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Despite UCC’s reas-
surance, public anxiety
~ remains uneasy follow-
-Ing previous experience
with the 2021 General
Election, when the
government imposed
anationwide internet
blackout a day to the
presidential polls.

BY DAVID WALUGEMBE

he government yesterday assured :
Ugandans of uninterrupted Inter- :

net access but also warned it will -

not hesitate to step in and shut :

it down once abused during the polls
that kick off next Thursday. :
The goverviment communications :
regulator has also dismissed as bogus,
a document that has been doing the :
rounds on social media. g
Mr Nyombi Thembo, the Uganda :
Communications Commission (UCC) :
executive director, told journalists at :
the government-run Uganda Media
Centre in Kampala yesterday that the :
regulator had not received any instruc-
tion from the government todisruptin- :
ternet services as Ugandans head to the :
2026 General Election. :
The January 2 unsigned document, :
titled, Public Notice, which Mr Nyombi :
dismissed as false and misleading, had :
warned of disruption to internet access, :
mobile money and banking services :

¢ as the country heads to the January 15
: elections.

2.
But Mr Nyombi reassured that the
government won’t switch off the inter-

¢ net during the General Elections that

- kicks off Thursday next week and run
. until February 6.
. “We have not got any directive from

: the government to switch off the inter-
. net during or after the elections,” Mr
: Nyombisaid. - i 3
i He added: “Nobody in the govern-

: ment has told UCC to prepareordoan- :
. ythingrelated to an internet shutdown.
: Ifsuch a decision were to be taken,UCC °
: would come out earlier to brief the :
. country and explain why”
: Mr Nyombi said internet services :
: would remain stable and urged media
. houses, digital users,and consumers to
. use the online platforms responsiblyto : &
¢ avoid actions that could prompt regula-
. toryintervention.
. “Anybody who would weaponise our
_ | internet to do things that would be :
. aproblem to the country will be the : * §
. one to blame for any disruption,>he : &
: warned. He also called on Ugandansto

remain calm and operate within the ex-
isting UCC regulations.

Despite UCC’s reassurance,public anx- -
¢ ietyremainsuneasy following previous :
: experience with the 2021 General Elec- :
. tion, when the government imposed a

nationwide internet blackout just a day

to the presidential polls, affecting Twit- °
- broadcasting of riots,unlawful proces-
. sisns,and violent incidents.

ter,now X,Facebook, WhatsApp,and In-

¢ stagram users,among other social me-

dia platforms.

A year later, a report dubbed, Global
Cost of Internet Shutdowns, published
by TOP10VPN, a tech firm that tracks
internet disruptions across the globe,
showed that Uganda lost more than
Shs390 billion due to the 100-hour shut-
down,which affected an estimated 10.6

. million users across the country.

Thereport also showed the shutdown

with telecom companies and banking
sectors bearing the brunt of the shut-

down.

Nolive streaming, broadcasts

Dr Zawedde urged all stakeholders to

. use digital and broadcast platforms in
i the interest of truth, stability, and the

At the same briefing, Dr Aminah _ public good, warning that irresponsi- -
Zawedde, the ICT and National Guid- : ble use could undermine the credibili- :
¢ intended to cause fear or division,’she

- ance ministry permanent secretary, : ty of the electoral process. :
“Freedom of expression must be ex- :

. cautioned media practitioners and dig-
ital users against live streaming and @ ercised responsibly and within the :

: dia practitioners are remind-
. ed that live broadcasting
: and streaming or stream-

: ing of riots,unlawful pro-

: cessions, and violent in-

: cidents are prohibited,

i as they can escalate ten-

. sions and spread panic,”

: DrZawedde said.

led to a surge in demand for Virtual Pri- :
vate Networks (VPNs) by 1,343 percent, :
. olent content is unlawful and attracts
: enforcement action.”

“Broadcasters and online me-

She added: “The dissemi-
nation of inciting, hateful, or vi-

: framework of the law. Any violations
. will be addressed in accordance with

~ the law, including regulatory

ing unverified or pre-

holders and the gener-
al public to rely on only offi-
cial declarations by the Elector-

al Commission (EC).

“As we move closer to the polling day,

sanctions where necessary,” :
¢ thelicence more than two years ago.

Dr Zawedde said. :

She also cautioned pol- :
a : iticians, journalists, and
# i f‘ the public against shar-

¢ Turge media owners, editors, journal-
- ists, digital publishers, and the public
¢ torely on verified information and offi-

cial sources and act responsibly online
and offline and reject misinformation
said.

Mr Nyombi said the government is yet

- toissue a licence to Starlink Global in-
. ternet Services Ltd, which will enable
¢ the satellite internet provider to fully

operate in Uganda. Starlink applied for

The UCC executive director said the

. delay was forced by Starlink’s failure to
: fully meet pre-licensing requirements,
- particularly those related to enhancing

mature election results. :
Dr Zawedde urged stake- :
. volves several processes. We asked Star-
. link for documentation and clarifi-
i cation, and they have provided most
. of the information. We are yet to clear
. them,”Mr Nyombi said.

connectivity in hard-to-reach areas.
“Licensing is not a one-off event. It in-
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An election
official holds
up a ballot
after polling
stations
closed during
the presiden-
tial elections
in Kampala,
Uganda,

on January
14, 2021.
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We have not
got any di-
rective from
the govern-
ment to swit-
choffthein- °
ternet during
orafterthe
elections...
Nobodyinthe
government
hastold UCC
to prepare or
do anything
relatedtoan
internet shut-
down. If such
adecision
were to be
taken, UCC
would come
out earlier
tobriefthe

- countryand
explain why.

. He saidthe delay was not linked to :
. the 2026 elections but to regulatory re- :
- quirements under the UCC Act and Li-
: censing Regulations, which apply to
- both local and foreign service provid-
. ers

Mr Nyombi's comments come a few

: days after aleaked memo issued on De-
. cember 19,2025, by the Uganda Reve-
. nue Authority (URA), instructing cus- :
. toms officerstorestrict the importation :
¢ and clearance of Starlink communica-
¢ tion equipment unless accompanied
¢ by a clearance letter from the Chief of
. Defence Forces (CDF), Gen Muhoozi Ka- :
. inerugaba. e

The directive kicked up a public de-

: bate and concern about why the Gen
¢ Muhoozi-led Uganda Peoples’Defence
: Forces (UPDF) would involve itself in
. the importation of civilian communi- :
. cation gadgets. :
. Several Ugandans interpreted the :
¢ move as part of the broader efforts to :

R =

control information flow ahead of next
. week’s presidential and parliamentary
¢ elections, amid fears of a potential re-

peat of the internet shutdown during
the 2021 polls. -
Starlink has since come out to empha-
size that any prior use of its services in
Uganda was without the company’s ap-

: proval, hence violated its terms of ser-
¢ vice, as the same happened before the
: completion of the regulatory licensing.

The US-based company said it’s still
engaging with the Ugandan authorities
to finalise the licensing process before
any lawful rollout of its services in the
country. vl

Searchforoptions

The fear of a shutdown has left Oppo-

- sition politicians and human rights ac-
. tivists weary.

At the weekend, the leader of the larg-

: est Opposition political party, the Na-
¢ tional Unity Platform (NUP), Mr Robert
.. Kyagulanyi, alias Bobi Wine, launched
: an offline vote-monitoring application
. (app) known as “Bitchart”aimed at fa-
. cilitating communication and tracking
: theelection results next week.

Mr Kyagulanyi said the app is de-

signed to operate without internet ac-

cess, relying on Bluetooth technology
to share information such as images of
Declaration Results Forms, election up-
dates,and other related polling day da-
ta. 5

About January 15,2026 polls
Ugandans head to the polls on Janu-

ary 15,2026, to elect a president, Mem-,

bers of Parliament (MPs), and local gov-
ernment leaders across cities, munic-
ipalities and districts for another five-
year term.

According to the EC data, there are
21,681,491 million registered voters.

The Commission has nominated
83,597 candidates to contest for 45,505
positions across presidential, parlia-
mentary, and local government elec-
tions. Eight candidates are running for
the presidency, including incumbent
Museveni of the National Resistance
Movement (NRM), Mr Robert Kyagu-
lanyi Ssentamu of the National Uni-
ty Platform (NUP), Mr Nathan Nanda-
1a Mafabi of the Forum for Democrat-
ic Change (FDC), and Mr Mugisha Mun-
tu of the Alliance for National Transfor-

: mation (ANT).

Others are Mr Robert Kasibante (Na-

: tional Peasants’ party), Mr Mubarak

Munyagwa (Common Man’s party), Mr

¢ Frank Bulira (Revolutionary People’s

party) and Mr Joseph Mabirizi (Con-
servative party)
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