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.Is the Internet apolitical or a public 
With 73 percent of the population living in rural 
areas, mobile connectivity is the main channel 
through which households and firms access infor­
mation, payments and markets: 

Is it accurate to conclude that the 
principal risk is political? , ':,. BY DEOGRATIUS WAMALA 

ganda is building a digital econ- Yes,Periodicrestrictions on Internet ac­
omy without the noise that sur- cess during moments oftension under­
rounds Africa's larger teclmology mine confidence in what has become a 
·hubs. basic utility.Shutdowns do more than in-

In a young and:'predominantly rural terruptcommerce:.theyraiseriskpremi­
country,mobile phones; not fixed broad- urns, hit small firms hardest and push 
band,have become core economic infra- activity back towards cash and informal­
structure, underpinning market partici- ity, working against the state's own digi­
pation,service delivery and financial in- tal and fiscal ambitions. 
clusion. Uganda's digital push is therefore frag­
. The economy, valued at about $64 bil- ile. The government has repeatedly im­

lion (Shs219.7 trillion), has grown at a posed Internet and social media shut­
steady pace of roughly 5.3 percent a year, downs during elections and unrest 

· supported by agriculture, manufactur- In the early hours of January 13,just 
· mg, trade and tourism, according to fi- 48 hours before the general election, the 

nancial data from Bank of Uganda Uganda Communications Commission 
With 73 percent of the population liv- (DCC) ordered all licensed Internet ser­

· ing in rural areas,mobile connectivity is vice providers and mobile operators to 
: the main cl!.annel through which house- suspend public Internet access nation-

holds and firms access information,pay- wide. . , 
ments and markets. Network coverage is The directive was comprehensive, cov­
now close to universal: 3G reaches about ering mobile broadband, fibre, fixed 
98 percent of the popuiation and 4G wireless, leased lines, satellite connec­
aroUnd 82 percent, data from the Ugan- tions and outbound data roaming, The 
da Communications Commission (Dec) regulator cited misinformation, elector­
shows. al fraud, incitement to violence, public 

Internet use remains modest but ris- order and national security. 
ing. Unique subscnbers reached about The effect was a nationwide digital 
15,2 million in 2025, Elsewhere, mobile blackout. It followed the same pattern 

• money is far more entrenched, with . seen in the 2016 and 2021 elections. The 
roughly two-thirds of adults holding an ; 2021 shutdown, which lasted almost five 
acco~Foreverydaytransactions,from days,cost the economy an estimated $9 
wages and 5&.,201 fees to fann sales and million (Shs30.8 billion), according to 

, 

Mobile money shops in Kabalagala Trading Centre, Kampala on Thursday. Mobile money platforms process billions of 
shillings daily and serve as the main financial arteries ofthe informal sector, PHOTO/GEOFREY MUTUMBA 

remittances, the phone has become the NetBlocks, a global Internet monitor on cent of the population. When connectiv- Small and medium-sized firms have links such breakdowns to preventable 
default platform. digital rights and Internet governance. ity failed, transactions stalled and activi- been hit hardest: payments stalled, sup- morbidity and mortality. 

This scale of adoption carries macroe- What made the 2026 disruption more ty!'e'krted to cash. ply chains fractured, and customer en-
conomic weight.By 2024,mobile-related damaging was timing: digital connectiv- Based on recent financial disclosures, : gagement and marketing were abrupt- Are Internet shutdowns legal? 
activity accounted for about 7.6 percent ity is no longer ancillary to Ugandan life. Airtel and MIN together generate an es- : ly disrupted. The shock rippled through The legal footing is weak. Article 9 of 
of GDp, according to GSMA Intelligence, It is integral to economic participation, timated Shs5b to Shs6b a day in datarev- ' the wider digital economy. App-based the African Charter on Human and Peo­
a hub of glob;il mobile operator data,in-. governance and survival enue, shared almost equally. A four-day : transport services such as SafeBoda ples'Rights guarantees the right to re­
sights andforecasts.Direct contributions As Alex Atwemereireho, a lawyer and nationwide Internet shutdown, there- , were interrupted, while online traders ceive and disseminate information. The 
from mobile operators were relative- governance analyst,has argued, the in- fore, implies gross foregone revenues of ' were cut off from both suppliers and African Commission's 2019 Declaration 

:. ly small, at around 1.4 percent of GDP. terilet now functions as civic infrastruc- between Shs20 billion and Shs24 billion. : customers. on Freedom of Expression and Accessto 
The wider ecosystem, including devic- ture. Some of this demand,however,is like- ' Freelancers, consultants, research- Information requires that any Internet 
es, distribution and digital services, add- "It is how commerce flows, health sys- ly to have been deferred rather than per- . ers, writers and designers, working to restrictions meet strict tests of legality, 
ed about 0.8 percent, with supply-chain terns coordinate, education is delivered manently lost, as a share of customers non-negotiable international deadlines necessity and propertionality. 
effects contributing roughly 0.5 percent. and political participation occurs. Cut- had pre-purchased data bundles and re- . missed submissions, calls and bookings, Uganda's Computer Misuse (Amend-

The largest impact-nearly five per- , ting it during an election is not a neutral sumed usage once services partially re- . damaging contracts and reputations. ' ment) Act criminalises specific online 
cent of GDP-came from productivity . administrative act but a structural inter- ; turned : Digital advertisers lost peak-period rev- • harms but does not authorise blanket 
gains, reflecting lower transaction costs, : vention with constitutional, moral and On a conservative assumption that on- ; enues. None of these loss were com- , shutdowns, This all shows that the col­
better access to information, deeper fi- developmental consequences,"he elab- ly half of the disrupted data consump- , pensated, nor were they formally ac- ' lective restrictions on connectivity fail 
nancial inclusion and stronger linkages orated. ~ tion r:epresents permanently lost us- • knowledged. : the proportionality test under both 
across agriculture, trade and services. In economic tenus, the blackout func- age, net unrealised data revenues would ' The gravest costs,however,lay beyond • the domestic and internatioD:al hu-

By mid-2025 Uganda had more than . tioned as a silent tax imposed without : amount to roughly ShS10 to Shs12 bil- • balance sheets. Modem healthcare in- : man-rights law. 
44.3 million activemobilesubscnbers, , parliamentary debate or public consent. : lion over the period. ': creasinglydependsondigitalcoordina- · Between 2016 and 2024,193 inter-
16.5 million mobile Internet users and ; Uganda's economy is deeply digitised. . The eventual impact may be larger still. ' tion. In emergencies, stroke, cardiac ar- ; net shutdowns were imposed across 41 
34.6 million mobile money accounts, of- ' Mobile money platforms process bil- Access to major social media platfonus : rest, obstetric complications and trau- ; countries, mostly during elections or 

- ficial uec data show. lions of shillings daily and serve as the remains restricted, even though such ' rna, minutes matter. Though official sta- ' protests, the United Nations data show. 
The government estimates that lCT, ' main cial arteries of the informal services account for a substantial share . tisties rarely capture "missed digital in- j Uganda alone lost an estimated $107 

which contributes about 9.0 percent of : sector;whichemploysmorethan 70 per- of data consurilption in Uganda. . terventions", public-health evidence : million (Shs367.3 billion) during the 
GDp,is growing at close to 15 percent a • __________________________ --------------- . 2021 election shutdown, according to 
year and supports roughly 2.3 million : TOP10VPN. This works to about $3.8 

. jobs. Digitalisation now sits at the cen- · .~ .. , .... ... , ..... , ....... , ..... ... _ ....... , ...................................... , .. . ........................... . .............................. ,. ; million (Shs13 billion) per day over 692 
tre of national policy. VISion 2040, the ' The aforesaid powerlessness that Muhindo and a colleague acting through private companies. hours, 
Fourth National Development Plan and . exposes the core weakness of (unnamed) are taking the matter Business and human rights : Comparative research,including a new 
the Digital Uganda Vision frame tech- ' the business-and-human-rights to court, grounding their case in principles can influence how open-access book co-edited by Felicia 
nology as 'an economy-wide productiv- . framework in coercive regulatory Article 20(2) ofthe Constitution, companies and investors behave, : Anthonio and Tony Roberts,shows shut-
itytoof. . environments. which state·s that the rights and but they cannot override strict downs are becoming more frequent, 

Targets mclude raising Internet us- : The UNGPs are non-binding. freedoms enshrined in the Bill of government control through . more targeted and more politically in-
age from 16.5 percent of the population · A business in Uganda is unlikety Rights ·shall be respected, upheld licensing. : strumentaL 
in 2023/2024 to 45 percent by 2030, ex- to face consequences for non- and promoted by all organs and When internet access is . Case studies from Senegal, Uganda, 
panding digital skills and doubling the . compliance with them, while it agencies of government and by all essential, real pl'otection of digital ' Ethiopia, Zimbabwe and Sudan show ¥ 

commercialisation oflocally developed ) faces immediate and existential persons." rights depends more on courts : shutdowns are routinely timed to sup-
digital products. consequences for disobeying the The argument is that even : enforcing constitutional limits . press dissent, disrupt Opposition organ-

The broader objective is to formalise regulator. if companies are limited by on government power than on isation and prevent live reporting. Ethi-
more economic activity, lift productivi- Accountability therefore shifts government orders, the state . companies taking risks and that opia alone has experienced around 30 
ty and widen the tax base in a country back to the State. cannot avoid responsibility for has not yet happened in Uganda. shutdowns in the past decade. 
where per-capita income remains about Sunday Monitorunderstands violating the Constitution by Across Africa,shutdownshave doubled 
$970 (Shs3.3 million). since 2016, even as economies become 
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