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Comments by Robert Lugolobi on Anti-Corruption Enforcement in Uganda 

On October 5, 2021, MSI convened frontline practitioners for a discussion focused on tactics 

and strategies for anti-corruption programs in challenging political environments. Speakers 

shared their experiences on what works and what doesn’t in these difficult contexts. Here, 
Robert Lugolobi, an anti-corruption expert and activist, shares valuable insights on boosting 

anti-corruption enforcement in Uganda. Questions appear in bold and Mr. Lugolobi’s 

responses appear below. 

There has been a lot of donor support for legal and institutional reforms on anti-

corruption in Uganda, but the implementation gap – the gap between a country’s anti-

corruption laws “on the books” and the actual enforcement of those same laws – has 

been the largest of the countries covered by the Global Integrity metric. What can we 

learn from this for efforts to address corruption through enforcement? 

Indeed, Uganda has received substantial support from development partners on legal, policy 

and institutional reforms. With such support, anti-corruption laws and policies have been 

improved and institutions either created (like the anti-corruption court) or strengthened. 

Despite the expansive support and reforms, corruption continues to increase and get more 

entrenched in almost all spheres of life. Corruption in Uganda is endemic and systemic. The 
situation is getting worse as the laws, across the board, are not being enforced. This leads to 

an implementation gap. The reluctance of the government to live up to its commitment to 

address corruption, exhibited by a high level of impunity, undermines the strong laws, policy, 

and institutions.  

Enforcement to achieve the desired outcomes should be complemented with efforts to 

addressing the root causes of corruption, such as unnecessary red-tape and cumbersome 

processes in public service delivery, excessive demand for resources that overshoots the 

supply, as well political corruption which seems to be the springboard of all other forms of 

corruption. 

What key lessons do I draw from this precarious situation? 

• Legal, policy and institutional reforms are very important in building a foundation 

for addressing corruption but are not sufficient to effectively address it. Effective 

enforcement requires tackling other variables. 

• Political will is critical: it is not important what is being said but what is being done. 
Political will should be demonstrated by addressing impunity, and ensuring 
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detection, investigations, and sanctions against the perpetrators of corruption. 

However, in Uganda they are instead rewarded, both politically and socially! 

• Successful enforcement against corruption requires independence and 
professionally managed public institutions that are well resourced and coordinated. 

Most importantly, they need to have a clear mandate and be accountable. Short of 

that, you have institutions that are much less useful.  

• Most of our anti-corruption approaches are based on the principal-agent theory 

whose assumptions do not apply in many developing countries like Uganda, where 

benevolent leaders and citizens cannot be taken for granted. In jurisdictions where 

power is over-concentrated in the hands of a few, and the executive, judiciary, and 
legislature are fused, anti-corruption interventions are likely to fail unless the 

concentration of power is addressed first. 

• Successful implementation of anti-corruption policies and enforcement of anti-

corruption laws require the participation and support of non-state actors such as 

CSOs, media, professionals, and citizens. Development partners should also engage 

beyond providing support on an arms-length basis and only going for interventions 

that are not sensitive, controversial, or politically risky. Political economy analyses 

should be applied in developing and supporting anti-corruption interventions to 
ensure the political context is appropriately considered.  

• Countries that are likely not to implement anti-corruption policies or enforce anti-

corruption laws are more receptive to the fig-leaf reforms since they pose no real 

risk to the personal interests of the leaders. Approving such reforms becomes just a 

tick-the-box exercise to appease the international community. On the other hand, 

development partners also send mixed signals as they preach the anti-corruption 

gospel but at the same time lobby the leadership of these developing countries for 

business opportunities for their multinational companies, sometimes taking 

advantage of or demanding unfair tax incentives.     

Are there sectors or parts of the government where efforts to investigate and prosecute 

corruption are more likely to gain traction in Uganda? If so, has this changed over time? 

Indeed, there are sectors and parts of government where enforcement of anti-corruption 

measures is likely to yield better results. These areas are where public officials are less 

connected to the political big shots, hence there are fewer “untouchable” public officials. An 
example could be local or subnational governments or junior government cadres.  

Another area where enforcement of anti-corruption measures may yield better results would 

be sectors where there are high political risks in case of poor service delivery, such as health 

and education. In such areas, politicians may be interested in ensuring that the little 

resources they allocate to frontline services are not further dwindled through corruption. 

Revenue collection is also likely to attract political will as leaders wish to collect as much 
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revenue as possible, so they are likely to be responsive and support anti-corruption initiatives 

in such areas where they have vested interests. 

Another area where enforcement of anti-corruption measures may yield better results is in 

institutions where there is localized political will, for example where senior leadership is 

genuinely interested in curbing corruption in their own domain. They are likely to provide 
genuine support towards anti-corruption initiatives.  

Especially in the case of illicit wildlife trafficking (IWT), NGOs have become active in 

investigations and even prosecutions. Can you talk about the risks and limits of this 

approach to reducing impunity in Uganda? 

NGOs are increasingly involved in efforts to minimize IWT through supporting interventions to 

improve detection, investigations, and prosecution along the enforcement chain. Such 

interventions aim to reduce impunity and supplement government efforts.  

However, they run the risk of the activists being hurt in one way or the other. Research shows 

that most of the people involved in IWT are well connected to power corridors and hence can 

retaliate against those they suspect of harming their illegal activities or interests. This can 

take the form of trailing them and getting incriminating evidence against them. The activists 

may end up being arrested, tortured, imprisoned or sometimes killed. Often the activists are 

not helped when the perpetrators of IWT sanction them. Other stakeholders often stop at 
condemning the suspected traffickers and do not do much to help the activists or their family 

members. 

The participation of NGOs also has limits because they can only support the process, 

supporting various state institutions that have the mandate to execute specific functions at 

various stages of the enforcement chain. For example, detection, investigations, and 

prosecution are done by different public institutions. NGOs, therefore, need to seek and 

secure buy-in and acceptance of various institutions to be able to cover the entire cycle. 

However, the support they need in order to effectively achieve their objectives might wane. A 

lack of support from other actors, including the citizens, can also undermine the outcomes of 
the NGOs’ initiatives. 

Another limitation regards the sustainability of NGO initiatives as they are often dependent 

on donor funding. When the projects wind up, the interventions do too. There is need for 

government and communities to support and integrate such interventions into their 

programs to ensure sustainability. 
 


