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Keep our mountain 
gorillas disease-free 

Z
~~:=:n~ng 
deadly. They can wipe up 
to 50 percent of a popula­
tion. While mountain go­
rillas are faced with sev­

eral threats inclucling diseas­
es,~itat loss and encroach- . 
ment,poaching,infrastructure 
development in the protected 
areas and climate change, the 
threat of disease remains the 
deadliest of them all"says Dr 
Benard Ssebide,country head 
Veterinarian, Gorilla })Octors, 
Uganda. . 

Mountain gorillas share a 
closely matched DNA (98.4 
percent) with humans. This 
makes them susceptlble to a 
wide range of human diseases 
inclucling respiratory diseases 
(like flu), Corona viruses,Sca­
bies;Measles, Tuberculosis,An­
thrax~d Ebola. Unfortunate­
ly,mountain gorillas have not 
yet developed the necessary 
immunities,meaning first 
time exposure to an illness or 
virus that is relatively severe to 
humans can devastate an en­
tire population. 

Some-apes, especially 'goril­
las and chinipanzees have suc-

Mountain go­
rillas remain 
aconserva­
tion-dependent 
species wb-ose 
long-term pro­
tection and sur­
vival depends 
on our actions. 

" 
cumbed to respiratory diseas­
es which quickly spread from 
group to group/individual to ' 
individual as they interact. 

In the early 20005 for ex­
ample, the Ebola Virus Dis­
ease wiped about a third of 
the lowland gorilla popula­
tion in west Africa (Magda­
lena Bermejo,Jose Domingo 
Rodriguez-Teijeiro, German n­
Iera,Alex Barroso, Carles Wa 
and Peter D. Walsh,December 
8,2006) while in 1996 moun­
tain gorillas in Bwindi Impen­
etrable National Park suffered 
an outbreak of scabies lead­
ing to the death of an infant 

, gor:illa 

Besides the limited immu­
nity,mountain gorillas live in 
small groups that may never 
recover from a sudden decline 
in numbers caused by disease. 

Explaining why it would take 
many years to recover a moun­
tain gorillapOpulation,Dr Sse­
bide says the annual popula­
tion growth rate for mountain 
gorillas is about four percent 
with an inter-birth interval of 
four years among females and 

, about 50 percent infant mor­
tality rate. Plus, the population 

, demographics do not support 
a fast-growing population. 
Apparently,the threat of dis- , 

ease has increased due to the 
increased interaction (direct 
and indirect) between pe0-
ple and mountain gorillas. Res­
piratory illnesses being the 
mostsevere.and major causa 
of deaths among mountain go­
rillas followed by gastro -intes­
tinal parasites. 

Studies reveal that during the 
Covid-19 pandemic there was 
it great decline in the number 
ofr.esp~tory diseases report- ' 
ed following the suspension 
oftourism and months after 
probably because of the con­
tinued use of masks and main-

. taining safe distance between 
mountain gorillas and hu­
mans,(Kirsten Gilardi,Prosper 
Uwingeli, 10 February 2022, 
Nature I Vol 602). 

While other threats can and 
are being regulated, the threat 
of disease is unpredictable and 
can be challenging to manage. 

As much as the mountain 
gOrilla population is steadi­
ly growing,it is very fragile, 
mountain gorillas remain a 
conservation-dependent spe­
cies whose long-term protec­
tion and survival Mpends on 
our actions. 

Range state governments 
and park managers should re­
inforce strict adherence to the 
IUCN best practice guidelines 
forgreatapetouris~tourists 
and aU those visiting moun­
tain gorillas need to strictly ob­
serve the same during visits. 

Rangers,guides and the sur­
rouncling communities shoUld 
be sensitised and made to un­
derstand the threat of disease 
and the mitigations required 
to protect mountain gorillas 
from disease. 

Rangers should alsQ be em­
powered to conduct consist­
ent disease surveillance and 
timely reporting of diseases. 
This can allow for timely in­
tervention by the veterinary 
teams and save the iconic spe­
cies because a stitch in time 
saves nine! ' 

Lastly, park managers and 
other conservationists should 
adopt a one health approach 
to ensure effective conserva­
tion and protection of the en­
dan~ered mountain gorillas. ' , 
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Opinions 

Strong nations are built on strong institutions 

T
he independence of Parliament is one 

, of the most importaritfoundations 
of any democratic society.Parliament 
is not merely a building where politi­
cians gather to debate national issues. 
It is the institution through which 

the people exercise their sovereign author­
ity.Members of Parliament are elected to 
represent citizens,protect public resources, 
hold the executive accountable, and defend 
the Constitution.1he moment Parliament 
becom~ controlled by fear,intimidation, 
or powerlbJ. individuals acting behind the 
scenes, democracy itselfbegins to weaken. 

Across Africa, it is common for the majori­
ty party in Parliament to produce the speak­
er and deputy speaker because they com­
mand the numbers. 

In countries such as South Africa and Bot­
swana,ruling parties have historically se­
cured these positions through parliamenta­
ry majority. However, democratic maturity 
is measured not by who wins these offices, 
but by whether the institution remains in­
dependent after leadership is elected. Once 
chosen, a speaker is expected to rise above 
-partisan interests and defend the dignity 
and integrity of Parliament. Other African 
democracies have shown the importance of 
institutionalmdependence.In Kenya,coali­
tion politics and strong parliamentary com­
petition have often forced leaders to build 
'consensus across political divides. 

In Ghana and Zambia,parliamentary 
committees and opposition voices have re­
mained active enough to challengyabuse 
of power and demand accountability from 
government officials. These examples 
demonstrate that Parliament earns public 
respect when it protects the interests of citi­
zens rather than serving political influence 
or elite control. 

For Uganda, this debate is even more im­
portant. The incoming 12th Parliament ar-' 
rives at a time when public confidence in 

. The choice before the 
12th Parliament is 
simple: to become guar­
dians of democracy or 
victims of control. 

democratic institutions is under serious 
strain. Ugandans are increasingly witness- ' 
ing public displays of influence where pow­
erful individuals openly direct MPs on who 
to support for parliamentary leadership po­
sitions. SUch behaviour creates the impres­
sion that elected representatives are not 
free to make independent decisions on be­
half of their constituents but are instead ex­
pected to obey political orders from influ­
ential actors seeking to demonstrate power 
_and control. 

This is dangerous for democracy.Parlia­
ment is supposed to act as an independent 
check on poWer. When MPs are pressured or 
instructed on whom to support,Parliament 
risks becoming an extension of elite inter­
ests rather than the voice of the people.Ac- , 
countability weakens, fear replaces inde­
pendent thinking, and public trust in demo­
cratic institutions begins to collapse. 

Uganda has already seen the consequenc­
es of what happens when power goes un­
checked. The controversies and allegations 
of corruption, abuse of office,misuse of 
parliamentary authority, and extravagant 
spencling severely damage the image of the 
institution. 

IfMPs cannot independently choose their 
own leaders without pressure, or interfer-

ence, then serious questions arise about the 
state ofUganda's democracy. Citizens may 
begin asking whether power still belongs to 
the people or whether elections are becom­
ing mere formalities whose outcomes are 
controlled elsewhere. 

A democracy cannot survive when in­
stitutions become weakerthan individu­
als. Strong nations are built on strong insti­
tutions,not pawerrw personalities.Parlia-

_ mentmusinever become a rubber stamp 
designed to satisfy political interests or re-'­
ward loyalty to individuals. It must remain a 
place of debate, accountability, courage, and 
independent thought where national in-

- terests come first.MPs must remember that 
they are servants of the people,not agents 
of powerful political actors. 

The 12th Parliament has an opportunity 
to restore public trust and defend the digni­
ty of the institution. Parliamentary leader· 
ship elections should be free from coercion, 
intimidation, and external interference. 

Once elected,leaders of Parliament mlli>'1 
act impartially and protect the independ­
ence of the House regardless of political 
affiliation. Respectior.dissenting views, -­
strong parliamentary committees,and 
transparency in decision-making are essen­
tial if Parliament is to regain public confi­
dence. 

Uganda's democracy is still young, but its 
future will be shaped by decisions made at 
moments like this. History will notremem­
ber how loudly power was displayed or how 
many MPs were pressured into line. It will 
remember whether Parliament defended 
the will of the people or surrendered its in­
dependence to political pressure. The choice 
before the 12th Parliament is simple: to be­
come guardians of democracy or victims of 
control. 

I Mr Godfrey Sekisonge is a political '"'­
analyst. 
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Menstrual health should concern us all 

~ 
or too long,menstruation was whis- Menstruation beco- ucts,including support for local production 
pered about and framed narrowly as a nies a barrier not be- of quality reusable pads, to reduce cost bar-
"women'sIgirls'issue,~excluded from riers and improve access. 
policy rooms, budgets, and national de- cause of biolOgy, but • Strengthen menstrual health education 
velopment agendas.1hatframing is beCause'systems fail for learners, teachers,parents,and commu-
hannful nities to reduce stigma and normalise men-

Gender-is about how systems,policies,in- to respond. struation for girls and boys. 
frastructUre,and culture shape lived reali- • Invest in water, sanitation, and hygiene 
ties differently for women and men. Men- , (WASH) infrastructure in schools and public 
struation is biological and natural, but its inStitutions,ensuring safe water, privacy, dis-

, impact is defined by human decisions, eco- posal facilities, and dignified spaces. 
nomic choices,political priorities, and so- • Advance policy and tax refonns that low-
cial attitudes.Itis not only a women's issue; Elizabeth Kemigisha ' erthe cost of sanitary products across the 
it is a public policy, development, and gov-, . Menstrual health supply chain,inclucling VAT and import-du-
ernance issue. ty measures. 

In Uganda,menstrual health entered na- schools lack adequate sanitation facilities, • Provide sustained public financing be-
tional debate decisively in 2015. While cam- privacy, and emergency support. These con- yond short-term projects, embedcling men-
paigning in Alebtong that year,President ditions produce exclusion-missed learn- strual health in sector budgets with clear 
Yoweri Museveni acknowledged that many ing,repeated absenteeis~ and eventual multi-year lines. 
girls were missing school due to lack of sani- dropout. Menstruation becomes a barrier • Establish accountability systems that 
tary pads and pledged government support, not because of biology, but because systems track implementation,monitor absentee-
anticipated for the 2017/18 financial year. fail to respond. ism and dropout linked to menstruation, 
Since then, the issue has appeared repeated- Government efforts matter but remain in- and publicly report progress and gaps. 
ly in Parliament and public debate. Girls pe- sufficient. Steps include tax exemptions on • Integrate menstrual health fully into ed-
titioned MPs over lack of sanitary products; 'raw materials for sanitary pad production, ucation,health, and gender equality frame-
discussions have focused on taxation, VAT support for local manufacturing, and pro- works linked to national and international 
and import duties,affordability,and school motion of reusable pads. Still, access is une- commitments. 
absenteeism; and women MPs have con- ven.For many girls in niral areas and wom- Menstrual health is a test of nation-
sistently pressed for tax relief and stronger en in institutions such as prisons,prod.- al accountability. When systems respond 
state supporlMinisters have cited funding ucts remain unaffordable or inconsistently through financing,infrastructure,educa-
constraints as a barrier to full implemen- available. The gap between policy-intent · , tion, and policy, biology stops being a barri-
tation.Betweeh 2023 and 2026,menstru~ a,ndlived reality endures. Menstrual Peri- er. The measure of progress is not in state-
al hEialth has continued to ~ framed as a ' od Month must go beYond awareness-rais- ments, but in whether every girl can attend 
budget and development priority. ing.It should measure the distance between school and everywoman can participate in 

The impact is stark. The 2024 Auditl?r Gen- promises. and deliyery and move from rec- , : public life with dignity. 
s' ~Mbayahl, CommuniCations and Advocacy Manager eral's report found that 64 Percent of girls bgnition to sustained action. - , 

< ' , missed school due to mepstruation, with ' Key rec<?~en~a~Ol)S: .' '1,";5 E1~th kerillgisha is a feminist 
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