right to freedom of association.133  The right to Freedom of opinion and expression; 
assembly and association will be elaborated in the next subsection 3.2. In 2013, some women HRDs 
expressed that they encounter challenges when advocating for women rights and this was also reported in 
2015 and the 2017 Women HRDs report.134 The resistance and challenges when addressing gender issues 
comes from some men who do not appreciate women HRDs work and perceive them as going against the 
culture and religious beliefs.135

129 OHCHR; The Commentary on the  UN Declaration on HRDs:2011
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/CommentarytotheDeclarationonHumanRightsDefenders.aspx
130  n. 65 above, 16
131 R.C.Batti, Challenges facing local NGOs in resource moblisation: Humanities and social sciences, Vol. 2, No.3, 2014 
58: http://www.penkenya.org/UserSiteFiles/public/challenges%20and%20opportunities%20facing%20NGOS.pdf
132 Actionaid,’ActionAid Uganda accounts finally frozenhttp://www.actionaid.org/uganda/news/actionaid-uganda-ac-
counts-finally-unfrozen, accessed on (12 March 2019)
133  n.129 above
134  HRCU,  Women Human Rights defenders in Uganda: Working Against all Odds, 2017
135  n.56 above, 20
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3.2  Rights of HRDs that are commonly violated 

3.2.1  Freedom of Association

Freedom of association includes freedom to form and join associations or unions and other civic 
organisations. Freedom of association is provided for under Article 29 of the Constitution and Article 5 
of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders. The freedom to associate entails the ability of HRDs to 
organize and interact among themselves. HRDs therefore have the freedom to join an organisation of like-
minded persons and pursue their common interests.136 The state has the obligation to prevent violations, 
threats and or attacks; investigate seriously any violations; and ensure that HRDs freely and fully exercise 
this right.  The right of HRDs to freely associate has however been fraught with challenges.137

(i) Office break-ins and raids
According to Defend Defenders, over 30 organisations in Uganda have experienced similar break-ins since 
2012.138 In 2016, HRCU recorded five cases of office break-ins where some HRDs reported loss of property 
from their offices.139 In 2016, there were break-ins into advocates/ lawyers’ law firms representing former 
presidential candidate Mr. John Patrick Amama Mbabazi, in an election petition challenging the validity of 
the election of President Yoweri Kaguta Museveni. Break-ins into two law firms of Muwema and Company 
Advocates in Kololo and Nyanzi, Kiboneka and Mbabazi Company Advocates, along Buganda Road in 
Wandegeya were reported to police.140 The intruders left with vital documents including sworn affidavits 
of witnesses and laptops containing information about the petition. These acts compromised the right to 
a fair trial, which includes the right to a lawyer of one’s choice who should not be intimidated or harassed.
In 2017, the police raided the Action Aid offices along that of the Great Lakes Institute for Strategic Studies 
(GLISS) on 20th September 2017. The search warrant claimed that the organisation was involved in “illicit 
financial transactions” and “subversive activities to destabilize Uganda.”141

On 7 August 2018, the offices of Isis-WICCE were broken into and computer central processing unit and 
other office documents were littered around the compound. The assailants only removed hard drives from 
the computers and did not take other items that were at their disposal after the break-in.142 on 8th February 
2018, HRAPF reported that unidentified assailants broke into its office during the night, disabled parts of 
the security system and cut two guards with machetes, severely injuring them. In June 2016, HRAPF had 
reported a break-in, in which attackers beat to death a security guard, ransacked the offices, and stole 
documents and television screens.143

136 Commentary to the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Pro-
mote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 2011, 35.
137 Commentary to the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Pro-
mote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 201, 38.
138 https://www.defenddefenders.org/press_release/uganda-police-should-should-promptly-thoroughly-and-trans-
parently-investigate-office-break-ins/ (accessed 7 March 2019).
139 n. 119 above,39. 
140 A. Wesaka, I. Okuda, I. Imaka ‘Law society condemns raid on lawyers’ chambers’, available at https://mobile.monitor.
co.ug/News/Law-society-condemns-raid-lawyers--chambers-/2466686-3113374-format-xhtml-gay4gs/index.html 
(accessed 7 March 2019).
141 T. Kahugu & D. Mafabi, “Police seize computers, phones from staff before leaving Action Aid offices”, https://www.
monitor.co.ug/News/National/Police-seize-computers-phones-ActionAid-offices/688334-4106342-148h8hd/index.
html,( accessed on 7 March 2019).
142 National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders, ‘Until an NGO Serving you is Targeted’, 2018, 33-34.
143 n.142 above, 34,
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Other NGO offices that have been broken into during the reporting period include: FHRI, LASPNET, 
HRNJ,HURINET, Save for Health Uganda, Anti-Corruption Coalition Uganda, Action for Community 
Development, Eco Pad, MIFUMI, Kadama Women Association, Sexual Minorities Uganda, Forum for 
African Women Educationalists, Umbrella Journalists for Kasese, Bulisa Initiative for Rural Development, 
Karambi Action for Life Improvement, Twerwaneho Listener’s Club, Alliance for Development Uganda, 
Rural Movement Initiative and Lira NGO Forum. As pointed under the subchapter of Access to Justice and 
ending Impunity against Human Rights Defenders the persistent attacks and inconclusive investigations 
raises questions on the commitment of the government to prevent and investigate seriously attacks 
against HRDS which could be perceived as condoning attacks against HRDs.

(ii)  Threats to pursuing common interests

In 2011, teachers, under Uganda National Teachers Union (UNATU) across the country laid down their 
tools because of unfulfilled promises by the government to increase their salary. Mr. Peter Lawrence Okwir, 
a Committee member of UNATU was arrested and detained for a day over participation in the strikes 144 
The Prime Minister, Mr. Amama Mbabazi later threatened to strike defiant teachers from the pay roll if 
they did not report to their respective schools within the first week of opening of the term and replace 
them.145 

In 2012, teachers were found in class in the district of Mbale following a strike declared by UNATU. A 
senior teacher stated that they feared the government threat of deregistering teachers who participated 
in the strikes.146In 2015, lecturers at Makerere University who had given a 90-day notice of their intention 
strike through the Makerere University Academic Staff Association (MUASA) over government’s refusal 
to honor an earlier agreement to raise their pay by 20% were told to go and rear goats.147 

In 2017, doctors in public hospitals under the Uganda Medical Association (UMA) went on a national wide 
strike in protest of failure of government to address demands for salary increment, increase in allowances, 
as well as for a review of the supply of medicines and other equipment in health centers. The Minister of 
Health, Jane Aceng issued a directive warning doctors to return to work or face serious consequences. 
The government deployed doctors from the military to public hospitals to provide essential services and 
threatened to import doctors from Cuba and hire retired medical professors to replace the doctors.148

144  A. Wesaka, ‘Police arrest, release unatu member over fueling strike, Daily Monitor, available at https://mobile.moni-
tor.co.ug/News/2466686-1235932-format-xhtml-g29fmsz/index.html (accessed 12 March 2019).
145 Monitor Team, ‘West Nile teachers ignore government threats, abandon class: https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/
Education/688336-1230558-15blf2h/index.html
146 D. Olaka,’ Mbale teachers Boycott UNATU strike: https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/mbale-teachers-boycott-
unatu-strike accessed on (11 March 2019).
147 S. Kafeero, ‘Teachers Strike’ available at https://www.independent.co.ug/teachers-strike/ (accessed on 11 March 
2019).
148  Global health, Uganda brought to its knees as doctors’ strike paralyses health service available at https://www.
theguardian.com/global-development/2017/nov/16/costing-lives-doctors-strike-health-service-uganda (accessed on 11 
March 2019).
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3.2.2. Right to lawful exercise of one’s profession

The right to practice ones’ profession encompasses freedom of opinion, freedom of association, freedom of 
expression and access to information as provided for under Article 29 of the constitution and Article 11 of 
the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.  

The scope of HRDs being harassed and intimidated has enlarged from HRDs working on sensitive issues 
including corruption, land rights, civil and political rights to include advocates handling politically sensitive 
cases.

(i) Threats and intimidation of the judiciary
Article 128 of the Constitution guarantees the independence of the judiciary; which should not be subject 
to the control or direction of any authority. 
In 2018, one of the justices of the Constitutional Court found a threatening note in his chambers on the 
morning of the day of the ruling on lifting the presidential term limit and extending the term of office. The 
judge sought refuge in the chamber of his colleague before heading to the courtroom.149 Following the 
Constitutional court ruling the judges were admonished that they spent more time on form rather than 
substance and that they were not in control of the country’s constitutional reforms which could be achieved 
with or without judges.150

(ii) Intimidation and harassment of journalists 
In 2012, HRNJ-Uganda documented 85 cases of intimidation and harassment of journalists which increased 
to 124 in 2013.151 Arrests of journalists with no clear charges preferred by the police were common in 2013. 
According to HRNJ-Uganda this was due to failure of the state actors to recognise the contribution of 
media to democracy, good governance and rule of law. 
HRNJ-Uganda documented total of 143 cases of attacks of the media in 2015 and 135 violations were 
documented in 2016. The elections in 2016 were marred by allegations of intimidation of journalists and 
widespread use of torture by the security agencies.152 In November 2016, KTN journalist, Ms. Doreen Biira 
was arrested over “illegal filming” of the military raid on the Rwenzururu palace and charged for abetting 
terrorism under the Anti- Terrorism Act. Ms. Biira was covering the clashes in Kasese that left 14 security 
personnel dead and more than 100 royal guards arrested including the Rwenzururu King- Mumbere.153

On February 13, 2018, Mr. Charles Etukuri, a journalist from Vision Group was abducted by security 
operatives for close to a week; allegedly over a story he published in the Saturday Vision about the death 
of a Finnish national in one of the city hotels.  Although Mr. Etukuri was released without charges, he was 
reportedly ordered to reveal his sources and explain his involvement in the case.154

149  J.Byarigaba,’ Uganda parties to appeal ruling that upheld law on age limit: https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/
ea/Uganda-parties-to-appeal-ruling-that-upheld-law-on-age-limit/4552908-4697220-n2mwi1/index.html, accessed on 
(12 March 2019)
150 J. Byarigaba,’ Uganda parties to appeal ruling that upheld law on age limit: https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/
ea/Uganda-parties-to-appeal-ruling-that-upheld-law-on-age-limit/4552908-4697220-n2mwi1/index.html, (accessed on 
12 March 2019)
151  n.130 above, 22.
152 US State Department Human Rights Report, Uganda 2017, available at https://www.state.gov/documents/organiza-
tion/277303.pdf (accessed on 15th January 2019)
153 J. Kato, ‘Police arrest KTN journalist over filming military raid on Rwenzururu palace’ The Daily Monitor 28 November 
2016.
154 B. Amamukirori, ‘New Vision journalist released, court issues order against ISO’, New Vision 20 February 2018 4.
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In 2018 numerous cases of journalists whose rights were violated were reported to HRNJ during the 
covering of the political campaigns for the Arua Municipality Parliamentary by-elections. On 13th August, 
2018, NTV journalists Mr. Herbert Zziwa and Mr. Ronald Muwanga were arrested while on duty and 
detained at Arua police station and their gadgets were confiscated.155 They were driven to Gulu the next 
day and charged with inciting violence and malicious damage to property before being released on bond. 
On the same day, in the evening, NBS TV journalists Mr. Julius Bakabaage was assaulted by a security 
agent who hit him with a baton on the head as he reported on the campaigns. His workmates Mr. John 
Kibalizi and Mr. Benson Ongom had to run away as the security men chased after them until they hid in 
an unknown place. Mr. Yasin from the Daily Monitor was also assaulted and his camera confiscated by the 
security agents.156

There is a growing concern with the trend of Journalists arbitrarily arrested and detained and subjected to 
torture, cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment while in the line of duty by state agents who are rarely 
investigated and prosecuted. 

(iii) Assault of law enforcement officers
There have also been a number of cases where law enforcement officers have been assaulted by members 
of the public as well. In 2013, Mr. Reuben Okrut, a police constable attached to Kamwenge Police Station 
in Kamwenge District was beaten up by unknown persons and left lying in a pool of blood in Kitumba East 
Division Fort Portal Municipality.157

The UPF reported that between April and July 2014, the UPF lost more than ten policemen who were shot 
dead as they were performing their law enforcement and security duties around the country and in the last 
two years it had lost more than 30 police officers.158

In 2018, two police officers Mark Habyara and Police Constable Otim attached to Field Force Unit in 
Kawempe Division, Kampala were shot dead and their guns taken by unknown assailants.159

3.2.3 The Right to be protected

The right of HRDs to be protected is clearly laid out in the UN Declaration on HRDs under Article 2 which 
places the primary responsibility and duty to protect and promote human rights on government.160 Article 
12 further requires the state to take the necessary steps to ensure the protection of HRDs against violence, 
threats, retaliation and other retributive actions taken.161 Under Article 20 of the 1995 Constitution, the 
government of Uganda has the duty to respect, uphold and promote human rights including the rights of 
HRDs. 
In some instances, the duty bearers (government) have been known as perpetrator of human rights 
violations. Over the years, HRDs have reported persistent threats from different government agencies even 
though Institutions162 and the legal frameworks163 have been put in place to promote and protect human 
rights. In  2009 report by HRCU, some HRDs stated that they get continuous threats from government 
agents like Internal Security Organisation (ISO) during the course of their work which greatly hinders there 

155  Available at https://cpj.org/2018/08/ugandan-security-personnel-arrest-assault-journali.php (accessed on 22 
January 2019).
156  Human Rights Network for Journalists-Uganda: Press statement on continuous unabated threats against journalists, 
available at https://hrnjuganda.org/?p=4631(accessed 11 March 2019).
157 ‘Police Officer beaten to Death’, Uganda Radio Network available at   https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/po-
lice-officer-beaten-to-death (accessed  3 December 2018).
158 30 police officers killed on duty in the last two years: https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/30-police-officers-
killed-on-duty-in-the-last-two-years ( accessed 12 December 2019).
159 A. Bagala, Two police officers shot in kampala, guns taken: available at https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/
Two-police-officers-shot-dead-Kampala-guns-taken/688334-4306872-13djogo/index.html ( accessed 11.March 2019
160  Article 2 of the Declaration on HRDs
161 Article 12, The UN declaration of HRDs
162 The Uganda Human Rights Commission, Equal Opportunities Commission
163  The constitution of the Republic of Uganda, 1995 as amended, Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012
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work. In such cases those required to protect HRDs have been seen as perpetrators. 164

From the reports on HRDs, it continues to be noted that HRDs experience a lot of threats and attacks 
mainly from state securities agencies as well as non-state actors;165 and it also recommended the need for 
the state to improve on the protection of HRDs in Uganda.166 The trends show that attacks on HRDs also 
vary depending on the issues the HRDs address and the HRDs mostly in the Albertine region faced threats 
in various forms due to oil-related issues and these were mainly carried out by the state agencies.167

A baseline survey in 2014 conducted by HRCU indicated that HRDs faced various threats, harassment 
and defamation being the highest followed by death threats among others and police was pointed out as 
the main violator of the rights of HRDs.168 In a 2016 report by HRNJ-Uganda, it was noted that Journalists 
experienced 135 human rights violations and the police was the main violator of their rights.169

3.2.4 Right to freedom of opinion and expression

Article 29 of the 1995 Constitution of Uganda protects freedom of opinion and expression among 
other associated rights. The 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights170and The Press 
and Journalism Act,171 require Uganda to protect, uphold and ensure the observance of the freedom to 
seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds. The freedom of opinion and expression has 
three key aspects that is, the right to hold opinion without interference, right to access information and 
right to impart information and ideas of all kinds, which are crucial to HRDs work and indispensable 
for formulation of public opinion and protects the monitoring and advocacy function of HRDs.172 The 
right to freedom of expression has an individual and a social dimension. According to the Inter-American 
Court, this right requires, on the one hand, that no one be arbitrarily limited or impeded in expressing his 
own thoughts. In that sense, it is a right that belongs to each individual. Its second aspect, on the other 
hand, implies a collective right to receive any information whatsoever and to have access to the thoughts 
expressed by others.173

The right to freedom of expression extends to any medium, including written and oral communications, 
the media, public protest, broadcasting, artistic works and commercial advertising. 

164 See HRCU report Human Rights Defenders in Uganda, An Overview of the working environment for Human Rights 
Defenders in Uganda 2009 page 45 
165  A HRCU 2010-2011 report noted, pg 22-24
166 n. 165 above, 11
167 n. 151 above, 33
168 n. 151 above, 44 and 48.
169 See Human Rights Network for Journalists-Uganda (HRNJ-Uganda), Press Freedom Report-2016 Tough Times 
Political Intolerance Stifles Media page 33 & 35                             
170 Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart 
information and ideas of all kinds, regard less of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or 
through any other media of his choice.
171 Section 2 of the Press and Journalism Act provide that a person may, subject to this Act, publish a newspaper. No 
person or authority shall, on grounds of the content of a publication, take any action not authorized under this Act or 
any other law to prevent the printing; publication; or circulation among the public, of a newspaper.
172 Special Rapportuer on Promotion and Protection of the right to freedom of opinion and  expression; A/HRC/14/23-
para 24-20 April 20 2010
173  I/A Court H.R., Advisory Opinion OC-5/85, Compulsory Membership in an Association Prescribed by Law for the 
Practice of Journalism. November 13, 1985. Series A No. 5, para. 30. As cited in the Report on the Situation of Human 
Rights Defenders in the Americas, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), OEA/Ser.L/V/II.124, Doc. 5 
rev.1, 7 March 2006, para. 78.
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The right is not absolute. It carries with it special responsibilities, and may be restricted on several 
grounds.174 In Uganda, several laws have been put in place and these laws are seen to curtail the right to 
freedom of opinion and expression like the Computer Misuse Act. 

Ms. Stella Nyanzi was charged with two counts of cyber harassment and offensive communication under 
the Computer Misuse Act in regard to her alleged indecent communication against President Yoweri 
Museveni and his late mother Esiteeri Kokundeka. According to the prosecution, the posts were intended 
to disturb their peace, quiet and right to privacy.175

Freedom of opinion and expression are critical in modern democracies especially during electoral periods 
since States are obliged to ensure that citizens are facilitated to enjoy all of them in order to ensure 
meaningful elections.176 Since 2009, HRCU has persistently noted and reported incidences and actions 
that limit the right to freedom of opinion and expression of HRDs. Common restrictions to this right have 
been discussed in detail under the right to access to information under 3.2.7 and media freedoms (3.2.2) 

In 2009, a report by HRCU177 indicated that although key to regulation, the Press and Journalism Act and 
Electronic Media law created regulatory bodies178 which are government controlled thus giving the state 
power over the media hence to some extent curtailing the right of freedom of speech and expression of 
the media by the state. The subsequent reports indicated persistent violations of the rights and key to 
note are: In 2013 the findings indicated that the most violated rights of HRDs were the right to freedom of 
assembly and followed by the right to opinion and expression.179 In addition, HRNJ report indicated that 
there was an increase in human rights violations against journalists from 85 in 2012 to 124 in 2013 and the 
violations were mainly carried out by the Uganda Police Force.180

In 2014 the right of freedom of opinion and expression was noted as the second most violated right of 
HRDs by an HRCU report.181 This can be accredited to police’s continuous impunity among others for 
example a police officer in May 2014 assaulted a journalist who was covering a political rally in Luwero.182 

 The 2015 HRCU situation report noted that the right to freedom of opinion and expression was the most 
violated for HRDs;183 and particularly during the electoral period. In 2017, 113 cases of violations and abuses 
against journalists were reported to HRNJ.184

174 http://www.humanrights.is/en/human-rights-education-project/comparative-analysis-of-selected-case-law-achpr-ia-
chr-echr-hrc/the-right-to-freedom-of-opinion-and-expression/what-is-freedom-of-opinion-and-expression
175 In the Stella Nyanzi case Prosecution led by Janat Kitimbo alleged that on September 16, 2018, Ms. Nyanzi posted 
indecent words against the president and his late mother on her Facebook wall. See more on https://allafrica.com/sto-
ries/201902110163.html.  Accessed 13.03.2019
176 I/A Court HR.,Ivcher Bronstein Case Judgement of February 6,2001 as cited in the Commentary on the UN Declara-
tion of HRDS, pg 59 Accessed on 12.03.2019 onhttps://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/srhrdefenders/pages/srhrdefendersin-
dex.aspx
177 n. 164 above, 19-22.
178 See Press and Journalism Act Part iii section
179  n. 167 above 2013 Report
180 See HRNJ Uganda Press Freedom Index Report 2013 UGANDA, Narrowing space MEDIA UNDER SIEGE page 4-8
181 See HRCU REPORT HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS IN UGANDA: The Continued Pursuit Of The Realisation Of Their 
Rights Vol.IV, 2014 page 15.
182 See HRNJ-Uganda, HRN-Uganda alert, police director assaults journalist covering elections available at https://hrnju-
ganda.org/?p=1872 last accessed 9th March 2019
183 n.135 above,15.
184 Human Rights Network For Journalists, ‘Press Freedom Index Report - 2017 Uganda Critical Journalism Under Attack’, 
44.
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3.2.5  The right to freedom of peaceful assembly 
The right to freedom of peaceful assembly is provided for under various international Human rights laws. 
Article 20 of the UDHR states that everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association. 
This is also provided for under Article 9 of the UN Declaration on HRDs. And nationally this right is also 
provided for under Article 29. This right is an entitlement to all persons including HRDs.

In the 2009 report HRDs expressed a frustration in respect to always seeking permission from RDCs every 
time they had to carry out an activity including having assemblies. This kind of government control over 
HRDs has greatly hindered their work.185 To date HRDs continue to express frustration with regard to the 
right to assemble. In the 2013 report, HRDs ranked the right to freedom of assembly as the most violated 
right. HRDs expressed discontent in realizing their right to freedom to peaceful assemble. For example an 
HRD interviewed in Masindi stated that there peaceful demonstration was stopped by the RDC with the 
help of police.186

It was documented that the right to freedom of assembly and association as the most commonly violated 
as HRDs were subjected to arbitrary limitations including through use of excessive force by Police in 
responding to peaceful demonstrations. In 2014, it was again documented as the most violated right and 
this was associated with the implementation of the POMA.  Half of the HRDs interviewed opined that there 
seemed to be no uniform standard of interpretation of the POMA. Police and RDCs were identified as the 
main perpetrators who misuse the POMA to disrupt public gatherings. In 2015, although the right was not 
the most violated, 13 percent of the respondents still reported its violation.187  

A 2016 HRCU situational analysis report reported that HRDs stated that their right to freedom of assembly 
was upheld if their gathering were not politically sensitive thus to some extent limiting gatherings of HRDs 
who advocate for civil and political rights. HRDs also expressed their frustration in respect to obtaining 
permission from Police for their gatherings.188

In 2018 for example women rights activists who had planned to hold a peaceful demonstration against the 
rampant killings of women and kidnaps in Wakiso were blocked from holding their gathering by the IGP of 
Uganda. This was an indicator of a violation to the right to freedom of assembly.189

However, United States of America embassy in Uganda documented in their 2017 Human Rights Report, 
quoting local media between September 12 and November 9, that the UPF had dispersed at least 30 rallies 
protesting the proposed Constitution amendment of Article 102 (b) and arrested at least 170 protesters. 
On October 19, the UPF shot and killed three persons in Rukungiri District who were protesting against 
the government’s plan to rescind the article. On July 19, local media reported that the UPF arrested more 
than 60 persons, at various venues in Kampala, who were protesting against the proposed constitutional 
amendment. The UPF claimed the assemblies were unlawful and detained participants at FSU headquarters 
for three days before releasing them without charge. 

185 n. 164 above, 44
186  Sn. 179 above, 19
187 n. 183 above, 18
188  n. 139 above, 30
189 See Daily Monitor IGP Ochola blocks planned women protest against kidnaps, Murders Wednesday June 27 
2018  available at https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/IGP-Ochola-blocks-women-protest-over-kidnaps-mur-
ders/688334-4634738-14jemldz/index.html last accessed on 9th March 2019
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3.2.6 Right to an effective remedy

The right to an effective remedy is provided for under the UN Declaration on HRDs. The right to an 
effective remedy is an obligation of the State to provide a judicial relief when a violation of a right is 
acknowledged. This right entails a double dimension: on the one hand, the procedural right to an effective 
access to a fair hearing, and on the other hand, the substantive right to an adequate redress.190 

The state under Article 20 of the 1995 constitution of the Republic of Uganda is obligated to investigate, 
prosecution and provide redress to all persons whose rights have been infringed. 

In a Scoop study of 2009, HRDs noted that police does not give serious consideration to their complaints 
and accessing the court was too expensive in case one had to hire a legal expert. Such challenges have 
greatly hindered access to justice for HRDs.191 As discussed in detail in Chapter 2 in challenges in accessing 
Justice, this has been persistent in the 10 years.

A 2013 HRCU report stated that case backlog was a major factor that hampered access to justice for 
HRDs.192 In a 2014 baseline report by HRCU, it was noted by HRDs that there are constant delays in terms 
of concluding cases and sometimes witnesses are intimidated thus making access to justice for HRDs 
hard.193 

The 2016 report by HRCU indicated that various NGO experienced office break-ins for example the 
HRNJ-Uganda, LASPNET among others which were working on highly sensitive matters like land. The 
investigations have never been concluded and since justice delayed is justice denied, that is an indicator 
of lack of an effective remedy for HRDs to some extent.194

3.2.7 The right to Access Information

Article 41 of the 1995 Constitution provides the right of every citizen to access information in the 
possession of the State or any other organ or agency of the State unless release of such information is 
likely to prejudice the security or sovereignty of the State or interfere with the privacy of a person. Central 
to the right to access information is the ability of the media to promptly and easily access information on 
public affairs, the right of the public to receive this information and the right of an individual to know which 
authorities /individuals have their personal data and to correct personal data.195  The government enacted 
the Access to information Act in 2005 and the Access to Information Regulations in 2011 which provide 
a procedure for accessing records 

Over the last 10 years, there was no law in place to regulate personal data collected, rights of persons 
whose data is collected and the obligation of data collectors which hindered individuals including HRDs 
from accessing information of who held their personal data, the type of data being held, the purpose for 
which data is being held and their right to this collected data. In December 2017, Unwanted Witness, 
petitioned the UHRC to request Parliament to speed up the enactment of privacy and data protection law 
because citizens’ personal data was being abused. The ability of HRDS to access data is also hindered by 
wide exemptions to accessing information and bureaucracy.196   

190 https://www.eui.eu/Projects/CentreForJudicialCooperation/Documents/D1.1.c-Module-3.pdf
191  n. 185 above, 44
192 n. 186 above,32
193 n. 168 above, 41
194 n. 188 above 39-40
195  General Comment No. 34, Article 19: 2011,  https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/docs/gc34.pdf, accessed 
on (11 March 2019)
196  CIPESA, Position Paper: The State of Access to Information in Uganda, available at https://cipesa.org/?wpfb_dl=241, 
(accessed on 12 March 2019).
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The 2015 HRCU report highlighted that the right to access information was one of the most violated rights 
of HRDs.  197

In 2016 access to social media was blocked by the UCC on grounds of security. Social media was switched 
off during the general elections on 18 February 2016 for five days and subsequently in May 2016, during 
the Presidential swearing-in ceremony. These acts hindered access to social media platforms such as 
WhatsApp which facilitate sharing of critical information, timely receipt and response to human rights 
violations and hindered the ability of HRDs to transmit information to the public on on-going events. Social 
media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook are essential to free expression in the digital age.198 
On 30th May 2018 Parliament of Uganda passed the Excise Duty Amendment Bill. Which led to the 
introduction of the Over the Top taxation (OTT) services. According to this Act, “over top services” means the 
transmission or receipt of voice or messages over the internet protocol network. This Bill amended Section 
4 of the Excise Duty Act, 2014 by including sub-section 5 which places liability on telecommunication 
service operators to account for and pay for excise duty on access to the over the top services. For one 
to access of overtop internet services, one has to pay UGX 200 per day. The Act has affected citizens 
including HRDs who have to incur an extra charge to access to social platforms. This affected the right to 
access information, freedom of expression to mention but a few.

3.3  Conclusion
HRDs continue to strive for the realization of their rights as well as the rights of the communities.  Each 
year, each right, each thematic group of HRDs experience unique challenges that also change with different 
circumstances. Some challenges such as under the right to freedom of opinion and expression; peaceful 
assembly have been persistent and HRDs need to continue to advocate for their realization. Emerging 
issues that have potential to hamper realization of rights such as access to funding can also be addressed 
working with key stakeholders.

  
198  https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/what-can-s0cial-media-platforms-do-for-human-rights/
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4.0 SUCCESSES, CHALLENGES AND STRATEGIES OF HRDS
HRDs have recorded successes, encountered challenges, and devised strategies in their pursuit to promote 
and protect human rights and freedoms as discussed in this section 

4.1 Priority Areas of HRDs

Over the last ten years the focus of HRDs has been consistent in advocating for the promotion and 
protection of three key rights mainly freedom of peaceful assembly, freedom of opinion and expression, and 
the right to physical integrity. In 2009, the HRCU scoop study indicated that most violations were against 
journalists, WHRDs and defenders working on civil and political rights, LGBTQI, and disability rights.199The 
2015 HRCU situation report found that HRDs working on governance issues (29%), Journalists (26%), 
HRDs who worked on women’s rights and gender issues (21%), police and prisons warders (16%) were 
most at risk.200The 2018 findings revealed that HRDs involved in raising human rights awareness including 
journalists (24%); human rights lobbying and advocacy (20%), policy and legislative lobbying (14%) and 
capacity building (15%) were most at risk.

The 2014, HRCU Baseline Survey and the Situational Analysis of the Working Environment of HRDs found 
that HRDs mainly focused on children and women rights; though there were efforts to address civil and 
political rights. As was in 2011, the 2014 and 2015 situation reports found that the focus of HRDS was 
around activities related to the 2011 and 2016 general elections aimed at promoting free, fair and peaceful 
elections. Interviews indicated that HRDs were involved in the electoral process and were aware of the 
political trends, although there was a variance between the urban and rural HRDs. More urban HRD tended 
to participate in the electoral process.201

In 2016, HRD organisations revealed that they focused more on civil and political rights in comparison to 
economic, social and cultural rights. HRD organisations also supported HRDs working on minority rights 
or those at risk such as journalists, HRDs working on land, extractive sector, women, children, youth, 
refugees, persons with disabilities (PWDs), democracy and governance. The 2018 findings revealed that 
the main focus of HRDS was on women’s rights (24%), children’s rights (22%), and others as indicated in 
Figure 4.1 below.

Figure 4. 1: Proportion of human rights issues addressed by the HRDs

Economic social and cultural rights include:The right to health,protection from deprivation of property, 
199 n. 191 above, 54-58.
200 n. 187 above, 24.
201 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Human Rights defenders in Uganda 2015, Quest for Justice: Working toward 
increasing respect and recognition for the work of Human Rights Defenders’, 24.



Myths and realities: A decade of promoting and protecting the rights of human rights defenders in uganda 39

ANNUAL REPORT
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS IN UGANDA

right to privacy of person, home and other property, right to education, rights of the family, affirmative 
action in favour of marginalised groups, rights of women,rights of children, rights of PWDs,protection 
of rights of minorities,right to culture and similar rights, right to a clean and healthy environment and 
economic freedoms.

Civil and political rights include:The right to equality and freedom from discrimination,protection of the 
right to life,protection of personal liberty,respect for human dignity and protection from inhuman treatment, 
protection from slavery, servitude and forced labour, right to a fair hearing, protection of freedom of 
conscience, expression, movement, religion, assembly and association and the freedom to engage in civic 
rights and activitiesand the right of access to information.

The other rights not under the above categories include:Environmental protection, oil and governance, 
natural resource conservation, gender based violence, sexual reproductive health rights, child protection, 
conflict Gender Based Violence survivors, refugees and livelihood.

HRDs focusing on women’s and children’s rights attempt to respond to challenges in society including 
rape, domestic violence and child abuse.202The 2009 HRCU Scoop study found WHRDs had challenges 
unique to them and the environment in which they operate; including humiliation and prejudices about the 
way women are supposed to behave.203The 2009 HRCU Scoop study also found that men did not respect 
the work of WHRDs and verbally abused, mocked and intimidated them, and sometimes threatened them 
with death. Violations faced by women include beatings by men and family members, intimidation in the 
workplace, prejudice, public repudiation, as well as inaction from the authorities when their rights are 
violated. Other physical violations include physical or sexual violence or harassment, exclusion, gender 
based discrimination, and unfair dismissals related to their work.204

The 2016 Uganda Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) reported that women were twice more likely to 
experience sexual violence than  men and that children were faced with challenges of high incidences of 
child abuse, early and forced marriage, sexual exploitation of children, infanticide children with disabilities, 
and internal and international child abductions.205The 2017 HRCU Report on Woman HRDs indicated that 
despite the protection according to WHRDs, they continue to suffer disproportionately and face numerous 
violations depending on the contexts they work in; including challenging the patriarchal traditions and 
institutions and are vulnerable to gender-specific threats and violence from the communities and 
authorities. 206

202  Uganda Human Rights Commission, ‘20th Annual Report to the Parliament of the Republic of Uganda’, 2017, 90.
203 n. 199 above, 56.
204 n. 203 above, 57.
205 Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS) and ICF. 2017. Uganda Demographic and Health Survey 2016: Key Indicators 
Report. Kampala, Uganda: UBOS, and Rockville, Maryland, USA: UBOS and ICF. Uganda Demographic and Health 
Survey, 57-63.
206 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Women Human Rights Defenders in Uganda: Working Against All Odds’, 2017, 
2.
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Lecturers at Makerere University during a meeting with the Makerere University Council vote on whether to 
halt or proceed with a strike.207Source: The Nile Post

Teaching and non-teaching staff in public universities across the country have during the reporting period 
gone on strike a number of times over unfulfilled government promises to increase their salaries. The staff 
members contend that in April 2017, State Minister for Finance David Bahati committed to a payment 
of Shs58 billion in the 2017/2018 Financial year in partial fulfillment of the presidential promise of Shs15 
million salaries for each professor by 2019/2020.During the budgetary process for the financial year 
2018/2019, the government budgeted for only Shs29.5 billion which has not been paid.208 In 2016, staff 
from nine public universities during a joint strategic meeting among members held at Makerere University 
declared an indefinite, comprehensive nationwide strike effective 2019, if the payments remained pending. 
The Makerere University teaching staff under their umbrella body MUASA did not open for the second 
semester of the 2018/2019 Academic year, pointing at the empty government promises to clear their 
salary arrears.209This resolution was announced during a joint press conference that was held at Makerere 
University on 3rd December 2018. It should be noted that several strikes have been occurring in Makerere 
University and other public universities.

207 https://nilepost.co.ug/2018/12/04/public-universities-lecturers-non-teaching-staff-threaten-strike/(accessed on 
22February.2019)
208 Daily Monitor:https://mobile.monitor.co.ug/News/Mubs-lectures-join-public-universties-strike/2466686-4925418-
format-xhtml-hrivegz/index htm-access 18.03.2019
209 Nile Post, Public Universities lecturers, non teaching staff threaten strike. Available at https://nilepost.co.ug/2018/12/04/pub-
lic-universities-lecturers-non-teaching-staff-threaten-strike/(accessed on 22.February.2019)
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4.2 Successes of HRDs

4.2.1 Improved relations and collaboration with state agencies

Over the years the relationship between HRDs and state agencies has improved. It should be noted that 
there is a better working relationship between HRDs and state agencies like the UPF, UHRC, Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs among others. There has seen collaborations between State 
agencies and HRDs in areas such as drafting the UPR reports, policies, laws like the drafting and passing 
of the PPTA and PPTA Regulations among others. Government officials like the UPF, Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, NGO Bureau, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, JLOS, and UHRC have worked together and even formed 
working groups on human rights, accountability, drafting UPR reports, policies and also sensitized together 
the populace on a wide range of issues.

In terms of support received, 88% of the HRDs interviewed in 2018 indicated to have received support 
for their work, whereas 12% did not receive any support; which was an improvement from 8% receiving 
support and 22% not receiving any support in 2016.Figure 4.2 shows percentage of HRDs who receive 
support.

Figure 4.2: Percentage of HRDs who received support in 2018

HRD support has changed in terms of nature and source. In 2014, the nature of support to HRDs included: 
Capacity building (73.1%), sharing newsletters (37.8%), provision of information and guidance (53.4%), 
legal support/aid (20.7%), representation in key fora/meetings (20.2%) and others (7.3%).210The 2016 
HRCU report also found capacity building (34%) was the largest support offered to HRDs followed by 
financial support (24%), legal/policy advice (17%), joint statements/advocacy (11%), security (8%) and 
other support (6%).211The 2018 findings reveal that 40% of HRDs received support in form of capacity 
building, 28% as financial support, 12% legal/policy advice, 11% joint statements, 7% as security, and 2% 
as others.  HRDs belong to networks and therefore receive most of the support because they are part of a 
network. Organisations outside of such networks do not receive support from them. The support to HRDs 
varied according to institution and nature as shown in Figure 4.3 and 

210  n.193 above, 34.
211 n.194 above, 52.
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Figure 4.3: Nature of support received by HRDs for their work

Figure 4.4: Scale of support received by an HRD per district
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4.2.2 Enhanced public awareness of human rights

HRDs have utilised different forms of media and communication channels to promote and protect human 
rights. Media such as television, print and radio were used to empower communities by engaging them and 
creating public awareness on issues such as domestic violence, corruption, right to property and their right 
to vote, among others.212 In 2013, through various media campaigns journalists and other stakeholders 
demanded for revamping of the railway network from Packwach to Arua which resulted in the government 
to commence work on it. Journalists and NGOs in Kasese were able to sensitise communities to desist 
from early marriages. HRDs in Rwenzori used radio to advocate for peace and harmony between different 
ethnic groups in Rwenzori.213

HRD Organisations such as the UHRC, 
NCHRD_U, HRCU and individual organisations 
have contributed to increased public awareness of 
human rights and freedoms. This has been done 
through different interventions such as training of 
trainers; dissemination of IEC materials to sensitise 
the public about the law; and media campaigns 
through radio talk shows and televised dialogues.  
In order to place emphasis on different human 
rights themes, HRDs have commemorated special 
human rights events and days including the Anti-
Torture day (June 26), the Human Rights 
Defenders Day (9, December) and International 
Human Rights Day (10th December).   
      
    

212 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Human Rights Defenders in Uganda 2015, Quest for Justice: Working towards 
increasing respect and recognition for the work of Human Rights Defenders’, Vol V, 2015, 35.
213 n.192 above, 36.
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A cross section of community members in Tororo district during a community dialogue to discuss associated 
human rights issues in the implementation and enforcement of the PPTA, POMA & APA

4.2.3 Increased participation and influence in policy and legislative processes

Various HRDs have participated in policy and legislative processes. In 2011, HURINET conducted an audit 
of the selected section of the Penal Code Act Cap 120 and made recommendations for the amendment of 
the provisions of the Penal Code Act Cap 120. FHRI has been at the forefront of advocating for the abolition 
of the death penalty. In 2016, UWONET made a press release titled ‘5 decades of marriage Bill; how much 
longer will it take to guarantee safety and security in families (2017)’ which focused on the marriage Bill.

4.3 Human Rights Centre Uganda’s Interventions

Since inception, the HRCU has focused on the promotion and protection of rights of HRDs through 
implementation of its core focus areas of capacity building, advocacy, research and documentation, as 
well as legal aid and referrals. In order to achieve the results and impacts discussed below, the HRCU has 
partnered and collaborated with various HRDs. 

4.3.1 Capacity building

Over the last 10 years, HRCU has trained 1,411 (946male and 465female)214 HRDs in all regions of Uganda 
through identification of champions and allies who have used the knowledge gained to train other HRDs 
and constructively engage with state actors. HRCU has trained HRDs such as Members of Parliament, 
Police officers, prison officers, Resident State Attorneys, Resident District Commissioners, Magistrates, 
among others. These have been trained on the Human Rights Based Approach to implementing laws like 
the POMA, PPTA, and APA; human rights monitoring, documentation and reporting among others.

214 HRCU activity report 2011 - 2018
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Breaking Barriers to Defend Human Rights 

As a result of HRCU capacity buildings; I am able to quote the laws when addressing the community. I 
have gained confidence to approach the state attorney or court simply because I now know what I am 
talking about. I frequently interact with police. I have also learnt small things about the court which I 
did not know before, such as switching off phone when court is in session, not asking questions to the 
magistrate when you are not the defending lawyer. I follow the court clerk to read for me what is on the 
file am trying to help, also that this inquiry can only be before and after. I am now aware that when a 
suspect wants to request for court bail, must present substantial sureties such as close relatives, with 
national ID and letter from the LC. 
Mr. Besiga John-Mbarara HRD

Taking leadership in human rights defending 

After several capacity building engagements with HRCU, including training on human rights 
documentation and reporting, and the referral pathway, I felt the need to identify other HRDs in the 
district and orient them on the concept of HRDs. We currently have more than 30 HRDs in Mbarara 
today, defending human rights all because of my effort. I handle many cases, including land cases, 
domestic violence. Many cases are being reported to me and am providing guidance and protection, 
especially cases on the right to property are very rampant here in Mbarara.

Ms. Joviah Matsiko- 
Kakika Women’s 
Group 
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Figure 4.5 shows the number of HRDs trained over the last ten years and Figure 4.6shows the numbers 
of HRDs disaggregated by gender.  

Figure 4.5: Number of HRDS trained by the HRCU

Figure 4.6: HRDs trainees disaggregated by gender
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Ms. Dinah Kyasimire of the Uganda Police Force facilitating during a training for police officers in Mbale district 
at Mbale Resort Hotel on implementation of the POMA while applying the Human Rights Based Approach

4.3.2 Establishing partnerships

Since 2008 HRCU has formed and strengthened partnerships, collaborations and alliances with HRDs and 
key partners which enhanced the protection and promotion of the rights of HRDs. This has been achieved 
through 250 constructive dialogues, consultative meetings, and workshops aimed at building cohesion 
and harmonise strategies for a common goal of human rights promotion and protection. Notable among 
them are: The Annual HRD Forum that HRCU organises to create a platform for interaction and partnership 
between HRDs in CSOs and state institutions, peer to peer exchange for HRD networks and consensus 
building on joint advocacy initiatives; and the Makerere University Annual Human Rights Expo intended 
to enhance academia–practitioner collaboration and interdisciplinary dialogue between students and 
other stakeholders. As earlier pointed out on an annual basis, HRCU in collaboration with other partners 
has commemorated the International Day in Support of Victims of Torture, International Human Rights 
Defenders Day and International Human Rights Day and WorldPress Freedom Day, among others.

4.3.3 Media Outreach

Over the last ten years, HRCU has used radio stations with the largest share of listenership to air human 
rights advocacy and promotion programmes. The media include: Radio stations such as Capital FM, CBS 
FM, Bukedde FM, Radio West, Radio Simba FM and print media such as New vision and Daily Monitor.215 
Radio programmes have been aired in 14 regions of Uganda in English and other different local languages 
including: Acholi, Lango, Ateso, Lugbara, Runyankore, Rukiga, Runyoro, Rutoro, and Luganda. 

215 Available at https://knowledge.geopoll.com/uganda-media-measurement-q3-2017-kgmm-report (accessed 8 January 
2019).
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Thematic and topical issues including rights and responsibilities of HRDs, protection and promotion of 
HRDs, respect for women HRDs, HRCU support to HRDs, roles of the Parliamentary Committee on Human 
Rights have been discussed and debated with the aim of informing listeners and creating a platform for 
engagement with the public. 

4.3.4 Contribution to the regulatory framework

The HRCU assessed the implication of proposed legislation which would impact on the operating 
environment of HRDs. Bills such as the Anti-Homosexuality Bill 2009, the Public Order Management Bill 
2011, the Sexual Offences Bill 2016, the Press and Journalist (Amendment) Bill 2010, and the Constitutional 
(Amendment) Bill 2017 were analysed. 

Observations and recommendations entailed scrapping the Anti- Homosexuality Bill, 2009 in its entirety; 
ensuring that limitations in the Public Order Management Bill, 2011 were necessary in a democratic 
society, to protect national security or public safety, pubic order or to protect rights and freedoms of 
others. The HRCU also pointed out that the 80 US dollars fees for a practicing certificate and 49 US 
dollars fee for renewal of a certificate under the Press and Journalist regulations appeared to violate 
the right to freedom of speech, expression, press and other media freedoms. Other recommendations 
were that the fight against corruption should be extended to the private sphere and provisions should be 
made for combating corruption in political parties; that the overall restrictions in the Anti- Pornography 
Act, 2014 adversely impacted on the freedom of speech and expression. Concerning property under the 
Constitutional (Amendment) Bill 2017, UHRC noted that possession should not be taken unless at least a 
substantial percentage of the agreed upon compensation offer has been paid; if the remainder is unpaid, 
interest on the remainder should accrue from the date of possession.216

4.3.5 Development and distribution of IEC materials on laws, and policies

The HRCU has published, simplified and translated 66,871information, education and communication 
materials and distributed 35,000 publications. This has led to increased awareness on human rights 
among the duty bearers and rights holders. HRCU has simplified and translated publications received 
from other institutions into other languages. 

In our HRD work as HURIDEM, the centre IEC materials have been utilised in community sensitisation, 
advisory services, lobbying and advocacy, networking in the greater Masaka region. The need is much, 
issues of human rights have been neglected, and the political system aims at disempowering people. With 
the IEC materials information on human rights has circulated in the population, and are able to agitate for 
their rights

216  n.166 above, 16 
     n.211 above, 8 
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Simplified and translated publications include the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the 
1995Constitution of Uganda specifically the Bill of Rights (Chapter 4), the Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders among others. Figure 4.7below shows the number of IEC materials distributed.

HRCU handing over bulk copies of the PPTA, POMA and APA to police officers after a training on 
implementing the laws while using the HRBA principles.

Figure 4.7: Number of IEC materials distributed

Shifah Katerega, HURIDEM
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Some of the IEC materials that were disseminated include; the POMA,PPTA,APA,the Bill of Rights 
from the 1995 Constitution of Uganda; the UN Declaration of Human Rights Defenders which was also 
translated into seven local languages Luganda, Acholi, Luo, Swahili, Ateso,Lango and Runyankole and 
Runyoro-Rutooro;, CSO Donor Guide; Ten Critical Human Rights Challenges for the Tenth Parliament; 
the compedium of laws; the Human Rights Checklist for Parliamentarians;posters on the Bill of Rights; 
simplified PPTA and POMA among others.

ACP Kusemererwa James of the Uganda Police with members from the Human Rights Centre Uganda, ACTV 
and Uganda Law Reform Commission reviewing and working together to develop the POMA factsheet. The 
POMA factsheet is one of the laws that HRCU Has simplified with relevant stakeholders and disseminated in 
communities.
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4.3.6 Provision of legal aid services

HRCU has provided legal aid services to 390 clients consisting of the general public and HRDs. As part 
of the referral network under the National Coalition, HRCU has referred cases on employment, torture, 
minority rights, and access to justice, domestic cases, land matters, and recovery of personal property 
among others.  Institutions where complaints have been referred to include Platform for Labour Action, 
UPDF, Office of  the Prime Minister, ACTV, UPF, HRAPF, UHRC, Justice Centres, Uganda Law Society, 
private lawyers, FIDA, local authorities, FHRI, RLP, EHAHRD (East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defend 
Defenders), AshahRazin Foundation, African Network for the Prevention and Protection Against Child 
Abuse and Neglect- Uganda (ANPPCAN), Refugee Law Project, Reach out Mbuya HIV/AIDS initiative, 
Uganda Prisoners Aid Foundation, Ministry of Defense, among others. Figure 4.8 shows the number of 
clients provided with legal aid services.

Figure4.8: Number of clients provided with legal aid services

4.3.7 Creation of platforms

Over the last ten years, HRCU has created platforms for regular engagement and interaction with HRDs. 
This is usually after a workshop or meeting/forum where contact information is received from the HRDs 
and used to form mailing lists and WhatsApp pages that have enabled the formation of groups of HRDs 
from the North, East, West and Central regions. There is also one general forum where HRDs across the 
regions are added and share information regularly. HRCU has also initiated and continued to conduct 
regional strategic meetings for HRDs which have strengthened their capacity and ability to work better. 
The challenge however is on how to best coordinate the regional chapters or networks of HRDs. 
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4.4 Challenges of Human Rights Defenders

4.4.1 Inadequate coordination and networking

The 2009 HRCU Scoop study found that some HRDs believed that some of the HRD networks were a 
formality because memberships was not taken seriously and that meetings of networks were irregular and 
attendance was poor. The study also found that HRDs lacked strategic alliances among themselves and 
other private sector actors like trade unions, which would create more relevance for the work of HRDs.217 
This challenge has persisted since there are numerous HRDs engaged in the promotion and protection of 
human rights, but there is still limited coordination amongst HRDs; duplication of advocacy strategies; and 
weak harmonisation of activities. This has led to minimal coordinated efforts amongst HRDs to influence 
protection and promotion of human rights and the rights and freedoms of HRDs.

4.4.2 Inadequate conducive legal framework for HRD operations

As noted in the previous HRCU situation reports, Uganda’s legal landscape presents challenges for 
protection and promotion of HRDs. The 1995 Constitution provides an enabling framework of HRDs 
including establishing key institutions mandated to promote and protect human rights. As pointed out 
in the previous chapter it is evident that legislation adopted over the years has increasingly restricted 
exercise of public freedoms; particularly of speech, opinion, expression and assembly. To date no specific 
law has been enacted to protect or promote the work of HRDs. Previous HRCU situation reports noted that 
there are still concerns with specific laws which could inhibit the full enjoyment of human rights like the 
anti-terrorism laws, The Anti-Terrorism Amendment Act, 2015, the Anti-Pornography Act 2014, and the 
Uganda Communication Commissions Act, 2013.

Over the last ten years HRCU has made recommendations to Parliament, Justice, Law and Order Sector, UPF, 
UHRC, IGG, CSOs and development partners with the aim of improving the situation of HRDs. However, 
only a few of these have been adopted leaving most of them pending. The HRCU has continued to reiterate 
the recommendation. Even though some progress has been noted in implementing recommendations on 
the use of Alternative Dispute Resolution to help vulnerable HRDs including HRDs in distress; increased 
support to the IGG to strengthen anti-corruption work; initiatives by the UHRC to work with HRDs most at 
risk; dissemination of laws including the Domestic Violence Act,2010  in selected parts of the country by 
the Uganda Law Reform Commission; continued engagement with government by HRDs through provision 
of alternative suggestions prior to passing of key including the NGO Act, 2016 and Regulations, POMA, 
2013, Anti Homosexuality Act 2009 ,Data Protection and Privacy Bill 2015;  and the use of networks and 
coalitions, more remains to be done to fully implement all recommendations.(See Annex 1 on Table 6.1 and 
Figure 6.1 shows the status of implementation of HRCU recommendations.)

4.4.3 Inadequate capacity of HRDs

HRDs both individuals and organisations, do not have adequate technical capacity to utilise existing 
legal framework and mechanisms for human rights promotion and protection. They still have inadequate 
capacity to demand for accountability; promote awareness on emerging human rights issues; and lack 
awareness of the content of the provision of the existing legal framework and the extent of its limitations. 
The knowledge on the mandates of the different institutions of government and how they can collaborate 
in human rights protection and promotion is still inadequate.218

217 n.204 above, 48.
218  Human Rights Centre Uganda –Democratic Governance Facility, Proposal, November 2017.
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4.4.4 Insufficient resources

Inadequate financial and human resources has been a recurrent challenge for HRDs. Most of them are 
funded by external donors with little or no internal mechanisms of resource mobilisation, which creates 
and reinforces the high dependency syndrome that negatively impacts on the sustainability of interventions 
of HRDs. Due to inadequate funding, HRDs cannot effectively carry out their work because they are 
constrained from recruiting the required number of staff members or even reaching all communities where 
the violations and abuses occur. Inadequate funding also makes it a challenge for HRDs to network and 
coordinate or share relevant information in real time.219

4.4.5 Overwhelming demand of HRDs’ services

HRDs at different levels are challenged by the overwhelming demand for the human rights related services 
by the public including legal advice and representation which becomes more challenging in view of capacity 
gaps of HRDs. The 2018 findings revealed that this overwhelming demand of HRDs’ services is further 
compounded by bribery and corruption, in some institutions which affect access to and quality of services 
offered. Though the unrealistic community expectations for economic and material benefits has not been 
limited to HRDs, these expectations hinder the work of HRDs.220

4.4.6 Intimidation and harassment

The trend of intimidation of HRDs by the state comprised death threats; denial of fundamental freedoms 
such as freedom of expression; unlawful detention; threats to withdraw licenses; office break-ins; and 
deprivation of property. Other threats included physical aggression and deliberate efforts to impoverish and 
suffocate HRDs.221The NCHRD_U report that analysed office break-ins between 2011 and 2018, for 32 HRD 
institutions, pointed out that 53 percent of HRDs expressed a strong belief that their offices were broken 
into because of the work they were involved in at that time; and that it was a veiled form of harassment and 
intimidation.222

4.5 Strategies developed to support HRDs

219n.216 above, 62 -63.
https://www.kios.fi/en/2012/05/kiosin-yhteistyokumppani-ugandassa-palkittiin/accessed 11 January 2019.
220 n.210 above, 62.
221 n.220 above, 39.
222 National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders Uganda, ‘Until an NGO serving you is targeted, 2018, 9.
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4.5.1 Recognition of HRDs

The Heads of Missions of the European Union (EU) Member States, the EU Delegation and Norway, 
awarded Ms. Margaret Arach Orech and Mr Peter Sewakiryanga the EU Human Rights Defenders Award 
2018. 

The annual European Union Human Rights Defenders Award (EU HRD), now in its seventh year, recognises 
the achievements of HRDs in Uganda.223 In 2018, Mr. Sewakiryanga of Kyampisi Childcare Ministries 
(KCM) was recognised for his leadership role in promoting the rights of children especially victims of 
human sacrifice. Ms. Margaret Arach Orech of the Uganda Landmine Survivors Association (ULSA) was 
recognised for her role in empowering survivors of landmines, cluster Munitions, explosive remnants of 
war.

Over the years, several HRDs have been recognised for their work. In 2015 the EU Rights Defenders 
Award was given to Dr. Livingstone Sewanyana the founder of the FHRI for his promotion and protection 
of democratic rights, good governance, civil and political rights, women’s rights, access to justice and 
the rule of law. In 2016 it was awarded to Mr. Robert Sempala for his important role in championing 
and supporting the work of HRDs.224 In August 2015, Mr. Nicholas Opiyo was recognised by the Global 
Human Rights Watch’s Alison Des Forges Award for extraordinary activism, for his efforts in defending 
human rights activists facing criminal charges as well his work in challenging new laws that restrict 
freedom of assembly and expression such as the POMA, 2013 and Anti-Pornographic Act, 2014. 

4.5.2 Joint advocacy

HRCU engaged in a number of advocacy campaigns focused on challenging laws which restrict human 
rights norms. In addition, HRCU compiled a publication on the Ten critical human rights challenges. The 
document was developed with the aim of sensitizing Parliament on the ten key critical human rights 
challenges they should address.225

HRDs have had joint advocacy on various human rights issues including: Development of a joint 
memorandum on the NGO Bill 2015 which pointed out various clauses that would negatively impact 
the work of HRDs and the subsequent discussion with the Parliamentary Committee on Defense and 
Internal affairs spearheaded by the Uganda NGO Forum; development of the PPTA, 2012; and advocating 

for a comprehensive law to protect HRDs. 

4.5.3 Strengthening partnerships with state agencies and departments

The 2014 HRCU situation report noted that HRDs had successfully established strong support networks 
which among others enhanced their understanding of the nature of human rights defense.  In Arua, 
the Arua Justice Peace Commission (JPC) in collaboration with the UHRC established the Arua Elders 
Forum Network. This forum was used by HRDs, CSOs and government agencies to regularly discuss 
and resolve issues affecting the community. With increased awareness of the mandates of HRDs, state 
actors including police, RDCs and LCs were able to freely attend workshops and participate in activities 
organised by the CSOs.226 Several meetings been also been held between CSOs and the Parliamentary 
Committee on Human Rights to discuss the need for a comprehensive law to protect HRDs.

223 https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/uganda/45071/2018-winners-european-union-human-rights-de-
fenders-award-announced_en(accessed on 11 December 2018).
224  n.219 above, 46.
225 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘The Ten Critical Human Rights Challenges For priority and attention of the 
Parliament of the Republic of Uganda 2015’, 1.
226 n.216 above, 23.
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HRCU has partnered with the NGO Bureau and NGO Forum to create a forum which brings together the 
Minister of Internal Affairs, NGO Bureau and CSOs on a quarterly basis to dialogue on issues affecting 
them.  

The Human Rights and Legal Directorate of the UPF has on several occasions worked with CSOs for 
instance to sensitise the UPF, HRDs and citizens on the POMA, PPTA and AHA.HURINET has worked with 
UPF on police reform and accountability in order to have an accountable and democratic UPF which works 
in close cooperation with the public to ensure a safe and secure society.

HRDS reported taking time to build good working relationship with stakeholders in their areas of operation 
which involved working in partnership with other stakeholders in fields in which they do not have legal 
expertise to handle certain issues and the use of the non-confrontational approach such as dialogue and 
sensitisation when dealing with state actors.227

4.5.4 Mentor and support organisations which address HRD rights

In response to HRDs capacity needs including inadequate understanding of human rights principles, 
provisions of the HRD legal framework and legal representation, HRDs with the technical capacity are 
working closely with HRDs at the district, county and sub-county level to increase their awareness on 
HRDs rights and enhance their capacity to use available mechanisms for HRD protection at local, national, 
regional and international levels. HRDs such as HRCU, LASPNET and FIDA are working together to provide 
legal aid and legal representation to the HRDs. 

4.5.5 Community involvement and sensitisation

One of the commendable practices of HRDs noted in the 2012 HRCU situation report was community 
involvement and sensitisation which sought to address impunity that was as a result of a general lack of 
knowledge about human rights and responsibilities. HRDs have had intensive human rights awareness and 
advocacy campaigns that involve communities in which they work. This has in turn helped communities to 
become more pro-active in reporting of human rights violations to obtain remedies.228HRDs have engaged 
with the communities through community dialogues, meetings with local council members and outreach 
programmes. Inspite of this progress, the 2018 findings revealed that some communities were not familiar 
with the role of HRDs and their work. Some of the HRDs that were interviewed had limited knowledge on 
the regional and international protection mechanisms, human rights monitoring and documentation as 
well as the general legal framework of Uganda’s laws.

227 The Human Rights Centre Uganda, ‘Human Rights Defenders in Uganda: The Quest for a Better Working 
Environment’, Vol. II, 2012,39.
228 n.227 above,39.
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5.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMENDATIONS
Having considered the parameters identified to assess the situation of HRDs, the key positive indicators 
have been the existence of national institutions that promote and protect human rights; strengthened 
partnerships among HRDs including through creation of coalitions which has enabled the development of a 
dynamic and diverse community of HRDs; participation and interventions of HRDs at the international and 
regional level which has contributed to the adoption of recommendations specific to HRDs; engagement 
of HRDs with non-state actors including through the establishment of forums which bring together small, 
medium and large scale businesses aimed at ensuring that non state actors’ respects and support the 
work of defenders.

Inspite of these positive indictors there are still challenges which constrict the operating environment of 
HRDs including restrictive and subjective interpretation of laws; continued discrimination and violation 
of rights of HRDs including of WHRDs, journalists, defenders working  on governance issues such as 
lawyers/ advocates;  inadequate legal protection, inconclusive investigations and inadequate enforcement 
of laws that hinder accountability and access to justice; and the increasing curtailment of rights such as 
freedoms of expression, association, information which are critical for a conducive operating environment 
for HRDs. From the foregoing, the recommendations detailed below have been made to improve the 
working environment of HRDs.

Recommendations

The Parliament of Uganda

i. Enact specific legislation for HRDs which among others defines HRDs, stipulates their rights and 
specifies their obligations, provides for a mechanism to respond to violations of rights of HRDs 
and creates offences and penalties.

ii. Support the passing of the Legal Aid Policy which aims at providing a framework for the provision 
of legal aid and legal assistance to the poor and vulnerable that will among others guide HRDs in 
provision of legal aid services.

iii. Recognise the legitimacy of the work carried out by HRDs and publically acknowledge their role 
in contributing to the promotion and protection of human rights in the country and protect them 
in the event of violations.

iv. Strengthen partnerships with HRDs including through creation of regular forums which allow 
for dialogue on improving the operating environment of HRDs; support initiatives on capacity 
building for duty bearers; and follow up on recommendations made by HRDs. 

v. Ensure that institutions responsible for recommendations from the UHRC, EOC and the 
Inspectorate of Government are held accountable.

vi. Continue strengthening partnerships with HRDs in order to support Government compliance 
through monitoring of various Bills, policies and programmes handled by Parliament.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs

i. Implement recommendations on HRDs derived from the Universal Periodic Review and other 
UN mechanisms such as treaty bodies and special procedures and resolutions from the African 
Union which are aimed at improving the operating environment of HRDs.

The Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development

i. Avail human and financial resources to the judiciary to implement among others, the case 
backlog strategy which aims at enhancing access to justice including for HRDs.

ii. Avail adequate human and financial support to the Uganda Police Force, Inspectorate of 
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Government, UHRC and the EOC in order for them to effectively implement their various 
mandates.

The Directorate of Public Prosecutions 

i. Effectively implement the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act, 2012 and prosecute security 
officers who have committed acts of torture against HRDs.
The Uganda Police Force
ii. Expedite and conclude investigations and prosecute perpetrators who have broken into 
offices of HRDs and violated the rights of HRDs including journalists.

Uganda Human Rights Commission
i. Disaggregate data during monitoring and investigation; and document complaints received 
from HRDs.

Human Rights Defenders

i. Provide capacity building and increase attention to the work of HRDs including lawyers, 
representatives of professional bodies and Women HRDs in order to build their internal 
capacities including on security.

ii. Strengthen collaborative networks among HRDs in order to strengthen systematic and 
impact-oriented interventions aimed at improving the operating environment of HRDs. 

iii. Strengthen and coordinate capacity building of both duty bearers and right holders to enhance 
effectiveness of interventions. 

Development Partners

i. Support initiatives to strengthen internal capacities of HRDs in leadership, internal governance 
and institutional planning.

ii. Support sustainability interventions through strategic interventions including fundraising 
and financial management.

iii. Allow for creativity of NGOs in protecting and promoting human rights in Uganda.
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6.0 ANNEX 1:  PROGRESS ON IMPLEMENTATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Table 6.1: Status of recommendations on the improvement of the working environment of human 
rights defenders

Recommendations Number Percentage

Recommendations implemented 48 46%

Recommendations pending 56 54%

Total recommendations 104 100%

Figure 6.1: Status of recommendations on the improvement of the working environment of human 
rights defenders

Table 6.2 and Figure 6.2 show recurrent recommendations on legal and policy challenges and access 
to legislation.

Table 6.2: Recurrent recommendations on legal and policy challenges Number Percentage

Laws on NGO regulations 2 33%

Laws on freedom of assembly and the press 3 50%

Translation of laws into local languages  1 17%

  6 100%

Figure 6.2: Recurrent recommendations on legal and policy challenges
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Table 6.3 and Figure 6.3 show recurrent recommendations to government which include structures, 
mechanisms and interventions.

Figure 6.3: Recurrent recommendations to government

Table 6.3  Recurrent recommendations to government No. %

Sensitisation of government agencies on the role of HRDs in the national 
development 5 50%

Incorporate human rights in the national school curriculum 1 10%

Government should consult CSOs while drafting new legislations 1 10%

Translate laws into local languages 1 10%

Establish state structures and mechanisms for the protection of HRDs 1 10%

Make public all reports of investigation involving HRDs and prosecute all those 
implicated 1 10%

 Total 10 100%
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Table 6.4 and Figure 6.4 show recurrent recommendations to HRDs concerning their internal capacities 
and their external relationships.

Table 6.4: Recurrent recommendations to HRDs No. %
In depth understanding of the environment 6 19%

Transparent and open approach towards information sharing 2 6%

Acquaint themselves with laws related to human rights and human rights de-
fense

6
19%

Follow legal procedures to report violations 3 9%

HRDs should document and publicise their work 2 6%

HRDs should develop support mechanism for their personal security 3 9%

HRDS should involve people within the communities in which they work 6 19%

HRDs should work together (coalition) 3 9%

HRDs capacity to fundraise should be built 1 3%

  32 100%

Figure 6.4: Recurrent recommendations to HRDs
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