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The Human Rights Centre Uganda would like to extend its utmost appreciation to all the human rights 
defenders, development partners, and Government Agencies for the attendance and participation at 
the 5th Human Rights Defenders Annual Forum that was held from 21st to 24th March 2017 at Silver 
Springs Hotel, Bugolobi. 

The Human Rights Centre Uganda further wishes to recognise the Democratic Governance Facility 
for the financial support that saw the annual forum bring together over 100 human rights defenders 
from all over Uganda under the theme, “Harnessing Grassroots and National Strength: Empowering 
Human Rights Defenders for Better Human Rights Protection and Advocacy in Uganda”. Lastly, special 
thanks goes out to the Board of  Directors and staff  of  the Human Rights Centre Uganda that worked 
tirelessly to ensure the success of  the forum.
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On 22nd March 2017, The Human Rights Centre Uganda (HRCU) held its 5th    Human Rights 
Defenders (HRDs) Annual Forum under the theme;  “Harnessing Grassroots and National Strength: 
Empowering Human Rights Defenders for Better Human Rights Protection and Advocacy in 
Uganda”. The theme focused on strengthening cooperation and building synergy amongst human 
rights defenders at national, district and grassroots levels. The Forum as a platform enabled the 
human rights defenders assess their working environment and identified critical barriers, shared 
best practices, established effective strategies to address the current critical barriers. It was also an 
opportunity to engage with various stakeholders who made recommendations for improving their 
working environment. The Forum among other current issues discussed the future of  HRDs and 
the laws affecting them, the engagement and relevance of  the national, regional and international 
human rights mechanisms and how HRDs are positioning themselves to implement the National 
Development Plan (NDP) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The overall objective 
of  this forum was to enhance cooperation amongst HRDs and establish effective strategies 
in addressing the current issues embedded in the working environment of  HRDs in Uganda.
The speakers were representative of  the theme and topics of  discussion and came from a wide range 
of  sectors and each brought to the discussion different perspectives on strengthening cooperation 
and building synergy amongst HRDs at national, district and grassroots levels; and enhancing 
HRDs participation in international initiatives as well. The presentations were enlightening, 
engaging, touched on critical issues, and tickled the minds of  participants. The general plenary 
that followed was lively, a combination of  viewpoints and questions regarding the topics covered. 
The  emerging  issues  from the plenary,  outcomes     of  the   Forum and key    recommendations    are    outlined     below: 
Key Emerging Issues in Plenary

•	 The Public Order Management Act (POMA) and the challenge that it presents to the HRD 
community

•	 The continued break ins at HRD offices and the none conclusion of  investigations into these 
break ins is a continuing challenge, what is the state doing to ensure that the perpetrators are 
brought to book and HRDs are more protected generally? 

•	 How to comply with provisions of  the NGO Act
•	 Access for PWDs of  reports as well as justice for example the lack of  sign language experts at 

Police stations
•	 How HRDs can contribute to promoting and implementing the National Development Plan and 

the Sustainable Development Goals
•	 Can HRDs have identity cards to speak with authority in the communities as HRDs?
•	 Police stations in villages are in deplorable conditions, how can HRDs work with them better?

OUTCOMES OF THE FORUM
•	 The Forum was attended by 132 HRDs (53 F—including 15 youth; 79 M—including 25 youth) 

from all over the country. They included state and non state actors, development partners and the 
media. The forum raised awareness amongst these different members of  society on the need for 
HRDs to work together right from grassroots to the centre to strengthen advocacy in order to 
adequately respond to grassroots and national development.  This was exemplified by the joint 
effort of  an HRD from Ankole region and HRCU staff  in amending the charge sheet of  a case of  
aggravated defilement from simple defilement.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
•	 HRDs	need	to		strive	for	collaboration	and	not	competition	by	appreciating		one		another’s		
 niche for greater impact 
•	 HRDs	should	establish	and	maintain	strong	networks,	coalitions	and	synergies	and	use	them		
 to engage in meaningful discussions to support each other  at grassroots, District, Regional  
 and join networks and identify areas for consensus building or common positions to avoid  
 division;
•	 HRDs	should	collaborate	with	the	state	and	non	state	actors	e.g.	religious,	cultural		 	
 institutions to drive their agenda
•	 Engage	in	strategic	litigation	as	a	tool	in	protecting		and	defending	human	rights

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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•	       To be able to access the national, regional/continental and international human rights   
mechanisms, for higher visibility, protection and strong profile, HRDs need to take and  articulate 
human rights concerns beyond their borders by increasing their knowledge on the availability 
and processes that obtain at those mechanisms and skills enhancement on the procedure and 
application of  those mechanisms 

•	 HRDs need a law on their protection, recognition of  the value and contribution to the   
development of  the country; HRDs need to support the proposal for the Human Rights Protection 
Bill by reading and understanding the bill, participating and contributing useful comments that 
will enrich the proposed law; popularize and disseminate the bill and when the bill does go to 
Parliament, to lobby for the support of  their MPs.

•	 HRDs need to study and understand and acquaint themselves with the new NGO Act and 
Regulations there under and seek for clarifications and guidance from the bureau on any matter 
concerning the new legislation

•	 The NGO Bureau during this transition period has to perform several activities including 
awareness raising of  the new legislation, harmonization with the different stakeholders and line 
ministries, capacity building for District and Sub County NGO Monitoring Committees, the 
establishment of  these committees where they are nonexistent, establishment of  bureau branch 
offices, HRDs on their part should track progress of  the regulator on these issues

•	 To limit the challenge of  mutual mistrust and suspicion between HRDs and the state, the HRDs 
and state including the regulator need to engage in structured and multi stakeholder dialogue on 
regular basis; and to that end HRDs need to engage in stakeholder mapping to identify and know 
the power centre among the different line ministries on the application and enforcement of  the 
new law 

•	 HRCU needs to share (soft copies ) of  the draft bill with HRDs

This report presents the abridged version of  main points emerging from the discussions during the 
two and half  days’ 5th Human Rights Defenders Annual Forum.

vi
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MS. MARGARET SEKAGGYA -EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, HUMAN RIGHTS CENTER-
UGANDA

Ms. Sekaggya thanked and welcomed the participants to the 5th HRDs 
Annual Forum, acknowledging the attendance of  individuals from 
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) all over Uganda, the Government, 
Development Partners and the Media.  She informed the participants 
that the forum was an annual event that brought together a wide 
range of  contributors: Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) from all 
over the country, stakeholders including state actors, non state actors 
and development partners. She said that the Forum offers a platform 
for HRDs to take stock of  their work and strategize for greater 
impact.  She noted that among numerous achievements of  the Forum 
was the recommendation seeking the establishment of  a forum for 
national dialogue for HRDs in Uganda which culminated into the 
creation of  the National Coalition of  Human Rights Defenders in 
Uganda (NCHRD-U).

She mentioned that this year’s theme took cognizance of  the need 
for HRDs to work together right from grassroots to the centre to 
strengthen advocacy in order to adequately respond to grassroots and 
national development. She explained that the topics of  discussion on 
the NDP, SDGs, regional and international human rights mechanisms 
and sharing best practices depict the need for HRDs to remain relevant 

to their communities and the nation at large by supporting and making meaningful contributions to 
the achievement of  national and international initiatives- but that they can only make meaningful 
contributions to the development of  Uganda if  they are aware of  such government development 
plans. She informed the participants that the discussion on the Non- Governmental Organisations 
(NGO) Act and regulations was meant to empower HRDs to know and be conversant with the new 
law for purposes of  remaining compliant when carrying out their HRD work. She relayed HRCU’s 
commitment to promoting evidence based human rights advocacy in a responsive yet responsible way 
and the development of  synergies. To this end, she announced the launch of  an online advocacy portal 
for HRDs to share information under the management of  HRCU.

She thanked the Chief  Guest – His Lordship Justice Kenneth Kakuru, Justice of  the Court of  Appeal 
and Constitutional Court for honouring the invitation; remarking that he was chosen because he is an 
HRD himself. She thanked the various stakeholders, CSOs, development partners who have supported 
HRCU’s activities, government officials especially the police in the regions and at the national level, 
Justice Law and Order Sector (JLOS) Secretariat and institutions (Police, Prisons, Uganda Law Reform 
Commission (ULRC), Uganda Human Rights Commissions (UHRC), and Line Ministries), the regulator 
(National NGO Bureau). In a special way she expressed her gratitude to the Democratic Governance 
Facility (DGF) for the continued partnership and support to HRCU, the Austrian Development Agency, 
Open Society Initiative for East Africa (OSIEA), United Nations Office of  the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR), Anonymous and Freedom house among others. 
In concluding she emphasized the need for each and every HRD present to strive and make contributions, 
in whatever small amounts within their respective constituencies because without them, human rights 
will neither be realized nor enjoyed. She ended with a quote from Eleanor Roosevelt:
“Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home - so close and so 
small that they cannot be seen on any maps of  the world. Yet they are the world of  the individual 
person; the neighbourhood he lives in; the school or college he attends; the factory, farm, or office 
where he works. Such are the places where every man, woman, and child seeks equal justice, equal 
opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have 
little meaning anywhere. Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to home, we shall look 
in vain for progress in the larger world.” 

OPENING REMARKS

MS. MARGARET SEKAGGYA-
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, HUMAN 

RIGHTS CENTER-UGANDA

1



MS. BRENDA KUGONZA, NATIONAL COORDINATOR, NATIONAL COALITION FOR 

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

She thanked HRCU for the cordial working relationship with 
the coalition. She acknowledged that the commitment that 
HRCU has towards HRDs is evident in its contribution to the 
establishment of  the coalition pursuant to a recommendation 
from the Annual Forum and for continuing to closely work 
with the coalition since its establishment in 2013. 
She stated that Defenders working and living in rural areas 
are most at risk because they are isolated and live far.  She 
gave an example of  a case from Kagadi where community 
HRDs were attacked because they were challenging land 
grabbing. There was an incident involving the Ik on land 
minority rights. Lastly was the situation of  women HRDs 
in the Busoga region who are managing GBV shelters, the 
shelters were broken into and the women operating them 
threatened. In this regard, she posed a question to the 
participants: 
 “Are our protection mechanisms enough to address the 
unique challenges of  HRDs in rural areas?” She concluded 
by stating that when it comes to protecting HRDs at risk, 
HRDs are one and need to devise mechanisms collectively for 

protecting those HRDs most at risk in rural areas.

AMBASSADOR GABRIEL WILLIAM KANGWAGYE, BOARD CHAIRPERSON, NGO 

BUREAU

On his part, Ambassador Mr. Gabriel William Kangwagye, 
Chairperson, NGO Bureau maintained that the Ministry 
of  Internal Affairs is committed to respecting the rights 
of  individuals and those of  HRDs as well as promoting 
effective partnership between HRDs and the state. He 
said the fact that the Government and HRDs together 
with all other stakeholders worked to come up with 
the NGO Act and the soon to be released regulations 
showed the government’s commitment to ensuring 
that the HRDs are able to work in an enabling and safe 
environment.  This progress notwithstanding, he stated 
that the mutual mistrust between the government and 
the CSOs still exists but can be improved through multi 
stakeholder dialogues and collaboration in a structured 
manner for both to understand and appreciate each 
others’ roles. He called upon all HRDs in executing 
their work, to respect all the laws, communicate based 
on evidence to avoid giving inaccurate information and 
most importantly, to share information with the state 
to minimize the mutual mistrust between the two. He 
maintained that the NGO Bureau will continue working 
with HRDs because the government appreciates the role 
played by NGOs in the development of  the country and 

in ensuring that Ugandans enjoy their rights as enshrined in the constitution. 

MS. BRENDA KUGONZA, NATIONAL 
COORDINATOR, NATIONAL COALITION 

FOR HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

AMBASSADOR GABRIEL WILLIAM KANGWAGYE, 
BOARD CHAIRPERSON, NGO BUREAU
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MR. GÜNTER ENGELITS, HEAD OF OFFICE, AUSTRIAN DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION 

In his remarks, the DGF representative explained 
that the DGF was established as a facility to 
increase access to justice and improve accountability 
in Uganda. Since its inception in 2011, it has 
partnered with over 80 partners. He stated that 
the DGF supports HRCU to advocate for a better 
working environment for HRDs and that DGF 
commends the effort in empowering members 
from the grassroots on how to utilize national 
and international mechanisms. He mentioned the 
DGF’s support to other partners e.g. Human Rights 
Network (HURINET) and Foundation for Human 
Rights Initiative (FHRI) to create an enabling 
environment for the enjoyment of  human rights 
in Uganda and under their umbrella organization, 
NCHRD-U, DGF continues to support HRDs most 
at risk. He added that this was in recognition of  the 
reality that there are individuals that are committed 
to human rights defence who ultimately become 
vulnerable in the face of  adversity e.g. physical 
attacks, threats to rural and grassroots HRDs and 
office break-ins.  

The DGF representative noted with concern and 
condemned the increasing lawlessness and high 
profile assassinations especially of  the late AIGP 
Felix Andrew Kaweesi that shocked and invoked 
fear among the population. Even in the face of  this 

increasing lawlessness and acts of  violence, he called upon HRDs to be brave, remain vigilant and call 
for legal remedies not only in high profile cases but also in ordinary cases. He encouraged and implored 
HRDs to remain vigilant in security of  the person, the security of  the office and data. While the DGF 
recognizes the struggle to increase the operating environment for HRDs, he implored the government 
to enact laws and implement the existing ones to protect HRDs. He concluded by thanking HRCU 
for organizing the forum in response to the need for all stakeholders to have a collaborative effort in 
improving the operating environment for HRDs. He urged HRDs to establish and maintain strong 
networks and collaborations for greater impact.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS AND OPENING BY HIS LORDSHIP JUSTICE KENNETH KAKURU, 
JUSTICE OF THE COURT OF APPEAL AND CONSTITUTIONAL COURT

In his key note address, the Chief  Guest stated that 
human rights entail fundamental rights of  individuals 
that are not granted by the state which must be protected, 
defended and promoted not only by the state but by all. He 
emphasised that all human beings must protect promote 
and uphold human rights. He noted that it was, however, 
an ideal because unfortunately these rights are violated 
by both individuals and the state and institutions that are 
entrusted with the duty of  respecting and protecting them. 
He said that although the state had established institutions 
to safe guard these rights e.g. the Uganda Human Rights 
Commission (UHRC) and Civil Society Organizations 
(CSOs) existed,  there were still challenges characterized 
by the abuse or outright denial of  these rights e.g. abuse 
of  the right to liberty, denial of  the right to access 
information, torture, in many cases with impunity, child 
labour even in  household, land grabbing by the rich and 
powerful, abuse of  the rights of  the vulnerable members 

MR. GÜNTER ENGELITS, HEAD OF OFFICE, AUSTRIAN 
DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION 

HIS LORDSHIP JUSTICE KENNETH KAKURU, 
JUSTICE OF THE COURT OF APPEAL AND 

CONSTITUTIONAL COURT
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of  society, long trials, detentions without trial, absence of  legal representation etc. Even in the face 
of  all these hurdles, he stated that Uganda is not the worst but HRDs should not take comfort in this 
and neither should they despair but should work for the better

He challenged HRDs to be mindful and cognizant that the majority of  Ugandans were the rural poor 
and even those in urban settings, were mostly poor. He implored HRDs to support local initiatives 
that would benefit the poor and not act as avenues through which social and political injustice will 
permeate. He condemned the development of  the “untouchables” phenomena who believe they are 
above the law and challenged HRDs to respect the laws because the tendency of  the untouchables 
believing in being above the law breeds and leads to impunity. 
He then asked the HRDs:
“Who will defend the defenders?”
“What tools and strategy will you use?”
In response to the above questions, His Lordship advised HRDs to be strategic in their approaches 
e.g. by using litigation in protection and defence of  human rights and to be each other’s’ keeper by 
building capacity to respond to situations when there is no one around to help e.g. developing a 
Handbook as a guideline on the ABC of  HRDs at risk and referrals. He further advised that HRDs 
engage with and build partnership with non state actors like religious and cultural leaders promoting 
their agenda. He gave the following recommendations: There is strength in numbers so HRDS need 
to work in and as a team in coordination with each other, such networks at all levels  offer consolation 
and solace; Information is power so HRDs need skills in acquiring and using/sharing it in responding 
to issues as and when they arise;  HRDs need to look out for violations,  not just for those that have 
occurred but also for those that have not occurred but are most likely to occur; speak out without 
crying wolf  speak from an informed point of  view, loudly at all times and for all especially those that 
cannot speak for themselves. In concluding, he encouraged HRDs to remain inspired in doing their 
work, remain strong and of  good courage without being wailing martyrs. He thereafter declared the 
5th HRD annual forum open.

DR. LIVINGSTONE SEWANYANA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, FOUNDATION FOR 

HUMAN RIGHTS INITIATIVE

Dr. Livingstone 
Sewanyana started 
his presentation 
referring to Acts 
3:3 where Peter 
and John went up 
to the church and 
when they saw the 
lame man, Peter 
said: silver and gold 
I don’t have but 
what I have I give 
you: In the name 
of  Jesus  Christ of  
Nazareth I order 
you to get up and 
walk!” By analogy 
he said Peter 
and John would 
say to the HRDs 
present that they 
had been ordained 
with power and 
conviction to speak 
for the voiceless. 
He therefore called 
upon HRDs to 
utilize and harness 

w
w

w
.h

rc
u

g
.o

rg
V o l .  6  I s s u e  N o .  1  M a r c h  2 0 1 6

HRDs Annual Forum Report

DR. LIVINGSTONE SSEWANYANA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, FOUNDATION FOR HUMAN 
RIGHTS INITIATIVE

4



their collective voice and use the information that they have, skilfully and carefully, to engage with 
duty bearers. He called upon HRDs to invest in strategizing on how to bring the citizens voices to the 
corridors of  power. In line with the theme, he noted that:  “We hope that in harnessing the grassroots 
and national strength, each one of  us will make sure to pass on information that you have. We need 
HRDs bringing information from the Gombolola, district and at the national level. That information 
is useful, to the courts it is evidence, and international mechanisms like 1503 procedure; all need 
information on: where did it happen, how did it happen and who is responsible (it is about reporting)” 
According to him, in today’s era, HRDs need to invest in obtaining credible information and invest 
in citizens voices being brought and heard in the corridors of  power. He however cautioned HRDs 
to ensure that information shared is well researched and is credible and in this regard, he urged 
HRDs to invest in skills development to capture violations and produce professional, responsible 
and credible reports on those violations. His recommendation: being professional and hence a need 
to have focal persons that will pass information from the regions at the grassroots to the centre. It 
is the responsibility of  the HRDs to seek for accountability from the duty bearers. He spoke on the 
issue of  the constitutional petition on the POMA not being heard petitioning HRDs to make a public 
outcry about why over 300 constitutional petitions, including that challenging the constitutionality 
of  the POMA, were not being heard.
 He concluded by quoting the Fourth USA president James Madison who said:
“Knowledge will forever govern ignorance, and a people who mean to be their own governors, must 
arm themselves with the power knowledge gives.” 

Dr. Livingstone Sewanyana then launched the HRCU online advocacy portal for HRDs and called 
upon members to subscribe to and utilize it professionally to share information on HRDs.  
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MR. RICHARD SEWAKIRWANGA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, UGANDA NATIONAL NGO 
FORUM

In his presentation, Mr. Sewakirwanga 
explained the 2030 Agenda as the result of  
years of  negotiations at the UN between 
governments; called the “post-2015 process” 
The 2030 Agenda is a political commitment of  
the governments of  all 193 Member States of  
the United Nations (UN). He stated that the 
2030 Agenda is a commitment by Governments 
to: build a better future for all people, including 
millions who are currently denied the chance to 
lead decent, dignified and rewarding lives and 
to achieve their full human potential; succeeding 
in ending poverty, reducing inequalities, and 
saving the planet from ecological degradation 
and climate change. Although the 2030 Agenda 
is a global commitment, he stressed that it 
is not legally binding, as it is as a result of  
political balance. He said that it is presented 
as: Universal Ambition vs. National Ownership 
and hence the translation of  the 2030 Agenda 
into policies will vary significantly in different 
countries. The overarching principle of  2030 
Agenda is: Leave No One Behind. According 
to him, this means to ensure its success, 
the Agenda must remain of  the people, by 
the people and for the people, committing 
the world to global action for the next 15 years
He added that the SDGs were created to guide all countries to achieve sustainable development by 2030 and 
were universal meaning that they apply to all countries. He explained that there are 17 Goals complemented 
with 169 targets and due to national ownership, the implementation of  the SDGs into national planning, 
policies and strategies will vary significantly in different countries. He underlined that one size does not fit all; 
there are different approaches, visions, models and tools in each country to achieve sustainable development. 
He was of  the view that the 2030 Agenda is unequivocally anchored in human rights:  the new Agenda is 
explicitly “grounded in the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of  Human Rights (UDHR) which states 
that the SDGs aim to “realize the human rights of  all” (preamble) and emphasizes “the responsibilities of  
all States to respect, protect and promote human rights and fundamental freedoms for all. Importantly, he 
noted how the new Agenda is “to be implemented in a manner that is consistent with the… obligations of  
states under international law.” (Paragraph 18) meaning that any gaps or ambiguities should be resolved in 
accordance with the requirements of  international human rights law. He said that the new agenda includes 
perhaps the most expansive list of  groups to be given special focus of  any international document of  its kind with a strong 

SUMMARY OF SESSION ON 
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS’ 

CONTRIBUTION TO THE 
NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL 

DEVELOPMENT PLANS

MR. RICHARD SEWAKIRWANGA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, 
UGANDA NATIONAL NGO FORUM
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focus on women and girls and gender issues, and the inclusion of  children, youth, persons with 
disabilities, people living with HIV/AIDS, older persons, indigenous peoples, refugees and internally 
displaced persons and migrants (e.g. paragraph 23).  He made the point that the SDGs are universal 
and indivisible and all goals must be implemented for all people in all countries. 
In conclusion, he stated that SDGs are a global accountability framework for us to save – people and 
planet. He recommended that this opportunity should be explored – every year for the next 14 years 
our eyes as HRDs should ‘stay on the ball’. He called upon the Government to clearly define their 
local roadmap and commit to a transparent process of  monitoring implementation of  SDGs. He 
further advised that HRDs should ensure that SDG implementation becomes a central part of  their 
work which could reclaim their credibility and relevance by keeping citizens central in their work 

DR. WILBERFORCE KISAMBA MUGERWA, CHAIRPERSON, NATIONAL PLANNING 

AUTHORITY (NPA)

On the role that HRDs can play 
in enhancing the implementation 
of  the National Development 
Plan, he stated that HRDs act 
like radars as they are defending 
human rights; they are the state’s 
radar in pivoting social economic 
transformation. He stated that 
HRDs and government work for 
the same thing but approach issues 
at different angles. He emphasized 
that development should further 
the realization of  human rights 
because after all development is 
all about quality just like human 
rights. He stated that human rights 
and development have things in 
common and in recognition of  
this, the United Nations General 
Assembly proclaimed the Right to 
Development in resolution 41/128 
in 1986: Identifying “the human 
person” as the central subject and 
beneficiary of  development.  He 
noted that the Human Rights 
Based Approach (HRBA) is a 
methodological framework that 
will ensure that no one is left 
behind, reach the furthest behind 
first, eliminate discrimination, and reduce inequality. He mentioned that it underpins the principle 
that development should further the realization of  human rights and shared that NPA developed a 
tool which provides a summary of  the HRBA principles and their applicability in planning processes. 
He explained that the development planning process was ideally highly consultative - targeting 
broad categories of  stakeholders, involving both bottom up and top down consultations, providing 
an opportunity to Human Rights Defenders to offer input.
He recommended that HRDs can contribute to the NDP through various ways including: Use the 
HRBA tool to help planning teams to identify, analyze, integrate human rights issues  and monitor 
the implementation HRBA;   Use the HRBA tool to assist to fulfil the obligation in NDP II of  
integrating HRBA in all respective policies, legislations, programmes and plans; Partner with NPA to 
Monitor and evaluate the effectiveness and impact of  development programmes and the performance 
of  the economy; Partner with NPA to ensure that the HRBA to Planning is adopted at both the 
Grassroots and National Level as expected under NDPII; Participate  in the Private Sector and Civil 
Society Review Forum provided for under NDPII; Provide timely and quality data on the 

DR. WILBERFORCE KISAMBA MUGERWA, CHAIRPERSON, NATIONAL 
PLANNING AUTHORITY (NPA)
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financial and physical implementation of  projects through the SWGs or Local Government (LG) 
Planning Conferences; Participate in  the different annual sector and LG review meetings; Engage in 
policy debates so as to ensure that they have a human rights perspective in their formulation. Civic 
Education: Conduct civic education to ensure citizens especially at grass root level are involved in 
their country’s governance; Partner with government when carrying out their investigations so as 
to produce evidence based reports whose recommendations can be implemented by Government; 
Expose and seek accountability for business related human rights violations. 
 In conclusion, he noted that HRDs are key in the realization of  human rights within a development 
framework and that this role is appreciated and they should also endeavour to partner with other 
relevant stakeholders so as to ensure that development is obtained within a human rights framework. 
The NDP, he said, provides avenues for participation of  HRDs in the national development process, 
an opportunity that HRDs should take advantage of. 

MS. CLAUDIA APIO, PROGRAMME MANAGER, LIRA NGO FORUM

She shared her experience working with 
communities generally but specifically her 
work with Internally Displaced Peoples 
(IDPs) which was pivotal in HRD work. 
Through her work with the communities, 
she discovered that citizen participation 
in the planning process of  the state 
was low. Her experience with the IDPs 
showed that some of  them were hesitant 
to return to their ancestral homes, coupled 
with her earlier knowledge of  low citizen 
participation in the planning process of  
the country,  she used this   opportunity  
to better explore through research the 
reasons behind the hesitation of  some 
IDPs from returning to their ancestral 
homes. The research revealed that the 
IDPs in that particular area were in land 
wrangles with the army that threatened 
them; these threats were later turned to 
whoever attempted to uncover the truth. 
The research further showed that citizens 

were in apathy because they were being tossed left and right, leaders were not willing to respond to 
citizens’ demands. In addition to this, at the material time, CSOs in governance matters were being 
arrested and being detained in police for challenging the status quo or encouraging citizens to question 
their leaders. She narrated to the Forum the different approaches they devised to address the apathy 
through: Establishing Community Accountability Platform (community parliaments) to encourage 
community participation in planning and budgeting issues right from the lowest levels; Platforms 
for different thematic working groups among the CSOs (Lango Governance Platform) were also 
established. She underscored the positive role played by the media in this regard especially the radio 
talk shows that focus on developmental issues. Through these local initiatives at the community level, 
the communities now participate in the development process and are better placed to understand the 
operation of  the Local Government including the challenges faced in procurement procedures. Her 
testimony shows that citizen participation in planning processes and general governance matters is 
low as a result of  apathy. This apathy is developed due to none response from the leaders on demands 
made by the citizens. In such cases, HRDs need to devise mechanisms to address the apathy e.g. 
through skills development to enhance their capacity to meaningfully engage with leaders and duty 
bearers. The lessons learnt from her testimony are that:
•	 Partnership is good and takes you far in the achievement of  goals
•	 Advocacy requires evidence-without evidence you will conduct advocacy but find yourself  in 

police cells
•	 Different approaches are needed and you must know the power centre
•	 There is power in numbers: have a team of  likeminded people to push the agenda
•	 Knowledge shared is suspicion thwarted 

MS. CLAUDIA APIO, PROGRAMME MANAGER, LIRA NGO 
FORUM
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Mr. JAVIER SANJUAN, HUMAN RIGHTS OFFICER DATABASE, OFFICE OF THE 

UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Mr. Sanjuan shared with 
participants the general 
framework for human 
rights protection at 
the international level 
through the UN and the 
international treaty bodies, 
the Human Rights Council, 
Special Procedures, the 
UPR; at the Regional or 
Continental level, there are 
human rights mechanisms 
at the African Union and 
at the national level, there 
are national protection 
mechanisms through 
Ugandan legislations and 
institutions. He informed 
attendees that Uganda 
has ratified most of  the 
international and regional 
human rights treaties 
which place obligations 
on the state (primary duty 
bearer) to respect, protect 
and fulfil the enjoyment of  human rights. 

The mechanisms at the international level, he stated, can be utilized by HRDs in their advocacy 
work e.g. the General Recommendations/Comments set out minimum standard for state obligations, 
provide interpretation of  rights, and can be used in monitoring, advocacy and litigation; the Special 
Procedures help to follow up on pressing issues, can be an added voice (legitimize) advocacy of  
CSOs in current and/or potential violations both in individual cases and in policy issues;  while  the 
UPR is a potential advocacy tool on which HRDs can come up with action plans to follow up on 
recommendations made especially those that the government has agreed to. 
He concluded by saying that to be able to access the national, regional/continental and international 
human rights mechanisms, for higher visibility and strong profile, the HRDs need to take and 
articulate human rights concerns beyond their borders through increasing their knowledge on the 
availability and processes to do so as well as skills enhancement on the procedure and application of  
those mechanisms 

SUMMARY OF SESSION 
ON ENGAGEMENT OF THE 

NATIONAL, REGIONAL AND 
INTERNATIONAL HUMAN 

RIGHTS MECHANISM

Mr. JAVIER SANJUAN, HUMAN RIGHTS OFFICER DATABASE, OFFICE OF THE 
UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
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MR. HASSAN SHIRE, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, DEFEND DEFENDERS

Mr. Shire shared his experience in using 
both the international and African Union 
mechanism saying it is an enriching one. He 
mentioned that at the international level, the 
Human Rights Council for example gives an 
opportunity to HRDs to meet and interact 
with state delegates to engage with the 
council, over 50 HRDs have engaged with the 
UN human rights council including Uganda. 
He further explained that even when a state is 
not on the agenda of  the UN Human Rights 
Council, one can still engage with the Council 
through Select groups that will be taken to 
explain to the Council the pressing concerns 
and it is through such efforts that information 
on threats to HRDs and general violations of  
human rights violations occurring in Burundi, 
Somalia, Eretria and South Sudan were 
brought before the Council. He stated that 
one such previous engagement consequently 
led to a commission of  inquiry in Burundi 
instituted in 2016 as well as  a stern warning 
being given to South Sudan to ensure that an 
HRD, Edmond Yakani is permitted to travel 
to Geneva and his safety guaranteed. Had it 

not been for the role played by the HRDs, he stressed, these special mechanisms would not have been 
taken in those states.
At the African level, Mr. Shire noted the observer status of  several NGOs at the African Commission 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights under the different thematic areas and geographic locations through 
which they can engage with the Commission during its sessions. He further explained that HRDs 
who are not able to physically participate in the Commission sessions can write and send their 
contributions or also bring communications before the commission alleging violation of  rights. 
He however advised HRDs that before exploring the regional and international mechanisms, they 
should seek to directly communicate with the state at the national level through sharing information, 
because it is quite embarrassing to meet at the international level when the meeting could have 
been at the national level. He highlighted that it is to that effect that the regional and international 
mechanisms have provisions for the exhaustion of  local remedies, to give the state the opportunity 
to address the grievances. He noted that HRDs need to appreciate the importance of  engaging the 
ACHPR; all 35 member states have ratified the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
(ACHPR) the more reason to hold them accountable. His recommendation: For your rights think 
regionally and globally as an HRD but begin the action locally by raising awareness of  the human 
rights situation in your community and nation by holding the people who hold power in your country 
accountable. In addition, for effective utilization of  the national, regional and international human 
rights mechanisms, he encouraged the HRDs to enhance their knowledge base, work in partnerships 
and be strategic on the best approaches to use to obtain relief  under the different thematic issues and 
geographical areas.
In conclusion, he remarked that whereas Uganda has a good record of  ratifications as a state, we 
don’t have a good record of  using the implementation mechanisms so we challenge ourselves to use 
these mechanisms the more. He stressed that it is possible; HRDs must rid themselves of  fear and 
freely access these mechanisms. 

MR. HASSAN SHIRE, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, DEFEND 
DEFENDERS
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MS. HELEN NAMYALO, PROGRAMMES COORDINATOR, DEFENDERS PROTECTION 

INITIATIVE  
She began by stating that throughout 
the world there is closing of  civic 
space in all democracies, exemplified 
by legislations that will strip civic 
space, control access to resources 
by HRDs and violent attacks on 
CSOs. She shared that in Uganda, 
investigations into the break-ins 
have not been concluded even where 
surveillance cameras covering the 
acts have been shared with the police. 

Ms. Namyalo gave background 
information on the proposed Human 
Rights Defenders Bill noting that 
although there have been well 
documented research on the situation 
of  HRDs in Uganda by different 
institutions including HRCU, DPI 
& HRAPF, coupled with shrinking 
space for civic space engagement and 
there was still no law that protects 
HRDs or recognizes the value that 
HRDs add to the development of  
the country justifying the need to 
have this law in place to protect HRDs. She informed the participants that the process leading to the 
drafting of  the bill started in 2016 and the draft has been developed based on the UN and AU model 
law for HRDs. She closed by saying that HRCU is currently popularizing the bill and called upon the 
HRDs to read the draft bill and make contribution to the proposal as well as mobilize support for the 
bill through their MPs as it made its way to Parliament.

HON. JOVAH KAMATEEKA, CHAIRPERSON, HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE OF 

PARLIAMENT

Hon. Kamateeka approached the topic on the future of  HRDs in Uganda from her perspective as an 
MP and focused her discussion on the proposed Human Rights Enforcement Bill 2015. She stated that 
the bill is anchored on Chapter four of  the Ugandan Constitution that provides for the Protection 
and Promotion of  Fundamental and Other Human Rights and Freedoms (sometimes referred to as 
the Bill of  Rights) since it embodies the whole body of  rights and freedoms as well as  reiterating 
Uganda’s commitment to protect human and peoples’ rights. She remarked that although article 20 
of  the Constitution requires all persons, institutions and organs of  Government to respect, uphold 

SUMMARY OF SESSION ON THE 
FUTURE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

DEFENDERS IN UGANDA

MS. HELEN NAMYALO, PROGRAMMES COORDINATOR, DEFENDERS 
PROTECTION INITIATIVE
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and promote the rights and 
freedoms enshrined in Chapter four 
of  the Constitution, these have 
had challenges, justifying the Bill. 
She further noted that although 
Article 50(4) of  the Constitution 
requires Parliament to make laws 
for the enforcement of  the rights 
and freedoms guaranteed under 
Chapter Four of  the Constitution 
since 1995 when the Constitution 
was promulgated, Parliament 
has not enacted any law under 
article 50(4) providing for the 
enforcement of  human rights by all 
persons, institutions and organs of  
Government hence justifying the 
enactment of  this law. She said the 
bill is currently before the Legal and 
Parliamentary Affairs Committee; 
HRDs should appear before this 
Committee to submit their views
On concerns that the scope of  the bill is limited to only the High Court, she noted that because of  
the backlog in the lower courts, and issues of  integrity and confidence in the magistrates courts, they 
thought it prudent to limit it to the High Court but should people want for justifiable reasons to take 
these cases before the magistrates courts, then we will open it up. She informed the Forum that there 
are suggestions that they should instead go for comprehensive law since currently there is no crisis 
in getting access to courts for human rights violations. 

MR. STEPHEN OKELLO, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, NGO BUREAU

Mr. Okello approached the topic of  
the future of  HRDs in Uganda from 
the perspective of  a regulator. In his 
discussion, he explained how the new 
Non Governmental Organization 
(NGO) Act  will operate and the need 
for HRDs to have a clear understanding 
of  the new NGO Act with a view to 
giving HRDs the opportunity to better 
understand the new legislation and 
apply it appropriately in their day to day 
operations. He delved into the provisions 
of  the Act on the different types of  
NGOs to be registered ranging from 
the Indigenous NGOs (fully controlled 
and managed by Ugandans), Regional 
NGOs (incorporated in the East African 
region), Continental (African) with 
proof  that they are incorporated in 

Africa, International NGOs (outside Africa but with a branch in Uganda) to Foreign NGO (Don’t 
fall under any of  the above four). He further explained the new registration requirements that all 
NGOs will be required to have the key documents, like certificate of  incorporation, clear governance 
document, clear chart of  governance structure, proof  of  payment for the application, show source 
of  funding for the activities and the overall purpose, present identification e.g. national Id, staffing 
concern—who would be employed, recommendations from district NGO monitoring Committee and 
line ministries among others.

HON. JOVAH KAMATEEKA, CHAIRPERSON, HUMAN RIGHTS 
COMMITTEE OF PARLIAMENT

MR. STEPHEN OKELLO, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, NGO BUREAU
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He informed the Forum that during this transition period, the Bureau needs to work closely with 
all stakeholders including HRDs, the Uganda Registration Services Bureau (URSB), line ministries 
and Local governments with a view of  harmonization to ensure that NGOs continue to operate 
peacefully during this transition period. He encouraged all NGOs to read the new Act and the 
regulations carefully, allaying fears that the new Act is restrictive, emphasizing that the new law 
actually protects NGOs. 
On the issue of  continued suspicion and mistrust between the regulator and NGOs, he stated that 
NGOs should always have the correct information and when they are in doubt, they should consult 
with the regulators. A more open dialogue of  this kind, he shared, would reduce mistrust, but in any 
event, mistrust may not completely disappear yet the two can work amicably. He noted that in the 
development of    the NGO policy, the Act and Regulation, despite disagreement on certain points, 
consensus was reached.

In conclusion he said, when invited, he would come; the civil society sector should do the same, his 
offices are open. 

CHARITY AHIMBISIWE, COMMUNICATION AND ADVOCACY MANAGER, CCEDU

Ms. Charity Ahimbisiwe from the Citizen Coalition for 
Electoral Democracy (CCEDU) spoke from the viewpoint 
of  the debates over the conduct of  the LC I & II elections 
and the postponement of  the elections by the government. 
She explained that in accordance with article 59 of  the 1005 
Constitution, the right to vote is a constitutional right and 
that this article envisages the right to vote in confidentiality, 
anonymity and individuality (sufficient environment) 
which she noted will not be respected if  the government 
goes ahead with the proposed method of  lining behind a 
candidate of  one’s choice. She cited the provision of  article 
68 of  the constitution as setting the standard for voting as 
that of  a secret ballot, she questioned whether lining up 
behind a candidate would guarantee free and fair voting? She 
expressed the CCEDU concern that lining behind candidate 
will allow people vote candidates that are politically correct 
but will this reflect freedom of              opinion?

She noted that the postponement of  the LC I & II Elections 
will provide an opportunity to streamline some of  the loose 
ends in the electoral laws. She noted that CCEDU believes 

that there is need to review the Local government Act: Citizens were never asked / consulted on how 
to participate in elections so citizens need to be consulted after it has been postponed by a year. She 
encouraged HRDs to take the postponement as an opportunity to come up with better suggestions 
and interventions on how best the elections can be conducted. That HRDs can use this period for 
buy in from local LCs, buy in from NRM numbers. On what HRDs can do, she called upon HRDs to 
join in and support the efforts of  CCEDU e.g. consider the option of  petitioning parliament and get 
signatures for people to sign the petition; since elections are about holding leaders accountable, it is 
also an opportunity for citizens to participate so it is an opportune time to challenge the law in the 
courts of  law, restore the authority derived from the citizens; the law was passed hurriedly without 
the proper consolations with the voters
The issue of  financing of  elections, the argument by the state is that the reason behind adopting the 
method of  lining behind a candidate of  their choice is because of  financial constraints as presently, 
the government doesn’t have money to conduct elections through secret ballot. This argument raises 
the long held concerns of  citizens over spending during elections and campaigns; can we have a 
regulation on how much money can be spent during elections? Most young people in Uganda have 
expressed that without a secret ballot they will not vote, this is a rare opportunity for firms in 
Uganda to be engaged by the state in offering cheaper alternatives than the foreign firms to cut costs 
and (buy Uganda and build Uganda) This will also empower young people in addition to conducting 
elections on secret ballot.

CHARITY AHIMBISIWE, COMMUNICATION 
AND ADVOCACY MANAGER, CCEDU
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HON. MED KAGGWA, CHAIRPERSON, UGANDA HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION

Hon. Kaggwa started by putting 
in perspective the mandate of  
the UHRC, stating that although 
the mandate of  the UHRC is 
both promotion and protection, 
it is no longer contested that 
the UHRC has to collaborate 
and build synergies with HRDs. 
He acknowledged that HRDs 
have a role to contribute to 
the protection, promotion and 
enjoyment of  human rights of  
the citizens and the UHRC is 
mandated by the Paris Principles 
to collaborate with CSOs and 
HRDs. According to him, this 
collaboration between HRDs and 
the UHRC should be appreciated as 
complementary while leveraging 
on their respective mandates to 
reach a convergence in areas of  

intervention for greater impact e.g. the UHRC cannot reach the grassroots but HRDs can, a role the 
UHRC appreciates. He stressed the imperative need for strengthening advocacy, synergy and advocating 
for systemic reforms; and submitting contributions on the bills that have human rights implications so 
that HRDs buttress each other’s positions on legislations with human rights implications (Convergence).

He noted that there are opportunities for leveraging mandates, at the grassroots level, technical and 
political levels. Such leverages, he stated, need us to go beyond and have the foresight on how we can 
influence both policy and legislation. In utilizing this opportunity, HRDs need to focus on Prioritization 
as a strategy, he added. He mentioned that HRDs have lee way in interventions based on their focus areas 
but should desist from the temptation  of  being a jack of  all trades as there is so much to be done. 
These opportunities notwithstanding, Hon. Kaggwa noted that although there is synergy created, this 
has not yet produced the anticipated impact so HRDs need to unite, agree upon and build consensus on a  
common position despite their differences and focus more on collaborations rather than competing with 
each other by appreciating their different niches as strength 

On engagement with the government, he shared that HRDs are mostly reactionary instead of  providing 
strategic support.  He urged HRDs to recognize the efforts of  the government and desist from only offering 

SUMMARY OF SESSION ON 
HARNESSING GRASSROOTS 

AND NATIONAL HRD STRENGTH 
FOR BETTER HUMAN RIGHTS 

DEFENDERS PROTECTION AND 
ADVOCACY

HON. MED KAGGWA, CHAIRPERSON, UGANDA HUMAN RIGHTS 
COMMISSION
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criticisms against the state but should offer alternative solutions, be proactive and offer long term 
and sustainable strategies. In 2016, HRDs had the opportunity to create synergies with the Uganda 
Law Society (ULS) who faced challenges in representing their clients and office break-ins.  
He concluded with a quote from Kofi Anan:
“When the rights of  human rights defenders are violated, all our rights are put in jeopardy- and all 
of  us are made less safe.”

MR. FRED NGOM, COORDINATOR, REFUGEE LAW PROJECT: TESTIMONY OF 
SYNERGY BUILDING AND HRD WORK

Mr. Ngom shared his experience in 
post conflict Northern Uganda from 
the perspective of  HRDs remaining 
relevant to the communities they 
serve. He stated that HRDs and 
affected communities in N. Uganda 
came together and put up a document 
in collaboration with opinion, 
cultural, and religious leaders to say 
no to sachet waragi. He shared that 
this was informed by an event that 
occurred in 2015 when more than 
20 people went blind, while others 
developed reduced productivity 
levels as a result of  consumption of  
sachet waragi. He explained that the 
campaign that the HRDs initiated 
received support of  the political 
organs and the Local government in 
Gulu district right from Parish, Sub-
county to the district level. He noted 
that they were able to collect over 

10,000 signatures which were the basis for Council passing a resolution denouncing the sale and 
consumption of  sachet waragi and that this petition passed the formal processes and was gazetted 
as an ordinance with permission to enforce it, the police have been supportive in the enforcement 
process. Although there were subsequent draw backs from the Minister of  Trade and Commerce, the 
work of  HRDs in fighting this social evil was a triumphant one, he emphasised.
In conclusion, he encouraged other HRDs to engage in critical matters afflicting communities in 
which they operate such as environmental justice, monitoring health service delivery and as the 
current trend shows, the need to intervene in refugee settlements as the presence of  refugees has 
many implications. He did warn the HRDs that the challenges are enormous including the issue 
of  sustainability and keeping the momentum going, inadequate knowledge of  both the HRDs and 
communities but that investment in capacity building would address some of  the challenges.

THE ADVOCACY GROUP DISCUSSION

The HRDs on the last day of  the Forum were tasked to discuss and make presentation on five 
key human rights related advocacy issues;  Human Rights Related Advocacy Issues,  Identify the 
Advocacy Needs, Opportunities for Sustainability,  Specific Factors Affecting them in their respective 
Regions, Provide Recommendations on Advocacy Challenges. The HRDs were divided into eight 
groups representing the different regions and including Kampala and Mukono. The different groups 
also elected an advocacy focal person for each region.

    

MR. FRED NGOM, COORDINATOR, REFUGEE LAW PROJECT
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ADVOCACY GROUP DISCUSSION

The table below presents the different human rights issue, the advocacy needs and opportunities for 
sustainability, specific factors and the key recommendations for advocacy challenges in the different 
regions

GROUP WORK
1. Identify 5 human rights advocacy related issues affecting you in your sub-region?
2. What are the advocacy related capacity needs for Human Rights Defenders in your sub-region?
3. What opportunities exist to ensure your sustainability as a human rights defender in your sub-
region?
4. What specific factors exist in your sub-region that hinder cooperation amongst HRDs at grassroots 
and national level?
5. Identify two key recommendations for the advocacy challenges in your sub-region

ADVOCACY GROUP DISCUSSION
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Region 1 2 3 4 5
Busoga -Land issues 

affecting the 
most vulnerable.

-Sex and gender 
based violence 

-Torture of 
the fishing 
community.

-Regulations 
of alcohol 
consumption 
and branding.

-Regulations of 
gambling.

-Capacity   
building.

-Exchange visits.

-Training.

-Support 
networking 
within the 
region.

-Media space.

-Good 
relationships 
with strategic 
stakeholders. 
-Loose and 
committed 
network.

-Distance among 
HRDs and 
organizations.

-Attitude, mindset 
and self-esteem.

-Lack of 
confidence and 
team spirit

-Capacity 
Building in 
advocacy skills.

-Support in 
mobilization 
amongst HRDs.

Moses Lwochaza and Lubega Henry from Jinja were selected as Advocacy Focal Persons

Gulu/Lira

 -Too much GBV 

-Alcohol 
consumption

-Political 
pressures/ 
Influence (stole 
documents 
from H.F)

-Insecurity for 
the HRDs.

-Access to 
justice (Court, 
police and L.C)

-Training in 
Advocacy 
to achieve 
advocacy 
strategies 
(Create 
Advocacy 
Strategic plan)

-Strengthening 
referral 
pathways

-Training on 
Human Rights

-Peer to peer 
givers training.

-Availability of 
Human Resource 

-Different 
partners/ 
Human Rights 
organization 
working together

-Court systems in 
place

-The police 
(Human Rights 
Officer, SGBV 
Desk, CFPU)

-Local 
government 
leadership being 
supportive

-Political 
interference

-Communication 
gaps

-Identifications

-Area of coverage 
is large leading 
to over whelming 
emerging Issues.

Finances/funding

-Networking 
and synergies

-Joint 
awareness 
creation 

-Educate HRDs 
on their Rights

-Educate HRDs 
on how to 
advocate

Fred Ngom from Gulu and Kutosi Fred from Lira were selected as Advocacy Focal Persons

Rwenzori
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-Conflict over 
land and natural 
resources 
(access to 
mineral) leading 
to increased 
population 
pressure. 

-Advocacy 
issue: Access 
to information 
on land policy, 
community 
involvement

-Contradictions 
on the law on 
restoration of 
cultural leaders.

-Selective 
application 
of the law in 
reference to 
people who 
have publically 
confessed 
to have 
participated 
in the killings 
who are set 
free while other 
are treated 
differently.

-Extra judicial 
killings in the 
region by state 
agencies and 
Human rights 
abuses; murder 
of security 
operatives.

-Lack of 
supportive 
institutions 
e.g. Remand 
home and 
juvenile justice 
administration

-Strengthening 
referral path 
way

-Capacity 
building needs

-Strengthening 
awareness on 
laws related to 
land and natural 
resource rights

-Security risks 
for state and 
Non state 
actors/HRDs

-Active CSO in HR 
promotion

-Regional HR 
office

-National regional 
international 
instruments on 
HRD Rights

 -Political 
dynamics 

-Mistrust and 
competition for 
resources in CSO/
Donors

-Lack of 
transparency and 
accountability

-Dialogue/ 
meeting

-Capacity 
Building in 
advocacy

-Truth and 
reconciliation

-Joint research

Fred Kaahwa from Kabale and Sande Nelson from Kasese were selected as Advocacy Focal  Persons
Hoima/Masindi
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 Forceful/
unlawful 
evictions 
(Rwamutonga, 
Kijayo)

-Labour related 
issues( 

-Lack of 
Payment, 
exploitation, 
Under payment, 
child labour, 
sexual abuse by 
co-operation 
workers).

-Compensation 
prior to oil 
infrastructural 
developments

-Environmental 
concerns 
(Bugoma forest, 
wetlands 
degradation)

-Security 
trainings for 
HRDs.

-Advocacy 
skills and 
communication.

-Training on 
documentation/ 
evidence 
gathering/
reporting

-Networking 
and 
coordinating 
with other 
organizations.

Networks/
platforms in 
existence.

-Volunteerism 
aspect

-Office spaces.

-Co-ordination 
with different 
stakeholders

-Commitment of 
HRDs

-Lack of existing 
network for HRDs.

-Fighting for space 
amongst HRDs

-Establishing 
a regional 
co-ordination 
network for 
HRDs

-Capacity 
building HRDs 

Zinira Martin from Masindi was selected as the Advocacy Focal Person

East and North East

-Access to 
property (when 
widowed, family 
land)

-Child paternity

-Drug and 
substance 
abuse.

-Child rights 
violation (early 
marriages, child 
pregnancies)

-Poor service 
delivery

-Legal 
knowledge

-Information 
sharing

-Existence of the 
Human Rights 
Regional office.

-Existence of 
other Human 
Rights actors in 
the region

-Fear

-Mistrust

-Lack of adequate 
information

-Lack of a sub-
regional forum

-Establish a sub-
regional HRDs 
forum

-At least 2 
representatives.

Beatrice Akol from Soroti and Makweta Yusuf from Mbale were selected as Advocacy Focal Persons
Kampala/Mukono
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-Land wrangles

-Security 

-Gender based 
violence.

-Child 
protection.

-Access to 
information 

-Security

-Political 
influence

-Limited 
platforms of 
engagement 
with duty 
bearers

-Partnerships and 
networks.

-Capacity building 
opportunities.

-Available and 
progressive legal 
framework

-Media

-Competition 

-Disintegration 
amongst HRDs 
(No platform for 
both informal and 
formal HRDs).

-Build more 
capacities for 
HRDs

-Strengthen 
partnerships 
and networks

Binoga Bena was selected as the Advocacy Focal Persons 

Western

-Corrupt 
Officials (LC 
officials, police 
officials, and 
Judicial officials)

-Co-habitation 
(No legal 
ground for 
protecting 
victims)

-Land disputes 
(No compliance 
of officials)

-Ignorance 
among citizens 
(They don’t 
know about 
their rights)

-Poverty 
(Bribing the 
victimized 
family because 
of the poor 
economic 
status)

-Visibility and 
information 
material.

-Identification 
to ease 
partnerships 

-Logistic 
support

-Use of existing 
laws and 
government 
policies

-Willingness of 
communities 
to participate 
in HRDs 
interventions 

-Cooperation 
among the HRDs 

-Networking in 
the HRC office

-Inconsistency in 
communication 
(some HRDs go 
silent and do 
not inquire for 
updates)

-Ignorance of 
HRDs at the grass-
root ( HRDs are 
not informed and 
are not vigilant)

-Capacity 
Building HRDs 
trainings.

-More civic 
education 

-Enhance 
networking 
between HRDs

Besiga John and Tibaijika Fiona from Mbarara were the selected Advocacy Focal Persons 

Central B
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 -Accessibility 
policy not 
properly 
used and 
operationalised

-Insurance 
policy for 
wooden boats 
and their users

-Inclusion of 
CSOs in the 
district budgets 
(Vote)

-Minority rights 
(Recognition)

-Access to 
justice and 
health services.

-Governance 
and 
coordination

-Evidence based 
documentation 
and reporting

-Training in 
networking and 
synergy building

-Logistical 
support

-Resource 
mobilization

-Translated 
publications

-Legal framework

-Political will

-HRD networks

-Community 
demand driven 
initiatives 

-Established HRD 
clubs

-Coordination is 
still a problem

-Lack of 
knowledge on 
some policies

-Advocacy for 
regional forums

-Advocacy for 
community 
and CSO in 
puts during the 
planning and 
budget making 
process

Bombo Fred and Shifa Katerega from Masaka were selected as the Advocacy Focal Persons 

Key Emerging Issues in Plenary

•	 The Public Order Management Act and the big challenge that it presents to the HRD community: 
Constitutional petitions must be heard expeditiously but why are they not being heard? It is the 
responsibility of  the HRDs to seek for accountability from the duty bearers on why the constitutional 
petition on the POMA is not being heard 

•	 Incidents of  land grabbing have been high with some having far reaching implications like death and 
other human rights violations; can HRDs invoke S.93 of  the Land Act to seek court intervention?

•	 The issue of  LC I &II elections has been controversial with the government proposing the method of  
lining behind candidates creating further controversy with some Ugandans expressing reservations 
while others are in support of  it and some people challenging the proposed method in the courts 
of  law. The postponement announced by the government offers HRDs an opportunity for further 
engagement with all stakeholders including communities at the grassroots level

•	 The continued break ins at HRD offices and the none conclusion of  investigations into these break ins 
is a continuing challenge, what is the state doing to ensure that the perpetrators are brought to book? 
The issue of  office break ins to go international for Hon. Med to even mention it at the UPR when 
we have been addressing it with the police, isn’t it detrimental to the police image? Can we convene a 
meeting with the police and HRDs to resolve this issue?

•	 The NDP is, in principle, a good plan but there are challenges in the implementation; how can HRDs 
contribute to promoting and implementing the NDP and the SDGs?

•	 HRDs feel threatened because they don’t have an identity. They are often asked who they are and in 
what capacity they are intervening? Can HRDs have identity cards to speak with authority in the 
communities as HRDs?

•	 Can HRCU help visually impaired HRDs to access brail reports?
•	 Aggrieved communities have taken the state to court over human rights violations but the proceedings  

have taken long to the point that some of  the victims have died, can this be the basis to argue that local 
remedies have been exhausted to enable victims seek for remedies using the regional or international 
mechanisms?

•	 What mechanisms can be used to protect HRDs? Can we empower HRCU through the allocation of  
funds to it to monitor HRDs so that in the event of  risks, such defenders are protected?
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•	 Conflicts over land between refugees, why should refugees’ interests be protected at the expense 
of  nationals/host communities? Can HRDs use the Special Procedures to argue that the hosting 
of  refugees doesn’t have to affect the land rights of  the indigenous communities?

•	 Can the HRD Annual Forum be given an opportunity of  at least a slot of  two representatives 
to go and participate before the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Right as a learning 
process and later share that experience/ testimony with the other members of  the Forum?

•	 Our brothers working in South Sudan have died and lost property, how can the Ugandan 
government protect our brothers and sisters in Uganda (How can HRCU assist us in this regard?)

•	 What is the possibility of  the Parliamentary Committee on Human Rights pushing for the 
HRBA to all Acts passed by parliament?

•	 It is clear that the transition period for the NGO Bureau and NGOs is going to be a challenging 
one considering the capacity gaps, numerous actors involved, and new requirements for 
registration The process of  registration is a rigorous  one, indicating  a lot of  suspicions by the 
state,  meant to frustrate HRDs and their operations. Can the NGO Bureau have its officers in 
the registrar’s offices, a one stop centre like they do for investors? 

•	 Is it possible to get more copies of  the NGO Regulations and the Act?

•	 The suspicion of  NGOs by government: With respect to inspection, Local Governments don’t 
consider NGOs as partners in development but as rivals in development work, what measures 
and assurances does the NGO Bureau have that NGOs shall be protected from malicious reports?

•	 Sub county monitoring committees, some districts have never formed the monitoring committees, 
what will the bureau do about that? 

•	 HRDs need help to lobby services being offered by police to be improved e.g. the budget for 
serving food to inmates at police stations is 350shs.  How can police be helped by the stakeholders 
to improve police service delivery? How much of  the budget goes to the police? Police stations 
in villages are in deplorable conditions. How can HRDs facilitate them when they are not aware 
of  the need to do this since they assume   that the police have a budget? HRDs don’t know where 
to start and where to stop, it is a total mess

•	 The police is not user friendly to PWDs, the deaf  cannot communicate with police officers 
because no police officer can understand sign language: organizations working with PWDs have 
tried to train police officers  but hardly after three months they are transferred

•	 The damage sports betting is causing to the family is great, can HRDs deliberately engage in 
advocacy on the evils of  sports betting, identifying alternative tax base revenues because the 
social cost of   sports betting is far more than the revenue expected

•	 The UHRC has not done well in its mandate to conduct civic education largely due to the 
challenge of  funds but with the aid of  funds from DGF UHRC have piloted Kampala and  are 
using different strategies to reach communities in markets. On reaching the grassroots, can the 
UHRC conduct joint activities with HRDs that have expertise and knowledge of  the needs of  
the community in question?

•	 Can CCEDU engage the Ministry of  Local government to come up with a communiqué on the 
status of  incumbent and flag bearer LC I & II to clarify on the standoff  between the two?

•	 Issues concerning cultural and religious leaders didn’t come out clearly. In their different fora, 
they have values that can be useful to HRDs; can HRDs deliberately engage with these leaders?

•	 Access to justice and health rights of  people especially in Kalangala (on boat) is precarious
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•	 The Forum, which was attended by 132 HRDs (53 F—including 15 youth; 79 M—including 25 
youth) from all over the country. They included state and non state actors, development partners 
and the media. The forum raised awareness amongst these different members of  society on the 
need for HRDs to work together right from grassroots to the centre to strengthen advocacy in 
order to adequately respond to grassroots and national development.  This was exemplified by 
the joint effort of  an HRD from Ankole region and HRCU staff  in amending the charge sheet 
of  a case of  aggravated defilement from simple defilement.

•	 HRDs were enlightened on the international and regional mechanisms and how they can engage 
such mechanisms to obtain remedies at those levels and also for visibility and impact

•	 The session on the NDP and the SDGs brought to the fore the contributions that HRDs can 
make towards national and international development, as partners since HRDs are key in the 
realization of  human rights within a development framework

•	 In the experience sessions, HRDs learned that to meaningfully engage with leaders and duty 
bearers, HRDs need to invest in capacity building, strategically work in partnerships, devise 
and use different approaches, know the power houses, create allies and engage from an informed 
point of  view and share information amongst themselves and with the state but above all, to 
continuously remain relevant to the communities they serve

•	 HRDs learned that constructive dialogue with the state is possible even if  the two disagree on 
certain issues

•	 The new NGO Act needs to be understood and digested by HRDs so that they continue with 
their operations smoothly during this transition period from the old to the new law.

•	 The HRCU online advocacy portal for HRDs was launched, HRDs were called upon to subscribe 
to and utilize it professionally to share information right from the grassroots, national and up 
to the international level.

•	 Advocacy officers were selected from all the regions reflecting the geographical locations of  the 
HRDs as contact points in their respective regions

•	 Copies of  laws have to be given to HRDs both as soft and hard copies: HRCU pledged to provide 
a compendium of  laws.

OUTCOMES OF THE FORUM
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An HRD from AHURIO Mr. Fred Kaahwa thanked HRCU for convening the forum, he said the 
experience has been enriching, especially the sessions on sharing experiences and building synergies. 
He said, “We appreciate the role you are playing in raising the capacity of  HRDs. The calibre of  
presenters chosen should be maintained, and the referral pathway among HRDs should be strengthened 
so that the work of  HRDs can be carried a bar higher.”
In her closing remarks, the ED used an interactive approach speaking to participants at random. 
These included the police, the Royal Netherlands Embassy, the participant who said all the prayers 
during the forum, the PWDs, the NCHRDU, staff  of  HRCU, and the Chair of  the Board of  the 
HRCU who noted that the recommendations were relevant to HRCU and the Board would work 
towards ensuring their incorporation into HRCU’s activities. She stated that the outcome of  this 
forum and the recommendation will be shared with all HRCU partners especially. On the operation of  
the newly selected advocacy focal persons from all the regions, the ED stated that guidelines will be 
given to the Advocacy officers chosen. On the way forward, Ms Sekaggya said: “We together are going 
to implement what we have agreed on here.”  She closed the Forum by thanking the Chief  Guest, 
presenters and the audience.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

The following are a summary of  recommendations made reflecting the different perspectives of  the 
different stakeholders during the two and half  days’ event:
To enhance effective human rights protection;

•	 HRDs need to  strive for collaboration and not competition by appreciating  one  another’s niche 
for greater impact 

•	 HRDs should establish and maintain strong networks, coalitions and synergies and use them to 
engage in meaningful discussions to support each other  at grassroots, District, Regional and join 
networks and identify areas for consensus building or common positions to avoid division;

•	 HRDs should collaborate with the state and non state actors e.g. religious, cultural institutions 
to drive their agenda

•	 Engage in strategic litigation as a tool in protecting  and defending human rights

•	 HRDs should seek dialogue with the state and desist from only offering criticisms against the 
state and being reactionary but should instead offer alternative solutions, be proactive and offer 
long term and sustainable strategies, in their engagement with the state.

•	 HRDs need to build platforms to engage with power holders in districts and at the sub county 
levels. This will help overcome the issue of  mistrust. (Refer to Gulu and Lira Experience and 
draw on lessons learnt). 

•	 HRDs need to remain relevant to the communities they serve; For your rights think regionally 
and globally as an HRD but begin the action locally by raising awareness of  the human rights 
situation in your community and addressing critical issues like environmental justice, social 
justice of  the communities concerned. This among other opportunities  will help HRD have an 
input in government programs like the National Development Plan where planning  ideally takes 
a bottom up approach in its development 

CONCLUSIONS AND KEY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
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•	  
•	 Information is power so HRDs should share information responsibly and in a professional manner with 

each other and with government officials in your Districts as evidenced by the experience from Lira. 
HRDs are also encouraged to Join the HRCU HRD  online advocacy portal to be able to access the 
national, regional/continental and international human rights mechanisms, for higher visibility and 
strong profile, the HRDs need to take and  articulate human rights concerns beyond their boarders 
through increasing their knowledge on the availability and processes that obtain at those mechanisms 
and skills enhancement on the procedure and application of  those mechanisms 

•	 All HRDs should conduct themselves professionally and always strive to respect and subject themselves 
to the laws and fight the syndrome of  untouchables that has promoted impunity and the belief  that 
some people are above the law.

•	 Build regional referral path ways  & Identify ways of  sustaining such efforts

•	 HRDs need to ensure personal security  and also protection of  information

•	 HRDs have to adopt the HRBA frame work in their work.

•	 HRDs need to align their work with policies of  government in the different sectors and the SDGs at 
the international level. Identify target indicators and integrate the same in their programmes. 

•	 HRDs need to complement government efforts through research; oversight role and capacity building 
efforts e.g. members of  parliament need their capacity enhanced to understand the HRBA approach 
and in identifying and understanding mandates of  different institutions.

•	 Capacity building has to be undertaken for both duty bearers and rights holders to understand each 
others’ mandates 

For effective advocacy 

•	 HRDs need to conduct evidence based advocacy and to this end, they should conduct baseline studies 
or research/ needs assessment to understand issues affecting communities in their areas of  operation 
to ensure that responses and interventions are buttressed by evidence.  

•	 HRDs  need to mobilize communities  and invest in citizen journalism

•	 HRDs  need to analyze the emerging issues by attaching a cost or price to justify their positions e.g. 
conduct a stakeholder mapping to know who the decision makers are;

•	 HRDs need to know the power centres: HRDs need to bring voices of  their communities to the power 
centre, make it easy and cheap for communities to share information with them & identify champions 
for their causes.

•	 Although the police has  come up with initiatives like the establishment of  a fully fledged department 
of  community policing, establishment of  community liaison officers, child and family units, community 
liaison officer, and community protection officers, the human rights desk, the standard professional unit, 
and the neighbourhood watch, there are challenges so HRDs need to continue with the partnership 
with police and  embrace such initiatives, treat  the police well, encourage  the community to freely 
interact with the police, know the power centre within the police.

•	 HRDs can undertake strategic litigations cases at the Constitutional Court to challenge provisions of  
laws that are unconstitutional (CCEDU); HRDs should devise appropriate mechanism e.g. can sign 
petitions. Refer to Gulu and CCEDU to intervene in situations

•	 There is an opportunity for proposing an amendment  on Article 84 (g)  that limits the powers of  
citizens to recall their parliamentarian under a one party system

•	 It is the responsibility of  the HRDs to seek for accountability from the duty bearers on why the 
constitutional petition on the POMA has not been heard. As an advocacy strategy, HRDs need to 
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make a public outcry why over 300 constitutional petitions including 
that challenging the constitutionality 

        of  the POMA are not being heard;

•	 HRDs are ordained with power to speak. So they need to speak out without crying wolf  (Ref  
Gulu), they should keep their ears on the ground and keep watch at all times. This will help 
them to remain relevant to themselves and to their communities.  

•	 To contribute  meaningfully in discussions on the conduct of  LC I& II elections, HRDs need to 
use the opportunity of  the postponement of  these elections to strategize on how best the views 
of  the community on this issue can be obtained, conduct voter education and mass sensitization 
and basing on those findings to choose the relevant action e.g. bring a constitutional petition 
before the Constitutional Court, (CCEDU to fast track this) and or Petition to Parliament 
clearly elaborating that the social cost of  the election will be high if  it is done for the sake of  
engaging in the election. 

•	 As a strategy, HRDs need to identify champions in the three arms of  government to engage on 
the proposal of  having secret ballot for the LC I & II elections. 

•	 CCEDU should engage the Ministry of  Local government to develop a communiqué on the 
status of  incumbent and flag bearer LC I & II to clarify on the conflict between the two.To be 
able to access the national, regional/continental and international human rights mechanisms, for 
higher visibility, protection and strong profile, HRDs need to take and  articulate human rights 
concerns beyond their borders by increasing their knowledge on the availability and processes 
that obtain at those mechanisms and skills enhancement on the procedure and application of  
those mechanisms 

•	 HRDs need to enhance their knowledge base on accessing these mechanisms, learn from each 
other, get rid of  fear, work in partnerships, be strategic on the best approaches to use and 
harness the energies at the local level to take it forward to the regional/continental level  

•	 HRDs need to lobby for at least a slot of  two representatives from the Forum to go and 
participate before the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Right as a learning process 
and later share that experience/ testimony with the other members of  the Forum.

•	 HRDs can join in writing the shadow reports to the international and regional mechanisms. 
(Can start now by monitoring and documenting issues in the communities) 

•	 On The Future of  Human Rights Defenders in Uganda;

•	 HRDs need a law on their protection, recognition of  the value and contribution to the 
development of  the country; HRDs need to support the proposal for the Human Rights 
Protection Bill by reading and understanding the bill, participating and contributing useful 
comments that will enrich the proposed law; popularize and disseminate the bill and when the 
bill does go to Parliament, to lobby for the support of  their MPs.

•	 HRDs need to carry out wide and public consultations and develop a position paper on whether 
they want a Human Rights Enforcement Act or a comprehensive Human Rights Act (HRDs 
should clarify in the position paper the current window of  opportunity, the issue of  obtaining 
certificate of  finance and lack of  crisis in obtaining access to human rights remedies in the 
courts of  law currently. This paper will help HRDs at the grass root level know the difference 
between the two laws but also support the HRDs to participate in the consultation processes. 
Specifically issues that need clarity among others such as the issue of  what court to hear the 
human rights cases, whether it is the High Court or a Chief  Magistrate Court; HRDs can also 
propose the institution to provide the certificate of  human rights compliance with regard to 
laws passed by parliament). 

•	 HRDs need to identify the need and conduct capacity building for themselves, and stakeholders 
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        including MPs on HRBA to arm them with knowledge

•	 HRDs need to obtain the correct information on which entity is mandated to issue Certificate 
of  Human Rights Compliance 

•	 HRDs to strategize on how and when to bring a Constitutional Petition before the Constitutional 
Court challenging the constitutionality of  Article 84 in light of  article 83 (3)

•	 HRDs need to study and understand and acquaint themselves with the new NGO Act and 
Regulations there under and seek for clarifications and guidance from the bureau on any matter 
concerning the new legislation

•	 The NGO Bureau during this transition period has to perform several activities including 
awareness raising of  the new legislation, harmonization with the different stakeholders and line 
ministries, capacity building for District and Sub County NGO Monitoring Committees, the 
establishment of  these committees where they are nonexistent, establishment of  bureau branch 
offices, HRDs on their part should track progress of  the regulator on these issues

•	 To limit the challenge of  mutual mistrust and suspicion between HRDs and the state, the HRDs 
and state including the regulator need to engage in structured and multi stakeholder dialogue 
on regular basis; and to that end HRDs need to engage in stakeholder mapping to identify and 
know the power centre among the different line ministries on the application and enforcement 
of  the new law 

•	 HRCU needs to share (soft copies )of  the draft bill with HRDs
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The Human Rights Centre Uganda

CONTACT US

Plot 65 Luthuli Avenue, Bugolobi
P.O Box 25638 Kampala, Uganda
Tel:  +256 414 266 186
Email: info@hrcug.org 
Website: www.hrcug.org
 
Follow us on              www.facebook.com/hrcug

                                       www.twitter.com/hrcug


