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Qadhi courts vital for inclusive justice 
U

ganda stands at a defining moment. 
As Parliament debates legislation to 
operationalise Qadhi courts under 
the Constitution, the conversation 
is shifting from suspicion to 

substance. The question is no longer wqether 
these courts should exist, but how they can 
enrich our judicial system while honouring the 
country's religious and cultural diverSity. 

These courts are not a rival judiciary, nor a 
mechanism to impose Islamic law on non­
Muslims. They are speCialised forums for 
Muslim personal laws which are: marriage, 
divorce, inheritance, guardianship, and are 
accessible. only to those who voluntarily chooge 
them. In a Ration where alternative dispute 
resolution is increasingly being embraced to 
ease court backlogs and foster community 
harmony, Qadhi courts are nota threat but a 
pragmatic solution. 

For Muslims, family law is inseparable from 
faith. Matters of marriage or inheritance are 
not just legal transactions; they are moral and 
spiritual obligations. Qadhi courts provide a 
dignified way for Muslim families to resolve 
these sensitive issues·in accordance with their 
beliefs, while remaining firmly within Uganda's 
national legal framework. This is not a radical 
innovation, it is the fulfilment of a constitutional 
promise long overdue. 

Concerns that these courts might affect nOfi­
Muslims are misplaced. Their jurisdiction is 
strictly limited to Muslim personal matters, and 
participation is voluntary. Uganda will remain 
a secular state with one national JudiCiary, 
while Qadhi courts function as a specialised 
component, much like traditional and cultural 
dispute resolutiorl structures that are already 
r.!:cognised by law. In fact, Uganda has long­
acknowledged the role of customary courts in 
resolving disputes within specific communities. 
Extending that principle to Muslims is simply 
a matter of fairness and inclusivity. A confident 
nation does not fear accommodating the beliefs 
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ofits citizens; it builds institutions that allow 
communities to live according to their values 
while remaining united under one national 
framework. 

Other countries have already walked this 
path. Kenya has operated Qadhi courts for 
decades, handling Muslim family matters while 
co-existing peacefully with the mainstream 

. judiciary. Nigeria, too, recognises Islamic 
personal law courts in certain states, integrating 
them into the national system without 
undermining secular governance. 
Uganda's move is, therefore, not 
unprecedented; it is part of a 
broader African tradition of 
respecting diversity within 
unity. If our neighbours can 
embrace this model without 
fracturing their national 
identity, surely Uganda can do 
the same. 

The benefits are practical 
as well as principled. Family 
disputes often languish for 
years in mainstream courts, 
draining families emotionally 
and financially. Qadhi courts, 
through mediation rooted in 
Islamic jurisprudence, can 
resolve such cases more 
swiftly, reducing 
the burden on 
conventional 
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courts. Far from weakening the JudiCiary, 
they will strengthen it by channelling certain 
disputes into speCialised forums, freeing judges 
to focus on pressing criminal and civil matters. 

We see this reality every day within the 
Uganda Muslim Supreme Council, particularly 
in the directorate of Sharia, where matters of 
marriage, divorce and inheritance are handled 
continuoMsly. Across the country, informal 
Islamic personal law mechanisms already 
operate, witI1local Qadhis and religious 
leaders mediating family disputes. Families 
who have waited months or even years for '. 
their cases. to move through the mainstream _ 
courts often tum instead to community Qadhis, 
where matters are resolved far more quickly. 
These outcomes, though lacking formal 
legal recognition, are nonetheless respected 
and enforced within the Muslim community 
because they are grounded in faith. 

The strength of belief gives these decisions 
moral authority, binding families to honour 

them even without State sanction. 
Yet, this reliance on faith alone 

highlights the urgent need 
for legislation that can bring 

transparency, accountability 
and professional standards 
to a system already 
serving thousands. 
Article 129 of the 
Constitution anticipated 

these reality decades ago; 
operationalising it today 
is not about creating 
something new, but about 
responsibly integrating 
an existing practice into 
Uganda's national judicial 

framework. 

ACCESS TO JUSTICE: ANOTHER 
PRESSING CONCERN 

Many Muslims tum 

to community-based dispute resolution because 
mainstream courts are costly and intimidating. 
Formalising Qadhi courtS would guarantee 
proper documentation, profeSSional training and 
avenues of appeal. It would also allow for the 
development of qualified judicial officers versed 
in both Islamic jurisprudence and modem 
legal practice: For poorer farniJies, this is not 
just about convenience, it is about dignity and 
fairness. 

Encouragingly, the Muslim community is not 
waiting passively. The Uganda Muslim Supreme 
Council's Islamic Call University College has 
already launched a postgraduate programme 
in Qadhi courts administration, preparing 
professionals to ensure these courts operate 
responsibly once legislation is enacted. This 
prQactive investment underscores readiness and 
commitment, Signalling that Muslims in Uganda 
are determined to build institutions that serve 
both faith and nation. 

At its heart, the debate is about fairness and 
constitutional respect. Uganda's Constitution 
recognised Islamic personal law decades ago, 
yet enabling legislation has remained absent. 
OperationaliSing Qadhi courts is not about 
granting Muslims special privileges, it is about 
honouring constitutional commitments and 
embracing the diverSity of Uganda's people. 
Other nations have shown that religious courts 
can co-exist with secular governance. Uganda 
can do the same confidently, responsibly and 
inclusively. 

For Muslims, the establishment of Qadhi 
courts represents dignity, recognition and access 
to justice in matters central to their faith and 
family life. For Uganda, it is an opportunity 
to strengthen an inclusive justice system that 
respects both the Constitution and the country's 
cultural diverSity. The time for hesitation has 
passed. The time for implementation is now. 

The writer is the secretary-general of 
Uganda Muslim Supreme Council 
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U
ganda has the poliCies, 
medical knowledge and 
proven interventions 
needed to prevent most 
maternal and newborn 

deaths. Yet, thousands of families still 
lose mothers and babies each day, 
revealing a troubling gap between 
what we know and what actually 
happens in our health system. 

Why are there still many maternal, newborn deaths? 

Every day in Uganda, nearly 
. 4,700 babies are born, a powerful 

reminder of the country's youthful 
promise and growing population. 
Yef, for thousands offamilies each 
year, childbirth ends in tragedy. The 
painful truth is that many mothers 
and newborns in Uganda are still 
dying not because we lack solutions, 
but because life-saving care does not 
reach them when it matters most. 

Uganda has made commendable 
progress in maternal and newborn 
health over the past two decades. 
More women are delivering in health 
facilities, national programmes 
for reproductive and maternal 
health have expanded, and policies 
have been aligned with global 
st.andards. Yet, the burden remains 
unacceptably high. Uganda's 
mqternal mortality ratio is estimated 

at 189 deaths per 100,000 live births, 
while the neonatal mortality rate 
stands at 22 deaths per 1,000 live 
births, according to the 2022 Uganda 
Demographic and Health Survey 
(UDHS). 

These figures remain far above 
the Sustainable Development 
Goals target, which aim at reducing 
neonatal mortality to fewer than 12 
deaths per 1,000 live births by 2030. 
To meet these targets, Uganda must · 
double its current rate of progress, 
achieving an annual reduction of 
about 4.7% in neonatal mortality. 

The scale of the challenge becomes 
clearer when looking at Uganda's 

• fertility patterns. According to the 
data by Countdown to 2030, about 
1.7 million babies are born in the 
country each year, translating to 
roughly 4,695 births every day. 
Among these births, an estimated 
32,000 newborns die annually, 
26,000 pregnancies end in stillbirth, 
and nearly 250,000 newborns require 
specialised care due to complications 

such as prematurity or illness. 
Yet, the persistence of these deaths 

is not due to a lack of medical 
knowledge. The leading causes of . 

maternal and newborn mortality 
have been well documented for 
decades. Maternal deaths are 
commonly linked to post-parturn 
haemorrhage, hypenensive disorders 
such as pre-eclampsia, infections and 
complications during childbirth. For 
newborns, the main causes include 
birth asphyxia, prematurity and its 
issues and neonatal infections. 

Evidence from Maternal and 
Perinatal Death Surveillance and 
Response reports shows that birth 
asphyxia accounts for about 60% 
of newborn deaths in Uganda, 
followed by prematurity (23%) and 
neonatal sepsis (7%). The fact that 
birth asphyxia - a condition that can 
often be prevented or treated through 
timely and skilled resuscitation -
remains the leading cause of death 
highlights serious gaps in the quality 
of care provided during labour and 
immediately after birth. 

Uganda has not been iQle in 
addressirig these challenges. Over the 
past decade, the Government and its 

partners have strengthened national 
poliCies and guidelines for maternal 
and newborn care. These include the 
Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn, 
Child, Adolescent, and Healthy 
Aging Sharpened Plan II (2020/21-
2025/26), Essential Maternal and 
Newborn Clinical Care Guidelines 
(2022), and Clinical Protocols for 
Managing Small and Sick Newborns 
(2023). 

However, the challenge lies not in 
policy formulation but in consistent 
implementation. In many parts of 
the country, health facilities still 
struggle with shonages of trained 
health workers, key medicines, blood 
supplies and equipment needed to 
handle emergencies. 

Read the full version at 
www.newvision.co.uq 
The writer is a health 

communication specialist at 
Makerere University Centre 
'of Excellence for Materna~ 
Newborn and Child Health 


