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FOREWORD

Over the past 19 years, we have regularly observed elections, 
yet simultaneously documented a shrinking of civil society  
operations throughout the entire electoral processes—before, 

during, and after elections. Between 2024 and 2027, Burundi, South 
Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda will go to the polls. Tanzania will hold 
elections in 2025, South Sudan and Uganda are scheduled to go to 
the polls in 2026, while Burundi will hold parliamentary elections in 
2025 and presidential elections in 2027. 

The pre-election phase that all these countries are in is crucial, 
involving activities such as voter registration, political campaigns, 
and candidate nominations that set the stage for the actual election 
day(s) process and the post-election period. The outcomes of each 
election phase significantly impact on the political stability and 
development trajectories of these countries, with sometimes ripple 
effects on regional dynamics within East Africa.

During the electoral cycle, human rights defenders (HRDs), including journalists, strive to establish 
transparent democratic processes, demanding accountability, justice, respect for the rule of law and good 
governance. However, this report reveals that stifling freedom of expression, participation, association 
and peaceful assembly continues to restrict HRDs from carrying out their work. We have documented 
concerning trends towards intimidation, surveillance, physical assaults and arbitrary arrest and detention, 
among others. This indicates a significant narrowing of the space for civil society, particularly throughout 
the entire election process. According to the Civic Space Monitor, compiled by CIVICUS,1 all four countries 
have their civic space rating as repressed, where civic space remains severely restricted.

Therefore, this report aims to examine the work of civil society and HRDs, including journalists, against 
the operating environment, identify context-specific risks and threats they face, and propose mitigation 
strategies to address the identified risks. There are critical actions that must be taken to ensure that civil 
society and the media can actively participate in the electoral processes, rather than become victims of 
persecution, attacks, and exile, as has been the case previously.

I wish to take this opportunity to thank all the individuals and organisations who contributed to this 
research. Your insights, support, and willingness to share your stories with our research team were 
invaluable. Without your assistance, this report would not have been possible.

DefendDefenders reiterates its commitment to supporting HRDs. This support aims to enhance their 
safety and capacity for greater resilience and effective fulfilment of their mandates. We strongly believe in 
the key role of HRDs in promoting human rights and democracy.

Hassan Shire
Executive Director, DefendDefenders
Chairperson, AfricanDefenders

1 Data and ratings available at: https://monitor.civicus.org/
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Africa is entering a busy election schedule, with numerous countries holding elections in 
2024, 2025, and 2027. This report examines upcoming elections in Burundi, South Sudan, 
Tanzania, and Uganda, highlighting the challenges and risks faced by HRDs, especially those 

working on the electoral processes, pro-democracy activists, journalists, political parties (mostly 
those in opposition), and local communities in these nations. It emphasizes the citizens’ strong 
desire to express their voices in a safe environment and the potential impact of election processes 
and outcomes on human rights. The report underscores the importance of these elections to 
represent the aspirations of citizens of these countries. It also addresses the prevailing trends of 
democratic backsliding and the use of technology for surveillance and disinformation.

Expectations for fair, free, and credible elections in Burundi are low, with ongoing censorship, 
harassment, and violence making it difficult for HRDs to operate and for journalists to report on 
the human rights situation. The report highlights the history of violations targeting defenders, 
including arbitrary detentions, torture, forced labor, and sexual violence, often executed by state 
forces and affiliated groups.

In South Sudan,Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) have started to face escalating repression as 
the country approaches its first democratic elections. The elections were initially planned for 
December 2024; however, the country was drastically underprepared, as repeatedly highlighted by 
civil society and the international community. In September 2024 the government finally delayed 
the election for an additional two years, although its commitment to work towards meeting the 
gaps is questionable, with the delay an opportunity to maintain the status quo. The ruling elite’s 
disdain for dissent and neglect of nation-building have led to massive restrictions on freedom 
of expression, assembly, and association, with documented cases of harassment, intimidation, 
surveillance, arbitrary arrests, and violence against political opposition HRDs and journalists. 
In many cases, disinformation has contributed to undermining public trust and the broader 
democratic space, while threatening to exacerbate conflict. 

The report notes some perceived opening of democratic space and media freedoms with significant 
limitations in Tanzania. As the country approaches its next local and presidential elections, 
reports indicate that opposition activists, journalists and Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) have 
been subject to an increase in restrictions, deregistration, legal harassment, reported abductions, 
killings and unlawful arrests. While there have been positive developments in media freedom and 
increased political and civic expression in recent years, restrictive practices and policies continue 
to impede true freedom of expression. With scepticism rising about the reform commitments 
of the government, there are important questions about whether the upcoming presidential 
elections will represent a step towards a more open democracy. 

Looking ahead to the 2026 parliamentary and presidential elections, Uganda faces significant 
institutional challenges. Fears of violations and irregularities persist, with the judiciary and other 
key institutions often criticised for being weak and compromised. The Ugandan government 
has implemented legislation and various policies to limit online political expression. HRDs play 
a significant role in ensuring transparency and accountability in the electoral process, but they 
are also subjected to severe risks and challenges. Journalists face numerous challenges during 
election periods, including harassment, intimidation, arrest and detentions. 
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Finally, the report outlines the challenging electoral environments, the suppression of democratic 
spaces, and the urgent need for international scrutiny and protection for HRDs in these countries. 
This is a global responsibility that should not be overlooked.

Recommendations 
For HRDs, including journalists, there are a variety of effective tactics and precautions they can 
employ to improve their safety and security detailed at the end of this report. These security 
and safety tips are based on lessons from past experiences, including those shared by the HRDs 
and journalists interviewed for this report. For instance, HRDs should invest in personal and 
organisational security and participate in development and strengthening of support networks.
Civil society actors, should aim to foster better coordination and communication between 
organisations, aligning objectives and activities which will be carried out during the election 
processes of each country. 

Governments and national level institutions also have a critical role to play in upholding 
democratic principles, ensuring policies and practices that protect rights to freedom of expression, 
association, peaceful assembly and movement are upheld, and to prevent backsliding during 
election periods. Several general and country specific recommendations are provided at the 
conclusion of this report including around the independence of election management bodies and 
around maintaining commitments enshrined in African and global level instruments that protect 
HRDs and the freedom of the press. 

Finally, international partners can play an important role in supporting both governments in 
the region to conduct freer and fairer elections, as well as supporting HRDs through targeted 
advocacy and support to local and UN structures that are set up to ensure activists and journalists 
are protected in line with human rights laws. 
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METHODOLOGY

This report is based on extensive field and desk research, including literature review, conducted between February 
and July 2024. It has sought to build on the approach of the 2015 report produced by DefendDefenders, which 
focused on the then upcoming elections in Sudan, Ethiopia, Burundi and Uganda.  The lead researcher, with 

support from the DefendDefenders’ Secretariat, coordinated research across the four countries: Burundi, South Sudan, 
Tanzania, and Uganda.2  In total, 42 interviews were conducted face to face and some virtually, in English, French, 
and Swahili. Interviewees were selected through the networks of HRDs which DefendDefenders has established on 
the continent, selecting individuals from different professional backgrounds, ranging from prominent HRDs and 
journalists, to political opposition members. Efforts were made to interview members of ruling parties; however, 
at the time of finalising this report replies were yet to be received. Selection of the interviewees also considered 
demographic factors such as gender, minorities and people with disabilities. 

To protect the safety of interviewees, the names and identifying markers of all sources have been omitted. All 
interviewees were informed about the objectives of the research and format of the upcoming report and consented 
to recording interviews and anonymous inclusion in the report. None received any form of financial compensation 
for their testimony. 

This report reflects the diverse perspectives and outcomes from the interviewees, incorporating both general 
opinions and personal views. For inclusion in the report, statements have been triangulated with each other and with 
reliable secondary sources. A diverse range of secondary sources, including reports by international and national 
CSOs, national human rights institutions (NHRIs), official documents from governments and multilateral institutions, 
were also reviewed, many of which are cited directly in this report.    

Security and safety tips have been compiled based on the perspectives and personal experiences of HRDs.

All information in this report has been reviewed by experts.

There were several limitations to the scope and breadth of the report, based on the responses of those interviewed 
for the report. The authors have attempted to interview a representative sample of HRDs and journalists, and 
accurately represent the diverse views. However, the report does not offer an exhaustive picture, and it is based 
on a limited number of case studies and personal views of interviewees. The context sections are not based on an 
exhaustive review of the literature and are simply meant to provide background to the analysis of the specific issues 
which affect HRDs, including journalists. 

For security reasons, interviews for Burundi were mostly carried out remotely and with asylum seekers outside the 
country, and in South Sudan an interviewer based in the country conducted interviews on behalf of the author and 
with support from DefendDefenders’ networks on the ground. 

The specific themes highlighted under each country differ in some cases, based on the issues highlighted by those 
interviewed for the report. This does not imply that issues such as marginalised groups do not have importance 
beyond Tanzania, or that the role of the Church is not significant outside Burundi, however these issues were not 
raised by respondents in other countries, and it is beyond the scope of this report to address all the issues exhaustively 
for each country.    

2 Defend Defenders, “Caught in Bitter Contests,” 2015 Available at: https://www.defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Caught-in-bitter-contests.pdf (ac-
cessed on 13 November 2024).
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Objective of this Report

The report’s primary goal is to enhance the understanding of security and protection during elections for 
HRDs, including journalists. It does so by providing them with knowledge and practical tools, emphasising 
the importance of regularly updating tailored security assessments and measures, integrating physical and 
digital security, and building supportive networks. 
Additionally, it underlines the significance of considering diverse factors and intersectionality when 
addressing protection and security needs. This emphasis on inclusivity ensures that each HRD’s protection 
is considered on merit without prejudice.
Finally, this report’s outcome would be to create a community of HRDs, including journalists, from different 
backgrounds and organisations to build better strategies ahead of time. 

The report’s accessible language, practical ideas, and actionable tips are a valuable resource. It equips HRDs, 
journalists, and individuals dedicated to challenging the status quo with the tools they need to overcome oppression 
and promote justice and equality.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
DefendDefenders extends its gratitude to all interviewees for their time, trust, and contributions. DefendDefenders 
appreciates the kind support of our partners who facilitated, organised, and made these interviews possible. 

A special and heartfelt thank you to all the HRDs and journalists who continue to bravely speak up. Your courage 
and dedication make you the voices that dare to advocate for a better world, tirelessly striving to create awareness 
and promote justice. Your efforts are vital in fostering transparency, accountability, and enjoyment of fundamental 
rights and freedoms.
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INTRODUCTION 
Africa is amid a packed election season between 2024 and 2027. The spectrum of situations ranges from fiercely 
contested multiparty elections to those with seemingly predetermined results. Elections represent a process that 
requires deliberate and thoughtful decisions before, during, and after the polls. Understanding these processes and 
the true meaning and value of elections depends on the level of civic education and broader understanding among 
HRDs and the broader public. Having a good understanding is an important precondition to improving the safety 
and security of HRDs and journalists throughout the electoral cycle. 

This research initially looked at the upcoming elections in South Sudan, which were scheduled for December 2024 3 
,Tanzania (local elections were set to take place in late 2024 and general elections in 2025), Burundi (legislative and 
local elections in 2025 while the general elections are set for 2027) 4  and Uganda (presidential and parliamentary 
set for 2026)5 . Each of these countries has its own historical and cultural background and particular developments 
and dynamics that have played out in previous election cycles. The results of these upcoming elections will play an 
important role in shaping the path of governance in the region and will influence the security environment.

Different elections to be held in Africa in these next years are anticipated to lack a free and fair character and 
competitiveness due to the strong-handed management of electoral processes and closure of the democratic and 
civic space by long-term incumbents. This raises critical questions for the continent regarding the characteristics of a 
genuine election and the legitimacy derived from a popular mandate – or absence thereof. Several of these nations 
are also grappling with overcoming legacies of military rule.6 

The tightly controlled electoral environments present challenges and risks for HRDs, journalists, political parties, 
and local communities. A prevailing theme across this research is the strong desire of citizens to be able to express 
their voices in a safe environment, to have these voices heard and listened to. Free and fair elections is an ongoing 
process and not a one-day event. They symbolise the backbone of an authentic democracy. 

All the countries profiled for this report have young populations,7 and youth participation in upcoming elections 
will be an important factor in the mobilisation of political support for both incumbents and opposition. Issues 
around economic opportunities for youth are set to cut across political platforms. Engagement of youth in political 
intimidation and violence, sometimes linked to the state and political parties, such as the Imbonerakure (the youth 
league of the ruling party in Burundi), and various cases in Uganda, present a worrying threat to peaceful elections 
and to the protection of HRDs.    

The anticipated impact of election outcomes on HRDs in Africa varies depending on several factors, including the 
levels of corruption, the state of the political environment, the commitment of the current leaders and of the electoral 
candidates to human rights values, and the level of institutional support for human rights protections.8 

A number of fundamental rights and freedoms take on additional importance in the context of electoral processes, 
such as the right to take part in the conduct of public affairs, the rights to freedom of opinion and expression, 
including access to information, freedom of peaceful assembly, freedom of association, freedom from discrimination, 
freedom of movement, as well as the right to security of person, the right to a fair trial and an effective remedy and 
the right to education.9  

Before assumptions are made during elections and post-electoral period, one important question must be answered: 
“Is the prevailing atmosphere one of respect for 

3 In September 2024, the Government of South Sudan announced it is delaying the elections until December 2026, due to a lack of preparedness. See Aljazeera, 2024, 
“South Sudan postpones December elections by two years,” available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/9/14/south-sudan-postpones-december-election-by-two-
years (accessed on 13 November 2024).
4 The National Democratic Institute, “Global Elections Calendar,” https://www.ndi.org/elections-calendar?country=&region=1337&year=2024/ (accessed on 20 August 
2024).
5 The East African, “Uganda sets 2026 presidential election date,” 1 August 2024, https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/east-africa/uganda-sets-2026-presiden-
tial-election-date-4709998 (accessed on 5 August 2024).
6 Siegle, J. and Cook, C., 2024, “Africa’s 2024 Elections: Challenges and Opportunities to Regain Democratic Momentum,” Africa Center for Strategic Studies, available at: 
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/2024-elections/ (accessed on 9 August 2024). 
7 The total population of the countries considered for this report is 140.2 million, with a breakdown as follows: Burundi 13.2 million, South Sudan 11 million, Uganda 
48.6 million, and Tanzania 67.4 million. The share of the population that is below 14 years is 45%, 43%, 44%, and 43% respectively. (Source: World Bank Group, “Data – 
Countries and Economies,” available at: https://data.worldbank.org/country) 
8 OHCHR, “Human Rights and Elections: A Handbook on International Human Rights Standards on Elections,” OHCHR, Professional Training Season number 2/Rev.1, 
New York and Geneva, 2021, https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/Human-Rights-and-Elections.pdf (accessed on 20 February 2024).
9 Ibid.
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human rights and fundamental freedoms?” 10 

This is a critical consideration for HRDs and other civil society groups as they seek to understand and assess the type 
of environment they should expect in the upcoming electoral periods. 

Human rights defenders, journalists, media workers and other civil society 
representatives and, in some countries, political activists, in particular, members 
of the opposition, are at greater risk of being victims of human rights violations. As 
stated by the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, election-
related killings violate not only the right to life, but also the right to participate in the 
democratic process.11  Importantly, these groups are subject to non-physical violence 
including psychological torture and threats.   

 

The ultimate indication of whether elections are “free” is the extent to which they allow for the full expression 
of the political will of the people concerned. 

According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 21 (3)), it is the will of the people that is the very basis of 
legitimate governmental authority. 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights also provides that everyone has the right to take part in the government 
of their country, directly or through freely chosen representatives (Art. 21 (1)). 
This right is echoed in a similar provision in Article 25 (a) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
The Human Rights Committee considers that this provision “lies at the core of democratic government based on 
the consent of the people” and has indicated that any electoral system must guarantee and give effect to the free 
expression of the will of the electors. 
These principles are reinforced in the African Union Declaration on the Principles Governing Democratic Elections in 
Africa, adopted in 2002, which further outlines the responsibilities of Member states which are conducive to protecting 
the work of HRDs during elections. Article 4 states that states should “safeguard the human and civil liberties of all 
citizens including the freedom of movement, assembly, association, expression, and campaigning as well as access to 
the media on the part of all stakeholders, during electoral processes.”
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities also guarantees the right of persons with disabilities to 
political participation, on an equal basis with others (Art. 29 (a)), and the free expression of the will of persons with 
disabilities as electors (Art. 29 (a) (iii)).12 

The influence of election outcomes on HRDs in Africa is complex and contingent on the context. In a true democracy, 
elections represent the primary way for individuals to engage in public affairs. The right to participate in public 
affairs, including through elections, is protected by international and regional human rights standards. 

Free and genuine elections are crucial for democracy, giving voice to the people’s will and forming the basis of 
government authority. This report advocates for ongoing efforts to ensure that human rights law provides a robust 
framework for evaluating online conduct and guiding state responses, thereby protecting the integrity of elections 
and empowering citizens to influence their collective destiny.13  

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 United Nations, “Universal Declaration of Human Rights illustrated edition, 2015,” https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf (accessed on 1 
March 2024).
13 OHCHR, 2011, “Manual on Human Rights Monitoring (Revised Edition),” Chapter 23, “Monitoring human rights in the context of elections,” available at: https://
www.ohchr.org/en/publications/policy-and-methodological-publications/manual-human-rights-monitoring-revised-edition (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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There is a global trend of democratic backsliding and threats to HRDs and free media, however, whereby some 
governments undermine independent oversight and exploit technology for surveillance and disinformation 
purposes. This underscores the urgent need for collective action to safeguard the right to participate in public affairs 
and fortify democratic processes. 

“If people lose faith in their institutions, we will have a worrying state 
of lawlessness”
 HRD (Uganda)`

During electoral periods, tensions are heightened, and the actions of HRDs and journalists become more scrutinised 
and targeted. This leads to greater personal risks and threats of harassment, violence, psychological threats and 
legal repercussions as they carry out their crucial work during elections.  

The Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances of the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council 
(UNHRC) has sent communications on cases of enforced disappearances in the context of elections to several countries, 
including Burundi, Tanzania and Uganda.14  It makes clear that HRDs and journalists during elections, especially 
those advocating for electoral rights and informed voting are especially vulnerable to enforced disappearances. 
The report addresses the fact that despite the widespread nature of phenomenon during elections, these enforced 
disappearances often go under-reported. This may be due to enforced disappearances being only one type of 
electoral violence, making it difficult to focus on and report them. Also, in many cases, individuals who forcibly 
disappeared in the context of elections reappear after a short time. This pattern often results in such disappearances 
not being officially recognised or reported. Furthermore, as with enforced disappearances in general, those 
occurring around elections are difficult to document and report due to their very nature—especially when the state 
is directly or indirectly involved. The fear of retaliation further discourages reporting. State involvement becomes 
even more probable when those in power seek to use government resources to enforce disappearances for electoral 
advantage.15 

The compromised nature of key institutions further exacerbates these dangers, making it imperative to address 
these issues to protect those who strive to uphold democracy and human rights. HRDs and journalists decide to 
sacrifice their safety to pursue their ideals and beliefs, to achieve a better society free from oppression and any type 
of exploitation, and where we can all see each other as equals.

Preconditions for fair and peaceful elections

“Before an election, it is crucial to align the legal framework, including the Constitution, electoral 
laws, political party regulations, and procedural aspects, with the state’s obligations under 
international human rights law.” 16 Institutions such as the election management body, media 
commission, and Courts of Judicature should operate independently and impartially. During the pre-
polling and polling phases, authorities must create a safe environment that enables citizens to freely 
participate in public affairs, upholding fundamental rights such as freedom of expression, peaceful 
assembly, non-discrimination, fair trial, education, and protection from violence. Restrictions on 
these freedoms often lead to heightened tensions. The post-election phase, especially if results are 
contested, requires authorities to maintain a conducive environment for participation, uphold human 
rights, promptly investigate violations, and hold individuals accountable for abuses.17 

14 UN General Assembly, Human Rights Council Fifty Seventh Session, 9 September- 9 October 2024, Agenda item 3, “Enforced disappearances and elections Report 
of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances” A/HRC/57/54/Add.4, 21 August 2024, available at: https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/
g24/148/31/pdf/g2414831.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
15 Ibid.
16 OHCHR, 2021, “Human Rights and Elections, a Handbook on International Human Rights Standards on Elections”, op. cit.
17 Ibid.  
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More focus from international actors should be drawn to these countries and the elections that are about to take 
place. For those individuals or institutions which have leverage to carry out scrutiny and serve as a witness for 
more fair, safe and secure elections should be more present than ever, acting immediately when human rights 
abuses occur. They should be preparing themselves for these moments and have different avenues for solving the 
different cases. Regional human rights treaties also contain provisions enshrining these rights, such as the European 
Convention on Human Rights (protocol 1, art. 3), the American Convention on Human Rights (art. 23) and the African 
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (art. 13).18   

 “The desire for control comes from the fear of uncertainty.” 
HRD (Uganda) 

Impact of corruption during elections on human rights defenders, including journalists

Combating corruption is essential for the protection of HRDs and journalists, and for upholding the principles of 
fair and free elections. Corruption impacts the possibility of achieving fair and free elections, by eroding trust in 
public institutions, favouring those with existing financial or political leverage. Perceptions of corruption undermine 
electoral integrity and the ability of citizens to choose their leaders through a transparent and democratic process. 
HRDs, including journalists, play a crucial role in documenting electoral malpractice, reporting violations, and 
advocating for accountability. 

Impunity drives corrupt actors to continue since they have no fear of
consequence whatsoever. 

HRD (Uganda)

As electoral processes progress, the stakes and dangers for HRD and journalists significantly increase, particularly 
when transparency is compromised. A lack of institutional integrity and the compromised nature of key institutions 
exacerbate these risks, placing HRDs and journalists in more precarious situations as they challenge corruption and 
electoral malpractice.

“It is very complicated to get a passport in Burundi. You get asked a lot of questions, you pay 
bribes. You pay 235,000 Burundian Francs. Unofficially, they pay 1.5 million to 5 million on 

corruption.” 
HRD (Burundi)

Corruption should be recognised as a major threat to the holding of fair and free elections and addressed as a 
matter of priority by diplomatic and other partners of the countries concerned. 

Corruption affects HRDs and journalists in the following ways:

1. It erodes public trust in institutions that are supposed to protect and uphold human rights. This makes the 
work of HRDs, including journalists, more difficult, as they must operate in an environment where public 
confidence in these institutions is compromised.

2. HRDs, including journalists, who expose corruption are often targeted by corrupt officials. This can lead to 
harassment, intimidation, arbitrary arrests, or even physical or psychological violence.  

3. Corruption diverts resources meant for public services and support systems for HRDs and journalists, 
reducing their capacity to operate effectively and safely. This lack of resources hampers their efforts.

4. Corrupt judicial systems often fail to hold perpetrators accountable for abuses against HRDs. This creates 
an environment of impunity, where violations against HRDs, including journalists, go unpunished, further 
endangering their lives and work.

5. Corruption can lead to censorship and manipulation of information, making it difficult for HRDs, including 
journalists, to access and disseminate crucial information. This restricts their ability to raise awareness and 
advocate for free and fair elections, human rights, and justice.

18 UN General Assembly, “Enforced disappearances and elections,” op. cit.
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6. Corruption within law enforcement and judicial systems can obstruct justice for victims of human rights 
abuse and journalists. HRDs’, including journalists’, efforts to seek accountability and redress are impeded 
by corrupt practices, undermining their work.

7. It weakens the advocacy efforts of HRDs, including journalists, by creating an environment where their voices 
are ignored or discredited. Genuine reforms are obstructed, and the influence of HRDs, including journalists, 
is diminished.
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BURUNDI
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Burundi is a small landlocked country located in East Africa. It has a population of 13.2 million and is one of Africa’s 
most densely populated, and poorest countries, with roughly 72% of the population living below the poverty line 19 
Most of the population depend on small-scale subsistence agriculture. 

It has faced years of political instability, ethnic-based tensions, and human rights violations. Burundi gained 
independence from Belgian colonial rule in 1962, at the same time as its neighbour Rwanda, and has since experienced 
multiple military coups, civil wars, and political upheaval. The country’s complicated history is characterised by 
politically instigated ethnic divisions between the Hutu and Tutsi populations, which have led to cycles of violence 
and conflict. The categories “Hutu,” “Tutsi,” and “Twa” (“Batwa” or Pygmy) are social constructs and were hardened 
under colonial rule. 

Burundi formally has a multi-party system consisting of several registered political parties, of which the mainstream 
parties 20 are the current ruling party – the National Council for the Defense of Democracy – Forces for the Defense of 
Democracy (CNDD-FDD); the main opposition party, the National Congress for Liberty (CNL), led by Agathon Rwasa21;  
and the Union for National Progress (UPRONA). There are smaller political parties. 

Politics in Burundi 

Pierre Nkurunziza came to power at the end of Burundi’s ethnically charged civil war and was elected president 
by parliament in 2005.22  Since then, the CNDD-FDD has consolidated its power. In 2010, for the first time in the 
country’s history, Burundians were called to vote at the “normal” end of an electoral cycle, that is, in the absence of 
a coup, the assassination of a leader, or other forms of political violence. The CNDD-FDD secured another mandate, 
thanks to a divided opposition and the charismatic personality of the incumbent president, who enjoyed support 
from rural populations. 23

A party that had successfully reconciled ethnic divisions and integrated the armed forces with former rebels now 
possessed a strong national mandate. Unchallenged, Nkurunziza consolidated power, effectively creating a one-
party state. A militia consisting of the CNDD-FDD party’s youth wing, the Imbonerakure, monitored dissent among 
local populations and neutralised any organised opposition.24  Over the years, it became increasingly trained and 
militarised. 

The Imbonerakure

The youth wing of the ruling party is referred to as Imbonerakure, which means “those who see far” in 
the Kirundi language. The group arose in 2010 out of disarmed fighters from the ruling party’s previous 
incarnation as a rebel group who never fully demobilised. 

“Former members of the CNDD-FDD never completely left the mentality of war to fully rejoin fully civilian life,” 
Burundi rights activist said in an interview.25  

Members of this group have been involved in, and are responsible for, numerous human rights abuses. 
Although they are not considered a law enforcement body of the government, they normally take the role 
of state security agents, detaining people and handing them over to the official state security institutions.26  

19 WFP, “Country brief,” World Food Programme, June 2024, available at: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000160476/download/ (accessed on 13 November 
2024).
20 Freedom House, 2023, “Freedom in the World” reports, 2023, Burundi, available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/burundi/freedom-world/2023 (accessed on 13 
November 2024).
21 In 2024, Rwasa was suspended and replaced by former militia leader Nestor Girukwishakae, a senior executive at a state-owned company. This battle is still being 
played out, and many believe it is a strategy of the ruling party to create divisions and thus weaken the opponent ahead of the legislative elections coming up. See The 
East African, 2024, “Burundi coup: Agathon Rwasa loses another political party he founded,” 11 March 2024, available at: https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/
east-africa/burundi-agathon-rwasa-loses-another-political-party-he-founded-4552784 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
22 BBC, 2018, “Burundi referendum: First a third term for Nkurunziza, now seven-year mandates,” 16 May 2018, available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-afri-
ca-44110338 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
23 BBC, “Burundi referendum: First a third term for Nkurunziza, now seven-year mandates,” 16 May 2018, available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-afri-
ca-44110338 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
24 Guichaoua, A., “Burundi at 60 is the poorest country on the planet: a look at what went wrong,” The Conversation, 1 August 2022, available at: https://theconversation.
com/burundi-at-60-is-the-poorest-country-on-the-planet-a-look-at-what-went-wrong-186844 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
25 The New Humanitarian, “Who are the Imbonerakure and is Burundi unravelling?”, 28 April 2015, available at: https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/
news/2015/04/28/who-are-imbonerakure-and-burundi-unravelling (accessed on 13 November 2024).
26 US Department of State, “2023 Country reports on Human Rights Practices: Burundi,” Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, 2023 Country reports on 
Human Right Practices, Burundi, 2023, available at: https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/burundi/ (accessed on 13 November 
2024).
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The local population fears them, and they are known for their cruelty and brutality. They are widely known 
to have more power than the local police.27  

“According to the civil society organization Ligue Iteka, since the political crisis broke out in 2015, security 
forces and members of the Imbonerakure have killed, raped, beaten, detained, threatened, and harassed 
thousands of people in Burundi. In some cases, simply not belonging to the ruling party was enough to 
create suspicion and provoke a violent response from members of the Imbonerakure and the security 
forces.” 28

In 2015 President Nkurunziza changed the power dynamics by running for a third term in office, which many 
considered unconstitutional and in violation of the Arusha Accord.29 30   Regardless of the widespread protests, 
President Nkurunziza won a third term with 69.41%31  of the votes. Many observers considered these elections 
neither free, fair or credible. After Burundi’s ruling party consolidated its control and increased its repression, 
including through extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances committed by the Imbonerakure, it continued 
to weaken and suppress political opposition, routinely targeting those it accused of being “enemies” of the country. 32 

Burundi went through another dark chapter of its history with reports coming in of serious human rights violations, 
including against HRDs and journalists. Protests and violence left 1,200 dead and more than 400,000 Burundians 
fled the country. 33

In 2018, President Nkurunziza, in his attempt to maintain power and amid widespread intimidation by the state 
and ruling party loyalists, initiated a constitutional referendum that extended the presidential term from five to 
seven years and allowed him to seek two more terms, beginning in 2020. The referendum, which passed with 73% 
in favour, meant the Constitution was to be reformed, which included measures to hand more power to Nkurunziza 
and his ruling CNDD-FDD and extend the presidential term to seven years. This referendum was a death blow to the 
Arusha peace deal, signed in 2000.34  The accord ended Burundi’s twelve-year ethnic based civil war and directed 
measures to ensure power would be shared in both the hands of the Hutu and Tutsi, after decades of violence 
between the communities. 35

In a surprise to many, instead of taking advantage of the constitutional reforms, in 2020,36  Nkurunziza announced 
that he would not run for another term. Days later, the CNDD-FDD nominated Evariste Ndayishimiye, the party’s 
then-secretary general, as its 2020 presidential candidate.37  His successor, General Évariste Ndayishimiye, a rebel 
leader and veteran, won the 2020 elections and assumed office earlier than anticipated due to Pierre Nkurunziza’s 
sudden death.38  

Burundi has not witnessed any significant change in terms of its human rights situation.39  The political climate 
in Burundi created a hostile environment for HRDs, including journalists. Constantly subjected to harassment, 
intimidation, and even violence for speaking out against human rights violations and reporting on sensitive issues. 
Authorities have censored and controlled the media, limiting freedom of expression and impeding access to 
27 Human Rights Watch, 2019, “We let our children go hungry to pay.: Abuses related to the 2020 election levy in Burundi,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/sites/de-
fault/files/report_pdf/burundi1219_web_0.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
28 Ibid.
29 The Constitution of Burundi stipulates that a president can only serve for two consecutive terms. In 2022, the East African Court of Justice ruled that Nkurunziza’s 
third term in office violated Burundi’s Constitution (see RFI, 2022, “Burundi: Seven years later, a judgment unfavourable to a third term for Nkurunziza resurfaces,” 17 
September 2022, available at: https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20220916-burundi-sept-ans-apr%C3%A8s-un-jugement-d%C3%A9favorable-%C3%A0-un-troisi%C3%A8me-
mandat-de-nkurunziza-resurgit (accessed on 13 November 2024)). 
30 This period is covered in more detail in an earlier Defend Defenders report, “2015: Burundi at a Turning Point; Human Rights Defenders Working in the Context of 
Elections,” available at: https://www.defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Burundi_english.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024). 
31 Hatcher, J., “Burundi’s president Pierre Nkurunziza wins third term in disputed election,” The Guardian, 24 July 2015, available at: Burundi’s president Pierre Nkurun-
ziza wins third term in disputed election (accessed on 13 November 2024).
32 Human Rights Watch, “World report 2024: Burundi, events of 2023,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2024/country-chapters/burundi (accessed on 13 
November 2024).
33 The East African, “Burundi constitutional court validates referendum result,” 31 May 2018, available at: https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/east-africa/burun-
di-constitutional-court-validates-referendum-result-1395070 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
34 France24,“Burundi approves constitutional reform, extending presidential term limit,” 22 May 2018, available at: https://www.france24.com/en/20180521-burundi-ap-
proves-constitutional-reform-extending-presidential-term-limit (accessed on 13 November 2024).
35 BBC, “Burundi Country Profile,” 31 July 2023, available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13085064 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
36 Al Jazeera, “Burundi’s Pierre Nkurunziza says he will step down in 2020,” 7 June 2018, available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/6/7/burundis-pierre-nku-
runziza-says-he-will-step-down-in-2020 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
37 Asylum Research Centre (ARC), “Burundi Country Report, 2023,” January 2023, (COI between 1 May 2020 and 1 December 2022), available at: https://asylumre-
searchcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/ARC_COI-report-Burundi_Jan-2023.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
38 Nogueira Pinto T., “Stability remains elusive for Burundi,” Geopolitical Intelligence Services, 15 May 2024, available at: https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/stabili-
ty-burundi/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
39 Human Rights Watch, “World report 2023: Burundi, events of 2022,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2023/country-chapters/burundi (accessed on 13 
November 2024).
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information. This has made it increasingly difficult for journalists to report on the human rights situation in Burundi 
and to hold those responsible accountable. 

In June 2023, Salvator Mboneye, a member of the main opposition party, the National Congress for 
Freedom (CNL), was beaten up and killed by a group of the Imbonerakure for stealing beans from a 
National Council for the Defense of Democracy – Forces for the Defense of Democracy (CNDD-FDD) 
member’s farm. No investigation or justice has been carried out for his murder. 40

Elections in Burundi

Elections in Burundi have been historically marked by violations targeting HRDs, including media observers and 
CSOs. These violations are often committed by political parties, particularly targeting opposition political opponents. 

The government has prevented HRDs, including journalists, or CSOs from openly speaking about the elections, as 
they fear scrutiny and the true reflection of the credibility of the elections. Furthermore, the history of human rights 
violations and lack of accountability within the Burundian government brings into question the effectiveness of 
institutions in protecting HRDs. The situation for HRDs in Burundi is further complicated by the lack of independent 
observers who can report objectively on the electoral process. The Catholic Church has been observing the electoral 
process in Burundi for many years through its Commission for Justice and Peace.41  The Catholic Church therefore 
plays a crucial role in denouncing irregularities related to the elections. However, apart from the Catholic Church, 
there are extremely limited independent observers in Burundi who can provide impartial reporting on the elections. 
The Burundian government’s restrictions on CSOs and independent journalists contribute to a climate of fear and 
limited freedom of expression. 

“The church can speak out, but they cannot protect HRDs in the country, maybe through evacuation and 
keeping them safe but not in the country. There are many people who fled, and many priests helped evacuate 

people. “
HRD (Burundi)

On 12 February 2023, the National Intelligence Service (SNR, as per the French acronym) arrested 
five human rights activists accused of rebellion and of undermining internal state security and the 
functioning of public finances: Audace Havyarimana, Sylvana Inamahoro, Sonia Ndikumasabo, Marie 
Emerusabe, and Prosper Runyange. All were released in April that same year, three were acquitted 
and two were convicted of rebellion, fined 50,000 Burundian francs ($25), and handed a two-year 
suspended sentence. The charges appeared to relate only to their relationship with an international 
organisation abroad and the funding they received from this organisation. 42

The 2020 elections

The election of President Évariste Ndayishimiye introduced both hope and concern. However, in 2020, the Commission 
of Inquiry (COI) on Burundi was alarmed due to the increased political intolerance and numerous acts of violence 
and human rights violations. Opposition parties faced serious human rights abuses, including targeted killings, 
kidnappings, gender-based violence, torture, and arbitrary arrests. Media and human rights organisations reported 
extrajudicial killings, arbitrary arrests, and torture against members of opposition parties, mainly CNL members, by 
the Imbonerakure and unidentified armed men.43 

40 ACAT, “Annual Report on the Human Rights Situation,” Edition 2023, Action by Christians for the Abolition of Torture, available at: https://www.acatburundi.org/
wp-content/uploads/2024/03/ACAT-Burundi-annual-report-on-the-human-rights-situation-2023-edition.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
41 Finnan, D., “Catholic Church slams Burundi election irregularities,” RFI, 27 May 2020, available at: https://www.rfi.fr/en/africa/20200527-catholic-church-slams-bu-
rundi-election-irregularities (accessed on 13 November 2024).
42 Harerimana, E., “Five Human Rights Defenders released,” IWACU, 28 April 2023, available at: https://www.iwacu-burundi.org/les-cinq-defenseurs-des-droits-hu-
mains-liberes/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
43 United Nations, “The UN Commission of Inquiry on Burundi: An electoral campaign marred by a spiral of violence and political intolerance,” United Nations Human 
Rights Office of the High Commissioner, press releases, independent investigations, 14 May 2020, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2020/05/un-com-
mission-inquiry-burundi-electoral-campaign-marred-spiral-violence-0 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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In the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, Burundian authorities neglected the recommendations by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) and in May 2020 declared the country representative of WHO and three of its experts personae 
non gratae, ordering them to leave the country.44  They had previously declared personae non gratae independent 
human rights experts, including members of the UN Commission of Inquiry (CoI) on Burundi. 

The 2020 elections were also plagued by irregularities, including blocking independent observers. The National 
Independent Elections Commission (Commission électorale nationale indépendante) (CENI), the main institution 
which had to guarantee fairness and transparency, lacked independence.45  CENI restricted the movement of foreign 
observers and rejected observers from the African Union (AU) and the UN.46  The UN CoI reported that independent 
candidates faced significant constitutional restrictions, and CNDD-FDD membership was often a requirement for 
civil service employment. Bribes to support the CNDD-FDD were reportedly required for access to public services and 
documents. Election observers aligned with opposition parties were denied full access to monitor the elections. 47

Political space, civil society space and cooperation with human right bodies continued shrinking. On 21 August 
2020, a coalition of CSOs addressed the Permanent Representatives of the UNHRC, urging the renewal of the CoI on 
Burundi. This Commission had been documenting in detail the widespread human rights violations since Burundi’s 
political crisis began in April 2015. 

Violations included arbitrary detentions, torture, forced labour, and sexual violence, often executed by state forces 
and the Imbonerakure, affiliated with the ruling party. The CoI was the only independent body documenting these 
abuses, a task that has grown more crucial due to the Burundian government’s resistance and the absence of a UN 
human rights team within its borders. In their letter, they also requested for the Burundian authorities to continue 
the dialogue with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 48 , and other UN and AU 
human rights bodies and mechanisms. The plea came to light due to political changes and ongoing human rights 
violations in the country.49 Despite the general outcry, the CoI on Burundi was not given access to the country; 50 
however, it was able to carry out its mandate, relying on established methodologies outside the country, until its 
mandate was discontinued, in 2021.51  Human rights violations continued, persisting in a climate of impunity, with 
no senior officials,52  Imbonerakure or other security forces, being held accountable. 

In 2021, the Senate set up a special commission to check the ethnic makeup of international non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and state-owned enterprises. According to the government, this was a practice required by 
the Constitution. Some NGOs refused to give out this information, reporting that this action was motivated towards 
acquiring more power and influence over the NGOs. The law also required additional registration requirements and 
registration of the NGOs to be renewed every two years, and if rejected there was no allowed recourse. Additionally, 
NGOs could be accused of “disturbing public order or harming state security” and be suspended or shut down 
permanently.53  

In November 2023, the UN Committee Against Torture (CAT) concluded its review of Burundi’s third periodic report 
on implementing the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment  
54and released alarming findings of ill-treatment and torture, extrajudicial killings, sexual and gender-based violence 
(SGBV), and enforced disappearances, involving both state and non-state agents, including Imbonerakure members.55 

44 Ibid.
45 Ibid.
46 Human Rights Watch, “World report 2021: Burundi, events of 2020,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/burundi (accessed on 13 
November 2024).
47 US Department of State, “2023 Country reports on Human Rights Practices: Burundi,” Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, 2023 Country reports on 
Human Right Practices, Burundi, 2023, op. cit. 
48 The United Nations Office for Human Rights closed its office in February 2019 after 23 years of presence in Burundi. See also OHCHR, “UN Human Rights Office in 
Burundi closes,” 5 March 2019, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/news/2019/03/un-human-rights-office-burundi-closes (accessed on 13 November 2024).
49 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Vital role of the Commission of Inquiry in prompting meaningful human rights progress,” HRC45- Civil Society letter regarding Bu-
rundi, 21 August 2020, available at: https://defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/HRC45-Civil-society-letter-regarding-BURUNDI-EN.pdf (accessed on 13 
November 2024). 
50 Human Rights Watch, “World report 2021: Burundi, events of 2020,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/burundi (accessed on 13 
November 2024). 
51 DefendDefenders, “UN rights body extends scrutiny of Burundi, highlights that the country is unfit for membership,” 12 October 2023, available at: https://defendd-
efenders.org/un-extends-scrutiny-burundi-highlights-country-unfit-for-membership/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
52 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Vital role of the Commission of Inquiry in prompting meaningful human rights progress,” op. cit.
53 US Department of State, “2022 Country reports on Human Rights Practices: Burundi,” Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, 2022 Country reports on 
Human Right Practices, Burundi, 2022, available at: https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/burundi (accessed on 13 November 
2024).
54 OHCHR, “UN Committee against Torture publishes findings on Burundi, Costa Rica, Denmark, Egypt, Kiribati, Slovenia,” CAT - Convention against Torture and 
Other Cruel Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 78 Session (30 Oct 2023 - 24 Nov 2023), 24 November 2023, available at: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_lay-
outs/15/treatybodyexternal/SessionDetails1.aspx?SessionID=2682&Lang=en (accessed on 13 November 2024).
55 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Vital role of the Commission of Inquiry in prompting meaningful human rights progress,” op. cit.
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“The HRDs working in the country have put in place strategies, but they cannot speak out against the 
government. They can only observe but the reporting cannot go against the government.” 

HRD (Burundi)

The 2025-2027 Elections

Burundi’s next legislative and local elections are scheduled for 2025, and the next presidential election for 2027. 
There are low expectations for these elections to be fair, free and credible. Concerns have been rising since last year, 
with little optimism for a change in leadership or even a shift in perspective. When President Ndayishimiye came to 
power, he promised to restore peace and further democracy. He propagated a reformist narrative, declared that he 
wanted to improve relations with Rwanda, lifted some bans imposed on the media, and pledged to reopen political 
and civic space. 

The EU imposed sanctions in October 2015 on Burundi, consisting of asset freezes and travel bans, in light of reports 
of human rights abuses and the absence of an independent judiciary and the United States imposed restrictions 
on the perpetrators of the violence consisting of asset freezes and travel bans56 , in November 2015 in response to 
the civil unrest. Wide-ranging economic sanctions soon followed in response to Nkurunziza’s destructive actions. 
Through Article 96 of the Cotonou Agreement, the (EU) Union57 , among other things, froze Euro 432 million in 
funding. Individual countries, like Belgium and the US, also froze financial support for Burundi’s budget. These 
actions denied the country access to substantial financial budgetary support.58 

After Ndayishimiye won the presidential seat, the international community had an opportunity to resume harmonious 
relations with the country. He was seen as more practical and less of a hardliner than Nkurunziza. 59 Experts also 
believed that Ndayishimiye would have more independence in his seat after his predecessor’s death.60 In 2021, 
the United States decided to drop trade sanctions and visa restrictions imposed on the eleven individuals from the 
military and security sector of Burundi. Then followed the EU, lifting the sanctions against Ndirakobuca and two 
others, Godefroid Bizimana and Leonard Ngendakumana. 61 

Against this backdrop, General Alain Guillaume Bunyoni, a hardliner from the CNDD-FDD and former Prime Minister, 
was arrested in April 2023. Despite his coordination of police actions as Minister of Public Security during the 2015 
election demonstrations and the ensuing violent repression, judicial authorities had avoided investigating his role 
in these human rights violations. Instead, he faced prosecution for alleged offences committed during his tenure as 
Prime Minister. These charges included “undermining the internal security of the State,” “undermining the proper 
functioning of the national economy,” “conflict of interest,” “illegal possession of weapons,” and “contempt of the Head 
of State.” His close ally, Désiré Uwamahoro, was also arrested on 18 April 2023. On 8 December 2023, the Supreme 
Court convicted Bunyoni of state security violations and other offences, sentencing him to life imprisonment.62 In 
more recent events, a shift resembling the dark period of 2015-2016 seems to have been observed, crushing the 
hopes of the early days of Ndayishimiye’s term in office. The civic space continues to shrink and any promise from 
Ndayishimiye to respect freedom of expression and improve the judiciary, has not translated into structural reforms.  
63No accountability measures have been carried out on senior officials for violations against opposition members, 
HRDs, including journalists and other activists, in relation to the 2015 protests. On the contrary, some appear to have 

56  Lester M., and O´Kane M., “Burundi Sanctions regime,” Global Sanctions, Law Practice and Guidance, available at: https://globalsanctions.co.uk/region/burundi/ 
(accessed on 13 November 2024).
57 Council of the European Union, “COUNCIL DECISION (CFSP) 2015/1763 of 1 October 2015 concerning restrictive measures in view of the situation in Burundi,” 
L257/37, Official Journal of the European Union, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015D1763 (accessed on 13 Novem-
ber 2024).
58 Kiwuwan, D., “Free of sanctions, Burundi can start to recover and rebuild,” The Conversation, 17 February 2022, available at: Free of sanctions, Burundi can start to 
recover and rebuild (accessed on 13 November 2024).
59 Ibid.
60 AlJazeera, “Evariste Ndayishimiye: Who is Burundi’s new president?,” 18 June 2020, available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/18/evariste-ndayishimi-
ye-who-is-burundis-new-president (accessed on 13 November 2024).
61 Tasamba, J., “EU lifts sanctions against Burundian premier, 2 others,” Anadolu Ajansi, AA, 25 October 2022, available at: https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/eu-lifts-
sanctions-against-burundian-premier-2-others/2720523 (accessed on 13 November 2024). 
62 AlJazeera, 2023, “Former Burundi Prime Minister Alain Guillaume Bunyoni arrested,” 23 April 2023, available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/4/23/for-
mer-burundi-prime-minister-alain-guillaume-bunyoni-arrested See also HRW, “World report 2024: Burundi, events of 2023,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-re-
port/2024/country-chapters/burundi (both accessed on 13 November 2024).
63 NGO Joint Letter, “Burundi: Extend the Special Rapporteur’s mandate,” NGO-joint-letter-to-HRC, 18 August 2022, available at: “https://burundihri.org/rep/NGO-
joint-letter-to-HRC-18-Aug-2022-ENGL.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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been rewarded with high level government positions.64 

The CENI, tasked with overseeing the entire election process to ensure free, fair, and safe elections, was again 
reported to lack independence.65  The appointment of the CENI members was flawed by several limitations, as many 
political actors still feel unrepresented in the process.66 

All these developments suggest that although the Nkurunziza reign ended, and there was hope of a new era, 
authoritarianism continues in Burundi, while the human rights situation continues to deteriorate67  in the form of a 
“hegemonic party sustained by patronage networks.”68  

The fact that in 2023 Burundi was elected a member of the UNHRC (in an election deprived of competition because 
of “closed slates” endorsed by the AU), and the Council renewed the mandate of the Special Rapporteur, extending 
its scrutiny of the country’s human rights situation, has not made much of a difference in Burundi´s situation. “Most 
independent human rights organisations are still unable to operate in Burundi. The activities of several of the 
country’s most prominent human rights groups remain either suspended or outlawed since 2015.”69  “Superficial 
signals in favour of a more open civic space have not been matched by structural reforms or tangible improvement 
in the environment in which civil society organisations operate.”70  

According to the analysis from Geopolitical Intelligence Services AG, “two main scenarios should be 
considered.”

“Most likely: Instability and realignment
“President Ndayishimiye’s will be strengthened with his military elite that has benefited from patronage networks, 
and the paramilitary forces loyal to him, such as the Imbonerakure. Attempts to defuse the opposition will lead 
to increased state repression and violence. Burundi will realign its foreign policy orientation, attempting to 
consolidate relations with alternative partners like Russia.” 71

“Moreover, this scenario of instability and international realignment would be reinforced by regional factors. 
With no solution in sight to violence in the Great Lakes Region, tensions between Rwanda and Burundi 
(and between Rwanda and the DRC) are expected to continue, and possibly escalate, in the second half of 
2024. Violence, refugee flows and border closures will continue to negatively impact Burundi’s economy, 
compromising regional integration within the East African Community.”

Less likely: Peaceful elections
“Under a second, less likely scenario, the absence of a strong and united opposition in 2025 could dissuade 
substantial forms of resistance against the CNDD-FDD. A peaceful re-election of President Ndayishimiye would 
lead to a continuation of business as usual for the regime.” 72

64 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Extend the Special Rapporteur’s mandate and ensure adequate funding for his monitoring and documentation work,” HRC54- Civil 
Society letter regarding Burundi, 25 August 2023, available at: https://defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/HRC54-Civil-society-letter-on-BURUNDI.pdf 
(accessed on 13 November 2024).  
65 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World” reports, 2024, Burundi, available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/burundi/freedom-world/2024 (accessed on 13 
November 2024).
66 SOS Media Burundi, “Burundi-election: call for effective involvement of the Catholic Church in the electoral process,” 21 May 2024, available at: https://www.sosmedi-
asburundi.org/en/2024/05/21/burundi-election-call-for-effective-involvement-of-the-catholic-church-in-the-electoral-process/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
67 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Extend the Special Rapporteur’s mandate and ensure adequate funding for his monitoring and documentation work,” HRC54- Civil 
Society letter regarding Burundi, 25 August 2023, available at: https://defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/HRC54-Civil-society-letter-on-BURUNDI.pdf 
(accessed on 13 November 2024).
68 Nogueira Pinto T., “Stability remains elusive for Burundi,” Geopolitical Intelligence Services, 15 May 2024, available at: https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/stabili-
ty-burundi/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
69 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Extend the Special Rapporteur’s mandate and ensure adequate funding for his monitoring and documentation work,” op. cit. 
70 Ibid.
71 Tass, “Russia will assist Burundi in developing nuclear energy — ambassador” 13 March 2024, available at: https://tass.com/economy/1758757 (accessed on 13 No-
vember 2024).
72 Nogueira Pinto T., “Stability remains elusive for Burundi”, Geopolitical Intelligence Services, 15 May 2024, available at: https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/stabili-
ty-burundi/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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“With this coming election the cases of torture might increase, people might get arrested and detained in bad 
conditions.” 

HRD (Burundi)

Women and Politics 

Increasing women’s representation and involvement in decision making processes, is critical for enhancing democracy 
in Burundi. Gender quotas have the potential to increase women’s representation in decision-making positions. In 
Burundi, according to the Constitution, at least 30% of the representatives in parliament, central government and 
municipal administrations.73 

Since 2005, Burundi has consistently upheld gender quotas, resulting in one of the highest proportions of women 
in parliament. The country ranks 41st 74  out of 145 in the 2023 global political empowerment metric. However, this 
success is partly due to the compatibility of gender quotas with clientelist CNDD-FDD politics. Women are side-lined 
in two ways: first, they are not fully integrated into the formal and informal structures that determine appointments; 
second, since 2005, the ruling party has increasingly used coercion to maintain political dominance, relying heavily 
on hardliners, most of whom are former combatants in Imbonerakure, the party’s youth league, or Abahumure, 
party veterans.75 

For decades, women have been confined to traditionally “feminine” ministerial roles like health and education, while 
being excluded from key positions in defence, security, and foreign affairs. Additionally, their representation as 
senior advisers to the president or as CEOs of state-owned enterprises has been minimal. In addition, “women are 
not in the ruling party’s main decision-making body, Conseil des Sages (Council of the Wise). They are also not part 
of the ruling party’s Cercle des Généraux (circle of generals). This is a group of former army and police generals who 
enjoy a de facto veto right to any important decisions.”76 

Ethnic quotas

The ethnic quota system is a fundamental part of the 2000 Arusha Agreement that was a key step to ending the 
Burundian civil war where issues related to power sharing between the ethnic groups remain sensitive in the country. 
Sharing power meant that Hutus were entitled to fill 60% of the positions in the government offices, legislative 
assembly and the judiciary while the Tutsi occupied the remaining 40%. But the decision did not include the Twa 
ethnic group, who account for 1% of the population and has been historically marginalised from public, economic, 
and political life. 

On 31 July 2023, the Burundian Senate officially began evaluating the future of ethnic quotas in Burundi. This action 
responds to a provision in the 2018 Burundian Constitution that gave the Senate five years to assess the relevance 
of ethnic quotas in the executive, legislative, and judicial branches (Article 289). This overview examines the design 
and practice of ethnic quotas in Burundi since 2005. While the quota system has successfully promoted multi-ethnic 
parties and reduced the emphasis on ethnicity in politics, it has not prevented the gradual concentration of power in 
the ruling CNDD-FDD party or the erosion of protections for the Tutsi.77  

That being said, the widespread protests against Nkurunziza’s third term, in 2015, were cross-ethnic and political 
mobilisation was not primarily on the basis of ethnicity. Many Hutus took positions against the third term or were 
affiliated with opposition or civil society groups. Against this backdrop, officials of the ruling CNDD-FDD party 
attempted to ethnicise public debate, using hate speech against Tutsis and an “Us vs. Them” rhetoric.78  
73 Constitute Project, “Burundi’s Constitution 2005”, 27 July 2018, available at: https://adsdatabase.ohchr.org/IssueLibrary/BURUNDI_Constitution.pdf (accessed on 13 
November 2024). 
74 WEF, “Global Gender Gap Report 2023” Insight report, World Economic Forum, June 2023, http://reports.weforum.org/globalgender-gap-report-2023n (accessed on 
13 November 2024).
75 Ndayiragije R., Meier P., Vandeginste S., “Burundi’s quota for women in politics has had mixed results, but that’s no reason to scrap it”, The Conversation, 30 January 
2024, available at: https://theconversation.com/burundis-quota-for-women-in-politics-has-had-mixed-results-but-thats-no-reason-to-scrap-it-217702 (accessed on 13 
November 2024).
76 Ibid.
77 Wadih Raffoul A., and Ndayiragije R., “The review of constitutionalized ethnic quotas in Burundi: a turning point?,” Constitution Net, 4 September 2023, available at: 
https://constitutionnet.org/news/review-constitutionalized-ethnic-quotas-burundi-turning-point#:~:text=The%20resulting%20constitutionalized%20ethnic%20quota,-
different%20ethnic%20and%20party%20backgrounds (accessed on 13 November 2024).
78 International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), “Repression and genocidal dynamics in Burundi,” 15 November 2016, available at: https://www.fidh.org/en/re-
gion/Africa/burundi/repression-and-genocidal-dynamics-in-burundi (accessed on 13 November 2024). 
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The prospect of eliminating ethnic quotas in Burundi raises complex issues. It could formalise the current minimal 
Tutsi influence but might also end multi-ethnic parties and increase Tutsi resentment. However, this change could 
help set new goals, restore trust in institutions, and strengthen national unity. By evaluating the quota system fairly, 
Burundi can address governance issues like nepotism and clientelism and improve representation for non-dominant 
groups. A transparent and inclusive evaluation process is essential for success79  not only for CSOs, but also for 
government entities across.

The situation of HRDs including journalists in Burundi  

“For those working in the country, their work is limited, and the space for HRDs and journalists is limited. 
They are not free. Journalist information is infiltrated, and censored. Even HRDs are arrested, intimidated, and 

tortured. Whenever journalists and HRDs have been arrested, or intimidated they report it but in a manner 
that is ‘careful’.” 

Journalist (Burundi) 

Most independent journalists fled Burundi during and after the political crisis and crackdown in 2015, and many 
remain in exile. Authorities have detained or summoned for questioning local journalists investigating sensitive 
subjects such as human rights violations, corruption, or security incidents.80  Journalists have reported experiencing 
harassment, intimidation, and violence at the hands of security forces and government officials.

“They break human rights defenders and journalists by forcing them into exile, separating them from their 
families, friends, belongings, daily routines—separating them from everything, even their own country. ”

Journalist (Burundi)

“If you ask me if there is independent media, I will say no. There are private media that are not 
independent. Many of them are not authorised to talk about sensitive topics. They are censored 

because they are afraid to be targeted.”
 HRD (Burundi)

In 2024, RSF’s World Press Freedom Index ranked Burundi 108th out of 180, showing an improvement from 2023 
– climbing six places from a position of 114th.81  This increase is attributed to several positive changes, including 
the release of four Iwacu journalists and the government’s resumed dialogue with previously banned local media 
outlets.82 

In February 2023, the Burundian government passed a new media bill that eliminated prison sentences for journalists 
facing ethics complaints. Instead, the legislation imposes fines ranging from $350 (1,000,000 Burundi Francs) to 
$523 (1,500,000 Burundi Francs) for media workers found guilty of ethics violations.83  The National Communication 
Council (CNC) oversees media activities and refers suspected ethics violations to a judge, who determines the 
appropriate fine based on the severity of the offence. The lack of independence of the CNC is a concern among the 
media community in Burundi, since its members are appointed by the President.84  
Despite these reforms, the plight of journalists like Floriane Irangabiye highlights ongoing issues. Irangabiye, 

79 Wadih Raffoul A., and Ndayiragije R., op. cit. 
80 Asylum Research Centre (ARC), “Burundi Country Report,” 2023, January 2023 (COI between 1 May 2020 and 1 December 2022), available at: https://asylumre-
searchcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/ARC_COI-report-Burundi_Jan-2023.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
81 Reporters Without Borders, “World Press Freedom Index,” 2024, available at: https://rsf.org/en/index?year=2024 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
82 CIVICUS, “Release of IWACU four journalists, refugees experience human rights violations,” Monitor Tracking Civic Space, 26 June 2021, available at: https://moni-
tor.civicus.org/explore/release-iwacu-four-journalists-refugees-experience-human-rights-violations/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
83 Claver Niyonkuru P., “Burundi Takes Steps to Decriminalize Journalism,” VOA, 16 February 2024, available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/08/bu-
rundi-one-year-on-fresh-calls-for-journalists-release/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
84 RSF, “Burundi”, op. cit. 
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arbitrarily arrested on 30 August 2022, was sentenced to ten years in prison by the Mukaza High Court 85 for criticising 
the government. While a presidential decree dated 14 August 2024 granted Floriane Irangabiye a pardon, which 
resulted in her release two days later, another journalist Sandra Muhoza, remains arbitrarily detained. Civil society 
has emphasied that they should never have been detained in the first place. Their imprisonment underscores the 
continued challenges journalists face in exercising their right to freedom of expression in Burundi. 

While the government’s efforts to abolish prison sentences for ethics violations are a step in the right direction, 
significant concerns persist regarding the overall press freedom environment in Burundi. The ongoing detention of 
HRDs, including journalists, for their reporting and the harassment and intimidation they face highlight the need for 
further reforms to ensure a truly free and independent press.86 

“If a journalist cannot report objectively especially in elections even the results of elections won’t be 
credible.” 

HRD (Burundi)

Burundian authorities arbitrarily arrested journalist Floriane Irangabiye, on 30 August 202287 Irangabiye 
who co-founded a Rwanda-based news outlet called Radio Igicaniro run by Burundian exiles that has 
been critical of Burundi’s government solely for exercising her right to freedom of expression. In May 
2023, a Court of Appeal upheld her ten-year sentence and fined 1 million Burundian francs ($480) on 
charges of endangering the integrity of the national territory.88  Irangabiye suffered a severe respiratory 
ailment in prison in July 2023. 89

Reporter Sandra Muhoza was charged with “endangering state security and ethnic loathing” in April 
2024 in Bujumbura, though no trial date has been set. She was arrested on 12 April. The charges 
stemming from a comment she made in a WhatsApp group for journalists about the ruling CNDD-FDD 
party allegedly distributing machetes to its youth wing, the Imbonerakure. Her arrest occurred after 
she accepted an invitation from a businessman linked to the SNR to interview him about his avocado 
business. She was detained by the head of the SNR office in Ngozi and then moved to Bujumbura. 
Muhoza’s family received a message from her phone after 24 hours, stating she was being held at SNR 
headquarters.90

Conclusion

“A political opponent should not be considered as an enemy of the state. It’s just a person who has different 
ideas to lead his political views.” 

HRD (Burundi)

85 “Burundi journalist Floriane Irangabirye sentenced to 10 years in prison,” available at:  https://cpj.org/2023/01/burundian-journalist-floriane-irangabiye-sen-
tenced-to-10-years-in-prison/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
86 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Extend the Special Rapporteur’s mandate and ensure adequate funding for his monitoring and documentation work,” op. cit. 
87 Claver Niyonkuru P., “Burundi Takes Steps to Decriminalize Journalism,” VOA, 16 February 2024, available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/08/bu-
rundi-one-year-on-fresh-calls-for-journalists-release (accessed on 13 November 2024). 
88 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World,” 2024, op. cit.  
89 DefendDefenders, “Burundi: Extend the Special Rapporteur’s mandate and ensure adequate funding for his monitoring and documentation work,” op. cit.  
90 RSF, “Woman journalist held in Burundi facing possible life sentence,” 25 April 2024, available at: https://rsf.org/en/woman-journalist-held-burundi-facing-possi-
ble-life-sentence (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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Human rights violations remain pervasive in Burundi,91  encompassing attacks on the right to life, torture, 
kidnappings, enforced disappearances, and gender-based violence (GBV). By 2023, ACAT-Burundi documented 937 
violations, Ligue Iteka reported 1,420, and SOS-TORTURE recorded 870 cases. Both international and local human 
rights organisations have indicated that the national intelligence service (SNR) and the Imbonerakure are responsible 
for forcibly disappearing real or perceived political opponents. Authorities have specifically targeted members and 
supporters of the CNL for their involvement in legitimate political activities. 92

Despite these grave challenges, numerous organisations and individuals continue to work relentlessly to protect 
human rights in Burundi. These defenders face significant risks and obstacles, yet their unwavering determination 
and resilience are truly commendable. Their crucial role in documenting and reporting violations ensures that the 
public remains informed and aware of the human rights issues within the country. Operating discreetly, they often 
rely on HRDs and journalists outside Burundi to disseminate this critical information.

The continued efforts of HRDs in Burundi are essential. The environment for these defenders and journalists remains 
perilous, characterised by risks and intimidation, and their capacity to speak out against the government is severely 
constrained. However, the work of those living in exile is vital, as they are best positioned to report and inform the 
international community about the situation in Burundi.

“The huge task is on HRDs who are working from outside the country to push for change. People in the 
country cannot do anything…if they report they will be arrested. HRDs need to keep the pressure to the 

government and denouncing these abuses”
 HRD (Burundi)

As the upcoming elections approach, experts and HRDs, including journalists, anticipate violence. HRDs, including 
journalists, will need regular support structures and ongoing witness to their work inside Burundi, as well as access 
to channels for protection. Access to passports remains a major challenge, as reported by those interviewed for this 
report, exacerbating the risk to those facing life threatening cases. “Don’t let Burundi become a forgotten crisis,” 
urges one HRD. This plea underscores the importance of continued attention and support for the tireless efforts 
of those defending human rights in Burundi. Their work is not only essential for documenting abuses but also for 
advocating for justice and accountability in a country striving to overcome a legacy of violence and repression.

“Do not despair, because things will change. The trajectory of the river never stays the same. With time it 
changes. The situation of journalists and HRDs can get better than the way it is now. Life can change for 

better.”
 HRD (Burundi) 

91 ACAT,  “Rapport sur le Monitoring des violations et atteintes aux droits de l’homme commises au Burundi,” July 2024, available at: https://www.acatburundi.org/
wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Rapport-de-monitoring-des-violations-et-atteintes-aux-droits-humains-recense-par-ACAT-Burundi-pour-juillet-2024.pdf (accessed on 13 
November 2024).  
92 DefendDefenders, “Overview of the Human Rights situation in the East and Horn of Africa,” Bi-Annual report 2023, October 2023-April 2024, available at: https://
defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/BIANNUAL-REPORT-OCTOBER-2023-APRIL-2024.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024). 
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SOUTHSUDAN
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The postponement of the elections, initially planned for December 2024, until December 2026 represents another 
setback for the advancement of democracy in South Sudan. For decades, the people of South Sudan fought tirelessly 
for self-determination, with the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) leading the charge from the south against 
a repressive regime in Khartoum. This struggle culminated in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005, 
offering a glimmer of hope for peace and autonomy.

In 2011, a referendum was held, and an overwhelming majority of 98% of South Sudanese voted to secede from 
Sudan and to become an independent state. The birth of the Republic of South Sudan on 9 July 2011 symbolised hope 
and change. Despite independence, South Sudan faces political chaos, ethnic tensions, and economic challenges that 
have continued to threaten its stability. In 2013, a civil war erupted where warring parties of the conflict committed 
abuses, devastating civilians and jeopardising the nation’s progress. 

A peace agreement to form a unity government was reached in 2015, but this quickly collapsed in 2016, and another 
conflict spread. A second deal and a new peace accord, The Revitalised Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict 
in the Republic of South Sudan (R-ARCSS), was signed on 12 September 2018. The R-ARCSS put an end to the 2013-
2018 civil war that killed nearly 400,000 people and displaced millions.93  Myriads of local-level conflicts, however, as 
well as ongoing violence and impunity, continue to threaten to country’s stability. 

Global politics and neighbouring conflicts in Sudan have worsened the humanitarian crisis in South Sudan due to 
the influx of refugees and returnees. This added to the climate crisis which has hit South Sudan badly and in turn 
worsened the food insecurity crisis. From April 2023, the war in neighbouring Sudan has also affected the economy 
in South Sudan, since oil exports have been disrupted, decreasing government revenues. 94 

According to the EU, approximately 72% out of South Sudan’s 1195  million people require protection and humanitarian 
aid. The situation has been further complicated by an influx of people fleeing the conflict in neighbouring Sudan, 
adding to the challenges of providing humanitarian assistance to those affected by South Sudan’s internal strife. 96

South Sudan’s ruling elite’s self-perception as liberators, coupled with a strong sense of entitlement to govern and 
reap the supposed rewards of their historical armed struggle, has led to predatory behaviour, a disdain for dissent 
and dialogue, a willingness to use coercion, and a neglect of nation-building. Government positions are highly sought 
after, fiercely contested, and misused to exploit opportunities for personal gain, in total disregard for principles 
of democracy and good governance. These leadership failures have contributed to a state that provides minimal 
services and infrastructure to its citizens, leading to widespread discontent.97  
 
As the country was preparing for the elections, initially planned for December 2024, South Sudanese civil society 
actors, journalists and other media workers were facing intensifying repression. This has included undue restrictions 
on their rights to freedom of opinion and expression, peaceful assembly, and association. Independent actors have 
faced harassment, intimidation, surveillance, arbitrary bureaucratic controls, censorship, physical assault, arbitrary 
arrests and detentions, including incommunicado detention. There have been cases of extraordinary renditions 
from other African countries, torture, enforced disappearances, and extrajudicial killings. Female HRDs, including 
female journalists, face additional gender-specific threats, including sexual violence.98 

Challenges to the credibility of the next elections 

South Sudan’s long overdue first general election is one of the pillars of the R-ARCSS and is critical for establishing 
democracy in South Sudan. After gaining independence in 2011, the country planned its first election for 2015, but it 
was never held due to the conflict that erupted nationwide in 2013. Since then, in 2021, a Reconstituted Transitional 
National Legislative Assembly was appointed under the terms of the Peace Agreement. The first elections since the 
country’s independence should have been conducted at the end of December 2024, before the end of a transitional 
93 Gitua, E., “South Sudan: some spoilers want peace to fail, putting 2024 elections at risk,” The Conversation, 20 February2024, https://theconversation.com/south-su-
dan-some-spoilers-want-peace-to-fail-putting-2024-elections-at-risk-222519 (accessed on 24 March 2024).
94 United Nations Security Council, “Crisis in Sudan, ongoing fighting seriously impacting chances for constructive dialogue on status of Abyei, Peace operations chief 
tells security council,” SC/15691, 7 May 2024, https://press.un.org/en/2024/sc15691.doc.htm (accessed on 10 May 2024). 
95 European Commission, “European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations, South Sudan, 2024,” available at: https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.
ec.europa.eu/where/africa/south-sudan_en (accessed on 13 November 2024).
96 AP News, “UN asks South Sudan to remove new taxes that led to a pause in food airdrops,” Deng Machol, 29 April 2024, available at: https://apnews.com/article/
south-sudan-un-food-airdrops-eed54f8d6bb3e854edd56c82178a162b (accessed on 13 November 2024).  
97 CHRSS, “Entrenched repression: systematic curtailment of the democratic and civic space in South Sudan,” A/HRC/54/CRP.6, 5 October 2023, available at: https://
www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/co-h-south-sudan/index (accessed on 13 November 2024).
98 Open Letter to permanent representatives of member and observer states of the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council, 20 February 2024, available at: https://
www.globalr2p.org/publications/south-sudan-as-elections-loom-extend-vital-human-rights-commission-mandate/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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period in February 2025; however, again they have been delayed due to “unpreparedness” of the Government. They 
are now expected to take place in December 2026 although there is significant uncertainty based on history election 
management in South Sudan. The transitional period, also extended by two years, is now due to end in February 
2027. 

South Sudanese have not experienced national elections since independence from Sudan. The context has drastically 
changed since independence, shifting from a “South vs. North” narrative to one marked by internal divisions. A 
successful and credible election is dependent on resolving crucial matters outlined in the R-ARCSS including finalising 
a permanent constitution and forming a unified national army. The enactment of a new constitution remains delayed, 
however, with the 2011 Provisional Constitution, which essentially replicates sections of the previous Sudanese 
Constitution still in place.99 

 
“However, a constitution is essential. You must have a framework that will guide you on what kind 

of government you are going to form after the election. Without it, the election itself will not be 
meaningful. It will just be like ticking a box without any real impact.” 

HRD (South Sudan)
 

According to some civil society representatives, other key issues revolve around the widespread insecurity, and 
the absence of a dispute resolution mechanism pertaining to elections. Others argue that conducting the first 
South Sudan census (the last one was in 2008- under Sudan), voter registration, the repatriation of refugees, the 
demarcation of constituencies, as well as the general opening of political space are important prerequisites to 
holding fair and credible elections.100

 
Another critical challenge affecting the election is the delay in implementing the R-ARCSS provisions on transitional 
justice, particularly the establishment of the Hybrid Court for South Sudan (HCSS). The perception of civil society is 
that the Government of South Sudan is delayed in setting up the court due to a lack of compromise from the AU. The 
AU however is seen to blame the South Sudanese government’s lack of political will and action. This back-and-forth 
blame game is seen to keep the country from achieving the reconciliation and justice it needs. According to the South 
Sudanese government, the Judicial Reform Committee’s work has been delayed due to funding limitations, impeding 
essential reforms in the judiciary, including the establishment of an independent Constitutional Court and review 
of relevant legislation. The other transitional justice mechanisms outlined by Chapter V of the R-ARCSS, namely the 
Commission for Truth, Reconciliation and Healing (CTRH) and the Compensation and Reparation Authority (CRA), 
have also not been established.101  
 
The Reconstituted Joint Monitoring and Evaluation Committee (R-JMEC), in charge of overseeing all aspects of the 
implementation of the R-ARCSS peace agreement, has also warned that elections could be impractical unless other 
outstanding tasks are implemented. These include the making of the permanent Constitution, enactment of the 
National Elections Bill, reconstitution of the National Elections Commission, establishment of elections management 
structures at the sub-national levels, and the redeployment of the Necessary Unified Forces.102  While the government 
continues to delay these processes and to claim it is due to a lack of funding, many agree it is more to do with a lack 
of political will.103  With the pretext of being better prepared for the elections, the government has further delayed 
them until December 2026, but the commitment of the government to the preparatory actions and reforms remains 
in question. President Kiir and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-in Government (SPLM-IG) have previously 
publicly downplayed the importance of substantial institutional and regulatory changes, asserting that conducting 
an election does not necessitate a census, a permanent constitution, or the repatriation of refugees.104  On the 
contrary, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-in Opposition (SPLM-IO) has insisted that prerequisites must 

99 Sudan Tribune, “South Sudan peace parties to decide fate of 2024 elections,” 3 July 2024, available at: https://sudantribune.com/article287751/ (accessed on 13 Novem-
ber 2024).
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ca, 8 July2024, available at:  https://www.voaafrica.com/a/7667389.html (accessed on 13 November 2024).
101 UNDP, “Conference Report: Transitional Justice Mechanisms in South Sudan”, United Nations Development Program, 15-17 May 2023, available at: https://www.
undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2023-07/south_sudan_transitional_justice_mechanisms_conference_report_15_-_17_may_2023.pdf (accessed on 13 November 
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sudan-transition-stuck-in-the-mud-of-floods-and-politics-4370592 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
104 UNSC, “Interim report from the United National Panel of Experts on South Sudan,” 1 December 2023, S/2023/922, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/south-su-
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be fulfilled for South Sudan to hold its first-ever elections.Ongoing conflict has also significantly impeded secure 
elections and obstructed essential electoral activities such as voter education and registration. According to the 
final report of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) of the Panel of Experts (PoE) for South Sudan, the security 
forces are “far from unified,” with nearly every state affected by prolonged subnational conflicts.105  This situation 
is deeply concerning, as it presents a formidable challenge that experts, HRDs, journalists, and other stakeholders 
recognize as a dangerous issue that must be addressed. In practice, it means that former warring factions are still 
armed, that they train separately and stay at different cantonment sites, and therefore that they have the ability 
to resume fighting at any moment. A number of defections (mostly from SPLA/M-IO to the South Sudan People’s 
Defence Forces (SSPDF), that is, government forces) have been reported. 

Alongside ongoing violence, delayed security sector reforms present an impediment to free, fair and secure elections. 
In November 2023 53,000 Necessary Unified Forces (NUF) were trained and graduated out of the 83,000 which were 
planned under the 2018 Peace Agreement. This is a fraction of the total number of combatants in the country, 
meaning that most remain affiliated with the former warring factions (in addition to fighters who remain with 
groups that are not signatories to the R-ARCSS). Insufficient resources and a lack of skills and professionalism among 
trained forces also pose significant challenges to the country’s security framework.106  Many human rights abuses, 
including SGBV and recruitment of child soldiers, have also been reported around cantonment sites. According to 
the 2023 report from the PoE for South Sudan, the widespread distribution of small arms within the civilian populace 
continues to pose a significant challenge to security, with concerns raised about the potential for youth militias to 
overpower security forces.107 

In May 2024, the UNSC extended the arms embargo on South Sudan and extended travel bans and asset freezes on 
individuals listed on the UN sanctions blacklist until 31 May 2025. 108 This resolution has been widely welcomed, given 
the high level of insecurity, the influx of illegal arms into the country, and the violent politics that have characterised 
South Sudan in recent years.

A dire situation for HRDs

“This election is happening in a context where the work of human rights defenders is increasingly under 
threat, and election periods are very contentious.” 

HRD (South Sudan)

 
Civic space and media freedom have been declining for several years in South Sudan,109  a trend that is expected 
to worsen as elections approach. The announcement in September 2024, that the government was postponing 
the elections until December 2026, in some ways echoes civil society requests for proper preparations. The fact 
that the government had shown little interest to finalise a new constitution, however, or to carry out a census or 
address security issues, suggests that this delay is more of a way for the current government to cling to power and 
further delay elections rather to follow up on the recommendations, petitions and concerns from multiple local and 
international actors and to fulfil its obligations under the R-ARCSS. 
 
Several civil society and political figures have insisted that national elections should only be held if there is a 
permanent constitution, if the armed forces are unified, and if other preconditions are met to ensure a safe, free, 
fair, and credible election. 

105 UNSC, “Final report from the United Nations Panel of Experts on South Sudan,” 29 April 2024, S/2024/343, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/
final-report-panel-experts-south-sudan-submitted-pursuant-resolution-2683-2023-s2024343-enarruzh (accessed on 13 November 2024).
106 PSC, “Peace and Security Council Report,” Special Edition, Issue 164, December 2023-January 2024, available at: https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/
psc-report-164-v2.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
107 UNSC, “Interim report from the United National Panel of Experts on South Sudan,” op. cit. 
108 Lederer, E.M., “UN extends arms embargo in South Sudan despite appeals from African Union, China and Russia,” AP News, 31 May 2024, available at: https://ap-
news.com/article/un-south-sudan-arms-embargo-lift-divided-b88e02dbbef7307f2f0bced1526321ba (accessed on 13 November 2024).
109 For more exploration of the challenging environment for HRDs in South Sudan, see Defend Defenders’ 2020 report, “Targeted but Not Deterred: Human Rights 
Defenders Fighting for Justice and Peace in South Sudan,” available at:  https://defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/South-Sudan-report.pdf (accessed on 
13 November 2024).
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In a 2024 open letter, 110  91 NGOs wrote to the permanent representatives of member and observer states of UNHRC, 
sharing their concerns over the security situation for HRDs in South Sudan. The letter questioned the readiness of 
the country to hold free, fair, secure and credible elections and requested increased international scrutiny, including 
support of a full extension of the mandate of the UN Commission on Human Rights in South Sudan (CHRSS). 

This follows years of advocacy by DefendDefenders and partners to address the grave human rights violations and 
abuses and the violations of international humanitarian law committed by all warring parties in South Sudan. This 
advocacy led to the creation of the CHRSS, in 2016, and to the extension of its mandate every year since. Today, the 
CHRSS is one of the longest-existing international investigative and accountability mechanisms. At the level of the 
UNHRC, only the Commission of Inquiry on Syria is older. 
 
The CHRSS 111  is tasked with monitoring and reporting on the situation of human rights in South Sudan, collecting 
and preserving evidence of violations of international humanitarian and human rights law, clarifying responsibility 
for alleged gross violations and abuses of human rights and related crimes with a view to ensuring accountability and 
addressing human rights issues in South Sudan. The CHRSS is also in charge of providing guidance on transitional 
justice, including accountability and reconciliation and healing, as appropriate. As it collects and preserves evidence 
of violations and abuses, it serves as one of the mechanisms that HRDs can access in the absence of necessary 
judicial reforms or the implementation of transitional justice measures. 

A CHRSS conference room paper published in 2023 detailed how the actions of the powerful and militarised National 
Security Service (NSS) work against HRDs and other activists, shrinking the civic space of South Sudan. The CHRSS 
has also highlighted that “holding elections without addressing security concerns, creating an enabling environment, 
and completing the technical arrangements risks compounding grievances and fuelling further violence.” 112 

 
 “It is therefore troubling that [ruling] SPLM-IG leaders have continued to emphasise the urgency 
of elections to end the transition period, and its power-sharing arrangements, which they have 
increasingly portrayed as a political encumbrance. They envisage a ‘winner takes all’ outcome […]. A 
context in which elections become a zero-sum exercise increases the political stakes and foments a 
recourse to irregularities and even violence, as the loss of elections represents the marginalisation of 
whole constituencies […].” 113

The role of the National Security Service (NSS)

The NSS has been used by the standing government to repress opposition and independent voices, including civic 
actors, and remains a key threat as the country prepares for elections. The NSS displays extreme intolerance towards 
criticism, and similar to the repressive methods employed by the former Al-Bashir Regime, the SPLM-IG has utilised 
the NSS against both actual and perceived adversaries by conducting illegal arbitrary arrests and detentions, among 
other crimes. 114 

With an active and well-funded NSS, any political opposition to the government must deal with permanent 
surveillance, intimidation, the risk of arrest without warrants or due process, and physical violence. Human rights 
groups and others have asked for the mandate of the NSS to urgently be brought in line with international human 
rights law and the 2011 Transitional Constitution through amendments to the NSS Act. 115

110 Letter available at: https://defenddefenders.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/HRC55-Civil-society-letter-on-SOUTH-SUDAN.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
111 The Human Rights Council established the Commission on Human Rights in South Sudan in 2016 and has been renewed each year including 2024. The mandate of 
the CHRSS it to determine and report the facts and circumstances of, collect and preserve evidence of, and clarify responsibility for alleged gross violations and abuses of 
human rights and related crimes, including sexual and gender-based violence and ethnic violence, with a view to ending impunity and providing accountability.
112 CHRSS, “Entrenched repression,” op. cit. 
113 Ibid.  
114 Ibid.  
115 HRW, “Strengthen gaps in amendments to South Sudan’s Abusive National Security Service Act,” 27 July 2023, available at:  https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/27/
joint-open-letter-strengthen-gaps-amendments-south-sudans-abusive-national-security (accessed on 13 November 2024).
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In February 2023, there was news that both President Salva Kiir and First Vice President Riek Machar had agreed 
to scrap two sections, namely sections 54 and 55 of the 2014 National Security Service Act. The amendment would 
have removed NSS agents’ unrestricted authority to arrest and detain suspects, monitor communications, search 
and seize property. 116 However, in July 2024, South Sudan’s National Legislative Assembly amended the draconian 
law governing the NSS in ways that will further undermine human rights and entrench the agency’s long-standing 
abuses, maintaining the two controversial Sections 54 and 55.117  

“Those sections make the national security divert from its initial set up. It is supposed to investigate 
national security, not internal matters of citizens. The Police are supposed to be the ones doing the arrests. 

So, it seriously needs to be reformed.” 
HRD (South Sudan)

According to Human Rights Watch, the NSS should only have powers to collect intelligence as envisioned by the 
Transitional Constitution of 2011, which mandates the agency to “focus on information gathering, analysis and to 
advise the relevant authorities.” 118

According to the Transitional Constitution of 2011119 , the NSS shall:

* Be subject to the authority of this Constitution and the law;
* Be subordinate to the civilian authority;
* Respect the will of the people, the rule of law, democracy, human rights and fundamental 
freedoms;
* Reflect the diversity of the people of South Sudan in its recruitment; and
* Be professional and its mandate shall focus on information gathering, analysis and advice to 
the relevant authorities.

The “Blue House”

The “Blue House” is the name given to the Headquarters of the NSS in Juba, where critics and independent voices, 
including HRDs, have been detained.120  Some have been taken to the Blue House, where torture has been reported 
to take place, never to re-appear. The cases below represent the ongoing abuses by the NSS and the challenges 
facing dissidents and HRDs. 

Morris Mabior Awikjok Bak forcibly disappeared on 4 February 2023, in Nairobi, Kenya, returned to South Sudan, and 
detained by the NSS. The NSS, however, refused to acknowledge his detention or disclose his location. The CHRSS 
reported on Bak’s detention, allegedly by armed Kenyan security forces and a South Sudanese man in civilian dress, 
his forced return via a charter flight, and his incommunicado (and unacknowledged) detention by the NSS. In April 
2024, the NSS finally acknowledged that it was holding him and indicated that it was bringing criminal defamation 
charges against him for defamation against the Director General of the NSS, Akol Koor Kuc. However, in June 2024 
the Minister of Justice and Constitutional Affairs, Ruben Madol Arol, cancelled the charges against Morris Mabior 
Awikjok Bak and ordered his immediate release.121  His lawyer expected his client to be released but to date there is 
no news of his release. 122

116 Radio Tamazuj, “Kiir, Machar agree to scrap NSS powers to arrest without a warrant,” 22 February 2023, available at: https://www.radiotamazuj.org/en/news/article/
kiir-machar-agree-to-scrap-nss-powers-to-arrest-without-a-warrant (accessed on 13 November 2024).
117 Radio Tamazuj, “South Sudan lawmakers pass controversial security bill,” 3 July 2024, available at: https://www.radiotamazuj.org/en/news/article/south-sudan-law-
makers-pass-controversial-security-bill (accessed on 13 November 2024).
118 Human Rights Watch, “South Sudan: Damaging Security Law Revisions Adopted,” 4 July 2024, https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/04/south-sudan-damaging-secu-
rity-law-revisions-adopted (accessed on 13 November 2024).
119 Constitute Project, “The Constitution of South Sudan, 2011,” accessed on 5 March 2024, available at: https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/South_Su-
dan_2011 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
120 Amnesty International, “South Sudan: National Security must immediately release arbitrarily detained dissident,” 12 June 2024, available at: https://www.amnesty.
org/en/latest/news/2024/06/south-sudans-national-security-service-must-immediately-release-arbitrarily-detained-dissident/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
121 Radio Tamazuj, “Justice Ministry quashes defamation suit against activist Morris Mabor,” 11 June 2024, available at: https://www.radiotamazuj.org/en/news/article/
justice-ministry-quashes-defamation-suit-against-activist-morris-mabior (accessed on 13 November 2024).
122 Amnesty International, “South Sudan: National Security must immediately release arbitrarily detained dissident,” op. cit. 
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On 30 March 2024, the NSS took Kalisto Lado, former mayor of Juba City, from his home in Juba and bundled him 
into a pickup truck full of armed officers. Lado had been abducted due to his outspokenness against irregular land 
grabbing in Juba by powerful individuals. On 6 September, he was released after being arbitrarily detained at the 
Blue House where he was held incommunicado and was severely being tortured, according to his lawyer. 123 He’s 
currently undergoing medical check-ups due to his physical weaknesses. 124  

In April 2024, Michael Wetnhialic, a political activist, was invited to a dinner party at the home of a military figure. 
Then he was taken by unknown men, presumably to the Blue House. This is the fourth time the NSS has unlawfully 
detained Wetnhialic. During each of his detentions, Wetnhialic was held under poor conditions, denied access to 
family or a lawyer, and tortured. He was never formally charged.125  The authorities have yet to acknowledge his 
detention or disclose his situation or whereabouts. 126

Biar Ajak Marol, a youth activist who headed a local organisation called Junubin Chronicles, a non-governmental 
group that carries out campaigns on social issues through music, disappeared without a trace on 4 October 2023, 
near the Juba Bridge, where his car was found. Anonymous sources said that Biar had been detained by the NSS 
and being held at the Blue House, where he is apparently still being held although no official confirmation has been 
delivered.127

Confirmation of the fate of Dong Samuel Luak, a prominent South Sudanese lawyer and human rights activist, and 
Aggrey Ezbon Idri, a member of the political opposition, is still pending. According to a report from the UN PoE for 
South Sudan, it is highly probable that they were “executed by Internal Security Bureau agents at the Luri facility on 
30 January 2017, on orders from the commander of the NSS training and detention facilities in Luri, the Commander 
of the NSS Central Division and, ultimately, Lieutenant General Akol Koor Kuc.”128 

The situation of journalists 

“HRDs including journalists face significant vulnerabilities, particularly due to insufficient legal 
protection. In fact, there is no law that guarantees the safety of any HRD in this country.” 

HRD (South Sudan)

In 2013 and 2014, President Kiir enacted three key laws, namely the Media Authority Act, the Broadcasting Corporation 
Act, and the Right of Access to Information Act, to promote press freedom and access to information. However, these 
laws have not prevented continuous press freedom violations by government officials and the NSS. State-owned and 
politically backed media receive more advertising than privately owned outlets. High taxes and registration costs 
further strain on media finances, fostering corruption and causing several outlets to close. 

In recent years, there have been numerous instances of human rights violations, including intense and invasive 
surveillance of civil society activities and journalists by the NSS. According to RSF’s World Press Freedom Index, South 
Sudan’s situation worsened significantly in 2024, dropping 18 positions to rank 136th out of 180 countries, compared 
to its position at 118th in 2023. Journalism has become extremely precarious129  and freedom of speech is almost 
non-existent. Journalists face constant threats, intimidation, surveillance, and violence.

123 Radio Tamazuj, “Kalisto´s lawyer writes to UN body, cites torture at Blue House,” 21 May 2024, available at: https://www.radiotamazuj.org/en/news/article/kalistos-
lawyer-writes-to-un-body-cites-torture-at-blue-house (accessed on 13 November 2024).
124 Sudan’s post, “Kalisto ‘unshaken’ and will continue ‘telling the truth’,” 9 September 2024, available at: https://www.sudanspost.com/kalisto-unshaken-and-will-contin-
ue-telling-the-truth/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).
125 Human Rights Watch, “`Disappeared´ critic resurfaces, Spate of forced disappearances points up need to reform security agency,” 29 April 2024, available at: https://
www.hrw.org/news/2024/04/29/south-sudan-disappeared-critic-resurfaces (accessed on 13 November 2024).
126 Maror Z.M., “The disappearance of Michael Wetnhialic is a signal of misery faced by human rights activists in South Sudan,” Pachodo, 6 May 2024, available at: 
https://pachodo.org/pachodo-english-articles/43745-the-disappearance-of-michael-wetnhialic-is-a-signal-of-misery-faced-by-human-rights-activists-in-south-sudan 
(accessed on 13 November 2024).
127 Human Rights Watch, 2024, “`Disappeared´ critic resurfaces,” op. cit. See also DefendDefenders, 2023, “Overview of the Human Rights situation in the East and 
Horn of Africa” Bi-Annual report 2023, op. cit. 
128 UNSC, “Final report from the United National Panel of Experts on South Sudan,” paragraph 47, p.15, 9 April 2019, S/2019/301, available at: https://documents.
un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n19/075/66/pdf/n1907566.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
129 RSF, “World Press Freedom Index,” 2024, op. cit. 
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“In 2013, when the conflict erupted, they introduced the National Security Act in 2014 to deal with the 
media and those pretending to be human rights defenders and political activists. The law was so stringent 
that you couldn’t talk; if you did, they would come and pick you up. Right now, at this point, the situation is 

terrible.” 
HRD (South Sudan)

Prominent media outlets have recently been shut down, including Al Watan, a major Arabic-language newspaper, 
which after months of negotiation was reopened.130  Meanwhile, Radio Miraya, a UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS)-
operated station, faced a temporary ban. Journalists from these outlets have been harassed, and media restrictions 
and detentions have extended beyond the capital to the states of Unity, Lakes, Jonglei, and Northern Bahr el-Ghazal.

“...the way they go after the media nowadays is different. They don’t go direct, like close the media house 
and so forth, but they just come indirectly through intimidation.” 

HRD (South Sudan)

Online and digital spaces have become significant platforms for political expression and participation, but they 
have been used for harassing and keeping track of activists, with several reporting a recent increase in threats and 
surveillance due to content they have posted in both open and closed online forums. In other reported cases, these 
forums have been instrumental in securing the release of detained individuals.131  

Female journalists have an even more difficult time carrying out their professions. 

“We, female journalists, normally treat ourselves as equals. However, we are not always treated equally 
within our work and out of it.” 

Female Journalist (South Sudan)

Media freedom is crucial for peacebuilding and democratic development in South Sudan. Legislative and policy 
processes are needed to ensure freedom of expression and media rights are respected as per the Transitional 
Constitution and international guarantees.

Disinformation and misinformation132  are prevalent in South Sudan, encouraged by both state and non-state actors. 
133 Media professionals should be aware of this and try to honour their journalistic values. Hate speech, rumours, 
misinformation, and disinformation circulating both online and offline are complex drivers of conflict in South 
Sudan, with the ripple effect of also raising tensions and mistrust among South Sudanese citizens. The spread of 
disinformation and misinformation has negatively impacted a wide range of human rights, undermined public policy 
responses, and heightened tensions during emergencies or armed conflicts. 

130 Radio Tamazuj, “Security officials lift ban on Al Watan newspaper,” 11 July 2024, available at: https://www.radiotamazuj.org/en/news/article/security-offi-
cials-lift-ban-on-al-watan-newspaper (accessed on 13 November 2024).  
131 UNSC, “Final report from the Unite Nations Panel of Experts on South Sudan,” op. cit.  
132 UNESCO defines disinformation as information that is false and deliberately created to harm a person, social group, organisation, or country. From reviewed 
literature, it was clearly understood that misinformation differs from disinformation, which is deliberately deceptive and propagated information. Early definitions of 
misinformation focused on statements that were patently false, incorrect, or not factual.
133 ISPR, “Unmasking disinformation and misinformation in South Sudan: Understanding the landscape, defining strategies,” December 2023, available at: https://
dr.211check.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Unmasking-Disinformation-and-Misinformation-in-South-Sudan_Understanding-the-Landscape-Defining-Strategies.pdf 
(accessed on 13 November 2024).
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“Political candidates and parties need to also refrain from branding journalists as affiliated with any 
tribe or party and protect and see them as non-partisan mediators. Journalists and HRDs need to be 

empowered to engage within these platforms safely without putting others in danger.” 
HRD (South Sudan)

“Within the South Sudanese Transitional Constitution there is a whole chapter dedicated to rights and 
freedoms, including those of HRDs and journalists. This chapter is known as the Bill of Rights, and it 

beautifully outlines freedoms of expression and media, alongside other rights.” 
HRD (South Sudan)

From the South Sudan Bill of Rights 
Freedom of Expression and Media
24. 
(1) Every citizen shall have the right to the freedom of expression, reception and
dissemination of information, publication, and access to the press without
prejudice to public order, safety or morals as prescribed by law.
(2) All levels of government shall guarantee the freedom of the press and other media
as shall be regulated by law in a democratic society.
(3) All media shall abide by professional ethics134 

Key institutions for the protection of HRDs and journalists 

Several UN, regional and national institutions have an important role to play in the protection of HRDs, including 
journalists, during the upcoming election period in South Sudan South Sudan is a member of the East African 
Community (EAC), which enshrines the rule of law. Additionally, South Sudan is a member of the AU and has ratified 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights.The Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) is a legal entity 
under the oversight of the Minister of Humanitarian Affairs and Disaster Management.135  The RRC can be either a 
problem or a tool. 

“The RRC has sometimes refused to licence certain NGOs or CSOs due to political affiliations, showing 
bias in favour of the authorities instead of supporting civil society. This has created challenges for 

organisations attempting to register or renew their certificates, particularly those working on sensitive 
issues.” 

HRD (South Sudan)

The South Sudan Human Rights Defenders Network (SSHRDN) is a non-profit, non-political civil society network, 
established with the support of DefendDefenders in response to the severe human rights challenges prevailing in 
the country affecting HRDs. This network includes many organisations with various programs addressing different 
challenges. It liaises with regional focal secretariats on activities aimed at promoting HRDs’ rights. The network 
has established structures in place to ensure strategic implementation and oversight of programs. It currently 
has a membership of 60 organisations including from all the seven states in the country. It plays a significant 
role in coordinating efforts and presenting a unified voice, particularly when engaging with journalists and other 
stakeholders. SSHRDN provides protection, carries out capacity training and offers a space for HRDs in South Sudan. 
The network also carries out research, analysis and pursues strategic interventions through advocacy and campaigns 
to promote and protect human rights defenders in South Sudan.136  
134 South Sudan: The Transitional Constitution of the Republic of South Sudan, 2011, available at: https://www.refworld.org/legal/legislation/natlegbod/2011/en/122678 
135 South Sudan: Ministry of Relief and Rehabilitation Commission, available at: http://mol.gov.ss/partnerships/ministry-relief-and-rehabilitation-commission 
136 DefendDefenders and the South Sudan Human Rights Defenders Network (SSHRDN), “Against All Odds: Assessing the consequences of shrinking civic space on 
women human rights defenders,” November 2023, available at: https://defenddefenders.org/against-all-odds-assessing-the-consequences-of-shrinking-civic-space-on-
women-human-rights-defenders/ (accessed on 13 November 2024). 
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The UNSC Committee concerning South Sudan was established in 2015. Its mandate is to monitor and enhance the 
implementation of measures from the different resolutions adopted by the Member States. In March 2024 the UNSC 
Committee extended until 12 March 2025 the mandate of the PoE on South Sudan.137  The PoE assists the Committee 
in updating and refining, gathering, examining, and analysing information related to the implementation of all 
the resolutions adopted by the UNSC, particularly incidents of non-compliance. The Committee’s responsibilities 
extend to monitoring the supply, sale, or transfer of arms and related materials, including financial modalities and 
procurement through illicit trafficking networks, networks undermining and violating international human rights 
or humanitarian laws, and examines the activities of armed groups or criminal networks engaged in the illicit 
exploitation or trade of natural resources in South Sudan.138 

The mandate of UNMISS was also extended by the Security Council until 30 April 2025. UNMISS is tasked with 
supporting the implementation of the Revitalized Agreement and the peace process through various means, 
including advising and assisting in electoral processes, and ensuring the meaningful participation of women, youth, 
and marginalised groups. Additionally, it monitors, investigates, and reports on human rights violations and abuses 
and on violations of international humanitarian law, focusing on issues including sexual violence and hate speech. 
UNMISS is authorised to protect civilians through a comprehensive and dynamic approach, preventing and stopping 
violence, maintaining security in high-risk areas, and supporting community-led peace processes. It also involves 
interventions to prevent SGBV, technical assistance for rule of law reforms, and creating conditions for the safe 
return of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees. UNMISS will also ensure the safety of UN personnel and 
humanitarian actors. 139

Conclusion

South Sudan’s journey to peace and democracy demands concerted efforts, sustained international support, and 
inclusive processes to overcome current challenges and pave the way for a stable and prosperous nation. Achieving 
this requires completing the critical tasks outlined in the revitalised peace agreement, strengthening judicial and 
anti-corruption frameworks, fostering political collaboration and inclusivity, and rejecting corruption, kleptocracy, 
and violence. Building trust in the electoral system is essential to instil confidence among the electorate and support 
a fair democratic process, and HRDs and media have a critical contribution to make.

The delayed election raises significant concerns about potential violence, electoral integrity, and the country’s fragile 
path to democracy. The government’s failure to meet crucial peace agreement clauses adds complexity to the 
electoral process, creating a dangerous environment for HRDs, including journalists, CSOs and political opponents 
who express dissent. New threats such as military defections and local-level violence pose additional challenges. 
Inclusive political processes are vital for South Sudan’s peace agenda and democratic transition. Ignoring these 
foundational elements demonstrates a lack of political will to move beyond the current government’s dominance 
and control. The NSS Act poses a risk of severe human rights violations, particularly for HRDs including journalists, 
during the election period. The NSS faces serious allegations of misconduct and criminal behaviour, including 
arbitrary detentions, torture, unlawful killings, and restrictions on freedom of speech. As South Sudan is signatory to 
the International Convention on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearances, in some cases, these 
could constitute crimes against humanity. 140

There is a growing risk that when it is finally held, the election will be a destabilising event due to the absence of a 
level playing field and failure to have adequate preparations in place, including prerequisites for a free, fair, safe, 
and credible election such as a census, permanent constitution, delineation of constituencies, and dispute resolution 
mechanism. Significant divisions exist not only among the agreement-ARCSS signatories but also within them, as 
the incentives of leaders in Juba diverge from the expectations of subnational actors struggling for survival and 
relevance. Violence remains a prominent feature of South Sudanese politics, with many actors prepared to challenge 
unsatisfactory political outcomes with force.141  As HRDs, including journalists, seek to contribute to making elections 
fairer and more credible, there is a major risk that they will be caught up in this violence. Perhaps the greatest 
threat posed by the elections is their potential to consume all political attention, distracting from the deep-rooted 
challenges that will continue to shape peace and security in South Sudan.

137 Ağlarcı, M., “Security Council extends mandate for UN´s South Sudan’s sanctions, panel of experts,” Anadolu Agency, 30 May 2024, available at: https://www.aa.com.
tr/en/africa/security-council-extends-mandate-for-uns-south-sudan-sanctions-panel-of-experts/3235664 (accessed on 13 November 2024).
138 UNSC, “Security Council Committee established pursuant to resolution 2206, (2015) concerning South Sudan,” S/RES/2206(2015), 3 March 2015, available at: 
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n15/057/11/pdf/n1505711.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).
139 UNMISS, Mandate, available at: https://unmiss.unmissions.org/mandate (accessed on 15 July 2024). 
140 HRW, “`Disappeared critic resurfaces,” op. cit.  
141 UNSC, “Final report from the Unite Nations Panel of Experts on South Sudan,” 29 April 2024, op. cit. 
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TANZANIA

Photo retrieved from canva.com



ROCKY GROUND & SHIFTING SANDS 37

Prior to independence, the United-Republic of Tanzania (formed by the former colonial territories of Tanganyika 
(mainland) and Zanzibar) was under the rule of the Germany, British, and formerly Arab states. The colonial era was 
characterised by massive violations of human rights of the local populations. 

In 1961, Tanganyika became independent with Julius Nyerere as its first president, and in 1964 the union of the two 
countries, Tanganyika and Zanzibar, gave birth to the United-Republic of Tanzania.142  Under Nyerere’s leadership, 
Tanzania adopted a socialist ideology known as Ujamaa, which aimed to promote self-reliance and communal 
ownership of resources. However, Nyerere’s policies faced challenges, leading to the introduction of economic 
reforms in the 1980s. These reforms, driven by Structural Adjustment Programs, aimed to liberalise the economy 
and attract foreign investment. 

Politics in Tanzania

In 1992, Tanzania transitioned to a multi-party system after years of single-party rule. Since then, Tanzania has held 
several general elections to determine the country’s leadership. Although transitions have been peaceful, the ruling 
Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM), formed in 1977 following the merger of the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) 
and the Afro-Shirazi Party (ASP), has retained power for over 60 years. 143

Compared to many other African countries, Tanzania has been exemplary at changing presidents after completing 
two five-year terms, with the president elected by direct popular vote. The party of independence, now known as 
CCM, has won all recent elections – in 1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, 2015, and 2020. CCM has over the years dismissed 
critical members of the party, co-opted critics through appointments and promotions, and denigrated the opposition 
through negative rhetoric and administrative slights. Between 2015 and 2017, opposition MPs were forcibly ejected 
from parliament, threatened, arrested, detained, fined, remanded, imprisoned, and roughed up on trumped-up 
reasons.144 

In the run-up to the 2019 local council elections and the 2020 general election, Parliament amended the Political 
Parties Act (1992) to give sweeping powers to a government-appointed registrar of political parties. Opposition 
parties lost almost all their seats in the 2019 and 2020 elections and returned Tanzania to a situation of one-party 
dominance. By the time the country went to the 2020 elections, Tanzania had 19 registered political parties. Of these, 
only five, the ruling CCM (with 195 of the 264 seats), Chama cha Demokrasia na Maendeleo (CHADEMA) (35 seats), the 
Civic United Front (CUF) (32 seats), and the Alliance for Change and Transparency (ACT-Wazalendo) and the National 
Convention for Construction and Reform (NCCR-Mageuzi) (with one seat each) were represented in Parliament. 

The 2020 general election was Tanzania’s twelfth since independence and the sixth competitive poll since the 
reintroduction of multiparty politics in 1992. This election was reported to have been plagued by extensive fraud, 
coupled with threats of violence against opposition figures.145  Police forces were deployed to suppress opposition 
demonstrators, and media outlets and social media platforms were suspended. Opposition presidential candidate 
Tundu Lissu faced numerous violations, including the obstruction, dispersal of his rallies, and arrest. International 
and local observers, as well as many journalists, were denied accreditation. With voter turnout at 50%, opposition 
parties rejected the results and called for protests. However, the arrest of protest organisers stifled the potential for 
a widespread protest movement.146  

John Magufuli, Tanzania’s fifth president, elected in 2015, has been called a “benevolent dictator.”147  Nicknamed the 
“Bulldozer,” he started off on positive grounds, with a promise of enhancing accountability and combating corruption, 
particularly within politics and the administration. However, over time his administration began to make hardline 
changes and began to infringe on civil and political freedoms.148  He imposed a blanket ban on political rallies, stifled 
the media, threatened to annihilate the opposition, and prohibited pregnant girls from attending, and teenage 
mothers from returning to, school. Critics began to see his style as authoritarian, arguing that his violent methods 
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Rights Report 2023,” 
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of control and consolidation of power were incompatible with constitutional rights and freedoms. A notable shift 
in Tanzania politics in this period was an emergent debate over the union’s political settlement between Zanzibar 
and the mainland. Amid increased secessionist sentiments in Zanzibar, largely triggered during elections, President 
Magufuli asserted control over CCM and launched a crackdown on political opposition in 2016.149  This included 
violation of fundamental rights, including the freedoms of assembly, association and dissemination of information, 
which constrained political participation.

Under President Magufuli, human rights organisations and activists faced restrictions and threats and experienced 
deregistration, freezing of bank accounts, legal harassment, and arbitrary arrests.”150  In 2020, the Tanzania 
Human Rights Defenders Coalition (THRDC) and the Legal and Human Rights Centre (LHRC) were threatened with 
deregistration and banned from election-related activities they had overseen in previous elections. They also had 
their bank accounts frozen, closing their funding access. NGOs are prohibited from filing public-interest litigation 
and are subject to onerous financial reporting requirements.”151 

In March 2021, President Magufuli unexpectedly passed away. In line with the Tanzanian Constitution, his Vice-
President, Samia Suluhu Hassan, was sworn in to complete her predecessor’s term.152  Popularly known as “Mama 
Samia,” she is the first female president of Tanzania and first woman chairperson of the ruling CCM.153  Since then, 
gender has been a key issue of discussion within formal politics and for civil society.154  

While local elections were scheduled for November 2024 (and had not yet taken place at the time of finalising this 
report), general elections are scheduled for October 2025. President Hassan has confirmed her plans to run for 
re-election. These elections will serve as a crucial moment for Tanzania to demonstrate its advancement towards a 
commitment to democracy, human rights, and inclusive governance.

Opening or backsliding?  

Under President Hassan, there have been multiple positive developments suggesting the prospects for more free 
and fair elections and increased space for dissent; however, as elections draw closer there were also indications of 
old more repressive practices returning, including pressure on political opposition members and supporters. 

At the beginning of her tenure, President Hassan appointed experienced women to lead important ministries like the 
Ministry of Health,155  Foreign Affairs and East African Cooperation Ministry.156  The promotion of female leadership 
is appreciated by some female HRDs. According to one, “Hassan’s efforts to promote gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, strengthens women’s participation in politics and sends the world a message on how women can lead 
effectively, successfully and professionally.” 157 However, it remains to be seen how this will impact Tanzanian politics 
and whether it will lead to greater gender equality and representation within the government. 

President Hassan also held dialogues with opposition leaders who have discussed a constitutional reform. She 
activated a task force to oversee multiparty democracy, requested for an independent electoral commission, 
reforms in electoral laws and systems to allow more proportional representation, and lifted a six-year blanket ban 
on opposition-led public rallies in January 2023. This change triggered the return of Tanzanian opposition leader and 
former presidential candidate Tundu Lissu, after more than two years in exile in Europe. Lissu had previously left the 
country to seek treatment abroad after he was shot 16 times, in his car by unknown gunmen in 2017.158 
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“Tanzania has enjoyed relative political stability over the years. But it needs a new constitution to address 
contemporary challenges such as poverty, inequality and corruption. A constitution could strengthen public 

institutions through good governance and accountability.” 
HRD (Tanzania)

President Hassan’s administration has also worked to improve its relationship with civil society, for example by 
ordering the unfreezing the accounts of THRDC. President Hassan attended in May 2022, the tenth anniversary of 
THRDC together with the Human Rights Defenders’ Day, which was a first for a president. Civil society leaders have 
also been more outspoken in their criticism of the government’s past mistreatment of activists and the political 
opposition, without facing reprisals while also requesting a law to protect HRDs in Tanzania.159  In October-November 
2023, Tanzania hosted the 77th ordinary session of the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights in Arusha.

In February 2024, some steps were taken towards strengthening the independence of the Electoral Commission, 
when the Parliament of Tanzania passed the National Election Commission Act, the Presidential, Parliamentary and 
Local Government Elections Act, and the Political Parties Affairs Laws (Amendment) Act. Among the most important 
changes were shifting the responsibility for appointing Commissioners away from the President to an independent 
panel chaired by judges and opening the positions of Chair and Vice-chair of the National Electoral Commission, as 
well as the Director of Elections to all competent citizens.160 

President Hassan has supported these legal changes,161  however for many such as a main opposition group, Chama 
cha Demokrasia na Maendeleo (CHADEMA), these reforms are not enough. They note that constitutional reforms 
are needed as well as greater independence for the electoral commission.162  CHADEMA leader Freeman Mbowe 
has criticised a measure that would allow President Hassan to directly appoint five out of the ten members of the 
electoral commission.163 

“President Samia is operating under the same political system as Magufuli did. There is no assurance that 
the next election cycle will be a democratic one. “She is a person in a system.” 

HRD (Tanzania)

Tanzania’s Governance and Economic Policy Centre (GEPC) also commended the President for supporting electoral 
reforms but noted that still missing is a commitment to reviving full constitutional review and ensuring that election 
results are not subject to judicial review.164 

On 24 January 2024, hundreds of CHADEMA supporters protested, demanding greater political liberalisation ahead 
of the 2025 elections. This marked Tanzania’s first major demonstration since President Samia Suluhu Hassan had 
lifted the ban on political rallies and meetings in 2023.165  However, based on events in September 2024, there 
were indications that chances for free and fair elections were diminishing. While most of the opposition parties 
celebrated Youth Day, one rally organised by CHADEMA was banned by police and then interrupted with hundreds 
being arrested. Police claimed they stopped the protest due to threats of it becoming violent and “glaring threats to 
public order.”166  

A further indication of possible backsliding was the Zanzibar Police Commissioner’s order that all political speeches 
would be reviewed by the police during political rallies to identify “utterances made against the state, or aiming to 
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incite hatred.”167   More worrying is the latest trend of ongoing arbitrary arrests, abductions, and torture of citizens 
and opposition figures. In August, the Tanganyika Law Society published a list of 83 people “disappearing under 
mysterious circumstances, being kidnapped, tortured, and later found, with some having died and others bearing 
severe injuries”.168  The Commission of Human Rights and Good Governance (CHRAGG), Tanzania’s NHRI, reported in 
July 2024 that some police stations in the country serve as “torture chambers” for suspects. 169 

One of these mysterious disappearances was that of Shadrack Chaula, a young artist who burnt a portrait of President 
Samia. He was arrested and sentenced for spreading and disseminating false information, under the Cybercrimes 
Act (Section 16) to 2 years prison or a fine of SH5million. Chaula was released after a public campaign crowdfunded 
his fine, however in August 2024 he suddenly disappeared without a trace.170 

In September 2024, a member of the secretariat of the CHADEMA party, Ally Kibao, disappeared, and his body was 
found a day after with signs of brutal beatings and acid having been poured on his face.171  Despite the President 
having ordered an investigation into the case,172  many are worried that the authoritative practices of the past are 
returning as Tanzania approaches elections.  

Following these cases, on 23 September, the main opposition leader, Freeman Mbowe was arrested alongside other 
13 colleagues, for attempting to attend a protest organised by CHADEMA, condemning the abductions and killings 
happening in the past months. Police stated that his arrest was for defying a lawful police order to stop the
 protest.  173

Groups at Risk   

In Tanzania, the Persons with Disability Act 2010, Article 51 states that “every person with a disability who is aged 18 
years and above is entitled to enjoy and exercise political rights and opportunities as any other citizen without any 
form of discrimination; and have the right to vote, hold public office, and otherwise participate in the political rights 
and opportunities”. 174

Navigating the political landscape can be daunting for any individual, but for those with disabilities, the challenges 
during elections can be particularly overwhelming. Disability often poses significant barriers to political participation, 
as individuals may lack access to essential resources and infrastructure needed to engage fully in the electoral 
process. 

For those with albinism in Tanzania, the situation is even more precarious. Persons living with albinism often face 
intense discrimination and violence. During elections, they may be targeted for their skin condition,” putting their 
safety and lives at significant risk.175  Persons living with albinism are at greater risk during election periods, due to 
the fake beliefs that they are perceived as “political fortune.”176 

The struggles faced by persons with disabilities and living with albinism in Tanzania are deeply rooted in systemic 
inequalities. Overcoming these barriers will require sustained effort and collaboration from the government, civil 
society, and international partners. 
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The situation of journalists  

“Media Freedom in Tanzania is an evolving landscape.” 
HRD (Tanzania)

During President Magufuli’s tenure, civic space deteriorated significantly, and government-aligned media refrained 
from reporting on violations. Others faced harassment and intimidation. Journalists faced spurious charges often 
tagged as sedition, which could lead to up to seven years of imprisonment. The restrictive legislation enables the 
authorities to target and harass journalists. For example, the Statistics Act aimed at curtailing the press, provided 
that any contradiction of official government statistics could not be presented as fact, regardless of the methodology 
involved in exposing irregularities.177  

The 2016 Media Services Act granted the government broad authority over media content and the licensing of 
outlets and journalists, prescribing severe penalties, including prison terms, for publishing defamatory, seditious, 
or other illegal content. Although the Act was partially amended, many repressive laws remained unchanged. The 
Media Council of Tanzania has continued to face challenges as existing laws do not guarantee freedom of the 
press.  178

Of all the legislation enacted to suppress media, the most controversial has been the Cybercrimes Act of 2015, which 
gave the government broad-ranging powers to restrict and monitor online communications at all levels. Section 16 
of the Act criminalises the publication or dissemination of “false, deceptive, misleading or inaccurate” information. 
It has been used to target popular citizen blogging platforms and HRDs for comments made online.179  According 
to THRDC reports, almost 99% of all criminal cases charged against HRDs and online activists have been filed using 
Section 16 of the Cybercrimes Act. 

Under President Hassan, the record on media freedom has been mixed. In April 2021, President Hassan lifted a ban 
on some online media outlets, leading to an increase in qualified criticism of the government in both English and 
Swahili language newspapers. However, authorities continued to target journalists. In August and September that 
same year, the government suspended two newspapers for short periods for publishing news deemed false.180  In 
February 2022, six journalists were detained and questioned by guards in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area after 
covering a local meeting, with the local authority citing a lack of accreditation as the reason.

Despite some positive changes, such as the lifting of bans on media houses and online platforms like Mwanahalisi and 
Mawio, practical restrictions remain under the Samia administration. Other restrictive laws, such as the Cybercrimes 
Act (2015) and the Online Content Regulations (2020), continue to limit freedom of expression. Some journalists 
describe the situation as “cosmetic freedom,” with self-censorship and pro-government bias still prevalent. In 
February 2022, the government restored the licences of newspapers like Mawio, Mseto, Mwanahalisi, and Tanzania 
Daima, which had been banned or suspended under Magufuli.

The 2018 Electronic and Postal Communications (Online Content) Regulations requires bloggers and owners of online 
discussion platforms and streaming services to pay annual registration fees, further restricting freedom of online 
expression. Notably, Tanzania improved its World Press Freedom Index ranking, climbing 46 places from 143rd in 
2023 to 97th in 2024,181  making it the highest-ranking country within the EAC for media freedom.182  Overall, while 
steps have been taken toward improving media freedom, significant challenges and restrictive practices continue 
to impede true freedom of expression in Tanzania. For example, journalist Thobias Mwanakatwe faced challenges 
covering the state evictions of Maasai pastoralists from their ancestral land throughout 2022. He and other journalists 
from independent media outlets were barred from covering the evictions and were interrogated by guards of the 
state-run Ngorongoro Conservation Area Authority, while state outlets were given full access. 
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“There’s more media freedom now, but where the government doesn’t want certain issues to be known, 
you will face challenges. You must be smart about how you report,”

 said Mwanakatwe.183 

“Cosmetic/superficial freedom -as it is not guaranteed especially in certain cases like Ngorogoro where 
journalists are not reporting, or if they report they are harassed and threatened.” 

Journalist (Tanzania)

Ngorongoro Conflict

This conflict revolves around the eviction of Maasai pastoralists from their ancestral lands within 
the Ngorongoro Conservation Area in Tanzania. Recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage site, the 
area has become a focal point of tension between conservation efforts and the rights of indigenous 
communities.

In June 2022, thousands of people were displaced after police violently tried to evict Maasai villagers 
in the Loliondo division of Ngorongoro, to clear land for a game reserve. The Tanzanian government-
initiated efforts to relocate the Maasai, citing environmental protection and the promotion of tourism 
as key reasons. However, the Maasai have strongly opposed this move, arguing that their eviction 
violates their land rights and threatens their traditional way of life. Reports have continued of forced 
evictions, harassment, and violence against the Maasai that have attracted significant criticism from 
human rights organisations and the international community. 184 Human rights activists argue that 
tactics from the government are to shut down vital services, such as hospitals, to make the area 
uninhabitable.185  

This conflict underscores broader issues concerning land rights, indigenous rights, and the balance 
between conservation and human habitation. The situation remains unresolved, with ongoing debates 
about the best approach to safeguarding both the environment and the rights of the Maasai people.

Journalists who have attempted to report about this story have received warnings from the Tanzania 
Communications Regulatory Authority (TCRA), making it difficult to report on this story. 

In December 2023, the European Parliament adopted a resolution urging an end of forced evictions 
of Maasai communities in the Ngorongoro district. 186

Digital Media

In recent years, there has been a noticeable increase in the level of expression among the Tanzanian populace, 
especially when compared to previous periods. This heightened expressiveness is particularly evident on digital 
platforms like Jami Forums, where individuals feel more empowered to voice their opinions and engage in discussions 
on various issues. The advent of social media and online forums has provided a relatively safer space for people 
to share their thoughts, criticise policies, and mobilise support for different causes. This shift signifies a growing 
demand for greater freedom of expression and a more open civic space in Tanzania.
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Despite the increased expressiveness, there are ongoing concerns about restrictive laws that continue to stifle freedom 
of speech. Laws such as the Cybercrime Law and the Electronic and Postal Communications (Online Content) Act 
(EPOCA) and their associated regulations pose significant barriers. In October 2023, the Tanzania Communications 
Regulatory Authority (TCRA) imposed a ban on the use of Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) without a permit. The 
prohibition comes with a severe penalty for non-compliance which is a fine of $2000 or a minimum of 12 months in 
prison.187  This could be a major blow to local people using platforms like Clubhouse. This platform allows citizens 
to express their views and engage in different political or development discussions while protecting their identity.188  

These measures are seen as attempts to control and monitor online activities, thereby limiting the ability of citizens 
to freely express their views without fear of reprisal. It highlights the government’s continued efforts to regulate 
online content and access, significantly impacting how Tanzanians use digital resources and maintain their privacy 
online.189 

There is growing concern over the possibility of an internet shutdown during the upcoming elections. Such a move 
would severely restrict access to information and impede freedom of expression. Internet shutdowns are often used 
as a tool to control the flow of information and prevent the dissemination of content that may be deemed unfavourable 
by the government.190  The prospect of an internet shutdown raises significant worries among journalists, HRDs, and 
the general public about the transparency and fairness of the electoral process.

The role of government appointees in the media landscape has also been a point of contention. Often leaning towards 
the ruling party, these appointees have been criticised for their approach to media freedoms. For instance, Paul 
Makonda, appointed as a Regional Commissioner, was assigned to an opposition-leaning region like Arusha, where 
his actions have been perceived as targeting media freedoms and suppressing dissenting voices. Such appointments 
are viewed as strategic moves to exert control over regions and sectors that are critical of the government, thereby 
undermining media independence and freedom.

Gender inequality remains a persistent issue in the Tanzanian media industry. There are notably fewer female 
journalists involved in investigative journalism and political reporting, areas that are crucial for holding power to 
account and informing the public. This disparity is further reflected in media leadership roles, with more male editors 
than female editors.191  

“There are cutural stereotypes and perceptions regarding the strength of women, 
they are vulnerable to mistreatment and mistrust.”

WHRD (Tanzania)

In the Bi-Annual report from DefendDefenders, covering the period from October 2023 to April 2024, it was 
reported that female journalists predominantly “endured abuse and harassment, fostering a climate of fear and 
self-censorship.”192 

“There are less female journalists unvolved in 
investigative journalism or covering political stories”

WHRD (Tanzania)

Conclusion
187 Namunwa, K., “Tanzania imposes ban on VPN usage without a permit,” CIO, 15 October 2023, available at: https://cioafrica.co/tanzania-imposes-ban-on-vpn-usage-
without-a-permit/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).  
188 JamiiForums, “Tanzania Digital Rights Coalition: Official Statement Against Restriction of VPN Use in Tanzania,” JF Roving, October 14, 2023, available at: 
https://www.jamiiforums.com/threads/tanzania-digital-rights-coalition-official-statement-against-restriction-of-vpn-use-in-tanzania.2147699/ (accessed on 13 Novem-
ber 2024).   
189 Namunwa, K., “Tanzania imposes ban on VPN usage without a permit,” op. cit. 
190 Media Defence, “Emerging Trend: Internet shutdowns,” resource hub available at: https://www.mediadefence.org/resource-hub/emerging-trend-internet-shutdowns/ 
(accessed on 13 November 2024).  
191 Media Council of Tanzania, “Challenging the Glass Ceiling: Study of women in the newsroom in Tanzania,” September 2019, available at: https://mct.or.tz/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2023/11/Study-of-Women-in-Newsroom-in-Tanzania.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).  
192 DefendDefenders, “Spreading Fear, Asserting Control,” op. cit.   
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President Hassan has a historic opportunity to steer Tanzania towards a new, more peaceful and safer space for 
HRDs and journalists and her government has supported some important reforms  that could improve the fairness 
of elections and protection for HRDs, including journalists. Some of these reforms,193 such as the review of the 
Constitution, have been delayed, with the government’s latest commitment to work towards a new Constitution by 
2027, meaning the upcoming elections will take place under the existing Constitution.194   

In 2024, however, there are increasing signals that the shift in tone at the beginning of the current government’s 
term, may not translate into a change in practice. In September 2024, several opposition members disappeared, 
their family members being unaware of their fate or whereabouts. A senior member of opposition CHADEMA was 
also murdered, his body found severely beaten and with acid poured on his face, a day after he disappeared from a 
public bus.195 Despite some positive moves carried out by President Hassan in support of the HRDs movement and 
the opening of the space for journalists, reports indicate that practices of intimidation remain in place. For instance, 
environmentally focused HRDs and journalists expressing their voices opposing the East African Crude Oil Pipeline 
(EACOP) and Ngorongoro projects have faced an increasing threats and attacks.196

Steps to control digital freedom, such as the ban on the use of VPN without a permit,197  present a particular challenge 
for HRDs, including journalists, during elections, affecting their ability to report and their security. 

As the election draws closer, observers will need to monitor the situation closely, observing whether the government 
maintains some of the positive developments and reform agenda of recent years, or if the worsening situations for 
the HRDs including journalists and the political opposition continues to deepen.  

Background 

193 Kwayu, A.C., “Tanzania’s election laws make it hard to build political opposition- what needs to change,” The Conversation, 14 July 2024, available at: https://thecon-
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194 Fabricius, P., “Samia Suluhu Hassan’s hesitant reforms,” Institute for Security Studies, 7 June 2024, available at: https://issafrica.org/iss-today/samia-suluhu-has-
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197 Roving, JF., “Tanzania Digital Rights Coalition: Official Statement Against Restriction of VPN Use in Tanzania,” Jamiiforums, 14 October 2023, available at: 
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Politics in Uganda and the 2021 elections

Uganda was once seen as a model of stability in East Africa, particularly after overcoming years of conflict in the 
1970s and 1980s. However, this vision of Uganda as a beacon for other African nations has slowly unravelled in 
recent years. Since 1986, President Yoweri Museveni has held power in Uganda, as leader of the National Resistance 
Movement (NRM). Despite improvement in some areas under his prolonged presidency, Uganda has experienced 
a steady decline in protection of human rights, undermining the overall well-being of its citizens. The erosion of 
democratic principles, coupled with prolonged authoritarian rule has also tarnished Uganda’s image as a democratic 
exemplar for the continent.

Frequently categorised as a “hybrid regime,” Uganda demonstrates a mixture of democratic elements and significant 
authoritarian practices.198  While Uganda continues to hold regular elections every five years as stipulated in its 
1995 Constitution, their transparency and credibility has deteriorated with allegations of increasing manipulation 
of electoral processes, particularly in presidential elections.199  Noted issues include electoral voters, systematic 
government suppression of opposition, and limitation of protest, free speech and other civil liberties around election 
campaigns.200 

 

“Civic space freedoms are restricted. For example, the constitutional court held that section 8 of the 
Public Order Management Act was unconstitutional, but the police maintained that they have powers 

under the police act.”
 HRD (Uganda)

In 2005, Uganda adopted a multi-party-political system after two decades of effective one-party rule, representing 
an important democratic transition. Uganda’s 1995 Constitution included several provisions intended to promote 
democratic governance and limit executive power such as the presidential age limit, which set a minimum age 
of 35 and a maximum age of 75 for presidential candidates. However, in 2017, the Ugandan Parliament passed a 
controversial constitutional amendment removing the presidential age limit.201  The amendment process was marked 
by significant public outcry, intense debate, and even physical altercations in Parliament.202  The amendment process 
itself highlighted issues of governance, including legislative independence, transparency, and the role of public 
opinion in constitutional changes. CSOs and opposition parties were vocal in their condemnation of the amendment. 
They argued that it was a step backward for Uganda’s democracy and would further entrench authoritarianism. 
Opposition figures, including Kizza Besigye and Robert Kyagulanyi (also known as Bobi Wine), mobilised supporters 
to protest the amendment. These protests were often met with heavy-handed responses from security forces, 
resulting in numerous arrests and incidents of violence.203 

Political participation in Uganda is significantly constrained by government repression against opposition parties 
and CSOs, limiting the overall engagement of the population in the political process. The government has repeatedly 
cracked down on media outlets and opposition activists, stifling dissent and limiting the free flow of information 
essential for a healthy democracy. The 2021 elections illustrated this issue starkly, as opposition rallies were frequently 
disrupted by security forces, and opposition candidates faced severe restrictions. The elections were marked by 
significant media restrictions, with several journalists arrested or attacked while covering the elections. As a result, 
Uganda scores low in civil liberties on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index, attributed to restrictions 
on freedom of expression, assembly, and the press.204  

198 Tripp, Alli Mari, “Museveni’s Uganda: Paradoxes of Power in a Hybrid Regime,” 2010, Lynne Rienner Publishers. 
199 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World” reports, 2023, Uganda, available at: https://freedomhouse.org/country/uganda/freedom-world/2023 (accessed on 13 No-
vember 2024).     
200 Economist Intelligence Unit, “Democracy Index 2023- Age of Conflict,” Economist Intelligence Unit, Available at https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-in-
dex-2023/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).  
201 Goitom, H., “Uganda: Bill Eliminating Presidential Age Limit and Extending Parliamentary Term Passed,” 27 December 2017, available at: https://www.loc.gov/
item/global-legal-monitor/2017-12-27/uganda-bill-eliminating-presidential-age-limit-and-extending-parliamentary-term-passed/.https://www.loc.gov/item/global-le-
gal-monitor/2017-12-27/uganda-bill-eliminating-presidential-age-limit-and-extending-parliamentary-term-passed/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).    
202 BBC, “Uganda MPs brawl during presidential age-limit debate,” 26 September 2017, available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-41398849 (accessed on 13 
November 2024
203 Human Rights Watch, “World report 2024: Uganda, events of 2023,” available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2024/country-chapters/uganda (accessed on 13 
November 2024).   
204 Economist Intelligence Unit, “Democracy Index 2023- Age of Conflict,” op. cit.  
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The 2021 presidential elections saw President Museveni re-elected amid widespread allegations of fraud and voter 
intimidation. The leading opposition candidate, Robert Kyagulanyi, faced numerous obstacles, including arrests and 
harassment of himself and his supporters. Observers noted significant irregularities, including a nationwide internet 
shutdown on election day and heavy military presence, and disappearance of significant numbers of opposition 
members and supporters which further cast doubt on the election’s legitimacy.205  Despite formally disputing the 
results of the 2021 election with the Supreme Court, Kyagulanyi finally withdrew the case, claiming that the “the 
courts are not independent”.206   
 
The 2026 Elections

As Uganda looks toward the 2026 parliamentary and presidential elections and beyond, the experiences of the 2016 
and 2021 elections project a trajectory where dangers and violations might escalate, including a lack of transparency, 
increased secrecy, and higher stakes due to political dynamics and transitions in Uganda. The European Union Election 
Observation Mission (EU EOM) report 207 following the 2016 elections highlighted shortcomings observed during 
the elections. Priority recommendations in the EU EOM focused on the lack of transparency during the electoral 
processes, abuse of state resources, inequalities in access to public media, access to remedies for electoral disputes 
and excessive use of force by law enforcement bodies. The Supreme Court subsequently identified key electoral 
reforms208  following the 2016 elections petition echoing the EU EOM findings, that remain largely unimplemented 
ahead of the 2026 polls.  In August 2023, the Electoral Commission released the roadmap for the 2026 polls, with 
an estimated cost of Ush1.3 trillion ($354.8 million). 209 However, opposition groups argued that without significant 
reforms, like “respect for the Constitution, conducting credible elections, submission to civilian authority, and 
accountability in campaign financing,” the exercise itself is pointless. 210 Norbert Mao, an opposition politician since 
1996, and now Minister for Justice and Constitutional Affairs, initiated a constitutional review process the same 
month that the elections roadmap was released, aiming to implement critical electoral reforms.211  A constitutional 
review process would seek to address critical issues in Uganda’s political system, but its success hinges on addressing 
opposition grievances and ensuring a transparent process. In January 2024 however, Mao announced that the 
Constitutional Review Commission would not be established due to insufficient funding from Parliament. Instead, 
he advised that his Ministry proposed to the President and Cabinet that the Uganda Law Reform Commission212  take 
over the process, with provision of extra support.213 

In June 2023, opposition political parties and academia gathered to discuss constitutional and electoral reforms in 
Uganda. Key proposals included addressing the militarisation of politics, defining the role of the army and security 
agencies in elections, reinstating presidential term limits, and reforming the appointment of Electoral Commission 
members. Other proposals on the table were devolution and strengthening decentralisation, adopting proportional 
representation, removing the army from Parliament, reducing the size of Parliament, and implementing public 
vetting of judicial officers and other appointees.214  In July 2024 the Electoral Commission informed the public that it 
would not be able to carry out any reforms since they are behind schedule. In 2016, the Supreme Court of Uganda 
recommended “extending the time for election petitions and incorporating technology for ensuring transparent and 
credible elections”. 215 The delayed reforms affect the credibility of the elections.
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206 Al Jazeera, “Ugandan opposition leader Bobi Wine withdraws poll result challenge,” 21 February 2021, Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/2/22/
ugandan-opposition-leader-wine-withdraws-poll-result-challenge (accessed on 13 November 2024).  
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Institutional Weaknesses

As it prepares for the 2026 elections, Uganda faces significant institutional challenges, with judiciary and other 
key institutions often criticized for being weak and compromised. The judiciary suffers from executive influence, 
systemic corruption, and an overall lack of funding, which undermines its independence. Critics view the judiciary as 
a political tool for the ruling NRM, consistently ruling in favour of President Museveni’s interests.216 

High Court Justices are appointed by the President upon recommendation from the Judicial Service Commission (JSC), 
whose members are also appointed by the President with Parliament’s approval.217 In a significant development, the 
UN Human Rights Office (OHCHR) closed its country office in Uganda in August 2023. This followed a decision by 
Uganda’s Foreign Affairs Ministry, communicated on February 6, not to renew the agreement to host the OHCHR 
beyond its three-year term ending in February 2023.218 

Civic education and institutions, like the Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC), play a crucial role in training 
police and army personnel on human rights laws. Their significant backlog in addressing complaints related to 
electoral violence and human rights abuses is indicative of their poor resourcing however, with cases from 2015 
still being heard in 2024. The “Uganda 2021 Human Rights Report” addressed several flaws experienced before, 
during and after the 2021 presidential and parliamentary elections. This ranged from suppression and intimidation 
of the political opposition and independent media, as well as widespread voting irregularities, disappearance 
of opposition political supporters, and violence by security forces. “Allegations of arbitrary killings of opposition 
supporters, disenfranchisement and voter intimidation, harassment of the opposition, closure of social media websites, and 
lack of transparency and independence in the Electoral Commission marred the elections, which fell short of international 
standards.  The periods before, during, and after the elections were marked by a closing of political space, disappearances 
of opposition supporters, intimidation of journalists, and reports of widespread use of torture by security agencies.”219 

The report addresses the disappearances that occurred during the entire election period, even after the election day, 
of National Unity Platform (NUP) supporters, including detention without charges and in unknown locations. The 
Chieftaincy for Military Intelligence (CMI) and the Special Forces Command (SFC) and police, which used unmarked 
vans (known as “drones” in Uganda) were specifically mentioned in this regard. The report notes that journalists who 
wrote about the 2021 elections results were also arbitrarily detained. 

Activists reported that the number of women legislators holding open seats dwindled because of the affirmative 
action policy, which reserved a legislative position for women in each district.  They reported that internal political 
party processes locked women out of contesting for open seats, limiting them to affirmative action seats. “Activists 
also reported that media coverage mocked and trivialized women candidates as well as perpetuated the inequality and 
subordination of women”. 220

Despite these challenges, there have been some efforts to strengthen institutional frameworks ahead of the 2026 
general elections. In April 2024, the UHRC initiated a partnership with the National Consultative Forum for Political 
Parties (NCF) and other organisations to enforce the code of conduct for political parties and conduct joint voter 
and civic education. This initiative followed a meeting at the UHRC headquarters and aims to establish a task force 
to monitor adherence to the code of conduct, investigate complaints, and organise joint training workshops and 
capacity-building sessions for various stakeholders. These efforts are intended to uphold human rights standards 
during the elections and ensure a more transparent and fair electoral process.221 

The subsequent paragraphs examine key categories of HRDs likely to be more impacted in the run up to the 2026 
elections because of their advocacy initiatives on sensitive issues that become more contentious during electoral 
periods.

HRDs working on sexual orientation and gender identity issues 

Uganda’s Anti-Homosexuality Act (AHA) has been a subject of significant controversy and international scrutiny. 
This piece of legislation, which further criminalises same-sex activity and targets LGBT+ individuals based on their 

216 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World” reports, 2024, Uganda, op. cit. 
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219 UHRC, “Human Rights Report” available at: https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/313615_UGANDA-2021-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf (ac-
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221 UHRC, “NCF-UHRC Agree to Partner on voter Education Ahead of 2026,” 18 April 2024, available at: https://uhrc.ug/ncf-uhrc-agree-to-partner-on-voter-educa-
tion-ahead-of-2026/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).  



ROCKY GROUND & SHIFTING SANDS 49

identity, has important implications for activists and HRDs in the lead-up to the national elections. In 2014, there was 
previous legislative attempt to expand the criminalisation of homosexuality. The 2014 law was initially struck down 
on procedural grounds but was reintroduced in various forms, with the latest version coming into effect in 2023. 
An act of “homosexuality” can lead to life imprisonment without any option for release. Someone who commits an 
offense of “aggravated homosexuality,” can theoretically be sentenced to the death penalty.222 This 2023 passing 
of the Act by the Parliament of Uganda and assent by the President, has the potential to lead to state-sanctioned 
witch hunts targeting sexual minorities both physically and online, false accusations of queer behaviour, and 
institutionalised violations of the human rights of those already pushed to the margins of society.223 It also has the 
potential to lead to abuses by non-state actors, including within the communities, against those purported to belong 
to sexual minorities. The Strategic Response Team (SRT) Uganda documented more human rights violations in the 
community between January and August 2023 than in all of 2021 combined.224  SRT Uganda found that there were 
180 cases of house evictions, displacement, and banishment between January and August 2023. They also found 176 
cases during the same period violating the right to be free from torture, cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment 
or punishment.225 

The AHA has created a climate of fear and persecution for sexual minorities in Uganda. Reports of harassment, 
violence, and discrimination have increased since the law’s enactment. Many individuals face social ostracism, loss 
of employment, and threats to their personal safety. The AHA is widely seen as a violation of basic human rights, 
including the rights to privacy, freedom of expression, and freedom from discrimination.226 

On 3 January 2024, two assailants on a motorcycle stabbed activist Steven Kabuye in his right arm 
and stomach. Mr Kabuye leads the advocacy group Colored Voice Truth to LGBTQ, Prior to this, he 
had received death threats and relocated to Kenya in March 2023 following an attack on one of the 
group’s members.227  

Environmental activists and the East African Crude Oil Pipeline (EACOP) 

“In Uganda if you are an activist, you are considered a criminal” 
HRD (Uganda)

The planned oil pipeline by French fossil-fuel giant Total Energies in connecting Uganda to Tanzania has severely 
impacted thousands of people and their livelihoods in Uganda. The response to activists and journalists drawing 
attention to the threats posed by the pipeline development, including to livelihoods and to the environment, in 
the context of climate change, is indicative of the broader environment facing HRDs and the media in Uganda – an 
important consideration in the environment for HRDs in the lead up to the national elections.  

Total Energies, along with the China National Offshore Oil Company (CNOOC) and state-owned oil firms of Uganda 
and Tanzania, managed the land acquisition through Atacama Consulting and Newplan Group. TotalEnergies claims 
to adhere to international standards, but ongoing compensation and livelihood restoration efforts fall short of these 
commitments. The project has displaced thousands of people and is finally expected to displace over 100,000 people, 
exacerbating food insecurity, household debt, school dropouts and devastating environmental consequences. Despite 
90% of affected individuals receiving compensation, there have been significant delays, unclear communications, 
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pressure on farmers to sign agreements that they could not understand and inadequacies in these payments.  228

The pipeline project, still seeking 60% of its funding, faces opposition due to its environmental risks and impact 
on climate change. The route threatens sensitive ecosystems and biodiversity, vital for local communities. Leading 
climate authorities warn that new fossil fuel projects contradict global efforts to mitigate climate change impacts.
Activists protesting peacefully against the oil project have regularly been beaten, arrested, and detained. 229 This 
shows that activists in Uganda who advocate for human rights and climate change mitigation are being criminalised 
for exercising their rights to assemble and carry out peaceful protests. 

In recent events, environmental activists have sued ten officers of the Uganda Police Force alleging illegal arrests, 
detentions and human rights abuses.230  According to the environmental activists, these are some of the illegal 
arrests and detentions that have taken place since 2022 to date 231 : 

• 5 October 2022: Over nine university students and youth detained for six days during a peaceful 
march.

• 9 December 2022: Three activists arrested during a protest.
• 24 January 2023: Activists detained for over 48 hours.
• 15 September 2023: Four activists arrested during a march.
• 20 November 2023: Six activists detained during a protest.
• 24 November 2023: Seven activists detained for 20 days.
• 15 December 2023: Fifteen students detained during a protest.
• 26 June 2024: Thirty activists arrested during a protest.

In March 2024 Ugandan authorities-initiated trials against eleven students for their activism opposing 
the EACOP, a project predominantly supported by Total Energies. They were accused of the colonial-era 
“common nuisance” offense.232 

Journalists 

HRDs including journalists play a significant role in ensuring transparency and accountability in the electoral process, 
but they are also subjected to severe risks and challenges. Based on documented experiences of HRDs including 
journalists, in the last elections, in 2021, and recent reports of increased harassment, intimidation, and arrests, 
often perpetrated by security personnel or political actors, there are significant concerns about the situation of 
HRDs, including journalists, in the lead-up to the 2026 elections. Their deteriorating situation is compounded by 
their frequent labelling as “agents” of foreign influence or imperialism, a tactic that exacerbates their challenges by 
undermining their credibility and exposing them to public hostility.

The situation for journalists in Uganda is precarious, especially ahead of the upcoming elections in 2026. They face 
numerous challenges during election periods, including harassment, intimidation, arrests, and detentions. Many 
journalists resort to self-censorship and avoid covering sensitive stories altogether, while media outlets face imposed 
censorship and shutdowns. 

“There have been incidents of harassment, incidents of intimidation that have been widely reported both 
to authorities and including to the Uganda Human Rights Commission. In the previous elections of 2021, 

there were quite a few reports of journalists being harassed, journalists being threatened, especially 
while covering campaign and election related events.”

 UHRC member (Uganda)

228 HRW, “Our trust is broken: Loss of land and livelihoods for oil development in Uganda” 10 July 2023, available at: “Our Trust is Broken”: Loss of Land and Liveli-
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RSF’s World Press Freedom Index for 2024 ranked Uganda at 128th out of 180 countries, representing a small 
improvement of 6 places compared to 2023.233  The majority of media outlets are privately owned; however, the 
government maintains tight control over many owned by politicians, businesses, or religious leaders affiliated with 
the government.234  President Museveni has openly threatened critical media institutions in the past. For instance, 
“in 2023, he claimed to have sent people to ‘monitor’ the Daily Monitor, the country’s leading daily newspaper, which 
he had already threatened to push into bankruptcy in 2021.” 235 

Despite the protections ostensibly provided by Articles 29 and 41 of the Ugandan Constitution, repeated violations 
of press freedoms by security forces have cast a shadow over the credibility and free character of the coverage of 
upcoming elections.236  The events surrounding the 2021 elections exemplify the extent of these infringements on 
freedom of the press. Just two days before the election, the Uganda Communications Commission ordered internet 
service providers to block social media access, and the following day, the government shut down internet access 
nationwide for five days.237  

During the election campaigns, media coverage of opposition candidates was severely restricted, and journalists 
were subjected to beatings and rubber bullet shootings. In a particularly egregious incident in February 2021, 
military police beat at least ten journalists who were covering opposition presidential candidate Robert Kyagulanyi 
as he delivered a petition to the UN regarding abuses against his supporters.238  The army later announced that 
a military court had sentenced seven military police members to two months of detention, though details of the 
investigation or trial were not provided. 

“We don’t see security anymore, we see fear”
 Journalist (Uganda)

Physical attacks on journalists, leading to self-censorship and reluctance to cover sensitive stories, have been 
widespread. Media outlets have experienced blockages and shutdowns, restricting the dissemination of information. 
This hostile environment hinders the ability of HRDs and journalists to advocate for human rights, promote 
transparency and accountability, and uphold democratic principles. The government’s strategic mapping and 
clustering of media houses to control election coverage, aligning them with security agencies and promising rewards 
to influence their reporting, further exacerbates the situation. Journalists face threats, including being followed and 
receiving intimidating calls from high-ranking officials.

The culture of fear and intimidation in Uganda is widespread, leading to self-censorship among critical voices. This 
environment is sustained by targeting and intimidating vocal leaders, creating a self-policing populace. Fear is often 
used in conjunction with financial incentives to maintain control over the population. Achieving meaningful change 
requires resilience, grassroots organisation, and overcoming this culture of fear. 

“There are two forms of censorship here. One, the self-censorship, by individual journalists, and 
the media houses, but also there’s another form of compelled, what I would call imposed type of 

censorship that we see that also impedes, of course, freedom of expression and the press.”
 HRD (Uganda)

233 RSF, 2024, “World Press Freedom Index,” op. cit. 
234 Ibid.
235 Ibid.
236 Kwizera, D., and Asasira H., “Article 29 threatened: a critical dissection of various laws passed that undermine fundamental freedoms of speech, expression and 
assembly,” CEPA, 30 June 2018, available at: https://cepa.or.ug/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/300460141-ARTICLE-29-THREATENED-A-CRITICAL-DISSECTION-OF-
VARIOUS-LAWS-PASSED-THAT-UNDERMINE-FUNDAMENTAL-FREEDOMS-OF-SPEECH-EXPRESSION-ASSEMBLY.pdf (accessed on 13 November 2024).   
237 BBC, “Uganda elections 2021: Social media blocked ahead of poll,” 12 January 2021, available at https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-55640405 (accessed on 13 
November 2024).    
238 Nyeko Oryem, “Uganda’s Beaten Journalists Deserve Justice,” Human Rights Watch, 22 February 2021, available at https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/22/ugan-
das-beaten-journalists-deserve-justice (accessed on 13 November 2024).   
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The lack of resources among media houses to provide security for journalists leaves them vulnerable. In fact, many 
journalists are freelancers, lacking institutional backing, which increases their insecurity. Journalists interviewed 
for this report claimed that at times, government recruits within media houses to monitor and control journalists, 
creating a risky environment for those aiming to maintain journalistic integrity. The government invests heavily in 
monitoring online activities, making it unsafe for journalists even in digital spaces. Media reports in 2021 indicated 
that Ugandan intelligence officials used spyware to monitor journalists, political opposition, and diplomats.239 

On 5 October 2023, law enforcement officers arrested 14 journalists, namely Joseph 
Balikuddembe (CBS), Julius Kitone (NBS TV), Isano Francis (NBS TV), Jjengo Eria (Baba TV), Yiga 
Nasser (Baba TV), Musana Robert (Nexus Media), Richard Olwenyi (NBS TV), Kyambadde Emma 
(Lujjuliro Online), David Tamale (Bukedde Tv), Mugenyi Ronald, Swaburah Owomukisa, Kenneth 
Kaweesa (NBS TV), Moses Katumba (NBS TV) and Mariam Nagadya (Baba TV), as they covered the 
return of NUP President Robert  Kyagulanyi, to Uganda.240  The officers physically assaulted the 
journalists, confiscated their equipment, and transported them to Entebbe Police Station. Joseph 
Balikuddembe sustained head and eye injuries during the incident.241 

The Ugandan government has implemented legislation and various policies to limit online political expression. 
Facebook has been banned since 2021, although many people access it through VPNs. In 2020, the Uganda 
Communication Commission (UCC) required online content creators to register and pay a fee. Another government 
attempt to limit online freedom was unsuccessful when The Computer Misuse (Amendment) Act, which took effect in 
2022, faced a significant legal challenge. The Constitutional Court ruled that Section 25, which prohibited electronic 
communication that would “disturb the peace,” was ruled unconstitutional in January 2023.242  However, ambiguous 
provisions against the “misuse of social media” remain in effect, continuing to restrict digital freedom.

A 2024 online campaign, led by Dr. Jimmy Spire Ssentongo, called #UgandaParliament Exhibition, which went viral 
on X (formerly Twitter), leaked official documents, presenting an “exhibition” of abuses within Uganda’s National 
Assembly, including public resource mismanagement, nepotism in recruitment, and collusion between civil servants 
and lawmakers.243  The online protest movement gained significance for naming and shaming specific individuals, 
showcasing the power of new media in governance discourse. Dr. Ssentongo received death threats and was subjected 
to surveillance. Parliament allegedly sought access to his communication records through the UCC, showing a clear 
encroachment of civil liberties. Dr. Ssentongo also feared for his personal security. He also commented “The role of 
the UCC in facilitating these dubious schemes raises ethical questions about the agency’s allegiance—to whom do they owe 
their allegiance, the people or the powerful?”

This example shows the urgent need for innovative and safe ways for citizens to express their dissatisfaction with 
their government. The protest movement also illustrates the growing influence of digital media in shaping public 
discourse on governance and corruption and is also relevant to the coverage of elections. 

Conclusion 

HRDs play a significant role in ensuring transparency and accountability in the electoral process, but they are also 
subjected to severe risks and challenges in Uganda. Based on documented experiences of HRDs and journalists in 
the last elections in 2021 and recent reports of increased harassment, intimidation, and arrests, often perpetrated by 
security personnel or political actors, there are significant concerns about the situation of HRDs and journalists in the 
lead up to the 2026 elections. The deteriorating situation for HRDs and journalists is compounded by their frequent 
labelling as agents of foreign influence or imperialism, a tactic that exacerbates their challenges by undermining 
their credibility and exposing them to public hostility.

239 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World” reports, 2024, Uganda, op. cit. 
240 African Center for Media Excellence, “Statement: Police should stop the never-ending brutality against journalists,” 6 October 2024, available at: https://acme-ug.
org/2023/10/06/statement-police-should-stop-the-never-ending-brutality-against-journalists (accessed on 13 November 2024).   
241 DefendDefenders, “Overview of the Human Rights situation in the East and Horn of Africa” Bi-Annual report 2023, October 2023-April 2024, op. cit. 
242 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World” reports, 2024, Uganda, op. cit. 
243 AfricaNews, “An online protest movement exposes corruption in Uganda: Officials and others are rattled,” 4 March 2024, available at:
https://www.africanews.com/2024/03/04/an-online-protest-movement-exposes-corruption-in-uganda-officials-and-others-are-rattled/ (accessed on 13 November 2024).  



ROCKY GROUND & SHIFTING SANDS 53

“Find people who walk the talk. There needs to be consistency with talking and action. This is 
proven when people reach power to know if you will practice what you will preach.” 

HRD (Uganda)

The culture of fear and intimidation in Uganda is systematic, leading to self-censorship among critical voices. This 
environment is sustained by targeting and intimidating vocal leaders, creating a self-policing populace. Fear is often 
used in conjunction with financial incentives to maintain control over the population. Achieving meaningful change 
requires resilience, grassroots organisation, and overcoming this culture of fear. Uganda’s electoral democracy is 
regressing, with new challenges emerging in each electoral cycle. In such a context, public awareness and advocacy 
become the only viable paths to change. Sensitising the public to demand free and fair elections and holding 
the government accountable is crucial for fostering a democratic culture. Increasing restrictions on freedom of 
expression, association, and assembly present significant obstacles HRDs and election observers. Despite these 
challenges, there remains hope that continued peaceful advocacy will eventually lead to positive changes.

Uganda’s ability to conduct transparent, free, and fair elections is also limited by the current electoral laws. Incremental 
changes, such as the creation of new districts, erode fair competition, giving the President and the ruling party 
significant advantages over the political opposition. The compromised nature of the judiciary, with judges often 
appointed based on their loyalty to President Museveni also undermines the legal system’s independence and its 
ability to protect citizens’ rights, creating an environment where legal recourse is limited for those challenging the 
status quo. The struggle for a truly democratic Uganda continues, relying on the resilience and determination of 
its HRDs, journalists, and the broader civil society to push for transparency, accountability, and justice in the face of 
systemic oppression and autocratic governance.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
For Civil Society Groups and Networks working in elections

• Develop physical and psychological security and safety plans for staff members to be prepared for pre-, 
during and post-election periods.  

• Develop digital security plans and offer solutions for different scenarios that might occur during elections 
periods (contingency planning). 

• Develop and deploy early warning systems to monitor political tensions, hate speech and rights violations, 
involving different actors. These mechanisms could involve gathering and analysing data, generating early 
warning alerts, and coordinating efforts for prevention and mitigation with a broad range of partners;244 

• Prepare a support budget specifically for election periods and consider contingency budgets in case of 
arrest of staff (for bail, for instance). 

• Actively participate in other networks and coalitions, sharing lessons learnt from past election periods, 
and current strategies and objectives to promote coordination and mutual support structures. 

• Develop an active joint electoral working group where efforts can be coordinated, and common preventive 
measures can be devised and implemented as a group; and 

• Join coalitions which can support advocacy in case of any legal challenges to civil society groups and can 
help with social media campaigns. 

For the Governments of South Sudan, Tanzania, Burundi, and Uganda

• Ensure the independence of the national electoral bodies through transparent and impartial appointment 
processes of its members. 

• Adopt national legislation to protect human rights defenders. 
• Promote nonviolent, free, fair, and credible electoral processes. Initiate comprehensive campaigns 

to educate and sensitise political actors on nonviolent election processes and commit to nonviolent 
campaigns that eliminate hate speech. 

• Strengthen state institutions and create monitoring and accountability procedures for the intelligence 
services and government officials. Hold accountable those who have committed grave human rights 
violations and abuses.

• Ensure the protection of HRDs, including journalists, notably by observing the African Charter on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights and the provisions and spirit of the UN Declaration on human rights defenders. 

• Call for open civic space, opposing censorship, violence against HRDs and journalists, and any restrictions 
on civil society participation. 

• Call for unrestricted access to independent media, regional and international human rights organisations, 
for effective elections monitoring and documentation. 

• Ensure the safety and facilitate the accreditation of journalists during elections and provide security at 
polling venues. 

• End harassment of and violence against journalists, dissenting voices, and activists, ensuring respect for 
freedom of expression and assembly;245  

• Ensure freedom of expression for all political parties to campaign freely and safely ahead of elections, in a 
level playing field free from discriminatory laws and regulations or enforcement thereof.

• Establish independent oversight bodies with the authority to investigate and prosecute corruption without 
political interference, public awareness campaigns that educate the public on the effects of corruption 
and encourage civic engagement to demand transparency and accountability; and 

• Include persons with disabilities at all stages of the electoral cycle, for example, with voter education 
efforts and physical accessibility of polling stations.

244 “Enforced disappearances and elections Report of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances,” A/HRC/57/54/Add.4, op. cit. 
245 Ibid.
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For International Partners 

• The international community should closely monitor the human rights situation during the electoral 
period in South Sudan, Burundi, Tanzania and Uganda;

• Increase international pressure on states to ensure that human rights defenders can carry out their work 
without fear of intimidation or reprisals; 

• Continue carrying out capacity-building initiatives with all partners, including government, security 
agencies, and civil society.

• Together with country partners, develop reporting mechanisms of the misconduct of security groups 
and government security forces. 

• Advocate for the independence and active participation of security agents in preserving peace during 
elections.

• Enhance security measures and increase resources to continue supporting HRDs, including journalists, 
in comprehensive training in digital and physical security to protect themselves from surveillance and 
physical threats.

• Promote public awareness through continued efforts to inform and mobilise the public about their rights 
and the importance of free and fair elections.

• Support and advocate for the presence of international observers during elections.
• Advocate for institutional reforms by pushing for judicial independence and accountability.
• Address systemic corruption and support reforming the judicial system to ensure its independence and 

efficiency will enable it to fairly adjudicate corruption cases and reinforce the rule of law. 
• International institutions such as the United Nations, the African Union, and the East African Community 

should prioritise efforts to address the interconnected dynamics of conflict in the region and find a fresh 
avenue for conflict-sensitive interventions that adopt a regional rather than national scope;246 

• Continue to support United Nations mechanisms, including the Commission of Human Rights in South 
Sudan and the Special Rapporteur on Burundi, as well as relevant panels (Panel of Experts for South 
Sudan) established by the Security Council;

• Urge the government of Tanzania to end initiatives towards forced repatriation of Burundian refugees 
and instead promote a policy of free, safe, voluntary and dignified repatriation;247  And 

• Continue to closely monitor the human rights situation in the countries holding elections and provide 
support to local human rights defenders and journalists.

Specific recommendations for the government of South Sudan

• Ensure that prerequisites for a fair, safe and credible election are fulfilled, including the enactment of a 
permanent constitution, unification of the armed forces, holding a population census, settling refugees 
and internally displaced people, addressing transitional justice, demarcation of constituencies, and 
establishment of a clear, widely accepted dispute resolution mechanism in relation to election results.

• Prioritise and allocate resources for key processes such as the constitution-making process, the 
unification of armed forces, and disarmament before elections.

• Allocate sufficient financial resources to the National Elections Commission, the Political Parties Council, 
and the National Constitutional Review Commission;

• Publish an election security plan that clearly specifies the sources of security forces in the absence of 
fully unified and resourced security forces; and 

• Rein in the National Security Service, including by scrapping Sections 54 and 55 of the National Security 
Service Act, and provide clear instructions to its agents to desist from surveillance, intimidation, threats, 
arbitrary arrests and detentions, acts of torture and ill-treatment, and other unlawful actions against 
human rights defenders, journalists, and other independent actors. 

246 BTI 2024, “Burundi Country Report 2024,” Bertellsman Stiftung, Available at https://bti-project.org/en/reports/country-report/BDI 
247 DefendDefenders, 2023, “Overview of the Human Rights situation in the East and Horn of Africa” Bi-Annual report 2023, October 2023-April 2024, op. cit. 
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Specific recommendations for the government of Tanzania

• Implement electoral reforms and ensure that the National Election Commission (NEC) enjoys legitimacy 
and is widely accepted, including by guaranteeing its functional independence and a transparent process 
for the appointment of its members.  

• Cease the arrest and harassment of journalists and lift bans on VPNs to uphold freedom of expression 
and media freedom; and 

• Ratify the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance.

Specific recommendations for the government of Burundi

• • Guarantee the independence of the National Human Rights Commission (CNIDH) to address, investigate Guarantee the independence of the National Human Rights Commission (CNIDH) to address, investigate 
and report on all human rights violations impartially, without selectively ignoring cases with political and report on all human rights violations impartially, without selectively ignoring cases with political 
implications or avoiding issues of political sensitivity.implications or avoiding issues of political sensitivity.

• • Acknowledge existing human rights challenges and grant access to and cooperate with African and Acknowledge existing human rights challenges and grant access to and cooperate with African and 
international independent bodies and mechanisms. These include the UN Special Rapporteur, the Office international independent bodies and mechanisms. These include the UN Special Rapporteur, the Office 
of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and the African Commission on Human and of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and the African Commission on Human and 
Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR).Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR).

• • Exercise strict control over the police, security and intelligence forces, as well as the ruling party’s Exercise strict control over the police, security and intelligence forces, as well as the ruling party’s 
youth league, the Imbonerakure, to prevent arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, extrajudicial youth league, the Imbonerakure, to prevent arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, extrajudicial 
executions, and other human rights violations.executions, and other human rights violations.

• • Investigate all alleged extrajudicial, arbitrary or summary executions, and prosecute and punish those Investigate all alleged extrajudicial, arbitrary or summary executions, and prosecute and punish those 
responsible irrespective of their rank or status; responsible irrespective of their rank or status; 248248

• • Present a timeline for the reopening of the OHCHR country office in Burundi and meaningfully cooperate Present a timeline for the reopening of the OHCHR country office in Burundi and meaningfully cooperate 
with the Office.with the Office.

• • Fulfil its obligations under national law and international human rights law and to protect civic space, Fulfil its obligations under national law and international human rights law and to protect civic space, 
by respecting the rights to freedom of opinion and expression, peaceful assembly and association, by respecting the rights to freedom of opinion and expression, peaceful assembly and association, 
upholding the rights of human rights defenders, and creating a safe and enabling environment for civil upholding the rights of human rights defenders, and creating a safe and enabling environment for civil 
society organisations; and society organisations; and 

• • Ratify the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance. Ratify the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance. 

Specific recommendations for the government of UgandaSpecific recommendations for the government of Uganda

• • Prioritise and support with proper budgets the Electoral Commission (EC) and the constitutional review Prioritise and support with proper budgets the Electoral Commission (EC) and the constitutional review 
process, as a matter of priority. process, as a matter of priority. 

• • Exercise strict control over the police and UPDF to prevent arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, Exercise strict control over the police and UPDF to prevent arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, 
incommunicado and other unlawful detentions, and extrajudicial executions. incommunicado and other unlawful detentions, and extrajudicial executions. 

• • Fully guarantee the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, including in the form or Fully guarantee the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, including in the form or 
spontaneous protests or informal associations, as guaranteed by African and international instruments spontaneous protests or informal associations, as guaranteed by African and international instruments 
on freedoms of peaceful assembly and association.  on freedoms of peaceful assembly and association.  

• • Investigate all alleged arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, acts of torture and ill-treatment, Investigate all alleged arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, acts of torture and ill-treatment, 
extrajudicial, arbitrary or summary executions, and other human rights violations, and prosecute and extrajudicial, arbitrary or summary executions, and other human rights violations, and prosecute and 
punish those responsible irrespective of their rank or status. punish those responsible irrespective of their rank or status. 

• • Ensure the protection and safety of human rights defenders and respect their human rights, allowing Ensure the protection and safety of human rights defenders and respect their human rights, allowing 
them to carry out their vital work without fear of reprisal or persecution;them to carry out their vital work without fear of reprisal or persecution;

• • Prioritise the adoption of the Human Rights Defenders Bill to ensure better recognition of and respect Prioritise the adoption of the Human Rights Defenders Bill to ensure better recognition of and respect 
for human rights defenders; and  for human rights defenders; and  

• • Ratify the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance.Ratify the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance.

248 UN General Assembly, 2024, Human Rights Council Fifty Seventh Session, 9 September- 9 October 2024, Agenda item 3, “Enforced disappearances and elections 
Report of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances” A/HRC/57/54/Add.4, August 21, 2024, available at: https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/
gen/g24/148/31/pdf/g2414831.pdf
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  APPENDICES

SAFETY AND SECURITY TIPS FOR HRDS & JOURNALISTS 249

Basic preparation and logistics 

• Financial resources: Be sure to have enough pocket money with you in case you need to use it during an 
emergency. Be sure to have small and large bills. Also have mobile money on your phone. 

• Make sure your travel documents are up to date and your passport has at least six months before 
expiration date. 

• Keep copies of your official identification documents and move with copies rather than originals where 
possible 

• If you may have to travel out of the country during an emergency, make sure you know the steps you 
need to take to ask for an emergency visa, where to request it, and have all the documentation ready 
beforehand, safely stored in your home. 

Risk management 

• Make a risk assessment for each situation where and when you want to act. Be cautious and do not 
expose yourself to unnecessary risks. A risk assessment involves identifying potential vulnerabilities and 
threats and developing strategies to mitigate them.

• Have a few selected lawyers that you can get access to immediately if you need legal support. Meet them 
before your work and make sure you understand the steps to take to get representation and protect 
yourself if you are detained or arrested. 

• Make sure you understand the political environment, and network with institutions, or local authorities 
which will be able to intervene in case of an emergency. Make sure you have these contacts updated and 
recorded in your phone or email. 

• When organising meetings, make sure you have them in public areas, like a restaurant for example. 
Once you are there, check the exit areas in case you need to rush out. 

Coordination and connections 

• Find ways to collaborate and share information with other HRDs including journalists outside of the 
country and may have more freedom and liberty to report. 

• Join national or regional alliances where other HRDs including journalists work together and seek each 
other’s help and support. 

• Have clear communication channels for timely alerts in case of risky situations. Establish a clear and 
quick communication network among HRDs including journalists to share information and alert each 
other of potential dangers.

Physical security and safety

• Wear comfortable clothing and shoes which will allow you to act in case of an emergency, and travel 
lightly. 

• If you can, get protective equipment which will protect your physical integrity: vests, helmets, etc. 
• Don’t take self-care for granted. Maintain physical, mental and emotional health and keep active and 

strong. 

249 DefendDefenders: Safety and security Guidelines during elections, https://defenddefenders.org/security-and-safety-during-elections/ 
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Digital Security and Safety

• Have secure and strong passwords on your devices and change them regularly during election times. 
• Use encryption consistently. If you only encrypt sensitive material, anyone monitoring your email traffic 

will know when something important is about to happen.250  Use encrypted communication tools such as 
Signal or WhatsApp for sensitive discussions and avoiding unsecured platforms.

• Use internet browsers with strong security and privacy measures. Consider Tor, Firefox, Brave, which 
have different features which suit different kinds of users.251 

• Enable 2FA (Two Factor Authentication) wherever possible to add an extra layer of security to online 
accounts. Avoid SMS for 2FA: SMS-based 2FA is vulnerable to interception. Use an authenticator app 
instead for greater security 

• Stay always connected to a VPN to protect your online activities. Choose a reputable VPN provider like 
ExpressVPN and ensure it is active whenever your device is in use.

• Avoid sensitive information in email subject lines. They are usually not encrypted, even if the message 
is.252 

• When going to the field to report or to engage in your activism, make sure your phones/mobiles are fully 
charged. Travel with back-up chargers or power banks. 

• Do not keep information such as sensitive names and numbers in your phone’s memory. If your phone is 
stolen, this information can be used to track down and implicate people you want to protect.253 

• Keep Bluetooth and Wi-Fi OFF to minimise the risk of hacking or tracking. Activate them only when 
necessary. 254

• If you are concerned about your privacy being compromised, consider using a disposable or “burner” 
device.  255

• “Security-In-A-Box” (SiaB) helps you “implement tactics and tools for digital security”. It is a collection of 
guides and free and open-source tools in securing your computer or phone, storing and sharing sensitive 
information more securely or maintaining the privacy of internet and phone communication. https://
securityinabox.org/en/ 

• For further highly recommended reading download: “Empowering Activists: Digital Security Resource 
Library” developed by ExpressVPN, 2024.

Considerations for journalists

• Make sure you know the laws within your country which can protect you, as well as those which can play 
against you. Remember, being ignorant of a law will not excuse you for not following it. 

• Know your rights on obtaining proper accreditation and prepare to have your accreditation in advance. 
• Try to increase the number of articles and publications during the elections period to draw more attention 

from national and international actors. 
• Continue documenting human rights violations meticulously. Despite the risks, persistence and thorough 

documentation (incidents, threats, and attacks, including photos, videos, and witness statements) are 
crucial for long-term justice and accountability.

250 Express VPN, 2024, “Empowering Activists: Digital security resource library,” Express VPN, Available at: https://www.expressvpn.com/blog/wp-content/up-
loads/2024/01/Digital-security-resource-library-23-Jan-2024.pdf 
251 Ibid.
252 Eguren, E. 2005, “Protection Manual for Human Rights Defenders,” Front Line: The International Foundation for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders. Avail-
able at:  https://www.peacebrigades.org/fileadmin/user_files/groups/germany/Dateien/Handbuch_EnriqueEguren.pdf
253 Ibid.
254 Express VPN, 2024, “Empowering Activists: Digital security resource library,” Express VPN, Available at: https://www.expressvpn.com/blog/wp-content/up-
loads/2024/01/Digital-security-resource-library-23-Jan-2024.pdf 
255 Ibid.
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36Is the tIde turnIng?

DefendDefenders (the East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defenders Project 
seeks to strengthen the work of HRDs throughout the subregion by reducing their 
vulnerability to risks of persecution and by enhancing their capacity to efficiently 
defend human rights.

DefendDefenders is the secretariat of the East and Horn of Africa Human Rights 
Defenders Network, which represents thousands of members consisting of individual 
HRDs human rights organisations, and national coalitions that envision a sub-
region in which the human rights of every individual as stipulated in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights are respected and upheld.

AfricanDefenders (Pan-African Human Rights 
Defenders Network) is an umbrella network of five 
African sub-regional networks, dedicated to the  
promotion and protection of human rights defenders 
across the African continent. DefendDefenders serves 

as the secretariat of AfricanDefenders.

www.defenddefenders.org

+256 200 760 700

info@defenddefenders.org

@DefendDefenders

/defenddefenders

www.africandefenders.org

info@africandefenders.org

@AfricaDefenders

/AfricanDefenders


