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MobDe Money. In the financial year ending June, 2025, mobile money 
~1~tfo!!ll~_pr9cess~!I _rQ~~Y 8..:1-l?il!io~ _~!'an~~ct~g~~or.t~_ ~<?l!1~ S~S~26 

trillion, equivalent to multiples of the country~s annual Budget . . 

Growth. Fintechs grew in Uganda partly because they were not hindered by rules designed for a_different era. 

Local tlntech sector stares 
:- ~ ~ : \ , 

at its governance IllOillent 
The governance 
sbnucturesofunany 
paYlIlent service 
providers have not 
kept pace ,vith the 
volmnes theyno,v 
caITy. _ 

BY DEOGRATIUSWAMALA 

D
igital payments did not arrive in 
Uganda with a fanfare. They crept 
in, then suddenly were every­
where. Mobile money ({gents 

spread into trading centres and market , 
·stalIsfusterthan bankbrancheseverhad. ; 

Millions of Ugandans who had nev- • 
er held a bank account found them­
selves making and receiving payments 
through a handset In the financial year 
ending June 2025, mobile money plat­
forms processed roughly 8.4 billion • 
transactions worth some Shs326 tril- • 
lion, equivalent to multiples of the co\m- • 
try's annual Budget That is not a promis- • Mobile money agents spread into trading centres and market stalls fast er than bank branches ever had, enabling mil ­
ing sector: That is an aitery.And arteries, • lions of Ugandans who had never held a bank account to make and receive payments t hrough a handset. PHOTO/FILE 
when they rupture, cause damage that is 
hard to contain. . • Directors cannot simply be labelled "in-

The Bank of Uganda (BoU) has been . dependent», they must first go through 
watching this growth with a mixture of . cooling-off periods. And no individu­
pride and quiet alarm. Pride, because ft- • al is allowed to sit across multiple regu­
nancial inclusion was always the goal. lated boards at once. Even family con­
Alarm, because the governance struc- trolcomesunderscrutiny.Theguidelines 
tures of many payment service provid- place limits on how many board mem-· 
ers have not kept pace with the volumes • bers and senior managers can come 
they now carry. from the same extended fumily. 

Companies that began as scrappy start- ' This is not about policing ownership. It , 
ups-foundeJ-driv leanly staffed,gov- , is about shifting decision-making from •. 
erned by instinct-are now holding pub- ' individuals to systems. And the shift . 

WHAT IS FINTECH? 
Rntech, or financial technology, 
is a term that describes the 
mobile applications, software 
and other technology that 
enable users and enterprises 
to access and manage their 
finances digitally. 
SOURCE: IBM.com 

lic trust at a scale that demands some- • does not stop at the boardroom. Firms real ecooomic and social consequences. 
thing sturdier. In response, Uganda's cen- are now expected to build internal struc- ; And there are consequences for getting it 
tral bank has issued draft Corporate Gov- ture: audit committees,riSk and compli- • wrong. Finns that full to comply riSk sus­
ernance Guidelines for payment service . ance units, and dedicated strategy and . pension,and,inseriouscases,losingtheir 
providers, operators and issuers. : technology oversight.Internal auditis no • licences altogether. . 

Rules for grown-ups 
The message, stripped ofits regulatory 

language, is that the game has changed. 
The guidelines read less like rules and 
more like a coming-of-age document for 
the sector: The idea is that fintechs must 
start behaving like institutions. Every 
firm is now required to have a proper 
Board of Directors, with clearly qualified 
members and key appointments subject 

. to regulatory approval. 
'Jhe chairperson must be aninde~d: 

ent non-executive director, a direct bleak 
from the founder-led model where one 
person owns,runs and effectively over­
sees themselves. The logic is that those 
running the business shoulii not also be 
judgingit 

Board terms must be staggered, pre­
venting sudden takeovers or mass exits. 

longer optional. 
Finance leapership is also being tight­

ened. Chieffinancial officers must meet 
professional standards, and riSkmanage­
ment is pushed to the centre.Firms must 
define how much riSk they are willing to 
take, who is responsible for it, and how it 
is monitored. 

There is also a push for visibility. Pay­
ment providers must maintain function­
al websites and disclose who sits on their· 
boards and who runs day-to-day oper­
ations. In a digital system built on trust, 
what can be seen matters.~regu­
lators have found, is often where trouble 
begins. 

The guidelines also link governance to 
broader goals, financial inclusion and 
digital literacy, signalling a shift in how 
the central bank views fintech: not just 
as a riSk to control, but as a system with 

The problem of paper tigers 
There is, however, a tension that runs 

through all of this, and it is not a small 
one. Ugandan courts have repeatedly 
held that central bank guidelines do not 
carry the force of law. They may shape 
behaviour. They may form the basis for 
supervisory action. But they do not, on 
their own,createenforceable rights. 

In Choudry va:sus Bank of Baroda, the 
court drew the line clearly.A borrower ar­
gued that his bank had fulled to notify 
him of interest rate increases, a require­
ment plainly stated in the central bank's 
guidelines. The court agreed the stand­
ard existed. It also ruled that the stand­
ard could not be enforced. The rule was 
real. 'Jheremed.ywasnot 

The picture is not .entirely gloomy. 
Courts have sometimes leaned on the 

guidelines to protect customers. In Excel­
lent Assorted Manufacturers versus df­
cu Bank, and in Kwagala versus Standard 

• Chartered Bank, the guidelines were ap­
plied sympath¢cally. But the inconsist­
ency is its own problem. Consumers can­
not plan around protection that materi­
alises unpredictably. 

Phillip Karugaba, a partner at ENSa­
frica Advocates, is direct about what 
this means: "The financial COl16UIIler re­
mains exposed unless this contradiction 
is resolved." . 

The guidelines, in their Cll..'Tent form, 
operate through supervision rather than 
litigation.Banks and fintechs comply not 
because a court will compel them to, but 
because they want to stay in good stand­
ingwith theregulator: 

So why issue guidelineS at all, rather 
than binding regulations? The central 
bink's comnnmications director, Ken­
neth Egesa, explains that the payments 
ecosystem is evolving faster than legis­
lation can foIlow."Regulatory provisions 
are quickly overtaken by market devel- ~ 
opments butglIidelines allowthe regula- . 
tor to respond to new risks without wait­
ing for a parliamentary process that can 
stretch overyears." 

They are,in his framing, "a flexible tran­
sitional framewOlt until the market ma­
tures."'Jhere is also, be concedes, a delib­
erate restraint 
-"Embedding requirements into laws 
and regulations too early may create 
overregulation and undermine innova­
tion." 

What the neighbours are doing 
The problem is that Uganda's neigh­

bours are moving faster. In Ghana, gov­
ernance requirements for payment ser­
vice providers are written into formal 
regulations, not left as guidance.Director 
terms are capped.Independence criteria 
are tightly defined. Local representation 
is mandated on key committees. 
In Kenya, the accountability culture 

is sharper: providers are held responsi­
ble independently of their parent com­
panies, and boards can be held liable 
when technology fuiJ.ures cause consum­
erharm. 

Tanzania has gone further stiJl. The 
Bank of Tanzania's Financial Consum­
er Protection Regulations are not guide­
lines; they are law, with provisions 
around abusive debt collection and the 
safeguarding of consumer assets. 
Uganda, by this comparison, is the soft­

est regime in East Africa. That has served 
its fintech sector well in the growth 
phase. The question, as the sector ma­
tures and cross-border integration deep­
ens,is whether it will continue to. 

The timing m atters. The East Afri­
can Community is pushing ahead with 
cross-border payment integration . 
Standards that once seemed like local 
preferences are becoming regional entry 
requ:irements. Finns that cannot demon­
strate governance of the quality now be­
ing asked for in Nairobi or Accra will find 
doors closing. 

And international investors, the kind 
who write large cheques into_~merg­
ing-market fintechs, increasingly treat a 
compliant, independ~nt board not as a 
regulatory burden but as a signCJI.ef.se­
riousness. Governance, in oUler words, is 
becoming a competitive asset. 

The road to something firmer 
Mr Egesa's most significant statement 

is about what they will become. "In fu­
ture, the guidelines shall be converted in­
to regulations which carry the full force 
of the law." 

In the meantime, the central bank is 
leaning into supervision and consum­
er education. Market conduct inspec­
tions, both onsite and remote, are be­
ing intensified. The National Payment 
Systems (Consumer Protection) RegUla­
tions,passedin 2022,provide a legal back­
bone that the governance guidelines cur­
rently lack. The central bank is trying to 
hold a difficult balance: stay responsive 
enough to nurture innovation, stay firm 
enough to prevent the accumulation of 
systemicrisk. 

The guidelines are an interim measure. 
The commitment to convert them into 
binding law is on the record.And Uganda 
is working with regional partners under 
the East African Community Payment 
Systems Masterplan to hannonise con­
sumer protections across borders. What 
is less clear is the timeline,and what hap­
pens in the gap. 

Uganda's fintech sector is no longer a 
promising experiment It is infrastruc· 
ture.And infrastructure,as any engineer 
will tell you,is only as good as the stand­
ardsitis built to. 
The BoU has set out what those stand: 

ards should look like. The harder work, 
making them stick,is still ahead. 


