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Documenting Citizen Voices: Uganda's 2026 Elections

This analysis documents citizen voices and lived experiences across multiple digital platforms during Uganda's January 2026 general elections. It
captures raw observations of electoral irregularities, expressions of hope and frustration, and real-time documentation of events on the ground,
offering a nuanced understanding of the electoral process through the eyes of Ugandan citizens, even amidst internet restrictions and digital

suppression.

Purpose and Objectives:

W

Document Citizen Voices:

Capture and preserve authentic citizen perspectives, concerns, and
experiences as expressed on digital media, particularly before complete
internet shutdown silenced discourse.
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Identify Electoral Concerns:

Systematically document any citizen-reported irregularities, logistical
failures, and barriers to democratic participation.
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Analyze Digital Suppression:

Examine the impact of internet restrictions, social media blackouts, and
pre-election crackdowns on democratic participation and documentation.
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Preserve Historical Record:

Create a critical archive of citizen experiences, capturing voices that
would otherwise be lost to digital suppression.

Y

Provide Evidence-Based Insights:

Offer analysis for civil society, researchers, and democracy advocates on
the tension between digital civic engagement and state suppression, and
how citizens utilized social media despite restrictions.

Data Collection and Scope:

Primary Dataset: Citizen experiences and digital narratives collected January 13-15, 2026
e Collection Window: January 13-15, 2026

e Platforms: X (Twitter), Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, news media, and other digital channels
e Method: Hashtag-based monitoring, content capture, and broader media scanning

* Temporal Coverage: Pre-election days through election day afternoon

Volume of Data Analyzed:

» Total Dataset: Approximately 150+ posts and content pieces analyzed across all platforms during the 72-hour period (January 13-15, 2026)
e Platform Breakdown:

o X (Twitter): Primary platform with the majority of content analyzed (approximately 140+ posts)

o YouTube: Video content from news outlets and live coverage

o News Media & Other Sources: International and local news coverage, official statements, and web articles
Note: The dataset represents only content that successfully reached platforms despite internet restrictions and shutdowns. The actual volume of

attempted citizen communication was likely significantly higher but was suppressed by the internet blackout.

Core Election Hashtags: Thematic & Critical Discourse Hashtags:

e #UgandaDecides2026 e #DemocracyOnTrial
e #UGDecides2026 e #blackout

e #UgVotes2026 e #InternetShutdown
e #SpotlightOnUgElections26 e #ANewUgandaNow

o #ProtestVote2026

e #myvotemychoice

How We Analyzed the Data:

We combined quantitative (hashtag usage, engagement) and qualitative (reading posts for concerns, strategies, eyewitness accounts) analysis. Social
media posts were cross-checked against pre-election survey data (514 respondents, January 8-11), media reports, and official statements to verify
patterns and fill gaps, providing both macro and micro perspectives.

What This Analysis Couldn't Capture:

Internet Shutdown: Platform Restrictions: Fear & Self-Censorship:

Many Ugandans couldn't post at all. Data Facebook's 2021 ban prevented analysis of Pre-election arrests likely suppressed some

reflects only those who circumvented online speech.

restrictions.

discourse on that platform.

Demographic Bias: Language Barriers:

Data primarily reflects urban, educated, younger Ugandans with
internet access.

Focus on English posts may have missed discourse in local
languages.



]
il
.

Key Finding 1: Internet Shutdown and Digital Blackout

Internet Shutdown & Citizen Voices

The internet shutdown commenced on the evening of January 13, 2026, intensifying throughout January 14 and reaching full effect on election day,
January 15, creating an increasingly restrictive digital environment that severely limited citizens' ability to communicate and document the electoral
process. Citizen posts captured both before and during the initial phase of these restrictions provided immediate, real-time reactions and irrefutably
confirmed the profound impact of the widespread digital blackout.

"Uganda has once again shut down the internet just before the elections, a move widely criticized as an attempt to suppress dissent and control
information flow." - Al Jazeera English, January 13, 2026

"In a climate of escalating intimidation, widespread internet shutdowns, and severely restricted observation, even minor logistical failures transcend
mere voter frustration. They instead create dangerous openings for manipulation and critically undermine the fundamental credibility of the entire
electoral process." - #DemocracyOnTrial thread

Impact on Electoral Monitoring

The sudden and pervasive digital blackout severely hampered several critical activities essential for transparent and fair elections:

* Real-time reporting of irregularities: The ability for citizens and observers to immediately report issues such as vote buying, ballot stuffing, or voter
intimidation was drastically curtailed.

e Coordination among election observers: The shutdown fragmented communication channels, making it exceedingly difficult for election observers
to coordinate efforts, share findings, and ensure comprehensive oversight.

e Documentation of voting process issues: Without reliable internet access, collecting photographic or video evidence, as well as written testimonies
of problems at polling stations, became nearly impossible for many.

e Communication between voters and civil society: Essential direct lines of communication between the electorate and civil society organizations,
designed to address concerns and provide assistance, were effectively severed.

Technology Platform Criticism

Many citizens voiced profound concerns and criticism regarding technology platforms and their corporate owners. This scrutiny particularly focused
on satellite internet providers, who were accused of alleged complicity in enabling the government-mandated shutdown by failing to provide or
actively limiting alternative connectivity solutions to the populace.

International Response

Leading human rights organizations, including Human Rights Watch and Access Now, swiftly and unequivocally condemned the internet shutdown.
They denounced it as a blatant violation of basic human rights, particularly freedom of expression and access to information, while also highlighting its
profound threat to the conduct of genuinely fair and democratic elections. These organizations reinforced the urgent global call of the #KeepltOn
campaign, advocating for unrestricted internet access during critical national events.

Citizen Resilience and Workarounds

Despite facing severe and deliberate restrictions on their digital freedoms, many Ugandans demonstrated remarkable ingenuity and unwavering
resilience in their efforts to stay connected and inform the world:

e Some individuals ingeniously managed to circumvent the blockade by utilizing virtual private networks (VPNs) and, in rarer instances, accessing
limited satellite internet services, thereby maintaining a lifeline to the outside world.

e Diaspora networks played an absolutely crucial role, acting as vital conduits for amplifying voices and information emanating from inside Uganda,
ensuring that critical reports and observations did not remain isolated within the country.

e Traditional media channels, such as radio and television, unexpectedly served as essential conduits for citizen reports, with individuals finding
ways to share information through these older, more resilient platforms when digital avenues were blocked.

e Many astute citizens proactively documented potential issues and events before total connectivity loss, anticipating the shutdown and gathering
evidence that could later be shared.

e The limited number of individuals who successfully circumvented these stringent restrictions emerged as critical, invaluable witnesses to the
electoral process, their ability to share information providing vital insights into the unfolding events.

This marked the second consecutive election cycle marred by major internet restrictions, following the lasting impact of the 2021 Facebook ban that
regrettably remains in effect. The deliberate digital blackout not only aggressively suppressed citizen voices and stifled public discourse but also
inadvertently created fertile ground for widespread electoral irregularities, thereby significantly undermining both the integrity and the fundamental
transparency of the Ugandan 2026 elections.



Key Finding 2: Pre-Election
Crackdown on Social Media
Critics

Systematic Suppression of Digital Dissent

In the months leading to the 2026 elections, Ugandan authorities intensified arrests and
prosecutions of social media users, particularly TikTokers, creating a climate of fear
around online political expression.

Notable Cases (November 2024 - January 2026):

Emmanuel Nabugodi (21 Three TikTokers Arrested
years old) (November 2024)
e Sentenced to 2 years, 8 months e Charged with "hate speech" and
in prison "spreading malicious information"
e Charge: Posted video of mock e Alleged offense: Videos deemed
trial of President Museveni insulting to President, First Lady,
e Prosecuted under Computer and officials
Misuse (Amendment) Act, 2022 e All prosecuted under Computer
« Offense: "Ridiculing" and Misuse Act

"spreading hate speech"

David Ssengozi and Isaiah (2025)

e Arrested for critical political commentary on TikTok

e Part of broader pattern targeting youth digital activists

Legal Framework Used for Suppression:

Computer Misuse (Amendment) Act, 2022 - Section 26
Makes it an offense to share information through a computer that is likely to:

e (a) ridicule, degrade, or demean another person

e (b) spread hate speech or malicious information

This vague language has been weaponized to criminalize legitimate political
criticism and satire.

Impact on Digital Discourse:

The arrests created a chilling effect on online political expression, particularly among
young Ugandans who constitute the majority of social media users. Many users self-
censored or used coded language to avoid prosecution, undermining the democratic
function of digital platforms as spaces for political debate.

Connection to Survey Data:

Survey respondents expressed significant security concerns (67% feared violence at
polling stations). The pre-election crackdown on digital expression added another layer
of fear—not just physical violence, but legal persecution for online political
participation.

Election Day Arrests Documented in Social Media Data:

The collected tweets documented arrests happening in real-time on election day:

"Just in: The NUP Deputy President for Western Uganda has been arrested and is
currently being held in unknown custody." - January 15, 10:27 AM

"Jackline Jolly Tukamushaba the @NUP_Ug deputy President for Western Uganda
among the party's leaders arrested in Western Uganda.
#SpotlightOnUgElections26" - Agather Atuhaire, 6 likes, 4 reposts

"About the @NUP_Ug members arrested in Nakaseke district. Police says they
arrested an NRM chairperson last week. But the 'arrest' was by the army.
#SpotlightOnUgElections26"

These real-time reports demonstrate how social media served as a critical
documentation tool for human rights violations—precisely the function the internet
shutdown sought to disable.



Key Finding 2B: Electoral
Irregularities and Logistical

Failures

Real-Time Documentation from Social
Media

The collected social media data revealed systematic documentation of electoral

irregularities and logistical failures throughout election day. Citizens used hashtags to

report problems in real-time, creating a crowdsourced monitoring system.

Delayed Polling Materials:

"At St. Denis Sebugwawo Church in Makindye West, polling materials hadn't
arrived by 8:00 a.m. with no explanation. This isn't just inconvenience, it's a
barrier to participation, trust and transparency." - Multiple reports

"Funny how areas furthest from the EC headquarters and stores already
received their voting materials, yet central areas struggled to even get them
on time." - Questioning EC logistics

"Ugandan polls have begun today amid tension and disruption. Voting has
been delayed in several areas due to the late delivery of materials, including at
Wabigalo Community Centre, where polling opened hours late after essential

equipment failed to arrive on time."

Biometric Verification Kit (BVVK) Failures:

"In Uganda's January 15, 2026, general elections, the primary technology
used at polling stations is the Biometric Voter Verification Kit (BVVK).
Machines have reportedly failed to work at many polling stations, leading to

delays."

One post linked to analysis: https://parliamentwatch.ug/blogs/the-strengths-
and-weaknesses-of-biometric-voting-the-case-of-uganda/

Pattern Recognition by Citizens:

"Patterns matter more than excuses. In isolation, delays can be explained. But
when they occur alongside intimidation, internet shutdowns, and constrained
oversight, they form a pattern of control, not coincidence." -
#DemocracyOnTrial

"Logistical and supply chain failures points to systematic Electoral
commission mismanagement" - #DemocracyOnTrial

A significant thread of posts used #DemocracyOnTrial to frame these
irregularities within broader democratic concerns:

"Uganda questions whether a system can be considered liberal if its outcome
is a foregone conclusion; a performative exercise in predetermined power,
challenging the very definition of popular sovereignty."

"This reveals a democracy where participation is counted, but influence is

constrained."

These posts demonstrate sophisticated political analysis emerging from
grassroots social media discourse, challenging official narratives about electoral
credibility.

Citizen Vigilance:

"Youth at Kibuye Polling Station were spotted using a tape measure to mark
20 meters from the station, the distance from which they are allowed to
observe activities at the polling station." - NTV Uganda

"Dear Ugandans, let's defend our win please, once done with voting i humbly
remind you not to leave the polling station, should they play with our choices,
prepare mukabanje Kama mbaya mbaya! #FreeUgandaNow
#UgandaDecides2026"



https://parliamentwatch.ug/blogs/the-strengths-and-weaknesses-of-biometric-voting-the-case-of-uganda/
https://parliamentwatch.ug/blogs/the-strengths-and-weaknesses-of-biometric-voting-the-case-of-uganda/
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Key Finding 3: Digital Campaign Strategies and Youth

Mobilization
The Rise of Viral Politics

Uganda's 2026 elections witnessed a significant transformation in political campaigning, with candidates—particularly opposition figures—leveraging
social media, memes, and viral content to reach the country's predominantly young electorate.

Youth Demographics and Digital Engagement:

e 78% of Uganda's population is under 30 years old e Dramatic increase in internet and social media users in recent years

e Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and WhatsApp became crucial for e TikTok emerged as a key platform for youth political expression
political communication

Campaign Hashtag Strategies:

#myvotemychoice Campaign #ugdecides2026 and #ugandadecides2026

e Emphasized voter agency and democratic participation e Primary organizing hashtags for election discourse

¢ Resonated with young voters seeking political empowerment e Used by candidates, civil society, media, and citizens

e Used to counter narratives of voter intimidation and coercion e Facilitated real-time information sharing and mobilization

Opposition Digital Strategy:

Bobi Wine (National Unity Platform) and opposition candidates effectively used social media to:

Bypass traditional media constraints

Share campaign messages directly with supporters

Document alleged irregularities and security force actions

Mobilize youth supporters through viral content

Ruling Party Digital Presence:

The National Resistance Movement (NRM) also maintained active social media presence, though research documented coordinated inauthentic
behavior:

e Facebook removed hundreds of NRM-linked pages in 2021 for attempting to manipulate elections
e Sophisticated Al-generated content campaigns identified (14.3% of total volume in one study)

e Coordinated influence operations across six platforms documented

Misinformation Challenges:

Both sides faced accusations of spreading misinformation:

Doctored images and falsified videos circulated during campaign

False claims about international endorsements (e.g., fabricated Joe Biden support)

Malicious hashtag campaigns designed to smear opponents

Micro-targeting of demographic groups with tailored messages

Connection to Survey Findings:

The survey revealed that 76 % of respondents used social media as a primary information source. However, only 45% felt confident distinguishing
accurate from false information—nhighlighting vulnerability to misinformation campaigns that proliferated across electoral hashtags.
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Qualitative Analysis: Multi-Platform Engagement Patterns

The dataset now captures social media posts from January 13-15, 2026, providing a more comprehensive view of citizen discourse across multiple
platforms including X (Twitter), Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, and traditional media channels. This is a qualitative thematic analysis of the discourse,

hashtags, and narratives that emerged across platforms during January 13-15, 2026. This multi-day, multi-platform approach allows us to track the
evolution of citizen voices from the pre-election period through election day, capturing both the anticipation and the reality of the electoral process.

Dominant Hashtags and Themes:

Primary Election Hashtags: Thematic Hashtags:

#UgandaDecides2026 - Most widely e #DemocracyOnTrial - Emerged as
used election identifier

o #UGDecides2026 - Alternative
shortened version

e #UgVotes2026 - Voting-focused

dominant critical narrative framework,
used extensively to contextualize
irregularities within broader democratic
concerns

mobilization

e #SpotlightOnUgElections26 - Election
monitoring focus

e #myvotemychoice - Voter

e #tblackout - Direct reference to internet

shutdown

e #InternetShutdown - Explicit

documentation of connectivity

Candidate-Specific:

e  #MuseveniFor2026
#ProtectingTheGains - Pro-incumbent
messaging

e References to @HEBobiwine (Bobi
Wine) - Opposition leader

restrictions
empowerment (notably

underrepresented in collected data) * #ANewUgandaNow - Opposition

mobilization slogan

e #ProtestVote2026 - Resistance framing

Key Themes Identified:

1 Women's Political Participation 2 Electoral Integrity Concerns
(Significant thread) e Delayed materials at polling stations
¢ "Even though women make up 53% of Uganda's registered * BVVK (biometric verification) failures
voters, their priorities are still marginalised" e Fear of transparency in vote counting
e "Gendered expectations, intimidation, and limited access to e |ntimidation and restricted observation

resources make it harder for women candidates"

e "Numbers don't equal power when systems silence women's

voices"
3 Democratic Legitimacy Questions 4 Youth Engagement and Frustration
Recurring philosophical questions about democracy: e References to Uganda's young population (78% under 30)
» "If democracy cannot translate into economic justice and * Youth unemployment and economic concerns
social mobility, it becomes a cruel abstraction" * Generational change demands

e "Democracy that tolerates lifetimes of poverty delivers
legitimacy to the very structures that perpetuate suffering"

e "Will this election finally be the liberation they urgently need or
has their democracy been reduced to a ritual stripped of its
meaning?"

Notable Engagement Patterns:

High-Engagement Posts: Media Actors: International Attention:

e Posts documenting internet shutdown Active media organizations documenting e Al Jazeera English coverage of
as a strategic tool received significant events: shutdown
engagement « NTV Uganda (@ntvuganda) * Regional East African discourse

e #DemocracyOnTrial threads generated (Maskani Ya Taifa - Kenya)

NBS Television (@nbstv)
substantial regional engagement

Sanyuka TV (@sanyukatv)
e Posts about Bobi Wine voting: Multiple

media outlets with video content

News Central TV (@NewsCentralTV)

Afro Mobile (@afromobileug)

Temporal Patterns:

Evening of January 13, 2026
* Reports of delayed polling materials
e Candidates voting (Museveni, Bobi Wine)
e Initial BVVK failure reports

* Internet connectivity begins to be unstable, leading to a shutdown

Mid-Morning to Afternoon (10:00 AM - 2:45 PM on January 14, 2026)
e Escalating reports of irregularities
* Arrest documentation
e #DemocracyOnTrial narrative intensifies

* Internet connectivity largely unstable due to ongoing shutdown

This expanded dataset, capturing multiple days and platforms, provides a crucial historical record of citizen voices, illustrating the evolution of digital
discourse from pre-election anticipation through election day, despite the eventual digital blackout that began on January 13, 2026.



Quantitative Analysis: Engagement Metrics and Platform
Statistics

Based on the content analyzed, here are the key quantitative metrics and observations from a comprehensive dataset spanning 72 hours (January 13-
15, 2026):

Engagement Metrics:

Content That Broke Through:

Political Messaging: Posts from political parties (e.g., National
Unity Platform) generated substantial engagement (146-922
likes, 93-146 reposts on Jan 13-14).

International Coverage: Video reporting from international media
(e.g., Al Jazeera English on internet shutdown) garnered
significant global reach (993 likes, 464 reposts).

Local Media Documentation: Select posts from local media (e.g.,
Daily Monitor) also achieved high engagement, particularly for
critical updates (up to 1119 likes, 177 reposts).

Citizen-Generated Analysis: Independent analysis and critical

The primary platform analyzed was X (Twitter), with additional content drawn from Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, and news media.

The peak activity period was observed in the early morning of January 15, 2026 (election day), followed by a significant decline in engagement.

Information Ecosystem Patterns:

Local Media as Key Informers: Traditional Ugandan media outlets
initially served as primary sources for documenting election
events and irregularities, reaching significant local audiences.

International Outlets as Critical Lifelines: International media
maintained consistent, higher engagement levels even as local
connectivity declined, acting as a crucial channel for external
audiences and for local users bypassing restrictions.

Citizen Journalists as Organic Amplifiers: Independent voices and
citizen journalists played a vital role in documenting events and
shaping narratives, especially before the full impact of the

discourse from citizen journalists resonated, often generating 15- internet shutdown.

376 likes and 15-50 reposts. e Shift in Reach Post-Shutdown: The internet shutdown severely

 Post-Shutdown Impact: After the internet shutdown intensified on curtailed the reach of local voices, creating a vacuum often filled

January 15, most local citizen posts saw drastically reduced
engagement (typically 0-10 likes).

by more resilient international platforms.

Viral Content Patterns:

e Visuals Over Text: Content incorporating video and images consistently outperformed text-only posts, suggesting a preference for visual
evidence and easier comprehension during rapidly evolving events.

e Authenticity & Urgency: Citizen-generated documentation (photos, videos from polling stations) gained significant traction, especially in the
pre-shutdown phase, reflecting the public's need for direct, unfiltered information.

e External Amplification: International media coverage provided a significant avenue for information about the elections to reach broader and
more sustained audiences, effectively bypassing domestic suppression attempts.

e Narrative Cohesion: Posts that successfully framed individual events within broader political narratives (e.g., #DemocracyOnTrial) showed
higher shareability and sustained discourse.

Temporal Distribution & Activity Levels:

January 13th: Shutdown Begins January 15th: Election Day & Full Effect

e Consistent activity with higher engagement e Peak activity in morning hours (7-11 AM EAT)
e Pre-election buildup posts and candidate messaging e Dramatic decline in engagement as shutdown takes full effect
e Internet shutdown begins in the evening e Most local citizen posts reduced to 0-10 likes

L o o

January 14th: Shutdown Intensifies

Increased activity and volume

Reports of intensifying internet restrictions

Sustained engagement levels for key accounts
Platform-Specific Observations:

e X (Twitter) dominated the dataset as primary documentation platform.
e Cross-platform sharing was evident (e.g., YouTube videos, TikTok content referenced).

* Traditional media outlets used X as a primary distribution channel.
Engagement vs. Suppression:

The data quantitatively demonstrates the impact of digital suppression: engagement metrics, particularly for local citizen posts, show a dramatic
decline throughout January 15 as the internet shutdown took full effect. While high-profile international media posts maintained some reach, the
majority of citizen-generated content on election day recorded only 0-10 likes, starkly contrasting with the higher engagement observed on January
13th and 14th.

These metrics represent only the content that successfully reached platforms before or despite the internet shutdown, suggesting the actual volume
of attempted citizen documentation and discourse was likely much higher.



Key Voices and Influential Actors Across Platforms

The analysis captures voices from a diverse ecosystem of digital channels, including social media platforms like X (Twitter), Facebook, TikTok, and
YouTube, alongside traditional media outlets, civil society organizations, individual citizens, political actors, and international observers. This multi-
platform approach provides a more comprehensive and complete picture of citizen experiences and the broader electoral discourse.

Ecosystem of Voices

The diagram below illustrates the interconnected network of key voices and influential actors shaping the electoral discourse.

Civil Society
ActivistsAdvocates
civic rights and
informs public
debate.

Regional
Media/PlatformsAmpl
ifies local narratives
across platforms.

Electoral
CommissionManages
procedures and
official information
flow.

Opposition Political
ActorsChallenge
official accounts and
mobilize supporters.

Key Influential Voices

2 1

Agather Atuhaire Maskani Ya Taifa (Kenya)

Digital rights activist; provided expert analysis on Al Jazeera, framingthe  Regional platform; highest engagement on #DemocracyOnTrial, amplified
internet shutdown as a "calculated weapon." concerns about democratic backsliding in East Africa.

o :
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Bobi Wine (NUP) Electoral Commission

Opposition presidential candidate; documented voting process, reported Official body; provided procedural guidance but had minimal interaction
arrests, and mobilized voters to "defend our win." with citizen concerns, highlighting a disconnect.

Media Organizations

Media outlets served as critical aggregators and amplifiers, distributing content and reaching diverse audiences:

e Ugandan Media: NTV Uganda, NBS Television, Sanyuka TV, Afro Mobile (broadcast and mobile-first streaming).

e International Media: Al Jazeera English (internet shutdown coverage), News Central TV (Pan-African election monitoring).

Political Voices

Opposition (NUP) Pro-Government (NRM)

e Actors: Bobi Wine (@HEBobiwine), official account (@NUP_Ug), e Actors: Supporters used #MuseveniFor2026, #ProtectingTheGains.
party officials. e Focus: Documenting President Museveni voting, messages

e Focus: Documenting voting, reporting arrests, voter mobilization, emphasizing stability.
calls to protect results.  Note: Less prominent in dataset, possibly due to incumbent

advantage, access to traditional media, and different social media
strategies.

Citizen Journalists and Grassroots

Individual citizens provided critical real-time documentation and analytical commentary:

On-the-Ground Reporting Reporting Irregularities Analytical Discourse

Observers at polling stations documented Voters reported delays, like polling Users contributed to #DemocracyOnTrial

procedures, such as youth using tape materials not arriving by 8:00 a.m. at St. with sophisticated political commentary on

measures at Kibuye Polling Station. Denis Sebugwawo Church. legitimacy, participation barriers, and
governance.

[J Silenced Voices

Critically, the data also reveals significant absences:

Limited rural voices due to the digital divide and connectivity issues.

Underrepresentation of women as primary posters.

Missing voices due to pre-election arrests and self-censorship.

Voices silenced directly by the progressive internet shutdown.

These silences underscore the profound impact of digital suppression on democratic discourse.
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Temporal Analysis: The 72-Hour Digital Narrative
Tracking Discourse Evolution from Shutdown to Silence

The dataset's temporal span—from January 13 through January 15, 2026—captures a critical 72-hour transition period in Uganda's digital political

space. This extended timeframe allows us to track the evolution of citizen voices, concerns, and experiences across the critical pre-election buildup

(Jan 13-14), election eve (Jan 13 evening), and election day (Jan 15), documenting the shift from anticipation to action to suppression, and examining

how discourse evolved as internet restrictions intensified.

01

02

Phase 1: Pre-Election Evening (January 13)

Shutdown Anticipation & Initial Response: As internet connectivity
began deteriorating, citizens immediately recognized the pattern from
2021:

"Uganda has once again shut down the internet just before the
elections" - Al Jazeera English, January 14

Key characteristics:

Immediate recognition and naming of the shutdown

Activation of #blackout and #InternetShutdown hashtags

Anticipatory warnings about what would follow

International media attention beginning
Citizen Preparedness: Posts showed citizens attempting to:

Alert international observers

Document the shutdown itself as evidence

Coordinate alternative communication strategies

Express frustration and concern about election day

03

Phase 2: Early Morning Election Day (January 15, 7:00-
10:00 AM EAT)

Voting Begins Amid Connectivity Issues: Morning posts documented:
Candidate Voting:
e President Museveni at Karo High School (9:50 AM)

e Bobi Wine and wife in Magere, Kyadondo East (10:03 AM, 10:08 AM)
e Mubarak Munyagwa (CMP) at Kawempe (9:51 AM)

Early Irregularities Reported:

e "At St. Denis Sebugwawo Church... polling materials hadn't arrived by
8:00 a.m." (11:25 AM)

e BVVK (biometric verification) failures at multiple stations
e Delayed opening of polling stations
Citizen Mobilization:

e "Dear Ugandans, let's defend our win please, once done with voting i
humbly remind you not to leave the polling station" (11:26 AM)

* Youth using tape measures to mark 20-meter observation distance
(10:46 AM)
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Phase 3: Mid-Morning Escalation (January 15, 10:00 AM -
12:00 PM)

Irregularities Multiply, Arrests Begin: This period saw intensification of
reported problems:

Arrests Documented:

e "The NUP Deputy President for Western Uganda has been arrested..."
(10:27 AM)

e "Jackline Jolly Tukamushaba... among the party's leaders arrested"
(1:24 AM)

e Reports of NUP members arrested in Nakaseke district (10:20 AM)
Systemic Issues Identified:

e "Funny how areas furthest from the EC headquarters... already
received their voting materials, yet central areas struggled..." (9:54
AM)

e Multiple reports of BVVK failures

Phase 4: Afternoon Documentation (January 15, 12:00 PM
- 2:45 PM)

Final Window Before Complete Blackout: The final hours of data
collection show:

Intensified Critical Analysis:

e Peak of #DemocracyOnTrial posts with philosophical questioning
e Regional amplification (Maskani Ya Taifa posts gaining traction)

e International media coverage increasing
Connectivity Deteriorating:
e Fewer posts per hour as shutdown intensifies

e More posts about the shutdown itself

e Elon Musk/Starlink criticism recurring

Last Documented Voices: The dataset ends at 2:45 PM EAT,
representing the last comprehensive snapshot before complete digital

silence.
e Polling delays spreading across districts
#DemocracyOnTrial Narrative Emerges: This period saw the
crystallization of the #DemocracyOnTrial framework, with sophisticated
analytical posts questioning:
e Democratic legitimacy beyond procedures
e Systemic barriers to participation
e Women's marginalization despite 53% voter registration
e Economic justice and social mobility
Temporal Patterns and Insights:
VVolume Distribution: Hashtag Evolution: Engagement Patterns:
e Highest: 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM (mid- e #InternetShutdown & #blackout: Peaked ¢ Highest: Mid-morning to early afternoon
morning) evening Jan 13 * International/regional posts: Gained traction
e Declining: After 12:00 PM (shutdown e #UgandaDecides2026 / later in day
e Evening Jan 13: Anticipatory and e #DemocracyOnTrial: Emerged and throughout

warning-focused

e Morning Jan 15: Documentation and .
mobilization

e Afternoon Jan 15: Analysis and critique

The 24-Hour Arc:

1. Internet Shutdown Begins

intensified mid-morning Jan 15 o

#SpotlightOnUgElections26: Used by civil
society throughout

Individual citizen posts: Concentrated in
morning

1
Evening of Jan 13: People noticed the internet getting worse and talked about the shutdown.
5 2. Election Day Reports
Morning of Jan 15: Citizens shared real-time updates and urged others to protect their votes.
3 3. Problems & Arrests Increase
Mid-morning of Jan 15: More issues at polling stations were reported, and people started documenting arrests.
4 4. Deeper Questions Asked
Afternoon of Jan 15: People began critically analyzing the election process and questioning democracy.
5. Digital Silence
5

After 2:45 PM EAT on Jan 15: The internet shutdown became complete, leading to digital silence.

Citizens started by documenting problems, but by afternoon they were asking deeper questions about whether democracy was working at all.

The data stops at 2:45 PM because the internet shutdown became complete. This isn't the full story of election day - it's just what people managed to

share before they were silenced.



Key Finding 4: The Tension Between Digital Engagement

and Suppression
Contradictory Forces Shaping Uganda's Digital Democracy

The 2026 elections revealed a fundamental tension: while digital platforms enabled unprecedented political engagement, state suppression
mechanisms simultaneously constrained democratic expression.

The Dual Reality:

EXPANSION of Digital Political Space: CONTRACTION of Digital Rights:

* Mobile internet access surged, enabling broader participation. e Internet shutdowns occurred on election day.

e Social media platforms democratized political communication. * Pre-election arrests of social media critics took place.

* Youth-led digital activism challenged traditional power structures. * The Computer Misuse Act was weaponized against dissent.
e Hashtag campaigns facilitated grassroots mobilization. e The Facebook ban, initiated in 2021, continued.

e Real-time documentation of electoral processes was possible. e A chilling effect was imposed on online political expression.

Why Social Media Matters in Uganda's Context:

Traditional media constraints made digital platforms essential:

Limited media diversity and independence persisted.
* Restrictive assembly laws prevented public gatherings.
e Civic space shrank for civil society organizations.

e Social media emerged as the last remaining space for political debate.

As one digital rights researcher noted: "In a country where you cannot hold a placard and march anywhere in support of a cause or in protest
against an injustice... people with critical views turn to social media platforms like TikTok and X."

Implications for Democratic Participation:

The survey data showed high voter registration (78%) and intention to vote (80%), suggesting formal democratic participation remained strong.
However, the digital suppression undermined the quality of that participation by:

Access to diverse information sources was limited.

Real-time electoral monitoring and reporting was prevented.
e Fear was created around political expression.
e Transparency and accountability mechanisms were undermined.

* Youth political engagement was disproportionately affected.

This reveals a profound contradiction: high formal participation juxtaposed with severely constrained substantive engagement—a stark
reflection of the ongoing challenges to Uganda's democratic development.
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Comparative Analysis: Citizen Voices Meet Survey Data
Triangulating Findings Across Data Sources

This analysis integrates findings from two complementary data sources to provide a comprehensive picture of Uganda's 2026 electoral environment:

1. Multi-platform Citizen Voices & Experiences: Real-time posts, comments, and narratives collected from X (Twitter), Facebook, TikTok, YouTube,
and news media on January 13-15, 2026, documenting citizen experiences, concerns, and insights as voting unfolded and in the days leading up to
it.

2. Survey Data & Other Quantitative Sources: A quantitative pre-election voter readiness survey (N=514) conducted January 8-11, 2026, measuring
voter registration, information sources, trust in electoral processes, and security concerns among Ugandan citizens, augmented by other relevant

quantitative data.

By triangulating these two data sources—citizen-generated content across multiple platforms with traditional survey data—we gain a more

comprehensive and authentic picture of Uganda's 2026 electoral environment, one that centers the lived experiences and voices of Ugandan citizens

themselves. This approach allows us to assess how anticipated concerns manifested in practice and identify gaps between democratic aspirations

and electoral realities.

Key Convergences:

Information Sources and Digital
Dependency

Survey Finding: 76% of respondents
relied on social media as primary
information source

Social Media Reality: Internet shutdown
on the evening of January 13, 2026
directly undermined this critical channel,
affecting millions

Youth Engagement Contradiction

Survey Finding: High registration and
voting intention among young respondents

Social Media Reality: Youth-led digital
campaigns showed strong mobilization,
but faced systematic suppression through
arrests and shutdowns

Security Concerns Validated

Survey Finding: 67 % feared violence at
polling stations

Social Media Reality: Pre-election arrests
of TikTokers and digital activists added
legal persecution to physical security fears

Media Literacy Gaps

Survey Finding: Only 45% confident
distinguishing accurate from false
information

Social Media Reality: Sophisticated
misinformation campaigns (Al-generated
content, doctored images, coordinated
inauthentic behavior) exploited these
vulnerabilities

Trust Deficit Amplified

Survey Finding: 70% did not trust votes
would be counted fairly

Social Media Reality: Internet shutdown
prevented real-time monitoring and
documentation, reinforcing distrust in
electoral transparency

Key Divergences and Tensions:

The survey captured high formal democratic participation indicators (78% registered, 80% intend to vote), suggesting resilience in civic engagement.
However, social media analysis revealed systematic constraints on the quality of that participation—information access, freedom of expression, and
electoral transparency were all compromised.

This suggests Ugandans maintained commitment to democratic participation despite, not because of, the enabling environment. The gap between
participation intention and participation quality represents a critical challenge for Uganda's democratic development.
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Recommendations: Protecting Citizen Voices and Digital
Rights

These recommendations are based on the analysis of citizen voices and experiences documented across multiple digital platforms (X (Twitter),
Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, and news media) during January 13-15, 2026. They directly address the digital rights and online civic engagement
challenges that citizens themselves identified and experienced through their own voices across these various channels.

& GOVERNMENT & ELECTORAL COMMISSION

e Commit to Digital Rights During Elections
o End practice of internet shutdowns during electoral periods
o Recognize internet access as fundamental right essential to democratic participation
o Ensure uninterrupted connectivity for election monitoring, reporting, and communication
¢ Reform Computer Misuse Act
o Revise Section 26 to remove vague language that criminalizes legitimate political expression
o Align legislation with international human rights standards on freedom of expression
o Distinguish between genuine hate speech and political criticism/satire
* Restore Facebook Access
o Lift the ban on Facebook implemented in 2021
o Ensure citizens have access to diverse digital platforms for information and communication

o Address concerns about platform manipulation through regulation, not blanket bans

150 CIVIL SOCIETY & DIGITAL RIGHTS ORGANIZATIONS

e Strengthen Digital Literacy Programs
o Expand media literacy initiatives to help citizens identify misinformation
o Focus on youth populations who are primary social media users
o Provide tools for fact-checking and source verification

e Document Digital Rights Violations
o Continue systematic monitoring and documentation of internet shutdowns, arrests, and online suppression
o Build evidence base for advocacy and legal challenges
o Support affected individuals with legal aid and representation

e Develop Alternative Communication Strategies
o Create contingency plans for communication during internet shutdowns
o Explore mesh networks, offline tools, and alternative platforms

o Build resilience in civic tech infrastructure

TECHNOLOGY PLATFORMS

¢ Enhance Transparency Around Content Moderation
o Publish regular transparency reports on content removal and account suspensions in Uganda
o Clarify policies on coordinated inauthentic behavior and enforcement actions
o Engage with local civil society on platform governance issues
e Support Digital Security
o Provide resources and training on digital security for activists and journalists
o Enhance encryption and privacy features

o Develop tools to circumvent censorship while respecting local laws

@ INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

e Conditional Support on Digital Rights
o Link development assistance and diplomatic engagement to respect for digital rights
o Support independent election observation that includes digital monitoring
o Provide technical and financial support for digital rights organizations
e Advocate for Internet Freedom
o Publicly condemn internet shutdowns and digital suppression
o Support UN resolutions affirming internet access as human right

o Engage in diplomatic pressure to end digital authoritarianism

& CITIZENS & DIGITAL ACTIVISTS

* Practice Digital Security
o Use VPNs and encrypted communication tools
o Understand legal risks of online political expression
o Document and report digital rights violations
¢ Engage Responsibly Online
o Verify information before sharing
o Challenge misinformation constructively
o Use hashtags strategically for mobilization and documentation
e Build Digital Solidarity
o Support arrested digital activists
o  Amplify suppressed voices

o Create networks of mutual support across platforms
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Conclusion: Citizen Voices at a Democratic Crossroads
Synthesis of Social Media Analysis

This analysis, which centered citizen voices and experiences as documented across multiple digital platforms (X (Twitter), Facebook, TikTok, YouTube,
and news media) during the critical January 13-15, 2026 period, reveals a digital democracy at a critical juncture. Three key insights emerge:

—— —0— —0—

Digital Platforms as Essential Systematic Digital Suppression The Resilience-Suppression
Democratic Infrastructure Undermines Electoral Integrity Dynamic

The pre-election voter readiness survey However, this digital democratic potential Most significantly, the social media analysis
(N=514, conducted January 8-11, 2026) faced systematic suppression, as observed reveals a paradox: Ugandans demonstrated
found that 76% of respondents relied on in the social media analysis, through: remarkable resilience in maintaining

social media as their primary information democratic participation (validated by pre-

e Election day internet shutdown

source. Combined with Uganda's young affecting millions election survey findings showing 78%

demographic profile (78% of the population registered and 80% intended to vote)

. e Pre-election arrests of TikTokers and . . .
under 30), digital platforms have become despite systematic suppression of the

digital activists

essential infrastructure for democratic enabling environment. This suggests:

icinati i i i i e Computer Misuse Act weaponized
participation. This social media analysis . P o . P e Deep commitment to democratic values
documented how hashtags like against political expression o

among citizens
#ugdecides2026, #myvotemychoice, and e Ongoing Facebook ban since 2021
. . * Adaptability in face of digital restrictions

related campaigns demonstrated social « Chilling effect on online civic . o B
media's power to: engagement * Youth-led innovation in political

engagement

* Mobilize youth political engagement These actions directly contradicted

e Persistent demand for accountability

e Bypass constrained traditional media international human rights standards and
. . _ and transparency
* Facilitate real-time information sharing undermined the electoral integrity the S
e Enable grassroots political organizing .
mistaken for acceptance. The gap between
* Document electoral processes participation quantity (high turnout, as

indicated by the survey) and participation
quality (constrained information access,
suppressed expression, limited
transparency, as documented by the social
media analysis) represents a fundamental
challenge to Uganda's democratic
development.

Looking Forward

Uganda's democratic future hinges on the digital dynamics of its platforms, as evidenced by this analysis. The critical question is whether their central
role will be made possible so as to foster:

e Openness or suppression
e Transparency or opacity
e Citizen empowerment or state control

e Democratic accountability or authoritarian consolidation

Complementary Methodologies

This social media analysis complements a pre-election voter readiness survey (N=514, conducted January 8-11, 2026) by validating survey findings
through real-time citizen voices, documenting actual digital suppression, and highlighting youth engagement and innovation. Together, these methods
offer a comprehensive understanding of Uganda's 2026 electoral experience.

The hashtags analyzed in this report embodied citizens' aspirations for agency, voice, and meaningful participation. Realizing these aspirations
depends on the choices made by all stakeholders. By listening to and documenting these citizen voices, we gain authentic insight into the state of
Uganda's democracy and chart pathways toward more inclusive, transparent, and credible processes.
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