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UGANDA 1986: PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS 

Uganda has been in the news a great deal lately. And much of what has been said or written about this once highly productive cen
tral African country that is well endowed with natural resources, has been quite negative. An editorial in a recent issue of The 
Economist, for example, cited the situation in Uganda as a prime example of all that is wrong with black Africa. 

Negative attitudes toward Uganda can be traced directly to the infamous reign of /di Amin. His initial successors added to this per
ception. However, recent changes in Uganda have been both positive and heartening. There is now good reason to believe that the 
cycle of violence and destruction has run its course. 

TransAfrica Forum, as part of its effort to improve the knowledge and understanding of its readership about events and conditions 
in Africa and the Caribbean, devotes this ISSUE BRIEF to tne subject of Uganda. In it, we trace the origins and development of the 
crisis that paralysed Uganda for about fifteen years, and examine the propects for positive change . We give considerable attention to 
the role Americans have played and suggest ways in which help can be provided. 

The ISSUE BRIEF begins with an interview of a Ugandan academic now living in the United States. Dr. Ezra Suruma is presently 
a professor of Economics and Management Science at Coppin State College in Baltimore, Marlyand. Dr. Suruma, who has just 
returned from a three-month tour of Uganda, previously served as a senior lecturer at Makerere University in Uganda. D 

"Economic regulation is 
minimal while private ini
tiative and public infras
tructural construction pro
ceed at a maximal pace. 
This is the thrust of Ugan
da's economic policy: to 
rebuild the infrastructure 
while maximizing produc
tive enterprises based on 
Uganda's natural re
sources." 

Dr. Eua Suruma 

When ldi Amin was deposed, many Ugandans and outsid
ers expected a return to democratic rule; but by most 
accounts the post Amin period was almost as bad as that 
during his reign. Why was this and what institutional 
guarantees exist to prevent this from happening again? 
SURUMA: In the aftermath of the military defeat of Amin 
in 1979, the people of Uganda were eager for the restora
tion of legitimate government. There was a general belief 
at home and abroad that elections were the preferred 
means of installing a legitimate government. According
ly, general elections were held in December 1980. As the 
result of the elections started to emerge, the Uganda 
Democratic Party appeared headed for victory. At that 
point the Uganda Peoples Congress Party under the 
leadership of Milton Obote and Paolo Muwanga seized 
the entire electoral process and pronounced themselves 
the winners . They mobilized military forces throughout 
Uganda and installed themselves as the new government. 
Chief among those who refused to accept Obote's illegiti
mate government of 1980 was Yoweri Museveni who 

initiated a guerilla war as he had promised he would if the 
1980 elections were rigged. Obote's regime was thus 
imposed upon a population that had rejected it in elec
tions and which now had no choice but to resort to arms. 
In this military confrontation between Obote's regime 
and the population, Mr. Obote's forces perpetrated ex
treme atrocities in order to subjugate the population just 
as Amin had done during the 1970s .... 

After the National Resistance Movement's (NRM) 
victory in January 1986, a deliberate policy of incorporat
ing into government all significant plural interests 
throughout Uganda has been strictly implemented. The 
institutional interests of Uganda emanating from ethnic, 
religious and regional indentities constitute the current 
government of Uganda and will maintain their power 
under the constitution of Uganda now under ' negotiation 
by the constitutional commission. The election of politi
cal leaders at the village level which has been going on 
throughout Uganda during the past several months is 
another excellent example of the NRM's efforts to insti
tutionalize democracy and to establish legitimate power. 
As these " Resistance Village Committees" assume more 
carefully defined powers in Uganda they may constitute a 
strong force against future dictatorship. 
Did the National Resistance Army prolong the crisis in 
Uganda by refusing to compromise with General Okello in 
1985? 
SURUMA: No. The truth is exactly the opposite. Follow
ing the overthrow of the Obote regime by General Okello 
on July 27, 1985, Mr. Okello ignored Museveni's requests 
for consultation. In fact, Okello's government included 
personalities who were anathema to the NRM. Only after 
NRM resumed military activity did Okello's regime rea
lise the necessity for serious talks. Even when talks 



started in Nairobi, Okello's regime intensified military 
attacks on the National Resistance Army (NRA). Their 
attacks on the NRA in the Katonga area and their 
frequent defeats there in the final quarter of 1985 were 
fully documented by the western press . Actually Okello's 
regime, rather than the NRA, prolonged the crisis in 
Uganda by refusing to reach a compromise .. .. 
Many outside observers blame much of Uganda's problems 
on implacable ethnic disagreements. What is your view as 
to the fundamental causes of the problems of Uganda? 
SURUMA: It is true that the enemies of Uganda have 
used differences in language and religion to intensify 
hatred and division in Uganda. It is also true that military 
institutions were developed on ethnic lines during colo
nial days. This skewed distribution of military power 
among the regions of Uganda exaggerated the perception 
of difference and appeared to be the basis for governmen
tal power for over 25 years . This imbalance has now been 
corrected. All regions and religions of Uganda are now 
being systematically incorporated into their government. 
Above all, Ugandans now realize that they have a 

~ common destiny. We are all children of one country and 
within our country we are each other's neighbor . .. . 
The Ugandan economy is in serious trouble. Several of the 
actions taken by the Museveni government such as subsi
dizing the price of basic products and gasoline have been 
criticized. What is the basic thrust of this government's 
economic policies? 
SURUMA: The people of Uganda have lived in a state of 
terror ever since 1966 when then President Obote sus
pended Uganda's constitution unilaterally and ruled the 
country under a state of emergency until 1971 when Amin 
took power and accelerated the terror and destruction of 
Uganda. From the onset of the Amin regime in 1971 until 
1986, terror and victimization so dominated the popula
tion that no one could safely invest in the economy since 
investment itself marked the investor as a target for 
murder .bY government soldiers who coveted the inves
tor's wealth. Nor did government create any significant 
addition to the nation's infrastructure .... The ability to 
produce was systematically destroyed to the point where 
virtually no product, other than agricultural products, 
can be produced today in Uganda. 

It is cruel and inhumane to make callous judgment of 
Uganda's historical economic tragedy. In the immediate 
situation the NRM has opened wide the gates of free 
enterprise. Ugandans are encouraged to undertake every 
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possible productive enterprise in their country. Th~ 
government is doing its share in building infrastructure: 
roads, water supplies, schools, hospitals etc. The thrust 
of its economic policy is a mixed economy in which 
government and the private sector are copartners in the 
development of Uganda .. Economic regulation is minimal 
while private initiative and public infrastructural con
struction proceed at a maximal pace ... . 
How can the U.S. government and the American people 
help? 
SURUMA: The United States could help Uganda by 
conducting a dialogue on cooperation. Uganda needs 
capital, technology, and education in order to start 
rebuilding a shattered nation. However, any form of 
genuine aid goes a long way in Uganda: Medicine, 
textbooks, clothing, paper, and spare parts for vehicles 
are all precious commodities in Uganda. Uganda needs 
support in rebuilding its infrastructure-schools, roads, 
water, telephones, railways, electricity-so that it can 
get back on its feet. The emphasis is on rebuilding the 
nation's productive capacity. 
There have been several reports about an AIDS epidemic 
in Uganda including candid statements from the Health 
Minister. What do you know about this situation? 
SURUMA: Very little is known about the existence or 
nonexistence of AIDS in Uganda. A far more serious 
problem for Uganda is malaria, tuberculosis and other 

.infectious diseases . It is wrong to sensentionalize Aids 
thus distracting attention from the real killer diseases. No 
serious epidemiological studies specific to AIDS have 
been carried out in Uganda. As such the extent of this 
disease is more speculative than real. Friends of Uganda 
would help that country best by assisting in treating 
malaria, measles and tuberclosis than by shouting specu
latively about AIDS. However, it would also help if 
research centers in the USA cooperated with Ugandan 
scholars to determine the incidence of this disease in 
Uganda. 
Can you outline to us the political and social program of 
the NRM? 
SURUMA: The NRM government has articulated a 10 
point program for the economic and political develop
ment of Uganda. The key to their strategy is the restora
tion of democracy and the creation of a self-sustaining 
economy. The objective of democracy is already being 
implemented in the election of representatives at the 
grassroot level. Village councils, elected freely and dem
ocratically by the people are assuming substantial power 
in their respective areas. It is expected that more repre
sentatives will be elected at the county and district levels 

; in the near future. As for economic development the 
policy of mixed economy is already in force. Government 
investment is proceeding hand in hand with private 
enterprise throughout Uganda with government empha
sizing infrastructural development while the private sec
tor develops the remaining areas. It is the view of the 
NRM government that strong democratic institutions 
must be created at all levels as a condition for economic 
and political freedom in Uganda. And this is what they 
are doing. D 



Background 

The early history of Uganda is characterised by the 
interaction of diverse groups of immigrants from different 
parts of Africa. The people of Uganda are composed of 
interspersed Bantu, Nilotic, and half-Hamitic peoples. · 
The Bantu groups, which include the inhabitants of the 
four Uganda kingdoms (Buganda, Bunyoro, Toro, and 
Ankole) reside generally in the south and west of Ugan
da, whereas the Nilotic groups make their home primari
ly in the north, and the Nilo-Hamitic groups in the north
east. 

By 1877, the first group of British missionaries arrived 
in the capital of the Kingdom of Buganda at the invitation 
of Kabaka Mutesa I. The British protectorate was for
mally established in 1894. By 1914, the protectorate, now 
Uganda, had spread to the present boundaries of the 
country. British influence and occupation initially took 
place in the kingdom of Buganda and gave Buganda a 
political and economic advantage over its neighbors that 
it still maintains . 

The Uganda National Congress (UNC) was founded in 
1952 by Ugandans who saw the necessity for national 
unity during and after the struggle for independence. It 
was the first political group in Uganda organized on a 
basis other than ethnicity. Although the UNC failed, the 
party laid the foundation for the Uganda Peoples Con
gress (UPC)-the party that ruled Uganda from indepen
dence in 1962 to the day of the military take-over on 25 
January 1971. It was with the Kabaka Yekka, a purely 
ethnic group party formed by the Kabaka, that Obote' s 
UPC had to make the uneasy alliance which led to a 
coalition central government under which Uganda be
came independent. 

On 24 February 1966, Obote suspended the 1962 
constitution, dissolved the Uganda Parliament, and de
clared the office of president and vice president abol
ished. On 22 May, he declared a state of emergency for 
all Uganda and declared himself president, vice presi-
0ent, and J?ri.me minister. The period between May 1966 
and January 1971 was very difficult in Uganda. An 
assassination attempt on Obote's life on 19 December 
1969, plunged Uganda deeper into ruthless authoritarian 
rule . 

In January, 1971 , Obote was deposed while he was 
attending a Commonwealth leaders' conference in Singa
pore. Amin acted partly because he feared pending 
investigations against him for the murder of a brigadier 
general and for ivory trade corruption. He was recog
nized quickly by the British and U.S. governments, and 
was welcomed as a savior by most of the nation. 

However, there were horrible events already occurring 
behind the scenes. Amin began a series of massacres 
against the two tribes most likely to be loyal to Obote
the Langi and the Ancholi. More than 100,000 males were 
killed: 

Amin made military spending a priority. After his 
requests for weapons were denied by the British and the 
Israelis, Amin turned elsewhere. Libya promised mil
lions of .dollars in aid in return for Amin converting 
Uganda into a Moslem state. He returned from a visit to 
Tripoli praising Hitler and the Nazi military model. He 
ordered the expulsion of all Jews and non-citizen Asians 

from Uganda. Most of Uganda's 80,000 Asians fled , 
fearing for their lives. Through direct slaughter and the 
destruction of the health system, Amin contributed to the 
death of nearly one million people in a nightmare that did 
not end even when he was routed in 1979. 

In October 1978, after Amin's troops occupied Tanza
nian territory, the Tanzanians, supported by Ugandan 
exiles, waged a war against Amin and Libyan soldiers 
sent to help him. On 11 April 1979, Kampala was 
captured and Amin fled the country. 

Immediately after Amin's removal, the Uganda Na
tional Liberation Front (UNLF) created a quasi-parlia
mentary organ, the National Consultative Commission 
(NCC), and formed an interim government with Yusuf 
Lule as president. In June 1979, following a dispute over 
the extent of presidential powers, the NCC replaced 
President Lule by majority vote with Godfrey Binaisa. In 
a continuing dispute over the powers of the interim 
presidency, Binaisa was removed in May 1980. Thereaf
ter, until the December 1980 elections, Uganda was ruled 
by a military commission with Paulo Muwanga as its 
chairman. The December 1980 elections returned the 
UPC to power under the leadership of President Obote, 
with Muwanga serving as vice president of both the UPC 
and the country. 

Opposition politicians charged that the election was 
rigged. A wave of arrests and harassment of opposition 
politicians and their supporters began almost immediate
ly after the election. Museveni organized the National 
Resistance Army (NRA), which like other guerrilla 
groups, began a war of liberation. The insurgent move
ments tried to disrupt Obote's efforts to reassert control 
and the government took brutal countermeasures. In its 
1984 human-rights report, the U.S. State Department 
estimated that one million people had been affected by 
the fighting since 1981 and as many as 500,000 had been 
driven from their homes. 

In late July 1985, Obote was replaced by General Tito 
Okello. This, however, did not reduce the level of 
violence nor win the support of the NRA. The NRA 
insisted on a civilian government to rewrite the constitu
tion and prepare for a general election. Okello 's regime 
offered to hold meetings with the opposition to determine 
the composition of an interim civilian government. At the 
same time, the military regime's appointment as prime 
minister of Paulo Muwanga-a man who has served both 
Idi Amin and Obote-increased distrust among the con
tending factions. 

General Okello and Museveni eventually signed a 
peace accord in Nairobi on 17 December. Museveni, 
however, never put the terms into effect. Instead, he 
returned to his stronghold in the south of Uganda and, 
one month later, mounted his successful assault on 
Kampala. 

Museveni , 40, was sworn in as Uganda' s eighth head of 
state on 29 January 1986. His National Resistance Move
ment has moved swiftly to begin the process of rehabilita
tion that will hopefully return Uganda to normalcy. He 
has said that "it might take three to five years" to rebuild 
the army and to revise the constitution before elections 
can be held. D 



THE PEOPLE AND POLITICS 

Despite nearly fifteen years of widespread, often state
sanctioned violence and wanton destruction, Uganda still 
has the human, agricultural, and mineral resources to 
quickly make it one of Africa's more developed societies 
once again. Given the actions and pronouncements of the 
present Ugandan government, there are reasonable 
grounds to hope for the rapid realization of the country's 
potential. 

The National Resistance Movement (NRM) appears to 
have begun an impressive program for the political, 
economic and cultural revitalization of Uganda. Its ef
forts, particularly the conscious regard for human rights 
and the disciplined behavior of its soldiers, have won the 
admiration and commendation of outsiders as well as 
Ugandan citizens. Of course, it is still too early to predict 
how successful the NRM will be in rebuilding Ugandan 
society. Uganda's recent history provides ample reason 
to be skeptical of the capabilities of its leaders, even 
when well-intentioned, to conduct the business of gov
ernment without widespread violence and corruption. 

Uganda has not always had such problems. When 
Uganda became independent from Britain in 1962, it was 
one of Africa's strongest countries, both socio-economi
cally and politically. The land itself was immensely fertile 
Jind produced coffee, tea, cotton, and various food crops. 
Makerere University, one of Africa's best, was produc-

• ing well-trained academics, professionals, and techµi
cians to direct the government and the economy. Piime 
Minister Milton Obote had a solid reputation as one of 
the brightest of leaders of the newly emerging African 
states. Nevertheless, there were divisions within Ugan
dan society that could not be contained. The 1971 coup 

.against Obote was the result of many factors. Some were 
purely internal; others resulted from the key role Uganda 
and its leaders were playing in several of the critical 
conflicts of the time: South Africa, Rhodesia, the Sudan, 
the Congo, and the Middle East. 

Obote's behavior toward his opponents inside Ugan
da-particularly the much revered Kabaka (king) of 
Buganda-contributed considerably to the demise of his 
regime. The British must also be faulted for encouraging 
a political system that was inherently unworkable. The 
traditional authority of the Kabaka, who was then the 
titular president, could not co-exist with the political 
authority of the prime minister. It was only a matter of 
time before there was a power struggle between the two. 
Obote won the initial round. He used the military under 
General Amin to force the Kabaka into exile and declared 
himself executive president. The victory, however, was 
only temporary. 

Meanwhile, developments in southern Sudan, South 
Africa, and the Middle East gradually attracted the 
involvement of Ugandan leaders. In southern Sudan, the 
Anyanya movement, seeking secession from the Arab
led North, was developing a network of supporters in 

Uganda, including Idi Amin. Uganda was a key logistical 
base for the movement, which was also receiving support 
from the state of Israel. Israel's goal was to pin down as 
many Arab resources as possible in the Sudan. It was 
during this period , in the mid-1960's, that Amin built 
close ties with certain Israeli military officials and organ
ised his southern Sudanese support. 

Obote, along with Nyerere of Tanzania, had been 
tagged as a socialist and was held in suspicion by the 
West. In the case of South Africa, Prime Minister Obote 
was a key player in a move by several Commonwealth 
countries to stem a renewed push by the apartheid 
government for closer ties with the conservative British 
government. His increasing support of the Arabs in the 
Middle East, including the cancellation of some military 
ties with Israel, further weakened his standing in certain 
quarters in the West. 

Obote may have underestimated the ability of his army 
commander, General Amin, to take advantage of the 
situation. Amin's magnetism disarmed many. His lack ~f 
formal education beyond grade school level fooled others 
into believing that they could influence him. 

Indeed, many of those who found Obote too bright or 
too harsh thought Amin a better alternative. There is a 
great deal of evidence to suggest that his coup against 
Obote was, if not planned by them, certainly carried out 
with the knowledge of Israeli and British military person
nel. Neither country deemed it in its interest to warn 
Obote. 

The Amin years, 1971- 1979, left a destructive legacy 
for Africans everywhere. The chaos and violence of his 
reign were of such magnitude that they devastated the 
fabric of modern Ugandan life. Amin made death-the 
sudden and mysterious kind-an everyday occurrence. 
He and his cohorts brutalized Ugandans of all ages and 
social classes, seeding an atmosphere offear and distrust 
that is only now slowly evaporating from Ugandan soci
ety. He left a legacy of shame and guilt-shame that an 
African could manifest such hate for his own people; guilt 
because so many defended him for too long, placing 
greater value on his puerile Pan-Africanist rhetoric than 
on his anti-human practices. 

It was not only the Ugandans who welcomed Amin's 
overthrow of Obote, nor the African nationalists who 
saw in him the new Osagyefo (Redeemer : title by which 
Kwame Nkrumah, first president of Ghana and champion 
of African liberation was widely known), who must share 
blame for his excesses, however. So also should the 
British, who trained him and kept him in the military 
even when his early behavior indicated extreme cruelty; 
the Israelis, who first adopted him and later encouraged 
his delusions of grandeur; the American business people, 
who traded with him and profited from his misrule; and 
the Libyans, who belatedly tried to prop him up in the 
face of Nyerere's wrath. 

Amin maintained his rule by relying on outsiders
mercenaries-who had no roots in Uganda, by playing off 
rivalries among his subordinates, by feeding the base 
desires of unaccomplished people, and paramountly, by 



controlling and using Uganda's wealth to extend and 
cement his power. The national institutions-the mili
tary, the church, the judiciary, the universities-which 
had been weakened under Obote, crumbled under the 
onslaught of the Amin juggernaut. 

Amin,s overthrow in 1979 by a combination of Tanza
nian soldiers and Ugandan freedom fighters, resulted 
from his inability to adjust his desires to conform to his 
means. Amin had frequently stated his intention to 
invade Tanzania. His troops, on several occasions, en
tered Tanzanian territory ostensibly in pursuit of rebels. 
Eventually, he made one too many moves into Tanzanian 
territory and justified Nyerere in ignoring the OAU 
proscription against the leader of one African country 
interfering in the internal affairs of another. 

Sadly, the physical defeat and removal of Amin did not 
eradicate his legacy. The post-Amin years ·have been 
characterized by turmoil among the elite. In rapid succes
sion, President Yusuf Lule was replaced by Godfrey 
Binaisa, who was replaced by Paulo Muwanga. The 
December, 1980 elections, which resulted in the second 
presidency of Milton Obote, were widely criticized as 
fraudulent. Mr. Muwanga, vice president under Obote, 
was accused of having engineered the latter's return. One 
result was the creation of the National Resistance Army 
under Yoweri Museveni, a former defense minister in the 
interim cabinet. 

Obote's second presidency, which ended in July, 1985, 
was characterized by violence and anarchy approximat
ing the Amin years. Obote could not overcome the ethnic 
contradictions that disabled his first presidency: he could 
not gain the confidence of the Bagandas, and his army 
quickly split along tribal lines. His ill-trained troops took 
out on the general population their frustrations at suc
cessful rebel attacks. Obote was reduced to a mediator 
dependent on the support of various warring allies. By 
the time he was overthrown (for the second time), it is 
e6timated ~hat over 200,000 people had been killed, 
mainly in the Lowero triangle area. 

The killings did not stop under General Tito Okello 
who, with General Basilio Okello, deposed Obote. In 
fact, they appeared to have intensified during the five 
months of his rule. 

The Museveni government seems to have imposed a 
halt to the killings for the first time since 1971, thereby, 
earning much internal and international goodwill. The 
government now faces the monumental task of trying to 
rebuild an economy that has been devastated by war, 
mismanagement, and drought. It must also deal with 
hundreds of thousands of displaced people, many of them 
young children-orphans proficient only in fighting. 
Acro.ss the border in the Sudan are the forces of the 
defeated who are presumably just waiting for the right 
opportunity to test the legitimacy of the present govern
ment. Whatever direction his government takes, Muse
veni has already challenged the hitherto prevailing image 
of Uganda as a wretchedly violent society. He has 
demonstrated that fifteen years of violence and fear can 
be reversed. O 

HEALTH CRISIS: 

AND NOW THE THREAT OF AIDS 

Amin's seizure of power in 1971 marked a turning point 
for health services in Uganda. Prior to his rule, the Ugan
dan health system and the health status of Ugandans were 
among the best on the African continent. The previous 
government had inherited an adequate health system from 
the British and by 197 I, had turned it into one of the most 
impressive in the developing world. Basic health service 
was provided essentially free of charge. The spread of 
diseases such as tuberculosis, smallpox, sleeping sick
ness, meningitis, and leprosy had been contained. Under 
Amin a disastrous reversal took place. In the wake of 
gross mismanagement of the economy and generalized 
political repression, the health service sector suffered 
drastically. Trained personnel fled the country, physical 
facilities deteriorated, and medical supplies and equip
ment became scarce. Government spending for health did 
not keep up with inflation or the growth in population. As 
a result, Uganda today experiences a high incidence of 
diseases that were under control fifteen years ago. The 
most serious declines have taken place in the ability to 
control the spread of communicable diseases. The war 
that led to the overthrow of Amin in 1979 and the seven 
years of widespread violence and destruction that fol
lowed, contributed to the present deplorable state of 
health service in Uganda. 

Ugandans now also face the threat of an Acquired Im
mune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) epidemic. The exis-, 

\I 

tence of AIDS (known locally as" Slim") in Uganda wa~ 
first publicized by doctors at the Mulago Hospital in kam- ~ 
pala. The disease attacked young adults and evidenced 
itself through persistent non-bloody diarrhea and fevers. 
The severe accompanying weight loss gave rise to its com
mon name. Another manifestation of the disease was the 
increased incidence among young adults of a type of Ka
posi's Sarcoma (a rare form of cancer) which did not 
respond to chemotherapy. 

Males and females are roughly equally affected. No 
ethnic, geographic,or socio-economic factor has been im
plicated in the transmission of the disease, though there is 
circumstantial evidence to indicate that heterosexual sex 
is the primary means. Given the relatively high number of 
reported cases of AIDS at Mulago (65 in the last quarter of 
1985) and the very poor state of the health system 
throughout most of Uganda, there is good reason to be 
concerned about the spread of this deadly disease. It 
should be noted that there have been several reports of a 
high incidence of AIDS in neighboring countries-Kenya, 
Zaire, and Malawi. 

There is clearly an urgent need for international assis
tance to these countries. It is also important that they not 
be used solely as laboratories by scientists from the devel
oped world seeking the cure for this disease. The people 
of these countries must have access to the latest informa
tion available about this disease and benefit from pro
grams developed to combat its spread. The containment 
and cure of AIDS, as with any disease, requires greater 
cooperation among all countries. O 



RELATIONS WITH THE UNITED STATES 

Prior to the Amin years, the U.S. maintained generally 
cordial,low key relations with Uganda. In the 1960s, the 
U.S. treated Uganda as it did much of Africa south of the 
Sahara-as an appendage of the European colonial pow
ers. Like other Western powers , the U.S. government 
grew increasingly concerned at what it perceived to be 
Obote 's turn to the left in the late sixties. Obote had also 
reduced Uganda ' s ties to Israel at the same time the U.S. 
increased its support for Israel. Hence , while the U.S . did 
not publicly welcome Obote 's overthrow, it recognized 
the Amin government a few months after it came to 
power. 

However, diplomatic relations with the Amin regime 
soured quickly. The U.S . was strongly critical of Amin's 
expulsion of Asians in 1972. His outbursts, especially at 
Israel and Jews which began at the same time as he grew 
closer to Libya and Saudi Arabia, generated strong con
demnations. U.S. Peace Corps volunteers were with
drawn in 1973. In that same year, bilateral economic assis
tance ceased, followed shortly by the withdrawal of all 
official U.S . employees and the closing of the embassy. 
Finally, in 1978, Congress legislated a trade embargo 
against Uganda. ' 

After Amin was deposed, the U.S. quickly resumed 
diplomatic relations. There was an unfortunate six-month 
delay in the lifting of the congressional trade embargo. 
The $30 million in humanitarian assistance (food, medical 
£,Upplies, disaster relief, etc.) provided by the U.S., in the 
first two years after Amin, was depressingly little in light 
of the estimated $2 billion urgently needed by Uganda. In 
late July 1984, U.S. officials began to publicly criticize the 
Ugandan army for human rights violations. In testimony 
before a Congressional Committee in August, State De
partment officials described the human rights situation in 
Uganda as one of the worst in the world. In response the 

· Ugandan.government suspended a modest military assis
tance program under which Ugandan army officers were 
sent to the U.S . for training. The U.S. later toned down its 
critici sms but continued its policy of trying to influence 
the behavior of the Ugandan government by publicizing 
instances of human rights abuse. 

The U.S. currently provides only about $10 million a 
year in assistance (mainly humanitarian) to Uganda. 
There appears to be no intention of raising this amount to 
a level that would make a significant contribution to the 
development program of the Museveni government, de
spite the fact that the U.S. has expressed its approval of 
the seriousness and discipline of his new administration . 

Because of current strategic considerations and cuts 
mandated by the Gramm-Hollings-Rudman bill, the U.S . 
(both the Congress and the Administration) is moving to 
cut foreign aid appropriations to most recipients (other 
than Israel, Egypt , and Pakistan). Countries such as 
Uganda are essentially ignored because their strategic val
ue is not readily apparent. Of course, all that is required is 
closer relations with the Soviet bloc to increase their geo
political significance. Is this what the U.S. is saying to 
Uganda? When will U.S. policy makers halt this unneces
sary and expensive pattern? 0 

THE ECONOMY 
Uganda is perhaps Africa's best endowed country, with 

fertile soil, regular rainfall, extensive inland waters , sub
stantial mineral deposits such as copper and cobalt , plen
tiful hydroelectric power, adequate transport facilities, 
and a relatively well-educated population . In the 1960's 
the Ugandan economy was one of the most productive in 
Africa. Between 1966 and 1970, the gross domestic prod
uct (GDP) rose from 6.0 to 7.2 billion shillings ($800 to 
$960 million) . The economy continued robust through the 
early 1970s. 

The Amin years were disastrous for the economy. The 
waves of violence and corruption he launched, coupled 
with a policy of deficit financing, his expulsion of 50,000 
Asians who played critical roles in the economy, and his 
profligate military spending reduced the Ugandan econo
my to a mere shadow of what it was before he took over. 
Inflation reached record levels. The GDP fell by an aver
age one percent per year during his rule. In 1979, the year 
he was deposed, it fell by about nine percent as a result of 
the war and ensuing widespread looting and destruction. 
While the economy was retrogressing, the population was 
growing. By 1980 the Ugandan economy had become one 
of the least productive in Africa. 

International assistance after the fall of Amin was, curi
ously, minimal and slow to arrive. While bureaucracies in 
the developed countries and international agencies slowly 
turned their wheels, anarchy moved rapidly throughout 
the country . 

Still, stringent and comprehensive efforts by the gov
ernment around the middle of 1981 halted the downward 
trend of the economy and led to a rise in the growth rate. 
Increased producer prices led to increases in export vol
umes between 1981 and 1983. The economy also benefit
ted from the cancellation of about $68.7 million in com
mercial arrears and public debt by some OECD countries. 
Uganda's creditors in the Paris Club also agreed to re
schedule its debt payments ($25 .8 million in 1981, and 
$62.9 million in 1982 .) Inflation was gradually reduced 
from about 100 percent in 1980 to about 30 percent in 
1983. And the balance of payment showed a surplus in 
1983-84. However, socio-political events began to catch 
up with the economy in 1984. The cautious reactions of 
foreign donors and lenders, even after Uganda fulfilled 
tough IMF conditions, together with the effects of 
drought and continuing violence, brought the economy to 
the depressed state it is in today . Inflation is on the in
crease once again. Coffee exports, Uganda's primary 
source of foreign exchange, have been hindered by an 
international coffee quota. 
The Museveni government has been forced to respond to 
consumer demands by subsidizing several basic products. 
It has also commissioned a study of the economic choices 
available to it. Among the pressing economic concerns 
that the government must soon address are: how to stimu
late its once buoyant agricultural sector; how to reduce 
the bustling black market and smuggling industries; and 
how to encourage discipline and sacrifice, especially 
among the urban population. The longer it takes to reach 
decisions on these matters , the greater the likelihood of 
some challenge to the government's legitimacy. Q 



KEY DATES IN UGANDA'S lliSTORY 

1856 Bugandan King Mutesa I accedes to throne. 
1862 British Captain John Speke "discovers" and names Lake 

Victoria. 
1875 Journalist Henry Morton Stanley's travels to Uganda were 

reported in London and New York. 
1888 British charter Imperial British East Africa Company. 
1894 Bugandan kingdom given British protectorate status. 
1896 Protectorate expanded to include main tribal kingdoms: 

Buganda, Ankole, Bunyoro, and Toro. 
1962 March: Independence Constitution. 

April: First General Elections. Milton Obote chosen Prime 
Minister. 
October 9: Uganda gains Independence from Britain. 

1963 September: Constitution amended: Bugandan king named 
President by election. 

1966 February 2: Obote suspends Constitution. Promotes !di 
Amin to Army Chief of Staff. 
April 15: Interim Constitution approved by Parliament, 
makes Obote President. 

1967 Uganda declared a Republic 
1970 Attempts on Obote's life 
1971 January 25: Idi Amin ousts Obote. 

February 3: Parliament abolished; rule by degree instituted. 
February 6: Britain recognizes Amin's government. 

1972 February: Amin visits Libya; condemns Israel; praises Hit
ler. 

1972 August 5: All Asians ordered to leave by November 8. 
1972 British Army training mission expelled. 

October 12: British envoy ordered out of Uganda. London 
recalls ambassador to Uganda. 

1973 October 29: Amin orders U.S. Marine guards at U.S. 
Embassy to leave Uganda within 48 hours. 
November 8: U. S. announces it will close its Kampala 
Embassy. 

1976 June: Amin declares himself President-for-life. 
Israeli Commandos raid Entebbe airport to free hostages 
seized by Palestinian guerrillas. 

1977 February: Amnesty International charges Amin has killed 
300,000. 
November 2: President Carter signs foreign aid bill that cuts 
off aid to U g<!nda. 

· 1978 October II: President Carter signs legislation imposing total 
mandatory trade embargo against Uganda to stop flow of 
coffee ahd choke Amin's economy. 
November: Amin's invasion of Tanzania spurs retaliation by 
Tanzania joined by force 0 of Ugandan exiles seeking to 
topple Amin. 

1979 April II: Amin flees Uganda. 
April 13: Yusufu Lule, former chancellor of Makerere 
University, sworn in as new leader of Uganda. 
June 20: Godfrey Binaisa chosen president by National 
Consultative Council, replacing Lule. 
October: American aid begins to trickle into Uganda. 

1980 March: Congressional committees consider a $20-million aid 
program for Uganda in 1980 and only $10-million for 1981-
1982. 
May 12: General David Ojok, No. 2 soldier in Binaisa 
government leads bloodless coup. Binaisa under house 
arrest. 
May 27: Obote returns from exile in Tanzania. Military 
Commission headed by Paulo Muwanga takes power. 
[)ecember: Constitutional Government with Milton Obote as 
president. 

198.5 July: Military Council under General Tito Okello removes 
Obote. 

1986 January 29: The National Resistance Army ousts Okello. 
Yoweri Museveni President. 

Area: 

Cities: 
Population: 

Government: 

Languages: 

Education: 

Health: 

Economy: 

BASIC FACTS 

94,354 sq. miles (about the size of the 
state of Oregon) 
Kampala (capital); Entebbe. 
16 million (1986). 
Urban: 13.4% 
Rural: 86.6% 
National Resistance Movement (NRM). 
Head of State: Yoweri Museveni. 
Ambassador to U.S.: (designate) Elizabeth 
Bagaaya 
English (official) 
Swahili and Luganda widely used. 
Illiteracy rate: Male 35% Females 60% 
(1980). 
Public Expenditure on Education: 0.6% of 
GNP(1980) 
Life Expectancy: Male 51 years; female 54 
years. 
Infant Mortality: 95.8 per 1000. 
Population per physician: 22,322(1980). 
GDP per capita: $49.00 (1983). 
Government Consumption expenditure as 
% of Total 
GDP: 14.0 (1982) 
Foreign debt: US $623.2 million (1983) 
Main Exports: Coffee, Tea, and Cotton. 
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