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About the NCHRD-U
 
The National Coalition for Human Rights Defenders Uganda (NCHRD-U) is a coalition of individuals 
and organisations, initiated in June 2013 by Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) from across Uganda to 
promote the protection of HRDs in Uganda by facilitating synergy, cooperation and sharing of best 
practices among the HRD community. With a membership of 149 urban and grassroot organizations, 
the NCHRD-U focuses its work in all the regions in Uganda. It plays an integral role in harnessing 
a transparent and accountable working environment for HRDs in Uganda. The interventions of the              
coalition are hinged on three programmatic areas: Protection and Emergency Response, Advocacy 
and Networking, Capacity Building. Under its Advocacy and Networking program,the coalition has           
specific focus on Uganda’s Universal Periodic Review. The coalition convenes and collaboratively with             
Defend Defenders and the Human Rights Centre offers leadership to a thematic cluster on HRD specific              
recommendations to Uganda.



The idea of this assessment arises out of the National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders            
Coalition’s need to meaningfully and consistently contribute to the UPR review of Uganda. 
Specifically, the coalition offers leadership and coordination of the cluster on Human Rights         
Defenders. Under the framework of the National Stakeholders’ forum on the UPR, the coalition 
convened and facilitated a thematic Human Rights Defenders cluster that submitted a report on 
Uganda in 2016. The thematic cluster was co-convened with the Human Rights Centre and Defend 
Defenders. 

UPR is mechanism through which the human rights council assesses the human rights situation 
in each UN member state, its major goal is to improve human rights situations on ground, push 
governments to fulfill their human rights obligations, advancing human rights for all and shar-
ing best practices. The review is based on the UN charter, UN declaration on human rights and 
treaties to which states are party to. The UPR is designed to prompt, support, and expand the                             
promotion and protection of human rights. To achieve this, the UPR involves assessing States’ 
human rights records and addressing human rights violations wherever they occur. The UPR also 
aims to provide technical assistance to States and enhance their capacity to deal effectively with 
human rights       challenges and to share best practices in the field of human rights among States 
and other stakeholders.

Our extensive mid-term assessment follows our previous engagement with the UPR and forms a 
definitive foundation for continued engagement with the UN Human Rights Council. We are ex-
ceedingly grateful to key state and non-state actors that graciously afforded us their views, time and 
valuable feedback towards realisation of this assessment. This research is a collective endeavor that 
curates findings from key state institutions but also individual feedback from HRDs drawn from 
across Uganda.

Uganda yet again comes up for review in 2021, what does this mean? It means that HRDs must 
continue to assess the implementation of the recommendations to Uganda. With the support of the 
Democratic Governance Facility this assessment is made possible and we exceedingly thank the 
facility. We are hoping this assessment is helpful and resourceful to HRDs but importantly State 
actors.

Robert R Kirenga
Executive Director
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 

II.  Objectives of the Assessment

Uganda  has under gone two cycles of the Universal Peer Review (UPR ) process the first having tak-
en place between October 3rd to 14th, 2011. In November, 2016, Uganda underwent its 2nd Cycle 
review with the UN Human Rights Council Working Group on UPR adopting its report on Uganda 
in March 2017. Uganda received 228 recommendations, accepted 148 and noted 78. Recognizing 
the importance of assessing the progress registered by the Government of Uganda at implement-
ing the recommendations on HRDs, at mid-term level, the National Coalition of Human Rights           
Defenders commissioned a national wide study to ascertain this progress, if any, aspects of 
retrogression, challenges faced by the government in the implementation process and suggest         
possible recommendations to the government to fully implement the pending recommendations 
before the 3rd Cycle of the UPR due October/November, 2021.  

The study focused on the Four recommendations that directly affected HRDs: either expressly 
pointed out as meant for HRDs and/or those that have a close proximity to the enjoyment of 
rights and freedoms of HRDs as they undertake their work even when they made no mention of                      
specifically HRDs. Additionally, it dwelt on the select recommendations that indirectly affect HRDs-
i.e. whose implementation or non-implementation has an impact on the environment within which 
the HRDs under take their work. These form the subject of this policy brief.

I.   To undertake an inquiry into the State of progress in implementation of the UPR 2nd Cycle 
      recommendations to Uganda, with particular focus on HRDs;
  
II.  Assess the emerging challenges that the government of Uganda has faced thus far or 
      continues to face in implementing these recommendations;

III. Propose evidence based alternatives/recommendations of how the challenges of 
      implementation revealed by the study can be mitigated to ensure that the pending 
     recommendations are implemented in the remaining period before the commencement of the     
     3rd Cycle for Uganda.  

National Coalition for Human Rights Defenders - UgandaPage | 5

An assessment of the state’s implementation of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) recommendations 
pertaining to  human rights defenders in uganda at mid term. (2017-2019: 2nd cycle)



III.  Assessment of State Implementation of the Recommendations
A.  Government of Uganda Recognition of the Legitimacy of and Support to the work of HRDs

RECOMMENDATION Progress & Retrogression  

I. Recommendation 1: 
Explicitly recognize the 
legitimacy of the work carried 
out by human rights defenders, 
publicly support their work and 
provide protection for them. 

II.Recommended by: 
Uruguay. 

III.Status: Partially 
Implemented with manifest 
goodwill, support and 
recognition of HRDs and their 
work at the National level. 
However indifferences and 
occasional attacks from the 
leadership at sub-county level 
persists in some parts of the 
country. 

IV.Challenges: Lack of 
awareness and knowledge by 
the leaders especially at the 
decentralized level on the role 
of HRDs and how the State 
generally works in relation to 
the different stakeholders who 
all contribute in various ways to 
its wellbeing. 

In the Period Under Review, Findings Reveal: 

1. CSOs/HRDs were recognized implicitly and some recruited as representative 
members in Government Platforms more prominently within the Justice Law 
and Order Sector Human Rights and Accountability & Inter-Ministerial UPR 
Committees that are key in platforms in the promotion and protection of human 
rights generally; 

2. CSOs/HRDs continued to be involved in and recognized as Partners in State 
Reporting processes of the UPR, United Nations (CEDAW, CRDC and ICCPR 
State Reports due) and African Union human rights systems (State report to the 
African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights); 

3. CSO/HRDs representatives are expressly provided for within the NGO Act 
2016 to seat on the government NGO structures at the National NGO Bureau, 
District NGO Monitoring Committees (DNMCs) and Sub-county NGO 
Monitoring Committees (SNMCs) within the decentralization structure at the 
district level; 

4.  Majority of the NGOs/HRDs’ organized human rights protection and 
promotion oriented activities are often attended by government officials and in 
some instances co-organized together. E.g. quarterly meetings between the 
NGO sector and the Ministry of Internal Affairs which is responsible for 
providing oversight on NGOs and also houses the National NGO Registration 
Bureau. 

Retrogressively; 

5. There is still no law to expressly recognize HRDs in form of an Act of 
Parliament. In the Sub-county level, there is still indifference and resistance 
towards HRDs often branded as anti-government and non-patriotic especially 
by the District Internal Security Operatives hence making their work difficult.  
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B.  Safety Of Operating Environment for And Accountability Of Perpetrators Of Violence Against HRDs

RECOMMENDATION
 

Progress & Retrogression 
 

I. Recommendation I: 
Ensure that civil society 
organizations and human 
rights defenders can operate 
in a safe environment and 
that all allegations of 
intimidation, harassment and 
violence are fully 
investigated. 

Recommendation II: 
Investigate the alleged 
harassment of human rights 
defenders and prosecute 
offenders. 

Recommendation III: 
Thoroughly investigate the 
threats against human rights 
defenders and civil society 
organizations, bring to justice 
those responsible and 
guarantee reparations to the 
victims, especially those 
working for women’s rights. 

II.Recommended By: 
Ireland, Ghana, Uruguay 
respectively. 

III. Status: Not 
implemented. There is no 
publically Known 
investigation public into the 
NGO office break-ins, 
harassment and intimidation 
concerns neither has there 
been accountability of officers 
implicated in the perpetrating 
the above violations against 
HRDs.     

In the Period Under Review, Findings Reveal:  

Progressively; 

1. In yet another progressive move towards fulfilling the 
recommendations of the UPR especially in relation to the treatment of 
HRDs in the hands of security agencies more specially the Uganda 
Police Force, the Inspector General of Police issued a warning 
circular/directive to his officers on human rights violations. The IGP, 
Martins Okoth Ochola directive was an offshoot of the new law on 
human rights enforcement.  He noted while introducing the new law to 
his officers that ‘Be informed that a new law, The Human Rights (Enforcement 
Act 2019) is now in place. Going forward, the entrenchment of human 
rights in police work will never be an option...’ 

3. To enhance accountability for human rights violations, Section 10 of 
this new Human Rights (Enforcement) Act of 2019 holds public officers 
like police officers individually liable for violation of a person’s rights or 
freedoms committed either individually or in a group. The law clearly 
states that individual officers shall pay a portion of the compensation as 
has been ordered by the court.  The law seeks to partly curtail the 
consistent violation of human rights by security agents under the cover 
of institutional immunity often citing the ‘orders from above’ 
phenomenon as basis for their actions that are infringe on rights and 
freedoms of HRDs. 
 
4.In the same vein, the Uganda Police Force, in 2018, concluded, 
launched and has since undertaken dissemination of its internal human 
rights policy, the first of its kind within the Police Institution.  The policy 
was developed in collaboration with the Human Rights Network-
Uganda (HURINET-U) and launched on the 13th/February/2019 by the 
Inspector General of Police JM Okoth Ochola.  The Policy is an internal 
guiding document aimed at tackling structural failings in the promotion 
and protection of human rights during policing amongst police officers. 
It seeks to enhance democratic, accountable and human rights sensitive 
policing in Uganda. 
 
Retrogressively… 

2. He warned further his officers; “The law has far reaching conse-
quences on the way police performs its duties and the provisions 
therein have put a lot of emphasis on personal liability for violation of 
rights by an officer….Important to note is that responsible officers will 
now be required to personally incur the cost of compensation in the 
event of an award by court... This is therefore to instruct all unit 
commanders to ensure that the observation of human rights is 
adhered to without fail in all your areas of operation.” 
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RECOMMENDATION
 

Progress & Retrogression 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

-

Retrogressively…

 

1. Increasing intimidation, harassment and violence against Journalists 
taking different forms and magnitude across the country.  Such include 
death threats against journalist HRDs that increased in 2018 manifesting 
more prominently in central southern Uganda, in the district of Masaka 
where 12 cases were reported of death threats against journalists in 
November, 2018 for reporting on land issues, organized crime, covering 
political stories and in-depth investigative journalism. 

2. Other forms of harassment included shutting down of radio stations on 
orders of the Resident District Commissioners (RDC) and the Uganda 
Communications Commission without following the dully laid down legal 
procedures in the law as was with Unity FM, based in Lira District in 
Lango Sub-region and the RDC recommended closure of Radio Maria, the 
Gulu station to the Minister of ICT and National Guidance. The action is 
reflective of the domineering role of the district security committees and 
the RDCs especially in the upcountry stations.

3. Coupled with the above is the ‘overarching’ power of the UCC witnessed 
in the ordering of the suspension of the journalist as HRDs from their 
stations such as Miles Rwamiti, who presents a music show on Spark TV 
therein UCC, the supposed regulator, acting ultra vires (beyond its author-
ity) taking on roles of a radio station’s human resource manager. Other 
UCC threats to media houses, include warning letters to abide by ‘mini-
mum broadcasting standards, closure of broadcasting stations, or order-
ing management to suspend staff over what UCC deems is breach of 
minimum broadcasting standards.’

4. Additionally, in 2018, 40 journalist HRDs were blocked from accessing 
news sites by mainly government security agencies and agents while 11 
had their gadgets confiscated by authorities. The blockades happened 
largely in the contexts of political contestation or trials of prominent 
personalities mostly those mounting a challenge to the statusquo in charge 
of the country.

5. Other notable incidents that have had an effect on the operating 
environment of HRDs relates to the introduction of the social media tax 
(Over the Top Tax or better known as OTT) levied daily at a cost of Ug. Shs. 
200 for one to access social media WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, Linke-
dIn, YouTube among others. This tax, goes to the core of internet freedom 
in this era of information. The tax disempowers substantively HRDs such 
as the media fraternity who rely largely on social media to relay, source for, 
follow up of stories among others. 

6. In 2018, the regulator in Uganda-UCC directed that all online publica-
tions to be registered with the Commission and obtain authorization from 
the Commission to run the said publications. The likely impact of this 
directive if implemented is more gagging of the free expression and the 
media fraternity of HRDs. 

7. The break-ins into over 34 CSOs/NGOs offices remains unresolved. The 
attacks that targeted information holding and documentation have three 
years later not been resolved to completion by the Uganda Police Force.
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C. Exercise of the Freedom of Assembly and Association in the Context of NGOs/CSOs Act 2016

RECOMMENDATION 
  

 
Progress & Retrogression

I. Recommendation: Consult a 
broad range of civil society actors 
and reflect their views in the Non-
Governmental Organizations Act, 
2016, to ensure an open, 
accountable and vibrant NGO 
sector; 

II.Recommended By: United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland; 

 

III.Status: Partial 
Implementation considering 
that there has not been any 
amendment effected on the NGO 
Act 2016. However the 
government of Uganda has 
embarked on enacting the NGO 
Act 2016 regulations to 
compliment the Act. In the same 
vein, the government of Uganda 
through the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs has established a platform 
to interface with the NGOs/HRDs 
on a quarterly basis to discuss 
concerns of the HRDs. 

In the Period Under Review, Findings Reveal  

1. The NGO Act 2016 remains fully operational with its various 
inhibitive sections that infringe on freedom of expression and 
assembly intact despite CSOs/NGOs advocacy for these various 
sections to be amended. The sector remains under siege of substantial 
administrative encumbrances on NGOs, and under supervision of 
security organizations at all the levels of regulation down to the sub-
county. The above laws have continued to hit at NGOs especially in the 
rural/upcountry stations. 

2. The Act still retains Section 44 which prohibits NGOs from carrying 
out activities in any part of the country unless they have received 
certification from the District Non-Governmental Monitoring 
Committee (DNMC).  Sections 20 and 21 provide for a district and 
sub-county layer of surveillance, District NGO Monitoring Committees 
(DNMCs) and Sub-county NGO Monitoring Committees (SNMCs), 
thereby creating more burdensome measures to curtail quick and 
exercising of unfettered associational rights.   

3. Furthermore, the NGO Registration Act 2016 is detailed with 
ambiguous terminologies that can be used/abused at the convenience 
of the State and the attendant agencies of the SNMC and DNMCs 
including the National NGO Bureau. Such is section 44-the Special 
Obligations-which details various undertakings that NGOs must 
subscribe to diligently lest its certification is revoked.  The obligations 
include to ‘not engage in any act which is prejudicial to the security 
and laws of Uganda’ or that is ‘prejudicial to the interests of Uganda 
and the dignity of the people of Uganda’; and to ‘be nonpartisan …,’ 
etc.   

!
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D. International Human Rights Instruments Ratification

Recommendations
 

Progress & Retrogression 
 

 

I. Recommendation I: 
Enhance ratification of 
international human rights 
instruments. 
 
Recommendations II: 
Continue to consider ratification 
of more international human 
rights instruments 
 
Recommendation III:  
Continue acceding to the core 
international human rights 
instruments 
 
II.Recommended By: 
Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Syrian Arab Republic, 
Azerbaijan and Denmark 
respectively. 
 
 
III.Status: Partial 
Implementation owing to the 
verifiable ongoing process by the 
government of Uganda since 
2017 to prioritize ratifications of 
the regional and international 
human rights instruments as 
evidenced by a baseline study of 
the stakeholders’ views on 
priority regional and 
international human rights 
instruments to ratify and 
domesticate. 

In the Period Under Review, Findings Reveal; 
1. As at end of July, 2019, out of the 56 international and regional 
human rights instruments, Uganda had signed 25, ratified 18 and 
acceded to 15. Additionally, 7 were signed but had not been ratified 
while on the remnant 16, no action has been undertaken.  As such, to 
be up-to-date, Uganda must ratify 23 international and regional 
human rights instruments.  

2. In 2017, between June and October, the Ministry of Justice and 
Constitutional Affairs and Ministry of Foreign Affairs commissioned a 
consultative fact finding mission amongst select human rights actors 
within CSOs and the MDAs on the urgency of ratification and 
domestication of the various international and regional human rights 
instruments.  The study is a part of a full project governed under the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs aimed at enhancing ratification and 
domestication of regional and international human rights 
instruments/standards in Uganda.   

3. The study sought to seek information from respondents, on the 
most priority instrument that Uganda should ratify in a ranking of 1 
to 5.  On 30th -31st October, 2017, a validation meeting was held to 
consider the emerging findings and priorities of the instruments that 
should be ratified and domesticated. A combined analysis of the 
respondents’ views listed the top 15 priority instruments in their 
order as including: The 3rd Optional Protocol to the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child on a Communication Procedure (OP – CRC-
IC); the Hague Convention on the Protection of children and Co-
operation in respect of Intercountry Adoption among others. This 
study shall guide the ratification processes henceforth. 
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E. Recommendations on Uganda’s Need to Issue Standing Invitation to Special Procedures of Human Rights
Promotion and Protection under the UN Human Rights 

 
Recommendations

 
 Progress & Retrogression 

I. Recommendation I: Consider extending a 
standing invitation to special procedure 
mandate holders. 
 
Recommendations II: Issue standing 
invitations to all special procedure mandate 
holders.   
 
Recommendation III:  Extend a standing 
invitation to all special procedure mandate 
holders. 
 
Recommendation IV: Issue a standing 
invitation to the special procedures. 

Recommendation V: Continue constructive 
cooperation with United Nations human rights 
mechanisms. 
 
II. Recommended By: Georgia, Ghana, 
Guatemala, Republic of Korea, Panama, 
Rwanda, Ukraine, and Azerbaijan respectively. 
 
III.Status: Not Implemented. As at the 
writing of this report, there is not any process 
to show that Uganda is even considering 
issuing these standing invitations to the special 
thematic mandate holders of human rights. 
This conduct cannot be considered as co-
operating with the UN human rights 
mechanisms as the recommendations noted. 
Conclusively, the recommendations are not 
anywhere near implementation.   

In the Period Under Review, Findings Reveal; 

1. A standing invitation is ‘an open invitation extended 
by a Government to all thematic special procedures. By 
extending a standing invitation States announce that 
they will always accept requests to visit from all special 
procedures.’ According to the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, as of 15 July 2019, 
there are 121 UN Member States and 1 non-Member 
Observer State that have extended a standing invitation 
to thematic special procedures. Uganda is not listed as 
part of these countries.   

2. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
mandate holders of dealing with the regional and 
international human rights mechanisms including the 
United Nations and the issue of standing invitation to 
mandate holders, the matter of issuance of such 
invitation is ‘welcomed but is yet to be flagged off by 
the cabinet which is responsible to determine which 
particular mandate holder can visit Uganda depending 
on need. For now, Uganda is still on its human rights 
promotion and protection course of action buttressed 
by a functional Uganda Human Rights Commission 
and the availability of the  Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights in addition to so 
many other UN agencies operational in the country all 
with technical capacity to offer.’  
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CHALLENGES 

A. Recommendations related to Legitimacy of HRDs and Ratification of 
HR instruments: 

1. The lack of appreciation of the work of HRDs and resistance to according them the legitimacy they rights deserve has 
been attributed to lack of knowledge and capacity by the leaders especially at the decentralized level on the role of 
HRDs and how the State generally works in relation to the different stakeholders who all contribute in various ways to 
its wellbeing.

2. Lack of Capacity in Ratification Processes-One such example is in the Ministry of Gender Labour and Social Develop-
ment (MGLSD) which is a multi-sectoral Ministry that is mandated to handle a wide range of aspects including persons 
living with disabilities, children, youth, women, cultural and traditional leaders, women and labour aspects.  The Min-
istry despite all the sensitive dockets it handles decries the lack of legal experts/officers within to direct the activities on 
ratification of instruments that fall within its mandate, advice on legal implications surrounding the ratification of some 
instruments and interpretation of some provisions as well.

3. Structural Changes at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs which lasted for almost 2 years as some of the initiatives that had 
been commenced on and supervised by particular officers stalled as they moved on to other deployments. At the writing 
of this report, stability had been restored with the end of the restructuring.

B. Recommendations related to Anti-Torture legislation 
4. Limited awareness amongst both State and Non-State Actors on anti-torture laws.  Not only has this led to more cases 

of torture being registered, it has also frustrated the accessing of justice by survivors of torture through rehabilitation 
which too is a human right. 

5. Capacity gaps in Monitoring and documentation of Torture: Bringing perpetrators to justice has also been frustrated 
by inadequate capacities in reporting, investigation, documentation of torture, aspects that are necessary for successful 
prosecution of the act of torture both as a crime and a human rights violation hence most times the perpetrators go free.  

6. Elusive accountability of perpetrators: The efforts to hold to account the perpetrators of torture especially within the 
police has also been an issue of concern in the period under review.  Many of the cases against the police officers are 
either tried in the civilian Courts as assault occasioning bodily harm, a crime far less in impact than a finding of torture 
as a human rights violations. Secondly cases against police officers have been dealt with by the Professional Standards 
Unit (PSU) of the Uganda Police Force (UPF) as transgressions of professionalism and not necessarily crimes under the 
anti-torture law of the land. 

7. Essentially therefore, it means that torture or the allegations there of are merely treated as indiscipline and as thus even 
the sanctions it attracts within the police system is not deterrent enough to cause attitude change and practice which 
are central to scaling down and eventual elimination of torture as an investigative technic or means of arrest within the 
Uganda Police Force.  So whereas there is no single conviction of torture against any security agent especially the UPF 
since the enactment of the Act in 2012, there are many cases that have been reported to the UPF professional standards 
unit but to no avail as justice within this mechanism remains an aspiration. 

5. On part of the HRDs who play a complimentary role to the implementation of the UPR recommendations, the challenges 
of funding remain manifest almost across all sectors of human rights work and all regions from where the interviewees 
spoken operate.  The limited funding not only hinders and limits their HRD work in their operational areas but also has 
an impact on their in/ability to best provide for their safety and security planning including taking on the justice system 
for redress where their rights and freedoms have been violated. 

9. The situation has not been helped by the lack of knowledge amongst some HRDs especially at the lowest local structure 
especially those employed by Community Based Organisations. Majority are not aware of their rights and freedoms as 
HRDs. The predicament has further been expounded by the lack of translated Constitutions into local languages, yet 
it was a Constitutional directive, consequently technically and literally locking out the local populace including media 
HRDs especially in places where literacy levels are still low. This calls for the need for capacity building targeting par-
ticularly those HRDs actors that operate CBOs at the sub-county levels for their capacity needs especially in safety and 
security and collaborative initiatives with the local government.
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