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AMLA Anti Money Laundering Act
CBO Community Based Organisation
CID Criminal Investigations Department
CSO Civil Society Organization
DNMC District NGO Monitoring Committee
EAAG East African Association of Grant makers
FATF Financial Action Task Force
FIA Financial Intelligence Authority
GLISS Great Lakes Institute for Strategic Studies
LG-
BTQ

Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Queer 

MOU Memorandum of Understanding
NGO Non Government Organization
POMA Public Order Management Act
RDC Resident District Commissioner
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Civil society refers to the space for collective action around shared interests, 
purposes and values, generally distinct from government and commercial 
for-profit actors. Civil society includes charities, development NGOs, 
community groups, women›s organizations, faith-based organizations, 
professional associations, trade unions, social movements, coalitions and 
advocacy groups.

Money laundering is the process of turning illegitimately obtained property 
into seemingly legitimate property and includes concealing or disguising 
the nature, source, location or movement of the proceeds of crime and 
any activity, which constitutes a crime.

Philanthropy refers to the desire to promote the welfare of others, expressed 
especially by the generous donation of money to good causes.

Philanthropy organizations are nongovernmental, nonprofit 
organizations with assets provided by donors and managed by its own 
officials and with income expended for socially useful purposes. E.g 
foundations, endowments, and charitable trusts.

Tax deduction refers to a deduction that lowers a person’s tax liability by 
lowering their taxable income.
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INTRODUCTION
Uganda is one of several countries in Africa, 
which have adopted legal measures constraining 
legitimate activities of Civil Society Organizations 
(CSOs), including philanthropy organisations, 
through a myriad of laws.1 The legal framework in 
Uganda has encouraged government meddling 
in the sector, above and beyond regulation, 
while simultaneously building obstacles in the 
operational environment of CSOs.  This legal 
framework violates commitments undertaken by 
Uganda under international and regional human 
rights treaties, in particular those related to 
freedoms of association, and assembly, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR), both of which 
have been ratified by Uganda and provisions of which are also expressly provided for in the 
Constitution. 

According to The Uganda National NGO Forum’s State of Civil Society Report, 2018, when 
respondents were asked to assess an individual’s freedom to participate in formal and informal 
organizations, nearly half of the respondents reported having difficulty in freely participating in 
informal and formal CSO activities. The main reason advanced for this is the misapplication 
of regulations by government officials that interfere with CSO activities.2 This restrictive legal 
environment is deeply concerning because the vibrancy of organized civil society has a direct 

1 Other countries, according to Freedom House ratings, include Sudan, Ethiopia, South Sudan, Kenya, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Burundi, Egypt, Nigeria, 
Con
    go-Brazzaville and Angola

2  Uganda National NGO Forum, State of Civil Society Report, 2018

According to the UgAndA nAtionAl 
ngo ForUm’s stAte oF civil society 
report, 2018, when respondents 
were Asked to Assess An individUAl’s 
Freedom to pArticipAte in FormAl 
And inFormAl orgAnizAtions, 
neArly hAlF oF the respondents 
reported hAving diFFicUlty in Freely 
pArticipAting in inFormAl And 
FormAl cso Activities.
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bearing on the capacity of citizens to hold 
governments to account and to protect human 
rights in settings where the authorities turn too 
easily to repressive means.3

This report offers information on Uganda’s legal 
environment for CSOs, including philanthropy 
organisations, how restrictions in the legal 
environment affect the freedom of association 
of CSOs, including philanthropy organizations, 
who the key players are, and different factors 
philanthropy organisations should consider 
when deciding whether to engage or how best 
to support a thriving civil society in the country. 
It also maps out issue priorities, offers a timeline 
for possible responses and potential change 
makers or allies to partner with. 

We recognise that the legal framework does 
not negatively affect all CSOs. Processes such 
as setting up an NGO Bureau to regulate the 
sector and even prioritise validation of CSOs 
were welcomed by most CSOs in order to have 
a credible register and minimise fraud. However, 
the framework in place has created a number of 
challenges because of how intrusive it is, and 
how organisations working on or supporting 
3  Freedom House, Freedoms Under Threat: The Spread of Anti NGO 
Measures in Africa, 2019

civic engagement, political participation and 
sensitive inclusion issues such as land rights, 
press freedom, human rights defenders, 
and especially LGBTI rights activists are 
disproportionately disadvantaged by the legal 
framework.  
Methodology
This report explores the legal environment for 
CSOs, including philanthropy organizations, 
in Uganda and focuses on the freedom of 
association and more specifically the framework 
within which civil society operates in Uganda.  
The report was developed using a legal 
assessment tool developed by the International 
Centre for Non-Profit Law (ICNL) and World-wide 
Initiatives for Grant-makers Support (WINGS) to 
measure the legal environment for Civil Society, 
and analyse options for how to engage. 

An extensive review was conducted of legal and 
policy documents regulating CSOs in Uganda 
as well as other reports and literature by and 
on the sector. The report is also based on key 
informant interviews with key players in the 
sector and covers the seven parameters below: 
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1. Registration of CSOs
2  . Government oversight and regulatory               

      mandate 
3. Foreign funding of CSOs 
4. International contacts and partnerships 
5. Barriers to financial transactions 
6. Tax benefits for CSOs 
7. Restrictions on engagement in policy issues

The Non-Governmental Organisations Act 
(2016) defines an NGO as a legally constituted 
organization that may be a private voluntary 
grouping of individuals or associations 
established to provide voluntary services to 
the community or any part, but not for profit 
or commercial purposes. While government 
nomenclature within the Act uses NGO, 
for the purposes of this report, civil society 
organizations (CSOs) will be used as the key 
phrase. The report also includes philanthropy 
organisations operating in Uganda. 

Structure Of The Report
The next section of this report breaks down 
the legal basis for freedom of expression and 
highlights the circumstances under which 
restriction of the right to freedom of association 
is acceptable under international law.

Section 3 introduces the legal framework 
of seven overarching areas affecting CSOS 
including registration, government oversight, 
foreign funding, international contact, barriers 
to financial transactions, tax, and restriction on 
engagement in policy issues, largely highlighting 
the experiences of CSOs interviewed for the 
purposes of this report. Section 4 builds out 
legal issues forms for all the seven overarching 
issues above highlighting the root cause of the 
issue, its impact and severity, how this affects 
philanthropy organizations, who might be 
interested or invested in addressing the issues, 
what previous efforts have been undertaken to 
address it and features of the environment to 
consider.

the non-governmentAl 
orgAnisAtions Act (2016) deFines 
An ngo As A legAlly constitUted 
orgAnizAtion thAt mAy be A privAte 
volUntAry groUping oF individUAls 
or AssociAtions estAblished to 
provide volUntAry services to the 
commUnity or Any pArt, bUt not For 
proFit or commerciAl pUrposes.
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Section 5 maps out issue priorities for all the seven overarching areas and proposes a timeline for 
possible responses  Section 6 maps out how to engage by identifying potential change makers 
and concludes the report. 
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OVERVIEW OF WORKING 
ENVIRONMENT FOR CIVIL 
SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS, 
INCLUDING 
PHILANTHROPY 
ORGANISATIONS
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A good working environment is 
critical for the effectiveness of 
CSOs, including philanthropy 
organizations; this environment 
is framed by the legal 
protections offered by the State 
to deliberately ensure citizens 
can participate in peaceful 
activities to influence policies 
of government through civic 
organizations. 

When the national Resistance 
Movement (NRM) government 
came to power in 1986, efforts 
were made to build partnership 
between the State and CSOs 
and this partnership has 
continued at both national and 
local level, especially in the 
areas of service delivery due 
to strained national resources.4  
Today, CSOs in Uganda 
comprise a diverse group with 
different objectives differing 

4 Noel Kiiza Kansiime, The State, Civil Society 
and Democracy in Uganda, American Research 
Journal of Humanities and Social Science, 2019 
pg 1

in membership, geographical 
focus, objectives, and methods 
of work, funding and capacity. 
The bulk of civil society 
organisations are involved in 
service delivery primarily in 
the areas of education, health 
and poverty alleviation while 
a small segment focuses on 
governance, human rights and 
accountability.

Over 90% of the funding 
in the sector is foreign aid, 
largely from the global north. 
Many foreign philanthropy 
organisations therefore 
operate in Uganda. While there 
is a robust giving culture, local 
institutionalized philanthropy 
organizations are still very 
few in number in Uganda. 
Most local foundations are 
involved in direct service 
delivery as opposed to grant 
making.5 For example the 
Nnabagereka Foundation 
5 East Africa Association of Grant makers  ‘State 
and Nature of Philanthropy in East Africa’ 2011

provides direct social services 
to its beneficiaries and similar 
foundations focus mostly on 
addressing immediate needs 
such as food, education, health, 
access to social amenities and 
empowerment of marginalized 
groups.6  

Community philanthropy is 
very common, especially in 
rural areas where members 
come together to form 
associations/groups to 
collectively address common 
socio-economic challenges in 
their communities. In the recent 
past, Uganda has seen a rise 
in institutional philanthropy 
with the establishment and 
growth of various foundations 
(faith-based, corporate, family 
and public foundations) 
and registered community 
philanthropy organisations7 but 
6 Mwendwa, C., East African Association of 
Grantmakers, A Report of the Uganda National 
Philanthropy Forum, Achieving More; Harness-
ing the Power of Philanthropy in Uganda, 2015

7  Ibid, 4



14

the country lacks a legal 
regime that specifically 
regulates philanthropy. 
P h i l a n t h r o p i c 
organizations operate 
within laws designed 
for sectors whose work 
overlaps with philanthropy.

Freedom of 
Association of 
Civil Society 
Organisations in 
Uganda
The right to freedom of 
association guarantees space 
for individuals to organize in 
pursuit of common interests, 
including through political 
parties that seek power 
and advocate certain public 
policies, social welfare groups 
that improve conditions for 
members in different spheres of 

life, and civic organizations that 
work to hold governments to 
account. The right to freedom 
of association is protected 
under Article 22 (1) of the 
ICCPR and Article 10 (1) of the 
African Charter, both of which 
Uganda has ratified. Under 
Uganda’s 1995 Constitution, 
Article 29(1)(e) protects the 
freedom of association, 
which includes the freedom 
to form and join associations 
or unions, including trade 
unions and political and other 
civic organizations. Article 38 
also specifically empowers 

Ugandans to participate 
in peaceful activities to 
influence the policies of 
government through civic 
organizations.

The right to freedom 
of association is not 
absolute: It can be limited 
by the state in very 
narrowly circumscribed 

conditions under Article 22 (2) 
of the ICCPR, notably “national 
security or public safety, 
public order (ordre public), the 
protection of public health or 
morals or the protection of the 
rights and freedoms of others.” 
Under the 1995 Constitution 
of Uganda, human rights are 
not absolute either, and must 
be exercised within their limits 
provided by law. Article 43 
provides for general limitation 
on fundamental and other 
human rights and freedoms:  
“In the enjoyment of the rights 

Under UgAndA’s 1995 
constitUtion, Article 29(1)
(e) protects the Freedom oF 
AssociAtion, which inclUdes 
the Freedom to Form And 
join AssociAtions or Unions, 
inclUding trAde Unions And 
politicAl And other civic 
orgAnizAtions.
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and freedoms prescribed in this Chapter, no 
person shall prejudice the fundamental or other 
human rights and freedoms of others or the 
public interest.” 

Government in Uganda relates differently with 
CSO depending on how it perceives their role in 
the country. On the one hand, CSOs that focus on 
service delivery are perceived as pro-government 
and are regularly contracted to deliver services 
on behalf of the government like construction 
of schools, hospitals and boreholes, providing 
technical support and training to medical 
personnel and other government officials a 
national and local level, as well as being active 
in poverty alleviation and supporting refugee 
resettlement and empowerment. 

On the other hand, CSOs perceived as critical 
to the government suffer a more strained 
relationship. These mainly operate in the areas of 
legislative and policy advocacy, media, budget 
advocacy, lobbying, governance monitoring, 
government accountability and advocacy for 

marginalized communities and human rights 
defenders. Government, through a security lens, 
scrutinizes these actors and the government 
is so critical of these “hostile NGOs” that the 
bulk of the legal framework regulating the 
sector in the country significantly narrows the 
space for them to operate. These Anti-CSO 
laws and policy measures violate commitments 
under international and regional human rights 
treaties, in particular those related to freedoms 
of association, assembly, and expression. 

“In the enjoyment oF the 
rights And Freedoms 
prescribed in this chApter, 
no person shAll prejUdice 
the FUndAmentAl or 
other hUmAn rights And 
Freedoms oF others or the 
pUblic interest.” 
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FREEDOM OF 
ASSOCIATION



17

REGISTRATION
The right to join and 
form an association is an 
inherent part of the right to 
freedom of association.8 
Many organizations grow 
organically in society. Laws 
that mandate registration of 
such organizations, rather 
than mere notification of 
their existence, improperly 
abridge the right to freedom of 
association.9  Uganda’s legal 
framework infringes on this 
right by imposing several layers 
of mandatory registration of 
CSOs that is burdensome and 
time consuming. Regulated by 
the Uganda NGO Act, these 
processes give unfettered 
discretionary powers to 

8 United Nations General Assembly, Report of the 
Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peace-
ful assembly and of association, Maina Kiai, U.N. 
Doc. A/HRC/20/27 (2012), para. 53.  

9  Godfrey M. Musila, Freedoms Under Threat: 
The Spread of Anti-NGO Measures in Africa

authorities responsible for 
registration and carry great 
potential for abuse. 

Multi-Layered 
Registration
In order to operate, CSOs 
have to go through two-step 
registration, first under the 
Uganda Registration Services 
Bureau Act, as a company 
limited by guarantee, and then 
under the NGO Act, with the 
Uganda NGO Bureau, for a 
mandatory operating permit. 
The application for the permit 

is made by submitting, 
among others; a certificate 
of incorporation, copy of the 
organisation’s constitution, 
evidence of payment of 
fees. The process can 
take up to 45 days. CSOs 
then receive a one-year 
registration certificate, 
which is renewable, first for 
three years, then five years, 
assuming that the NGO fulfills 

the renewal requirements.10 No 
lifelong permit is issued and 
so CSOs face an additional 
challenge of the mandatory 
periodic renewal applications.

Foreign organizations, in 
addition to registering with the 
NGO Bureau, are also required 
to have letters from the 
embassy of their home country, 
the Ministry of foreign affairs 
as well as ‘recommendations’ 
from their line ministries in 
Uganda. 
10 Uganda Non Government Organisations Act, 
2016

In order to operAte, 
csos hAve to go throUgh 
two-step registrAtion, 
First Under the UgAndA 
registrAtion services 
bUreAU Act, As A compAny 
limited by gUArAntee, 
And then Under the ngo 
Act, with the UgAndA ngo 
bUreAU, For A mAndAtory 
operAting permit.
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Multi-Layered Procedures 
For Individual Projects
CSOs are additionally required to have 
memorandums of understanding for every 
district they operate in, with District NGO 
Monitoring Committees (DNMCs), which were 
set up under the NGO Act to monitor and provide 
information to the NGO Bureau on activities of 
organizations in the district and have the power 
to reject applications. 

Additionally, in practice, several CSOs 
interviewed also stated that they needed 
additional clearance from the Resident District 
Commissioners (RDC) or intelligence officers in 
certain districts, in order to implement activities 
in the district. CSOs working in districts with 
highly politicized or sensitive issues faced this 
more frequently in areas such as Arua that are 
close to refugee settlements, districts in the 
oil region and areas with large infrastructure 
projects impacting critical land rights. There are 
no clear guidelines for this within the law. 

How This Affects Freedom Of 

Association?
 • The registration requirements exacerbate 

an already restrictive environment for civil 
society as an organization may be denied 
registration where its objectives, as stated in 
its constitution, ‘are in contravention of the 
law.’11 

 • Laws that mandate registration of 
organizations, rather than mere notification of 
their existence, improperly abridge the right to 
freedom of association because it disfavors 
free organizing and limits the opportunities 
for social movements to operate freely. 

 • The multiple layers of registration as well as the 
frequency of registration is administratively 
burdensome for CSOs, especially small 
organisations without resources to set up 
proper accounting infrastructure. 

 • The needs for approval for projects in districts 
create several filters with real powers to limit 
the operation of CSOs. A number of CSOs 
interviewed changed their mode of operation 
or limited the districts to focus on for fear of 
the potential backlash against their projects. 

11  Constitution of the Republic of Uganda, 1995
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 • In some districts, particularly newly established districts, NGO 
monitoring committees do not exist or are not fully constituted which 
has created ambiguity for organizations working in those districts.  

 • Philanthropic organizations’ strategic approaches are disrupted 
because of the need to tread 
carefully and not put partners at 
risk

 • Organizations working towards 
the inclusion of sexual and 
gender minorities cannot freely 
register and operate in Uganda 
which limits their ability to 
access much needed funding. 

In some districts, 
pArticUlArly newly 
estAblished districts, ngo 
monitoring committees 
do not exist or Are not 
FUlly constitUted which 
hAs creAted AmbigUity For 
orgAnizAtions working in 
those districts.  
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The current legal framework 
gives government broad 
and sweeping oversight 
over the operations of 
CSOs that has allowed 
state officials to violate 
the autonomy of CSOs by 
interfering in their day-to-
day operations, imposing 
unnecessary hardships 
and restricting communities 
engaging activities in 
pursuance of control and 
patronage which violates the 
freedom of association.

A Thick 
Bureaucracy With 
Branches At Every 
Level
The law gives the Bureau 
significantly intrusive powers 
with regard to the right to 
operate. Section 41 of the 
NGO Act, gives the NGO 

Bureau powers of impromptu 
inspection of premises of CSOs. 
Section 39 of the NGO Act also 
requires all CSOs to keep and 
submit financial records every 
year to the Bureau to ensure 
compliance with the Act. The 
Bureau is also granted broad 
powers, under Section 7 to 
revoke a CSO’s operating 
permit. CSOs, especially 
foreign organizations, have to 
sign project agreements with 
at least one line ministry and 
cannot be registered without 
such an agreement in place.

The NGO Bureau and its 

national infrastructure 
are large and duplicate 
procedures at several 
levels. This “thick 
bureaucracy”, with 
monitoring committees 
operating at the national, 
district, and sub-county 
level has created a tedious 
work environment for 

CSOs, with many reporting 
obligations, and avenues of 
subjective guidelines to warn, 
monitor, sanction, or deregister 
NGOs. These administrative 
encumbrances have an 
especially frustrating effect in 
terms of ordinances at local 
levels. 

CSOs operating at District 
level are required to sign 
memoranda of understanding 
with district authorities.12 This 
has not been fully enforced 
in practice due to capacity 
12 Uganda Non Government Organisations 
Act, Section 20

the bUreAU is Also grAnted 
broAd powers, Under section 
7 to revoke A cso’s operAting 
permit. csos, especiAlly Foreign 
orgAnizAtions, hAve to sign 
project Agreements with At 
leAst one line ministry And 
cAnnot be registered withoUt 
sUch An Agreement in plAce.
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gaps. According to the National NGO Forum, about 20% 
of district NGO monitoring committees are adequately 
constituted while the majority of districts, especially newly 
created ones, do not have these structures in place. A 
majority of those that exist, are not fully constituted, or do 
not understand their role rendering the CSOs vulnerable to 
the interference of District officials including the Resident 
District Commissioners, District Internal Security officers 
and District Police commanders.13  CSOs also reported that 
they are also subjected to rigorous extension procedures 
that require them to obtain recommendations from as many Districts as they wish to operate in.

Community Based Organizations (CBOs) do not require to be incorporated under the NGO 
Registration Act in order to operate.14 In spite of this, in practice CBOs must register with the 
District local government of the area in which they operate. This requirement provides a framework 
for CBO operations in Uganda but puts them under the mandate of the District local government, 
which must issue a certificate of registration authorizing the CBO to operate. This leaves CBOs 
vulnerable to the fiat of this local government in so far as they can easily be denied a certificate 
enabling their lawful operation. This is buttressed by the provision of a penalty for carrying out 
activities through unregistered organizations.

A Multiplicity Of Restrictive Laws
CSOs in Uganda operate under a multiplicity of laws including the Companies Registration Act, the 
Anti Money Laundering Act, the NGO Registration (Amendment) Act, 2016 and its 2009 Regulations, 
the Public Order Management Act 2013, the Police Act and the Anti-Corruption Act, all requiring 
13 CivSource Africa, A Perilous Landscape: mapping Drivers of Closing Civic Space in Uganda and Opportunities to Improve Funding Approaches 
and Collaboration, 2019

14  Regulation 18 of NGO Registration Regulations, 2009

csos Also reported thAt 
they Are Also sUbjected 
to rigoroUs extension 
procedUres thAt 
reqUire them to obtAin 
recommendAtions From As 
mAny districts As they wish 
to operAte in.
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numerous operational reporting 
requirements. CSOs have to 
report project activities to the 
government, disclose assets 
and financial transactions 
regularly, seek permission to call 
public assemblies, and report 
changes in the employment of 
senior staff, composition of the 
board and office location.

 The NGO Act also places 
the regulation of CSOs under 
the mandate of the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs, which in 
practice means that security 
interests often override 
positive regulation of the 
sector.  Oversight is tense 
during heightened political 
times like elections and over 
organisations working on highly 
political issues such as land 
rights, oil and climate change, 
government accountability and 
political inclusion of opposition 
and minority groups. 

Restrictions On 
Public Assembly 
And Gathering
Organizations are required 
to seek the authorization of 
police prior to holding public 
assemblies. Public spaces 
are advocacy platforms to 
demonstrate peacefully against 
some unfair government 
policies. Police has used the 
Public Order Management Act 
to prevent, obstruct or break 
up private and public meetings, 
protests and marches, 
particularly if hosted by CSOs 
on issues deemed sensitive 
to the President such as the 
recent activities around the 
amendment of the Presidential 
age limit.15 As far back as 2011, 
police violently dispersed and 
arrested activists- charging 

15 “Uganda Enacts Presidential Age Lim-
its,” Al Jazeera, https://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2018/01/uganda-enacts-lawpresiden-
tial-age-limits-180102182656189.html  

them with inciting violence, 
in collaboration with political 
activists over the Walk to Work 
campaigns. 

The same happened during 
the Black Monday Campaign, 
which was also started by 
CSOs to mobilize citizens and 
call for an end to corruption 
in Uganda. Again in 2016, 25 
women representing different 
CSOs were arrested as they 
assembled to hand over a 
petition to the Speaker of 
Parliament on proposed 
constitutional amendments 
to lift age limits for judges 
and electoral commissioners. 
These kinds of arrests cripple 
the enjoyment of the rights 
under Article 29 (1) (d) of the 
Ugandan Constitution, which 
recognizes the right of citizens 
to assemble. 

 The LGBTI community and 
CSOs are also susceptible to 
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these restrictions. On October 21, 2019, police arrested 16 activists with Let’s Walk Uganda, a 
community-based organization working on economic empowerment for LGBT youth. On November 
10, police raided Ram Bar, a known LGBT-friendly bar in Kampala, and rounded up 125 people.

How This Affects Freedom Of Association 
 • Many CSOs self censor their strategic goals and avoid ‘controversial issues’ in order to pass 

scrutiny by the government.

 • Smaller organizations struggle or fail to submit legally required reports in time and fail to 
update their information with registration bodies. This renders CSOs vulnerable to criticism by 
government agencies and officials, and in some circumstances provides government with the 
basis for interference with CSOs’ operations.

 • A number of organizations interviewed that work on highly political issues at local level reported 
that they either had to cancel community engagements, significantly change the approach of 
their work and also limit their geographical focus- even with permits because of the cumbersome 
restrictions.

 • Even when not stated explicitly, the restrictive government oversight weakens voices that call for 
accountability because of the multiple options available to intimidate and shut down criticism.

 • CSOs interested in mobilizing public participation through peaceful demonstrations face 
restrictions depending on the issues they are advocating for or against 
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“The right to freedom of association not only 
includes the ability of individuals to form and join 
an association but also to seek, receive and use 
resources- human, material and financial- from 
domestic, foreign and international sources.”16 
Foreign funding is a valuable resource for civil 
society in Uganda, especially organizations 
working in the civic sector, as the biggest volume 
of philanthropic resources supporting Uganda’s 
civil society flows from the global north with 
most funds coming from the United States.17 

CSOs Required To Report Sources Of Foreign 
Funding

There are no outright restrictions on foreign 
funding for CSOs in Uganda. The Uganda 
National NGO Policy (2010) lists foreign 
funding as one of the key issues of concern for 
government because the NGO sector is donor 
dependent and susceptible to foreign influence 
in Uganda governance processes”18 but there 
are no outright laws restricting foreign funding.  

16 United Nations General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and Association, Maina Kiai, 
U.N. Doc. A/HRC/23/39 (2013), para 8

17  OECD Private Philanthropy for Development, https://www.oecd.org/
publications/private-philanthropy-for-development-9789264085190-en.
htm

18 Ministry of Internal Affairs, Uganda National NGO Policy, 2010

There has been an increase in the reporting 
required when receiving funds from foreign 
sources in compliance with the FIA. 

On April 19, 2018, the FIA announced that NGOs 
would be required to declare their sources of 
funding to the FIA to ensure transparency and 
avoid money laundering in the sector. The FIA 
works in the background of banking institutions 
and uses the ‘know your client’ requirements 
to impose additional requirements in order for 
CSOs to access international money transfers 
such as funding contracts and project proposals. 
While these measures have noble intentions, 
they risk limiting the freedom of association 
because of the extra security dimension added 
to civil society work.

Labeled As Foreign Agents
Some CSOs also reported being branded as 
foreign agents by government when challenging 
gaps or shortcomings in government 
interventions, which undermines their credibility 
in the communities they operate in. Government 
officials have peddled a narrative that foreign 
donor relations with civil society are something 
other than a shared interest. For example, in 
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November 2011 the Red Pepper reported that an alleged security report presented to President 
Museveni identified philanthropist George Soros as trying to influence the Ugandan oil sector, and 
that when “his approach was denied implementation, he subsequently opened a number of NGOs 
in Uganda to push for the same cause.”19

CSOs working for the inclusion of LGBTI rights are especially targeted as foreign agents given 
the conservative environment they operate in; same sex relations are illegal in Uganda under the 
Penal Code Act. They are accused of contravening African culture and heritage in their pursuit for 
equality and non- discrimination. 

How This Affects Freedom Of Association
 • One CSO interviewed said they declined funding from a major philanthropy organisation 

because of the fear of backlash they anticipated if they are associated with them. 

 • Two organisations identified in interviews that work on LGBTI rights, had their funding withheld 
and sent back by the bank.

 • CSOs working on politically sensitive issues have reported heightened challenges in accessing 
funding for their work from bilateral funders because of diplomatic relations.

19  Ibid, 14
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Civil society organizations have the right to 
communicate and seek cooperation with other 
representatives of civil society, the business 
community and international organizations 
and governments, both within and outside 
their home countries.20 This right extends to 
cross-border or international collaboration 
between associations and their membership.21 
For the most part, civil society in Uganda is 
not limited from international contact with the 
exception being organisational staffing; Section 
45 (a) of the NGO Act requires CSOs to submit 
to the NGO Bureau a chart showing their 
organisation structure specifying foreign staffing 
requirements, and the period for replacement. 
Foreign staff working for NGOs face hectic work 

20   World Movement for Democracy, Defending Civil Society, 2d ed. 
(2012) at 6.

21 United Nations General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on 
the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, Maina Kiai, 
U.N. Doc. A/HRC/20/27 (2012), para. 61

permit processing procedures which affects 
how philanthropy organisations operate in the 
country.

Incidents Of Limited Cross-
Border Collaboration
There have been noted incidents where some 
CSOs and individuals face restrictions on foreign 
contact involving activities that are considered 
anti-government. For example, some political 
activists like Dr. Stella Nyanzi have been banned 
from travelling, because of police restrictions as 
she faced charges for abusing the president. 

Kenyan political activist Boniface Mwangi’s 
books were also prevented from entry into 
Uganda in 2019 as part of his participation 
in the Uganda Press Photo Awards. Singer 
Yvonne Chakaka was also prevented  from 
performing and  deported from Uganda on 
account of association with opposition politician 
Bobi Wine in 2020. Activist Stella Nyanzi was 
prevented from traveling to the Netherlands for 
an academic conference. 
 How This Affects Freedom 
Of Association

Foreign stAFF working For 
ngos FAce hectic work permit 
processing procedUres which 
AFFects how philAnthropy 
orgAnisAtions operAte in the 
coUntry.
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 • Permissible activities with foreign counterparts can be restricted for organizations or activists 
working on particularly sensitive issues as the state uses security concerns to limit interaction.

 • There is lost opportunity to meaningful engagement and learning for like-minded actors
 • Funders are more jittery about supporting cross border engagment in ‘risky sectors’ which 

affects operational activities of CSOs
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Section 8 of the Anti-Money Laundering Act 
provides for record and reporting of cash and 
monetary transactions involving domestic or 
foreign currency exceeding Sh. 20,000,000.  
Neither Uganda’s Anti-Money Laundering law 
nor the Anti-terrorism Act specifically mentions 
the non-profit sector. On April 19, 2018, the 
Financial Institutions Authority (FIA) announced 
that NGOs would be required to declare 
their sources of funding to the FIA to ensure 
transparency and avoid money laundering in 
the sector but this also opens up the possibility 
that such disclosures will ultimately be a pretext 
to obstruct work around governance and civic 
concerns.22

International Compliance 
And Security As A Route To 
Restricting CSOs
Compliance with the recommendations of the 
Financial Action Task Force (FATF), a global 
body setup to address money laundering 
and terrorism financing around the world, has 
ultimately armed the government of Uganda 
with more instruments to monitor and in some 
22 CivSource Africa, A PERILOUS LANDSCAPE: Mapping Drivers of 
Closing Civic Space in Uganda and Opportunities to Improve Funding Ap-
proaches and Collaboration, 2019, 13

instances, harass organizations.23 These global 
standards to prevent money laundering and 
terrorism financing contribute to the threat to 
the freedom of association of CSOs, as they 
ultimately have armed the government of 
Uganda with more instruments to monitor and 
harass civic organizations. Using laws like the 
Financial Intelligence Authority Act and the 
Anti Money Laundering Act, government uses 
compliance requirements to scrutinize civil 
society operations and restrict their activities 
over unfounded allegations of terrorist financing. 

On April 19, 2018, the FIA announced that NGOs 
would be required to declare their sources of 
funding to the FIA to ensure transparency and 
avoid money laundering in the sector but this has 
also opened up opportunities to obstruct work 
around governance and civic concerns. The FIA 
works in the background of banking institutions 
and uses the ‘know your client’ requirements to 
impose extraneous requirements; banks require 
additional information from CSOs like funding 
contracts to approve money transfers to their 
accounts.  One philanthropic organization 
interviewed said that two of their grantee 
organizations- both working on politically 
sensitive issues- had deposits to their accounts 
23 Civ Source Africa, A Perilous Landscape, supra
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reversed by their banks, on the instruction of the FIA, because the documentation provided was 
not satisfactory despite presenting grant agreements and other required documentation. 

Uganda’s Anti Money Laundering Act governs monetary transactions involving domestic or foreign 
currency exceeding Sh. 20,000,000 (approximately $5,500), but does not expressly refer to NGOs 
in relation to transfer of foreign funds. However, Section 61 of Uganda’s Anti Money laundering 
Act provides for the search, and seizure of tainted property suspected of suspicious laundering 
activity. This law was cited when in October 2017, Bank of Uganda froze all the bank accounts of 
Action Aid Uganda, following a police raid on their offices and the offices of GLISS and Solidarity 
Uganda, with allegations of conspiracy to launder money24. Charges were later dropped but the 
act left the sector very intimidated and shaken.

How This Affects Freedom Of Association
 • CSOs are increasingly self censoring their work so that reviews of their documentation does 

not raise any red flags with the monitoring agency

 • When the bank accounts of Action Aid Uganda were frozen, many local partners were left 
stranded. 

24 Daily Monitor, Bank of Uganda Freezes Action Aid Accounts https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Bank-of-Uganda-freezes-Action-Aid-ac-

counts/688334-4139336-whadng/index.html 
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A trail of repressive taxes 
is emerging in Uganda 
and should be considered 
seriously with regard 
to their impact on the 
freedom of association. 
In May 2018, Uganda 
introduced a social media 
tax desipte criticism.25 
Ugandans now have to 
pay to use popular social media 
platforms such as WhatsApp, 
Facebook and Twitter. Human 
rights activists have said the tax 
is in bad faith as the President 
said it was introduced to curb 
“gossip.” Before this, Dr. Stella 
Nyanzi, a scholar and activist, 
was imprisoned for cyber 
harrassment of the president 
and officensive communication 
using her Facebook posts 
where she has thousands of 
25 Patience Akumu, Uganda Introduces Social 
Media Tax Despite Criticism, Al Jazeera, 01 
July 2018 https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/
news/2018/06/uganda-introduces-social-me-
dia-tax-criticism-180630180322121.html 

followers.26 

While CSOs enjoy tax 
exemption status under the 
law, in practice, it is very 
difficult to acquire this status. 
Section 2 (bb) of Income 
Tax Act lists the categories 
of organizations that are 
exempt from tax. They include 
charitable organizations, the 
category under which civil 
society organizations fall. 
However, in practice acquiring 
and maintaining tax exemption 
status is burdensome for most 

26  Ibid

CSOs which means that 
most CSOs in the sector 
miss out on the benefits 
that come with offering 
charitable services to the 
country and have to incur 
similar costs as profit 
making entities when for 
example acquiring property 
like vehicles to support 

their work. 

Uganda also permits a 5% 
tax on donations but only for 
corporate entities. Income tax 
on commercial activities of 
CSOs also discourages social 
enterprise and a narrow range 
of incentives and general lack 
of awareness about the same 
has a negative impact on 
philanthropy in Uganda.  

while csos enjoy tAx 
exemption stAtUs Under the 
lAw, in prActice, it is very 
diFFicUlt to AcqUire this 
stAtUs. section 2 (bb) oF Income 
tAx Act lists the cAtegories 
oF orgAnizAtions thAt Are 
exempt From tAx.
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How This Affects Freedom Of Association
 ೦ Many organisations in practice are not tax exempt yet are dependent on donations for operation 

which limits their ability to fully utilise resources

 ೦ Because local philanthropy is not encouraged, CSOs are eeasily branded as foreign agents and 
alienated from the communities they serve

 ೦ Many Ugandans discontinued use of social media once the social media tax was introduced yet 
these are now popular platforms for building association and community as well as supporting 
causes 
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POLICY ISSUES
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Article 29(1)(e) of the Constitution states 
that freedom of association shall include the 
freedom to form and join associations or 
unions, including trade unions and political and 
other civic organizations. Article 38 provides 
for civic rights and 38(2) specifically empower 
Ugandans to participate in peaceful activities 
to influence the policies of government through 
civic organizations.

According to a Uganda National NGO Forum 
survey, respondents answered questions on the 
participation of civil society in policy processes.  
44% of CSOs somehow participate in all stages 
of policy design, implementation and monitoring 
of strategic policies.27

Access To Information 
CSOs that focus on service delivery will usually 
find difficulty when trying to access information 
on especially Government Projects that relate 
to health, water, education land and other 
social and economic rights. Uganda has been 
pursuing a Private Sector-led approach to its 
economic policy and management over the 
last three decades and priority has been given 
to protection of the private sector. NGOs that 

27  Uganda National NGO Forum, State of Civil Society Report, 2018, at page 12

monitor this work done by the private sector 
are sometimes restrained by lack of adequate 
information. This exposes the blurred line 
between the social justice works of many NGOs, 
which creates tensions with state authorities. 
Restrictions On Local 
Community 
There have been instances when NGOs working 
with local communities on especially sensitive 
issues like land rights are sabotaged. One group 
working to help local communities receive fair 
compensation for land used in a large-scale 
electricity project was said to be “bordering 
on sabotage of government programs” by the 
government agency involved in the project. 
The government from then on requires any 
organization to seek written permission from the 
permanent secretary of the Ministry of Energy 
and Mineral Development each time they seek 
to visit the oil region, even though no law or 
publicly available policy requires them to seek 
such permission for the visits. These policies 
and practices obstruct access to affected 
communities and inhibit research and advocacy 
on oil accountability and transparency.
How This Affects Freedom Of 
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Association
 ೦ CSOs and media houses have come under attack by government including arrests, and office 

raids

 ೦ The increased intimidation of CSO has made organisations and philanthropies change strategies 
so as to protect staff

 ೦ Increased percentages of budgets are allocated to defensive strategies for organisations rather 
than programming like security training, installing security equipment, and legal fees that affect 
the small budgets of CSOs and threatens their ability 
to operate

 ೦ There is always a big concern over elections and many 
CSO choose not to engage during these heightened 
periods. Donors either withdraw funding or over fund 
election periods, which affects strategic planning of 
organisations.

there is AlwAys A big concern 
over elections And mAny 
cso choose not to engAge 
dUring these heightened 
periods. donors either 
withdrAw FUnding or over 
FUnd election periods, which 
AFFects strAtegic plAnning 
oF orgAnisAtions.
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BREAKDOWN OF OVERARCHING AREAS

Issue 1 Of 7: Registration

Describe the issue CSOs are required to apply for multiple layers of registration to different authorities frequently. These 
processes give unfettered discretionary powers to authorities responsible for registration and carry 
great potential for abuse.

Is the root cause of this 
issue in the text of the 
law or the way the law is 
implemented?

The root cause of the issue is in the text of the law: Sections 29-31 of the NGO Act govern the manda-
tory registration of NGOs through the issuance of periodic operating licenses. Section 20 of the NGO 
Act requires CSOs to have MOUs with each district in which they operate district through DNMC. Inter-
national NGOs are required to additionally obtain “recommendations” from the relevant line or sectoral 
ministry in Uganda.

Describe the impact, 
including the severity of 
the impact, of this issue

This creates several filters with real powers to limit the operation of CSOs which has created uncertainty 
especially for CSOs involved in highly political issues like land rights, oil, climate change, and LGBTIQ 
rights. 

How does this affect 
philanthropy organisa-
tions or o the interests 
of other CSOs? 

Philanthropy organisations’ strategic approaches to development are disrupted, and have to be careful 
about the kind of work they support in Uganda. There is a risk of significant delays in implementation 
of projects especially at community level. Philanthropy organisations are also just as affected by the 
burdensome reporting as other CSOs in the country to the Uganda NGO Bureau. 

Who might be interested 
or invested in address-
ing this issue?

All types of CSOs, including philanthropic organisations, government line ministries that partner with 
CSOs and populations that benefit from services provided by CSOs, District NGO monitring commit-
tees, Uganda NGO Bureau, resident district commissioners

Is this issue linked to 
other types of repression 
in the overall environ-
ment?

CSOs in Uganda operate in a political and  legal environment where fundamental human rights and 
freedoms are frequently undermined/ restricted. The absence of a peaceful political transition and 
militarisation of politics have created an inherently repressive environment for CSOs. CSOs working in 
the areas of service delivery operate without notable hindrances, while those working on land rights, 
democracy, elections, anti-corruption, transparency and rights of marginalised groups like LGBTI com-
munities face significant scrutiny.

Have there been previ-
ous efforts to address 
this?  If so, what hap-
pened? Has anything 
changed?

NGOs participated in the review of the NGO Policy and NGO Act and a number of their recommenda-
tions were adopted, but government response on registration is still a challenge. Continuous efforts 
of engagement between civil society with NGO bureau to address some of the problematic clauses of 
the NGO Act continue.  Civil society organisations that have been refused registration have conducted 
advocacy efforts with legislators and have challenged laws restricting their operation in court e.g. the 
Anti- Homosexuality Act was reealed by the Consitutional court.
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Are there particular  
features of the local or 
national environment to 
consider?

Efforts of engagement with the government on the NGO Act have had conflicting results. Whereas the 
NGO Policy is a progressive document that recognized the role CSO in policy advocacy human and 
gender rights, good governance and accountability and recognises the constitutional right of CSOs to 
associate, the  NGO Act is a stark contrast to the policy. Operation at local level is more cumbersome 
because there is no guideline for MOUs with DNMCs and there is interference by district security offi-
cials.

Issue 2 Of 7: Government Oversight 

Describe the issue Government maintains close oversight powers over the operations of CSOs, which has allowed state 
officials to interfere in the day-to-day activities of CSOs. 

Is the root cause of 
this issue in the text of 
the law or the way the 
law is implemented?

The root cause in both the text of the law and the way the law is implemented: The NGO Act has created 
a bureacracy with several levels of permission to operate. This has opened up opportunities for abuse 
and interference of CSO activities both at national and local level.  Section 3 of Public Order Management 
Act requires organizers of all public gatherings to notify police in writing, and grants the IGP power to 
stop any public processions. This law has disproportionately targeted CSOs working under the themes 
considered sensitive by the government.

Describe the impact, 
including the severity 
of the impact, of this 
issue

Civil society consistently suffer interruptions or uncertainty of program activities depending on the gov-
ernment’s perception of the issue being addressed, including significant delays. Some CSOs have had 
to cancel or significantly change their approach to work because of how cumbersome it is to operate in 
multiple geographic areas of Uganda even with permits. This is especially so for issues on press freedom, 
land rights in oil communities, corruption accountability and other sensitive areas.  

How does this issue 
affect philanthropy 
organisations or the 
interests of other 
CSOs? 

Philanthropy organisations might choose to focus on ‘safer’ issues that do not antagonize the govern-
ment, forcing local organisations to change their strategic focus as well in response to the restructuring 
of funding opportunities available. Philanthropy organisations that do continue supporting sensitive work 
have to put in place extra resources to support responses to government. 

Is this issue linked to 
other types of repres-
sion in the overall 
environment?

Government’s tight cooker approach to oversight also affects the media, human rights defenders and 
political opposition and has led to argumenting paranoia that bold, assertive work challenging sensitive 
governmentissues will prompt backlash, isolation, reputational damage or economic ruin. 

Who might be interest-
ed or vested in ad-
dressing this issue?

CSOs, philanthropy organisations, and beneficiaries of CSOs might be interested in addressing this is-
sue,Police, RDCs,NGO bureau, judicial officers, district security officers.
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Have there been previ-
ous efforts to address 
this?  If so, what hap-
pened? Has anything 
changed?

In 2013, CSOs and MPs filed a constitutional petition to challenge the legality of the POMA. A decision 
has not been delivered.

In 2014, Ugandan civil society successfully challenged the legality of the Ant- Homosexuality Act. There is 
a rise in the number of NGOs that work to defend human rights defenders. Activists have been trained on 
cyber security, physical security, registering threats, and post incident assessment. Funding support for 
training on how to navigate the legal minefield, specifically on the NGO Act, Anti- Money Laundering Act, 
tax laws, Public Order Management Act. There have been efforts to engage the NGO bureau with regards 
to security monitoring of NGOs at the district.  

Are there  features of 
the environment to 
consider?

Government bodies continue to implement oversight using biased frames and this leaves uncertainty in 
civil society operation as many organizations choose to self censor or re direct efforts to non- threatening 
areas of focus.  Because Uganda is a highly militarised state, the inclusion of security officers on District 
NGO Monitoring Committees adds an unnecessary  layer of scrutiny.

Issue 3 Of 7: Foreign Funding
 
Describe the issue Using laws like the Anti Money Laundering Act, government sometimes uses compliance requirements 

to scrutinize civil society operations and restrict their activities over unfounded allegations of terrorist 
financing. 

Is the root cause of this 
issue in the text of the 
law or the way the law is 
implemented?

The root cause is in the way the law is implemented: Section 8 of the Anti-Money Laundering Act 
provides for record and reporting of cash and monetary transactions involving domestic or foreign 
currency exceeding UShs. 20,000,000. Section 61 of the Act provides for search, and seizure of tainted 
property, but with a search warrant issued under section 63. 

Describe the impact, 
including the severity of 
the impact, of this issue

In October 2017, Bank of Uganda froze all the bank accounts of Action Aid Uganda, following a police 
raid on their on allegations of conspiracy to launder money. In 2018, the Financial Intelligence Authority 
announced that CSOs have to declare their sources of funding to the FIA and are vulnerable to unfair 
scrutiny. There have been 2 reported instances where the FIA has blocked funding to CSOs after they 
declared their sources of funding and the money was blocked.

How does this issue 
affect philanthropy or-
ganisations? Does this 
overlap with the inter-
ests of other CSOs? 

For a number of philanthropy organizations, foreign funding is an instrument of foreign policy . While this 
is not illegal, philanthropy organizations face tension with local laws or policies on issues that are illegal 
within the national context or not considered mainstream, such as sexual and reproductive health rights, 
which may conflict with government policies.
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Who might be interested 
or invested in address-
ing this issue?

Banks, CSOs, Financial Intelligence Authority, donors, philanthropy organisations, country diplomatic 
missions, 

Is this issue linked to 
other types of repres-
sion in the overall envi-
ronment?

 The Anti Money Laundering Act and Anti Terrorism Act have been used to add extra layers of scrutiny 
of organisations including demanding information on leadership and personnel financial records. Multi-
ple CSOs find this very intimidating in an already tense environment. 

Have there been previ-
ous efforts to address 
this?  If so, what hap-
pened? Has anything 
changed?

Uganda is a member of the Financial Action Task Force, an intergovernmental body that sets global 
standards on money laundering. In 2016, significant international advocacy caused FATF to revise the 
recommendation that CSOs were “particularly vulnerable” to terrorist financing.

Are there particular  
features of the local or 
national environment to 
consider?

CSOs in Uganda operate in a broader national context of widespread corruption in the public sector. 
In 2018, Uganda was ranked by Transparency International as the 151st out of 180 countries, and third 
most corrupt East African country. 

EU has identified limited space for  civil society and tight government control on NGOs as one of the 
risks for funds to Ugandan civil society.There is reduced funding to civic work world wide. Two suicide 
terrorist bombings that took place in 2010 heightened government anti-terrorism measures and are 
often cited as justification for all exra security measures including scrutiny of foreign funding. 

Issue 4 Of 7: International Contact

Describe the issue CSOs face barriers to international contact on more political issues. The political environment in Uganda 
discourages some embassies from participating in the civic work and some activists have suffered travel 
bans.

Is the root cause of this 
issue in the text of the law 
or the way the law is im-
plemented?

The root cause is in the implementation of the law: Under section 45 of the NGO Act, organizations 
are required to disclose the number of foreign staff they employ. Foreign staff must submit to the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs their credentials before being permitted to  work in the country.
Foreign collaboration on activities that the government perceives as against the political status quo is 
usually quashed with travel bans, and deportation in some cases. 
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Describe the impact, in-
cluding the severity of the 
impact, of this issue

This presents lost opportunities for meaningful engagement and learning that is pertinent for the work of 
CSOs. Dr. Stella Nyanzi’s travel ban was based on orders to immigration officials by the CID. Her criminal 
charge was In relation to exercise of constitutionally protected freedom of speech, through Facebook 
posts demanding government action and reform to provide sanitary pads.

How does this issue affect 
philanthropy organisa-
tions? Does this overlap 
with the interests of other 
CSOs? 

Some philanthropy organisations find it risky to support civil society work in Uganda. Some philanthropy 
organisations also hesitate to fund programmes that entail international partnerships that contradict 
government interests or may be sensitive in the way it is interpreted by the government.

Who might be interested 
or invested in addressing 
this issue?

Embassies in Uganda, CSOs, philanthropy organisations, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

Is this issue linked to oth-
er types of repression in 
the overall environment?

Overall, the political environment in Uganda restrains or prevents people perceived to be opposed to 
government from fece-to-face interaction with the public. 

Have there been previous 
efforts to address this?  If 
so, what happened? Has 
anything changed?

Stella Nyanzi, a political activist sued the government following being prevented from traveling to the 
Netherlands for an academic conference in 2017. Court awarded her UShs. 50 million in damages in 
2019.

Are there particular  fea-
tures of the local or na-
tional environment to 
consider?

 As Uganda gets closer to this next national elections,  international travel and contact with highly politi-
cised individuals or groups risks scrutiny.

Issue 5 Of 7: Barriers To Financial Transactions

Describe the issue  NGOs that work on sensitive issues face the risk of having their financial transactions blocked under the 
guise of anti-money laundering or anti-terrorism financing measures by the government.
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 Is the root cause of this 
issue in the text of the law 
or the way the law is im-
plemented?

 The root cause is both in the text of the law and the way its implemented: Section 8 of the Anti-Money 
Laundering Act provides for record and reporting of cash and monetary transactions involving domestic 
or foreign currency exceeding UShs. 20,000,000. Section 61 of the Act provides for search, and seizure 
of tainted property, but with a search warrant issued under section 63. This section has been used in the 
past to scrutinise or interfere with NGOs that work on sensitive issues. In 2016, the Financial Intelligence 
Authority announced that NGOs would be required to declare their sources of funding  to the FIA to en-
sure transparency and prevent money laundering.

Describe the impact, in-
cluding the severity of the 
impact, of this issue

CSOs face excessive government scrutiny in relation to their funds. Account closures suffered by some 
NGOs like Action Aid have made other NGOs reconsider their advocacy approach on policy and political 
issues that are contrary to government’s, with the view of remaining ‘in the good books of government.
The closure of Action Aid and GLISS bank accounts in 2017 contravened several laws and procedures 
and disrupted other local initiatives e.g Students in Northern Uganda, West Nile and Teso whose edu-
cation was being funded by ActionAid faced an uncertain future while the bank accounts closure lasted.

How does this issue af-
fect philanthropy organi-
sations? Does this over-
lap with the interests of 
other CSOs? 

Philanthropy organisations may face difficulty in remitting funds to organizations whose financial trans-
actions have been blocked by the government, or experience delays in partner implementation as they 
await approval.

Who might be interested 
or invested in addressing 
this issue?

Banks, CSOs, FIA, Police, CSOs, philanthropy organisations, diplomatic missions and bilateral partners 
might be interested in addressing this issue

Is this issue linked to oth-
er types of repression in 
the overall environment?

Uganda is a member of the Financial Action Task Force, an intergovernmental body that sets global 
standards on money laundering. In 2016, significant international advocacy caused FATF to revise the 
recommendation that CSOs were “particularly vulnerable” to terrorist financing.
The government is hostile to organisations engaged in political reform advocacy or those working on 
sensitive political rights. 

Have there been previous 
efforts to address this?  If 
so, what happened? Has 
anything changed?

Action Aid through its lawyers challenged in the High Court  Division the closure of its accounts. A 
decision is still pending. Meetings were held with government officials, banks, Uganda Police and the 
Financial Intelligence Authority that led to unfreezing of accounts. Over 17,000 signatures were collected 
and a petition presented to the prime minister to unfreeze accounts.
In 2017 after the closure of ActionAid bank accounts, the organisation spoke out to demand opening of 
the accounts. Action Aid USA executive director Marie Clarke joined her Ugandan colleagues to con-
demn the closure and demand the government to allow free expression on matters of national impor-
tance. The bank accounts have been reopened and no similar incidents occurred again.
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Are there particular  fea-
tures of the local or na-
tional environment to 
consider?

Terrorism poses a threat to the national security of Uganda, as well as regional and global peace. The 
Uganda government through UPDF is involved in the fight against extremists in Somalia and therefore is 
susceptible to terror attacks. Twin bombings by Al-Shabaab in Kampala in 2010 claimed over 70 lives. 
Whereas government efforts to curb terrorism financing or money laundering are legitimate and com-
mendable, there is an existing risk that such measures unfairly target civic organisations.

Issue 6 of 7: Tax

Describe the issue Maintaining tax-exempt status is a cumbersome process for civil society in an environment that doesn’t 
support local philanthropy. Restrictive taxes have also affected the space for CSOs to operate

Is the root cause of this 
issue in the text of the 
law or the way the law 
is implemented?

The root cause is in the way the law is implemented: Section 2 (bb) of Income Tax Act makes NGOs 
eligible for tax exemption. In order to qualify for tax exemption status however, NGOs must apply to the 
commissioner general of Uganda Revenue Authority who uses their discretion to grant the status. The 
law is silent on the criteria used to select NGOs for tax exempt status.  

A daily levy on social media  was introduced in 2018 to ‘tame idle talk’ and raise revenue, it affects up to 
60 online platforms including Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter where politically dissenting voices were 
emerging.                    

Describe the impact, 
including the severity of 
the impact, of this issue

Income tax  on commercial activities of CSOs discourages social enterprise. The cost of operations of 
NGOs increases, and this depletes money that could have been spent on more beneficial activities or 
programming. Millions of Ugandans also quit social media after the imposition of an access tax by the 
government to ‘limit gossip.’

How does this issue 
affect philanthropy or-
ganisations? Does this 
overlap with the inter-
ests of other CSOs? 

A narrow range of tax incentives and general lack of awareness about the same has a negative impact on 
local philanthropy and leaves CSOs largely depependent on foreign funding and foreign interest in terms 
of what to prioritise when implementing projects in the country as they are donor dependent.

Who might be inter-
ested or invested in 
addressing this issue?

Banks, Uganda Revenue Authority, philanthropy organisations, CSOs, Bank of Uganda and Ministry of 
Finance might be interested in addressing this issue.

Is this issue linked to 
other types of repres-
sion in the overall envi-
ronment?

Social media tax primarily targeted dissenting voices online and along with arrests of prominent political-
ly dissenting voices, has limited social and civic freedom online. Such taxes therefore restrict freedom of 
association online as well.
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Have there been previ-
ous efforts to address 
this?  If so, what hap-
pened? Has anything 
changed?

There has not been any legal or engagement effort to get the government to reconsider its procedure for 
considering or appreciating the value of tax exemptions for NGOs.

The Cyber Law Initiative petitioned the Constitutional court to annual the social media tax. A decision is 
yet to be delivered.

Are there particular  
features of the local or 
national environment to 
consider?

 Uganda does  not have a thriving local philanthropy culture. The sector is still very young. There is little 
appreciation of the benefit of tax exemption towards the work of  CSOs, as most of them are foreign 
funded. 

Issue 7 Of 7: Restrictions On Engagement In Policy Issues

Describe the issue Various laws hinder the power of CSOs to mobilise public support and to influence government 
policy.

Is the root cause of this issue 
in the text of the law or the 
way the law is implemented?

The root cause is in the text of the law and the way the law is interpreted: Section 44(d) and 
(e) of the NGO Act prohibit NGOs from, (I) “engaging In any acts prejudicial to the security and 
laws of Uganda  Section 25 of the Computer Misuse Act prohibits the misuse and willful and 
repeated use of electronic communication to disturb the peace, quiet or privacy. The political 
question doctrine is used by judicial officers to bar r them from inquiring into matters concerning 
government policy.

Describe the impact, including 
the severity of the impact, of 
this issue

The closure of bank accounts of NGOs opposed to the age limit amendment caused a chilling 
effect on other organisations. Government also sent letters to 25  other CSOs, demanding their 
bank details. T-shirts marked AGE LIMIT IS THE LIMIT’ were deemed illegal and  seized by police 
in effective shutting down legitimate citizen association.  In the  CEHURD V Attorney General 
case, the Constitutional court ruled that the political question doctrine barred judicial officers 
from inquiring into matters concerning government policy.  In October 2019, Security minster 
Gen. Elly Tumwine stated on a morning show on NBS TV that  LGBTQ groups were linked to a 
terrorist organization. Activities of LGBTQ groups are regularly interrupted and activists arrested.

How does this issue affect 
philanthropy organisations? 
Does this overlap with the 
interests of other CSOs? 

Philanthropy organisations may hesitate to fund programmes around civic rights or electoral re-
forms in order to maintain functional relationships with the government. Potential donors recon-
sidered projects or processes previously agreed on, citing safety of grants. Mainstream organisa-
tions may choose not to associate with certain organizations that work on sensitive issues for fear 
of scrutiny by the state.

Who might be interested or 
invested in addressing this 
issue?

Parliament of Uganda, CSOs, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Courts,philanthropy organizations that 
fund sensitive work and the Police might be interested in addressing this issue.
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Is this issue linked to other 
types of repression in the 
overall environment?

The government is hostile to civic freedoms. Besides the NGO Act and the Public Order Manage-
ment Act which limit NGOs open, free engagement with the public on policy issues, more repres-
sive laws have been passed like the Computer Misuse Act and when considered with all other 
ccircumstances in terms of how they are implemented by government bodies like the police or 
the limited releif from courts of law, these paint a picture of hostility.

Have there been previous 
efforts to address this?  If so, 
what happened? Has anything 
changed?

In May 2019, a number of CSOs issued a joint statement of condemnation against the order by 
Uganda Communications Commission’s to 13 media houses to suspend employees over live 
coverage of political stories.

In 2019, Chapter Four Uganda and Sexual Minorities Uganda issued a joint statement condemn-
ing police’s interruption of an International Day Against Homophobia and Transphobia event.

There has been protracted international advocacy around Dr. Stella Nyanzi’s case. In August 
2017, the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention adopted an opinion on the matter, to the ef-
fect that the charges were without merit and could not be used as a basis to justify her continued 
detention.  Action Aid through its lawyers challenged in the High Court  Division the closure of its 
accounts. A decision is still pending.

Are there particular  features 
of the local or national envi-
ronment to consider?

Ugandans will go to the polls in general elections in February 2021. Government will most likely 
heighten control on CSOs towards the elections, and any legal or policy reforms to enable CSOs 
influence government policy especially in relation to electoral reforms will be resisted.

MAPPING ISSUE PRIORITIES AND TIMELINE FOR POSSIBLE RESPONSES

ISSUE 1: REGISTRATION

SHORT TERM MEDIUM TERM LONG TERM
HIGH PRIORITY Agree with NGO Bureau on guidelines 

for the District and sub-county NGO 
monitoring committees on registration 
of CBOs and partnership with National 
CSOs, registered with the Bureau and 
operating in the district

Amend the law to remove re-registra-
tion process for CSOs
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MEDIUM PRIORITY Trainings for district and 
sub-county NGO Monitoring 
committees as well as CSOs 
clarifying the clear require-
ments for operation and com-
pliance at local level

In partnership with NGO Bureau, con-
duct national evaluation of the im-
plementation of the NGO Act aimed 
at identifying administrative reforms 
short of new legislation aimed at sim-
plifying the procedures.

Amend the NGO Act to: create a one 
stop centre for registration, remove 
additional MOU requirements for na-
tional NGOs working at local levels 
with existing permits and to region-
alise monitoring committees at local 
level to meet funding gaps

LOW PRIORITY Apply for longer term permits 
to cut down administrative 
processes for CSOs

Develop legal process for incorporat-
ing CBOs

ISSUE 2: GOVERNMENT OVERSIGHT

SHORT TERM MEDIUM TERM LONG TERM
HIGH PRIORITY Conduct risk assessments for 

all new grants and projects and 
put in place risk mitigation pro-
tocols for CSOs. 

Conduct personnel and organi-
sational security trainings for all 
partner organisations working 
on civic issues or other politi-
cally sensitive issues.

Advocacy with NGO Bureau to 
change requirements for operation 
at local level for CSOs, especially 
those working in multiple districts
Increase international pressure for 
better interpretation of the Public 
Order Management Act and its im-
plementation

Amend laws governing pubic meet-
ings to remove requirement for po-
lice approval and power to ban ille-
gal political meetings 
Amend laws governing online com-
munications to remove vague provi-
sions on protection of peace 

MEDIUM PRIORITY Conduct human rights and 
paralegal training for organisa-
tions to handle basic operation-
al legal challenges 
Improve quantitative and data 
research skills and access to 
tools for CSOs 

Consolidate all legal efforts into a 
general counsel for CSOs whose 
office mandate will be to handle 
regular legal challenges faced by 
CSOs 
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LOW PRIORITY - Coordinated documentation 
of government violations the 
right to freedom of association 
-Promote government partic-
ipation in CSO activities and 
programs at local level to in-
crease awareness of relevance 
of programs for communities.

Initiate legal strategy associated 
with bringing civil cases or private 
prosecutions on behalf of any vic-
tims in order to galvanise public 
support

ISSUE 3: FOREIGN FUNDING

SHORT TERM MEDIUM TERM LONG TERM

HIGH PRIORITY Promote continuous engage-
ment with FIA on enforcement 
of financial compliance require-
ments form CSOs 

MEDIUM PRIORITY Conduct financial systems and fi-
nancial compliance training for or-
ganisations to meet FIA standards 
for operation

Partner with trusted local re-
puted philanthropy initiatives to 
fund CSOs that face extreme 
scrutiny over foreign funding so 
their work can be supported

Introduce an enabling local philan-
thropy policy and legislation to en-
courage more domestic fundrais-
ing and resources for CSOs.

LOW PRIORITY Partner with mainstream CSOs to 
act as buffer and support better 
opportunities for advocacy with 
government for high risk CSOs 
working human rights inclusion of 
minorities and marginalised groups

Assist grantees strengthen or-
ganizational management, par-
ticularly by providing multi-year 
flexible funding and leadership 
training
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ISSUE 4 & 6: INTERNATIONAL CONTACT AND TAX

SHORT TERM MEDIUM TERM LONG TERM
HIGH PRIORITY Monitor and coordinate doc-

umentation of incidents of 
government restricting inter-
national contact

Promote engagement with the 
Uganda Revenue Authority to 
clarify clear guidelines for tax 
exemptions to make the pro-
cess more transparent

Continued support for court petition chal-
lenging the social media tax

MEDIUM PRIORITY Issue joint public statements 
condemning government in-
terference of international 
contact e.g deportations of 
foreign activists 

Amend Income tax law governing tax in-
centives to expand benefits to local citi-
zens as a way to encourage local philan-
thropy

LOW PRIORITY File individual cases of viola-
tions in court through personal 
liability claims

Introduce law and policy regulating the 
local philanthropy sector so as grow local 
support for CSOs

ISSUE 5: BARRIERS TO FINANCIAL TRANSACTIONS

SHORT TERM MEDIUM TERM LONG TERM
HIGH PRIORITY Support CSOs to put in place all nec-

essary financial management systems 
and procedures to ensure compliance

Risk mapping and alternative rapid 
response strategies to insulate pro-
grams from government barriers to 
financial transactions
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MEDIUM PRIORITY Compliance trainings for all small to 
medium CSOs on meeting FIA finan-
cial transparency requirements, espe-
cially those that may lack capacity to 
hire financial experts 

Consider foreign 
or remote financial 
accounts for CSOs 
working on issues 
perceived as high 
risk or politically 
sensitive 

LOW PRIORITY

ISSUE 7: RESTRICTION ON ENGAGEMENT ON POLICY ISSUES

SHORT TERM MEDIUM TERM LONG TERM
HIGH PRIORITY Trainings for CSOS working at local 

and district level on understanding the 
legal environment and various laws af-
fecting their work. 

Advocate for Constitutional court to 
make a written declaration on the im-
plementation of the Public Order Man-
agement Act

MEDIUM PRIORITY Promote effective and timely response 
and documentation mechanisms to 
support activists and individuals at the 
‘front-line’

Integrate risk mitigation strategies in 
advance of project implementation 
to share risk among different partners 
and CSOs both at national and district 
level to buffer stringent responses.

Challenge the use of the 
political doctrine in cases 
pursuing remedies for hu-
man rights violations of by 
the government

LOW PRIORITY Promote government representation 
in all public or media policy discus-
sions
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POTENTIAL CHANGEMAKERS AND ALLIES
1. CSOs are required to apply for multiple layers of registration to different authorities frequently. 

Potential 
Change 
maker 
or Ally

Power 
to influ-
ence

Degree of 
interest

Extent of Knowl-
edge

Possible Actions 
to increase inter-
est or knowledge

Resources Avail-
able for advocacy

Resources 
needed for 
advocacy

Strength of 
opportunity

Uganda 
NGO 
Bureau

High Medium Good understanding 
of the problem from 
CSO updates on 
experiences

Provide data and 
CSO evaluation of 
the challenges with 
multi-level registra-
tion and impact on 
their work; identify 
financial resource 
partners to support 
impact evaluation 
of NGO Act so far

Good working 
relationship be-
tween the Bureau 
and CSO networks; 
good will from phil-
anthropic partners 

Hard data 
and concrete 
experiences 
with registration 
requirements; 
proposal of 
alternatives to 
ease guidelines

8

National 
legisla-
tors 

High Low General understand-
ing but no details of 
impact of law

Share advocacy 
briefs with reasons 
why law should be 
amended

Various contacts 
with legislators; 
research and data 
collected on impact

Build relation-
ships and trust 
with legislators; 
public engage-
ment cam-
paigns; 

7

Strategic 
litigation 
organi-
zations/
firms

High High In depth under-
standing of the 
challenges from 
experiences and 
complaints from 
CSOs struggling 
with registration 
requirements

Provide document-
ed experiences and 
data from diverse 
CSOs to build a 
strong litigation 
case

Lawyers on teams Costs of ex-
tended litigation 
in court; media 
and public 
awareness 
campaigns; 
strong partner-
ship with CSOs 
supporting the 
case; contribu-
tions to finan-
cial costs of 
litigation;

7
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2. CSOs are subject to over sweeping state oversight and limiting hardships from restrictive laws

Potential 
Change 
maker or 
Ally

Power to 
influence

Degree 
of inter-
est

Extent of 
Knowledge

Possible Actions to 
increase interest or 
knowledge

Resources Avail-
able for advo-
cacy

Resources need-
ed for advocacy Strength of op-

portunity

Diplomat-
ic part-
ners

High High Broad under-
standing of 
government’s 
overreaching 
oversight 
over civil 
society

Provide more data on 
limiting impact of gov-
ernment interference; 

Strong exist-
ing relationship 
with diplomatic 
partners; existing 
platforms for in-
formation gather-
ing by diplomatic 
partners;  

8

Judiciary High Medium Broad un-
derstanding 
of impact 
of vague 
laws like the 
POMA and 
computer 
misuse Act 
through in-
teraction with 
CSOs

Lodge several per-
sonal civil complaints 
and individual liability 
cases against offend-
ing government offi-
cials to build evidence 
of abuse; information 
sharing on effect of 
restrictive laws 

CSO networks 
like the coordi-
nation working 
group on shrink-
ing spaces; 

Experienced legal 
officers; finan-
cial resources to 
cover legal costs; 
documentation of 
abuses of gov-
ernment oversight 
function; public 
communication 
campaigns; 

6

District 
and sub 
county 
NGO 
monitor-
ing com-
mittees

Medium Low Limited 
knowledge 
of criteria/ 
guidelines 
for approving 
local CSO 
activities

More information 
sharing and involve-
ment in planning of 
activities; training on

National CSO 
networks across 
the country; 
working relation-
ship with NGO 
Bureau

Research and 
documentation to 
capture exten-
sive experience; 
building good 
working relations 
with committees 
and local political 
leaders

6

3. CSOs are required to submit program documentation in order to access foreign funding
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Potential 
Change mak-
er or Ally

Power to 
influence

Degree 
of inter-
est

Extent of 
Knowledge

Possible Actions 
to increase inter-
est or knowledge

Resources 
Available for 
advocacy

Resources needed 
for advocacy

Strength 
of oppor-
tunity

Financial 
Intelligence 
Authority

High Low Good un-
derstanding 
of financial 
reporting 
compliance 
bottlenecks 
for CSOs

Link advocacy 
to International 
Financial Authority 
Task Force

Existing rela-
tionship with FIA 
established by 
CSOs

Data collected 
on challenges 
faced by CSOs

Consultants for 
policy research and 
policy briefs

Communication and 
campaign strategies

Meeting forums 
between CSOs, FIA 
and NGO bureau

6

Donors Medium Very high Updates 
from local 
partners 
and benefi-
ciaries

Increase infor-
mation sharing 
between funders 
and local partner 
challenges with 
compliance

Existing rela-
tionships and 
networks be-
tween funders

Data and information 8

4. CSOs face barriers to international contact on more political issues. 

Potential 
Change 
maker or 
Ally

Power to 
influence

Degree of 
interest

Extent of 
Knowl-
edge

Possible Actions 
to increase inter-
est or knowledge

Resources 
Available for 
advocacy

Resources 
needed for 
advocacy

Strength of 
opportunity
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Ministry 
of Internal 
Affairs

High Low Detailed 
knowledge 
and control 
over for-
eign travel 
opportu-
nities for 
members 
of civil 
society.

Provide in formation 
on the importance 
of international 
partnerships for civil 
society organisa-
tions

Data Experienced 
legal officers to 
challenge travel 
bans and depor-
tations

5

Diplomatic 
partners

High Medium General 
knowledge 
of incidents 
where 
internation-
al contact 
has been 
restricted

Link restrictions to 
the broader issue 
of shrinking civic 
space

 Good relation-
ship between 
CSOs and diplo-
matic partners

Information and 
data linking in-
ternational con-
tact to freedom 
of expression

7

 

5. NGOs that work on sensitive issues face the risk of having their financial transactions blocked.

Potential 
Change maker 
or Ally

Power to 
influence

Degree of 
interest

Extent of 
Knowledge

Possible Actions 
to increase inter-
est or knowledge

Resources Avail-
able for advocacy

Resources 
needed for 
advocacy

Strength of 
opportunity

Financial Intelli-
gence Authority

High Medium Good un-
derstanding 
of financial 
reporting 
compliance 
challenges 
faced by 
CSOs.

Existing relation-
ship with CSOs

Support for 
participation 
in internation-
al advocacy 
forums

Data on chal-
lenges faced by 
CSOs

5
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6. Civil society struggles to maintain tax-exempt status 

Potential 
Change 
maker or 
Ally

Power to 
influence

Degree 
of 
interest

Extent of Knowl-
edge

Possible Actions to increase 
interest or knowledge

Resources 
Available 
for advo-
cacy

Resources 
needed for 
advocacy

Strength of 
opportunity

URA High Low Aware of provi-
sions of tax laws 
but not of benefits 
of exemptions 

Alternative tax approaches 
to social media, benefits of 
exemptions

Research Meetings, 
Relationships

7

MPs High Medium Limited aware-
ness of benefits of 
tax incentives for 
CSOs

Share information to improve 
their understanding of bene-
fits of tax incentives for CSOs

Existing re-
lationships

Trust
Information/
data
Legislative 
drafting sup-
port

8

Restrictions on policy engagement affect CSOs pursuing civic advocacy

Potential 
Change 
maker or 
Ally

Power to 
influence

Degree of 
interest

Extent of 
Knowledge

Possible 
Actions to 
increase 
interest or 
knowledge

Resources Avail-
able for advocacy

Resources need-
ed for advocacy

Strength of op-
portunity

Judiciary High Medium Very good 
knowledge 
of laws and 
policy

Training Existing relation-
ship and goodwill

Media coverage

Training

Data

6
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Interna-
tional press 
and media 
houses

Medium to 
high

High Local corre-
spondents 
monitor inci-
dents as they 
arise

Build strong 
information 
network to 
coordinate 
regular up-
dates when 
violations are 
happening

Contacts be-
tween individual 
CSO actors and 
media houses/ 
journalists

Database of all 
media houses 
that report on 
Uganda interna-
tionally
 
Organized 
communication 
Network

7

 

CONCLUSION

The active nature of CSOs in different areas of economic, social and political life and a vocifer-
ous media all show the strides Uganda has taken since democracy was restored in 1996. How-
ever, the examples of the current impact of the legal restrictions and human rights violations 
highlighted in this research show the challenges that CSOs encounter on a regular basis. It is 
clear that CSOs, citizens and independent media face restrictions when they seek to articulate 
their views and participate in public assemblies about government failures and malpractices. 
Such restrictions can have devastating effects on the lives of activists; human rights defenders, 
journalists and citizens in general, and also undermine the gains made in Uganda’s democratic 
progress and development efforts.

The additional requirements for registration and compliance in order to perform day-to-day ac-
tivities, restrictions on areas CSOs can operate freely and the narrowing of space to operate, 
have serious impacts on the ability of civil society to play its proper roles. Important information 
is destroyed, annual plans of CSOs are derailed and the need to invest in additional security, 
something many CSOs have had to do, creates additional financial burdens. Crucially, these 
attacks force many in civil society to resort to self-censorship. 
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The Constitution of Uganda provides for the freedom of association and Uganda should abide 
by the international standard and conventions it ratified to protect the freedom of expression for 
all, including critical CSOs so as to promote a vibrant democracy, improve the state of human 
rights and the quality of civic space in Uganda.
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