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Executive Summary

Ngabirano

Uganda’s broadcasting sector has expanded
rapidly since the liberalization of airwaves in 1993,
but its growth is constrained by restrictive laws
and regulatory practices that undermine media
independence and freedom of expression.
Although the 1995 Constitution guarantees these
rights, vague legal provisions and broad
discretionary powers granted to regulators have
created an unpredictable environment marked by
censorship, harassment, and self-censorship.

Civil society organizations have worked to defend
press freedom, and courts have struck down
some unconstitutional provisions, but significant
gaps remain. This brief provides policy direction
and practical actions necessary for reforming
Uganda’s broadcasting framework in order to
strengthen independent regulation, revise
restrictive laws, and align broadcasting policy with
constitutional guarantees and international human
rights standards.

Introduction

Uganda’s broadcasting sector has expanded
significantly since liberalization in 1993, with the
number of radio and television stations
multiplying and providing diverse platforms for
communication (Cohen & Mclntyre, 2020; Selnes,
2020). Broadcasting has become an essential tool
for citizen participation in governance,
dissemination of development information, and
promotion of accountability. However, this growth
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has occurred within a restrictive regulatory
framework that prioritizes political control over
media independence (ACME, 2024).

Although the 1995 Constitution guarantees
freedom of speech and expression in Article 29
and access to information in Article 41, these
rights are curtailed by Article 43, which permits
restrictions based on vaguely defined notions of
public interest and morality (Republic of Uganda,
1995). This uncertainty has provided the basis for
a series of laws and regulatory measures that limit
broadcasting freedoms. The Computer Misuse
Act of 2011 has been used to prosecute
government critics, the Uganda Communications
Commission Act of 2013 grants broad
discretionary powers to suspend licenses, while
the Penal Code and Anti-Terrorism Act
criminalize defamation and other vaguely defined
offences (Asasira & Kwizera, 2018; Kimumwe,
2020). These provisions have created a climate of
fear, harassment, and self-censorship that
weakens media independence and narrows
democratic space.

Policy Options

- Over the years, some efforts have been made
to safeguard freedom of expression and media
independence. Civil society organizations such
as the African Centre for Media Excellence
(ACME, 2024) and the Human Rights Network
for Journalists (HRNJ-U) have documented
media repression, trained journalists on safety
mechanisms, provided legal support, and
challenged restrictive provisions in courts.




- 02  BUILDING A RESILIENT FUTURE

- Judicial interventions, such as the
Constitutional Court’s nullification of Section
25 of the Computer Misuse Act in 2023,
demonstrate progress in aligning domestic law
with constitutional guarantees (Nanfuka, 2023).
International partners such as the European
Union and UNESCO have supported media
freedom initiatives in Uganda, thereby
reinforcing advocacy efforts (European
External Action Service, 2021).

- Nevertheless, key gaps persist. The Uganda
Communications Commission continues to
exercise sweeping regulatory powers under
Section 5 of the Communications Act, 2013
suspending or penalizing broadcasters without
transparent procedures (Kimumwe, 2020).

- The Access to Information Act of 2005 remains
ineffective due to high access fees, broad
exemptions, and long delays in information
release, limiting its use for investigative
journalism (Kimumwe, 2020).

- Broad provisions in the Anti-Terrorism Act,
2002 and Anti-Pornography Act, 2014 enable
arbitrary prosecutions, while the Penal Code's
defamation provisions have been weaponized
to silence journalists and encourage self-
censorship (Nassanga & Tayeebwa, 2018).
Despite the constitutional framework, Uganda’s
regulatory environment remains unpredictable,
politically influenced, and detrimental to
independent broadcasting.

Recommendations

— Parliament of Uganda, in collaboration with the
Ministry of ICT and National Guidance, should
undertake legal reforms to strengthen
Uganda's broadcasting framework by aligning
laws with constitutional and international
standards. The institutional separation of
policy-making and regulation should be
prioritized to prevent political capture of
regulatory bodies.

- The Uganda Communications Commission
(UCC) should operate independently, with
transparent appointment processes overseen
by Parliament, and be provided with adequate
resources to function credibly and regulate
broadcasting effectively.
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- Parliament of Uganda should amend or repeal
overly broad provisions in the Computer
Misuse Act, Penal Code, Anti-Terrorism Act,
and Anti-Pornography Act that criminalize
legitimate expression (Asasira & Kwizera,
2018).

- Parliament, together with Ministry of ICT and
National Guidance, should revise the Access to
Information Act, 2005 to reduce fees, shorten
response timelines, and limit exemptions,
making it a more effective tool for
accountability.

- Judiciary of Uganda should exercise oversight
in determining whether broadcasts threaten
national security, public order, or morality,
replacing discretionary executive control to
ensure impartial adjudication and protection of
freedom of expression.

= Civil society should be empowered to continue
advocacy, national dialogues, and awareness-
raising to reinforce freedom of expression as a
cornerstone of democracy and development.

Conclusion

The growth of Uganda’s broadcasting sector
presents opportunities for strengthening
democracy and development, yet restrictive laws
and political interference continue to undermine
its potential. To ensure broadcasting contributes
to national progress, Uganda can build a
regulatory environment that guarantees
independence, protects media freedoms, and
upholds citizens’ right to information. Achieving
this requires decisive reforms that repeal
restrictive provisions, align laws with international
human rights standards, and foster transparency
and accountability. With such commitment,
broadcasting can become a driver of democratic
governance, citizen participation, and inclusive
development.
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