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Historical Context:

Since gaining independence in 1962, Uganda has struggled with persistent political instability

and conflict, never witnessing a democratic transfer of power. This historical backdrop has

fostered a culture of political violence and intolerance. In 1971, Amin staged a coup, seizing

control of the Ugandan government. Following Amin's downfall on April 10, 1979, several

short-lived civilian administrations ensued, marking the overthrow of the Amin regime. This

period culminated in Milton Obote's return to power through a disputed election on December

10, 1980. Gen Yoweri Museveni rose to power in 1986 after waging a guerrilla war against

President Obote's government after his loss in the 1980 election.

Political Repression:

Under Museveni's three-decade rule in Uganda, dissenting voices have consistently encountered

systematic repression. Following the removal of the presidential age and term limits from the

constitution, Museveni's administration has implemented repressive policies to cling to power.

Elections during his tenure have been tainted by violence against opponents and widespread

evidence of fraud. The government uses enforced disappearances frequently to target political

opponents, activists, journalists, and government critics, particularly during election periods.

Dissidents are often apprehended by state security agencies such as the Chieftaincy of Military

Intelligence (CMI), Internal Security Organization (ISO), and the clandestine Special Forces

Command (SFC). Despite the government's claims of detaining and arresting opponents for

violating COVID-19 restrictions during the 2021 general election, the practice persisted even

after the pandemic subsided, with more opposition supporters being abducted by security

agencies.

Modus Operandi: Security agents operate in vans commonly referred to as "drones," executing

abductions under the cover of darkness or by seizing individuals from streets and private

residences. Victims from the National Unity Platform (NUP), the main opposition party led by

Robert Kyagulanyi, also known as Bobi Wine, are frequently taken from their homes, or detained

while campaigning, violating their rights and disrupting democratic processes. Witnesses have

reported armed individuals, including police, military personnel, and plainclothes agents, seizing
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people from streets, private residences, and workplaces, and transporting them in unmarked

"drones" to unknown destinations.

Geographical Focus: Enforced disappearances are concentrated in the central region of Uganda,

encompassing densely populated cities. This suggests a targeted approach aimed at undermining

opposition strongholds and stifling dissent in critical areas.

Undermining Democratic Processes: This strategy aims to subvert Uganda's democratic

processes by impeding the ability of opposition parties to campaign freely and participate in

elections. The abduction of candidates and party leaders disrupts electoral campaigns and can

sway election results, indicating a deliberate attempt to weaken opposition strongholds and

silence dissent in crucial areas. During the 2021 general elections, numerous opposition

candidates contesting local elections were elected into office despite being absent due to their

abduction by security agents.

Human Rights Violations: Enforced disappearances entail egregious human rights violations,

including torture, rape, and prolonged detention without access to legal representation or family

members. Perpetrators act with impunity, utilizing unmarked vehicles, disguises, and illegal

detention centers, often referred to as "safe houses," to evade accountability.

Legal Process: According to the Uganda constitution and domestic laws, specific entities are

authorized to carry out arrests. Following criminal procedure, only police officers have the

authority to conduct arrests without requiring an order from a magistrate or a warrant. Moreover,

under the Security Organizations Act, it is considered a criminal offense for agents of entities

such as CMI, ISO, or SFC to arrest or detain individuals[1]. Private individuals also have the

option to transfer a person to a police officer for formal arrest. In June 2022, the Uganda Human

Rights Commission (UHRC) reported that it had investigated sixty-nine cases of disappearances

during the 2021 election period and successfully facilitated the release of sixty-four detainees.

The UHRC further recommended that the Uganda Police Force thoroughly investigate all

instances of enforced disappearance and ensure that the perpetrators are prosecuted.

Elections Oversight: The provisions of the NGO Act 2016 enabled the government to increase its

oversight of NGOs. Many NGO reported feeling intimidated and under pressure. Their political
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space shrunk and civil society organizations have been facing obstacles in their work. Shortly

before the 2021 election the government expelled over 50 NGO from the country.

Patterns of Election Violence:

Various forms of electoral violence plague Uganda's political landscape, encompassing

intimidation, harassment, physical assaults, enforced disappearances, and even fatalities. State

security agencies and pro-government militias frequently target opposition party leaders,

activists, and supporters, fostering an atmosphere of fear and repression.

During his regime, Gen. Museveni oversaw the onset of violent elections in 2001, where legal

constraints and arbitrary arrests were leveraged to quell political dissent. Gen. Museveni

orchestrated the formation of the Kalangala Action Plan (KAP), led by his senior advisor, Major

Ronald Kakooza Mutale, as part of his reelection strategy[2]. Established in 2001, the KAP

functioned as a mobilization unit to bolster support for Museveni's candidacy, resorting to

intimidation tactics armed with sticks and firearms in regions opposing Museveni[3]. The KAP

engaged in the abduction and torture of opposition figures while rallying support for Museveni.

The government's KAP extended its reach beyond political opposition supporters, arbitrarily

arresting and abducting civilians, despite lacking legal authority. As per the Human Rights Watch

2003 report, Museveni officially sanctioned the Uganda People's Defense Forces (UPDF) to arm

the KAP, which underwent military training to suppress dissent using violent means. Despite

lacking legal jurisdiction, the KAP unlawfully detained individuals and perpetrated violent

assaults against opposition sympathizers. The group resurfaced during the 2006 presidential

election campaigns, continuing its campaign of violations in support of Gen. Museveni.

Ahead of the 2016 elections, the Chairperson of the electoral commission, Badru Kiggundu,

urged the government to investigate and dismantle the KAP vigilante group due to its disruptive

role in the electoral process[4].
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Disappearances:

Enforced disappearances occur before, during, and after elections. In the 2021 general elections,

Uganda witnessed over 1096 election-related abductions (victims’ names available upon

request), with at least 18 individuals still missing. The initial surge of enforced disappearances

began in 2020 leading up to the 2021 general election. On November 18, 2020, Bobi Wine was

apprehended while on the campaign trail in Luuka District, sparking a two-day protest during

which Gen. Museveni, in his primetime national address, acknowledged ordering security forces

to use lethal force against demonstrators. According to Human Rights Watch, in the weeks

following these protests, security forces conducted numerous abductions and arrests of

opposition supporters, government critics, and others, accusing them of participating in the

protests or supporting Bobi Wine.

Government’s Response:

In a televised address on February 13, 2021, General Museveni publicly disclosed the names of

177 individuals who had reportedly been abducted, confirming that they were under the custody

of security agencies. He instructed the security agencies to make the list available to the

public[6].

On February 24, 2021, Uganda's Parliament Speaker, Kadaga, tasked the Minister of Internal

Affairs, Jeje Odongo, with presenting a comprehensive list to Parliament. The list was to outline

Ugandans who had been abducted by security forces before, during, and after the elections[7].

On March 4, 2021, Minister Odongo submitted to Parliament a list containing the names of 177

Ugandans who were detained during the election period. These individuals had been held in

custody without undergoing proper legal proceedings and without any notification provided to

their family members as mandated in Uganda’s constitution[8].

On March 7, 2021, amid increasing public concern about the disappearances related to the

election, Gen Museveni addressed the issue in a letter to the Daily Monitor. He stated that SFC

had arrested fifty-one individuals for what he termed "treasonable acts" associated with

opposition elements[9].
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4. Advocate for Electoral Reforms: The UN should advocate for electoral reforms in

Uganda to address the erosion of democracy and ensure that future elections are free, fair,

and transparent. This may include reforms aimed at decentralizing power, enhancing the

independence of electoral institutions, and safeguarding the rights of all citizens to

participate in the electoral process.

5. Uphold Constitutional Standards: The UN should uphold constitutional standards and

principles in Uganda, including the requirement that presidential candidates be born

within the country. Any attempts to circumvent or disregard constitutional provisions

should be addressed and condemned by the international community.

6. Provide Support for Civil Society: The United Nations should provide support and

protection to civil society organizations, human rights defenders, and journalists in

Uganda who work to promote democratic values and expose human rights violations,

including enforced disappearances.

7. Engage in Diplomatic Efforts: The UN should engage in diplomatic efforts to pressure

the Ugandan government to respect human rights, uphold the rule of law, and address the

root causes of enforced disappearances and political repression in the country.
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