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Introduction

Uganda is a nation with a complex, multi-layered government system, grounded in
constitutional principles and a rich, sometimes turbulent, political history.
Understanding how the Ugandan government works is important not only for citizens
seeking to exercise their rights and responsibilities, but also for scholars, students,
and international partners interested in the country’s governance structures. This
book, "Understanding how the Ugandan Government Works: A Guide to the Ugandan
Government System," serves as a comprehensive introduction to the methods,
organization, and functioning of government in Uganda, both at the national and local
levels.

At its core, Uganda’s system of governance is outlined in the 1995 Constitution, which
enshrines the doctrines of separation of powers and checks and balances. The
country’s government is divided into three main branches: the Executive, which is
responsible for the administration and implementation of policy; the Legislature, which
enacts laws and carries out oversight functions; and the Judiciary, which interprets and
enforces laws. This tripartite system is designed to prevent the accumulation of power
by any single branch and to facilitate transparent, accountable governance. Each
branch has its own distinct functions and institutional frameworks, but they also work
together within a system of mutual oversight.

Elections and democratic representation are emphasized throughout Uganda’s
national and local government structures. Citizens participate in regular elections to
choose their leaders, contributing to the shaping of government policy and leadership
at all levels. The multi-party political landscape has evolved over time, allowing
various perspectives and interests to be represented in both Parliament and local
councils. Special mechanisms, such as reserved seats for women and other interest
groups, aim to make government more inclusive and representative of Uganda’s
diverse population.

A unique aspect of Uganda’s governance is its commitment to decentralization and
local government. The multi-tiered local government structure empowers citizens and
local authorities to manage their affairs, fostering a sense of ownership and
responsiveness to community needs. District and city councils, sub-county and village
councils, as well as urban authorities, all play crucial roles in delivering essential
services like education, healthcare, water, and economic development. Despite facing
challenges such as limited resources and capacity, local government remains a vital
component of Uganda’s democratic system.

Throughout its political evolution, Uganda has faced challenges in applying

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

constitutional principles in practice. The effectiveness of separation of powers, the
independence of the judiciary, and the robustness of checks and balances have all
been affected by historical events, political dynamics, and debates over constitutional
reforms. It is therefore essential to recognize both the strengths and weaknesses
inherent in the legal and political frameworks that govern the country.

This book aims to provide readers with a clear, objective, and detailed overview of
how Uganda’s government works in theory and in practice. From the national corridors
of power to the smallest village council, each chapter offers insights into the
institutions, laws, processes, and people that underpin governance in Uganda.
Whether you are a student, civil servant, activist, or informed citizen, this guide will
equip you with the knowledge needed to understand, engage with, and contribute to
the Ugandan government system.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Evolution of Uganda’s
Government

The story of Uganda's governmental system is a long and winding one, stretching back
centuries before the arrival of anyone from distant lands with maps and grand ideas of
claiming territory. Prior to the lines being drawn on those maps, the area that would
come to be known as Uganda was a patchwork of diverse societies, each with its own
unique way of managing its affairs. These were not ungoverned lands, but rather
territories organized under various political structures, ranging from centralized
kingdoms with elaborate hierarchies to more decentralized chiefdoms and clan-based
systems.

In the southern and western regions, powerful kingdoms like Buganda, Bunyoro, Toro,
and Ankole had developed sophisticated administrative systems. Buganda, in
particular, was a highly centralized kingdom with a complex structure headed by the
Kabaka (King), supported by a network of chiefs who collected taxes and administered
justice. The relationship between the ruler and the ruled, the methods of resource
allocation, and the resolution of disputes were all governed by long-standing traditions
and customary laws.

The arrival of Arab traders in the 1830s and European explorers and missionaries in
the mid-19th century began to introduce external influences, but the established
indigenous political systems largely remained intact initially. However, the dynamics
were set to change dramatically with the scramble for Africa and the imposition of
colonial rule. Britain's interest in the region, spurred by factors like the search for the
source of the Nile and strategic considerations, led to the declaration of a Protectorate
over Buganda in 1894. This protectorate was gradually extended to other areas,
eventually encompassing the territories that form modern-day Uganda.

The British adopted a system of "indirect rule," particularly leveraging the existing
administrative structures of the Buganda Kingdom. This meant governing through
local chiefs and rulers rather than establishing a wholesale British administration
across the entire territory. While this approach might sound less intrusive, it
fundamentally altered the existing power dynamics. The authority of the traditional
leaders became intertwined with, and ultimately subservient to, the colonial
administration.

This system, while seemingly efficient for the British, also had unintended

consequences. It often reinforced the power of certain groups, like the Baganda chiefs
who became agents of colonial rule, while marginalizing others. This sowed seeds of
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division and ethnic rivalry that would have lasting impacts on the country's political
landscape. The colonial government also introduced new economic systems focused
on cash crops and imposed taxes, further transforming the social and economic fabric
of the different regions.

As the 20th century progressed, a desire for self-governance began to grow, leading to
the emergence of political movements and parties. The first direct elections were held
in 1961, paving the way for internal self-governance. Finally, on October 9, 1962,
Uganda gained independence from British rule. The new nation adopted a constitution
that established a parliamentary democracy and a federal system, recognizing the
special status of the traditional kingdoms, particularly Buganda.

The initial years of independence were marked by a delicate balance of power
between the central government, led by Prime Minister Milton Obote of the Uganda
People's Congress (UPC), and the kingdom of Buganda, whose Kabaka, Sir Edward
Mutesa Il, became the country's first ceremonial President. This arrangement, born out
of a political alliance between UPC and the Buganda-based Kabaka Yekka (KY) party,
was inherently fragile due to differing political agendas.

Tensions between the central government and Buganda escalated, particularly over

the issue of the "lost counties," territories claimed by both Buganda and Bunyoro. A

referendum in these counties resulted in a vote to return to Bunyoro, a decision that
the Kabaka, also the President, was put in the difficult position of having to endorse.
This, coupled with other political maneuverings and a power struggle within the UPC,
led to a constitutional crisis in 1966.

In February 1966, Prime Minister Obote suspended the 1962 Constitution and assumed
all governmental powers. This dramatic move, which included the arrest of several
ministers, effectively ended the fragile alliance and marked a significant shift towards
a more centralized state. In May of the same year, the Uganda Army, led by Colonel Idi
Amin, attacked the Kabaka's palace, forcing the King into exile.

The following year, in 1967, a new constitution was promulgated. This constitution
abolished the traditional kingdoms and declared Uganda a republic with an executive
president. Milton Obote became the first executive President, consolidating power in
the central government and effectively ushering in a one-party state, despite the
constitution technically allowing for a multi-party system. This period saw the erosion
of democratic principles as power became increasingly concentrated.

The shift towards authoritarianism and centralization under Obote's first regime
(Obote I) created a climate of political instability and discontent. This culminated in a
military coup led by Idi Amin in January 1971, while Obote was out of the country.
Amin's takeover plunged Uganda into one of its darkest periods.
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Idi Amin's rule from 1971 to 1979 was characterized by extreme brutality, economic
decline, and the dismantling of state institutions. He ruled by decree, placing military
tribunals above civil law and appointing soldiers to key government positions. Political
opponents and ethnic groups perceived as threats were targeted in widespread
purges. The expulsion of the Asian community in 1972, who were the backbone of the
country's economy, had devastating economic consequences.

The Amin regime's aggressive actions, including an invasion of Tanzania, ultimately
led to its downfall. In 1979, a coalition of Tanzanian forces and Ugandan exiles,
organized under the Uganda National Liberation Front (UNLF), invaded Uganda and
overthrew Amin. This brought an end to a brutal dictatorship but did not immediately
usher in an era of stability.

The period immediately following Amin's overthrow was marked by political turmoil
and a rapid succession of interim governments. The UNLF attempted to establish a
transitional government, but internal disagreements and power struggles quickly
emerged. This instability highlighted the deep divisions within the country and the
challenges of rebuilding state institutions after years of authoritarian rule and conflict.

In December 1980, a general election was held, which saw Milton Obote return to
power for a second term. However, the election results were widely disputed, leading
to further political unrest and the emergence of several rebel groups. The most
significant of these was the National Resistance Army (NRA), led by Yoweri Museveni.

The NRA launched a protracted guerrilla war against the Obote Il government, which
was characterized by human rights abuses and continued instability. The conflict
raged for several years, further devastating the country and eroding trust in the
government. This period underscored the fragility of Uganda's political institutions and
the devastating impact of a contested political landscape.

In July 1985, the Obote government was overthrown in a military coup by the Uganda
National Liberation Army (UNLA), led by General Tito Okello. However, this new
military junta also proved short-lived. The NRA, which had been fighting the
government, continued its advance and seized power in January 1986, with Yoweri
Museveni becoming President.

The National Resistance Movement (NRM), the political wing of the NRA, came to
power promising fundamental change and a departure from Uganda's turbulent past
of political instability and authoritarianism. The NRM government initially implemented
a "Movement System," a no-party political system that it argued would unite the
country and move beyond the divisive politics of the past.

Under the Movement System, political party activities were restricted, with the NRM
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effectively operating as the dominant political force. The NRM government focused on
restoring security, rebuilding the economy, and establishing local government
structures through the Resistance Councils (later Local Councils). This period saw
relative stability compared to the preceding decades.

As the country stabilized, the process of drafting a new constitution began in the late
1980s. A Constitutional Commission was established to consult with the public and
make recommendations for a new, durable constitutional framework. This was
followed by the election of a Constituent Assembly, tasked with debating and adopting
the draft constitution. The making of the 1995 Constitution was a significant process,
aiming to address the country's history of political and constitutional instability and lay
a foundation for democratic governance. The resulting document, the 1995
Constitution, would establish the governmental system that forms the basis of how
Uganda is governed today.
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