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Life behind a VPN as 
shutdowns reshape 
Uganda's Internet use 

U 
gandaonceagain 
demonstrated remark­
able consistency by 
switching off the inter­
net during elections,re­
peating a tradition last 

observed in 2016 and 2021. 
This well-rehearsed routine 

continues to raise important 
questions,mostiy about wheth­
erthe shutdown itselfis now 
part-ofthe electoral process,and 
how long-a country can keep 
calling this tempo:raryw:hi1~ re­
peating it every five years, 
Unfortunat~the internetis 

not like a simple light switch 
that can be switched on and off 
without consequences.Shut­
ting it down disrupts long estab-

- lishe<l network routes that are 
built ctYnamically overtime by 
routing algorithms. 

Even afterrestoration,net­
works take time to stabilise, 
leading to degraded perfor­
mance,slow services,and bro­
ken digital experiences. The 
long-term teclmical cost ofre­
peated shutdowns is rarely dis­
cussed, yet each disruption 
weakens trust in thereliabili- ­
ty ofUganda's digital infrastruc­
ture. 

Uganda's digi­
tal ecosystem 
hasgrown 
too complex, 
too essential, 
and too inter­
connected to 
be repeatedly 
switched off. 

Rodney H.Adriko 
Internet-shutdown 

In technology,there is a com­
mon principle: If a system is 
working;do not interfere with it 
unnecessarily.. 

When social media is blocked, 
VPNs become the default util­
ity for netizens to access the in­
ternet.However,thisshifthas 
introduced new risks. Many us­
ers downloaded unverified VPN 
applications,some of which car­
rymalware or harvest personal 
data Sensitive personal and fi­
nancial infQrmationis now be­
ingrouted through unknown 
foreign servers,exposing citi­
zens to data leakage,fraud, and 
surveillance. This is a pattern 
that is going to contin~e as the 

Uganda Communications Com­
mission (UCC) makes effort to 
block all VPN applications and 
netizens also work hard to find 
new ones. 

There are also practical side ef­
fects such as increased battery 
drain, device overheating,and 
unstable connections. One us­
er onXjoked that phones were 
overheating because they were 
suddenly forced to connect to 
servers in desert countries in 
the Middle East. 

Financial transactions con­
ducted over VPNs especial-
ly banking and mobile money 

-carry elevated risk in attempt- -
ingto control online spaces,au­
thorities may have inadvert­
ently pushed citizens into a fur 
less secure digital environment. 
As such,it won't be surprising 
ifwe begin to see an,increased 

-in fraudulent activities on user 
accounts.Efforts by the UCC to 
block VPNs are neither sustain­
able nor effective. 

Whiletelecom companies un­
doubtedly lost revenue during 
the-shutdown, the impact runs 
much deeper: Digital platforms 
such as SafeBoda and Jumia 
were effectively paralysed. 

• Thousands of riders, deliv­
eryworkers, traders,and online 
merchants lost income over­
nightMany·small business-
es simply cannot absorb such 
losses. 

Mobile money and digital fi~ 
nancial services were also dis­
rupted,locking people out of 
loans,savings,and day-to-day 
t:r;msactions_ 

Agricultural financing tools, 
WhatsApp-based customer ser­
vice bots,and informal credit 
systems all went offline. These 
are not luxuries; they are core 
economic lifelines. 

The shutdown also affected 
education and professional life. 
The cumulative effectis a silent 
but significant economic set­
back. In the long run, the state 
itselfbears part of the finan­
cialcost. 

The normalisation of shut­
downs raises an uncomfortable 
question on whether VPN-me­
diated internet is becoming the 
new normal in Uganda. 

If so, this represents a qui-
et erosion of digital sovereign­
ty,user safety, and economic ef­
ficiency. Clear legal frameworks, 
transparent decision-I!laking, 
and narrowly targeted interven­
tions can address security con-

. cems without dismantling the 
digital economy. 

Internet shutdowns cannot be 
a recurring policy tooL Uganda's 
digital ecosystem has grown too 
complex, too essential,and too 
interconnected. to be repeated­
ly switched off Each shutdown 
breaks more than connections 
as it breaks trust, opportunity, 
and progress_ . 

Mr Rodney Hood Adriko is a Technology, Blockchain, 
Cybersecurity & Privacy Expert. -
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From 2026 to 1995; we tried our 
best but the work's just staI1ing 

n late 2005,1 packed my post-graduate life, 
which barely fit in a suitcase, left the grey 
and soggy gloom of London and returned 
to Uganda during what felt like a seismic 
moment; the first-ever multiparty gener­
al election. 

There'd been parties and elections in 1961, 
1962 and 1980, but never a general election 
in which voters chose their political parties' 
presidential candidates.A new Constitution 
in 1995.hOO the hallmarks ofa fresh start, as 
did geneTIll. elections in 1996 and 2oo1,de­
spite those being held under the no-party or 
'Movement'system. 

We weren't naive; the 2001 elections had 
beerimarred by violence and were followed 
by dark gathering clouds of what felt like im­
minentreturntowar.KizzaBesigye'sescape 
to exile and attempts by a few mavericks 
to form a new rebel group, the People's Re­
demption Army;added to the tension. 

But there was hope. The LRA war in north­
ern Uganda had slowed down to smoulder­
ing embers.Despite the kerfuffle over the lift­
ing of the presidential termlimits from the 
Constitution, the prospect offree competi­
tion among political parties carried a sense 
of relief At least it was presented that way; 
as a political pressure valve for those in and 
outside the Movemen.tunhappywith the 
no-party rule. "MubaJeke bagende' (let them 
go)vias the sentiment 

President Museveni's conciliatory tone at 
the funeral offormer President Milton Obote 
in October 2025 hinted at the burymg of old 
and contemporary hatchets. Even Besigye 
had returned from exile to lead his new polit­
ical grouping. 

But there were pesky "check engine" lights 
on the political dashboard,and they refused 
to go away.Soon after his return,Besigye had 
been arrested on treason and rape charges. 
On the day aftermy ownreturn,armed com­
mandos raided the High Court to block him 

... in real terms the Ugan­
da of 2026 has regressed 
politically, not to 2005 
but to 1995. 

Daniel K Kalinaki 
.InMyV~ew 

and his co-accused from being released on 
bail. 

Still,it felt like teething pains. Judges strong­
ly and bravely remonstrated against the raid 
on the court premises. The Electoral Com­
mission defied legal advice from the Attor­
ney General and nominated Besigye to run 
despite still being in detention. 

Once the election was held and parties 
competed without the sky falling, the coun­
try could begin to dial down the tension 
around political contestation,so the logic 
went 

yet the election was bloody; and the culture 
of using violence to resolve political differ­
enCes continued,including with the 2009 
KayungaRiots,and the clamping down on 
the walk-to-work protests that followed the 
2011 election. 

If the return to multiparty politics had 
been one important step forward, the tight­
ening of public space (including,literally 
and metaphorically; the fencing off of the . 
Constitutional Square in the capital,I(am­
pala), the reintroduction of stringent legisla­
tion and regulations ti).at hamstrung politi­
cal mobilisation, the rolling out ofmass sur­
veillance infrastructure and the clamping 
down on independent media were several 
giant leaps backward. 

: . 
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Opinions 

OVer the past few months,1 have been·re­
viewing my notes,preparing for new chal­
lenges and reflecting on whether it was all 
worth it. One nagging question has been 
whether we embraced political pluralism 
too soon or just without the right guardrails. 
It was while reflecting on thejust-conclud­

ed general election, driving through the 
heart of the opposition in central Uganda, 
past the tell-tale signs offires that were lit in 
middle of roads, by protesters who seem to 
have vanished in the darkness of anger and 
the fog of conf'u§ion, that the broad outline 
of an answer began to form, byway of com­
parison. 

In 2005, the main opposition candidate re­
turned from exile and campaigned injail.In 
2026 he did not run or vote, because he had 

, been injail for more than a year, waiting for 1 
trial. Themain opposition candidate in this 
last election,Bobi Wme,remains on the run 
and could possibly end up in exile. The po- , 
litical parties formed in the new dispensa­
tion have been eaten from within. The rul­
ing party remains as meshed to the state as 
it was under the 'no party' system. 
It is hard to argue against the view that the 

return of multiparty politics was merely a 
short-term manoeuvre to facilitate the re­
moval ofpresidentiai term funits. 

The absence of political will to allow free 
competition, coupled by the removal ofle- ' 
gal and institutional guardrails to central­
ised poy,rer,means that in real terms the 
Uganda of 2026 has regressed politicaliy;not 
to 2005 but to 1995. 

The challenge for the new entrants in 
Uganda's political ring therefore isn't mere­
ly how to compete on an uneven surface; 
it is how to rewrite the rules by generating 
a new elite consensus and a new constitu­
tional.order. Us jlS us, we did our best, but it 
wasn't good enough. 

Mr Kalinaki is ajoumalist and poor man's . 
freedom fighter. _ 
write2kalinaki@gmail.com;@Kalinaki , -

11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111.1111111111111 

Dear Ugandan businesses: Adapt or--perish 

A
s Uganda's political temperature 
gradually cools and a new year be­
gins to take shape, the timing could 
not be better for a collective return 
to work. Economies do not grow on 
rhetoric; they grow based on agile, 

functioning businesses_ 
And amid the prevailing challenges,my 

message to Ugandan entrepreneurs is sim­
ple: adapt or perish. No great business lead­
er or entrepreneur succeeds without the 
ability to change course,refocus, and re­
spond to reality. . 

For those in financial services sector, the 
writing is already on the wall. The sector is 
over-crowded,profit margins have thinne4, 
and although there is liquidity in the sys­
tem (including-government funds),access re­
mains constrained and returns are shrink­
ing.Diversification is no longer optional; it 
is inevitable. The same applies to many oth­
er sectors where competition has intensified 
but innovation has stalled. 

Consider small-scale traders inXampala 
Many are selling identical merchandise,com­
peting purely on price, and struggling to sur­
vive.Ortake fuel retailing: Why do we clus­
ter 10 fuel stations within a five-kiloqletre 
stretch.each fighting for the same custom­
ers? 

Similarly;whenmanyUgandans accumu­
late some capital, the default investment re­
mains rental property-even though re­
t].nns are often under 10 percent annually 
while tyingup significant capital Why not 
consider alternatives such as t;reasury bills, 
bonds,equity shares or unit trusts, which can 
offer better returns on investment with fur 

Reinvest in yourself. 
Reset Your mindset. 
Know "hen to persevere 
and when to quit 

BrianMukaiazi 
Growth 

less operational risk? 
Professional services tell a similar story: 

Uganda has more than 260 licensed CPA 
firms and over 1,000 law firms, yet many 
struggle to even make Shs200 million in an­
nual revenues, Meanwhile, the bulk oflarge 
projects are awarded to fewerthan 15 per­
cent of these firms. This should prompt a dif­
ficult but necessary conversation: Mergeni 
and acquisitions. While many Ugandans are 
culturally resistant to selling or merging their 
businesses,consolidation may be the only 
path to scale,resilience,and competitiveness 
in a tight economy. 

One reason we struggle is our tendency to 
gravitate towards the same ideas. We rare-
ly pause to think differentiy.Business,like 
football,rewards versatility.In football, the 
most successful coaches have multiple game 
plans and adjust tactics depending on the 
opponent and the situation on the pitch. 
When things are not working, they substi­
tute,re-strategise,and adapt Business lead­
ers must do the same--kIiowwhen to piv-

ot, when to drop underperforming products, 
and when to deploy new strategies_ 

Listening to customers is anotherunderuti­
·lised skill. Tastes change,needs evolve, and 
markets shift.Entrepreneurs who pay atten­
tion can detect dangers early and spot oppor­
tunities from afm:Sevefal areas remain large­
lyuntapped in Uganda,including post-har­
vest handling and cold-chain services, waste­
to-value enterprises, and healthcare support 
services such as medical consumables man­
ufacturing,oxygen supply;andmedi~ gases. 
These are not glamorous ventures, but they 
solve real problems and meet growing de­
mand 

Geography also matters_Kampala does not 
hold a monopoly on opportunities. OVer the 
past few years, significant development has 
taken place in cities such as Mbarara,Masaka, 
Gulu,Lira,Mbale, and Arua. Entrepreneurs 
willing to relocate, or at least expand beyond 
the capital,may find less competition and 
more responsive markets. 

Adaptation or reinvention, at its core,can 
be energising.A fresh start often sharpens 
the mind, renews purpose, and refocuses at­
tention on customervalue.It expands one's 
understanding of what truly drives demand. 

Finaliy;as a businessperson,reinvest in 
yourself Reset your mindset Know when to 
persevere and when to quitIf a business no 
longer serves your goals,despite years of ef­
fort, then walking away may be the wisest 
and most strategic decision. 

Mr Brian Mukalazi is the CEO, Talis Consults 
Ltd brian®talisconsults.com 
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