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Abstract 

Citizen competence in a democratic society is perceived as an essential mechanism for 

promoting political accountability in local governance. This paper, thus, qualitatively 

investigates the relationship between citizen competence and political accountability in 

Uganda’s local governance system across two discrete political regimes, during the 

post-independence period. Using an in-depth explorative design, it was established that 

citizens in both regimes were largely inarticulate, disengaged and uninvolved in determining 

local preferences, suggesting minimal link between citizen competence and the propensity to 

promote political accountability at district level. The data suggested that citizen competence 

was less influential in district politics for the greater part of the post-colonial period. 

Nonetheless, there were also episodes where citizens actively participated in enforcing 

political accountability at the grassroots under multiparty politics in both the Obote II and 

NRM regimes, with slight variations in the intensity and pattern between the two periods. 

Thus, the level of citizen competence and nature of local governance in Uganda mirror the 

political accountability practices at the local level, mainly shaped by civic challenges and the 

character of politics in Uganda during the periods studied regardless of differences and 
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longevity. The paper recommended deliberate state intervention for mobilization of citizens 

and the establishment of state-engineered dynamic social networks to generate capacity for 

holding local leaders accountable and more empowered civil society to construct robust 

citizen competence programmes to foster political accountability.  

Keywords: citizen competence, district politics, political accountability, local governance 

1. Introduction 

Scholarly efforts to explore citizen competence and its role in promoting political 

accountability are not new in the discipline of political science. Indeed, political discourse 

clarifies on the strength of citizen competence in both developed and developing countries, 

where three major distinctions have been identified. Firstly, this discourse authenticates 

opinions influenced by politicians’ special economic interests at the expense of the public 

good, with the state actively undermining existing political accountability mechanisms in 

most developing country settings (Pandeya, 2015). Secondly, the level of citizen competence 

varies considerably between developed and developing countries, with the latter ones 

grappling with generally lower levels of competence, and thus, perceivably lower levels of 

political accountability. Thirdly, the low intensities of citizen competence among the vast 

majority of citizens in the developing world has undermined their influence in local 

governance, resulting in greatly uneven political accountability across these countries. The 

latter citizen attributes form part of the instruments for holding leaders politically accountable 

at district level, stopping leaders from using public offices for their own economic 

self-interests (Shah & Shah, 2008). Considerably low citizen competence on the continent is 

mostly displayed by the economically disadvantaged citizens, especially women living in 

rural areas, with evidence suggesting widespread inactive citizenry who engage in local level 

meetings (Agyeman-Duah, 2010). Such relatively disengaged citizenship in Africa is 

associated with high levels of ignorance which imply inadequate capabilities among citizens 

for demanding political accountability. Such inadequacies in political knowledge, civic 

responsibilities and shortage of civic skills among citizens imply low elements essential to 

effectively participate in politics at the local level. Uganda’s political space as assessed in the 

prism of district politics displays remarkably analogous low configuration of citizen 

competence levels akin to the rest of Africa (Kugonza & Mukobi, 2016). This 

characterization suggests that while citizens paid taxes as responsible citizens and obeyed the 

laws, they did not keenly lay down their own priorities in line with their local needs 

(Tidemand, 2013).  

Right from independence in 1962, Uganda had a constitution which allowed citizens to 

control the political actions of their leaders, implying that citizens were in position to demand 

for political accountability from their leaders at all levels. However, with the introduction of 

the 1967 constitution which instituted a shift from elected to appointed district councils, 

citizens lost their power over district leaders’ actions. Another citizen disempowerment shift 

occurred in 1971 when the Idi Amin-led overthrow of Obote I government in 1971 resulted in 

militarised local governance, with the appointment of military officers as governors in charge 

of military and civil affairs (Golooba-Mutebi, 2008). As a military ruler who governed by 
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decree, Amin granted provincial governors and appointed district commissioners unlimited 

powers to implement government programmes. Consequently, there was virtually no 

relevance for citizen competence for influencing political accountability in district politics 

during the military regime even after the 1979 fall of Amin’s government spearheaded by the 

Uganda National Liberation Front (UNLF). Neither did Yusuf Lule as the first President 

under the UNLF government nor Godfrey Binaisa, who succeeded him, advance the cause for 

political accountability as these governments, similarly failed to launch any significant 

district-focused political reforms. 

There were no changes made on the form, structure and character of local governance when 

the Obote II regime started in December 1980. The 1967 constitution which had essentially 

centralized most of the power, was back in operation. Therefore, in the same way, the Obote 

II regime was limited by the local governance landscape in which it operated in regards to the 

political relationship which existed between the citizens and the local state structures. The 

local leaders were appointed rather than elected, and could not, in this local governance 

setting be held to account by the citizens. Gradual democratization of local governance in 

Uganda began with the National Resistance Movement (NRM) regime which took over 

Kampala in January 1986. Operating in a significantly more democratic local governance 

system, the NRM launched a series of reforms, some of which form part of this paper’s 

analysis. In other words, the colonial and most post-independence governments made 

attempts to model and re-model local governance structures but, in most cases, did not 

adequately provide for citizens’ competence improvement initiatives targeting district level 

politics. Moreover, these efforts, likewise, hardly catered for related citizen empowerment 

avenues, particularly those planned to promote mechanisms within which to promote political 

accountability at the grassroots.  

This account of the relationship between citizen competence and political accountability is 

analyzed further, comparing the Obote II government, which operated under a multiparty 

dispensation, and the Museveni-led NRM regime. The latter administration did not only 

institute its own local governance reforms from 1986, but also, like the former, operated 

under multiparty politics from 2006. Citizens were expected to increasingly hold their leaders 

politically accountable. The extent to which they were able to do so forms part of the analysis 

of this paper.  

Guided by the public choice theory, this paper explores citizen competence during the Obote 

II and the NRM regimes to assess the democratic credentials of the two political eons. In 

particular, comparison is made between the two regimes focusing on the major dimensions of 

citizen competence which consist of political knowledge, civic responsibility and civic skills 

required to ensure political accountability at the grassroots. In this paper, citizen competence 

refers to mechanisms through which citizens have access to, relative control over the local 

decision-making process, and effective use of unique capabilities to effectively determine the 

local politicians’ behavior. These fundamental parameters provide the basis on which citizen 

competence is expressed, partly through common preferences articulated in active attendance 

of community meetings and active membership of civil society groups. This study endeavors 

to answer research questions examining the linkages between citizen competence and how 
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they influenced political accountability across regimes in Uganda during the 

post-independence period.  

2. Theoretical Framework/Analytical Framework 

The paper argues that citizen competence influences district level political accountability in 

Uganda through economic competitions to the extent that it is struggle for economic 

resources that effectively drives the behavior of those controlling local power. This argument 

is based on public choice theory (PCT) as advanced by James Buchanan, a Nobel laureate in 

economics. The PCT analyses cover diverse aspects of theory, central of which is the critical 

connection between the actions taken by the state in local governance settings and citizen 

behavioral characteristics as economically self-interested actors (Felkins, 2013).  

The theory presents the following assumptions. First, and underlying PCT, is the assumption 

that economic interpretations of politics influence citizens’ engagement in politics since their 

behavior is majorly motivated by the desire to maximize economic self-interest (Mariotti, 

2016). Economic self-interest is the dynamic force of politics at different levels of governance, 

with citizens, for example, voting for the politician that they believe is likely to provide them 

with maximum opportunities to acquire welfare benefits. Second, each category of actors 

capitalizes on its economic interests at the expense of other categories, suggesting that each 

group pursues its interests while at the same time checking the excesses of other interested 

groups (Gustafson & Hertting, 2016). Third, PCT assumes that what happens in the private 

marketplace also happens in the public one, with both marketplaces having some concern for 

others. Fourth, the common preferences by the citizens tend to differ from locality to locality 

in terms of priority within a country, justifying citizen participation in local governance since 

preferences and needs differ in diverse local units. These scholars further discuss the voters’ 

economic self-interest, the politicians’ and bureaucrats’ economic interests as well as their 

rent-seeking behavior in the public market. 

Public Choice Theory underpins the linkages between control of public resources by 

economically self-interested actors and political accountability in both the Obote II and the 

NRM regimes. This is true especially when a spotlight is laid on how public economic 

resources were utilized to influence political accountability at the local level. The theory 

facilitates the analysis of district politics and grassroots political accountability in Uganda by 

helping to explain the role of economic self-interest in both regimes’ political settings. The 

underlying PCT assumption which is directly applicable to the bond between political control 

of public goods and influence of political accountability in Uganda’s district politics relates 

directly to the first assumption of the theory. This fundamental postulation closely analyses 

the intricate relations between public goods control by actors whose motivation for 

engagement in politics is inspired by the desire to maximize economic self-interest, often 

resulting in the manipulation of political accountability at the grassroots.  

Operating in line with the first PTC assumption were both the Obote II and the NRM regimes 

which effectively used public economic resources to sway political answerability. In the case 

of the former regime, voters at the district level were partly influenced to engage in the 

democratic process utilizing the publicly-supplied public goods such as sugar, soap, cooking 
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oil and paraffin which were in short supply in 1980 following the 1979 Uganda liberation war 

(Rwehururu, 2002). Equally significant, appointed district bureaucrats and community 

leaders’ public provisioning engagements were influenced by the promise of not only 

controlling the public supply system for scarce public goods but also opportunities for 

bureaucratic rent-seeking behaviour at district and lower levels. Besides, it was established 

that district politicians’ actions were largely driven by economic self-interest. The district 

officials’ actions during the Obote II regime involving voter intimidation, violence and massive 

population displacements in North West Uganda help validate the PCT. Beginning in 1979 

after the fall of Amin, the public officials’ activities were largely in pursuit of personal 

economic power, ultimately resulting in compromised political accountability ay the grassroots 

(Kabwegyere, 2000). 

Conversely, during the NRM regime which began early 1986, a relatively similar set of 

political factors were identified and positively linked to the PCT fundamental postulation. 

Evidence which closely echoes the central PCT assumption can also be identified during this 

regime. Indeed, under the NRM, voters have been bribed by public officials with welfare 

items such as clothes, beddings, food items, cooking utensils, beverages, soap and sanitary 

ware as a way of influencing political accountability (Francis, 2003; Nakisanze, 2015). In 

addition, it was during the NRM regime when extensive use of money during electoral 

activities, largely associated with public officials, was first reported as an incentive to 

influence political accountability at the district level (Ceon-U, 2016). Held in phases for 

different levels, the electoral activities were marred by voter bribery at national and local 

levels, unquestionably underscoring another principle of PCT that looks at voters as chiefly 

motivated by economic self-interest which influences their political behaviour. Accordingly, 

the implication is that control of public resources by public officials influences political 

accountability as electoral malpractice incidents suggest in Uganda’s district politics 

(Buntaine et al, 2018). 

Similarly, PCT aids the scrutiny of local politicians’ actions; essentially those which have been 

engaged in to influence political accountability throughout the NRM regime. Employing a 

diversity of public economic resources as incentives to voters and orchestrating electorate 

coercion under the NRM regime, the district officials sought to influence political 

accountability (Demgroup, 2016). Without a doubt, these interventions and politicians 

behaviour, mostly exhibited through use of public resources, mirror the PCT assumption about 

politicians’ economic self-interests and have had inauspicious implications to political 

accountability at the district level (Deserrano, 2017).  

3. Methodology 

Based on documentary review, this study was conducted using an in-depth explorative design, 

heavily relying on the desk review analysis method, using the thematic analysis technique 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). Thematic analysis focused on examining themes within data to 

establish relationships of interest. The larger categories explored consisted of the contribution 

which citizen competence had made to the strengthening of political accountability, the ways 

in which citizens’, politicians’ and bureaucrats’ economic interests had impacted on political 
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accountability and the extent of civic engagement with civil society during the political 

regimes studied. The methodology involved gathering available scholarly and government 

publications in the area of local governance and analyzing the significance of citizen 

competence to the democratization process.  

The results from the data sources were investigated as occasioned by public officials’ control 

and use of public resources, the effects on citizens’ levels of engagement in the political 

process at the grassroots. This process was used to explore the scale of citizen competence, 

nature, the extent of its expression in district level politics and how it was influenced by public 

officials’ economic self-interest. This was done in order to assess the impact of citizen 

attributes on democratic shifts during the Obote II and the NRM regimes as well as the effect of 

public officials’ behavior on political accountability at the grassroots. It was, in addition, 

adopted to assess the democratic credentials of the two political epochs within the overall 

liberal perspective the two regimes generally attempted to pursue. Specifically, comparison 

was made between the two regimes, basing on some of the central dimensions of citizen 

competence, namely political knowledge and civic responsibility, linking them to political 

answerability in district politics. Qualitative methods of data collection and analysis were 

adopted. These methods were suited for this study because of its interpretative nature, which 

emphasized developing a description of the settings in which the specific political regimes 

operated, and how they shaped Uganda’s democratic process. 

In terms of sampling methods, the general scholarly guidance adopted was to continue to 

collect data by reviewing secondary sources which consisted of academic journals, text books, 

relevant government and international documents. The data collection process continued until 

no further relevant sources emerged (Hammersley, 2015). The assumption was that saturation 

point would be reached when the most relevant documents no longer appeared in the searches. 

This is the point at which the researchers perceived they had reviewed adequate sources for 

reliable data on the link between citizen competence as influenced by economically 

self-interested public officials and political accountability in district politics. The inclusion 

criteria for the documents took account of the relevance of the item to the title, theses, peer 

reviewed items, age of item (i.e 1980-2018), and qualitative design sources. 

At data collection stage, evidence about the general analyses on citizen competence and how 

it was economically manipulated to influence political accountability, provided the bulk of 

the sources from where we selected the relevant materials for further analysis. Most central 

among these included the internet, peer reviewed journals, books, working papers, theses, 

conference proceedings, government publications, district and civil society documents. 

Generally focusing on Uganda, the applicable documentary materials were selected according 

to time period and geographical space, resulting in several materials, running across political 

regimes, ranging from 1980-2018. This time frame was significant for analysis of the Obote 

II and NRM regimes in the perspective of citizen competence and political accountability.  

Data analysis was conducted following the recommended steps for thematic analysis which 

require investigators to identify initial themes and concepts, label or tag the data, sort the data 

by category and theme, edit and summarize or synthesize the data to come up with coherent 
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and valid study conclusions (Braun and Clarke, 2006).Thus, to effectively identify all the 

features and relevant themes related to citizen competence, control of public goods and 

political accountability in local governance in the data collected, systematic phases of the 

thematic analysis technique were embarked upon. These consist of familiarizing oneself with 

the data, generating initial codes, identifying themes from the data collected, constructing 

thematic network, integrating and interpreting the data to make logical conclusions (Robson 

2011).  

The transcription process for all the data collected for the study produced a 42-page data set 

for further processing. Again, to ensure the highest quality of the study results possible, we 

took utmost care to focus on noting down the key variables in the data set to make certain that 

all details relevant to the citizen competence and political accountability relationships in 

district politics were captured. This was followed by the effort to recognize and identify the 

concepts, messages, patterns, associations and meanings of the data. We assigned the initial 

codes to the findings. The codes consisted of “CC1”, “CC2” ... and “PA1”, “PA2”, “PA3” .... 

respectively for citizen competence and political accountability data elements. This was 

accomplished essentially by analyzing the grouped texts that had similar meanings. In this 

process we were able to define what the data were all about, effectively executing this 

through combing the entire data set to discover logical associations with the variables of 

interest.  

The codes were electronically extracted from the main document and organized into a final 

electronic document. Consequently, the most important themes identified consisted of 

“citizen competence”, “political knowledge”, “informed citizenry”, “citizen intelligence”, 

“citizen engagement”, “sense of civic responsibility”, “citizen concern”, “citizen participation 

and council actions”, “local citizens’ groups”, “voluntary groups in local governance”, 

“public goods control and usage”, “civil society”, “economic interests”, and “citizens’ local 

preferences”. On the other hand, we also identified “political answerability”, “governance 

indicators”, “local state capture”, “political accountability” and “district politics” as the main 

themes in line with the political accountability variable. Focusing on citizen capabilities and 

government practices, we also identified “district politics during Obote II regime” and 

“district politics under the NRM” as equally appropriate themes to guide analysis. 

This study endeavored to answer questions examining the relations between citizen 

competence as conditioned through control of public goods by state officials and how 

political accountability was influenced during the Obote II and NRM regimes in Uganda. We 

explored how citizen competence had influenced political accountability mechanisms in 

district level politics, the ways in which citizens’, politicians’ and bureaucrats’ interests had 

affected political accountability and the extent of civic engagement with civil society during 

the regimes studied.  

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Introduction  

These results are presented and discussed based on specific research questions/themes, viz 
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citizen competence contributions to political accountability; factors in citizens’, politicians’, 

and bureaucrats’ interests across regimes; citizen engagement in civil society and political 

accountability in district level politics. These research themes are examined in the following 

sections. 

4.2 Citizen Competence Contributions to Political Accountability in District level Politics 

From the data analysis, a trend which indicated contrasting levels of citizen competence 

between the Obote II and the NRM regimes emerged. The findings on political knowledge 

were assessed based on essential attributes consisting of possession of factual information 

held by a citizen about public matters, citizens’ awareness of their political rights, freedoms, 

choices, and knowledge of legislated roles. The findings in this theme are organized in five 

distinct results categories observed from data analysis. Firstly, comparing the two regimes, it 

emerged that in terms of trends, there was more political knowledge during the NRM than the 

Obote II regime, with a drift indicating slightly improved political awareness which matched 

with growing citizen engagement with the state during the NRM period (Oloka-Onyango, 

1989; Kakumba 2010). This trend was largely shaped by the differences in the local 

governance structures between the two regimes. For example, whereas the local governance 

arrangements enabled the centre to control most local matters, including scarce public goods 

during the Obote II regime, the NRM started the power devolution process to the districts 

early in its administration, constitutionalizing decentralized powers in 1995 (Uganda, 1995).  

Secondly, results highlighted the nature of citizen competence in both regimes, with 

substantial findings suggesting that economic self-interest motivated local actors to engage in 

district politics, a point emphasized by the PCT (Boyne, 1997). Accordingly, results indicate 

the association between economic self-interest and grassroots political accountability by 

depicting the role of public goods usage in the political settings of both regimes under 

comparison, but with more pronounced economic self-interest displayed under the NRM. In 

this perspective, results indicate forces determining citizens’ behaviour in respect of state 

engagement in district politics. For the case of the Obote II regime, citizens at the district 

level were partly moved to engage in the democratic process incentivised by the 

centrally-supplied welfare provisions, in short supply during this period. Comparatively, there 

were widespread experiences of voter bribery at the local level as an incentive to influence 

political accountability regardless of the local common preferences during the NRM regime 

(Demgroup, 2016; Nakisanze, 2015; Black Monday, 2015). Thirdly, findings established that 

appointed district officials and community leaders’ political engagement levels were framed 

by the prospects for eventual control of the public goods supply system at the grassroots 

(Mwakikagile, 2012).  

Nonetheless, economic self-interest by diverse local actors aside, citizens were able, in 

varying degrees to enforce political accountability during the multiparty political era under 

both the Obote II and the NRM regimes. While current information confirms the attempts by 

both the Obote II and NRM regimes to bolster citizen competence through diverse policy 

actions, both regimes appear to have been off the mark as far as citizen competence 

contributed to the enforcement of political accountability (Sematimba, 2013). In the case of 



 Journal of Public Administration and Governance 

ISSN 2161-7104 

2020, Vol. 10, No. 3 

http://jpag.macrothink.org 451 

the Obote II regime, the source of the challenge for citizen competence shortfalls stems from 

the state’s efforts to centralize all local governance powers, thus leaving the district councils 

as instruments for executing central government preferences rather than those of the local 

citizens (Ocaya-Lakidi, 1982). Consequently, citizens were alienated by the nature of politics 

as assessed at the district level. This is partly the reason why there is modest evidence of the 

connection between citizen competence and its contribution to enforcement of political 

accountability. Citizens during this regime were largely left out of the loop in local 

decision-making mechanisms at the district level. They were, thus, unable to contribute to 

political accountability enforcement. 

On the part of the NRM regime, there is evidence supporting the view that the state 

spearheaded deliberate policy reforms, mainly summarized in the LGA 1997 to boost citizen 

competence for the overall good of the local governance system. Indeed, the NRM introduced 

major local governance changes aimed at creating avenues for citizen influence in setting 

priorities and preferences. Nonetheless, as evidence suggests, these reforms were yet to 

translate into effective sustainable political accountability mechanisms and shared 

development benefits for all at the grassroots. Part of the explanation for this non-occurrence 

was the control of public goods, largely deployed to disenfranchise ordinary citizens where 

majority live in poverty. Current evidence also shows that the contradictions threatening the 

relationship between citizens’ inability to influence the local governance system emerge from 

the declining village meeting attendances and voter bribery (Demgroup, 2016). These are 

some of the elements adduced in the charge that the local governance system in Uganda is 

progressively being captured by the local elite aided by patronage systems from the centre. 

This evidence is partly supported by the district creation wave in recent years, jointly driven 

by the centre and the local elite (Green, 2010). 

Fourthly, the study established that while citizen competence was a supportive factor for 

political accountability in a democratic society, citizens in Uganda were largely inarticulate, 

disengaged and uninvolved in determining local preferences (Kakumba, 2010). This political 

reality suggests minimal link between citizen competence and citizens’ propensity for 

contributing to political accountability in district politics. More pertinent data indicated that 

citizen competence was less influential in contributing to the achievement of political 

accountability for the greater part of the post-colonial period. This analysis is true for both the 

Obote II period (Sathyamurthy, 1982) and the NRM regime despite evidence of better citizen 

engagement opportunities during the latter regime. It would, therefore, be logical to argue that 

whereas there were more opportunities for citizens to enforce political accountability under the 

NRM than the Obote II regime; citizens under the former regime appear not to have been able 

to better contribute to political accountability. The rational explanation for this political 

experience is partly imbedded in the structural design for local governance under the NRM 

which gave immense political, legislative, administrative and development powers to district 

political and bureaucratic leaders. Furthermore, the patronage relationship between the district 

politicians and the centre which is not based on advancing democratic aspirations but rather 

economic self-interest vindicates the relevance of the PCT in analyzing local governance 

issues.  
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Fifthly, equally significant were results which indicated a strong association between citizen 

characteristics such as low political participation and low community organization 

involvement on one hand and reduced enforcement of political accountability in district 

politics, on the other. This comprises, for example, reduced attendance of community 

meetings and the prevailing political culture, characterized with disinterest in community 

matters in both regimes. In other words, regardless of the level of political awareness and 

irrespective of the regime under discussion, the intensity of citizen competence was too low 

to contribute to political accountability. However, results suggested much less civic 

competence during the former political establishment partly due to few opportunities for 

citizen to influence district politics. These data overall suggest that in both regimes citizens 

were less positioned to contribute to political accountability, but much less so during the 

Obote II regime. 

4.3 Factors in Citizens’, Politicians’ and Bureaucrats’ Interests Across Political Regimes 

This section seeks to explore the ways in which diverse factors shaped citizen competence, 

district-based politicians’ and bureaucrats’ interests on one hand and how these relationships 

impacted on political accountability. The study results highlight contrasting trends in the 

political interfaces involving citizens’, politicians’ and bureaucrats’ interests but with slightly 

different variations in the nature of effects on political accountability in the district level 

politics (Humphreys & Weinstein, 2012). One of the fundamental findings was the deeply 

collusive interfaces between politicians and the bureaucrats which existed in both the Obote II 

and NRM regimes, albeit with much less intensity in the former than the latter regime. 

Utilizing the PCT framework, we found out that an unprincipled relationship between 

district-based politicians and bureaucrats, wholly inspired by public resource exchanges or 

their promise, existed during the Obote II regime (Golooba-Mutebi, 2008). On the other hand, 

while the economically self-interested behavior between these sets of public officials was low 

key early in the NRM establishment, over time a complex system of patronage, stretching from 

the central government, has emerged. A further inclination in this patrimonial system, which 

undermines political accountability mechanisms, appears to be increasingly materializing 

during the NRM period.  

In a endorsement of the PCT logic, the study results further indicated the nature of political 

sponsorship in district politics which has emerged in recent years under the NRM tenure. 

Current evidence underscores financial incentives observed in district creation dynamics as 

the most central factors in the patronage system that sidesteps ordinary citizens (Green, 2010; 

Brock, 2004). Consistent with these findings, is a World Bank (2008) study on local council 

oversight and social accountability in Uganda which concurs with this study outcomes. The 

overall data suggest relatively similar factors which constrained citizens’ contribution to 

political accountability enforcement in district politics under the NRM. Fundamental among 

these sets of factors is the association between citizen competence and political accountability 

which is partly determined by the flexibility of district structural establishments, existing 

policies, participation mechanisms, the amount of bureaucratic power existing in the 

administrative system at the local level and the operational environment. Moreover, other 

relevant findings suggested the presence of rigid and powerful district bureaucracies in 
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Uganda which suffocated political accountability (Humphreys & Weinstein, 2012). 

Results indicate that district politics during the Obote II regime were influenced by 

socio-economic factors; specifically, the commodity shortages which essentially influenced 

behaviour and politicians’ practices as they were incentivised, in some cases, to orchestrate 

violence and intimidation against ordinary citizens. Relatively comparable dynamics were 

identified in the findings relating for the NRM period. For example, regardless of the periodic 

elections for the district political leadership up to the lower levels during this period, 

underlying forces, including poverty, effectively determined voters’ choices during both 

national and district level elections (Mwakikagile, 2012).These results are underscored by 

recent similar evidence which indicates that voters were bribed with welfare items and basic 

essentials consisting of food items, beverages, cleaning materials and cooking utensils as 

stimulus for district based voters (Nakisanze, 2015). This evidence is supported by other 

election related data which show that during the NRM regime there has been widespread use 

of financial resources as an enticement for citizens to vote local leaders, effectively 

undermining political accountability (Ceon-U, 2016).  

In regard to public services enjoyed by all citizens consisting of roads, hospitals, water, 

schools, electricity, agricultural initiatives, the study found out that citizens maximised the 

common interests across the Obote II and the NRM administrations. Results indicate, 

however, that in two of the economic self-interest areas, citizens were better able to enjoy 

these services under the Obote II than the NRM political dispensation (Mujaju, 1999). This 

analysis is based on the comparative numbers of secondary schools established during the 

relatively short duration of the former regime compared to the latter. Current data indicates 

relatively slower growth of public secondary education under the NRM, in power for over 30 

years since 1986, than was the case under the Obote II (Mwakikagile, 2012). The data on 

different accomplishments across regimes have been perceived in terms of regime priorities 

and the exigencies of the liberalization era under the NRM.  

There are clearly other economic interest areas such as local roads which are under districts, 

where the NRM has by far done better; indicating that irrespective of citizen competence level 

shortages, the longevity of a regime was a significant factor in explaining political 

accountability (Golooba-Mutebi, 2016; Muyomba-Tamale, et al. 2011). In other words, 

regardless of the multiparty political environment in both regimes, the citizens under the Obote 

II regime had by far much fewer prospects for expressing their economic self-interest and even 

much less avenues for influencing political accountability. Nonetheless, these citizens appear 

to have collectively benefited more from the state than their counterparts under the NRM as far 

as education and agriculture are concerned. Citizens under the Obote II regime were governed 

under the 1967 constitution which had centralized most political power (Sathyamurthy, 1982). 

In contrast, the citizens under the NRM regime who benefited from relatively more democratic 

district politics since 1986 appear to have engaged the local state differently. This is despite the 

extensive decentralized powers; responsibilities and services particular to the district as per the 

1997 LGA which seem not have adequately empowered the citizens to demand for improved 

political accountability (Uganda, 1997). 
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These findings in their entirety are noteworthy in the analysis concerning the links between 

citizen competence and political accountability across regimes in post-independence Uganda. 

One, with reference to the ways in which diverse factors impacted on citizen competence, 

analysis focused on two district-based actors, namely, the politicians and bureaucrats. The 

interests for these two groups depressingly affected political accountability in both regimes as 

their economic self-interests overshadowed democratic ideals at the local level. Two, some 

significance has been put on duration of a political regime as a factor. However, longevity as 

a factor, regardless of the intensity of citizen competence, determined the extent to which 

political accountability in the two regimes was observed. While the Obote II regime was 

short-lived, lasting for only 5 years, the NRM one has now been in power for 33 years. In 

addition, whereas constitutional and administrative limitations could be cited as institutional 

issues that limited citizen competence during the Obote II regime, regime durability is 

another dynamic which likely undermined political accountability unlike the NRM’s which is 

still ongoing. On the other hand, a more liberal constitution and decentralized governance 

during the NRM comparatively longer regime allows more elaborate insight into the political 

and bureaucratic interests which undermine political accountability at the district level. 

Three, the study has brought to light the slightly contrasting strengths, patterns and trends in 

citizen competence and the political accountability involving citizens’, politicians’ and 

bureaucrats’ interests during the two regimes explored in this paper. It has also underlined the 

slightly divergent nature of effects arising from economic self-interests on political 

accountability in the context of district level politics. Moreover, the results stress the reasons 

for the similarities and contrasts in citizen competence and how the district-based actors’ 

economic self-interests have negatively affected political accountability. A key discussion 

point, nonetheless, is the corrosive nature of these economic self-interests, specifically in the 

way they undermine citizen competence and automatically political accountability. Thus, 

citizen competence and nature of local governance in Uganda mirror the political 

accountability practices at this level. Results show slightly improved civic competence levels 

during the NRM regime than during the Obote II regime, but with surprisingly relatively 

similar patterns of political accountability at district level during both regimes.  

The implication is that political accountability in district politics is heavily compromised by 

voter inducements, determining the nature of political accountability at the grassroots 

(Buntaine et al, 2018). These findings further confirm the significance of the PCT framework, 

centre of which is the economic self-interest as an incentive, in exploring citizen competence 

and political accountability in district politics during the periods studied. Holding politicians 

accountable via elections is a fundamental precursor to effective governance, economic 

development, and high-quality public service delivery at the local level. However, political 

accountability will not be realized at district level if citizen competence is inadequate.  

4.4 Citizen Engagement in Civil Society and Political Accountability at District Level 

A discussion on how citizens have engaged civil society across regimes during 

post-independence Uganda constitutes the final section of this study. The findings in this 

study indicated several political realities about the significance of citizen competence and 
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political accountability in district politics. Firstly, we established that the intensity of civil 

society engagement by citizens was a key indicator for civic responsibility among citizens in 

the regimes studied. With both regimes beginning at a time the state was rebuilding itself 

after protracted political conflicts involving civil wars, the role of civil society in both the 

Obote II and the NRM regimes was equally significant in local governance. However, 

evidence of levels of citizen engagement with civil society at district level became more 

apparent during the NRM regime as the LGA 1997 provided for civil society operations to be 

overseen by the district council (Makara, 2003). Secondly, the results suggest that due to the 

local governance legal framework which put civil society organizations under the supervision 

of district councils during the NRM era, and the consequent interface between citizens and 

these organizations, civic responsibility appeared more evident under the NRM than during 

the Obote II regime (Barr, Fafchamps, Owens, 2003). 

In other words, the good governance requirements on civil society by the state, which called 

for more disclosures and visibility at the community level, contributed to the perception that 

there was higher intensity of citizen competence than under the Obote II regime. This logic 

would suggest that there was more political accountability under the NRM than the Obote II 

regime. Thirdly, it was established that civil society actors, whose focus was closely 

associated with citizens, was equally influenced by economic self-interest, achieved through 

the pursuit of rational decisions in local political settings. This analysis is inspired the 

fundamental PCT postulations which are centred on the premise that most individual actors 

are driven by economic self-interest. Accordingly, the research found out that PCT basically 

assisted to ease analysis of the degree of citizen competence and self-interested behaviour in 

the regimes studied during Uganda’s post-independence period. This exploration was done in 

order to understand the connection between citizen competence and political accountability.  

The variables assessed in the study consisted of citizens’ behaviour as understood in respect 

of the levels in membership of civil society organizations, voluntary contributions, abilities to 

make public decisions, mobilization to build teams and citizen understanding of local level 

interests (Font, Wojcieszak & Navarro, 2015). Founded on the parameters identified, a 

comparison of civic responsibility between the Obote II and NRM regimes found out that in 

both political settings citizens were evidently uninvolved, unmotivated, but with slightly 

more engagement of citizens with civil society under the NRM regime. The analysis derived 

from the PCT framework in relation to these findings is that citizens’ behaviour is linked to 

the dire economic conditions of the individual grassroots people who do not have ability to 

engage in civil society activities, regardless of the intensity of civic responsibility levels for 

citizens in both regimes studied. Moreover, from a PCT perspective, related findings show 

that citizens’ economic self-interests are similarly underscored in financial mobilization 

drives, advocacy, sponsorship and citizens’ community groups, which are, but part of the 

evidence for civic responsibility (Bossuyt, 2000). Nonetheless, the interpretation of these 

findings in light of PCT implications means that civic responsibility in post-independence 

Uganda remains relatively weak in both regimes. Consequently, in both regimes studied, the 

contribution by civil society has been inadequate to improve citizen competence and political 

accountability in Uganda’s district politics. These analyses similarly suggest that citizen 
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competence during the Obote II and NRM regimes was insufficient to effectively contribute 

to political accountability. 

Equally pertinent results suggest that to understand civic responsibility during 

post-independence Uganda, specifically focusing on the Obote II and NRM regimes, the PCT 

perspective has to be adopted in the analysis. Indeed, put in the PCT paradigm, it becomes 

understandable why available data indicates less involvement in civil society activities by 

citizens during the Obote II regime (Barr, et al. 2003). Scholars have argued, in some data 

which this study partly uses, that individual citizens in most cases have clear motivations that 

drive their civil society engagement orientations (Tijunaitiene & Bersenaite, 2011). One way 

to understand these results is to present the contrasting epochs which have been explored in this 

study. In the first place, there was no state legal framework within which civil society 

organizations were operating at the district level during the Obote II regime beyond simple 

registration with the Ministry of Internal Affairs, unlike the situation under the NRM.  

This implies a gap for institutionally tracking the citizen engagement scope with civil society 

under the former regime, and thus, a relative difficulty in assessing the linkage between civic 

responsibility and political accountability during this period. Secondly, conceptually, the PCT 

argument would relatively be limited in assisting the comparison between the two regimes 

explored because of inadequate data for the Obote II regime on citizen engagements with 

civil society. The other realistic view in regard to the apparently low civic responsibility 

levels in both regimes is related to the veracity of civil societies’ activities which involve a lot 

of voluntarism and philanthropy. Therefore, just like during the NRM regime, PCT provides a 

realistic justification on why civic responsibility was low in both regimes since civil societies 

do not support the economic self-interest thesis which PCT raises. The latter organizations 

mostly target the “poor of the poor” as their clients. Nonetheless, with the available 

information, it can generally be argued that there was relatively less civic responsibility 

during the Obote II regime than during the NRM period. 

Further, citizen mobilization and team-building in a way fall within the perspective of PCT 

since they also call for the individual financial abilities of the citizen (De Coninck, 2004). 

This reality also likely explains why most civil society interventions focus on the “poor of the 

poor” concept in order to identify the individual citizens whose economic conditions are 

worse off. Therefore, the analysis focusing on the relationship between citizen competence 

and political accountability logically suggests that civic responsibility was low in both 

regimes explored, although there was evidence for slightly more engagement with civil 

society by citizens during the NRM period. This finding further points to the limited nature of 

citizen competence resources for enforcing political accountability in district politics during 

both the Obote II and NRM regimes. 

Results analysed by this study indicate that the performance of citizens as it related to civil 

society actors at the local level was relevant in the investigation of citizen competence and 

political accountability. Exploration of citizen competence during the Obote II and the NRM 

regimes using the PCT postulations reveals other similarities and contrasts of the two 

political regimes. Firstly, comparison was made between the two regimes focusing on one of 
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the major dimensions of citizen competence namely, the sense of civic responsibility at 

district level. This study specifically assessed data on active attendance of community 

meetings and membership of local civil society groups to assist in putting citizen competence 

in the perspective in the two regimes. It was found out that almost the same way, the 

attendance of community meetings was equally low for citizens in both regimes.  

While some findings indicated the citizen engagement with civil society had increased the 

mechanisms for participation opportunities particularly during the NRM period, they did not 

make a real difference in decision-making at the district level and lower councils (Makara, 

2003). This view is further explained as a result of low scale of civil society operations which 

were often just used to meet legal and institutional requirements, especially under the LGA 

1997 during the NRM regime. This result essentially means a profound limitation. Sometimes, 

some mechanisms were misused to the advantage of the local political elites. Results also 

indicated that although there were more opportunities for participation than in the Obote II 

regime, the limitations in civil society also constituted a constraint for citizens to influence 

the local decision-making process during the NRM regime (Tidemand, 2013). In addition, 

some data sources suggested there was a shortage of financial wherewithal as a major 

restriction on citizen engagement opportunities with civil society. These results demonstrate 

that citizens under both regimes lacked opportunities for effective demand for political 

accountability due to the inherent weaknesses in citizen competence, itself dependent on a 

number of factors such as resource availability in both regimes. In the final analysis the 

results, overall, suggest that the citizen engagement with civil society mechanisms have 

greatly widened the scope of citizens to hold their leaders politically accountable. In reality, 

however, due to diverse factors both from the centre and district politics under both the Obote 

II and the NRM regimes, citizen engagement was inadequate to empower citizens who should 

have in turn been in position to enforce political accountability. 

5. Conclusion 

This work has analyzed the link between citizen competence and district politics within the 

context of Uganda’s local governance. It has particularly focused on the role of citizen 

competence in enforcing political accountability at the grassroots during the 

post-independence period. The paper demonstrates that irrespective of the political context, 

citizen competence, which is expressed in form of political knowledge, a sense of civic 

responsibility and civic skills, is central since it is a central determinant in local political 

influence by citizens to determine their local priorities and enforcement of political 

accountability. The analysis in this research is based on three central issues which we 

attempted to address. These sought to highlight how citizen competence had influenced 

political accountability mechanisms in district level politics, the ways in which citizens’, 

politicians’ and bureaucrats’ interests had affected political accountability. In addition, the 

study explored the extent of citizens’ engagement with civil society during the political 

regimes studied. The research also examined how citizen engagement with civil society has 

been displayed across regimes in post-independence Uganda. 

Results presented in this paper are in a way authenticating the essential economic realities 
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such as the dynamics, centre of which is control of public goods and economic self-interest, 

which tend to strengthen or dampen the drive for political. The question answered in this 

analysis, which is particularly relevant for policy-makers in the developing world, was on the 

role of economic incentives in shaping governance relationships at the local level. We 

demonstrate that PCT ably guides analysis of the ramifications involving citizen competence 

and political accountability at the local level. However, there is a basic scholarly gap that 

remains, which is how to structure the PCT implications into government interventions at the 

local level. This is necessary to respond to the political and bureaucratic economic interests, 

which together, undermine the effort for enforcing political accountability at district level 

regardless of the levels and patterns of citizen competence from regime to regime. The policy 

response would also address the issues raised in relation to civic responsibility as a dimension 

of citizen competence. The analytical gap that we partly fill is the challenge that local level 

bureaucracies have to perform manifold composite tasks, involving diverse intricate functions 

in infrastructure, agriculture, health and education services delivery; without addressing 

issues of economic self-interest which PCT raises at a theoretical level. Recent evidence on 

how to structure the economic self-interest which the PCT emphasizes is inadequate. A 

comprehensive policy response in this area would constitute deliberate state intervention for 

mobilization of citizens and the establishment of state-engineered dynamic social networks to 

generate capacity for holding local leaders politically accountable.  

Thus, this paper contributes to understanding local democracy and the central role of citizen 

competence as it shapes the level, scope and pattern of political accountability. The research 

also identifies the opportunities and limitations of citizen competence as well as the dynamics 

that determine citizen competence across regimes especially from the perspective of public 

goods’ control in a poor country. Indeed, recent data raises an open question on the larger 

issue of the extent of the relationship between citizen competence and political accountability 

enforcement in light of more than three decades of reforms towards establishing improved 

local level governance in developing countries (Shah & Shah, 2008). In this paper, we have 

shifted the research agenda away from merely comparing local service provision mechanisms 

(Gaventa, 2004) and steered it towards exploration of the essential role of the individual 

citizen in enforcing political accountability across political regimes. We have, therefore, 

through the PCT framework of analysis sought to position the debate on multifaceted local 

governance issues which impinge on the processes for citizen competence and political 

accountability. 
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