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Joint Statement: Partial Restoration of Internet Access in Uganda - A Step Forward,
But Violations Persist

Kampala, Uganda - January 19, 2026

Unwanted Witness (UW) and Women of Uganda Network (WOUGNET) welcome the
partial restoration of internet access in Uganda on January 18, 2026, following the
nationwide shutdown imposed on January 13, 2026, ahead of the general elections. This
restoration is a critical relief for millions of Ugandans who rely on digital connectivity
for communication, livelihoods, education, and access to essential services. However,
we emphasize that this action in no way endorses or excuses the unjustified disruption
that silenced voices, disrupted electoral processes, and inflicted widespread harm
during a pivotal democratic moment.

The Internet shutdown, directed by the Uganda Communications Commission (UCC)
to all licensed Mobile Network Operators (MNOs) and Internet Service Providers (ISPs),
violated fundamental rights to freedom of expression, access to information, and
participation in public affairs, as enshrined in Uganda's Constitution and international
human rights standards. It disproportionately affected journalists, election observers,
civil society, women, youth, and marginalized communities, undermining electoral
integrity and exacerbating economic losses. Our pre-election initiatives, including the
"Keep the Internet On for Elections" campaign, the Shared Alert Protocol for Digital
Rights Incidents, and ongoing technical monitoring, documented these risks and
impacts in real time.

Despite our advocacy efforts, such as the Pre-Election Digital Rights Roundtable and
public mobilization under #KeepThelnternetOnUG, including the African Commission
on Human and Peoples” Rights (ACHPR) press statement on the escalating restrictions
on freedom of expression, media freedom, and internet access in Uganda on January 06,
2026 ahead of the 2026 general elections, in addition to #KeepltOn open letter dated
January 12, 2026 for the government of Uganda to ensure unrestricted internet access
throughout the upcoming elections, the shutdown proceeded, echoing patterns from
past elections.
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Partial restoration does not cure the violation. Social media platforms and messaging
applications remain non-operational, continuing to restrict free expression and
information flow in the post-election period. “Restoration does not erase the violations
documented before, during, and after the elections.” We have meticulously tracked and
logged these incidents through our Government Regulatory Monitoring Tracker and
Technical Disruption Log, gathering evidence of disruptions that will form the basis of
our forthcoming Post-Election Internet Shutdown Impact Report.

We call for immediate full restoration of all services, including social media, without
further delay. Moreover, accountability and reform are imperative to prevent future
abuses. This includes:
o Independent investigations into the shutdown's legality and impacts, with
transparency on decision-making processes.

o Reforms to regulatory frameworks to prohibit blanket shutdowns and ensure
compliance with human rights standards.

o Engagement with telecom operators, regulators, and government to build
safeguards for digital rights in electoral contexts.

e Support for affected communities through compensation mechanisms and
enhanced digital resilience programs.

As we move forward, Unwanted Witness and WOUGNET remain committed to
safeguarding digital rights in Uganda. We urge national, regional, and international
stakeholders to join us in demanding accountability and pushing for a truly open and
inclusive digital space. Together, we can ensure that internet access is recognized as
essential infrastructure for democracy, not a tool for control.

For more information, contact:
Unwanted Witness: info@unwantedwitness.org
Women of Uganda Network: info@wougnet.org

End of Statement
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