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1.

INTRODUCTION

Facing pressure from donors, many African countries conduct regular national elections, but most are neither democratic nor democratizing. Uganda’s
2016 general elections show how the marriage of authoritarianism with contested elections has become the norm in sub-Saharan Africa.1 The Ugandan
elections failed to display any semblance of democracy, with the military, the
police and the electoral management body openly working in favour of President Yoweri Museveni and his ruling party, the National Resistance Movement (NRM).2 In particular, Uganda’s 2016 election is infamous for the way in
which the regime manipulated the electoral process through gerrymandering
constituencies, placing stringent restrictions on media content and consumption, the corrupt patronage network and the failure by the donor community to
influence the process.3 What is perhaps more alarming is how state agencies
worked hard to avoid a transparent electoral process to the extent that observers saw the entire exercise as “faking democracy” at its best.4 It is therefore
no surprise that, while the country adopted multipartyism in 20055 (largely
due to donor pressure) and has since spent millions of dollars conducting periodic elections, the only obvious impact it has produced is the consolidation
of Museveni’s authoritarian regime.
In this article we examine the 2016 Ugandan presidential election and
the environment in which it was held. We argue that Uganda, which was once
seen as a promising model of democracy in sub-Saharan Africa, has instead
drifted dangerously towards autocratic rule. Our analysis is fundamentally
based on seven factors that, taken together, demonstrate how Uganda’s elections have failed to produce democracy. They have instead become a tool for
President Museveni to legitimate his rule. These factors include: the massive
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crackdown on the regime’s political opponents; the increasing personalization
of power by the incumbent; the shrinking space for civil society; the persistent
militarization of politics; the failure to initiate genuine electoral reforms; the
regime’s enduring control of the election machinery; and the recent amendment of the constitution to lift the age limit for the presidency, thereby setting
the stage for President Yoweri Museveni to rule for life. We begin by placing
our arguments within a theoretical context.
2.

The 2016 Elections: A Theoretical Perspective

Although Uganda has conducted regular polls (19966, 20017, 20068, 20119
and 201610), they have all failed to meet the criteria for free and fair elections.11 It is widely held that the fundamental principles of free and fair elections encapsulate “the right of everyone to take part in the government of his
or her country directly or indirectly through freely chosen representatives, to
vote in such elections by secret ballot, to have an equal opportunity to become
a candidate for election, and to put forward his or her political views, individually or in association with others.”12 However, in Uganda, while the regime
allows opposition parties to field candidates, it does so to give the veneer of a
democracy when in reality the playing field remains skewed in favour of the
incumbent and the ruling party.13
The existence of political regimes (such as Museveni’s) that combine features of both democracy and authoritarianism has attracted multiple conceptual classification from scholars interested in understanding the nature, character, duration and breakdown of these regimes. Some scholars have labelled
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them “hybrid regimes”14, “non-tyrannical autocracy”15, “competitive authoritarian”16, “defective democracies”17, ‘illiberal democracies’18 and “hegemonic
authoritarianism”19. Conceptually, a unique aspect of these regimes lies in the
way they organize regular elections without achieving democratization because incumbents provide little space for the opposition to engage in genuine
political participation. Incumbents tend to monopolize the political space, thereby limiting the degree and avenues for genuine political contestation.20 They
also manipulate the electoral system21 through gerrymandering, voter registration, intimidation and persistent harassment of opposition and civil society
groups.22 In addition, the judiciary is cowed, which affects its independence,
and regime cadres and military officers operate above the law and engage in
practices of electoral fraud.
What is intriguing in Uganda’s case is that, whereas the incumbent and
the ruling party overwhelmingly dominate the electoral machinery and use
political violence as a form of repression, the opposition to the regime has
continued to grow to the extent that voters in the previous polls showed a rare
inclination to defy repression and vote for the opposition, especially in urban
areas. Therefore, despite various subjugation tactics employed by the Museveni regime, the endurance of opposition to his rule continues to trouble the
regime elites.23 After his party was routed in major urban centres in the 2016
polls, Museveni vowed to “politically wipe out”24 the opposition. Two years
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since he made this vow, there is no clear evidence that he has succeeded in
breaking the momentum of opposition to his rule as the military and police
are consistently overstretched trying to thwart various opposition activities.25
Museveni’s reaction to the growing opposition to his three-decade rule
shows how leaders under authoritarian regimes often find themselves in a
frustrating catch-22 situation. They feel the need to hold periodic elections to
reaffirm legitimacy or shore up international perceptions. But elections create
uncertainty inside the regime even when there is absolutely no question of
who will win. The regime’s leader is then forced to harass his opponents by
arresting them on trumped-up charges and sending them to jail, hoping that
such repressive tactics can undermine their momentum.26 Some scholars argue that such regimes should be considered “electoral authoritarian” because
they “play the game of multiparty elections by holding regular elections for
the chief executive and a national assembly. Yet they violate the liberal-democratic principles of freedom and fairness so profoundly and systematically as
to render elections instruments of authoritarian rule rather than instruments of
democracy”.27
However, despite the existence of avenues for opposition to compete
for power, incumbents in nondemocratic regimes abuse state power to
place themselves at a “significant advantage vis-à-vis their opponents”.28
Scholars such as Schedler see a need to distinguish these regimes from full
authoritarianism where no channels exist whatsoever for the opposition
to challenge incumbency. A major assumption is that these regimes are or
should be transitioning towards democracy. Others have argued that a major
distinction between electoral authoritarian regimes and western democracies
is in the quality, not frequency of elections.29 A similar view is espoused
by Tripp, who argues that such regimes are neither past autocracies nor
fully democratic. They “range from semi-democratic to semi-authoritarian
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along the spectrum of hybridity”.30 She classifies them as hybrid regimes
because they are positioned at the “crossroads between democratization
and authoritarianism”, rarely reverting to large scale authoritarianism but
also rarely transitioning to full democracy.31 Marina Ottaway sees the most
defining component of these regimes as the existence of a mechanism that
prevents power transfer from the incumbent or ruling party to a new leader
or political organization.32 She outlines four unique characteristics of regimes
that are neither fully authoritarian nor democratic. They include a low degree
of institutionalisation; the way power is generated and transferred; a weak link
between political and economic reform; and limits on civil society.33
The abuse of power by the incumbent to tilt the political landscape
often happens in different ways. It may include misusing public institutions,
government finances and other state apparatuses for political gain.34 The
misuse of public resources may also manifest itself through the communication
infrastructure, security forces, discriminatory taxation, discretionary control
over licenses and state contracts. In many sub-Saharan countries characterized
by weak private sectors, such abuses can certainly tilt the political playing field
in favour of the incumbents because they create vast resource advantages.35
Moreover, judiciaries, electoral management bodies and other vital offices are
instituted based on political considerations and manipulated by incumbents
through bribery and intimidation. Institutions supposed to act as referees are
compromised in favour of incumbents and ruling parties.36 As will be discussed
in the subsequent sections, the National Resistance Movement - the ruling
party in Uganda - enjoys superior finances, media coverage and the support of
state institutions like the electoral commission and the judiciary. As Schedler
notes, authoritarian regimes like Museveni’s in Uganda organize elections and
exhibit features of democracy in a bid to satisfy both internal and external
actors yet fall short on vital democratic benchmarks.37 The regime employs
several strategies such as banning civic activities, weakening the opposition,
preventing voters from accessing information on available choices, and
informal disfranchisement (e.g. through persecution, physical elimination
and forced displacement of dissenting voices). The opposition is at a financial
30
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disadvantage because incumbents have access to public funds and the whole
state apparatus.38 Such undemocratic features, according to Lindberg, are
typical of regimes that use elections as a tool for enhancing authoritarianism.39
3.

Ugandan Elections: A Historical Background

Uganda first held elections in 1962, which were organized in preparation
for the country’s independence. Although voting was not held in every region
of the country, the exercise resulted in the election of Sir Edward Walugembe
Muteesa II as the first President of Uganda.40 The election of Muteesa happened after an alliance between two parties – the Uganda Peoples’ Congress
(UPC) and Kabaka Yekka, which enabled Buganda to participate in the election.41 The Buganda Lukiiko (parliament) voted to give all the 21 nominated
Buganda MPs seats to UPC, which gave it the numerical strength to form a
government.42
Uganda’s first genuinely competitive multiparty elections were held in
1980.43 They were organized by a military junta called the Military Commission (MC) that had ousted the dictatorship of Idi Amin. Museveni was a senior
member of the ruling junta. Disagreements emerged within the ranks of the
Military Commission when it made a decision to openly support the Uganda People’s Congress (UPC). This forced Museveni to break away from the
Commission on June 4, 1980 and formed his own party, the Uganda Patriotic
Movement (UPM) under whose banner he contested the presidency.44 Museveni was defeated by Milton Obote of the UPC, who enjoyed the support of
the military. He refused to concede defeat citing massive vote rigging and disenfranchisement. He instead launched a protracted guerrilla rebellion against
the new government.45
After a five-year guerrilla war, Museveni and his group achieved a decisive military victory in 1986 against the military government of Gen. Tito
Okello. Museveni was sworn in on January 29, 1986, and has held power
since, making him one of the longest-serving leaders in African history. When
Ibid.
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he came to power, Museveni outlawed political parties46 and introduced a single-party (“Movement”) system under which the 1996 Presidential election
was held. Museveni won 74% of the vote in 1996 and 69% of the vote in
2001.47 However, the 2001 elections were marred by violence and intimidation; Museveni’s main rival, Dr. Kizza Besigye, was arrested and detained
numerous times until he finally fled the country and spent the next four years
in exile. The flawed nature of the 2001 elections generated intense domestic
and international pressure on the regime to disband the single-party system
and introduce multipartyism.48 Eventually, a referendum was held on July 28,
2005 in which 92 per cent of Ugandans voted to restore a multiparty political dispensation. In the same year, MPs voted to amend Article 105 (2) of
the 1995 Constitution to remove the term limit on the presidency. This gave
President Museveni, in power since 1986, a lifeline to continue as president.
Before approving the bill, Museveni gave each member of parliament 5 million Ugandan shillings (then approximately $3,000) in what analysts say was a
blatant case of political bribery.49
From the above explanation, it is apparent that, although Uganda has experienced three election cycles since 1996, none can be said to have been free
and fair. In all these elections, the government has been faulted by observers
for its failure to create an environment conducive for Ugandans to freely express their will and choose their leaders without coercive pressure as required
under Article 69 (1) of the country’s constitution. Having lost elections in
1980, Museveni has always been wary of polls. He increasingly resorted to
the use of force to mitigate this uncertainty, making Uganda a perfect case of
what Schedler has described as “electoral authoritarianism.”50 Although such
regimes do organize regular elections, they continue to violate the minimum
democratic standards for liberal democracy through engaging in acts of harassment and intimidation of opponents, and outright vote-rigging. For example, ahead of the 2016 elections, Museveni and other NRM cadres warned voters about the dangers of voting for the opposition. Justine Kasule Lumumba,
the ruling party’s Secretary General warned Ugandans that “the state will kill
your children” if they pour into the streets to protest against Museveni’s victory.51 Below we provide a detailed examination of the events that characterized
46
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Uganda’s 2016 elections.
4.

A Frustrating Attempt at Reforming the
Electoral System

Uganda held its parliamentary and presidential elections on February
18, 2016, the third under the multi-party system introduced in 2005. With
incumbents losing elections elsewhere in Africa (i.e., Senegal 2012 and Nigeria 2015), Uganda’s opposition hoped to unseat President Museveni, who
had been in power for over three decades. In comparison to 2011, the 2016
elections were different in two ways. First, unlike in the past, two strong candidates competed against Museveni. The opposition Forum for Democratic
Change, Uganda’s largest opposition party, fronted Dr. Kizza Besigye, while the country’s former Prime Minister John Patrick Amama Mbabazi ran as
an independent candidate. Second, Museveni was subjected to serious public
scrutiny that included a live presidential debate and an exposure of crumbling
medical facilities - events that attracted intense media coverage and debate.
Other candidates in the race included Abed Bwanika of the Peoples’ Democratic Party; General Benon Biraaro of Farmer’s Party of Uganda; Professor
Venansius Baryamureeba (independent); Maureen Kyalya (independent) and
Joseph Mabirizi (independent).
In the lead-up to the elections, there were heated debates within opposition ranks regarding a boycott after Museveni’s refusal to implement meaningful electoral reforms. Since 1996, there has been a raging debate in Uganda
over the need to change the electoral laws many of which were enacted in
1995 when Uganda was under a single-party political system. Since Uganda
embraced multipartyism, the opposition, the civil society, the Uganda Law
Society and the Inter-Religious Council of Uganda have all unsuccessfully
tried to encourage the government to introduce a new legal framework to
facilitate a free, fair and transparent electoral process. In February 2015, the
opposition took the first initiative and tabled before parliament a proposal
containing several electoral reforms and asked parliament to expeditiously
pass it. Among others, they demanded an independent and impartial election
management body, the withdrawal of the security agencies from the elections,
a transparent tallying process, freedom to assemble and organize campaign
rallies without state interference and a transparent process for selecting polling officers.52 In 2006, the Supreme Court of Uganda also recommended a
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number of reforms in the management of elections53, including equal media
coverage of all presidential candidates, demilitarization of the electoral process and stringent safeguards to separate the state from the ruling party.54
The suggested reforms sought to address legal gaps to guarantee a free,
fair and transparent electoral process. One of the issues raised concerned the
independence of the Electoral Commission. The current law gives the president powers to appoint and dismiss the chairperson of the Electoral Commission and his staff.55 Critics have argued that this puts the commissioners
under the direct control and influence of the president.56 In their ruling on the
petition against Museveni’s re-election in 2001 and 2006, the Supreme Court
judges recommended numerous reforms among which was the need to change
the way the EC commissioners are selected. The judges queried the partiality
of election officials, the election timetable, the removal of voters from the
register without due process, the lack of a level playing ground for opposition
candidates, the role of security forces, and access to media by the opposition.57
Despite repeated calls for reforms, Museveni rejected the suggested reforms
in 2006 and 2011, and when the ruling party introduced the Constitutional
Amendment Bill in 2015, it did not contain any of the reform proposals that
the opposition, the Supreme Court and civic groups had suggested.58 The
Minister for Justice and Constitutional Affairs later noted that these groups
have no mandate to demand reforms on behalf of Ugandans. The CSOs and
the Inter-Religious Council had called for an independent and impartial electoral management body whose commissioners would be selected by the Judicial Service Commission (JSC), not President Museveni. However, both the
CSO’s and the opposition’s proposals were rejected. Instead, the government
passed a new law giving the President more powers over the appointment and
53
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dismissal of EC officials.
5.

Failed opposition alliance and donors’
miscalculation

Aware of the fractured nature of Uganda’s opposition groups, the lead-up
to the 2016 elections saw an attempt by various opposition groups to form an
alliance.59 This effort was supported by civil society groups and funded by
some in the donor community. This resulted in the formation of The Democratic Alliance (TDA), a loose coalition of opposition political parties, pressure
groups and prominent individuals.60 The main objective of the alliance was to
field a single opposition candidate against President Museveni and to forge
cooperation at local levels in order to gain more seats in the lower structures
of government. The alliance was formed on the premise that a united opposition has better odds of ousting Museveni from power. Theoretically it seemed
rational but empirically few political coalitions - especially in Africa’s authoritarian political systems - have succeeded. In Uganda, almost all the political
parties under the TDA had internal divisions as well as simmering fears that
smaller parties could be swallowed up by dominant parties if they joined a
coalition.
Apart from interparty rivalries, many political observers and opposition groups attribute the TDA’s failure to the donors’ miscalculation. Over the
years, Dr Kizza Besigye, the leader and founder of Uganda’s largest opposition party and Museveni’s most formidable political rival, was reported to
be having a complicated relationship with the country’s major donors. Some
donors, it is believed, were critical of Besigye’s brash and aggressive style
of politics. One book released ahead of the 2016 elections reports on a meeting between Besigye and western donors in which the author says Besigye
was scolded and humiliated, with donors directly expressing their dislike for
his political strategy.61 On the other hand, like many of Uganda’s opposition supporters, Besigye detests the donors’ double standards in dealing with
Museveni. The opposition accuses the donors of being reluctantly critical of
Museveni’s misrule, and of unconditionally providing funds to Museveni’s
regime, much of which is used to enrich his patronage network.62 In his public
meetings and press interviews, Besigye had become increasingly critical of
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the donor community, particularly the EU, accusing them of being naive and
ignorant of the environment in which the opposition operates.63 In his words,
the donors were willing to go soft on Museveni’s repression and flawed election as a reward for his role in fighting terrorism in Somalia.64
Aware of the donors’ misgivings about Besigye, top elements in the TDA
began a search for another strong candidate acceptable to donors. An opportunity presented itself in Amama Mbabazi, a former prime minister and close
ally of Museveni who had defected from the ruling party following a spirited power struggle with Museveni.65 To the donors, Mbabazi was a more
acceptable candidate because, unlike Besigye who is seen to be hawkish and
politically pugnacious, Mbabazi largely portrays an image of a moderate politician.66 Although Mbabazi had left the ruling party, he planned to run as an
independent candidate and made it clear that he could only join the TDA if he
was assured of becoming the opposition flagbearer. A campaign to convince
Mbabazi to join the TDA started and was led by donors and small parties who
assured him of their support in his battle to become the opposition’s presidential flag-holder.
When Mbabazi eventually agreed to join the TDA, the donors started a
campaign to convince Besigye to agree to step down and rally around Mbabazi. Mediated by former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and former ICC
Chief Prosecutor Louis Moreno Ocampo, a meeting between the two was held
in the United Kingdom.67 At FDC headquarters in Kampala, party officials
rejected any attempt to replace Besigye with Mbabazi. They cited several reasons including Mbabazi’s refusal to revoke his membership of the ruling party
and his role in the brutal crackdown of the opposition after the 2011 elections68
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when he served as Uganda’s security minister.69 In addition, many opposition
figures expressed worries that, unlike Besigye who defected from the ruling
party in 2001 with a large number of lawmakers and local council leaders,
Mbabazi had left NRM alone, which could signal that he was not as popular as
portrayed. Thus, as expected, the FDC pulled out of the alliance, accusing its
secretariat of engaging in manoeuvres and bending the rules to favor Mbabazi
as the TDA’s sole candidate. As it turned out, the donors’ decision to sideline
Besigye in favour of Mbabazi was a miscalculation. They underestimated the
level of Besigye’s support and overestimated that of Mbabazi. Although many
FDC officials warned that there were many pro-Museveni elements in the alliance, the donors failed to predict Museveni’s apparent infiltration of the TDA.
In the end, Mbabazi performed badly in the Presidential election, scoring only
1.3% of votes compared to Besigye’s 35%.70 Surprisingly, some of the coalition groups under the TDA ended up openly defecting to Museveni’s party,
leaving the donors and the civil society leaders that championed the TDA idea
with egg on their face. For instance, one group led by former Vice President
Gilbert Bukenya, which had vigorously campaigned against Besigye in the
race for the opposition leadership, crossed over to the NRM and campaigned robustly for Museveni.71 The Uganda Federal Alliance and the Uganda
People’s Congress also formed a coalition with Museveni and some of their
members were given lucrative positions in Museveni’s government after the
elections.
6.

Managing the Electoral Environment:
Violence, Intimidation, and Media Censorship

The 2016 election was characterized by incidents of violence, arrests of
Museveni’s opponents and intimidation by security agencies. In July 2015,
police arrested Besigye and Mbabazi and detained them for several hours.
Mbabazi was detained while he was on his way to meet supporters in the
Eastern part of the country. Besigye was arrested on his way to meet his campaign agents at party headquarters in Kampala. Within a week of polling day,
Besigye was stopped from campaigning in Kampala and Wakiso, the two districts with the largest number of voters in the country. This led to the eruption
of violence in Kampala and surrounding suburbs in which two people lost
their lives and 19 others were injured.
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Numerous incidents of intimidation and harassment were orchestrated by
the police and other security agencies in collaboration with the so-called Crime Preventers.72 The Crime Preventer force is a voluntary force of civilians
recruited by the Police Chief Gen. Kale Kayihura and approved by the President ahead of elections to provide support to the police in the management
of election-related crimes. The Ugandan police claimed that the Crime Preventers were a non-partisan force, yet in practice they were affiliated with the
ruling party and donned Museveni’s campaign T-shirts as they unleashed violence against civilians73. The government refused to explain the legal basis of
the force or reveal its command structure despite numerous queries from local
and international human rights organizations, including Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, Human Rights Network Uganda (HURINET-U),
Chapter Four Uganda, Foundation for Human Rights Initiative (FHRI), African Centre for Rehabilitation and Treatment of Torture Victims and Uganda
Human Rights Commission (UHRC). Instead, the Police Chief told critics of
the Crime Preventers to “go hang” and further revealed that their total number
stood at 11 million. To facilitate the work of the new force, parliament passed
supplementary budget worth 37 billion Ugandan shillings to pay salaries for
the new recruits.74
As the competition between Museveni and his rivals intensified, he resorted to his old tactics of threatening “a civil war” if he were defeated. His campaign strategy changed depending on the specific fears of each region of the
country. During his visit to areas affected by Joseph Kony’s LRA insurgence
and Amin’s brutal dictatorship, Museveni warned residents that he could stage
another civil war if he were defeated at the ballot. To legitimize Museveni’s
message, government owned TV stations broadcast pictures of skulls from the
Luwero triangle where many people were killed during the war that brought
Museveni to power.
Not only did Museveni oppress his rivals, and beat and arrest their supporters, he also instituted a brutal media clampdown. The government implemented a disproportionate strategy of denying the opposition access to the
media in rural areas of Uganda.75 The opposition was allowed access to the
media in urban areas such as greater Kampala, where there is a considerable
presence of Western diplomats, but they were deprived of airtime by many ru72
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ral-based radio stations, especially in Museveni’s strongholds. In rural Uganda, Museveni is highly revered by those who remember him as a guerrilla
leader fighting the Obote and Amin dictatorships. The crackdown on the media was made possible by the fact that many of the radio stations in Uganda
are either owned by politicians from the ruling party or by businessmen with
connections to it. Some upcountry radio stations that took the risk of hosting
opposition leaders were switched off air and had their licenses revoked. In one
incident, a radio station in eastern Uganda mysteriously went off air 15-minutes into a talk-show in which Dr Besigye was the main guest.76 Another station
in western Uganda was suspended by the Uganda Communication Commission and forced off air after its licence was revoked for hosting Amama Mbabazi.77 Intimidation was thus used as a strategy to successfully silence local
journalists and gain a monopoly of media coverage.
According to a report by the African Centre for Media Excellence
(ACME), state-owned public broadcasters (both TV and Radio), which command the highest audience in rural Uganda, were blatantly biased in their
reporting, offering 80% of news coverage to President Museveni.78 The government pressured all TV stations to broadcast drone footage of Museveni’s
rallies - which were widely seen to be doctored to inflate his crowds.79 Initially, NTV, the largest private television broadcaster protested against the move,
but its reporters were kicked off Museveni’s campaign trail until it relented.
The same station had trouble in obtaining a broadcasting license and has often
received warnings from State House. For instance, in 2014, NTV was banned
from covering Museveni’s functions after it showed images of the president
dozing off in parliament.
On voting day, Ugandans were shocked when they woke up and could
not access social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter. The government
had ordered telecommunication companies to shut down all social media platforms, claiming that they were going to be used by anti-Museveni groups to
disturb the social order.80 Human rights groups condemned the social media
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black-out, but Museveni defended the ban, calling it “a security measure to
avert lies”.81
Following the declaration of the election results, opposition groups announced plans to start demonstrations to express their dissatisfaction with the
outcome of the polls and demanded an independent audit of the election results. The Deputy Chief Justice, Steven Kavuma (a former minister in Museveni’s regime) issued an order stopping the opposition from carrying out any
demonstrations or engaging in any activity meant to defy the outcome of the
elections. The court order was issued after an ex parte (one-sided) argument
in support of an application for an interim order by the government. The judge’s order was condemned by the Uganda Law Society, a body constituted
by more than 2,500 lawyers in the country. When the opposition threatened
to ignore the order and continue with the planned demonstration, the Cabinet
issued another order banning all media houses from covering activities of the
opposition and threatened to revoke licenses of media houses that defied the
gagging order.
7.

Political Sabotage on Voting Day

Prior to the polling day, most opinion polls put Museveni slightly above
50% (Research World International 51%, IPSOS 53%).82 To avoid a re-run
Museveni needed to get 50% plus one vote, as mandated by the country’s
1995 constitution. The challenge for Museveni and his party, however, was
that all opinion polls showed that they were losing by a wide margin in areas
with large concentrations of voters, for instance Kampala and its surrounding
Wakiso district. Inside the ruling party circles, the fear was that, should they
lose Kampala and Wakiso (two of the most populous districts in Uganda with
an estimated 2.5 million registered voters) by a large margin, then a re-run
would be inevitable. Thus, a strategy was needed to avoid an embarrassing
defeat in Kampala and Wakiso.
Some regime insiders admit that the government deliberately chose to
sabotage voting in Kampala and Wakiso in order to avoid being defeated there. Whereas voting materials in rural areas where Museveni is highly popular
and was expected to win by a large margin arrived a day before the vote, it
was the exact opposite in the opposition strongholds. In Kampala and Wakiso
districts, the Electoral Commission delivered voting materials seven to eight
hours late and in many places, no voting materials were delivered at all. As a
(Accessed 5 December 2017).
81
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result, chaos ensued at many polling stations as police used teargas and live
bullets to disperse throngs of angry youths frustrated with the Commission’s
failures.83
To the frustration of electoral observers, Museveni was pronounced the
winner by government media while voting was still ongoing in areas where it
had been suspended either due to lack of voting materials or because of chaos.
By the time the EC declared Museveni the winner, votes from many opposition strongholds, including Kampala and Wakiso were yet to be tallied. In fact,
results from 1,687 polling stations had not been included in the final official
count when Museveni’s victory was announced. According to the Kampala
Mayor, over 60% of registered voters in Kampala did not cast their ballot,
denting the credibility of the exercise. In other major towns like Mbale, Jinja
and Gulu - where the opposition were expected to perform well, there were
similar incidents of delays in delivering voting materials. Moreover, at the
national tallying centre, election observers queried the process of transmitting
results from the districts to the national level as shrouded in secrecy. The EU
raised many complaints over why opposition agents and independent observers were not given the opportunity to supervise the process of transmission
of results from the districts to the national tally centre.84
When opposition leaders protested the discrepancies between the results
announced at polling stations and those that were announced by the EC,
they were detained and others placed under house arrest. As the levels of
discontent over the process increased, especially among the urban youth, the
security forces rounded up many politicians and activists and detained them
in various places in the country. Local observers argued that the government’s
move to close social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter and arrest a
large number of its opponents were meant to manage discontent and avoid
an Egyptian-style uprising. Indeed, those who were arrested were withdrawn
from urban centres and held incommunicado in remote areas, a move intended
to curtail the momentum of the protest. Dr Besigye was put under house arrest
immediately after casting his vote and remained so for 47 days. Less than a
week after the police and military ended the siege at his home, he was again
arrested and incarcerated in a prison located in the desert of Karamoja region,
about 400 kilometers from Kampala. This is the same region where colonial
administrators exiled pro-independence activists in the late 1950s and early
1960s. Dr Besigye was later charged with treason, a crime punishable by
death, according to Ugandan laws.
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The 2016 elections were also characterized by incidents of excessive expenditure by the ruling party on bribery and vote buying. Although bribing
voters is illegal in Uganda, the ruling party tried to hide or diffuse it through
practices like payment to unemployed support groups, inducement for party
candidates and lobby groups.85 In some cases, the president was documented directly handing over cash to youth groups. Facing criticism, Museveni
argued that his action did not constitute bribing voters because, as a head of
state, he had an obligation to help those in need. According to a report by the
Alliance for Election Campaign Finance Monitoring (ACFIM) in Uganda,
incumbent Museveni outspent his competitors by a ratio of 9:1. The report
further noted that in November and December 2015, the Museveni campaign
spent 4.8 billion Ugandan Shillings and 22.2 billion Ugandan Shillings respectively, representing 91.6% of all campaign expenditure. In the same two
months, Museveni’s closest rivals Amama Mbabazi spent 849 million and 498
million (4.6%), Kiiza Besigye spent 130 million and 847 million (3.3%).86
The final report estimated Museveni had spent a total of $231m (Shs773 billion) to secure a fifth term in office. Apart from hiring community leaders in
villages with money to express their support to the regime, Museveni spent
excessively to facilitate candidates for the ruling party contesting for parliamentary seats. Each of the 425 parliamentary candidates received Shs25
million ($9,000) and those contesting for the district female representative
received 30 million Ugandan shillings ($10,000).87 Additionally, members of
parliament from the ruling NRM were given 5 million shillings to popularize
Museveni’s sole candidature.88 Museveni moved around the country making
presidential donations and fundraising in churches, mosques, schools, women
groups, youth groups, farmer’s groups, motorcyclist groups, malwa groups
(local brew drinkers) among others. After the election, the president donated
5 million ($1,800) to each of the 425 NRM legislators to help them organize
victory celebrations in their respective constituencies.89
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8.

Reactions from Donors

Despite the chaos that has characterized Uganda’s elections since 2011,
donors had become infamous for issuing muted criticism of Museveni’s regime. However, following the 2016 elections, the reaction of Uganda’s major
development partners surprised many, including both critics and supporters
of Museveni. They were swift and clear in their condemnation of the entire
electoral system and the government’s brutal tactics against its opponents.
The USA, which gives an estimated $750 million90 in aid to Uganda annually,
kicked off a barrage of criticisms. The State Department complained that the
elections were characterized by what it described as:
Irregularities and official conduct that are deeply inconsistent with international standards… delays in the delivery of voting materials, reports of
pre-checked ballots and vote buying, ongoing blockage of social media sites,
and excessive use of force by the police, collectively undermine the integrity
of the electoral process. The Ugandan people deserved better. We are also
concerned by the continued house arrest of opposition presidential candidate
Kizza Besigye. We call for his immediate release and the restoration of access
to all social media sites.91
U.S. Representative to the United Nations Samantha Power noted that
“President Museveni’s actions contravene the rule of law and jeopardize
Uganda’s democratic progress, threatening Uganda’s future stability and prosperity.”92 The issues she cited included the arbitrary detention of opposition
leaders and supporters, harassment of journalists and the gagging of civil society during and after the elections. In addition, the US Secretary of State John
Kerry also called Museveni to express the USA’s concern about the polls. A
State Department statement said that Kerry had “urged President Museveni to
rein in on the police and security forces.”93
The European Union observers were equally critical of the Ugandan police for their heavy-handed tactics in arresting and detaining opposition candidates and the Electoral Commission for lack of transparency. They stated
that “inexcusable delays of supply of material to polling stations, particularly
in Kampala and its environs, and other deficiencies in the process... have seNational/Museveni-defends-Shs5m-gift-to-MPs/688334-3210686-h07552z/index.html
(Accessed 4 December 2017).
90
OECD, “Development Aid at Glance: Statistics by Region”, 2016, http://www.oecd.org/ dac/
stats/documentupload/2%20Africa%20-%20Development%20Aid%20at%20a%20Glance
%202016.pdf (Accessed 24 February 24 2018).
91
US State Department’s Statement on Uganda’s 2016 elections issued on February 20, 2016.
Available online at https://2009-2017.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2016/02/253096.htm
92
Statement by Samantha Power, former US Ambassador to the UN. Available at http://
www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Museveni-threat-to-Uganda-future--US/688334-3130668egd79n/index.html.
93
Ibid.

Uganda

107

riously detracted from the fairness and credibility of the result of the elections”.94 The EU also complained that the political landscape was overly dominated by Museveni and his ruling NRM party, which “distorted the fairness of
the campaign, and state actors were instrumental in creating an intimidating
atmosphere.95”
Museveni’s response to donor criticisms was outright contemptuous. In
his inauguration speech, he warned the EU and US to stop trying to “dictate
how he should run his family”. 96 He added: “I don’t need lectures from anybody,” he said. “I don’t like foreigners giving me orders on Uganda. Uganda
is ours.... These people should leave us and concentrate on solving their problems”.97
Meanwhile, the third runner up Amama Mbabazi petitioned the Supreme
Court seeking to nullify Museveni’s victory on the grounds that the election
was conducted without following the provisions of the Constitution, the Presidential Elections Act and the Electoral Commission Act, but he lost the case
and Museveni’s re-election was upheld by the court.98
9.

Post-election Environment and the Rwenzori
Massacre

The events that followed the 2016 elections demonstrate Museveni’s willingness to employ force against those intent on challenging his incumbency.
The “Kasese Massacre”99 portrays shocking scenes of extrajudicial executions
carried out by security agencies against regime opponents that were condemned by international human rights organisations like Human Rights Watch and
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Amnesty International. Uganda’s major donors like the European Union, the
United Kingdom and the United States, also condemned the massacre and demanded an independent inquiry into the conduct of Uganda’s security forces.
Like the Buganda Kingdom, the Rwenzururu Kingdom, located in the
western part of the country near the border with the Democratic Republic of
Congo, has had enduring disagreements with the government, some dating
as far back as the 1960s.100 In the early 1990s, Museveni decided to restore
traditional institutions, which had been banned by the previous Obote regime.
However, his decision inevitably raised the issues of tribes and tribal identity.
Although Museveni was quick to approve the revival of kingdoms in most
parts of Uganda, he remained opposed to the restoration of Rwenzururu Kingdom. This was because of the fear of ethnic nationalism, given the Kingdom’s
history of political agitation. Historically, the King of the Rwenzururu kingdom who goes by the title Mumbere was a revered figure who held both political and cultural status.101 Given the kingdom’s geographical location near
the restive Eastern Congo border, Museveni feared that restoring the kingdom
could turn out to be politically counterproductive in the long run. The ruling
party continued to perform dismally in the region and Museveni was twice defeated by the opposition who campaigned on the ticket of restoring the
Kingdom in 2011. This put pressure on the president to restore the kingdom
and political leaders from the ruling party continued to urge the president
to approve the restoration of the kingdom in order to increase his electoral
fortunes. Eventually, Museveni agreed to restore the Rwenzururu kingdom in
1999.102 It seems that Museveni expected the indigenous Bakonjo people to
appreciate his generosity in restoring their kingdom. What he did not consider
was the resolve of the Bakonjo to defy the politics of patronage and defend
their kingdom from government interference. Disagreements soon emerged
between Museveni and the kingdom over Museveni’s divide-and-rule policy.
In the later 2000s, Museveni supported the division of the kingdom into two
institutions with the creation of a new traditional institution for the minority
Bamba tribe. This was interpreted by the Rwenzururu kingdom elites as a
deliberate strategy by the president to weaken the power and influence of their
kingdom.
As one area local politician put it,
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…. Museveni is solely responsible for this mess when he started creating
other kingdoms within the obusinga bwa Rwenzururu. He antagonized the
Bakonjo and Bamba and it was a setup for the people. He would sponsor these
moves but we remained calm.103
When the opposition leader Kizza Besigye visited the Rwenzori region
during his 2016 campaign trail, he was hosted by the Mumbere at his palace.
Thereafter, the King appeared on television, telling journalists that in one of
his meetings with the President, he advised him to retire from politics and go
look after his cattle at his village ranch. This statement stunned many Ugandans who anticipated that the king was likely to receive a tough response from
Museveni. To make matters worse, the President and his ruling party were
once again defeated by the opposition that captured all local council and parliamentary seats in Kasese district including the municipality, which doubles
as the administrative seat of the kingdom. Regime elites blamed the king for
the ruling party’s loss and argued that the king had misled his subjects into
supporting the opposition.104
Although it is not precisely clear what sparked off the deadly violence
in Kasese, some accounts indicate that the first phase of the violence started
after residents poured into the streets to celebrate the defeat of the president
and his party in the region.105 The security forces reacted with live ammunition, killing six people and leaving over two dozen injured. The police chief
Kale Kayihura immediately called a press conference and accused the “militia linked to the kingdom” for instigating the violence.106 However, kingdom
officials denied Kayihura’s accusation and instead blamed the security forces
for attacking and killing innocent civilians who were celebrating the electoral
outcome.
When the situation in the Rwenzori region continued to deteriorate with
daily reports of protests and a stand-off between the security forces and the
kingdom supporters, Museveni asked the King to disband all his royal guards
and accept protection from the police. The King rejected the president’s request, arguing that royal guards are part and parcel of the kingdom culture,
as is the case in all other kingdoms. All kingdoms in Uganda indeed recruit
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their own guards but they are not armed with rifles. They carry royal regalia
like spears, arrows and bows. The king’s refusal to disband his guards forced
Museveni to order a combined force of police and the military to forcibly
disband the guards. They stormed the palace with machine guns, rocket-propelled grenades and bombs. They bombed the entire palace, killing over 180
people.107 The government claimed that “only” 87 people were killed but human rights groups, including Human Rights Watch, said that the number was
much higher. A 2016 Human Rights Watch Report revealed that a least 55
were killed on the first day of the operation and more than 100, including at
least 15 children, on the second day of violence.
Following the confirmation of his re-election, Museveni hosted a thanksgiving fete for military and police officers who provided security during the
election process. Thousands of security officers were captured on TV dancing,
eating and flashing signs of the ruling NRM at a party held at Kololo grounds
in Kampala. To further show his appreciation, Museveni promoted thousands
of senior and junior military officers, including his son Muhoozi Kainerugaba
who was elevated from the rank of Brigadier to a Major General and appointed a Presidential Special Advisor on Security. Brigadier Peter Elwelu, the
commander of the “Kasese massacre” was also promoted to the rank of Major
General and elevated to the post of overall commander of land forces.
Within a year after he was sworn in as President, ruling party officials
hatched a strategy to scrap a constitutional provision that limited the age of a
presidential candidate to 75 years, meaning that Museveni, 73, should be serving his last term. On December 22, 2017, the ruling party used its majority
in parliament to pass a controversial bill that could allow Museveni to rule the
country for life. To pass the bill, each member of parliament received about
$8,000, a payment that opposition groups and activists insist was intended to
bribe legislators to pass the controversial bill.108
10. Conclusion
Several insights can be drawn from the above discussion. First, instead
of deepening the foundation for political contestation, elections in Uganda
have failed to put the country on a path to democratization. This is largely
because Uganda under Museveni is a centrally administered polity with no
political pluralism, no separation of powers and no political will to implement
appropriate measures to ensure the transparency of the electoral system. As
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a result, the regime often resorts to repressive tactics such as cracking down
on freedom of speech and the use of military and police to intimidate and harass Museveni’s political opponents. These tactics inevitably tilt the political
playing field in favour of Museveni and ruling party-backed candidates. Second, despite the brutal crackdown on dissenting voices, the opposition to Museveni’s regime continues to gather pace. Museveni won the 2011 and 2016
election by a significant margin, but soon after spontaneous protests broke
out in major towns in Uganda. Some regime elites have publically confessed
that the protests that followed the 2011 election caught them flat-footed.109
The near-success of that protest movement prompted heavy investments in
anti-riot armaments by both the police and the military, further underscoring
the pervasive role of security organs in Uganda’s body politic. Since 2006, the
level of state sanctioned violence continues to grow in every electoral cycle
in response to rising protests against a flawed electoral process. As a result,
many Ugandans are becoming sceptical of the elections as the most effective
means to exercise their democratic rights.
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