
 
  

“DEFENDING HUMAN 
RIGHTS IS ESSENTIAL” 

Documenting lived experiences of human rights defenders 
in Uganda 

National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders Uganda 
June 2022 



 1 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Published in June 2022 
All rights reserved.  
 
A publication of: 
 
National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders Uganda (NCHRDU) 
Plot 148 Ssemawata Road, Ntinda 
P.O Box 302, Ntinda 
Kampala, Uganda 
Phone: +256-414-699373 
Email: info@hrdcoalition.ug 
 
 
 
This is an open access publication. Parts thereof may be reproduced or quoted provided the publication 
is fully acknowledged as the source thereof and such material is distributed for non-commercial 
purposes. No printing of the report in full shall be made without prior express authorisation of the 
National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders Uganda.  
 



 2 

Acknowledgments 
 
 
This report was researched and written by Mr. Brian Chanwat Geoffrey, in a consulting role 
for the National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders (NCHRD-U).  
 
This report benefited from the review of the NCHRD-U team. In particular, the wise counsel 
of Mr. Robert Kirenga, Executive Director of the Coalition was invaluable. Ms. Sharon 
Nakanwagi, Ms. Prossy Babirye, Mr. Edward Church Serucaca provided strategic input to the 
research at its inception. Mr. Anthony Masake provided editorial and legal review before 
publication.  
 
We would like to thank the many human rights defenders and civil society leaders who offered 
their time during this busy season to share their experiences with us. We are cognizant to the 
fact that without their input, a report of this nature would not have been possible. We are also 
grateful to the government officials who shared their views with us.  
 
It is our sincere hope that this report provides a fair representation of the lived experiences of 
human rights defenders in Uganda in the context of the covid-19 pandemic. We further hope 
that the recommendations provided herein present an important point of reflection and 
advocacy towards a more enabling environment for human rights defenders in this country. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3 

Glossary of Terms  
 
 
 
COVID-19 Coronavirus disease (an infectious disease caused by the SARS-Cov-2 virus) 
 
HRDs  Human Rights Defenders 
 
NGO  Non-Governmental Organisations 
 
CBO  Community Based Organisation   
 
NPO  Non-Profit Organisations  
 
POMA  Public Order Management Act, 2013 
 
LGBT  Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people 
 
UHRC Uganda Human Rights Commission. The Commission is the national human 

rights institution established under the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda 
with the mandate to monitor and investigate cases of human rights violations as 
a quasi-judicial body.  

 
UPF  Uganda Police Force. 
 
CMI  Chieftaincy of Military Intelligence. A military intelligence agency. 
 
UPDF  Uganda People’s Defense Force. This is the armed forces of Uganda. 
 
NCHRD-U National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders Uganda 
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I: Introduction   
 
 
1.1. Overview 
 
Human rights defenders are people or groups who, individually or with others, act to promote 
or protect human rights in a peaceful manner. Many human rights defenders defend human 
rights through professional activities such as lawyers and journalists and in the non-
professional context. They do so through actions such as educating and training others about 
human rights, monitoring, collecting and disseminating information on human rights 
violations, taking action in courts of law, supporting victims of violations, and supporting the 
government to improve on governance and government policy.1 
 
These actions expose human rights defenders to attacks and other reprisal actions from the 
perpetrators of the human rights violations and their networks. In Uganda, many human rights 
defenders such as lawyers, journalists, health workers, environmental human rights defenders, 
women rights defenders, among others have faced threats and attacks because of standing up 
for other people’s rights. A number of civil society organisations under which the defenders 
carry out their work have also not been spared.  
 
Globally, civic space is under attack. Freedom House data shows that, between 2006 and 2019, 
associational and organizational rights eroded significantly in 43 countries, while improving in 
only 16.2 A November 2018 CIVICUS report found that civil society was under serious attack 
in 111 countries, including Uganda – with restrictions often taking the forms of new NGO 
legislation, counterterrorism measures, and administrative rules.3 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic ushered in a new era. Stringent public health rules and orders were 
used imposed on people in Uganda, resulting in severe obstruction of activities of human rights 
defenders. While the restrictions were necessary in the interest of public health, a question has 
been asked about the extent in which the restrictive measures were imposed.  
 
Beyond the overly and prolonged restrictive legal restrictions, several human rights defenders 
experienced and reported on violations as a result of use of excessive force in policing functions 
and outright acts of impunity.  
 
 
 
 

 
1 United Nations, About human rights defenders, https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-
defenders/about-human-rights-defenders  
2 Freedom House, Freedom of the World Report, 2019, https://freedomhouse.org/report/methodology-freedom-
world-2019  
3 CIVICUS, “People Power Under Attack: A global analysis of threats to fundamental freedoms,” November 
2018, https://www.civicus.org/documents/PeoplePowerUnderAttack.Report.27November.pdf  
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1.2. Objectives of the Report 
 
The main objective of this report is to document and analyse lived experiences of human rights 
defenders in relation to the Covid-19 related human rights violations.  
 
The report details numerous incidents of human rights violations in the context of the prevailing 
pandemic and provides an analysis of the impact of the experiences. The section on findings 
has been structured along thematic areas of human rights to capture the unique context faced 
by human rights defenders in Uganda. 
 
The National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders Uganda hopes that the findings and 
recommendations in the report will inform processes and activities by the relevant State and 
non-State stakeholders to inspire concerted efforts to ensure that in the context of a pandemic 
or other public health emergency, human rights defenders are guaranteed a conducive working 
environment to continue promoting and defending human rights. 
 
1.3. Methodology   
 
This report focuses on the documentation of lived experiences of human rights defenders in the 
context of the Covid-19 pandemic. Many of the experiences are related to human rights 
violations suffered and actions that obstructed their work as human rights defenders, while 
recognising the public health need of controlling a pandemic. 
 
The report is based on research undertaken between May – June 2022, during which the 
researchers conducted desk and literature review and interviews. The review of laws focused 
on the international, regional and domestic legal standards, including the various Statutory 
Instruments issued by the Minister of Health under the Public Health Act (Control of COVID-
19 pandemic). Publications from government agencies such as the Uganda Human Rights 
Commission (UHRC) and the Uganda Police Force (UPF) were also consulted. Media reports 
and publications of civil society organisations were also reviewed for reports of human rights 
violations over the past two years of 2020 and 2021. 
 
A total of 406 individual human rights defenders were contacted for this research. The research 
questions aimed at seeking their lived experiences during the two years when the Covid-19 
pandemic was at its peak. The said respondents were representative of the various thematic 
areas of human rights including those working in oil and extractives, civil and political rights, 
economic rights, healthcare rights, education rights, access to justice and the rule of law, 
environmental rights, women rights, and mining and resource rights. The respondents were 
further representative of all groups including LGBTQ rights, persons with disabilities, persons 
with albinism. Journalists, environmental human rights defenders and lawyers were also 
contacted for the research.  
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In terms of geographical representation, the respondents represented the districts of Kampala, 
Wakiso, Hoima, Moroto, Gulu, Arua, Mubende, Kasese, among others. Interviews were 
conducted in-person, over the phone, as well as via email / Google Forms using the English 
language. There was no request for translation services.  
 
The researchers explained to each interview / respondent the purpose of the interview, its 
voluntary nature, and the purposes for which the information would be used for. They were 
further notified that there would be no compensation for participation in the research.  
 
The draft report was presented at a validation meeting, after which the final report was 
published.  
 
On …….., the NCHRDU contacted ……. for a comment or response to specific findings of 
this report. The draft report was shared with the request for a response to provide the necessary 
context.  We have annexed copies of the letters to this report. 
 
1.4. Structure of the Report 
 
The report is divided into four chapters, namely; the general introduction, the contextual 
background, the lived experiences of human rights defenders in defending human rights in the 
context of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the conclusion and recommendation.  
 
The general introduction provides the preliminary observations and outlines the methodology 
adopted for the research activity.  
 
Under the contextual background, the report reflects on the general operating environment of 
human rights defenders before the Covid-19 pandemic era, situates the Covid-19 pandemic in 
Uganda, and finally outlines the applicable legal standards. 
 
The third chapter presents a narration and analysis of the lived experiences of human rights 
defenders in Covid-19 pandemic related human rights violations. The findings are structured 
along thematic issues of human rights to ensure that the unique contextual issues are observed. 
 
Finally, chapter four presents a conclusion and a list of recommendations.  
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II: Contextual Background   
 
2.1.  Overview of lived experiences of human rights defenders before the Covid-19 era 
 
In 1995, Uganda ushered in a progressive Constitution which has a Bill of Rights that was 
inspired by the International and Regional Bill of Rights. Several police and army officers have 
also been trained on respect for human rights in law enforcing activities. In February 2019, the 
Uganda Police Force launched its Human Rights Policy. This was intended to supplement the 
efforts of the Directorate of Human Rights and Legal Services to improve respect for human 
rights in law enforcement and policing.  
 
When Uganda restored multiparty democracy in July 2005, each general election cycle raised 
tensions which increasingly drew the political party in power to tighten the grip on dissent and 
other activities of human rights defenders that are aimed at demanding respect for human rights, 
governance and accountability for violations. As a result, civic space in Uganda has been 
gradually closing over the past decade. 
 
On the legislative front, there have been a proliferation of laws that are apparently aimed at 
regulating the work of human rights defenders. Considering the impact of the controversial 
laws, many have argued that the laws are not really to regulate, but to control the work of 
human rights defenders who operate under civil society organisations – especially the non-
governmental organisations, companies limited by guarantee, and other informal associations. 
For instance, in 2013, the Parliament enacted the Public Order Management Act to regulate 
assembly rights. The government argued that the law provided for a notification regime that 
enabled the freedom to peacefully assemble, and to petition. In reality, the law re-introduced 
under section 8 the powers of the police to block and disperse peaceful assemblies. The 
notification regime under the law was skewed to extinguish any peaceful assemblies that the 
police found unfavourable. Since its enactment, hundreds of peaceful assemblies by human 
rights defenders, for example, the Black Monday movement have been violently dispersed and 
defenders arbitrarily arrested, detained and beaten up. 
 
The other law of concern is the Non-Governmental Organisations Act, 2016. While the law is 
generally progressive, it contains several repressive provisions that are being enforced with 
significant impact on civil society organising under non-governmental and community-based 
organisations. For example, the law provides for criminal sanctions and prison terms for 
organisation officers and staff for administrative and compliance lapses. The law also makes it 
easy for the National Bureau for NGOs – the government regulator – to halt, suspend and 
revoke permits of organisations.  
 
The enforcement of the repressive sections of the law are further compounded with negative 
rhetoric from some government officials. NGOs that work on governance, human rights, oil 
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and extractives and LGBTI rights have been branded agents of hostile foreign governments 
and powers.4 
 
The Constitution of Uganda provides for the right of human rights defenders to use peaceful 
and lawful means to defend and promote rights of other people. Further to the Constitution, the 
Parliament of Uganda is obliged to make laws for the enforcement of the rights and freedoms 
under the Bill of Rights. For example, the Parliament has enacted the Access to Information 
Act 2005 to provide for the procedure of accessing information from the government and other 
public bodies, the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act 2012 to support efforts to combat 
torture in Uganda, the Human Rights (Enforcement) Act 2019 to provide for the procedure of 
enforcing human rights. These laws are generally progressive. 
 
On August 20, 2020, the operations of 54 civil society organisations were halted when the 
NGO Bureau suspended their permits and declared them to be operating in contravention of 
the law. This is probably the most recent brazen punitive application of the NGO Act, 2016. 
The decision sent shock waves across the NGO sector in Uganda, pushing many organisations 
into self-censorship.5 
 
Human rights defenders working with NGOs have also endured several years of break-ins at 
their offices. Dozens of incidents have been reported and little action has been taken to bring 
the perpetrators to account. As a result, many human rights defenders operate under the 
constant fear of a break-in at their office premises and their homes. 
 
Several human rights defenders have also been subjected to arbitrary arrests and detention. For 
instance, in December 2020, Nicholas Opiyo, the Executive Director of Chapter Four Uganda 
was arrested and detained on money laundering allegations. Chapter Four dismissed the 
accusations, saying the arrest was part of an ongoing crackdown on vocal human rights 
organisations. In 2021, the staff of the African Institute for Energy Governance (AFIEGO) an 
organisation of campaigners to promote the rights of people affected by the crude oil 
development project and other oil and extractives activities, were arbitrarily arrested for 
allegedly disobeying the orders of the NGO Bureau to halt their operations. Some of the human 
rights defenders affected by the arrests, for example Nicholas Opiyo, were subjected to judicial 
harassment in frivolous prosecutions.  
 
Uganda is also ranked poorly in the press freedom global index. This means that journalists are 
often targeted because of their work. The violations against journalists manifest in various 
forms, including assault, damage of cameras and other equipment, attacks on judicial 
independence, and harassment and threats. 
 
 

 
4 The Independent (23.12.2020), Why Museveni hates NGOs, https://www.independent.co.ug/why-museveni-
hates-ngos/  
5  
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2.2.  The advent of the Covid-19 pandemic 
 
The novel coronavirus was first confirmed in Uganda in March 2020 when the first patient 
tested positive. The coronavirus disease (Covid-19) was first identified in Wuhan, Hubei 
province in China in December 2019. On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) declared the disease a pandemic.6 
 
The Public Health (Notification of Covid-19) Order, 20207 was issued to declare Covid-19 a 
notifiable disease in Uganda to which the provisions of prevention and suppression of 
infectious diseases under the Public Health Act apply. This paved way for the Minister of 
Health to impose several public health measures to control the spread of the virus in the 
country. Between March 2020 and January 2022, the government imposed several crisis 
management measures from time to time including the suspension of gatherings of more than 
five people, dusk-to-dawn curfews, suspension of public and private transport, closure of 
markets and business activities in non-food items, a ban on district cross-border movements, 
suspension of physical production of accused persons in court for their trials, and the severe 
restrictions on access to accused on remand by their lawyers, doctors and families. 
 
The government designated specific professions as “essential workers” and issued permits 
which gave them a right to movement despite the severe public health measures. Apart from 
journalists, health workers, and law enforcement officers, many groups of human rights 
defenders who play a critical role to defend and promote human rights in the communities such 
as lawyers, paralegals, counsellors, NGO workers were not recognised as part of the essential 
workers. This meant that while people were being arrested and courts of law were operating, 
albeit at a skeleton level, the accused persons were denied access to legal representation.  
 
This report documents the lived experiences of human rights defenders in the exercise of their 
work at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 
2.3.  Applicable legal framework  
 
2.3.1. International legal standards  
 
Uganda has ratified a number of international human rights instruments that establish human 
rights and recognise the role of human rights defenders. These include the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which was proclaimed by the United Nations General 
Assembly in 1948 as a common standard of achievements for all peoples and all nations. The 
declaration sets out the fundamental human rights to be universally protected.  
 

 
6 World Health Organisation, WHO Director General’s opening remarks at the media briefing on Covid-19, 
https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-
covid-19---11-march-2020 
7 The Order can be accessed here: https://ulii.org/ug/legislation/statutory-instrument/2020/45  
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The UDHR inspired and paved way for the adoption of further instruments that form the 
International Bill of Rights. On December 16, 1966, the United Nations General Assembly 
adopted two important Covenants. These include the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR). The ICCPR was proclaimed to provide for a legal standard for the realisation 
of civil and political freedoms. The ICESCR was adopted to provide for a framework through 
which everyone can enjoy his or her economic, social and cultural rights.  
 
To ensure that the rights of women are protected and promoted within the International Bill of 
Rights, the United Nations General Assembly further adopted the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1979. It is instructive 
to note that the CEDAW requires all State Parties, including Uganda, to “take in all fields, in 
particular in the political, social, economic and cultural fields, all appropriate measures, 
including legislation, to ensure the full development and advancement of women, for the 
purpose of guaranteeing them the exercise and enjoyment of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms on a basis of equality with men.”8 
 
On human rights defenders, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders by general consensus in 1998, on the occasion of the 50th anniversary 
of the UDHR. Whereas the Declaration is not legally binding, it provides for important 
principles and rights that are based on human rights standards that are established under legally 
binding instruments. The Declaration defines who a human rights defender is, the manner in 
which they must do their work, recognises their key role in society, and represents a paradigm 
shift by the UN by addressing human rights defenders and the people. 
 
2.3.2. Regional legal standards 
 
The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) is the key regional human rights 
instrument. Uganda ratified the Charter on May 10, 1986. It provides for the standard for the 
rights of human rights defenders.  
 
To cater for minority and marginalised groups and enable enforcement of the human rights 
principles set out in the Charter, four protocols to the ACHPR have been established. These 
include the protocol to the ACHPR on the Rights of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol),9 the 
protocol to the ACHPR on the Rights of Older Persons, the protocol to the ACHPR on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Africa, and the protocol to the ACHPR on the 
Establishment of an African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights. Further to that, the African 
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders was also appointed to monitor the compliance 
of the Charter on the situation of human rights defenders, and where necessary issue 
communications and recommendations to the States. 
 

 
8 Article 3, https://www.ohchr.org/documents/professionalinterest/cedaw.pdf  
9 The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa requires State Parties 
to “take specific positive action to promote participative governance and the equal participation of women in the political life 
of their countries through affirmative action, enabling national legislation and other measures…” 
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At the East African level, Uganda is committed to the Treaty for the Establishment of the East 
African Community.10 The Treaty provides for the requires the partner States to respect human 
rights and establishes the East African Court of Justice to ensure adherence to law in the 
application of and compliance with the Treaty. Whereas the Treaty does not give the court 
express jurisdiction in human rights matters, it utilises its powers to interpret the Treaty to 
entertain human rights cases from the partner States. 
 
2.3.3. National legal standards  
 
The Constitution of Uganda, 1995 (as amended) provides for the domestic Bill of Rights under 
Chapter Four, which is largely inspired by the International Bill of Rights. The Constitution 
sets out the obligations and duties of the State to respect, protect and promote human rights. It 
also places an obligation on any person who claims that a fundamental or other right or freedom 
under the Constitution has been infringed or threatened to take action to defend the threatened 
rights. This provision grants human rights defenders the right to defend rights and freedoms of 
others. 
 
The Parliament of Uganda has further enacted a number of laws to provide for a legal 
framework for the protection and promotion of human rights. For example, the Human Rights 
(Enforcement) Act, 2019 provides for a framework for anyone who claims rights of other 
persons or groups have been infringed to file a private prosecution case in court to seek 
accountability.  
 
After the confirmation of the first Covid-19 case in Uganda, the Minister of health invoked her 
powers under sections 10, 11 and 27 of the Public Health Act, Cap 281 to issue Orders and 
Rules aimed at recognising the pandemic in Uganda and establishing several emergency 
restrictions that impacted on the ability of human rights defenders to do their work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 The Treaty for the establishment of the East African Community, https://www.eacj.org/?page_id=33  
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III:  Defending Human Rights in the Context of the Covid-19 
Pandemic: Lived Experiences Along Thematic Clusters 

 
In this section, this report documents the lived experiences of human rights defenders along 
thematic areas of their work. This is designed to ensure that the report captures the various 
context that subsisted in the unique operating environments. This approach further provides an 
opportunity to assess the challenges along thematic areas of human rights. 
 
Since the outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic in Uganda in early 2020, a number of Orders and 
Rules were issued by the government in an apparent attempt to slow the spready of the 
coronavirus. The rules, especially those that affect public gatherings and movement present 
significant challenges to the work of human rights defenders and civil society in general. 
 
The first Rules that directly impacted the right of the freedom to assemble was the Public Health 
(Control of Covid-19) Rules, 2020.11 The said rules imposed restrictions on public gatherings, 
suspended public meetings, ordered for closure of schools and institutions of higher learning, 
among others. Several subsequent rules were issued by the minister to impose a total lockdown 
for months, suspending flights by stopping operations at the airports, and regulating the number 
of people who can participate or attend a public gathering or meeting. 
 
These restrictions affected the ability of human rights defenders to convene or attend 
conferences and other public gatherings. Whereas it can be argued that these restrictions were 
generally necessary to slow the spread of the virus, there are concerns that public gatherings of 
a restricted number depending on the space of the venue should be allowed provided the 
standards operating procedures are observed.  
 
3.1. Experiences of HRDs working on civic space rights 
 
Civic space is abroad term that includes the right to the freedom of peaceful assembly, 
association and expression. Civic Space Watch defines civic space as the political, legislative, 
social and economic environment which enables citizens to come together, share their interests 
and concerns and act individually and collectively to influence and shape their societies.12 
Although the Constitution of Uganda does not define civic space, it provides for civic rights 
and activities under Article 38. 
 
Human rights defenders in Uganda exercise various fundamental freedoms under this thematic 
cluster, including the right to freedom of association which includes the freedom to form and 
join associations or unions and civic organisations, the freedom of speech and expression which 
includes the freedom of the press and other media, and the freedom to assemble and to 
demonstrate together with others peacefully and unarmed and to petition. 

 
11 The Rules can be accessed here: https://ulii.org/ug/legislation/statutory-instrument/2020/52  
12 Civic Space Watch, About civic space, https://civicspacewatch.eu/what-is-civic-space/  
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During the Covid-19 pandemic, human rights defenders faced a number of challenges in the 
exercise of the right to freedom of association. Because of the restrictions on movement, it was 
impossible for defenders who were working with NGOs to register organisations, file annual 
returns and other compliance needs of an organisation. This meant that they had to put their 
ambitions on hold. As a result of challenges in movement, a number of human rights defenders 
working with NGOs failed to prepare their documents in time to apply for renewal of their 
NGO permits. This failure subjected a number of them to penalties of Ugx. 2,000,000 (USD 
561) for NGOs, for every month of operation in default of renewal of the permit in accordance 
with section 32(6) of the NGO Act, 2016. This penalty is exorbitant, extremely prohibitive, 
inconsistent with the Constitution and therefore cannot be justified. It criminalises informal 
associations and is extremely punitive. 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic preventive measures also put a hold on convening of conferences and 
workshops in hotels and other places for the better part of the two years of 2020 and 2021. The 
few workshops that were held in some hotels during that period were held in an environment 
of tension and fear for fear of being raided by the police. Most organisations had to suspend 
their conferences and workshops for that period to avoid the legal risk of being accused of 
violating the Covid-19 prevention rules. A number of respondents argued that the government 
should have allowed gatherings of at least 20 participants in a hotel or public place provided 
the standard operating procedures are followed. This would have allowed human rights 
defenders to continue with some of their activities, albeit at a smaller scale. 
 
On freedom of peaceful assembly, human rights defenders interviewed for this research 
reported having no intention to exercise the right during the two years under assessment. While 
they expressed issues of concern that they felt could justify a peaceful demonstration, they had 
no interest in organising an assembly. Follow up questions revealed that a number of the 
defenders held that opinion because of the sustained clampdown on peaceful assemblies during 
the enforcement of the repressive Public Order Management Act, 2013. While the law was not 
quoted during the two years of the pandemic, its enforcement in the past still had an impact on 
perceptions and the likelihood of defenders organising or participating in peaceful assemblies. 
The fear of being infected with the coronavirus was another impediment to human rights 
defenders organising assemblies.  
 
On the freedom of expression, several human rights defenders recounted how they were 
targeted with human rights violations. The most affected group of defenders under this category 
were the journalists and media workers. Since 2015, Uganda’s ranking in the RSF’s World 
Press Freedom Index13 has dropped by 28 places.  
 
Despite the fact that journalists were classified as “essential workers” during the Covid-19 
lockdown and were therefore exempt of all the restrictions, they reported suffering from 
arbitrary arrests, detentions, blocked and denial of access to information sources, harassment 

 
13 Reporters Without Borders, Index, https://rsf.org/en/index  
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and intimidation, torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, police brutality, deletion 
of footage, confiscation and damage of equipment. The Uganda Police Force and the Uganda 
People’s Defence Forces (UPDF), and the Local Defence Unit (LDU) were identified by the 
respondents as the leading perpetrators of violations against journalists.  
 
On April 15, 2020, Felix Warom Okello, a journalist working with the Daily Monitor 
newspaper was accused by the Deputy Resident District Commissioner of Arua City, Ms. Alice 
Akello, who accused him of tarnishing the name of government.14 The accusations are based 
on his story which was published in the Daily Monitor about Doris Okudinia, a nurse at Ediofe 
Health Center, who wheeled a patient from the health center to Arua Regional Referral Hospital 
during the Covid-19 lockdown.15  
 

“As a journalist who are supposed to hold leaders accountable, I did that story, 
which questioned why an ambulance could not be provided even after several 
requests were made by the health center since boda-boda motorcycles were also 
banned from operation. Later, the Deputy RDC issued warnings that I together with 
the Radio Pacis Presenter, Mr Alfred Nyakuni, who photographed the nurse pushing 
the patient on a wheel chair that she will sue us for defaming government. As a result, 
there was an order made by the Acting District Health Officer that no Journalist 
shall be allowed to cover the Arua city Covid-19 taskforce meetings due to our 
actions of exposing their inability to manage Covid-19 situation well. The RDC also 
intimidated the Nurse saying she will lose her job,” Warom recounted.16 

 
Unfortunately, the patient passed away shortly after reaching the hospital. The media story 
had an impact. It scaled down the attacks and the nurse who made an effort to save a life 
was later awarded the honors of being selected as the Nurse of the Year Award. She received 
a scholarship from the Ministry of Health for her extinguished commitment to serve.17 
  

“After facing the intimidations and blockage from accessing information on Covid-
19, I reported the matter to Chapter Four Uganda and the Human Rights Network 
for Journalists in Uganda (HRNJ-U). Chapter Four Uganda wrote a notice to the 
Deputy RDC, warning that she would be sued for her intimidation and denial of 
access to information. That significantly helped to improve the situation. The attacks 
reduced.” Warom added.18 

 

 
14 The Daily Monitor, Local authorities accuse nurse of exposing them by wheeling patient, 
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/national/local-authorities-accuse-nurse-of-exposing-them-by-
wheeling-patient-1885250 
15 The Daily Monitor, Saving life is no crime, Arua nurse, 
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/national/saving-life-is-no-crime-arua-nurse-1885488  
16 NCHRDU interview with Felix Warom Okello, June 2022. 
17 The Daily Monitor, Nurse who wheeled patient declared Ugandan nurse of the year, 
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/national/nurse-who-wheeled-patient-declared-ugandan-nurse-of-
the-year-1889520 
18 NCHRDU interview with Felix Warom Okello, June 2022. 
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Felix Warom has also reported on the attack of his colleague, a journalist working with Daily 
Monitor newspaper in Adjumani district.  
 

“During the Covid-19 period, I also reported on the case of the arrest of one of the 
journalists working for Daily Monitor, Mr Scovin Iceta, who was arrested, beaten 
and put in jail by the policemen in Adjumani district. This happened when the 
journalist was taking photos of the policemen chasing women during curfew time. 
After the policemen saw the camera flash, they descended on Scovin and arrested 
him, others beat him and he sustained injuries. The incident happened on 29th July 
2021. He reported the case to Adjumani Central Police station. The case has not 
been concluded as police says they are still investigating the policemen involved.”19 

 
In an interview with Iceta Scovin Metedio, a reporter for NTV Uganda and a journalist of the 
Daily Monitor newspaper, who was assaulted as reported by Felix Warom above, the 
NCHRDU learnt that the journalist was part of the team that had accompanied a team from the 
Office of the Prime Minister (OPM) and United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) to the refugee settlement camps in Adjumani district and had just booked into one 
of the hotels within Adjumani Town Council for the night.  
 

“I have been subjected to such harassment by the Police officers in Adjumani district. 
It was around 7:13 pm after taking my supper from one of the Restaurants in the 
town and on my way back to the hotel room. The vendors and the general Public 
started running after seeing Police officers Chasing people in the streets. A pregnant 
woman was also running while holding her boiled maize on her head parked in 
Kavera (polythene bag) during the curfew time. Imagine what a nice picture for 
history of Uganda in Madi land being such a vulnerable person rushing in the 
pandemic situation. That was how I faced the blow and kicks from the police officers. 
I focused my camera lens on the pregenant woman and other people which did not 
go well with the police officers and more than four ran to me like bees. They started 
hitting me with the back of the guns until they threw me in a vehicle and drove me to 
Adjumani Central Police Station. Fortunately, the Acting District Police 
Commander pardonne me from sleeping in the cells. I lost 70,000 Uganda shillings, 
a tripod holder of the camera, charger of the phone and as of now, I am in pain – 
particularly on my back.”20  

 
Iceta expressed shock at why the police officers would attack and assault him in the manner 
in which they did. Up to date, he does not understand the motivation. He wonders why the 
police officers who assaulted him, destroyed his equipment and delivered him at the police 
station have not been brought to account. 
 

 
19 NCHRDU interview with Felix Warom Okello, June 2022. 
20 NCHRDU interview with Iceta Scovin Metedio, June 2022. 
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“What crime did I commit to the extent of subjecting me to such torture if they are 
doing right things at right time for the right purpose? Honestly, we can not be 
subjected to such harassment and torture because Journalism is not a crime. I need 
Justice and compensations for treatment costs incurred. I need the police officers 
who assaulted me to be identified, particularly the Operations Commander of that 
date of 29th July, 2021.”21 

 
Because of fear of the wrath of police officers, some journalists and media workers were being 
compelled to take extra measures to protect themselves. Baitwamasa Janepher, a human rights 
defender working in Hoima district recounted to the NCHRDU how a journalist who had a 
letter from the Resident District Commissioner to do his work was assaulted by some police 
officers. 
 

“One journalist from Radio Hoima was beaten by police officers when he was going 
back home from work and he lost his phone. This happened during the 1st lock down 
and details were submitted to the Coalition (NCHRDU).”22  

 
A journalist who preferred anonymity recounted to the NCHRDU how he was arbitrarily 
arrested, had his equipment destroyed and assaulted while in detention by police officers. 
 

“Being a journalist, and having been given permission by the President to move and 
perform my duties as long as i had identification, while in the field, I met the police 
officers who had appeared to have been bribed to allow some people take local brew 
in a bar and to continue with their business. I introduced my self to one of the police 
officers and started taking photos and video clips. I was immediately arrested and 
bundled into the police pick up and driven to the police post. I could not readily 
verify the names of the arresting officers as they deliberately did not have name tags. 
While at the police post, I was beaten and my camera was roughly snatched away 
from me by one of the officers. He removed the memory stick and threw it back at 
me. In the process, the lens broke. I have never gotten back my memory cards from 
the police. Whenever I tried to make a follow up, I was threatened. Due to the threats, 
I decided to withdraw from follow up on the case and stopped seeking further legal 
redress since the same persons I was to file my case are the same persons abusing 
my rights.”23  

 
On June 19, 2021, radio Aulogo FM station manager and the talk show host, together with his 
three panellists were arbitrarily arrested over inciting the public against the presidential 
directives on preventing further spread of Covid-19. The police deployed heavily at the exit of 
the radio station to enforce the arrests immediately the talk show ended. In an interview24 with 
Marko Taibot, a Daily Monitor newspaper journalist operating in the region, he narrated to the 

 
21 NCHRDU interview with Iceta Scovin Metedio, June 2022. 
22 NCHRDU interview with Baitwamasa Janepher, June 2022. 
23 NCHRDU interview with Max Max, a journalist (pseudonym), June 2022. 
24 NCHRDU interview with Marko Taibot, June 2022 
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NCHRDU about the story that he covered for the Daily Monitor newspaper edition of June 20, 
2021. The day’s theme of the weekly radio talk show coded “The Close Range” was to discuss 
the increasing incidents of police brutality against women street vendors in Adjumani town 
during the enforcement of the presidential directives on Covid-19.25   
 

“On 12th June, 2021 at about 7:47 PM, police officers in their attempt to enforce 
presidential directives on curfew time, swarmed in Karayi road in Adjumani Town, 
beating and pouring down food being sold by vendors on road sides, the time of action 
was 7:47 pm hardly 9:00pm. We were invited on that talk show to discuss that 
brutality.”26 

  
Journalists have further bee targeted in reprisal attacks for reporting about the high-handed 
enforcement of policing functions.  
 

“I once witnessed and followed a case of Mr. Anguzu Vincent, a blogger and human 
rights activist, based in Arua. He was arrested in September 23, 2021 and detained 
without charge at Arua CPS. His crime was exposing some corrupt tendencies within 
the district. He was accused of inciting violence.”27 

 
On January 20, 2021, military personnel in Mityana district beat Nyanzi William Kaddu, a 
reporter with Prime Radio, a run by the Seventh-Day Adventist Church. He was accused of 
contravening coronavirus-related movement restrictions by riding a motorcycle after 6:00 pm. 
The soldiers were riding in a Uganda National Roads Authority pick-up truck, a state agency 
that builds and maintains roads in the country. The soldiers rejected Kaddu’s explanation, and 
started beating him on his back, head, and legs, with sticks and a bicycle cable. The victim 
sustained bodily injuries. 
 
On July 5, 2021, Sam Welikhe, a journalist at Elgon FM radio in Mbale city was assaulted by 
police officers while he was returning home from duty on Sunday evening. According to 
Welikhe, the police officers under the command of the in-charge of Busiu Police Station Darius 
Owio intercepted him around 6 pm in Busiu town council and assaulted him for allegedly 
violating the curfew hours even after showing identifying him as a journalist.28   
 
On August 1, 2021 at about 7 pm, Patrick Bukenya, a journalist working with Radio Mityana 
FM 98.0, was stopped by police officers and after a brief questioning, he was punched on the 
face for allegedly for violating the curfew. That was the fourth time in the previous six weeks 

 
25 The Daily Monitor newspaper, Radio host, guests held over criticising presidential directives on Covid-19, 
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/national/radio-host-guests-held-over-criticising-presidential-directives-
on-covid-19-3443550  
26 NCHRDU interview with one of the guests at the talk show, June 2022. 
27 NCHRDU interview with Yip Yip, a journalist (pseudonym), June 2022. 
28 The Independent, Journalist accuses police of assault, https://www.independent.co.ug/journalist-accuses-
police-of-assault/  
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that he had been stopped despite the fact that he is a designated “essential worker” as a 
journalist and is therefore permitted to work even past 7 pm.29  
 
Journalists have also been targeted in brazen reprisal attacks. In Mityana, NTV Uganda’s 
Correspondent Enock Matovu was attacked by UPDF officers on April 22, 2021 who beat him 
up brutally leaving him for dead. At the time of the attack, Matovu was riding a branded 
motorcycle of NTV Uganda and had his identification documents as a journalist. He was taking 
his 10-year-old daughter back home. The police initially accused him of flouting the curfew 
rules and after recognising him, they beat him up while taunting him on his story which had 
aired on NTV Uganda news a few days ago showing revellers in night bars in Mityana despite 
the ban on opening of bars. Luke Kagiri, a Mityana-based journalist has also reported an 
incident where security operatives raided him at his home and assaulted him at the verandah of 
his house for allegedly violating the night curfew.30  
 
3.2. Human rights defenders working on economic rights and livelihood  
 
Economic rights are crucial in empowering people in their work to be able to earn themselves 
and their families a decent living within their means. This means that severe restriction on the 
ability of people to access their places of work or business presents a direct threat to their 
survival. This violates their economic rights and critical livelihood support. 
 
During the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions, movement was restricted and many places of work 
were ordered to close. As a result, may people, including, human rights defenders lost their 
jobs and other sources of livelihood.  
 
Whereas respondents understand that there was need to control movements and gatherings to 
contain the coronavirus disease for a given number of days, many expressed concerns that the 
restrictions on the ability of people to work was beyond what was necessary and proportionate. 
A number of them argued that observance of the standard operating procedures would allow 
more businesses and offices to function.   
 
Due to the economic pressure, a number of people tried to delay closing their shops even when 
the curfew hour clocks. On June 20, 2021, when the Deputy Resident Commissioner of Ibanda 
district, Seif Katabazi tried to intervene in an operation by police to urge for civility in the 
enforcement of the curfew hours, he was assaulted by police officers. 
 

“I questioned one of the (police) officers and he told me that they were telling people 
to close shops and they were refusing. I told them not to use force but rather allow me 
to talk to the people to close, but as I was still supervising locals closing their shops, 
another police group came and one police officer who is yet to be identified started 

 
29 Reporters Without Borders, Wave of police attacks on reporters during Uganda’s night-time Covid curfew, 
https://rsf.org/en/wave-police-attacks-reporters-during-ugandas-night-time-covid-curfew  
30 NTV Uganda, Security operatives beat up NTV journalist in Mityana, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3H7IdsToLuk  
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clobbering me without questioning… Even after identifying myself, he did not stop 
beating me,” he narrated.31  

 
As the food crisis deepened during the Covid-19 lockdown, a number of legislators such as 
Hon. Muwada Nkunyingi and Hon. Muhammad Nsereko started distributing food – maize and 
beans. The intolerable prospect of opposition politicians and individuals distributing food made 
the government in power to order for the stop of distribution of food by individuals and political 
leaders. President Museveni directed the police to “arrest the opportunistic and irresponsible 
politicians who try to distribute food for cheap popularity and weaponised covid-19 in the 
process.” He asked police to charge them with “attempted murder”.32 
 
The activities of human rights defenders working with GiveDirectly, an international non-profit 
implementing the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) Covid-related 
assistance, to provide electronic cash transfers to over 120,000 households that are most 
vulnerable to the impacts of Covid-19 were suspended on September 9, 2020 when the 
government of Uganda raised concerns about the project.33 The NGO Bureau’s Executive 
Director is reported in the media to have said GiveDirectly’s cash handouts were likely to make 
Ugandans lazy, promote idleness, domestic violence, dependency syndrome and tension within 
neighbouring villages. He also cast doubt on the source of GiveDirectly’s cash.34  

 
3.3. Experiences of HRDs working healthcare rights 
 
The Constitution provides for the right of people in Uganda to access the highest attainable 
state of healthcare. While the Constitution does not provide for the right to health, it establishes 
several crucial underlying determinants of the right to health. Key among these determinants 
if the right to access healthcare services. One of the essential elements of the right to health is 
accessibility which entails the need for health care to be affordable and comprehensive for 
everyone. 
 
During the Covid-19 lockdown, human rights defenders faced a lot of challenges in supporting 
patients to access medical services – both physically and financially in terms of affordability.  
 
In an interview with Juliet Acom, a human rights defender, the requirement for movement 
permits or obtaining a letter from the local leaders before one can move caused significant 

 
31 The Daily Monitor, Deputy RDC beaten up by police officer during curfew time, 
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/national/deputy-rdc-beaten-up-by-police-officer-during-curfew-time-
3445452  
32 For more reading on the politics of distribution of food at the pandemic, 
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/06/15/food-distribution-coronapolitics-uganda-lockdown-elections-
kampala/  
33 U.S. Embassy in Uganda, Statement from the United States Embassy on termination of Covid-19 direct cash 
transfer program in Uganda, https://ug.usembassy.gov/statement-from-the-united-states-embassy-on-
termination-of-covid-19-direct-cash-transfer-program-in-uganda/  
34 The Observer, Govt blocks Covid-19 cash aid for poor, https://observer.ug/news/headlines/66689-govt-
blocks-covid-19-cash-aid-for-poor  
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challenges. This was particularly prominent during the first phase of the lockdown in March 
2020. 
 

A number of Persons living with Sickle Cell Disease (SCD) in my care could not 
access emergency medical attention because we did not have a letter authorising 
travel to hospital using vehicle/boda/bicycle. They were under a painful crisis and 
could not walk. We were asked to hire a service pick up to transport them 
(exhorbitatnt costs) but still the truck driver was harrassed by traffic police because 
he had no emergency services sticker. This took over 1 hour of our time and by the 
time we got to hospital, the patient was delirious and required a blood transfusion. 
We consider our selves ‘lucky’ because quite a number of persons living with SCD 
lost their lives not to Covid-19 but to the lack of access to hospital facilities due to 
the restrictions and harrassment by the traffic officials and unavailable authorities 
to sign their travel documents to access the facilities (my local council leaders 
avoided people for fear of catching Covid-19. As a result, the patients could not get 
signed travel documentation).”35 

 
Juliet expressed frustration with lack of accountability when police officers are the perpetrators. 
“Where can we report the police when they are the perpetrators?” she asked. “Authorities 
should share more feedback with the public on how they are addressing violence against 
HRDs using valid examples,” she added. 
 
Many people also had significant challenges in accessing health facilities. This is a breach of 
one of the essential elements of the right of healthcare. In Arua, Dr. Filbert Nyeko, the Director 
Arua Regional Referral Hospital raised concern about actions of security officials in Arua for 
delaying transportation of pregnant mothers thus denying them timely access to Arua hospital, 
especially during curfew hours. Some mothers lost their babies due to delays at security 
checkpoints. In addition to being delayed by security personnel, some mothers have out of fear 
of travelling at night been forced to delayed labour time until day break, leading to fatalities.  
 
During several months of 2021, many private medical facilities started charging very high rates 
for Covid-19 related medical services. A survey of media reports reveals that a day in the 
Intensive Care Unit (ICU) at a private hospital in Kampala cost between 2,000,000 Uganda 
shillings to 10,000,000 Uganda shillings depending on the facility. A Covid-19 patient with 
moderate symptoms was likely to pay between 1,500,000 Uganda shillings and 5,000,000 
Uganda shillings daily. The rates of the private hospitals were clearly exorbitant in nature and 
largely unaffordable for vulnerable Ugandans seeking medical healthcare. To challenge the 
status quo, the Center for Health, Human Rights and Development (CEHURD)36 and the Health 

 
35 NCHRDU interview with Juliet Acom, June 2022. 
36 CEHURD, Regulate the exorbitant fees for the management and treatment of Covid-19 patients in health 
facilities, https://www.cehurd.org/regulate-the-rates-hospitals-are-charging-for-management-and-treatment-of-
covid-19/  
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Equity and Policy Initiative (HEAPI)37 petitioned the courts of law seeking to get the 
government, Minister of Health and the Medical and Dental Practitioners Council to regulate 
the exorbitant fees for the management of the Covid-19 patients.  
 
In July 2021, in the CEHURD case, the High Court in Kampala ordered in a consent judgment 
that the Minister of Health and the Attorney General to intervene by making regulations for 
reasonable fees payable to hospitals for management and treatment of Covid-19 patients.38 
 
Despite the fact that they are designated as “essential workers”, some medical workers have 
been assaulted during curfew hours. For example, in June 2021, Nurse Nabwire, a nurse at 
Busia Health Centre IV was attacked by at least six police officers on her way back home 
during curfew hours after work. The police officers severally slapped her on the head, eyes, 
ears and punched on other parts of the body. Her left eye was affected and she started bleeding 
through one of her ears. At the time of the attack, Nabwire was putting on her nurse uniform 
and was therefore easily recognisable.39 
 
On July 3, 2021 at about 9 pm, Dr. Muhammad Byaruhanga, an orthopedist attached to Kabale 
Regional Referral Hospital was attacked and assaulted by the escorts of Kabale Resident 
District Commissioner (RDC), Darius Nandinda while he was on his way back home from the 
work at the hospital. According to Byaruhanga, on his way, double cabin pickup vehicle 
registration number UG 3314C that was being driven by a police officer he only identified as 
Julius emerged from behind and intercepted him along Bugongi road in Lower Bugongi ward, 
Northern Division, Kabale municipality. 
 
In Kitgum district, a section of health workers in Kitgum Municipality have accused security 
personnel of harassing them during curfew hours while they are reporting or returning from 
duty. Innocent Rubangakene, a Laboratory scientist at Kitgum General Hospital told members 
of Kitgum Covid-19 Task Force on Thursday that he has been a victim of harassment meted 
on him by security personnel during curfew hours. He says he was at one time arrested and 
briefly detained while from duty despite explaining and showing his particulars. 
  
3.4. Experiences of HRDs working on oil, mining and extractives  
 
Human rights defenders working in the oil and extractives sector face unique challenges, in 
addition to the general concerns that cut across. Dickens Amanya of the Bunyoro Albertine 
Petroleum Network on Environmental Conservation (BAPENECO) and Janepher Baitwamasa 
of the Navigators for Development Association (NAVODA) note that there are increased cases 

 
37 OpinionJuris, “The poor person is mean to die”: Uganda’s failing health system in the context of Covid-19, 
https://opiniojuris.org/2021/08/17/the-poor-person-is-meant-to-die-ugandas-failing-health-system-in-the-
context-of-covid-19/  
38 Voice of America, Court orders Ugandan government to regulate covid-19 treatment costs, 
https://www.voanews.com/a/covid-19-pandemic_court-orders-ugandan-government-regulate-covid-19-
treatment-costs/6208003.html  
39 NTV Uganda, Trade Union leaders come to aid of Busia nurse, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BWfG23y89yU  
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of syndicated and sophisticated attacks on human rights defenders working in the sector. 
Threats on the right to life and person safety for defenders working in the Albertine region are 
high. The threats manifest themselves through strange warning phone calls and text messages. 
 
Civil society organisations advocating for the promotion of human rights and environmental 
protection in the East African Crude Oil Pipeline – EACOP project have decried acts of 
intimidation. Diana Nabiruma, the Communication Officer of the African Institute for Energy 
Governance (AFIEGO) notes that here have also been incidents of strange people disrupting 
their community meetings.40   
 
Human rights defenders in the sector also have fears of office break-ins. Uganda continues to 
have dozens of unresolved NGO office break-ins which fuels fears of continued occurrence of 
the crimes. In February 2022, unidentified thugs broke into the offices of the Community 
Transformation Foundation Network (COTFONE), an organisation that is working with 
persons affected by the East African Crude Oil Pipeline – EACOP project to get compensation, 
and made away with four laptops, two tablets, a cell phone and key organisation documents. 
Yisito Kayinga Muddu expressed concern because some of the stolen files contained grievance 
statements from persons affected by the EACOP project, which were being prepared to be 
taken to court.41 In February 2020, the offices of Midwestern Region Anti-Corruption Coalition 
(MIRAC) was broken into in unclear circumstances. This incident followed the break-in at the 
offices of Bulisa Initiative for Rural development (BIRUDO) way back in 2016. All these 
incidents remain unresolved.  
 
Over the past two years, human rights defenders working in the Karamoja sub-region, in the 
districts of Moroto, Kaabong and Kotido have reported an increase in insecurity and risks faced 
by staff as a result of a spate of cattle rustling cases and related criminal activities in the region. 
For instance, staff of organisations such as Resource Rights Africa (RRA), Riamriam Civil 
Society Network (RIAMRIAM) and the Advocates for Natural Resource and Development 
(ANARDE) have to operate in the region amidst concerns of safety of staff. Several incidents 
of highway attacks on vehicles leading to deaths have been reported in the region.  
 
There is also a trend of preventing human rights defenders working on oil, mining and 
extractives from convening meetings. There is heavy involvement by the government and 
security operatives in meetings in these regions. These concerns, coupled with the restrictions 
on gatherings by the Covid-19 restrictions, made it complex for organisations in the sector to 
carry out their activities in relation to convening of conferences and workshops to raise 
awareness and build capacity of the communities.  
  
 
 

 
40 Uganda Radio Network (URN), CSOs decry intimidation of EACOP affected persons in Masaka, 
https://ugandaradionetwork.net/story/csos-decry-intimidation-of-eacop-affected-persons-in-masaka  
41 The Independent, Gunmen run away with documents related to Masaka crude pipeline claims, 
https://www.independent.co.ug/gunmen-run-away-with-documents-related-to-masaka-crude-pipeline-claims/  
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3.5. Experiences of women human rights defenders  
 
The Covid-19 pandemic restrictions have resulted in a rise in violations against women human 
rights defenders and women in general. The research indicates that incidents of harassment and 
intimidation, gender-based violence both online and offline, discrimination based on gender, 
and cyber bullying are on the rise. 
 
One of the key major concerns is the failure to reach the beneficiaries in the communities. 
During the period of total lockdown, women human rights defenders would not access their 
communities to conduct capacity building sessions, wellness engagements, provision of legal 
aid to seek accountability and justice in case of human rights violations. This gap exposed 
women to significant risks because their support system was not readily available. “Despite 
these challenges, there are a number of lessons I learnt. For instance, individuals, organisations 
and nations must prepare for disaster. There is need to lay out clear plans for disasters and 
strategies to support vulnerable communities,” Ritah Aciro Lacor, the Executive Director of 
Uganda Women’s Network notes.42 
 
On her part, Brenda Kugonza, the Executive Director of Women Human Rights Defenders 
Network Uganda notes that “The Covid-19 health crisis has had serious impact on our lives 
and strategies as women human rights defenders in Uganda. The majority of women human 
rights organisations or community organisations have had to limit, restrict and suspend their 
planned activities.” 
 
The Women’s Probono Initiative filed an urgent revision application in the High Court to 
challenge the conviction of 20 women, including single breast-feeding mothers, persons with 
disabilities and street vendors, who had been convicted on their apparent own plea of guilty on 
charges of disobeying lawful orders in relation to the Covid-19 emergency measures. Counsel 
Primah Kwagala argued that the trial magistrate erred both in law and fact in not properly 
recording the plea of guilty this occasioning a grave miscarriage of justice to the accused 
persons. Court agreed with the prayers and the convicted persons were released 
unconditionally.43  
 
In Lira district, human rights defenders provided probono legal support for 20 women street 
vendors who were arrested for selling fruits in Lira town during the Covid-19 lockdown curfew 
period. They were remanded and the lawyers had to secure their production in court for the bail 
hearing. “We are raising awareness to ensure that human rights are protected, respected and 

 
42 Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, Uganda: How Covid-19 pandemic has impacted the work of 
women human rights defenders, https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/uganda-how-covid-19-
pandemic-has-impacted-the-work-of-women-human-rights-defenders/  
43 Whispereye, Big story: Court quashes conviction of 20 poor vulnerable people for defying President 
Museveni directive, https://whispereye.co.ug/2020/05/24/big-story-court-quash-conviction-of-20-poor-
vulnerable-people-for-defying-president-museveni-directive/amp/  
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vulnerable groups like these women are not subjected to harsh human rights violations,” one 
of the lawyers noted.44 
 
Incidents of harassment against women human rights defenders were also reported. “I was 
sexually harassed via WhatsApp and I sought guidance from Her Internet in bringing the 
perpetrator to book but all in vain…. I started the process and all failed because ‘of the 
nature of how the offence happened’, I was told.”45 
 
3.6. Disadvantaged: Experiences of persons with disabilities  

 
Persons with disabilities were been disproportionately affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Despite calls and commitment by the government to integrate their specific needs in the Covid-
19 response plans, little has been done. The presidential directives, orders and public health 
rules needed to be disability friendly and inclusive of disability needs and concerns.  
 
Many persons with disabilities have pre-existing health conditions that make them more 
susceptible to contracting the virus and experience more severe symptoms upon infection. This 
therefore means that emphasis ought to be placed on ensuring that the population is not at risk. 
In Uganda, most emphasis was placed on the elderly population and those with pre-existing 
conditions generally. 
 
PWDs in Uganda face further concerns such as visual impairment which makes them heavily 
reliant on third parties such as guides/helpers to proceed with their day to day lives. While 
social distancing is good, it is important to note that they cannot distance themselves from the 
helpers. On communication, there is a gap in lack of sign language interpreters at the health 
centres. This makes it hard for deaf people to access proper health facilities. Many health 
centres still remain inaccessible because of limited ramps and some of the ramps available do 
not meet the accessibility standards that are in the Building Control Act. The Covid-19 response 
tack forces at the national and district levels have not been screened to ensure that they have a 
representative of persons with disabilities to provide expert opinion on disability management. 
This makes the work of human rights defenders working with PWDs complex. There are also 
no standard operating procedures designed for vulnerable members of society such as PWDs, 
in particular pregnant women with disabilities.46 
 
Amidst food scarcity in the Covid-19 lockdown, the National Union of Disabled Persons of 
Uganda (NUDIPU), an umbrella organisation of persons with disabilities in Uganda, called to 
call for disability inclusive livelihood intervention during and post Covid-19 response in the 
country. Specifically, they called for the inclusion of PWDs on the list of Covid-19 relief 
package beneficiaries, but the calls were not heeded. On July 15, 2021, PWDs stormed the 

 
44 The New Vision, Lawyers offer free services to jailed mothers in Lira, 
https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1518701/lawyers-offer-free-services-jailed-mothers-lira  
45 NCHRDU interview with Mary Mary (pseudonym) in June 2022. 
46 Nile Post, Covid-19 imposes heavy burden on PWDs, https://nilepost.co.ug/2020/04/10/opinion-covid-19-
imposes-heavy-burden-on-pwds/  
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office of the Prime Minister of Uganda to demand to be included on the list of the vulnerable 
Ugandans to receive the Covid-19 relief support. In response, the police deployed heavily to 
keep them away.47 Similar peaceful demonstrations by human rights defenders were also seen 
in Eastern town of Busia as detailed below: 
 

“People with disabilities in Busia on Thursday stormed the office of Busia Resident 
District Commissioner - RDC to demand relief funds. The PWDs argue that they were 
not included on the list of vulnerable people supposed to benefit from the relief cash. 
Last week, the government started the distribution of 100,000 shillings to vulnerable 
persons who were affected by the covid-19 lockdown. Henry Kirya, the chairman of 
PWDs at Sofia market says that they are struggling to cater for their families due to 
lockdown that affected their businesses. Kirya explains that when the registration 
exercise for relief funds started last week, their names were taken to the town clerk's 
office for consideration. Harriet Taaka, a PWD says that is facing difficulties taking 
care of 5 children since she lacks food. She says that they are only surviving on 
handouts from well-wishers. Stephen Semata, another PWD says wants the government 
to come up with a special fund for PWDs. Suzan Wandera, the Busia Deputy Mayor 
says that only 5,120 people benefited from the relief cash. John Rex Aachila, the Busia 
Resident District Commissioner advised the PWDs to put their request to the 
government in writing and it will be forwarded to the relevant authorities. He also 
promised to follow up about the names of the PWDs who were registered and have not 
yet received the money.”48 

 
When Uganda received the vaccines, human rights defenders have been calling for PWDs to 
be recognised among the first categories of people to receive the vaccine and that Covid-19 
continues to be a threat to their lives and being left behind further. 
 

“According to World Health Organisation (WHO), people with disabilities are 
categorized as vulnerable populations during public health emergency situations. 
When infected by the virus, they are more likely to develop more severe symptoms 
risking death. Persons with disabilities are also at high risk of contracting the virus due 
to existing health conditions and contact with their support system of the guides, helpers 
and interpreters,” Chris John Ninsiima, NUDIPU.49 

 
NUDIPU further wants the Government to ensure that information in the vaccination campaign 
is inclusive and accessible to persons of all categories of disability like the deaf and blind, to 
enable them take part in the vaccination processes against Covid-19. 

 
 

 
47 Video: https://twitter.com/ntvuganda/status/1415623347031973890  
48 The Independent, PWDs in Busia storm RDC’s office demanding relief cash, 
https://www.independent.co.ug/pwds-in-busia-storm-rdcs-office-demanding-relief-cash/  
49 Mulengera news, NUDIPU wants PWDs given priority in Covid-19 vaccination, 
https://mulengeranews.com/nudipu-wants-pwds-given-priority-in-covid-19-vaccination/  
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3.7. Plundering During the Lockdown: Experiences of environmental defenders  
 
Environmental human rights defenders further faced unique challenges during the Covid-19 
lockdown period. The work of environmental defenders requires a lot of movement to the 
community to monitor illegal logging, illegal charcoal burning and other illegal activities in 
the protected areas. These movements require a motorcycle or vehicles. The restriction on 
movement therefore impeded the ability of the defenders to access the areas of interest to carry 
out effective monitoring, documentation and reporting. 
 
For example, in Adjumani district, environmental defenders working with Friends of Zoka 
reported massive encroachment and logging in Zoka Central Forest Reserve in July 2021 
amidst the lockdown. William Amazuru, and environmentalist and team leader of Friends of 
Zoka notes that the destruction and degradation of the forest is at an alarming level. The 
lockdown slowed down their ability to monitor activities in the forest, especially during curfew 
hours.50 
 
John Unzima, a reporter for Uganda’s State-owned newspaper, The New Vision, continues to 
face threats in reprisal attacks for his reporting and human rights documentation to uncover the 
illegal logging and deforestation in the Zoka Central Forest Reserve. John, who also works 
with Friends of Zoka organisation, has been living in hiding for several months now. He has 
attempted to report the threats to the police without much success because the politicians who 
he believes are interested in harming him are powerful in the district.51  
 
Environmental reporters were targeted during the Covid-19 lockdown period to keep them 
silent. In addition to the threats faced by John Unzima, in 2021, the equipment of another New 
Vision journalists, Agnes Nantambi, was confiscated after she wrote articles about the 
destruction of Bugoma forest. In the story, she reported about the actions of environmental 
civil society organisations under the Save Bugoma Forest Campaign 2020 to petition President 
Museveni to intervene in the contentious giveaway of Bugoma Central Forest Reserve for 
sugarcane growing.52 
 
Charles Donaldson Ogira, an environmental human rights defenders expresses similar 
concerns. Charles has faced numerous threats as a result of his human rights work. 
 

“As of January 04, 2022, there was a continuing high rate of illicit charcoal trade 
which involves district stakeholders in Abim District, like LC V Chairperson, local 
council leaders in Oreta, Nyakwae sub-county who are aiding the charcoal business 
and making it appear legal in the face of the local populace yet tree species like 

 
50 The Independent, Encroachment, logging threaten Adjumani’s Zoka forest reserve, 
https://www.independent.co.ug/encroachment-logging-threaten-adjumanis-zoka-forest-reserve/  
51 Reporters Without Borders, Ugandan reporter threatened over coverage of rain forest destruction, 
https://rsf.org/en/ugandan-reporter-threatened-over-coverage-rain-forest-destruction  
52 The New Vision, Activists want security operatives out of Bugoma forest, 
https://www.newvision.co.ug/articledetails/7379  
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desert dates, sheer trees are subjected to go into extinct. I am a member of the rapid 
response committee for Karamoja sub-region under the National Coalition of 
Human Rights Defenders Uganda and most human rights defenders look up to me 
for safety measures and precautions, however, at the moment my own security is 
under attack since the LC V Chairperson has since been hunting for me with army 
and police officers, among other persons on allegations that I am tarnishing his 
political career and exposing him. The discussion on the case of charcoal trade went 
viral to the extent that the district stakeholders had to intervene, NEMA, Member of 
Parliament among other stakeholders, it also led to the arrest of Natural resources 
officer, a staff from National Forest Authority (NFA) for aiding trucks at 2 pm 
carrying charcoal.”53 

 
3.8. A Mockery of justice: Access to justice during the Covid-19 pandemic 
 
Human rights defenders working on access to justice and the rule of law faced significant 
challenges during the Covid-19 lockdown period. Whereas the Constitution provides that the 
right to a fair trial is absolute, the public health emergencies put in place significantly curtailed 
the ability of accused persons to access a fair trial during their trial over the two years of 2020 
and 2021. 
 
During the two-year period, the Chief Justice of Uganda issued circulars imposing several 
restrictions on the operations of the courts of law, including suspension of court sessions for 
periods of over 40 days, as the country made efforts to scale down the surge of the Covid-19 
pandemic. During those periods, only urgent matters were heard. Pending judgments and 
rulings that were ready were delivered via email or online platforms. 
 
Whereas the public health measures are understandable, the failure to recognise lawyers as 
“essential workers” was a major concern. It should be noted that during the said two years, the 
police stepped up arrests, the office of the Director of Public Prosecutions remained open, 
courts continued to take plea of accused persons and some trials were taking place. The decision 
to consider lawyers non-essential meant that the accused persons were left at the mercy of the 
State agencies – the police, prosecutors, courts and prisons. This state of affairs significantly 
impacted on the right to a fair trial, at all times. Under the Constitution, a public health 
emergence or war cannot justify the suspension of the right to a fair trial.  
 
Some lawyers had to ride bicycles for long distances or hire trucks to take them to court for the 
cases that they had to attend at all costs.  
 
In an effort to engage the government to classify legal services as essential services amidst the 
Covid-19 lockdown, Chapter Four Uganda, Legal Aid Service Providers Network (LASPNET) 
and 9 partner organisations petitioned the Chief Justice and other government agencies. There 

 
53 NCHRDU interview with Charles Donaldson Ogira, June 2022. 
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was no response.54 Later in June 2021, the government took a decision to grant a few car 
stickers to lawyers through the Uganda Law Society. Whereas the decision was welcome, it 
was too little too late. The principle of the right to counsel includes the right for all people to 
choose the counsel of their choice. The limited car stickers would therefore not address the 
problem in its entirety. Many accused and litigants were still denied the right to effective legal 
representation of choice.  
 
During the research, the respondents were asked to define what justice would look like for 
them. Felix Warom Okello noted that justice means that the “perpetrators are brought to book 
so that they are accountable for their actions.” 
 
Yvonne Mpambara observed that justice means the ‘perpetrators facing consequences for 
their actions, for example, dismissal from work, compensation for damages etc.’ She called 
for ‘clear accountability mechanisms that hold perpetrators accountable.’ 
 
Tamali Auma noted that ‘justice to me is when rights abusers are subjected to court and 
accorded punishment/penalty irrespective of who they are in the country.” 
 
3.9. Criminalising Shelters: Rights of LGBTI individuals and other key populations 
 
The research found out that LGBTI defenders and individuals faced unique challenges during 
the Covid-19 pandemic because of their identify. The forms of violations included torture and 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, arbitrary arrest and detention, outing of LGBTI persons, 
harassment and intimidation, judicial harassment, cyber harassment, confiscation and damage 
of equipment, and discrimination. 
 
John Grace, SOGI/LGBTI rights defender and activist and the Coordinator of the Uganda 
Minority Shelters Consortium (UMSC), as well as the Executive Director of Let's Walk 
Uganda (LWU), informed the NCHRDU that the number of LGBTI individuals who were 
seeking shelter increased during the two years of 2020 and 2021. 
 

“The number of transgender youths who have reached out to us in need of safe spaces 
has been higher, since they are more likely to suffer from depression, suicide, 
substance abuse, and anxiety. Lockdowns, curfews, working from home, school 
closures, no public transportation, and remote learning, among other COVID-19 
control tactics, exacerbated these mental health inequities. Sustaining shelter 
services has been more difficult than it was before Covid-19, since potential donors 
view shelter programming expenditures as administrative costs or, in some 
situations, as short-term emergency response costs. With concrete examples such as 
the COSF 19 shelter raid in 2020 and the more recent Happy Family 44 shelter raid 
in 2021, minority shelters have undoubtedly been the most vulnerable victims of the 

 
54 Access the full petition here; https://chapterfouruganda.org/sites/default/files/downloads/COVID-19-%3A-
Petition-for-classification-of-legal-services-as-essential-services-amidst-the-ongoing-lockdown.pdf  
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Covid-19 consequences. Most of the victims of such attacks find it more difficult to 
return to the communities with whom they thought they had reconciled. In addition 
to the increased job losses, school dropout effects, and family rejections that resulted 
from these shelter raids, viral videos exposing their true identities to their families, 
friends, and society were circulated. They rarely feel secure expressing themselves 
in public for fear of being hurt if they are recognized.”55 

 
In terms of what needs to be done to hold the perpetrators to account, John Grace notes:  

 
“Homophobia is largely a foreign import into the country, and much of the hatred 
we see stems from misinformation. As a result, there may be an initial effort to 
educate the police about our right to exist as LGBT+ Ugandans. There may also be 
secondary measures to bring the police perpertrators to actual justice by bringing 
them to face the law by arresting them, despite their ignorance. Efforts in the latter 
are ineffective because the legal system is set up to reward police officers who 
commit crimes. Evidence collecting is more difficult when these crimes are 
committed because anyone seeking to record the violent acts face real life risks. As 
a result, a top-to-bottom strategy could be beneficial, with police leaders publicly 
condemning violence against innocent LGBT+ citizens.”56 

 
Shelters for homeless people have been raided by the police under the pretext of enforcing 
Covid-19 presidential directives and rules. On March 29, 2020, at least 23 people were arrested 
at a shelter serving LGBT people in Kampala. The police accused them of engaging in a 
“negligent act likely to spread infection of disease,” and “disobedience of lawful orders.” While 
at the time, there was a ban on public gatherings of more than 10 people, this was a private 
shelter or home. The homeless youth were indoors at a shelter in Nsangi, near Kampala. Th 
shelter is managed by an NGO. The police had earlier raided another LGBT shelter where 16 
people were arrested, subjected to forced anal examinations after which the cases were later 
dropped. Therefore, Covid-19 pandemic was simply a pretext for the raids on LGBT shelters.57 
UN human rights experts condemned the raids and expressed concern on the use of Covid-19 
emergency laws to target LGBT people.  
 

“We are deeply concerned about a raid on an LGBT shelter in Kyengera on 29 March 
and the arrest and detention of 19 people perceived to be LGBT persons… Emergency 
powers to combat crises, such as COVID-19, derive their strength and legitimacy from 
strict adherence to their object and purpose… Any emergency response linked to 
COVID-19 must be proportionate, necessary and non-discriminatory… When 

 
55 NCHRDU interview with John Grace, June 2022. 
56 NCHRDU interview with John Grace, June 2022. 
57 Human Rights Watch, Uganda LGBT shelter residents arrested on Covid-19 pretext, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/03/uganda-lgbt-shelter-residents-arrested-covid-19-pretext  
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authorities use emergency powers for different purposes, they are acting arbitrarily,” 
UN human rights experts said.58 
 

While the initial police statement claimed that the arrests were in response to violations of the 
COVID-19 restrictions, reports later revealed that the authorities initially charged the accused 
with engaging in “carnal knowledge” in violation of the Penal Code. The police responded to 
community reports of homosexuals living together, but they did not witness anyone engaging 
in sexual relations at the time of the raid or find evidence to support the offence, suggesting 
that the charge was changed to take advantage of the government restrictions. Under section 
145 of the Penal Code, anyone who “has carnal knowledge of any person against the order of 
nature” has committed an “unnatural offence.”  Furthermore, section 148 prohibits any act of 
gross indecency committed in public or in private. While “carnal knowledge” is understood to 
entail penetration, the “gross indecency” provision is not defined, which results in broad 
interpretation and enables authorities to infer gross indecency from any activity deemed to be 
suspicious.59   

The legal representatives, the Human Rights Awareness and Promotion Forum (HRAPF), were 
denied access to meet their clients in prison. When they wrote a letter to the Commissioner 
General of Prisons to request access, the Commissioner advised HRAPF to “be patient until 
the situation improves.” On April 29, 2020, HRAPF filed an application in the court for an 
order of grant of access to the clients. On May 12, 2020, Hon. Justice Micheal Elubu, held that 
“the continued detention without right to Counsel is an infringement of the fair trial rights every 
person enjoys under Article 28 of the Constitution,”60 and that it is the duty of the Court to 
enforce its provisions. Therefore, “with all the necessary precautionary measures taken, the 
accused who are the subjection of this application should be granted access to legal 
representation to prepare for their trial and bail applications.”  

Human rights defenders who work with key populations were targeted in the community during 
the research period. In an interview with Komugisha Joviah, NCHRDU documented an 
incident where a defender was harassed and arbitrarily arrested and detained. 

“In 2020, one of our HRDs who is in key population group was taking support in 
terms of clothes and food to one of her clients who had a premature delivery at 
Mbarara Regional Referral Hospital. When she reached the hospital gate, the guards 
refused her entry saying that it was presidential and ministry of health directives not 

 
58 United Nations Human Rights, Office of the High Commissioner, UN rights experts fear Uganda is using 
Covid-19 emergency powers to target LGBT people, 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25832&LangID=E  
59 Zanele Nyoni, COVID-19 emergency powers as a weapon for targeting LGBTIQ people in Uganda. 
60 Human Rights Awareness and Promotion Forum v. Attorney General, Ruling (May 12, 
2020), https://www.hrapf.org/index.php/resources/court-judgements/143-20-05-13-ruling-on-hrapf-vs-ag-and-
commissioner-general-of-prisons-copy/file. 
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to enter the hospital. She was beaten and her ear drums damaged, she was arrested 
and taken to Mbarara Police Station on charges of trespass and defying the 
directives. When she reached the police cells, she was tortured psychologically 
because those police men when they saw her they were happy because she used to 
go there to request for bonds for her fellow category of girls and young women. So 
they threatened her and intimidated her. She spent three day is the cells.”61 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
61 NCHRDU interview with Komugisha Joviah, June 2022. 
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IV:  Conclusion and Recommendations   
 
4.1.   Conclusion 
 
 
 
4.2.  Recommendations 
 
To the President of Uganda 
 
a) Direct all government ministries, departments, agencies and public officials to recognise 

human rights defenders and civil society organisations as partners and take necessary action 
to provide for a conducive working environment. 
 

b) In the event of a public health emergency in the future, classify legal services as “essential 
services” to ensure that people have a right to legal representation of choice to facilitate the 
right to a fair trial. 

 
To the Parliament of Uganda 
 

a) Review and amend the Non-Governmental Organisations Act, 2016 to drop repressive 
provisions such as the exorbitant penalty for delays in renewing the permit provided 
under section 32(6), streamline the reporting system so that organisations can submit 
their reports to one central place, among others. 
 

b) Conduct a public inquiry into the reported cases of human rights violations against 
human rights defenders that occurred in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic to ensure 
accountability and necessary reforms. 

 
To the Minister of Health 
 

a) Make regulations to ensure that the fees charged by private health facilities during a 
pandemic meet the essential element of accessibility and affordability in as far the right 
to healthcare is concerned.  
 

b) Ensure that persons with disabilities are included in all taskforces that develop measures 
in response to pandemics or any other responses related to the right to health. 

 
To the Director of Public Prosecutions 
 

a) Ensure that the power to sanction files is exercised judiciously to end judicial 
harassment of human rights defenders and persecution through the criminal justice 
system. 
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To other International Development Partners 
 

a) Publicly speak out on the need for Uganda to respect its regional and international 
obligations on freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly. 

 
b) Urge the Ugandan government to provide an enabling environment for human rights 

defenders and the civil society sector by implementing the recommendations listed in 
this analysis and other progressive amendments.  

 
c) Increase support to Ugandan human rights defenders and civil society organisations as 

they protect the gains and navigate the closing civic space. 
 
To Civil Society Organisations  
 

a) Continue to strengthen the existing networks to build on each other’s strength.  
 

b) Consider, test and adopt resilient approaches to their work to enable human rights 
defenders to perform their functions in the prevailing context. 

 


