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Abstract 

For centuries, centralisation was the dominant model of governance in most parts of the developing 

world. However, since the mid-1980s many countries in Africa have adopted decentralisation owing to 

the failure of centralisation to deliver public goods to citizens. In 1992, Uganda adopted 

decentralisation policy reforms to give ordinary citizens more control over their own administration 

and development agenda. This article reports case study research conducted in Karamoja, Uganda to 

establish the extent to which decentralisation reforms have indeed empowered local people. Research 

findings revealed mixed results. Although decentralisation resulted in the creation of the local 

government system, which in principle offers representational governance for different interest groups 

in local communities, ordinary citizens have fallen short of being politically empowered. State–society 

power relations have remained unaltered in favour of local elites. The authors contend that for political 

empowerment of citizens to be achieved, there is a need to devolve a considerable amount of autonomy 

to local governments and review the law to make local elites subordinate to citizen representatives. 

Keywords: Decentralisation, political empowerment, accountability, ordinary citizens, Karamoja 

Introduction 

This research sought to establish whether or not decentralisation policy reforms have led to the political 

empowerment of citizens in Karamoja, a historically isolated and marginalised sub-region of Uganda. 

The end of the Cold War led to a wave of policy reform initiatives in Africa. Key among these was 

decentralisation of power to lower levels of government (Ndegwa and Levy 2003, p. 3). The intention 
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was to reverse the negative effects of centralised governance which had stifled development. Advocates 

of decentralisation believe that it has diverse developmental benefits that include political 

empowerment of citizens, improvement of local accountability, and ease of access to information; and 

that it thereby stimulates development, especially in disadvantaged communities (Chambers 1983; 

Manor 1999, pp. 37–38; Sakyi 2013, p. 56). These supportive arguments notwithstanding, some 

scholars remain sceptical about the real impact of decentralisation on citizens at grassroots level. They 

cite several risks: that decentralisation may promote local elite interests rather than those of the ordinary 

citizens; it may reinforce gender discrimination; and it may undermine accountability and, 

consequently, promote corruption at the local level (Brosio 2000). However, in spite of these concerns, 

the assumed benefits of decentralisation are still considered to outweigh the shortcomings and it 

continues to be widely embraced as a better governance system. Indeed, the rationale of Uganda’s 

decentralisation programme included addressing regional development disparities and thus ethnic 

competition for power at the centre. 

After the unsatisfactory experience of the post-independence centralised model of governance, which 

was characterised by dictatorship, state collapse, and failure to promote development or reduce poverty, 

in 1992 Uganda’s new National Resistance Movement (NRM) government pursued decentralisation 

reforms, claiming that these would democratically empower the people to take control of their 

development and governance agenda (Muhumuza 2008). The historical context was complex. Earlier 

decentralisation initiatives adopted towards the end of British colonialism in the mid-1950s and which 

were inherited by the post-independence government lasted until 1966 (Hicks 1961; Burke 1964; 

Muhumuza 2008, p. 61). In 1967, a new constitution was promulgated which enabled the national 

government to centralise power, greatly limiting the authority of local governments in all aspects. Local 

administrators became political appointees. Over time, in the absence of direct local accountability, 

services deteriorated, leading ultimately to the NRM government’s decentralisation policy reforms. 

Those reforms included returning administrative, financial and political autonomy to local authorities. 

This was expected to give discretion to local officials in decision-making, promote citizen participation 

and local ownership of development initiatives, and enhance fiscal responsibility and accountability; 

and consequently improve service delivery (Government of Uganda [GoU] 1993a, p. 1). All these 

advances were expected to translate into political empowerment of citizens – awareness of their political 

rights, access to information about public finances and programmes being implemented, participation 

in decision- making, and capacity to demand accountability from their leaders.  

Implementation of the decentralisation reforms in the early years from 1993 to 1997 was heralded as 

exemplary (Francis and James 2003, p. 325). This was evidenced by a sound policy and legislative 

framework that gave local authorities autonomy to hire and fire their staff, collect taxes and receive 

sizeable grants from the central government. Some scholars have argued that those gains have since 

been eroded to the extent that decentralisation is now riddled with policy failures and reversals (Smoke 
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et al. 2014). However, the NRM government – led by President Museveni for an unbroken 37 years – 

claims that the reforms are on track and performing well. It is in the context of this controversy that this 

article analyses whether or not decentralisation policy reforms have politically empowered the ordinary 

citizens of Karamoja.  

Figure 1: Map of Karamoja Region showing the study districts of Moroto and Kotido 

 

Source: Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (2021, p. 9). 

The Karamoja sub-region in north-eastern Uganda is composed of nine local government districts and 

is home to numerous ethnic sub-groups. It is characterised by a harsh semi-arid environment with an 

agro-pastoral economy. Development indicators are the worst in the country. For instance, the literacy 

rates for persons aged 18 years and above in the Kotido and Moroto districts (where this study was 

carried out) stand at 10.2% and 22.2% respectively, compared to the national average of 74% reported 

by the Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS 2017). Also, in 2019/20, 65.7% of the Karamoja population 
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lived in absolute poverty, which was the highest proportion in Uganda and nearly three times the 

national average of 23.5% (UBOS 2020). 

Karamoja also has a history of isolation and marginalisation by governments both during colonialism 

and after independence (Mamdani 1982, p. 66). Colonialism not only used repression to govern the sub-

region but also closed it off to the outside world. One needed a permit to visit it. Karamoja was referred 

to as a ‘special area’ or a ‘human zoo’ between 1911 and 1950 (Owiny 2006, p. 15). As well, the 

colonialists implemented hostile policies, such as destocking and gazetting of land for game parks 

(Mamdani 1982). After independence, successive governments continued to marginalise the sub-region. 

For instance Milton Obote, the country’s first prime minister, is reported to have said that “Uganda 

cannot wait for Karamoja to develop” (Närman 2003, p. 130), and later Idi Amin’s reign took a 

militaristic approach to governing Karamoja (Nsibambi 2014).  

A change of attitude came with the NRM’s ascent to power in 1986. Not only did it pledge to address 

Karamoja’s problems in its Ten-Point Programme (GoU 1993b), but it also used the decentralisation 

policy initiative as a driver for development in Karamoja. As noted above, this was intended to empower 

people and to advance development and governance in order to better their standard of living. The idea 

was that citizens would engage in decision-making so as to identify their local problems, set their 

priorities, plan and budget, and demand results from political and administrative officials.  

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: conceptual and theoretical perspectives; research 

methods; findings and discussion; and conclusion and policy recommendations.  

Conceptual and theoretical perspectives 

Citizens’ political empowerment is defined in various ways by different scholars. Some conceive it to 

be a process of transferring power to those who lack it (Budryte 2014). Others define it as a three- 

dimensional process of building people’s capacity so they can have more freedom of choice, agency 

and participation in society decision-making (Sundström et al. 2015). This article adopts the second 

definition. Choice refers to people’s freedom to identify their needs and interests; participation denotes 

involvement of people in public decision-making (Kabeer 1999, pp. 435–464); and agency is about 

capacity to shape political agendas or to publicly voice people’s policy preferences (Lukes 1974; Young 

1993; Welzel 2013). Accordingly, being disempowered is being deprived of choice and the opportunity 

to decide. According to Sundström et al. (2015), political engagement is a key component of 

empowerment.  

Political empowerment is anchored in power relations theory. The argument is that differential power 

exists between different levels of government, and the centre possesses more power than sub-national 

governments. Power at the centre is claimed to be controlled and exercised by the ruling elites who 

pursue vested interests (Kimengsi and Gwan 2017). Decentralisation is supposed to initiate a process 
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through which power and resources are shared or redistributed from the centre to sub-national 

governments – although this paper argues that in Uganda’s case this is more theory than practice. 

While power relations theory maintains that redistribution of power and resources will empower 

citizens and subsequently improve their livelihoods, and that the reverse is also true (Francis and James 

2003, p. 326; Reyes-Garcia et al. 2010, p. 230), power-sharing through decentralisation between the 

centre and the locality is contingent on political circumstances (Manor 1999, p. 4; Eaton et al. 2011). 

So, when the circumstances are favourable to the ruling elite they may decentralise power, and when 

they deem that the political circumstances have changed they may recentralise it. This has been 

Uganda’s reality. A critical review of Uganda’s decentralisation reforms shows that from the inception 

period of 1992 up to 2006, decentralisation received huge political support from the ruling elite, 

demonstrated by considerable devolution of power and resources to districts (local governments), which 

accounted for about 25% of the national budget by 2006 (Kaaya 2016). However, from 2006 onwards 

the changing political circumstances – notably the NRM’s decision to allow multi-party politics – 

subverted political commitment and support from the existing elite as it sought to maintain its position. 

Consequently, the policy suffered reversals in the form of significant recentralisation of powers and 

resources (Muhumuza 2013, pp. 275–280; Smoke et al. 2014).   

To establish whether Uganda’s decentralisation has empowered the people of Karamoja, this research 

applied the three concepts of choice, agency and participation. Using these as indicators for assessing 

political empowerment, it explored citizens’ participation in public decision-making, awareness of their 

rights and duties, access to information in the possession of government, control of public financial 

resources, and demand for accountability from public officials.  

Research methods 

The interpretivist paradigm served as the foundation for this study’s research technique. This paradigm 

emphasises the need to put analysis in context and the necessity of understanding events through the 

meanings that people attribute to them (Deetz 1996; Reeves and Hedberg 2003, p. 3). It seeks a deeper 

understanding of the phenomena under investigation based on the subjective experiences of individual 

participants (Hitchcock and Hughes 1989). Accordingly, detailed information was gathered from the 

perspectives of research participants via inductive qualitative research methods such as observations, 

interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs).  

The study began with a field reconnaissance visit in April 2017 in Karamoja. The actual data collection 

occurred from April to August 2018. Gaps were filled during 2019 and 2020. Two sampling techniques 

were used to engage study participants: purposive sampling for those deemed to be knowledgeable or 

have expertise or rich experience based on positions held in the local authority establishment or 

community; and convenience sampling for ordinary citizens, given that the study location was in a 
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‘hard-to-reach’ and sparsely populated region, and local communities were not easily mobilised to 

participate due to their historic mistrust of outsiders.  

Triangulation of key informant interviews (KIIs), FGDs and documentary review of published and 

unpublished materials were all used to gather data. In total, 17 key informants were interviewed from 

the two district local governments of Moroto and Kotido. These local governments were selected 

because they were within the first set of districts piloted for implementation of Uganda’s 

decentralisation policy reforms. The KIIs were supplemented by nine FGDs, four in Moroto and five in 

Kotido. Each FGD comprised eight participants drawn from homogeneous groups such as councils of 

elders, women, youth, local councillors, council executives and parish development committees (PDCs) 

so as to allow free exchange of ideas, views and opinions among study participants. The qualitative data 

collected from KIIs and FGDs was analysed using content analysis. The generative and interpretive 

phases involved reading through the transcripts iteratively so as to gain insights and understand the 

logic of the data. The representing and theorising phases sorted data into themes and sub-themes which 

were reported verbatim.  

Findings and discussion 

Participation in local decision-making processes 

Citizen participation is a key ingredient of political empowerment (Manor 1999, pp. 7–38). It denotes 

active engagement in decision-making, and it is widely believed that promoting citizen participation is 

an important way of empowering the marginalised and the poor, improving government responsiveness 

to their needs and enhancing accountability (Combaz and Mcloughlin 2014). Citizen participation in 

development processes takes various forms, ranging from participating in meetings, the provision of 

resources, problem analysis, project initiation, identifying priorities, planning, and designing 

implementation and management arrangements (Marijani 2017, p. 637).  

Uganda’s laws and policy on decentralisation provide for citizen involvement and inclusion in decision-

making in order to encourage popular participation. According to Article 38(1) of the 1995 Constitution, 

every Ugandan citizen has the right to engage in governmental matters, either directly or indirectly. The 

policy mandates the citizens to give approval to local government plans and budgets through their 

elected councillors. (Article 35(1) of the Local Governments Act 1997 specifies that the district council 

is the district’s planning authority (Cap. 243), while Section 17 stipulates that a local government 

council shall develop, approve and carry out budgets and plans in accordance with Section 77 of the 

same Act.) However, despite a favourable legal and policy environment, local actions have tended to 

deviate from the legal provisions. Both the elected members and administrative staff of local 

governments, whom we refer to as ‘local elites’, manipulate the system to serve their vested interests 

rather than enabling ordinary citizens to set their own development priorities or even hold their leaders 

accountable (Muhumuza 2008, p. 426).  
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Under the 1997 Local Governments Act, decentralised participatory structures were established at the 

village, parish, sub-county and district levels (GoU 1997). However, in Karamoja citizen involvement 

in local government decision-making on matters of budgeting and planning for development remains 

stifled. Views from FGD and KII participants in Moroto and Kotido districts confirmed limited 

participation by ordinary citizens. This was a typical comment: 

Secrecy in expenditures and accountability by sub-county government officials was the 

main reason for their hesitation to engage us in participatory planning and budget 

processes. They wanted us to remain uninformed about such activities so that we do not 

follow up and question them about expenditure and accountability (FGD, youth, 

Katikekile sub-county, Moroto, August 2018). 

The same concern was echoed in a women’s FGD, where participants revealed that they had not been 

involved in planning, budgeting or monitoring of development projects:  

It is a few individuals that are friends or relatives to the local council leaders who get 

involved and could possibly be aware of all these activities of government (FGD, women, 

Katikekile sub-county, Moroto, August 2018).  

Interviews with district officials confirmed the low levels of citizen participation, but attributed these 

to financial limitations. They further alleged that public participation was thwarted by the fact that 

ordinary citizens demanded support in the form of a transport refund, drinks and lunch, a culture that 

was created and nurtured by NGOs for many years. One official observed that, to make community 

meetings successful:  

…one needed to move with not only snacks but also some transport refund for participants 

of between USh5,000 to USh10,000 for each participant, which the local governments 

cannot afford because of budgetary constraints (KII, district planner, Kotido district 

headquarters, May 2018).  

Accordingly, interviewee maintained that, owing to resource constraints, sub-county local government 

officials resolved to invite only members of parish development committees (PDCs), rather than 

organising village planning committees (VPCs) to represent all citizens. Yet this practice contravenes 

the law and excludes citizens at the grassroots from the decision-making process. Interviewees indicated 

that, in the end, it was the PDCs that did the planning on behalf of the people at the grassroots, and their 

meetings were dominated by officials (KII, district planner, Kotido, 30 May 2018). However, the 

allegation that ordinary citizens would not attend meetings without financial or in-kind support was 

disputed. In an FGD with council leaders and PDCs from Kotido district, participants reported that: 

The sub-county chiefs do not call the LCIs [local councils] and PDCs to come and plan. 

They always plan on their own and then put everything on the noticeboard. They forge 

minutes of planning because they want to share allowances between themselves that were 

meant for people who would have come for meetings (FGD, Nakapelimoru, Kotido, June 

2018). 

The citizens feigned ignorance of what was happening with social service delivery in the whole sub-

county. Our sample review of the minutes of Nakapelimoru sub-county technical planning committee 

meetings conducted on 25 March 2016 and 20 July 2017 found that the wording and content of these 
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minutes were the same, which supports the claims of the VPCs and PDCs of Kotido that the officials 

forged minutes. 

The limited involvement of citizens in decision-making was sometimes attributed to the top-down 

approaches used by the central government. In some cases, development projects initiated by the centre 

were imposed on the local people without their input. In such circumstances, a project formula was 

determined by the central government authorities. For instance, the restocking programme in Karamoja 

was not chosen by the local people but by the Office of the Prime Minister (OPM). As a result, most of 

the cattle breeds that were delivered died because the intended beneficiaries were not involved in 

making the right choices. The breeds delivered were exotic ones that did not suit the semi-arid climatic 

conditions of Karamoja.  

A similar case was the off-season supply of cassava cuttings for planting. It was reported that the OPM 

distributed cassava cuttings during the dry season, and so they dried up. Again, the project concept was 

formulated without the participation and input of the beneficiary communities. The local governments 

were implementing centrally-determined development priority programmes because of their 

dependence on funding from the centre. This information was corroborated by the programme 

coordinator of the NGO Caritas in Kotido district, who commented that planning and budgeting were 

still top-down in nature. He argued that civil servants at the district level still determine inputs for 

inclusion in the sub-county and district development plans. Central government still possesses a lot of 

power over local government decisions and activities since it determines the indicative planning figures 

(IPFs) for budget allocations and gives guidance on planning for all local governments, a practice which 

restricts citizens’ role in identifying preferred plans based on local priority needs. When the central 

government sets the IPFs, it also issues a checklist of government priority areas for investment, which 

include health, education, roads, water and community development. This means that all central 

government grants to local governments must be in line with the centrally determined priority 

programmes: citizens’ priorities that happen to be different from those of the centre are not considered.  

These findings concur with the argument by Smoke et al. (2014, p. 233) that local government functions 

have been usurped by central agencies to the extent that planning in local governments has been reduced 

to rubber-stamping the wishes of the centre. Local governments’ budgeting has taken on a central 

government character with no room or flexibility left for ordinary citizens to address their particular 

needs (Azfar et al. 2006, p. 10). Related studies on decentralisation reforms in Uganda by Francis and 

James (2003, p. 325) also suggested that decentralisation had done little to improve local participation 

by citizens. Despite the laws, structures and procedures created to politically empower ordinary people, 

citizens’ participation in decision-making on matters that affect their lives has remained low or limited 

compared to what advocates of the decentralisation policy had anticipated.  
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Citizens’ awareness of their rights and duties  

One of the fundamental traits of a politically empowered community is citizens who are aware of their 

civic and political rights and obligations. Article 38 of Uganda’s constitution provides citizens with a 

right to participate in public decision-making and to elect their leaders (GoU 1995). Objective 29 of the 

constitution makes it clear that the exercise and enjoyment of rights and freedoms is inseparable from 

the performance of duties and obligations, and states that it is the duty of every citizen, among others, 

to: engage in gainful work for the good of that citizen, their family and the common good and to 

contribute to national development; to contribute to the wellbeing of the community where that citizen 

lives; to foster national unity and live in harmony with others; and to promote democracy and the rule 

of law (GoU 1995).  

Notwithstanding the stipulation of citizen rights and duties in the constitution, the research findings of 

this study established that only a few people (mainly the elites) were aware of their rights and duties as 

citizens. For example, one of the FGDs for women revealed that ordinary citizens were not aware of 

their civil rights. This gap was echoed by one of the district officials in Kotido district who also noted 

that local people were not informed of their rights and roles as citizens, except for the elites. He 

explained that ordinary citizens were more preoccupied with matters concerning livestock as their major 

source of livelihood than with matters of civil rights and politics. It was also evident that some of the 

elected local leaders similarly lacked a proper grasp of their roles and responsibilities (KII, Kotido 

district official, May 2018). 

In part, citizens’ lack of knowledge of their rights and responsibilities was also due to an absence of 

civic education. Many were not aware of the provisions of the constitution and the decentralisation 

policy for their rights and civil roles. Moreover, these two important documents were never translated 

from English into local languages so that the local people can read and understand them. The mandate 

to give Ugandans civic education lies with the Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC), but in its 

2018 annual report the commission cited the lack of a national civic education policy and insufficient 

funds as major challenges (UHRC 2018, p. 246). 

Access to government information  

Another key strategy for empowering citizens politically is access to information. People should have 

the right to request and receive information kept by the government (Burgman et al. 2007). It is claimed 

that precise, clear and pertinent information can empower individuals by educating them about crucial 

life concerns like their basic rights and entitlements, the accessibility of essential services, and 

employment prospects with the government (Leach and Scoones 2007). The Government of Uganda, 

in a bid to enhance access to information, has put in place a number of enabling legal instruments. For 

instance, Article 41 of the constitution, the Access to Information Act 2005, the Access to Information 

Regulations 2011, and the Government Communication Strategy 2005 all guarantee the public’s right 
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to access information and records held by the state or any public body, unless disclosing the information 

would jeopardise the state’s security and sovereignty or infringe upon another person’s right to privacy 

(GoU 2005, 2011).  

The government has not only invested in information and communication technology (ICT) 

infrastructure for local governments, but also emphasised the need to display information for public 

consumption using the internet, noticeboards and posters where citizens can easily access information 

about government programmes. Despite the existence of all these avenues in both districts, FGD 

interviews suggested that only a few people had access to government-held information. It was mostly 

the supporters of local government political leaders who had access to information about local 

government programmes and funding. Even when community meetings were organised, only a few 

people would be invited to attend and therefore receive information (FGD, youth, Nakapelimoru sub-

county, June 2018).  

The situation was even worse regarding access to financial information, especially details of remitted 

central government grants and their utilisation. FGD interview sessions with ordinary citizens revealed 

that the leaders did not share financial information with them. Information on the amount of public 

funds received and how they were used was not disclosed but was kept confidential from the public by 

the sub-county leaders, perhaps for their own interests. It was further reported that when an ordinary 

citizen seeks information from local leaders, he/she is harassed because they are perceived to be 

intrusive (FGD, women, Katikekile sub-county, August 2018). 

In an interview with the Kotido district information officer and the programme coordinator of Caritas 

Kotido in June 2018, they attributed the lack of access to information by citizens to the high rate of 

illiteracy in the community. Although it is true that illiteracy rates are high in Karamoja, as confirmed 

by the UBOS report, alternative information channels such as barazas (community dialogues) and radio 

programmes that used local languages would not require ordinary citizens to be literate. According to 

the study by Francis and James (2003, p. 325), the main problem with local governments in Uganda is 

the lack of a culture of openness and public access to information. 

Access to and control of public financial resources 

A number of scholars have argued that the main prerequisite for the empowerment of ordinary citizens 

is some degree of control over resources (Manor 1999, p. 37; Sundström et al. 2015, p. 5). Bearing in 

mind this idea, the Ugandan government granted authority to citizens to control local government 

financial resources through their elected representatives (Article 77 (1) of the Local Governments Act 

1997 [as modified]). Local authorities have the mandate and responsibility to develop, adopt and carry 

out their plans and budgets, provided that they are balanced (revenue equals expenditure). This 

provision has, however, remained theory rather than practice. Neither the ordinary citizens nor their 



Obonyo & Muhumuza Decentralisation and political empowerment, Uganda 

 

                              CJLG September 2023 52 

 

representatives have full authority to decide on how funds are to be utilised, since local authorities are 

dependent on central government transfers. As noted earlier, the fact that the priorities on which these 

funds are to be spent are predetermined means that citizens are left with no leverage. In an interview, 

the vice chairperson of Kotido district stated that although the decentralisation policy provided elected 

leaders with powers to control resources on behalf of the people, grants from the central government 

come with conditions that must be accepted (vice chairperson, Kotido district, May 2018). Importantly, 

95% of the Kotido district budget came from the centre while development partners and locally 

generated revenue contributed only 3% and 2% respectively (Kotido District Budget for FY 

2018/2019). The Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) of Kotido reiterated that while the district had 

the role of identifying local needs, in line with the principle of decentralisation, in practice:  

…we are not very free with our financial resources. Our financial resources come already 

allocated by the central government to different priority areas. This gives very little 

flexibility to us and not even the citizens. The citizens will just present their challenges 

before us and then we work with them to prioritise against the pre-determined amount by 

the central government (KII, CAO, Kotido district, May 2018). 

Similarly, in the case of Moroto district, more than 80% of the budget funds came from the centre 

(District Budget Speech for FY 2018/2019). Local revenue constituted only 4%, and development 

partner support stood at 16%.  

Bainomugisha et al. (2020) confirm that the bulk of central funding comprises conditional grants, and 

that so-called unconditional grants are largely to be spent on salaries. Also, district officials revealed 

that some central government ministries, such as those responsible for water, works, agriculture and 

health, retained large proportions of funding intended for distribution to local governments. This 

matched findings by Ggoobi and Lukwago (2019), who noted that despite the financial difficulties local 

governments were experiencing, in FY 2018/19 central government ministries, departments and 

agencies retained up to one trillion Ugandan shillings that had been allocated for local government.  

Studies conducted elsewhere in Africa have made similar findings. Despite having implemented 

significant decentralisation reforms, African states still display central government dominance in areas 

like planning and capital investment, budgeting and fiscal management, personnel systems and 

management, and finance and revenue. Evidence shows that the majority of them have resisted 

devolving power and management of resources to sub-national organisations in order to promote 

efficient local decision-making (Lambright 2011, pp. 28–31; Wunsch 2014, p. 2).  

Political representation in decision-making  

Effective citizen participation and representation in political decision-making is a central requirement 

for empowerment (Sundström et al. 2015; Manor 1999, p. 37). This means making citizens’ voices, 

opinions and viewpoints ‘present’ in the formulation of public policy (Dovi 2006). Political 

representation happens when actors in the political sphere talk, symbolise and act on behalf of others. 
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A key factor is the frequency of interaction between political leaders and the general public with the 

aim of obtaining the latter’s views, ideas and perspectives for inclusion in public policy-making.  

Although Uganda’s decentralisation reforms have been praised for building local council systems 

within which people can elect their leaders right from the village to the district level, on the assumption 

that elected leaders serve the best interests of the electorate, this study found that political representation 

fell short of that goal. Research findings established that political representation in the two districts 

under study did not necessarily advance citizens’ interests. There were reports of limited interface 

between councillors and the electorate apart from elections. Only during election seasons did citizen 

involvement with elected officials increase. Interviews with councillors attributed the reduced 

engagement with the electorate to the enormous demands they were making. During a FGD session in 

Kotido district, the traditional chiefs reported that:  

Representation here is not effective. We have a problem with elected leaders because they 

do not organise public meetings to consult us and give information (FGD, council of 

elders, Panyangara sub-county, Kotido district, June 2018). 

This accusation was corroborated by FGDs with minority groups (women, disabled people and youth) 

in both study districts. They reported that the moment the political leaders are elected: 

They do not come back to the electorate to hold consultative meetings and collect the views 

of the electorate. They instead represent their own views. They are not concerned about 

other people’s problems. Even when they are telephoned, they do not call back (multiple 

FGDs, Kotido district, July 2018). 

Although affirmative action for women, young people, people with disabilities, and older people is 

widely regarded as essential to achieve an inclusive society, this study found that representation of 

special interest groups remained symbolic rather than translating into actual political empowerment as 

intended by the decentralisation policy. For instance, interviews with participants in Kotido district 

revealed that some councillors from various sub-counties had settled in town and forgotten about the 

people who voted for them in their manyattas (villages). Consequently, the village electorates were not 

informed about the decisions of the sub-county councils and their views were not represented. It was 

also observed that although the Local Governments Act 1997 provides grounds for the removal of a 

councillor from office that inter alia include non-performance or lack of effective representation, no 

councillor has ever been recalled by the electorate. This was blamed on citizens’ lack of awareness of 

local government law. In defence of their inaction, the councillors interviewed cited lack of funds for 

facilitating meetings with the electorate as the main cause. However, this is questionable: community 

meetings have been held traditionally under a tree or in an open space. Perhaps the issue was much 

more about whether councillors were given allowances to visit their constituents, since being a 

councillor was perceived as getting a job in government. In any case, political representation remained 

ineffective in bringing the voices of ordinary citizens into the decision-making process and 

decentralisation has yet to translate into political empowerment of ordinary citizens. 
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In addition, there were continuing cultural barriers that marginalised some groups. Karamojong society 

still has strong patriarchal structures that favour men, and women were considered inferior. These 

contextual inequalities in power were found to impede women’s participation and effective political 

representation in decision-making in local councils. Some men continue to oppose women running for 

office, and some women still exhibit a negative mindset and don’t think other women can hold 

leadership positions (Chairperson, Moroto district, August 2018). Also, whereas constitutionally 

women are free to contest any political leadership position in the country, some women are still 

unwilling to run in seats against men because they fear they will be intimidated or will lose, and thus 

compete only for reserved affirmative action seats (KII, deputy Resident District Commissioner), 

Moroto district, July 2018).  

Therefore, despite the symbolic increase in opportunities for political participation as a result of 

decentralisation reforms in Uganda, political empowerment continues to be elusive and a distant goal 

for many ordinary citizens, notably marginalised groups like women, the youth, older persons and 

people with disabilities. Crook and Manor (1998) concur that the symbolic increase in participation in 

general elections and local councils as a result of decentralisation has not had the expected outcomes. 

The primary cause appears to be the local elite and executives seizing control of local governments and 

effectively remaining cut off from the electorate while in office (Kakumba 2010, p. 184).  

Accountability of elected leaders and technocrats 

Accountability is characterised by answerability and enforceability. Therefore, public officials (elected 

and appointed) must explain and justify their behaviour and actions to the members of the public, who 

pay for and consume the public goods they manage. Accountability and empowerment are closely inter-

related: the agendas for both concern how citizens might acquire the tools, resources and capacities to 

demand accountability from those in positions of authority. This requires not only social and political 

empowerment, which forms the basis of transformed relations with the state, but also economic 

empowerment, which enhances people’s ability to engage with power holders (Combaz and Mcloughlin 

2014). The extent to which citizens are able to hold elected representatives and bureaucrats accountable 

is a fundamental measure of the political empowerment of the population (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2010, p. 

230). 

The Constitution of 1995 established numerous downward and upward avenues for local governments 

in Uganda to be held accountable to citizens directly or indirectly. Article 17(i) of the constitution gives 

authority to citizens to demand accountability from both central and local governments. They can file 

complaints about public officials’ misbehaviour and participate as witnesses in legal proceedings 

involving corruption. The District Public Accounts Committee (DPAC) and the district’s Internal Audit 

Department, which each district is mandated by law to establish, are additional instruments to enforce 

accountability of local officials. These institutional structures are charged with ensuring the proper use 
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of funds. The Local Governments Act 1997 also includes processes for recalling local council members. 

Part II of the Third Schedule of the Act provides that a councillor can be recalled for neglect of duty or 

for actions that are not in line with the position of district councillor if a third of the electorate signs a 

petition and presents it to the Electoral Commission.  

In addition, the central government releases information to the press on fiscal transfers to local 

authorities on a quarterly basis so that citizens can be made aware of the resources that have been 

received for service delivery. Districts and sub-counties are required to post financial reports on public 

noticeboards regarding the funds received and how they have been utilised. Councillors have an 

obligation to keep an eye on service delivery and enforce accountability, and the minutes of council 

meetings are by law to be open to public access. As well, decentralisation reforms envisage citizen-led 

monitoring committees and other processes at lower tiers of local government to provide a grassroots 

voice in service delivery and subsequently subject power holders to scrutiny and answerability (Smoke 

et al. 2014, p. 235).  

However, while these mechanisms for enforcing accountability have been established, the study found 

that ordinary citizens did not (or could not) effectively take advantage of opportunities to demand 

accountability from their elected representatives and bureaucrats in local governments. This was said 

to be caused in part by the fear of authority. Moreover, participants in a FGD for youth reported that 

information about public funds was withheld by officials:  

Leaders ask for reasons why citizens require accountabilities and take them to be ignorant 

so that they can be easily exploited. Citizens who demand for accountability can be side-

lined or denied opportunities to benefit from government programmes. For example, if an 

NGO comes looking for school dropouts to be supported, the leader can leave out your 

child if you ever demanded for accountability from him or her. This drives people away 

from demanding for accountability (FGD, youth, Katikekile, Moroto district, August 

2018). 

These views were echoed by the women’s FGD. It was reported that in 2018 there was a programme 

for seed distribution to farmers under the National Agricultural Advisory Services, but only a few 

targeted groups benefited and many people were left out. Such acts by local government leaders could 

have made local people demand accountability but there was fear of revenge: holding leaders 

accountable on an individual basis prompted finger-pointing and could prevent people from benefiting 

from government programmes in future (FGD, women, Rupa sub-county, Moroto district, August 

2018). 

In 2015 the Ugandan cabinet approved the use of barazas (community dialogues) to enable citizens to 

hold those in authority accountable. All districts and sub-counties are required to hold annual barazas 

under the direction of RDCs to inform the public about what has been planned, implemented, and is 

still to be implemented, as well as to provide an opportunity for residents to ask questions. The study 
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found, however, that the barazas were not a reliable mechanism because they were not regularly 

organised owing to insufficient resources: 

We have budget constraints yet the holding of barazas requires mobilising people at least 

a week before, hiring a public address system, and a venue that can sit over 500 people. 

So, there are cost implications and we do not have it in the budget. Barazas are supposed 

to be funded by Office of the Prime Minister [OPM] but due to shortage of funding, 

sometimes we lobby from partners to fund those areas and yet some partners are also 

financially constrained (KII, senior community development officer, Kotido district, June 

2018). 

Even when they were organised, barazas were characterised by poor attendance by both ordinary 

citizens and government officials. As a result, as a citizen-driven accountability platform that was 

anticipated to bring citizens and leaders together they have not been effective.  

On the other hand, while accountability was not easily achieved through administrative ‘enforcement’, 

answerability for leaders’ actions or inaction at elections was relatively effective. For instance, in 

Kotido district at the 2016 general elections, only four out of 18 councillors were re-elected to office. 

It seems that the main reason for non-election was poor performance: those who failed to deliver on 

their campaign promises were not returned (KII, clerk to council, Kotido district, 23 May 2018). 

However, the downside of this mechanism is that the electors have to wait five years before they can 

act. Over that time a lot of damage could be done.  

Evidence from previous studies that looked at downward accountability in local governments in Uganda 

also identified significant gaps that needed to be addressed in order to enhance district council 

performance (Bainomugisha et al. 2020, p. 39). Studies on decentralisation reforms in other parts of 

Africa make similar findings. Wunsch (2014, p. 2), for instance, finds that whereas there has been some 

downward accountability by sub-national governments to local citizens through increasingly 

institutionalised elections, in many cases accountability continues to flow mostly upwards to actors at 

the centre. Dickovick and Riedl (2014, pp. 245–257) concur. They further note that limited fiscal 

autonomy in sub-national governments reduces downward accountability, because taxpayers cannot see 

a direct link between their local tax effort and the supply of public goods when there is heavy reliance 

on intergovernmental transfers. 

Conclusion and recommendations 

The research in this paper analysed the extent to which decentralisation policy reforms introduced in 

1992 in Uganda have achieved the objective of politically empowering ordinary citizens in Karamoja, 

a sub-region that has historically been isolated and marginalised. The findings established that while 

excellent laws, structures and processes were created, implementation of the reforms did not measure 

up to expectations. State–society power relations have remained largely unaltered and in favour of the 

ruling political and bureaucratic elites, who control decision-making and in many cases use government 

as an instrument to satisfy their vested interests. They exercise power over resources to the detriment 



Obonyo & Muhumuza Decentralisation and political empowerment, Uganda 

 

                              CJLG September 2023 57 

 

of ordinary citizens, who have been marginalised in the decision-making process by a failure to 

implement the various local mechanisms through which they could voice their demands, as well as by 

ingrained strong central control over local governments. In short, the intended power of citizens has 

been usurped by their representatives at both the national and sub-national levels of government.  

This brings into question the conventional thinking and belief that decentralisation reforms can 

empower citizens regardless of political context. The reality is that in environments that are 

characterised by authoritarianism and weak civil societies, governance reforms that lack real support 

from political leaders may not achieve much. Also, citizens in countries that are deficient in civil society 

organisations may find it difficult to wrest power from the dominant elite power-holders.  

For political empowerment of citizens to be achieved in Uganda, there is a need for transformation of 

state–society power relations by meaningful devolution of autonomy to local governments and to their 

communities. This can be achieved through (a) a reduction in conditional grants as a proportion of 

central government assistance, and enabling local governments to raise more revenue of their own; (b) 

making it mandatory for citizens to directly participate in all local government activities that involve 

planning, implementing and accounting for public programmes and projects; (c) decentralising further 

to the parish level, enabling government support often to be sent directly, rather than through the district, 

which may be too distant from the citizens’ access and control; (d) enhancing information access, 

including strengthening local mechanisms such as barazas which offer more participatory channels for 

citizens to hold government officials accountable; and (e) imposing serious penalties on those 

government officials (elected or administrative) who attempt to undermine public transparency and 

accountability. These measures must also be accompanied by mass education of citizens to enable them 

to claim their civic rights and to understand their own obligations under the constitution.  
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