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What if we gave women 
real opportunities? 

W
ejOinedtherestof 
the world in mark­
ing International 
Women's Day,amo­
ment to celebrate 
the achievements 

of women and reflect on the 
work that still lies ahead. 

Yet International Women's 
Day did not begin as a celebra­
tion.!t began as a demand for 
fairness, dignity, and oppor­
tunity. 

In the early 20th Centu­
ry;women organised protets 
across Europe and the pnit­
ed States to demana.fair wag­
es, safer workplaces, and the 
right to participate fully in po­
liticallife. These movements 
were not symbolic gestures. 
They were determined efforts 
to challenge systems that ex­
cluded women from econom­
ic opportunity and civic lead­
ership. Their activism laid the 
foUndation for what the Unit­
ed Nations formally recog­
nisedin 1975. 

Over time, the day has 
grown into a global moment 
to celebrate progress while al­
so confronting the inequali-
ties thatremain. . 

Mon: than a century lat-
er, the world has changed in 
important ways. Women are 
leading governments, shaping . 
boardrooms, driving research, 
and building enterprises that 

Women today 
hold just over 
30 percent of 
leadership po­
sitions world­
wide . 

SylviaMulinge 
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power modern ec(;momies. 
Yet progress remains uneven. 
Women today holdjust over 
30 percent ofleadership po­
sitions worldwide.Accord-
ing to the World Economic Fo­
rum,closingthe glob~ gender 
gap in economic participation 
could take more than a centu­
ry ifprogress continues at the 
current pace: 

That reality reminds us that 
while milestones deserve;ec­
ognition, the work of expand­
ing opportunity is far from 
finished. The issue is there­
fore not only how far we have 
come. The more important 
question is this: what hap­
pens when societies choose to 
give women real opportunity? 
This question sits at the heart 
of this year's theme, "Give to 

Gain." The theme emphasis­
es that when women gain ac­
cess to opportunity,the bene­
fits ripple outward to families, 
communities,.and the wider 
economy. 

Across workplaces, markets, 
and communities, there are 
clear opportunities to act. The 
first opportunity is to give fair­
ness. Opportunity should not 
depend on who you know or 
where you start. In organisa­
tions, this means transpar-
ent hiring and promotion pro­
cesses that recognise talertt 
and potential. In everyday eco­
nomic life,it means ensuring 
women entrepreneUI» have 
fair access to markets,financ- . 
ing, and safe working environ­
ments. When systems are fair, 
people are more willing to in­
vest their effort and ambition. 
The result is stronger busi­
nesses and more productive 
communities. 
The second opportunity is 
to give capability.Encourage: 
ment alone is not enough. 
Women must have access to 
the skills and tools that help . 
them grow. For some, this 
means leadership develop­
ment or eXposure to emerg­
ing technologies. For others, it 
means digitalliteracy,finan­
cial skills, or learning how to 
use mobile platforms to reach 
customers and manage trans­
actions. As technology re­
shapes the economy,ensur­
ingwomen are included in 
the digital transformation is 
essential When women gain 
these skills, they expand op­
portunity not only for them­
selves but also for their fami­
lies and communities. 
The third opportunity is to 
give access. 

Across Uganda,manywom­
en run businesses with limit­
ed capital and limited market 
reach. Digital connectivity and 
mobile financial services can 
change that equation.A farm­
erwith access to market in­
formation can negotiate bet­
ter prices. A trader with a digi­
tal transaction history is more 
likely to qualify for credit. A . 
small business owner who can 
reach customers online is no 
longer limited by geography. 
These may seem like small 
shifts, but together they trans­
form economic participation. 
More connected businesses . 
mean stronger local markets, 
more jobs, and more resilient 
communities. 

Ifwe give fairness, we gain 
trust and stronger institutions. 
Ifwe give capability, we gain 
innovation and competitive­
ness. If wE! give access, we gain 
thriving markets and resilient 
communities. These are not 
abstract ideals, they are tangi­
ble dividends that lift families, 
businesses, and the nation. 

Giving women real opportu­
nity is not charity,it is progress. 

I Ms Sylvia Mulinge, CEO MTN Uganda. 
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We will be the landlords of Uganda again . p ernaps one day, after countless tril­
lions of shillings, it might actually hap­
pen; perhaps it never will. Since 2019, 
Ugandans have waited, waited, and 
waited for Lubowa International Hos­
pital. Yet after Shs1.4 trillion ($379.7 

million),nothing. 
While innovation spaces like the Maker­

ere University Innovation Pod (UniPod) or 
the Nakawa leT Hub run on budgets usual­
ly below Shs7.6 billion, these grand govern­
ment projects like Lubowa swallow trillions 
and deli\rer almost nothing to the public. If 
that same Shs1,4 trillion had been poured 
into Uganda's innovation scene,it could 
have handed out Shs 188 million equity-free 
grants to 7,500 Ugandan startups. 

Uganda could have put up 130 modern in­
novation hubs at Shsll billion each, one 
in every district. Those centres would of-
fer high-speed satellite Internet, 3D print­
ers, and AI servers to young people across 
the country.Evenif only 2.5 percent of them 
achieved real success-and examples like 
SafeBangle or DuoGnostix reached proof-of­
concept with far smaller sums-this would 
spawn a whole economy built around peo­
ple solving real problems. 

Who are SafeBangle and DuoGnostix? 
SafeBangle is a wearable security startup, 
and DuoGnostix is an AI diagnostics compa­
ny taking healthcare closer to villages. 

. We shall come back to them, but they be­
long to a steady,hardworking shift settling 
across Uganda this year: people who no 
longer wait for help from outside.j\ccording 
to reports, on February 17,2026, the Univer­
sity Engineering Innovation Bootcamp at 
Nakawa closed with student founders show­
ing prototypes that do more than fix issues; 
they create a parallel system that makes the 
official state seem like something from co­
lonial times. 

The background stays familiar. The latest 
Inspectorate of Government reports con­
firm that Uganda still loses $2 billion (about 
Shs7,4 trillion) each year to corruption-al­
most halfits domestic revenue--yet ordi-

~ 

The signs are still early, 
but these sparks of in­
novation may signal 
the start of a nation wi­
thout heavy central 
control... 

• CharlesOnyango-Obbo 
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. nary people are increasingly responding 
by becoming more self-reliant. The state's 
main role has become that of an acciden­
tal midwife to a new form of national sover­
eignty: the workaround. 

This self-reliance happens despite rules 
meant to protect the old order. In the air, the 
contrast is stark. Kenya and Rwanda have 
opened drone use for precision farming 
andjournalism, but Uganda remains stuck 
with tight licensing and security concerns. 
Rwanda operates a national drone deliv­
ery systemfor medical supplies, and Kenya 
has registered more than 1,000 commercial 
drones for crop spraying and data gather­
ing.Ih Uganda,innovators face layers of mil­
itary approvals that keep the future on the 
ground. Still., the workaround carries on. 

Injust the past few weeks, William Ahais­
ibwe from ISBAT University showed a so­
lar-powered Internet of Things crop dryer. 
In a country where po~harvest losses ac- . 
count for 40 percent of yields because state 
storage facilities are scarce, William's device 
lets farmers check their harvests through a 
mobile app.It amounts to a practical break 
from official neglect.Likewise,Esther Akel-
10 Okalany from Kyambogo Universityin­
troduced the Solar Maximiser,a tracker that 
lifts panel efficiency by 40 percent. In ru-
ral places where the national grid is more 
promise than reality, these become tools of 

real independence. 
This outlook has reached right into public 

safety. Here is where SafeBangle Technolo­
gies steps forward. Started at Makerere and 
wiriner of the 2025 World SUmmit Award, it 
lets a woman send a distress alert to a trust­
ed circle with one press.!t needs neither 
a smartphone nor a steady Internet con-

. nection.!ts pi\Qt data shows emergency re­
sponse times drop 63 percent, from 45 min-

. utes to 10. The community becomes the first 
responder because the state arrives too late, 
if it arrives at all . 

In the markets,Agnes Mbabazi of Agrifarm 
Uganda has built a national agribusiness 
network by bypassing state SME grants and 
securing her own credit from private bariks. 
She has shielded her supply chain from the 
"bid security" corruption that crushes most 
small businesses. And in healthcare,Edson 
Kamugisha's DuoGnostix platform applies 
AI and microscopy to deliver malaria diag­
nostics off-grid. He works so that a child's 
survival no longer hinges completely on 
whether a local government health centre 
has power or medicine in stock. 

The signs are still early, but these sparks of 
innovation may signal the start of a nation 
without heavy central control., where those 
long ignored supply most of their own elec­
tricity, safety, and healthcare.Despite drones 
staying grounded, the population's ingenu­
ity keeps slipping past the gaps in the old 
setup. 

The"gava", as the Kenyans say, will still 
be welcome, of course. Still, the Uganda of 
10 years ahead may become a centrally 
planned republic on paper, but underneath 
it will rest a decentralised web of high-tech 
villages. They will have moved beyond a sys­
tem that chose not to innovate, arui,in do­
ing so, become the true owners of the land 
a~ -

I Mr Onyango-Obbo is ajoumalist, 
writer and curator ofthe "Wall of Great 
Africans·. Twitter@cobbo3 
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Education: So llluch can change in 10 years 

U
ganda has largely succeeded in get­
ting children into school The hard­
er question today is whether they are 
~g. . 

Eachmorning,morethan 10 mil­
lion children walk into prima-

ry school classrooms across the country. 
Thanks to policies such as Universal Prima­
ry Education,primary school enrolment 
now stands at about 95 to 96 percent (Unes­
co Institute for Statistics). This progress rep­
resents one of Uganda's most significant de­
velopment achievements over the past two 
decades. 

But access alone does not guarantee leam­
ing.Evidence from national and reiional as­
sessmE:I1ts shows that many children still 
stiuggle with basic reading and numeracy. 
According to Uwezo Uganda's learning as­
sessments,less than half of Primary Three 
pupils can read a Primary TWo level English 
story, apd many cannot solve basic arithme­
tic expected at the lower primary level. 

The challenge is.not unique to Uganda. 
The World Bank and Unesco estimate that 

. aboUt: 83 percent of children in Sub-Saha­
ran Africa cannot read and understand a 
simple text by age 10,a condition described 
aslearningpov~(WorldBank,Learning 
Poverty Update). These statistics raise an ur­
gent question: What truly changes educa­
tion systems? Is it curriculum reform? Infra­
structure? Technology? 

All of these playa role. Yet over the past 

As Uganda looks ahead, 
the next decade will de­
mand even lllore from 
our education system. 

Charlotte Iraguha 
Education 

decade, one lesson has become increasingly 
clear: the quality of an education system ul­
timately depends on the teachers and lead­
ers who shape learning every day. 

Ten years ago, Teach For Uganda, a 
non-profit organisation fo~ded in 2016, 
began with that belief At the time, the idea 
seemed ambitious. There was no office and 
no funding, only a conviction that ifwe 
could develop a new generation ofleaders 
committed to serving in classrooms and 
communities, we could begin transforming 
education from the.inside out. 

Many people doubted it would work. 
. Some believed graduates would never com­

mit two years to teaching in rural schools. 
Otliers felt educational inequality was too 
complex and deeply rooted to meaningful­
lyaddress. 

But clearly, belief combined with leader­
ship and collective effort,can spark mean-

ingful progress. 
Within classrooms, the focus has been 

on strengthening foundational learning. 
Through various approaches, encouraging 
improvements are beginning to emerge. 

In the past year alone, literacy outcomes 
improved from two percent at baseline to 
seven percent at endline, while numeracy 
increased from 3.5 percent to 18 percent. 

Behind these numbers are real stories: 
Children discovering confidence in read-.. 
ing for the first time, teachers rediscovering 
purpose in their work, and communities be­
ginning to see how education can break cy­
cles of poverty. 

Over the years,my own understanding of 
leadership has also evolved. When thisjour­
ney began, I believed leadership was de­
fined by position or authority. Today,l see 
it differently. Leadership is choosing not to 
19{>k away from a problem It is taking re­
sponsibility and acting with courage even 
when resources are limited and challenges 
feel overwhelming. 

As Uganda lopks ahead, the next decade 
will demand even more from our education 
system. The conversation must now move 
beyond access toward quality and equity. 
Children must not only be in school; they 
must be learning. 

I Ms Charlotte lraguha is the managing 
director· Teach For Uganda. an indigenous 
non-profit organization. 

. The Editor welcomes 450-word comments on topical issues. Preference will be given to insightful articles rather than generalised polemic observations. Attach a POrtrait and send to editorial@Ug.nationmediacom 

.. .. 


