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Scapegoating medics will 
not fix supply shortages 

. . 
There is a painful disconnect between what the public 

is told and what actually happens inside our public hos­
pitals. 

Government officials speak in confident tones about 
drug availability and functional health systems, yet the re­
alitytells a very different story"":"one marked by shortag­
es of essential medicines and basic supplies,and irilpossi­
ble choices forced upon frontline health workers. 

In many government hospitals today, essential supplies 
are simply not available. Not occasionally, but routinely. 
Painkillers,antibiotics,intravenous fluids,gloves,and oth­
er basic supplies are often unavailable. 

This is the daily reality for those ofus who work in 
these facilities. Meanwhile, patients arriV~ believing what 
they have I:5een told-that government hospitals have 
everythlng they need. 

They expect care to proceed normally, even when we 
lack gloves to handle bleeding wounds, because an ar­
ea Member of Parliament or RDC assured them that 
"everything is in place 

Without basic supplies, what exactly is a health worker 
supposed to do? And without a functional X-ray machine, 
how is a surgeon expected to assess the extent of bone in­
jury? 

Insteadof confronting this failure honestly, we are in­
creasingly witnessing a disturbing trend ofperformative 
accountability by authorities. They descend on hospitals, 
with cameras in tow, eager to demonstrate that they are 
"working." 

In the process,individual health workers are singled out, 
interrogated, arrested, and humiliated,nothecause they 
have stolen drugs, but because they dared to improvise in 
order to save lives. 

Health workers are bound by ethics to protect life. They 
cannot tum away bleeding patients because gloves are 
unavailable, nor can they ignore pain because analgesics 
are out of stock. 

When the systein fails, they are forced into impossible 
moral positions: to either beseech the patient to provide a 
pair of gloves and risk punishment, or dQ nothing and risk 
the patient's life. 

In a situation where supplies have run out,if a doctor 
requestS a patienfs family to buy a painkiller, or a mid­
wife asks for gloves so she can safely attend to a labouring 
mother because the hospital has none, are these crimes 
or acts of necessity ina broken system? 

Should such decisions be framed asdiversion,corrup- . 
tion,ormisconduct? How does a government justify crim­
inalising health workers for responding to shortages 
that the same government has persistently failed to,pre­
vent? This is like a hQusehold head berating a housemaid 
for failing to cook,having provided neither food nor fire­
wood. 
What is most troubling is that these theatrical arrests 

and investigations do nothing to fix the actual problem. 
They do not restock stores. They do not repair supply 
chains. They do not reform procurement, budgeting, or 
distribution. . 

Instead, they breed fear, silence, and demoralisation 
among analready overstretched workforce.If accounta­
bility is genUinely the aim,it must begin where power re­
sides: in procurement systems,funding priorities, supply 
chains,and policy failures. Until then, punishing frontline 
workers for improvising in the face of scarcity is not re­
form. It is scapegoating. 

SsekyondaZeddekia, 
Medical doctor 
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l-ET-rER OF THE DAY 

Love and the law: Love alone 
doe.s not .give you Ie-gal rights 

Valentines Day is a time when 
love is celebrated, promises are 
exchanged and couples reflect j 

on the lives they are building to­
gether. Across Uganda, howev­
er,a lot of the coupling has no Ie-

'" gal recognition and protection. 
Millions of Ugandans live in re­
lations~~s commonly known 
as come-we-stay, where couples 
share ahome,raise children and 
present themselves as husband 
and wife without formalising 
their union, 

A national study by the Ugan­
da Law Reform Commission 
has shown that these informal 
unions are now widespread, 
shaped by economic pressures, 
urban life and changing social 
norms. Yet in the eyes of the 
law, these relationships remain 
largely invisible. 

Uganda's Constitution rec­
ognises marriage between a 
man and a woman under Ar­
ticle 31 and extends legal pro­
tections for those in the institu­
tion. It .is however silent on co­
habitation. That legal distinc­
tion has far-reaching conse­
quences. No matter how many 
years a couple has lived togeth­
er, how many children they 
have raised, or how much prop­
erty they have acquired jointly, 
the law does not treat a cohabit­
ing woman as a wife.Legally,she 
stands outside the relationship 
she helped build. 

" 

years of unpaid domestic la- . issue shifts to property, inher­
bour offer no protection if their itance or spousal maintenance, 
names do not appear on owner- the law withdraws that recogni­
ship documents. tion; The relationship exists for 

The law is even harsher when purposes of protection from vi­
death intervenes. Under the . olence, but disappears when 
Succession Act, a deceased - economic rights are at stake. 
.man's property is distnbuted to . Most couples who choose co­
lawful wives,children,custom- habitation do so for reasons 
,-ry heirs and recognised de- .that are practical and fanlll­
pendants. A cohabiting wom- iar. The high cost of bride price 
an does not automatically fall and weddings, unstable in­
into any of these categories. In comes,fear of divorce, urban liv­
Kajubi v Kabali, the court held ing far from traditional family 
that the mere.fact that a wom- structures and the desire to test 
an had children with a man compatibility all playa role. For 
did not entitle her to inherit his many Uganqans, cohabitation 
property. Across the country, it , is not a.rejection of marriage 
remains comnion for women but an adjustment to econom­
in cohabiting relationships to ic reality. 
be forced out of their homes by Courts have tried, within lim-

This becomes painfully clear 
when questions of proper­
ty arise. The Land Act protects 
spouses by requiring their con­
sent before family lanq can be 
sold or mortgaged. Buf a wom­
an in a cohabiting relationship 
is not considered a spouse. As a 
result, a man may lawfully sell 
the home, mortgage the land 
or evict the woman he has lived 
with for years without her con­
sent. Many women discover; of­
ten too late, that undocument­
ed financial contributions and 

. relatives immediately after bur- its, to soften this injustice. In 
ial, regardless of how long the Ambayo 'v Aserua(2022), the 
relationship lasted or what the Court of Appeal clarified that 
woman contributed. entitlement to matrimoni-

There is a quiet contradiction al property depends on contri­
in Uganda's legal system. The , bution, whether monetary or 
Domestic Violence Act recognis- non-monetary, and that even 
es cohabiting partners as being within marriage there is no au­
in a domestic relationship, al- tomatic equal sharing. But these . 
lowing women to seek protec- principles operate within the 
tion from abuse. Yet when the framework of marriage. A wom-
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an in a cohabiting relation.IDip 
must first prove contribution 
through lengthy and costly liti­
gation, with no presumption in 
her favour. 

There is, however, a notable 
, shift on the legislative horizon. 

The proposed Ma,rriage Bill, 
2024 introduces an important 
innovation. Section 61 allows 
courts, for purposes of main­
tenance of children and prop­
erty rights, to presume a mar-

· riage based on factors such as 
common residence,financial in­
terdependence,joint property, 
children and public reputation 
as husband and wife. The Bill is 
careful not to convert cohabita­
tion into marriage, but it gives 
courts a tool to prevent obvi­
ous injustice where people have 

· lived as a family in all but name. 
Until the law fully catches up 

with social reality, women in 
cohabiting relationships must 
take practical steps to protect 
themselves.Ensuringnames ap­
pear on property documents, 
keeping records of financial 
contributions, entering writt;en 
agreements on property own­
ership and considering wills 
are not unromantic acts; they 
are acts of self-preservation. 
Love alone does not create legal 
rights. 

Cohabitation is now firmly 
part of Uganda's social fabric. 
Ignoring it does not strength­
en marriage. It simply leaves 
women exposed to legal and 
economic vulnerability. This 
month, as love is celebrated, it 
is worth asking whether the 
law should continue to treat 

· people who have built homes, 
raised children and shared life 
for decades as strangers. Until 
that question is fully answered, 
many Ugandan women will 

· continue to discover that, in the 
eyes of the law, they were n~v­
er wives, only visitors in a home 
that they helped to build. 

Solomon Kisakye, 
Lawyer-VVomensProbono 
Initiative 

How many reams of paper does your school collectftom sbIdents every term? .' 

Lucy OolaAcaa, 
Headmistress 
My school has 1,100 students 
and we get about 500 reams 
every term which are collect­
ed on a rotational basis oth­
erwise they will be in excess. 
Different classes bring in dif­
ferent terms. 

Margaret Twebaze, 
Deputy,headteacher 
We have 2,000 students. 
They bring photocopying 
paper for their project work 

.and the ruled paper for an­
swering eXaminations. Not 
all of them bring the papers 
though. We have some stu­
dents on scholarships. 

Agartha Ssenyonjo, 
HM-Lubiri SSS 
We had 3,960 students last 
year and they do not bring 
any scholastic materials in­
stead they are embedded 
in the school fees but on av­
erage the school buys 800 
reams every term. 

JOIN THE DEBATE: V ISit www.monitor.co.~gand give your views ~n t he st ories published. " 
Follow us on X and Facebook/dailymonitor . . 

HarryOkunya, 
Deputy head teacher 
We have 1,200 students 
but only 600 bring papers 
every term otherwise paper 
would be in excess andwe 
don't have whereto keep it. 
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