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Mr. Howard Wolpe,

The Director, African Program,

Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars,

Mr. Steve McDonald, Moderator,

Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen.

Uganda's Political evolution- An opposition view:
I am greatly honored to have been invited to a discussion at your distinguished Center. I am also glad to share views on Uganda's political evolution. My views are not the result of a detached academic review of our country's political evolution. They may not even be typical or representative of an "apposition view"- because, as I hope to explain later, the "political opposition" in Uganda is still quite fluid and disjointed in their outlook.

The views I present are shaped by my understanding of Uganda's contemporary history and my personal experiences over the last 50 years. I have been intensely involved as an activist in successive political processes over the last 27 years. As I talk to you today, I am a prisoner, out on bail; having been jailed one year ago on treason charges. Therefore, my views may also contain biases arising out of being directly entrenched in confrontation with various regimes. I invite you to look out for any such biases and purge them in the process of constructing your understanding of Uganda's political evolution.

Pre-independence history:

Uganda's pre-colonial history is generally the least contentious. The territory that forms today's Uganda was, until the colonial intervention, consisting of many autonomous societies at varying levels of social organization. Some societies were highly organized as Kingdoms and Chiefdoms, while others had much lower forms of organization- loosely rallying around clan and family structures without recognized central authorities.

Expectedly, the better organized communities were also more advanced in terms of science and technology, trade and provision of public goods (especially justice, physical and spiritual security).

This set up was fundamentally disorganized or differently constructed during the 70 year colonial rule that ended in 1962. Following the artificial demarcation of the African boarders, all the differently organized communities were immediately brought under a Central administration of the Colonial authority. Whereas all the different communities were made to pay allegiance to the colonial administration, little was done or achieved in fostering an integration of the communities into a nation-state. The only significant intervention that encouraged horizontal integration was the boarding school system, through which pupils from the various communities could live and grow up together. Otherwise, each community, in effect, maintained its nationality and was, at best, suspicious of the other communities.

The colonial policy of "divide-and-rule" served to intensify and entrench the suspicions and sometimes hostilities amongst the Ugandan communities. Some communities were chosen to provide people for the military and security services; some were almost exclusively chosen to provide the clerical and administrative services; some were relegated to providing plantation labor; etc. In some areas, large chunks of land were assigned to local chiefs; making some large communities into squatters on their land.

New segmentation was also introduced by religious missionaries that arrived alongside the colonizers. These created new rivalries that complicated the already splintered communities. However, the religious factions established the most viable intercommunity networks; promoted through church schools and organizations.

Emergence of Political Parties:

It was against this background of a highly segmented society that pro-​independence Movements emerged to demand for political independence. At that time, there was an insignificant number of literate people or urban dwellers. Government was almost the exclusive source of news and information. The political Movements were therefore, structured around a miniscule elite and the various rivaling segments of the society generated out of the colonial era.

They all demanded independence from the British, but were not driven by a popular demand to deliver the public goods differently from the British. They basically wanted to replace the British with Ugandans. It is these Movements that crystallized into the first Ugandan political parties.

The first political parties were therefore largely moulded around people's identities; especially, the religious and ethnic identities. They were entirely controlled by the miniscule elite; buttressed by popular ignorance.

Additionally, the independence Constitution created a special status for the central kingdom of Buganda whose king became the first President of Uganda. All these were big challenges for the emerging state to overcome and make a transition to a democracy. They were contradictions that could have been gradually and democratically resolved. However, with the weak democratic controls, it was more attractive to solicit the intervention of the military to "reorganize" the political system. The small, poorly led military establishment was entirely at the call and beacon of the Head of the new Government. The military was quickly turned into a praetorian guard; the nascent institutional checks and balance were torpedoed by an overthrow of the Constitution; corruption, repression and totalitarianism took a center stage. Instead of moving towards a transition to democracy, Uganda quickly moved to a neo-patrimonial rule.

Like all neo-patrimonial establishments, the immediate post-independence regime vigorously employed patronage, terror, and propaganda to sustain it in power. Even as popular political discontent mounted, the elite controllers of the opposition political party were lured to join the ruling party en masse. The absence of organized political opposition inevitably led to mounting decadence in the regime. This further fueled the popular discontent; setting the stage for the 1972 military takeover by Idi Amin.

Since the intervention of the military in mediating political processes first happened in 1966, political parties have not been able to function effectively. Uganda has been under direct or indirect military rule since then. Correspondingly, all governments have been violently removed. When political parties were not formally prohibited, they essentially served as a facade for the military and neo-patrimonial regimes. Similarly, all elections, whether under a multiparty system or not, only serve as a facade.

At the conclusion of the 1980 multiparty elections, the Chairman of the governing Military Commission assumed the powers of the Electoral Commission and announced the "results" he decided! The ensuing outrage resulted in the 5-year bush war which brought the current (Museveni) regime to power.

The Museveni (NRM) regime:

The 1986 Government takeover by the NRM/A created hope for a transition to a democratic dispensation. The NRM had a clear agenda for reviewing the Constitutional, legal and institutional framework that could engender the desired transition. However, once in power, the goalposts were quickly shifted. Other political parties were prohibited from operating; arguing that they would promote tribalism and sectarianism.

Surprisingly, this flawed argument was supported by wide sections of the international community; greatly assisting the regime to entrench a one-party neo-patrimonial rule. I consider that the main contribution made by my candidature in 2001 was to expose the deception proffered by the "Movement system". Previous arguments against a multiparty system or those in favor of a Movement system were rendered ridiculous. The elections were highly militarized and rigged. Immediately after the elections, I was forced to flee the country and lived in exile for four years. Two years ago, political parties were once again allowed, by law, to function. That is when our political party, the Forum for Democratic Change (FDC) was formed and registered. During the election year, the Constitution was controversially amended to allow the incumbent President to run for a third term. The elections of 2006 were the first multi-party elections to be held since 1980. Towards the elections, I returned to Uganda and was nominated by my party as its presidential candidate. Following this, I was arrested and charged with rape and treason. I was nominated as a presidential candidate while in prison. Later, I was released on bail and spent the remaining campaign period running between the court trial and campaigns. The main electoral challenges we faced during the 2001 one-party elections were the exact ones we faced in the 2006 multiparty elections. These are:

· An uninformed electorate.

· Intimidation by the military, security and administration structures.

· A partisan Electoral Commission.

Absence of a credible official voters register.

· Flouted polling procedures.

Use of huge financial resources to buy support; including compromising our agents.

· Outright falsification of results by the Electoral Commission.

· An intimidated judiciary.

The problems in the electoral processes were a subject of court petitions in 2001 and 2006. The Supreme Court unanimously confirmed the grounds of our petitions but was unable to nullify the elections.

The main challenge of the opposition parties today is to justify their continued engagement in electoral processes. The population is once again completely despondent; resigned that no electoral process can lead to a regime change. The despondency is intensified by the regime's constant assertion that it came to power through "furnace" (by force) and cannot be voted out.

Conclusion:

Uganda's political evolution presents a typical case of failure to make a transition to a democracy. We have had four decades of military and neo​patrimonial rule. Pro-democracy political parties and organizations are vigorously rallying popular support for the vital reforms. In the meantime, the levels of popular discontent are once again at explosive levels. It will have to take corresponding repression to keep the lid on for sometime. The prospect for a transition to a democratic dispensation is quite low; unless some urgent and sustained interventions are undertaken to cause the essential reforms.

Essential reforms:

· Create a framework for undertaking national civic education. Undertake legal and administrative measures to strengthen Civil Society Organizations.

· Undertake Constitutional, legal and administrative reforms that will stop the use of the military and security organizations as praetorian forces and remove them from partisan allegiances (today appointed 10 Army Generals sit on the Government side of Parliament).

· Undertake legal and institutional reforms to promote the rule of law and the promotion and protection of basic human rights and freedoms. Undertake measures for the protection and promotion of the independent media.

· Reform the Electoral Commission to make it independent and respected by all parties.

Control the use of public resources to promote political patronage; including shifting the use of donor funds to support projects managed by community-based groups rather than providing open budget support.

- Establish mechanisms for supporting the building of viable political parties.

Process towards reforms:

The process of agreeing on and implementing reforms is one that needs an element of third party facilitation. The forum for the discussions ought to be some form of a National Conference; involving all relevant civic and political organizations. The vast influence of the international community can be helpful in encouraging such a process and supporting the implementation of agreed reforms.

The international community needs to shift focus on prevention of fire rather than just fire-fighting; as is largely the case today.

Thank you.
