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UPE schools are 
'fit for govt-funded 
pre-priInary systelll 

F
rom local advocates to glob­
al organisations, there is a 
clear consensus; public in­

vestment in early learning 
pays offltlevels the playing­
field for disadvantaged chil­
dren and significantly low­
ers school dropout rates. Yet 
this critical foundation is still 
missingm Uganda because 
publlcp~prilnaryeducation 
is currently unavailable."" . 

Uganda's Education Act. 
states that pre-primary educa­
tioninstitutions areto be run 
by private agencies or persons, 
and the financing ofpre-pri­
mary education is a responsi­
bility of the parents or guard­
ians. " 

Due to the lack bfpublic pre 
- primary education, only 9 
percentofpre-prilnary-aged 
children attend a licensed 
and registered pre-prilnary 
school, and more than 60 per­
cent of pre-primary-aged chil­
dren in Uganda are not at­
tending any type of school,ac­
cordingtb UNICEF 

The llinited access is large-

Public-private 
partnerships 
,.F are a flawed 
model for 
education. 
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ly attnbuted to the absence of 
pre - prilnary schools in sev­
eral communities,espectal-
ly rural areas,and the pro­
lubitive costs in areas with 
pre-prilnary Schools, accord­
ingto research by Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) and Initi-

. ative for Social and Economic 
Rights (ISER). 

To address the significant 
gap in pre-priInary educa­
tion,particulaiiy in rural are­
as, schools implementing the 
Universal Primary Education 
(UPE) Programme are impro-

" vising by constructing dedi­
cated structures orrepurpos­
ing classrooms to caterto chil­
dren entering primary one 
without anyprior school ex­
perience. However, school ad­
ministrators,according to re­
search conductetl by ISER,re­
port that thls imposes a heavy 
financial burden because they 
must directly fund instruc-

tionalmaterials and teacher 
salanes since these educators 
are not on the government 
payro~ • 
Ultima~these costs fu1i 

on parents and guardians,ef­
fectively excluding the most 
vulnerable chilClren from edu­
cation. For families relying on 
subsistence farming,such fi­
nancial burdens are often in­
surmountable. -

Investment in pre-prima­
ry education is a strategic 
economic move for Uganda 
UNICEF andWorldBank stud­
ies corroborate this. While in­
vesting in early years is vitai 
for Uganda's human capital, 
the report of Uganda's Educa­
tion Policy Review Commis­
sion (EPRC) highlights a signif­
icant performance gap com­
pared to regional peers. Un­
like Uganda, Kenya has made 
pre-prilnary education free 

" and compulsory.In Tanza­
nia,each prilnary school has 
a pre-prilnary classroom fi­
nanced out of capitation 
grants provlded to prilnary 
schools. 

Uganda is considering a 
-new Public-Private Partner­
ship (PPP) to expand pre-pri­
mary educa1;i.on,amove pro­
posed in a recentlyvalidat-
ed World Bank-supported 
study. The proposal-which 
involves the government pay- . 
ing the salaries of three teach­
ers perprivate school-is 
framed as financially sustain­
able and broadens stakehold­
er engagement, including the 
private sector and communi­
ties. However,this strategyig­
nores the ''miserable fuilure" 
of the PPP model usetl for roll­
ing Universal SeCondary Ed­
ucation (USE), which was so 
unsuccessful that the govern­
ment was forced to phase it 
out entirely. 

PPPs are a flawed model 
for education.Research by IS­
ERinto the phase-out ofPPPs 
in Universal Secondary E;du­
cation (USE) identified sever­
al critical fuilures: inequali­
tY, where hidden costs made 
schoois inaccessible to the 
poor; poor oversight, where 
several institutions relied on 
unqualified and underpaid 
teachers' exclusion: There , . 
was alack of reasonable ac­
commodation for children 
with disabilities; and eroded 
public duty, where for-prof­
it models compromise the 
State's obligation to provide 
free,quality education. 

As Uganda moves toward 
publicly funded pre-primaI}! 
education,leveraging existing 
UPE schools offers the most 
viable path for a sustainable 
~d equitable rollout. 

I AngeUa Kasule Nabwowe is the executive director of the 
Initiative for Social and Economic Rights (lSER). 

last week marked 44 years since armed sol­
diers stormed Lubaga Cathedral during 
an Ash Wednesday Mass in February 1982. 

Worshippers scattered. Priests were dragged 
from the altar. The Uganda National LIbera­
tionAnny (UNLA),acting tinder then Pres- " 
ident Milton Obote's government, claimed 
security concerns following rebel activity 
in the area The symbolism,however, was 
heavier than the official explanation. 

Lubaga is not just a cathedraUt is mem­
ory.The coincidence that Lubaga has once 
again found itself at the centre of public ten­
sion during the Lenten season in 2026 is 
striking.Ash Wednesday is not a fixed cal­
endar date; it shifts each year. yet twice in 
modem history, during the saine sacred sea­
son, the cathedral has become a site where 
national anxieties surface. 

Incidental? Perhaps. But history often 
speaks in patterns rather than accidents. To 
understandLubaga's~g~bolism, 
we must go back further to the religious 
wars of Bug and a between 1888 anq 1892. 

What began as spiritual ~onversion'quick­
ly became political competition. Catho­
lic,Protestant,and Muslim factions aligned 
themselves with external powers. Religion 
became an instrument of State control.Pal­
ace intrigues turned into armed conflict. 
Sovereignty was negotiated through faith. 
. The execution ofChristi~ converts un­
der KabakaMwanga II and the subsequent 
wars were not simply theological disputes. 
They were struggles over legitimacy, who 
held moral authority and who controlled 
·theState. . 

That tension did not disappear with colo­
nialism.Nor did it vanish at independence 
in 1962.Across Sub-Saharan Africa,sacred 
institutions have often become alterna-

. tive centres oflegitimacy when political sys­
tems are strained. 

In zambia and Kenya,churchei provided 
moral critique during periods of one-par­
ty rule. In Zimbabwe and South Africa, bish-
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Rubaga Cathedral: When 
history refuses to stay silent 
Lubaga Cathedral has 
stood through king­
doms, colonialism, 
coups; and transitions. 

", 
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ops spoke against State excesses when for­
mal insti~tions hesitated. Where politi­
cal trust thins,moral institutions thicken. 
Uganda is,therefore,not unique in this re­
gard. 

But Lubaga carries a particular historical 
weight. It sits within Buganda's heartland, a 
kingdom whose political and religious his­
tory is deeply intertwined. Catholicism in 
Buganda was never merely a matter of per­
sonal devotion.It shaped elite alliances, co­
lonial agreements, and educational struc­
tures.Itformed part of the moral vocabu­
lary of governance. 

When the State enters sacred space, 
whether for security reasons or otherwise, 
the gesture reverberates beyond the imme­
diate moment. It touches centuries oflay­
ered memory. 
This is not an argument for clerical politics. 
Nor is it a defence of politi cal activism from 
the pulpit. Rather,it is an observation: Ugan­
da has repeatedly negotiated its political 

tensions within sacred architecture. 

Why? 
Peroaps because churches remain among 

the few institutions that command moral 
trust across social divides. Perhaps because 
sacred spaces offer citizens a language that 
politics often fuils to provide. Or perhaps be-

" cause, historically, Uganda has never fully re­
solved the delicate boundary between mor­
al authority and state sovereignty. 

Ash Wednesday marks repentance,re­
flection, and mortality. It invites societies, 
not just individuals, to examine themselves. 
When national anxieties surface during 
the Lenten season and in such a place, it be­
comeS difficult to dismiss the ~bolism 
entirely. 

Lubaga Cathedral has stood through 
kingdoms, colonialism, coups, and transi­
tions.It has witnessed martyrdom, apology, 
and reconciliation. It has been both sanctu­
ary and stage. 

The deeper question is not whether inci­
dents are coincidental. The deeper question 
is what they reveal. 

As Uganda continues to evolve political­
ly and socially,can we finally cultivate a ma­
ture relationship between sacred authority 
and state power, one in which neither feels 
threatened by the other? 

Or will our history continue to resurface 
in the very spaces where we gather to pray? 

'" 

I Ms Gertrude Kamya Othieno is a Political 
Sociologist and alumna of ondon School 
of Economics (LSE). gokbooks®gmaiLcom 
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Lessons frOlll recent political developments 
on Opposition cohesion and fragIIlentation 

U
ganda's reintroduction of multiparty pol­
itics in 2005 reopened an important con­
stitutional chapter.Article 72 of the 1995 

Constitution recognises the right of citizens 
to form and participate in political organisa­
tions, while the Political Parties and Organi­
sations Act provides the legal framework for 
their registration and regulation.In theory, 
this framework was intended to foster struc­
tured political competition,policy develop­
ment,and institutional maturity. 

Yet n($rlytwo decades later, one persis­
tent question lingers within Uganda's polit­
ical class: why has the Opposition struggled 
to consolidate into a durable, cohesive alter­
nativeto the ruling establishment? 

The emergence of the National UnityPlat­
form (NUP) party marked a dramatic shift 
in Uganda's Oppositionlandscape.Its rapid 
rise energised sections of the electorate,par­
ticularlyurban youth, and reshaped parlia­
mentaryrepresentation after the 2021 Gen­
eral Election. From a mobilisation stand­
point, the development was unprecedent­
ed in the post-2005 era. However,mass mobi­
lisation and institutional consolidation are 
not identical. . 

A central challenge in Opposition politics 
both in Uganda and comparatiyejurisdic­
tions is the tension between movement pol­
itics and partyinstitutionalisation.Move- _ 
ments like People Power or (NUP) thrive on 
charisma, grievance, and urgency.Political 
parties like the ruling Natioruu Resistance 
Movement (NRM) party, by contrast,require 
durable internal structures, dispute resolu­
tion mechanisms, policy coherence,and ide-

Why has Opposition "" 
struggled to consoli­
date into a (furable ... al­
ternative? , 

ological clarity. Where movements transition 
into parties without adequate institutional 
scaffolding,fragmentation often follows. 

Uganda's Opposition history has repeat­
edly demonstrated this·pattern.Earlier 0p­
position formations faced internal splits 
over leadership su~ession,strategy,and ide­
ological direction. The legal framework per­
mits party formation and coalition-build­
ing, but it does riot guarantee cohesion.In-

. deed, the Constitution protects pluralism 
meaning fragmentation is legallypermis­
sible even when it is politically counterpro­
ductive. 
. The rise ofNUP introduced a generation­
al and stylistic shiftIt altered Opposition dis­
course,redefined political branding, and re­
shaped Opposition numbers inParliament. 
Yet it also accelerated the marginalisation " 
of older Opposition actors, leading to cfunin­
ished inter-party coordination.Ratherthan 

building a broad-based coalition architec­
ture, the Opposition space appeared to re­
organise around a dominant new centre of 
gravity. 

Fragmentation within the Opposition has 
manifested in several forms: strategic disa­
greements over participation in State pro­
cesses,divergent approacheS to engage­
ment with security agencies, and compet­
ing claims oflegitimacywithin the broad-
er democratic struggle. While political com­
petition within the Opposition is lawful and 
expected, persistent disunity weakens collec­
tive"bargaining power. 

As Uganda approaches future electoral cy­
cles, the lesson for Opposifionforces is clear: 
cohesion is a strategic asset yet fragmenta­
tion a structuralliability.'rhe durability of 
multiparty democracy will depend onthe 
conduct of those in government and the or­
ganisational resilienre of those who seek to 
replace them. 

For the political class, reflection is timely. 
In constitutional systems,power alternates 
not through emotion, but through struc­
ture. The questions is whether Uganda's Op­
position will evolve froni episodic mobilisa­
tion to enduring institution-building or con­
tinue to cycle through phases offragmenta­
tion that dilute its collective strength. The 
answer will shape not merely electoral out­
comes, but the long-term credibility ofUgan­
da's multiparty project. 

I Mr BaJya is an independent pofJticai "analyst. 
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