THE ROLE OF CIVIL AND POLITICAL SOCIETY IN THE PROMOTION OF “THE UGANDA WE WANT”.

1.  INTRODUCTION

As I prepared how and what to write about this article, I remembered two “jokes” I shared with two old friends of mine.  One told by Mr. Chango Machyo was of an old saying from his community that it is the one who shares a bed with  bedbugs who can tell the pain of the bites.  Another told by Mwalimu Musheshe was that instead of singing songs about GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT, we should sing those on GROSS DOMESTIC HAPINESS.

In both cases, and separately, we were discussing the life conditions of rural people, compared to what goes on in urban and city centres of most African countries.  When I shared these with colleagues in the office, it was argued and agreed  that  these were not jokes but strong political statements which needed to remain on the agenda of all good people who were committed to engage in strategies that departed from “the usual”, adapting and adopting here and there, to those that called for complete overhaul or as PROFESSOR Tandon would term it – TRANSFORMATION.  As I continued to cogitate  over these issues, I chanced on an exciting book recently published by Dr. HO CHANG, arguing that the western world, after  climbing to the “top”, kicked away the ladder they used so that we from the poor countries don’t use the same ladder.  That they climbed through well coordinated strategies that protected their infant industries, subsidised exports, made sure the colonies never engaged in competitive manufacturing, and through practices which were everything but democratic.

It is when they “arrived” that they started to preach especially to us, the virtues of free trade and democratic governance – as defined by them.  Hence, if we are to get the “Uganda we want”, we have to  be prepared to listen to “the people” who only can ably tell how the bites of the bedbugs continue to cause them unhappiness.  This, as hinted above, will require responses which are transformational and which need lots of political courage.  They have to challenge many existing development philosophies and strategies, especially those imposed on us by the internationals.  This is the message being preached by civil society organisations – in theory and practice.  But what is civil society?

2.  THE NATURE OF CIVIL SOCIETY
Professor Jan Scholte observes that “ideas of civil society are as varied, culturally bound and controversial as those of democracy”.  He gives a working definition, which I intend to rely on that, civil society is “a political space or arena, where voluntary associations seek, from outside political parties, to shape the rules (formal and informal) that govern one or the other aspect of social life ….  It is a distinct sphere where people seek to shape governance without the promise of commercial profit or official power”.    I have  quoted this at length to show the breadth of the “meaning” – included are associations of NGOs, farmers, trade unions, professionals, women, youths, communities, etc., etc.

For the purpose of this article, however, our interest is in those civil society organisations (CSO) which seek to influence the nature of governance (policies, decisions, rules, laws, etc) in favour of “the people”, especially the forgotten majority – sometimes  graphically  referred to as the “invisibles”.  What is being made clear is that not all civil society organisations are “pro people”.  Neither do all of them have “transformation” as the main item on their agenda.  This would be expecting much of such a varied assortment  as fits the definition above.

3.  IS CIVIL SOCIETY DELIVERING ON TO THE “UGANDA WE WANT”?

The immediate answer is YES and NO.  There are several areas where the impact of CSOs is tangible, others debatable and cases of near total inactivity.  While on this, let us also bear in mind that impact of the kind of activities CSOs are involved in takes long to be realised (e.g. creating awareness), measurement tools still need to be perfected and hence quite a sizeable amount of their work is not even included in GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT computations.

Which areas can  CSOs boast of?

In thinking about this, I am reminded of St. Paul’s messages to the Romans that “every one must submit himself to the governing authorities for there is no authority except  that which God has established …. He who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted and those who do so will bring judgement on themselves – this is also why you pay taxes for the authorities are God’s servants.”

I am by no means suggesting that this is how our leaders look at governance.  I am  rather pointing out that there  is always need to hold in check such tempting tendencies of most people in power.  There have been cases in the past and now in many parts of Africa where rulers have behaved as if they were appointed by God, and people, therefore, have no right to question them.  Their prerogative was to obey.  It is for this reason that CSO continuously raise issues about human rights, misuse of resources, constitutionalism, etc.

Furthermore, CSO have remained at the forefront  in advocating for  a form of governance and generally a type of Uganda society based  on values that promote people  participation, equal opportunities for all and a climate where every one can be heard – and what is heard acted on.  A society where few continue to have more while the majority continue to own less is not acceptable.  The CSO work about ownership of land, property in marriages, gender, work carried out by people with disabilities and generally advocacy for “equal” development (no part and people of the country to lag behind) – all promote the above mentioned values.  The new Government methodology of seeking the views of the poor e.g. in the case of UPPAP is a clear recognition of CSO approaches.  This has drastically affected the quality of Government work plans especially in terms of relevance and ownership, while bringing the Government and the CSOs closer to one another in the exploration for best strategies to reduce poverty and other related issues like environment management and modernisation of agriculture.  More on this, later on.

At the global scene, Ugandan CSOs through global networking have facilitated the expansion of people’s vision, beyond the borders – to the extent that people now understand why they are poor despite  the increased acreage  of coffee, how their traditional seeds are about to disappear for ever, why it is difficult to get cheaper HIV drugs, and the debates about MIVUMBA. In short, they are beginning to understand the challenges of an economy that is so heavily export oriented.  CSO campaigns about the management of the debt have been heard though most people  must still be wondering how they are a part of that debt.  Some of the issues CSOs are working on are on the basics of life itself.  An example are the debates initiated by DENIVA and its allies on “privatisation of water” and its ugly impact on the  lives of the poor.  In fact the whole debate on the poor and the market is being pursued vigorously.

DENIVA’s current Uganda Radio programmes and those of others like UDN, ACODE, etc., have of late engaged the public in globalisation related education, information sharing, and increased knowledge.  The levels of CSO engagements and involvement are exemplified by the fact that CSO  were allowed to address the Consultative Group of Donors and are now regular members of Government delegations e.g. to SEATLE, WSSD AND CANCUN.  The good thing about CSO involvement with global issues is that they are able to say what their own Governments are uncomfortable  in saying.  They are also begging to talk with the East African Parliamentarians.

4.  THE UNFINISHED BUSINESS
A terrain of successes and near successes has been outlined.  There is, however, a lot to be done for CSO to remain credible in  fighting for the “Uganda we want”.  Some actions are internal, others external.

· CSO need to intensify their own debates to clarify on their political mission on earth.  Relevant questions are: who are we, what do we stand for and what is the basis of our legitimacy.  This is extremely important since there are many critics who have even argued that there is no African civil society in sub-Sahara Africa.  As pointed out by Bolaji Ogunseye, “a cynical view is expressed by some African Development Analysts to the effect that the civil society agenda is no more than another passing developmental fashion, created and promoted by the aid business and the World Bank,”  IIED London.  This  should not be taken lightly.  People have even argued that the only time a semblance of genuine CSO appeared was with the uprising of the people of Luweero – rising against  what they considered to be bad governance.  The rest is history – back to CSO  led by elites, living off the industry – SO THE ARGUMENTS GO.

· “Who we are and what we stand for” informs on the perspectives we take on many issues.  What it is that we all share should  clearly be internalised.  For example how do we conclude that the World Bank Programme is deficient.  A dilemma of this became obvious during the recent DENIVA studies on NGOs and ideology – issue of ideology, values and philosophy did not appear to be of any interest to the majority of the respondents.  This is extremely worrying.  Without a commonality about these attributes, how is an alternative model of development shaped and advocated for?  How are the concepts like Governance interpreted?  The late Mwalimu Nyerere argued that it is a concept applied by aid givers to aid seekers in “an arrogant and patronising manner.”  He in fact used to argue that “one of the objectives of improving the governance of our countries is to strengthen the African State and thus enable it to serve the people of Africa better.”  Do CSO share the same view?

· CSO must guard very jealously their autonomy as enshrined in the Uganda Constitution – “civic organisations shall retain their autonomy in the pursuit of their declared objectives.”  What is happening in Uganda in this regard is most worrying.  It again arises out of CSO inability to appreciate their role as WATCH DOGS and SOCIAL WATCHERS.  But it also arises out of a dispensation that is not advocacy oriented – that has no stand on issues, no requisite information (quite often some state bureaucrats are not willing to share information) and just does not understand what politics is all about – as often stated, any act which creates space for the weak and powerless is a political act.  In short development is a political activity and CSO must not be shy about it.  As it is of now, CSO are gradually getting co-opted by Governments at the Centre and local levels, are accessing money without caring about the implications and are being called to operate within frame works which they do not question.  A famous scholar, discussing the  budget argued that the 4 pillars of PEAP were upside down; and that Ugandan NGOs were too close to the Government for any one’s comfort.  Our own Mr. Ssewakiryanga of UPPAP while recognising the current closeness between the Government and the CSO in poverty discourse proceeds to ask fundamental questions like; “however, who will play the role of the watch dog? Is there still a need for a watch dog in our work on poverty reduction and participation?  What will happen to those “guns” that used to shoot at Government inefficiency  and poor service delivery, if we have to put them down and now find the instruments for working with Governments or allies”.
Interestingly, some Government ministers in fact expect the CSO to play a social watch dog role.  It was most refreshening to hear Minister Dr. Kezimbira Miyingo “calling on the CSO to play the role of Ombudsman to see to it that these institutions operate in a transparent manner and  are accountable to the public”.  Monitor June 15, 1999 – Page 2.)  NGOs are at the moment the worst culprit.

The Local Government Act itself empowers the executive committee to coordinate the work of NGOs – what does this mean?  How can it be done in such a way that NGOs remain autonomous?  

· Recently, international development organisations were stopped from participating in a meeting in Maputo called to produce a statement to forward to the African Union meeting.  This raised the old debate about the relationship between foreign and local development actors.  It falls in line with Prof. Nsibambi’s  argument that while some of the foreigners are with the locals in the shared vision, some others may be entertaining values and beliefs (SOCIAL CAPITA) that can undermine  Ugandan democracy and facilitate external control.  CSO are strongly urged to revisit partnerships question with foreigners to forge ahead meaningfully.

· All  this discussed so far poses serious challenge to the level of CSO knowledge base in analysis, advocacy, research, ICT, capacity to work with others in coalition and networks and capacity to mobilise the community groups and the general public into a people’s movement that is genuine, authentic and visionary 

– what does it take to achieve all this? – Transformational ideology!  But also, as the late Dr. Bazaara Nyangabyaki observes “for civil society to make a dent on substantive democracy requires that it be linked to political forces with an emancipatory agenda”.  These other forces will take up the burning issues into national politics.  This according to him is also true at the decentralisation levels.  CSOs have not linked up effectively with political forces, suggested above.  Could it be that political forces with emancipatory agenda are absent?  Is it lack of vision for  a different type of society?  What is it? 

5.  FINAL REMARKS

We are looking for “the Uganda we want”, especially the prerequisites that must be in place.  I will end with two great quotations:-

· “we must ensure that we retain a legitimate Government.  Political legitimacy is acquired through far and regular  elections and through effective performance.  It is only a legitimate government, which can afford to give CS and the private sector the space, which they require in order to organise themselves freely and in order to countervail the state” (Lecture to mark 10 years of NOVIB work in Uganda, January 23rd 1998).

·  “We Christians  are dead spiritually if we remain too quiet.  This includes remaining silent about any issues that touch human life and living.  We should encourage each other to drop our ingrained prejudices, repent or silence and pray and stand up for the human rights of every child, woman and man, regardless of their ethnicity.  Absolute quiet is a sign of death.  And there are more than one way of dying.”  (The Deadly Conspiracy of Silence: Monitor May 04, 1997).  

CSOs need to be louder and stand counted.  This is only possible if they spend more time reflecting on how to do it differently.

THE STRUGGLE CONTINUES.
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