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Political Risk Advisory Briefing: Uganda 
 
Grey Area Dynamics Risk Rating of 61.80% (Very Possible) 
 
 

 
 
Grey Area Dynamics (GADs) are all the risks, weaknesses and threats that have direct and 

measurable impact on businesses. They are a collective description of behaviours and factors 

that can at best, disrupt a firm, and at worst, close it down. Relevant to this market, the key 

division of Grey Area Dynamics is as follows: 

 

 

  
Legal 

 
Illegal 
 

 

Active 

 

• Government policy and 

nationalism 

• Overt and disguised ownership 

• Bureaucracy and local 

government 

 

 

• Religious extremism  

• Terrorism 

• Civil unrest 

 

Passive 

 

• Language & dialects  

• Media relations 

• Pressure groups 

 

• Bribery & corruption 

• Vested interests and cronyism 

• Patronage and nepotism 

 

 

Score Colour 
Rating Description 

< 100%   

Very High The assorted threats described are certain to 
have a derogatory effect. 

< 83%   

High The threats are extremely likely to negatively 
affect the business. 

< 66%   

Very 
Possible  

There is a strong likelihood of problems 
arising in this country. 

< 49%   

Possible There is a fair chance of problems arising in 
this country. 

< 33%   

Low There is a low likelihood of any threats 
impacting business.  

< 16%   

Very Low There are virtually no impediments to 
successful business in this country.  
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The GADs methodology makes the invisible risks, visible, and serves to differentiate between 

alternative variables in each climate. 

 

For each Grey Area Dynamic, we calculate separate IMPACT, FREQUENCY and 

LIKELIHOOD grades from 1 – 100%. These scores are based on a combination of over forty 

years of expert analysis and opinion on the severity of a GAD and its direct/indirect effect on 

personnel and business operating in a given country. These impacts are reviewed and updated 

quarterly to maintain their relevance.  

 

The formula of RISK = IMPACT + FREQUENCY x LIKELIHOOD is then applied, and Standard 

Deviation employed across all 35 variants, to calculate the mean average GAD risk score 

(expressed as a percentage).  

 

For a risk assessment to be thorough, it must encompass the potential for a broad array of 

economic, political, and business situations that might affect a business venture. Evaluations 

limited just to political issues or financial factors, may be completely misleading. The degree 

of severity of a risk portfolio will also depend on the origin of the investing entity; for example, 

European companies often face different risk profiles to American corporations considering the 

same investment opportunity. 

 

Grey Area Dynamics pose a challenge of diagnosis1. The key to avoiding problems before they 

occur or solving them after they have begun to take a toll on performance, lies in their early 

identification and evaluation. Ignoring the impact of GADs can be a costly business. 

 

Not only does this allow decision-makers to get an immediate idea of the threat level, but also 

a deeper breakdown of which specific Grey Area Dynamics are in play, their severity and 

frequency, and how the divisions of legal/illegal, passive/active are weighted. This kind of 

information offers a substantial degree of clarity over how the GADs can independently affect 

a client, and how they may intersect with each other to create the threat profile in a given 

business environment – thereby allowing a client to better refine or prepare their business plan 

to take account of where the threats are understood to lie.  

 

 
1 KCS Group Europe won the European Service Provider of the Year, 1999-2000 at the European Risk Management 
Awards Magazine International Risk Management for their work on GADs. In 2004, the company won an award for 
Product of the Year from StrategicRisk. 



 
  

 
 
 

KCS Risk Paper 2022 P a g e  | 4 

 

Introduction:  

One of Africa’s smallest countries, famed for its natural beauty and its mountain gorillas, 

Uganda is also a country struggling to find its place in Africa and the world. Emerging from the 

brutal eight-year military dictatorship of Idi Amin in 1979, it was as quickly as 1986 that the 

state fell under the spell of another charismatic autocrat who remains in power to this day. 

There has been little progress on economic or social issues, and Uganda is now pitching ‘all-

in’ on oil at a time when most other states are concentrating on diversifying. It all adds up to a 

fractious, contentious, and contradictory marketplace that poses a very specific range of 

threats.  

 

Politics: Meet the new dictator, same as the old?  

Although not a military dictator in the style of Idi Amin, President Yoweri Museveni has arguably 

become the model of an elected despot in his almost four decades in power: filling all key 

positions with his cronies, legitimising corruption on a grand scale, suppressing the media and 

dissent, and manipulating elections and laws to permit the perpetuation of his rule in the face 

of all the evidence that shows it to be a poor one. Museveni has done practically nothing to 

alleviate the difficulties faced by Uganda’s poor: indeed, he has arguably entrenched and 

deepened the divide, while utilising all the mechanisms of state to either ignore or suppress 

dissent and reinforce his position as an untouchable.  

 

From October 2020, Ugandan politics hit the headlines for all the wrong reasons when singer 

and MP, Bobi Wine, a key opposition candidate and popular figure, suffered a series of arrests 

culminating in house arrest following his defeat in the 2021 Presidential election: the 

culmination of a three-year campaign of harassment, intimidation, and alleged torture. There 

was little attempt to justify these actions, only the sense that Wine had become a lightning rod 

for opposition to Museveni and was therefore a legitimate target. He remains under house 

arrest to this day and Ugandan political opposition – such as it is – remains fractured and weak. 

Museveni, now victorious in his sixth election and having held on to power despite international 

condemnation, remains able to hand out benefices and manipulate entities according to his 

whims. There are signs, though, that he is becoming ever more emboldened in his actions to 

demonstrate this power, whether that be in the treatment of Bobi Wine or the increased cyber-

surveillance of activists and dissidents.  
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This is the political environment in which companies will find themselves: one characterised by 

rampant malpractice and repression on the part of the elite, with physical violence and cyber-

scrutiny leveraged against anyone who causes a problem. There is virtually no prospect of this 

changing – such is the weakness of civil society, the lack of transparency and the collusion 

with police and judiciary. Therefore, the risks stemming from the political powerbase must be 

considered as very real, very current, and very high.  

 

Economy: In debt to overconfidence  

The sixteen years since the G7 debt cancellation have not been kind to Uganda’s economy. 

Growth in real terms was slow, with the average growth over the decade actually being slightly 

worse than before the 2005 debt cancellation - despite both being classified as ‘low risk’ in 

terms of debt distress, and increased employment in supposedly higher-value jobs in industry 

compared to agriculture (which raises an immediate question as to where this money went). 

However, averagely the economy was performing, such benefits were effectively wiped out by 

Covid-19, which saw significant decreases in FDI, tourism revenues, productivity and GDP that 

has deepened the poverty crisis and caused both shocks (in terms of sudden negative impact 

and job losses) and stagnation (the inability of the largely agricultural-based economy to take 

that next evolutionary step). Recovery will be slow, and even with benefices such as the $200m 

USD from the World Bank in December 2021 to mitigate the negative consequences of 

coronavirus in the investment and revenue sectors, Uganda’s debt has ballooned once again 

to over $18bn USD and is now facing considerable debt pressure. From this, two possibilities 

emerge: either the services and capabilities offered by the Ugandan market contract as a result 

of this mountain of debt, or Uganda seeks out extra debt relief or assistance from its creditors 

such as China – which then places it in the position of being even further beholden to outside 

interests than it already is.  

 

Museveni – who kept Uganda in a state of emergency and curfew for almost three years, 

something which did significant damage to the economy despite the necessary health impetus, 

- is now bullish about the future of the economy despite the very real weaknesses of it in the 

present. Whereas before the pandemic the plan was for Uganda to reach higher middle-income 

status by 2040, Museveni is now pushing to achieve this within the next couple of years, not 

least by expanding Uganda’s oil bet considerably (of which more below), limiting the informal 

economy to better benefit the genuine one, and exploring other intensive-industry sectors such 

as mining and tech to pull the country away from its largely agrarian economy. Whether these 
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can have the desired effect when the Ugandan economy is as much as anything else, mired 

in corruption, is quite another question.   

 

Oil: The last of the prospectors?  

Uganda is an outlier on both a continental and international scale. While there is no real 

argument that the world needs to move away from fossil fuels, and even oil giants such as 

Saudi Arabia are planning for diversification, Uganda is going ‘all-in’ on oil to a degree rarely 

seen anymore. 1.4 billion barrels of oil are judged to be under Lake Albert, and irrespective of 

environmental concerns (at least for the moment), it is no underestimation to say that the 

potential profits could transform the Ugandan economy. The plan is to create the world’s 

longest heated pipeline from Lake Albert all the way to the Tanzanian coast, crossing two 

countries, along with assorted processing and refining facilities aimed at sharing the wealth 

around the whole country. It is enshrined in law that certain areas of employment arising from 

new job creation will be guaranteed for Ugandans, and the infrastructural improvements that 

will happen because of oil (new roads, fertilisers and so on) will endeavour to produce by-

product success to other Ugandan social and economic sectors as well.  

 

In an era where oil is less appetising than it has perhaps ever been, Uganda resembles nothing 

so much as the Californian prospectors of the Gold Rush hoping to strike it big. There are 

however, three main areas of concern that collectively mean that this final worldwide ‘oil boom’ 

might not be all that it is heralded as. 

 

Firstly, the question of whether Uganda’s nascent oil industry can escape the corruption and 

venality that have become so standardised across all other sectors of the country. It is the 

same old Catch-22 situation: oil is the ticket by which the country can pull itself out of the 

quagmire in which it rests, but so tantalising are the opportunities for corruption within oil that 

it becomes what it was supposed to destroy. There have long been reports of dishonesty and 

sleaze in Uganda’s oil community, many of which centre around the role that government plays 

in endorsing corruption. Eleven years ago, all oil deals were temporarily stopped after 

numerous instances of bribery in the millions of dollars were alleged to have been paid to 

officials in return for influence. There is a veil of secrecy over the exact partners & people to 

whom the government awards its contracts. And the phenomenon of ‘briefcase’ companies is 

rife – companies that have the barest presence in-country (and often faked documents too) 

but which gain preferential treatment over genuine firms because of their connections to 
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industry and political authorities. At its best, ‘oil’ suffers from the general corruption in Uganda. 

At its worst, it is the contributory factor to making this corruption even worse – such as the 

degree to which Museveni wields the monopoly over the industry as a carrot to his friends, and 

a stick to his enemies.  

 

Secondly, the motivations of certain partners looking to help Uganda in this boom. China’s 

National Petroleum Company (CNOOC) is a major player in the aforementioned East African 

Crude Oil Pipeline, and Russia has Memorandums of Understanding to build both oil refineries 

and nuclear capacity. Both of these countries have made great investment in Africa over the 

past two decades and it is fair to say that neither is known for their altruism. Russia and China 

want influence, power and control; and funding vital infrastructure & development projects or 

pouring even more money into the coffers of those that illicitly benefit, will help them in this 

objective. Any major project where Russia or China are involved must be considered in light 

of broader geopolitics and the ulterior motives of the companies (which, sadly, tend to be 

corporate outposts of political will). A firm bidding against such a competitor – or partnering 

with it – in the Ugandan market can expect to be respectively targeted by ‘dirty tricks’ that pose 

an entirely different locus of threats from those native to Uganda or embroiled in potential 

issues of PEPs and sanctions-breaking in the name of a deeper ‘great game’. 

 

Thirdly, environmental concerns are rising and oil majors – as well as companies and regimes 

that are in any way associated with fossil fuels – are increasingly becoming the targets of 

pressure groups and direct-action activists, who consider violent demonstration to be the only 

way of making their vision a reality. Uganda is already febrile enough in terms of protests and 

crackdowns – and any further oil investment would have the support of the government, so 

protests against it would be met with the harshest force and risk linking corporate partners with 

the violence perpetrated by the Ugandan state. This would not be a good look for companies, 

despite the fact – perhaps an uncomfortable one – that oil revenues from the billions of barrels 

are the only real way that Uganda can take that next economic, and social, step.  

 

Corruption  

To readers of this paper, it will either a) come as a great surprise or b) come as no surprise at 

all that Uganda’s new Chief of Police is a former military man with a history of brutal 

crackdowns on dissidents. Major-General Abel Kandiho was actually sanctioned by the USA 

in December 2021 for repeated politically motivated torture & abuse. His appointment then, is 
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just an assertion that Uganda is going to continue on his preferred path, as it is confirmation 

that said path is one where cronyism and corruption remain the watchwords. 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa is, according to Transparency International, the most corrupt region on the 

planet and even by these standards, Uganda is in crisis. A rating of 27/100, and sitting 144th 

out of 180 countries, place Uganda in the bottom half of this region (and third worst in East 

Africa alone) and such is the endemic nature of the corruption that a climb out, or even up, 

seems highly improbable. Sleaze in Uganda might best be described as ‘persistent’ – rarely 

large-scale or shocking enough to be of particular note, but standardised and meaningful 

enough to be a constant presence at virtually every turn, much like an ocean patiently wearing 

down a rock. What this means is that as well as dealing with the big-ticket corruption events, 

such as the embezzlement of $12.7m USD from the Prime Minister’s Office in 2012, those in 

the Ugandan market must also deal with corruption as an everyday occurrence, whether that 

be in bribery to achieve permits/utilities or the reality of paying to avoid unwanted attention 

from the police or government. This is normalisation of corruption that does not need to be on 

a grand scale: put it in front of someone often enough and eventually they will just come to 

accept it. In Uganda, so flooded is the country with bribery & corruption that we find a recursive 

pattern developing: corruption is so widespread that people accept it, and because of this 

acceptance, the authors feel that they can get away with even more.  

 

So bad is the problem that the Ugandan Law Society has called for the State Anticorruption 

Unit to be disbanded, asserting that it cannot act independently and is not fit for purpose. 

Indeed, while Uganda has a plethora of supposed anti-corruption agencies including the 

Inspectorate of Government, Auditor General’s Office and Directorate of Ethics & Integrity in 

addition to the SAU; however, given that all of these are in thrall to the very governmental elite 

responsible for the normalisation of corruption in the first place, their effectiveness is 

questionable. Added to which, there is little transparency around any public sector body or 

practice, and the police and judiciary are either in the pockets of the elite or given carte blanche 

to act as they see fit.  

 

This lack of accountability is a real problem, as is the lack of consequences. On those rare 

occasions where a Ugandan minister or corporate eminence has had to resign for a particularly 

egregious crime, they are simply moved sideways/upwards with no real loss of power, and 

there is little to no pushback against daily corruption in either the political or economic spheres. 
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The police and judiciary cannot be counted upon, and the political patronage system that 

underpins commerce and society, ultimately applauds rather than abhors corruption. Why 

would it not, when virtually everyone is doing it?  

 

‘Zero tolerance’ is a phrase that rears its head in many jurisdictions where there is in fact 

significant tolerance; so it proves again here. Museveni announced this back in 2006; upon re-

election in 2016 he reiterated this as a ‘promise’; yet two successive reports by Human Rights 

Watch in 2013 and Transparency International in 2018 have specifically highlighted the 

deliberate practice of letting the ‘big fish’ swim away. This exacerbates inequality and further 

damages the prospects, not only of those individuals and companies attempting to benefit 

Uganda but maintains the domestic imbalance between Uganda’s rich and poor and the 

corrupt system that perpetuates these positions.  

 

Conclusion 

Uganda is risking much on oil. While its tourism revenues were strong before coronavirus, 

these cannot be counted upon to return in the same quantity from this point on. The $1.6bn 

per year estimated to be lost from the tourist trade is envisioned to be made up by the oil 

revenues that will come from the approximate six billion barrels within the country (with $8bn 

estimated from just two fields) – but there are a few years before such projects can hope to 

come on stream (with up to 15 years of delay already in the past), and a lot can happen in an 

environment that seems to consider corruption as an all-inclusive deal rather than an optional 

extra.  

 


