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Here'swhy 
Ugandans still 
feel safe under 
President 
·MUSMli 

Should internet 

.r 

shutdowns 
strangle 
democratic 
accountab~ily? 

s Uganda reflects on 
another hard-fought 
election cycle, one 
question continues to 

.. 1Ioi.r1I· mate political debate at 
home and abroad: how has President 
Museveni, after nearly four decades in 
power, continued to win the confidence 
of a critical mass of Ugandans? Why, 
despite generational change, economic 
pressures and an increasingly noisy 
opposition, do many citizens still say 
they "feel safe" under his leadership? 

The answer lies not in mystery or 
magic, but in a combination of history, 
strategy, statecraft and political 
discipline, lessons the oppo~tion 
must soberly confront if it hopes to be 
competitive by 2031. 

THE POLITICS OF 
SAFETY AND MEMORY 

For many Ugandans, especially those 
over 35 years, politics is not an abstract 
contest of slqgans; it is deeply informed 
by lived experience. 

The NRM came to power promising 
to end cycles of chaos, sectarianism and 
state collapse. Over time, it embedded 
a powerful narrative: that stability is the 
foundation of all progress. 

Security, often taken for granted 
by critics, is the currency with which 
the Museveni administration has 
consistently connected to the ordinary 
Ugandan. . 

From the defeat of insurgencies to 
regional peacekeeping and border . 
security, the NRM has projected 
the image of a government firmly in 
control of the coercive instruments of 
the state. In a region where instability is 

~
overnment should not 

order a blanket shutdown 
of the internet unless a state 
of emergency has been 

eclared. 
A state of emergency is declared in 

specific circumstances that are prescribed 
by the Constitution. These circumstances 4 

include the risks to a counoy's existence • 
or territorial integrity. 
If the government has not declared 

a state of emergency and then orders 
aI} internet shutdown, it exposes 
the government and the internet 
intermediaries to possible claims for 
businesses losses, among other legal 
claims. Moreover, national ~ty 
cannot be used as pretext to sanction 
state criminality. 

In accordance with Article 1 of the 
1995 Constitution, those individuals 
who govern Uganda must do so with 
the voluntary consent of the citizenS. 
This voluntary consent to govern, must 
be renewed every five years through 
transparent, free and fair elections. 

To avoid a situation where the voluntary 
conSent of citizens is ''manufactured'' by 
the electoral management body, there 
must be a free flow of information before, 
eluTIng and after elections. Consequently, 
democratic accountability is enabled 
through these periodic elections. 

Therefore, once elected, leaders are 
answerable to the citizens at all times 
during the exercise of their leadership 
mandate on behalf of the citizens. This 
accountability relationship requires the 
free flow of information that enables 
the citizens to know how leaders 

never far away, this matters. 
Ugandans may disagree on policy, 

but many fear disorder more than 
delayed reform. This psychological 
contract, security first, everything else 
debated later, has been the bedrock of 
Museveni's electoral resilience. 

EXPERIENCE AS POLITICAL CAPITAL 

Uganda's 
future will be 
decided not 
by who shouts 
loudest, 

President Museveni's longevity 
has paradoxically become one of his 
strongest assets. In an era of global 
uncenainty, voters often prefer 
the ''known hand" to the unknown 
experiment. 

Museveni campaigns not merely as 
a candidate, but as an institution-

. someone who understands the state, 
' the region and the international 
system. • 

His messaging has remained 
remarkably consistent: ideology 

but by who 
convinces the 
country that 
tomomlWwili 
be safer than 
today. 

over populism, gradual reform over 
reckless disruption, and nationalism 
over protest politics. While critics call 
this stagnation, supponers see it as 

. prudence. 
The NRM has also mastered the 

an of structural politics, maintaining 
party cohesion, leve~oing grassroots 
networks, and aligning state programs 
with political mobilization. 

From parish-level structures to 
national development programs, the 
ruling party is visible where opposition 
politics is often episodic. 

, 

There is no magical charm, only 
political discipline. Museveni listens, 
ad\ipts and absorbs opponents' 
language when necessary. 

He speaks security to soldiers, 
enterprise to youth, ideology to cadres, 

are exercising their mandate. When 
the government orders an internet 
shutdown, this act violates the concept of 
democratic accountability. 

On January 13, 2026, the Uganda 
Communications Commission (UCC) 
ordered a blanket internet shutdown in 
Uganda This was on the pretext that the 
Inter-Agency Security Committee had 
made a "strong recommendation" to 
prevent electoral fraud, misinformation 
and disinformation. 

Other reasons included prevention of 
public violence and national security. 
None of the aforementioned reasons 
meet the legal threshold for a blanket 
internet shutdown. 

The Inter-Agency Security Committee 
did not seek judicial scrutiny of their 
"strong recommendation" to Ucc. 
Consequently, the said recommendation 
was not grounded in law and there 
was no judicial oversight, prior tp its 
execution. In a free and democratic 
society, the rule oflaw reigns supreme in 
every action of the government. 

International human rights 
standards frown upon blanket internet 
shutdowns. There are, however, specific 
circumstances that may require internet 
shutdowns. These specific circumstances 
do not permit total internet shutdowns. 

The internet shutdowns have to be 
specific to the potential threats identified 
by intelligence services. This is to 
avoid total shutdowns that immobilize 
everyone. Before the isolated shutdowns 
are carried out, there must be judicial 
oversight. Judicial oversight enables the 
coUrts to assess, on a case-by-case basis, 

There are, 
however, 
specifIC 
circumstances 
thatmayre­
quireint~ 
shutdowns. 
These specific 
circumstances 
donotpennn 
total internet 
shutdowns. 

-PERSPECTIVES 
and pragmatism to international 
partners. He rarely abandons the 
political centre. 

Crucially, he does not outsource 
politics to rallies alone. Governance 
itself becomes a campaign: roads, 
electricity, schools, peacekeeping 
prestige and regional diplomacy 
are woven into a narrative of 
indispensability. 

The opposition, by contrast, often 
campaigns against Museveni rather 
than for Uganda, a subtle but decisive 
difference. 

LESSONS FROM THIS ELECTION 
This election teaches a sobering 

lesson: power is retained not by noise, 
but by narrative. Museveni and the 
NRM continue to tell a story that many 
Ugandans, rightly or wrongly, find 
credible: that of a country best served 
by experienced stewardship in an -
unpn~dictable world. 

Democracy is strengthened not 
by denying this reality, but by 
understanding it. 

For now, President Yoweri Museveni 
remains not merely a man in power, but 
a political idea, one rooted in stability, 
continuity and state authority. Until the 
opposition presents a more compelling 
national vision, the NRM's grip on 
Uganda's political imagination is likely 
to endure. 

Uganda's future will be decided not 
by who shouts loudest, but by who 
convinces the country that tomorrow 
will be safer than today. 

The author is an advocate of the High 
Court of Uganda. 

whether the intended reasons for an 
internet shutdown meet the Oakes test. 

The Oakes test is a three part-test that 
an intended government restriction must 
pass before it is deemed legally justifiable. 
The intended government restrictions 
must first be ''provided for by the law". 
Secondly, they must be ''necessary'' and 
thirdly, they must be ''proportionate 
to the legitimate aim pursued" by a 
government. 

Apart from United Nations (UN) 
and African Union (AU) instruments 
that restrict internet shutdowns, a 
specific soft law instrument was in 
October 1995, adopted by experts in 
Johannesburg, SouthAfrica, to precisely 
set the parameters of the legitimate use 
of national security for government 
restrictions. This "''as in view of the abuse 
of ' 'national security" as an obscure 
reason to cover-up state-sanctioned 
criminality. 

This soft law instrument known as "The 
Johannesburg Principles on National 
Security, Freedom of Expression and 
Access to Information" lays down the 
exact limits under which national security 
can be used for legitimate government . 
restrictions. 

In addition to the UN and AU 
instruments, the Inter-Agency Security 
Committee is encouraged to read the 
Johannesburg Principles in order to make 
more informed and citizen-<:entered 
recommendations, to avoid rule by 
disinformation. 

The authoris an advocate of the High 
Cmlrt ofUganda. 

• 

I 

• 


