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Scores across all three BTI indices continue to fall for the region of South and East Africa, and have 

reached a new nadir. Low commodity prices, violent confl icts and a climate of repression are salient 

inhibitors of development. 

A lost decade 

South and East Africa

South and East Africa was long regarded as 

a region of hope, with southern Africa even 

appearing to many observers as a beacon 

for the rest of the African continent. The 

BTI 2018 off ers little cause for such opti-

mism. Indeed, the opposite is true: While 

economic transformation has shown little 

or no change in comparison to the BTI 

2016, a clear regression is recorded in the 

political domain. A look at the medium 

term shows just how weak the empirical 

grounds for hope in the region have been 

for quite some time. 

The average regional scores in the BTI 

2018 lie below those of the BTI 2006 for all 

three indices assessing political transfor-

mation, economic transformation and gov-

ernance. Political transformation and gov-

ernance scores have declined steadily for the 

last ten years, while economic transforma-

tion scores show a negative trend over the 

last six years. 

The reasons the recent past can gener-

ally be deemed a lost decade in terms of 

transformation in these 20 countries are as 

multifarious as the region itself – reaching 

from Eritrea to South Africa, and from An-

gola to Mauritius. In the most recent review 

period, three primary factors can be identi-

fi ed. First, rapidly falling incomes due to 

persistently low commodity prices on the 

world market represent a considerable eco-

nomic and social challenge – especially giv-

en the fact that the World Bank places 12 of 

the region’s 20 countries in its bottommost 

category of low-income countries, while 

eight are middle-income countries. Eco-

nomic conditions in Eritrea and Somalia re-

main catastrophic. Even in economically 

quite successful countries, such as Angola, 

Mozambique and Namibia, development 

momentum has perceptibly weakened. Over-

all, economic performance in South and 

East Africa has fallen more than it has in 

any other region of the world. 

Second, violent conf licts have torpe-

doed hopes for transformation. The civil 

war in South Sudan, ongoing since 2013, 

has brought the young country’s economy 

to the point of collapse and robbed the starv-

ing population of political prospects. Like-

wise, Somalia’s population is waiting in 

vain for a breakthrough after two decades 

of government failure and persistent vio-

lent confl icts. In Zimbabwe, a new wave of 

street protests broke out in 2016, but was 

forcibly suppressed. 
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Third in this series is a political climate 

of exclusion and repression, with the govern-

ments of individual countries bearing pri-

mary responsibility for these conditions. 

Governments in nearly half of the region’s 

countries further restricted the scope accord-

ed for political participation and the rule of 

law during the review period. In many coun-

tries, heads of state are seeking to hold on to 

power, and in those countries in which elec-

tions were held during the review period, 

networks controlled by government parties 

generally gave incumbents even more of a 

“helping hand” than previously. In two cases, 

the restrictions applied to the electoral pro-

cess (Uganda) or the elimination of political 

liberties due to tense security conditions 

(Mozambique) went so far as to have precipi-

tated a shift from democratic to authoritarian 

structures during the review period. To be 

sure, Mozambique and Uganda have not be-

come autocracies overnight, and redemocra-

tization appears possible. Yet these examples 

do fi t into a sobering overall picture of a re-

gion in which, for the fi rst time since the be-

ginning of the BTI surveys, democracies are 

no longer in the majority. 

A comparison with West and Central Af-

rica gives further indication of the depth of 

this crisis. The quality of democracy, a mar-

ket economy and governance in the tradi-

tionally somewhat better-developed states of 

South and East Africa, on the one hand, and 

in the countries of West and Central Africa, 

on the other, had already converged in previ-

ous years. Now, the relative assessment of 

the two regions has fl ipped in key areas for 

the fi rst time in 12 years. The BTI now fi nds 

the state of political transformation in West 

and Central Africa to be better than that in 

South and East Africa. With regard to gov-

ernance, West and Central Africa has al-

ready been rated ahead of South and East 

Africa since the BTI 2014, but the distance 

between the two regions again grew signifi -

cantly in the current review period. With 

regard to economic transformation, no trend 

is evident so far, and all subregions south of 

the Sahara have declined in quality. How-

ever, South and East Africa’s lead relative to 

the countries of West and Central Africa 

has shrunk. 
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Political transformation

Score 10 to 8 Score ≥ 4Score < 8 to 6 Score < 4Score < 6

6 3 7
Hard-line 

autocracies
Democracies in 
consolidation

Moderate 
autocracies

Defective 
democracies

Highly defective 
democracies

2 2

 8.50   |  Mauritius

 8.20   |  Botswana

 7.60   |  South Africa

 7.50   |  Namibia

 6.45   |  Malawi

 6.25   |  Kenya

 6.10   |  Tanzania

 6.00   |  Zambia

 5.60   |  Lesotho

 5.35   |  Madagascar 

 

 5.43   |  Uganda

 4.48   |  Mozambique

 4.20   |  Angola

 3.88   |  Rwanda

 3.83   |  Zimbabwe

 3.80   |  Burundi

 3.02   |  Ethiopia

 2.62   |  South Sudan 

 2.12   |  Eritrea

 1.43   |  Somalia 

 failing states

as a counterbalance to the seven declines re-

corded in the current review period. 

However, the degradation of democracy 

has long been attributable not only to unequal 

competitive conditions at the ballot box, but 

also to the curtailment of other essential polit-

ical-participation rights and the rule of law. 

This aspect can be grasped more precisely only 

over a longer time period. Since the BTI 2008, 

political leaders in more than three-quarters of 

the region’s countries have restricted the free-

doms of association and assembly, while cur-

tailing the freedom of expression and press 

freedom to the same degree. In two-thirds of 

the countries, the judiciary has become laxer in 

its prosecution of offi  ce abuse, and in nearly 

half, civil rights are protected less strongly than 

was the case a decade ago. In this regard, the 

greatest backward steps have been taken by the 

three East African countries of Madagascar, 

Mozambique and Burundi. 

The positive exceptions, Mauritius and 

Botswana, are thus all the more striking. 

Between February 2015 and January 2017, 

heads of government were elected in six of the 

20 countries of South and East Africa. With the 

exception of Lesotho, governing parties 

emerged everywhere as clear victors. Four of 

these six elections – the 2015 presidential elec-

tion in Burundi, along with the parliamentary 

and presidential elections in Tanzania in 2015 

and Uganda and Zambia in 2016 – were less 

free and fair than their predecessors. In addi-

tion, the BTI experts judged the work of elec-

toral commissions in Madagascar and Mozam-

bique, even long before the next planned na-

tional elections in 2019, to be more partisan and 

less transparent than during the previous elec-

tion cycle. The decision of the South Sudanese 

government to postpone the elections sched-

uled in the transitional constitution for July 

2015 fi t smoothly into a longer-persisting trend: 

Electoral processes in South and East Africa are 

clearly being carried out in a signifi cantly less 

democratic way than was the case a decade ago. 

Moreover, not a single improvement is evident 

These two relatively small countries are the 

only African democracies that are undergoing 

consolidation, and that have preserved their 

political stability for decades. The 1.3 million 

residents of the island state of Mauritius cele-

brated 50 years of independence from the Unit-

ed Kingdom in March 2018, looking back at a 

lively tradition of democracy of equal duration. 

The landlocked country of Botswana, with its 

nearly 2.3 million residents, boasts Africa’s old-

est multiparty democracy, and still sets a stan-

dard with regard to democracy quality for the 

entire continent. 

The regional powerhouse, South Africa, 

has lost this kind of role-model function. The 

country’s political climate has polarized in the 

past decade, and trust between the governing 

African National Congress and the opposition 

is rapidly diminishing, especially since the 

government has narrowed the scope for politi-

cal participation. Namibia’s image is also new-

ly tarnished. Here, social protests and ethnic 

tensions have intensifi ed, leading to interven-

Over the last decade, South and East Africa has slipped steadily away from the transformation goal 

of a democracy based on the rule of law. Elections, in particular, are less free and fair. Contrary to 

this negative trend, democracy in Mauritius and Botswana in prospering.

Skewed competition at the ballot box
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tions by the president and even the dismissal 

of a deputy minister due to diff erences in land 

resettlement policy. However, these shortcom-

ings do not yet seem a fundamental threat to 

Namibia’s democracy. 

Mozambique represents an altogether dif-

ferent state of aff airs. This country on the 

shores of the Indian Ocean showed an above-

average political transformation status in the 

BTI 2006, but confl icts between the two large 

political parties, FRELIMO and RENAMO, 

have escalated to the point that the BTI 2018 

now categorizes Mozambique as an autocracy 

for the fi rst time. Since the disputed elections 

in 2014, violence from both sides has steadily 

increased, while the government has set out on 

a massively authoritarian course. In 2016 

alone, about 40 members of RENAMO were 

shot and killed by government forces. More-

over, the democratic rules of the game have 

been increasingly abused, leaving the popula-

tion in turmoil. 

The situation in Uganda must also be as-

sessed critically. The parliamentary and presi-

dential elections in February 2016 were unfair, 

with structural advantages giving the opposi-

tion no chance of success against President 

Yoweri Museveni and his National Resistance 

Movement party. State and party are closely 

linked, and the electoral commission lopsid-

edly took the president’s side. The fact that the 

day of election was largely peaceful rendered 

the tactics of intimidation in the run-up all the 

more obvious. For example, Kizza Besigye, the 

three-time presidential candidate for the Fo-

rum for Democratic Change, was repeatedly 

detained and placed under house arrest. 

International observers, such as the Euro-

pean Union, deemed the elections unaccept-

able, and donor countries are also viewing the 

longtime “donor darling” more and more criti-

cally given the democratic shortcomings, hu-

man rights violations and widespread corrup-

tion. Nevertheless, Uganda and its president, 

in particular, are still regarded as an anchor of 

stability in the unstable African Great Lakes re-

gion and as a key partner in addressing the hu-

manitarian challenges in neighboring South 

Sudan, which – like Somalia – must be viewed 

as a failing state. Nearly a million South Suda-

nese refugees live in Uganda, where they are 

being treated relatively well. The country, 

which itself endured several instances of vio-

lent internal strife in past decades, has been 

home to more refugees than any other African 

state since 2016. Given Mozambique’s and 

Uganda’s drop into a lower category, the num-

ber of democratic countries in South and East 

African has now fallen from 12 to ten. In equal 

counterpoint stand ten autocratic states – an 

infelicitous high point for the region in the his-

tory of the BTI. 
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Score changes in key aspects of democracy, BTI 2006–BTI 2018     

*) Lesotho was fi rst reviewed in the BTI 2010, South Sudan in the BTI 2014
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Economic transformation

Score 10 to 8 Score < 5 to 3Score < 8 to 7 Score < 3Score < 7 to 5

Islands in a sea of disappointment
Many of the region’s 20 countries have also run into turbulence on their path to a market economy. One 

handicap for the region’s southern area is the continued weakness of South Africa, which is also the most 

inequitable national economy in the entire BTI. Mauritius is a bright spot. As the continent’s leading country, 

the island nation has successfully managed the leap into the top group of developed market economies. 

Across the index as a whole, only Mauritius 

shows signifi cant progress – and this at a 

high level – while six countries have declined 

by at least 0.25 points. Namibia has suff ered 

the clearest losses, though it nevertheless 

remains categorized as a market economy 

with functional fl aws. By contrast, Tanza-

nia, Zambia and Lesotho have fallen out of 

this group, although the pattern of fl aws 

varies substantially between the three. In 

Tanzania, welfare-state declines deriving 

from an austerity program produced a slight 

deterioration in the overall result. In Zam-

bia, the steady decline in the price of copper, 

the country’s most important commodity, 

has led in past years to economic problems, 

including a high rate of unemployment. 

Substantial market volatility followed the 

peak of the currency crisis in 2015, further 

damaging the investment climate. Howev-

er, the government has taken some steps to 

Though the backward steps in South and 

East Africa are less signifi cant with regard 

to economic transformation than in the 

political realm, we can also see two things 

here: unmistakable qualitative declines 

and a tangle of essentially short-term infl u-

ences and long-term impediments to devel-

opment. Macroeconomic indicators, such 

as low GDP growth and high unemploy-

ment rates, signal that conditions have 

grown worse in many locations during the 

current review period than they were two 

years ago. The BTI reveals nine econo-

mies in the region with performances below 

those of 2016. In addition, the degree to 

which rules of market-based competition 

are observed has diminished in eight coun-

tries. In fact, not a single country has made 

progress in this area. 

Little in this record holds out hope for 

swift and comprehensive improvement. 

counteract these eff ects by seeking to re-

duce costs for businesses. Finally, Lesotho 

was characterized by low levels of economic 

growth without an increase in employment, 

declining reserves and one of the largest 

public procurement scandals since the turn 

of the millennium. 

An additional drag on the future, at least 

for southern Africa, is the persistent weak-

ness of South Africa, the continent’s only 

G-20 member. Once again, the country has 

failed to realize its structurally comparative-

ly good potential. The growth rate of 5.4% en-

visioned in the national development plan – a 

value researchers have unanimously deemed 

reasonable – has proved to be entirely unre-

alizable. Indeed, South Africa’s economy 

grew by just 0.3% in 2016. The unemploy-

ment rate remains at about 25%, and is even 

considerably higher among youth. As mea-

sured by the Gini index, South Africa cur-

1 9 4
Rudimentary 

market economies
Developed market 

economy
Poorly functioning 
market economies

Functioning market 
economy

Market economies with 
functional fl aws

1 5

 

 7.57   |  Botswana

 

 6.32   |  South Africa

 5.89   |  Uganda

 5.71   |  Rwanda

 5.50   |  Namibia

 5.36   |  Kenya

 

 

 

 

 4.93   |  Tanzania 

 4.89   |  Zambia

 4.79   |  Lesotho

 4.68   |  Madagascar

 4.54   |  Malawi

 4.14   |  Burundi

 4.14   |  Mozambique

 3.68   |  Angola

 3.64   |  Ethiopia

 

 2.82   |  Zimbabwe

 1.93   |  South Sudan

 1.57   |  Eritrea

 1.25   |  Somalia

 8.00   |  Mauritius
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rently has the highest level of social inequal-

ity of any of the 129 countries surveyed by 

the BTI. Although this inequity, like the low 

education level, must in part be regarded as 

a continuing legacy of apartheid, this is not 

true of the corruption that has proved in-

creasingly rampant during President Jacob 

Zuma’s second term in offi  ce. Dissatisfac-

tion within the population is growing, 

particularly because Zuma’s cabinet has 

thus far remained short on new ideas. This 

economic-policy apathy is acting as a drag 

on other countries, too. Botswana, Lesotho, 

Namibia and Swaziland, in particular – which, 

along with South Africa, make up the South-

ern African Customs Union – are suff ering 

from the weaknesses of the BRICS state. 

The fact that the majority of the coun-

tries of South and East Africa show a mid-

dling to below-average level of economic 

transformation should not serve to obscure 

the enormous range of regional diff erence. 

In the east, Mauritius and Somalia mark the 

extremes. In Mauritius, policymakers have 

succeeded in reducing average infl ation to a 

healthy level of between 1% and 3%, while 

also further reducing hurdles to the crea-

tion of new businesses, improving the coun-

try’s business climate and drawing closer to 

the ideal of an inclusive market economy. As 

the top-performing African country overall, 

Mauritius has reached the status of a devel-

oped market economy. By contrast, Somalia 

takes the very bottom spot in the overall BTI 

rankings. A similar picture can be seen in 

southern Africa. Here, Botswana, a market 

economy at a level similar to that of Bulgaria 

or Hungary, is a direct neighbor of Zimba-

bwe, which is on a path toward economic 

self-destruction. 

Finally, a look at Rwanda, a special case 

with regard to transformation, is also of use. 

Although the authoritarian-led country did 

not fully achieve its economic goals during 

the review period, its record of economic 

transformation is impressive in retrospect. 

Under the leadership of President Paul Ka-

game (since 2000), this country marked 

by civil war (1990–1994) and genocide has 

successfully modernized. No other sub-Sa-

haran country has seen as much improve-

ment in the last decade. With regard to 

economic transformation status, Rwanda 

continues to receive the fi fth-highest score 

within sub-Saharan Africa. That said, this 

developmental dictatorship represents a no-

table exception to the often-noted correlation 

between economic development and democ-

ratization. The moderate autocracy of Ugan-

da also numbers among the continent’s 

most-developed countries. 

For nearly 30 years, Namibia was seen as a haven 

of stability. This is no longer the case in terms of 

economic development. Yet it was Hage Gein-

gob’s reference to a “Namibian House” with 

room for everyone in the country that helped him 

win 86% of the vote in the 2015 presidential 

election. In line with this rhetoric, a new anti-

poverty ministry was established to improve eco-

nomic opportunities for the two-thirds of the 

population that, according to the UNDP, either 

live in or are at risk of living in multidimensional 

poverty. However, as this year’s BTI report states, 

while he “promised a lot, his presidency has de-

livered little to date.” 

In fact, the country has been hit hard by the end 

of its resource boom after having outspent its in-

come for years, investing massive sums in the 

public sector and state enterprises. In October 

2016, Finance Minister Calle Schlettwein publicly 

stated that the national economy had never faced 

such a precarious situation. Budget cuts, in-

cluding a 40% cut in higher education spending, 

were announced at the beginning of 2017. But 

an austerity course is not enough to lead Namibia 

out of its current troubles. BTI experts emphasize 

here the need to move quickly in introducing se-

rious land reform, something which Namibia’s 

younger generation has vigorously pushed for. 

Without such a reform, growing ethnic ten-

sions – which the country avoided after the end 

of apartheid – could rapidly gain momentum. 

Namibia: Big promises, small delivery

Economic transformation BTI 2006 – BTI 2018

Population: 2.5 mn

Life expectancy: 64.9 years

GDP p.c. PPP: $10,585

Rank

68

The full country report is available at 

www.bti-project.org/nam
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The only country in Africa with very good 

governance is Botswana, which has been 

democratic for more than half a century. 

This exceptional performance can only be 

fully appreciated through a global compari-

son, in which this landlocked, middle-in-

come country is ranked between the EU 

member countries of Lithuania and the 

Czech Republic. Botswana receives particu-

larly high scores in the areas of policy coor-

dination, consensus on the transformation 

goals of democracy and the market econo-

my, the limitation of the infl uence of anti-

democratic actors, and international coop-

eration. The consistently positive result in 

the BTI is also echoed in other governance 

indices. For example, Botswana took Afri-

ca’s highest place in Transparency Inter-

national’s 2016 Corruption Perceptions In-

dex, where it has already ranked higher 

than Italy and Spain for years. 

However, beyond this paragon of trans-

formation management, there is little in the 

way of good news here. In only three of the 

region’s countries – Mauritius, South Africa 

and Malawi – does the BTI categorize gov-

ernance quality as good. And despite all the 

positive aspects, it is symptomatic of the en-

tire region that even these well-governed 

countries show signifi cant shortcomings 

with regard to policy coordination, anti-cor-

ruption policy and the effi  cient use of re-

sources. Indeed, no region is as weak as 

South and East Africa in these three indica-

tors of resource effi  ciency. 

South Africa’s lack of resource effi  ciency 

has even worsened signifi cantly in the last 

12 years. Between the BTI 2006 and the BTI 

2018, the region’s leading power has deteri-

orated in all three indicators. High levels of 

corruption are depriving the state of ever 

more resources badly needed for the coun-

try’s development. For its part, Malawi is 

already teetering on the threshold of moder-

ate governance quality. Here, too, the BTI 

has for years identifi ed the inadequate fi ght 

against corruption as a weak point. During 

the review period, the so-called Cashgate 

scandal was paradigmatic of the transgres-

sion of high offi  cials who have plundered 

state resources on a massive scale. Support 

for anti-corruption forces has come from 

donor countries, which – not for the fi rst 

time – have linked the disbursement of 

credit to conditions, such as the prosecution 

or arrest of corrupt offi  cials. But even if civil 

society is active, it remains relatively weak, 

and a genuinely democratic political culture 

has yet to emerge. 

In many countries, the fundamental 

governance problem is inextricably linked 

to the fi gures in power. Far too many rulers 

refuse to accept the constitutional institu-

In the area of transformation management, progress is evident in only a few countries. In the last 

two years, the majority of states in South and East Africa have stagnated or deteriorated in the Gover-

nance Index. The region’s average governance score has fallen to 4.40, the worst value in the seventh 

successive BTI survey. 

Kleptocracy corrodes countries from within

Governance

Score 10 to 7 Score < 4.3 to 3Score < 7 to 5.6 Score < 3Score < 5.6 to 4.3 

 6.64   |  Mauritius

 5.96   |  South Africa

 5.61   |  Malawi

 5.49   |  Namibia

 5.31   |  Uganda 

 5.20   |  Rwanda 

 5.12   |  Madagascar 

 5.07   |  Tanzania

 5.06   |  Zambia

 4.92   |  Kenya 

 

 4.25   |  Mozambique

 3.65   |  Ethiopia

 3.60   |  Angola

 3.59   |  Lesotho

 3.29   |  Burundi

3 5 41 7

FailedVery good WeakGood Moderate

 2.37   |  Zimbabwe

 2.30   |  South Sudan

 2.25   |  Somalia

 1.13   |  Eritrea

 7.09   |  Botswana
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tions. Their policies are violent rather than 

civil – particularly in areas where the strug-

gle for power has an all-or-nothing charac-

ter for the elites. Those holding power co-

operate with international donors and 

neighboring countries in order to obtain 

resources, but do so without setting real 

reforms into action. Moreover, opposition 

leaders are often no better. 

The most striking illustrations of this 

constellation of problems are naturally to 

be found in the bottom area of the rank-

ings. For example, Lesotho has suff ered 

further from unstable conditions since 

the August 2014 coup attempt. The elec-

tion in 2017 was its third in fi ve years. The 

military remains the most important anti-

democratic veto actor, and democratic in-

stitutions remain weak. The rivalry between 

political camps weakens implementation ca-

pacities and policy learning, which in turn 

has particularly negative impacts on the 

agriculture and tourism sectors. 

Burundi’s governance must be regarded 

as having nearly reached the point of failure. 

The country is on the verge of a massive civil 

war. The crisis began when President Pierre 

Nkurunziza, with the help of his CNDD-

FDD party, laid claim to a third and there-

fore unconstitutional term. In 2015, there 

was a failed coup, and although the parlia-

ment rejected a constitutional amendment 

that would have allowed Nkurunziza to 

run for a third term, the president still 

managed to cling to power, as the Constitu-

tional Court – under enormous pressure 

– declared his candidacy legal. The conse-

quences included attacks and brutal police 

violence against dissidents, opposition 

members and civil society, resulting in 

around 100 deaths. Nearly all opposition 

members went into exile. Overall, up to 

250,000 people have f led Burundi. How-

ever, neither sanctions by donor countries – 

including China – nor a mediation attempt 

by the African Union (AU) have yet borne 

fruit. Thus, it appears that President Nku-

runziza intends to wait the situation out. 

Still, as Zimbabwe shows, things can be 

even worse. Here, the governing ZANU-PF 

party has managed to stay in power through 

a mixture of carrots and sticks – in this case, 

benefi ts for its own political clients paired 

with violence against the opposition. The 

government is looting state coff ers on a 

grand scale; in 2016, the wage bill con-

sumed 97% of the budget. In Somalia, only 

rudimentary market-economic structures 

are in place, and the situation remains deli-

cate. Particularly damaging is the contin-

ued activity of the al-Shabab terrorist group. 

In South Sudan, as in Somalia, civil war 

reigns. And the engagement of European 

countries and the United States leaves much 

to be desired. 

Overall, it is worrisome that the violent 

confl icts in sub-Saharan Africa are not cur-

rently at the top of the international agenda, 

even given other trouble spots. However, 

neither this nor the allusion to massive 

structural obstacles to development should 

in any way excuse the failures – at times 

deliberate – of many regimes. Therefore, 

governance in the BTI’s South and East 

African states is for the third consecutive 

time rated worse as an overall average than 

that in West and Central Africa.

Widespread effi ciency defi cits

Effi cient use of assets Policy coordination
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Anti-corruption policy

Share of countries scoring above and below the medium performance in three indicators of the resource effi ciency criterion, BTI 2018
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Trending toward instability 

Full reports for each country in the region available at  
www.bti-project.org/countryreports/sea 

This summary is based on the South and East Africa 
regional report by Siegmar Schmidt, available at 
www.bti-project.org/sea

Outlook

Why are democracy, the market economy 

and governance in retreat in South and 

East Africa? Why have so many countries 

here suff ered such signifi cant setbacks in 

only a few years? And how can it be that 

even a country like Namibia, which for 

many observers in the West was a kind of 

model of a functioning democracy and 

market economy, has lost so much ground? 

Part of the answer is to be found in the 

holes that sharp declines in commodities 

prices on the global market have ripped in 

the budgets of commodity exporters. This 

collapse in prices has exacerbated political 

and social tensions. In the future, too, de-

veloping countries with weak industrial 

structures will remain strongly tied to 

world economic trends. 

Population growth represents an addi-

tional catalyst of instability. In Uganda and 

Mozambique, the two countries that be-

came autocracies during the review period, 

the population is growing by an annual rate 

of about 3%. The average age of Uganda’s 

population is around 15, and more than half 

of the population is younger than 18. In 

both countries, this factor is producing 

pressure on the governments that is over-

whelming – and that will become critical 

if employment opportunities and the pro-

vision of adequate education institutions 

and social services are unable to keep pace 

with population growth. In Mozambique, 

nearly 15 million of the country’s 28 mil-

lion residents are living in extreme pov-

erty, and the country has already suff ered 

from repeated famines. 

A third reason for the poor performance 

of the South and East African countries is 

the tendency of autocrats to hold on to their 

power. Anti-democratic veto actors, such as 

military bodies, are an additional problem 

in Angola, Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Leso-

tho, Madagascar, South Sudan, Uganda and 

Zimbabwe. Aside from Lesotho and Mad-

agascar, the countries are more or less fa-

cade democracies, with democratic insti-

tutions possessing no real power. In this 

regard, countries with weak civil societies 

particularly have problems in the area of 

consensus-building. Even in the better-gov-

erned counties, this is currently shown in 

the behavior of the elites, which display a 

dubious understanding of human rights. 

The current showdown with the West 

must also be understood against this back-

drop. In autumn 2016, Burundi, Gambia 

and South Africa submitted written re-

quests to the United Nations to withdraw 

from the International Criminal Court 

(ICC). At the 28th African Union Summit, 

in January 2017, Kenyan President Uhuru 

Kenyatta also convinced other heads of state 

and government to withdraw. These events 

have given rise to the threat of a massive 

confl ict between the European Union and 

African countries. Many African politicians 

criticize the fact that the ICC has exclusively 

prosecuted Africans so far, while major 

powers – such as China, Russia and the 

United States – have either not signed the 

statute or have withdrawn their signatures. 

There is even a plausible fear that the Afri-

can countries will leave the ICC en masse. 

For its part, the European Union is the pri-

mary funder of the ICC, and sees its diplo-

matic prestige in danger. It remains un-

clear whether Europe’s Africa policy may 

entail the imposition of sanctions against 

African countries or “only” a reduction in 

the amount of credit and aid provided. Chi-

na may also step in as a provider of credit, 

although this is likewise only a theoretical 

scenario. The fact that rapprochement on 

the ICC issue is still possible is shown by 

Gambia’s newly elected government, which 

has submitted a request to the United Na-

tions to rejoin the ICC. 

The case of the ICC is only one example 

of how the European Union is completely 

bereft of a policy agenda for Africa at pre-

sent. As European Commission President 

Jean-Claude Juncker aptly noted in 2016, 

the EU fi nds itself in a “polycrisis.” Time, 

energy and ideas for the poorest continent 

appear to be lacking. In this regard, what is 

necessary now more than ever is a policy 

that positions itself against the consistently 

stronger Africa policy of China, which has 

used exports and credits in recent years to 

move ahead at full speed. 
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“The separation of powers has been effectively undermined”
Norbert Mao on the state of political transformation in Uganda, the prospects for the opposition, and the challenge of refugees

The BTI categorizes Uganda for the fi rst time as an autocracy. As 

a politician representing the opposition, how did you experience 

the elections of 2016?

The 2016 elections were characterized by unprecedented interference 

with the candidates’ freedom of movement and assembly. The government-

run Uganda Broadcasting Corporation devoted over 80% of its airtime to 

Yoweri Museveni. Private television stations were under persistent pressure 

not to cover opposition candidates, in particular the two top Museveni 

opponents, Kizza Besigye and Amama Mbabazi. Museveni was extremely 

hostile to the two, who were once part of his movement as a leader of a 

guerrilla army. He took their challenge as a personal affront. 

As chair of the National Campaign Taskforce of Mbabazi and the Manifes-

to Committee, I witnessed several infringements against the right to campaign 

freely. When Mbabazi launched his campaign, his rallies were continually 

blocked. On nomination day, Mbabazi’s procession to the rally grounds was 

violently disrupted by police, which delayed his arrival at the rally venue. 

Oppositional election monitoring was purposefully incapacitated. Mba-

bazi’s results-collection system for election day was designed to rely on spe-

cially programmed cell phones. But, on election day, the service provider was 

forced to block the SIM cards, thus rendering the system useless. 

 

Over the last ten years, the BTI has observed a continuous erosion of 

the rule of law. The 2018 BTI report questions the political will to eff ec-

tively prosecute offi  ce abuse. Do you share such a critical assessment?  

The principle of the separation of powers has been effectively under-

mined by Museveni. With a commanding majority of about 80% of the par-

liament supporting him, Museveni frequently chairs a meeting of his party 

representatives in order to get, by coercion and fi nancial inducements, the 

delegates to use their overwhelming majority to pass legislation favorable to 

him or to approve controversial appointments to public offi ces. The parlia-

ment has thus been turned into a rubber stamp for endorsing Museveni’s will. 

With regard to the courts, Museveni has blatantly stated that he will ap-

point his cadres to the judiciary in order to have a compliant court willing 

to carry out his will. In politically contentious court cases, many judges have 

made controversial decisions intended to favor the incumbent regime.

In terms of fi ghting corruption, Museveni has lacked the power of per-

sonal example. In addition, he has lacked the political will to reprimand, pun-

ish or even remove high-ranking offi cials guilty of corruption. Lower-ranking 

offi cials are the ones who frequently get prosecuted for corruption. 

Democracy relies on the presence of a strong opposition in politics. 

What makes dialogue among the opposition groups so diffi  cult? 

The fragmentation within and between opposition parties has made 

it easier for Museveni and his party to win successive elections. If the op-

position parties would agree to fi eld one candidate in each constituency 

and campaign as a bloc for that candidate in parliamentary elections, their 

victory would be assured and the balance of power would shift dramatically. 

However, there are many obstacles to opposition unity. The fi rst in-

volves the egos of individual leaders. Those who have long led the opposi-

tion have a sense of entitlement, and are therefore unwilling to rally around 

any other candidate. The second involves the history of mutual suspicion. 

The third involves a lack of consensus on issues that would crystallize unity. 

The fourth is an unwillingness to compromise for a greater goal. The fi fth 

is the lack of a grassroots negotiation process that reaches the top. The 

sixth is the lack of a confl ict-resolution mechanism. The seventh is poor 

communication among parties.

 

A new law obliges NGOs to “not engage in any act which is prejudi-

cial to the interests of Uganda.” Is the civic space shrinking?

The government of Uganda wants to restrict NGOs to community- 

development initiatives. It loves NGOs that provide health services, pro-

mote agriculture, provide safe water and other social services, but detests 

any NGO that is involved in policy advocacy and champions human rights 

causes. Thus, any organization calling for political reforms is stigmatized as 

partisan. I am concerned that the stance the Uganda government has tak-

en to oust NGOs from political and policy debates is a retrogressive step.  

On a more positive note, Uganda stands out as the African country 

hosting the highest number of refugees. Is Uganda receiving suffi  cient 

support from the international community?

By hosting refugees from countries where it is actively involved as a 

belligerent, Uganda is a kind of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde – it’s part of the 

problem and also a solution. 

Uganda, however, does not have the capacity to handle the millions of 

refugees fl ocking over its borders and depends on the international com-

munity for support to take care of refugees. This support is inadequate in 

the present situation. That is why recently Uganda hosted a refugee summit 

during which many developed countries pledged money as an endorse-

ment of Uganda’s progressive refugee policies. 

Interview


