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Media Council summons 
The Observer again 
MUHAMMAD KAKEMBO leged Members of Parliament had been 

KAMPALA - Nearly five years after 
first being summoned over a contro- • 
verslal story, The Observer newspaper 
finds itself back before Uganda's Media 
Council, this time, not just to answer 
old questions, but to revisit a case it 
believed was already closed. 

The latest summons, delivered on 
AprirS, 2026, revives a complaint tied 
to a Marcb 2021 story alleging the di­
version of health funds by Permanent 
Secretary·Diana Atwine. At the time, the 
paper's editors complied fully with the 
Council's demands. They attended mul­
tiple hearings, submitted evidence, and 
engaged directly with the complainant. 
By 2023, they say, the process had 
reached its natural conclusion. 

''The Council had received all neces­
sary material ... [and] the matter was 
ready for determination," recalled The 
Observer's editor, Robert Spin Mukasa. A 
ruling, he was told, woUld follow. 

It never did. . 
Now, after years of silence, the case 

has been reopened. The newspaper 
has been asked to def~nd itself again, 
this time with fresh submissions. For 
Mukasi, the move raises more than pro­
cedural questions. It strikes at the heart 
offaimess. 

"To now reopen the matter without 
explanation violates that expectation 
and constitutes procedural unfairness," 
he said. 

The revived case is only part of a 
broader confrontation. A second suin­
mons, also scheduled for hearing on 
April 15, relates to a 2024 article that al-

bribed to preserve certain government 
agencies from mergers. That report, the 
Media Council argues, may have under­
mined public trust in Parliament. 

In its earlier correspondence, the 
Council framed the issue in stark terms, 
warning that Pru:~ent is "the corner­
stone of Uganda's democracy" and that 
"any assertion that could undermine 
this trust must be rigorously scrutinized 
for its accuracy." The implication is 
clear: journalism that challenges pow­
erful institutions must meet the highest 
standards, or face consequences. 

For The Observer, however, the issue 
is not simply about scrutiny. It is about 
who gets to define it. 

Pius Muteekani Katunzi, the paper's 
managing editor, has questioned both 
the clarity and the legitimacy of the 
proceedings. In response to the 2024 
~ons, he pointed out that the com­
plaint itself remains ambiguous. 

''The letter lacks clarity regarding the 
complainant; it's uncertain whetherit's 
Parliament, Mr. Paulo Ekochu (chari­
man), or·the Media Council itself," 
Katunzi said. "If Mr. Ekochu is the com-' 
plainant and seeks to act as a neutral 
arbiter, he clearly cannot be both an 
interested party and a judge in his own 
cause." 

That concern goes beyond semantics. 
It touches on a deeper tension between 
media regulation and editorial indepen­
dence, particularly in cases involving 
politically sensitive reporting. 

K;ltunzi also questioned the timing 
and tone of the Council's actions. He 
noted that shortly after the 2024 article 

M~ Council Chairman Paulo E1rochu 

was published, the Speaker of Parlia­
ment publicly indicated that legal ac­
tion would be taken against the news­
paper. Yet, according to the paper, no 
such legal notice has ever materialised. 

"It seems Mr. Ekochu is voicing 
complaints on behalf of the speaker," 
Katunzi said, adding that the threat of 
criminal charges over administrative 
issues, such asfallure to register the 
editor, appeared disconnected from the 
substance of the story. 

In response, The Observer has taken a 
more confrontational stance. In a letter 
dated May 20,2024, the newspaper 
declined to appear before the Council, 
citing what it described as fundamental 

legal and procedural flaws. The paper 
argued that the Council, as currently 
cons~tuted, lacks jurisdiction due to 

. non-eompliance y.rith,provisions of the 
Press' and Journatst Act. 

"Unless and until these composition 
matters are duly resolved, it is our posi­
tion that the Council lacks jurisdiction 
to summon or take regulatory action 
against media organizations," the letter 
states. 

At the centre of this dispute is not just 
one newspaper or two contested stories. 
It is a broader question about the balance 
between accountability and indepen­
dence in Uganda's media landscape. 

On one side is a regulatory body as­
serting its mandate to uphold ethical 
standards and protect public institutions 
from potentially damaging reporting. On 
the other is a newsroom insisting on due 
process, clarity, and the right to investi­
gate matters of public interest without 
undue interference. . 

The stakes are riot merely legal, they are 
institutional. 

For journalists, the reopening of a case 
long thought settled raises concerns 
about predictability and fmality in reg­
ulatory processes. For regulators, the 
challenge lies in maintaining credibility 
while enforcing standards in a politi~y 
charged environment. 

As the April 15 hearing approaches, both 
sides are preparing for what may be more 
than just a procedural session. It could 
become a test case, one that probes the 
limits of media oversight, the rights of 
journalists, and the resilience ofinstitu­
tions meant to safeguard both. 

For now, the questions remain un­
resolved. Why re9pen a case after five 
years? Who defiries the boundaries of 
ethical journalism? And perhaps most 
importantly, what happens when those 
boundaries are contested? 

The answers, when they come, will like­
ly extend far beyond a Single newsroom. 
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New. law gives authorities to demolish unsafe structures~ 
TIMOTHY NSUBUGA 

Uganda's construction sector is entering 
a new era; one where cutting comers could 
come at a ru .higher cost. 

With the President's assent to the Build­
ing Control (Amendment) Act, 2026, regu.­
lators now have stronger powers tp enforce 
safety standards, including the authority to 
demolish unsafe structures. For a country 
tha~ has witnessed rapid urban growth, 
often accompanied by weak oversight and, 
in some cases, fatal building collapses, the 
changes signal a decisive shift. 

At the centre of the reforms is a more 
assertive National Building Review Board 
(NBRB), which is now better equipped to 
act when standards are breached. Engineer 
Flavia Gutto Bwire, the Board's Executive 
Secretary, says the law closes a critical 
enforcement gap that previously allowed 
unsafe developments to persist. 

"Previ9us1y, the Building Committee 
could only order- demolition in writing 
where deemed necessary; however, it did 
not possess the power to cause the dem­
olition in the.Ei8e of errant developers, 
most importantly for safety reasons," she 

, 
Engin«r Flavia Gutta Bwire 

explained. 
That limitation, she suggested, often 

left authorities powerless in the face of 
non-compliant construction, an issue 
that has grown alongside Uganda's e~­
pap.ding cities and p opulation. 

The new law changes that balance. 

Building Committees can now not only 
issue orders but enforce them, including 
evacuating occupants or demolishing 
structures deemed unsafe. The NBRB itself 
can also step in where local authorities fail 
to act, issuing stop or evacuation orders if 
safety is at risk. 

For orilinary Ugandans, the implications 
are immediate. Whether constructing a 
home or a commercial building, compli­
ance is no longer optional or eastly delayed. 
Projects must begip. within 12 months of 
approval and be completed within five 
years, unless extensions are formally grant­
ed. Failure to meet these timelines, or to 
follow approved standards, could trigger 
penalties or even demolition. 

The reforms also introduce a more struc­
tured system of accountability. Complaints 

_ must now first be handled at the local-level 
- before escalating to the national board, 
. a move designed to strengthen oversight 
closer to communities. 

At the same time, the penalties for vio­
lations have been significantly increased. 
Negligence, wheth~r duri.tlg censtruct:!0n_ 
or in completed buildings, now carries 
fines of up to Shs 10 million or 12 years 

in prison, or both. Building-without a . 
permit, continuing construction after 
expiry, or using prohibited methods 
now attracts fines calculated per square 
metre, dramatically raising the cost of 
non-compliance. 

«These cha,nges.strengthen compli­
ance and enforcement in the construc­
tion sector,"·Bwire noted. 

Behini:i the legal language lies a 
broader goal: safer buildings and more 
accountable development. Over the . 
years;Uganda's construction boom 
has brought economic growth; but also 
risks- poor supervision, unapproved 
methods, and, at times, tragic loss of 
life. 

The amenqed law attempts to address 
those risks head-en. By tight.ening 
oversight, clarifying procedures, and 
increasing penalties, it sends a clear 
message to developers, engineers, and . 
homeowners alike. 

Building, it suggests, is no longer just 
about putting up structures. It is about 
meeting standards- and protecting .... 
lives. 


