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COMMUNIQUÉ: ON NATIONAL HEROES DAY, THE REAL HEROES ARE STILL WAITING FOR JUSTICE

1. INTRODUCTION
As Uganda commemorates National Heroes Day 2026, Liberty ProBono Initiative (LPI) joins citizens across the country in honouring individuals whose courage, sacrifice and commitment contributed to the struggle for freedom, environmental justice and human dignity.
This day presents an opportunity not only to remember Uganda's past heroes but also to reflect on those who continue to make sacrifices today in defense of communities, human rights, natural resources and the environment.
In the months leading to Heroes Day, Liberty ProBono Initiative held engagements with female environmental defenders, climate activists, affected communities and human rights advocates. These discussions highlighted the growing risks faced by women who peacefully advocate for environmental protection and community rights.
The participants observed that while environmental defenders play a critical role in safeguarding Uganda's land, water resources, forests, wetlands and communities, many continue to face arrests, detention, criminal prosecution, violence, and intimidation. Instead of being recognised for their contributions to society, they are increasingly being treated as criminals.
The participants therefore reflected on the question: Who is a hero?
The discussions concluded that heroes are not only those remembered in history books. Heroes are also citizens who sacrifice their freedom, safety, livelihoods, and wellbeing to defend the rights of others and protect the environment for present and future generations.

2. OBSERVATIONS
a) Female environmental defenders continue to suffer violence and injustice: Participants expressed concern over the continued suffering of women affected by oil and gas developments in Uganda.
Particular concern was raised regarding the experiences of women from Kapapi village in Hoima district who opposed land acquisition activities associated with the Tilenga oil project located in Buliisa district. Community members reported forced evictions, destruction of homes, loss of livelihoods, and serious human rights violations. Women reportedly suffered physical violence and sexual assault during the evictions while some families lost access to education after the destruction of the area's only primary school. Three years later, affected families continue to seek justice through the courts and remain without adequate remedies.
The participants observed that women who continue to pursue justice despite these challenges demonstrate extraordinary courage and resilience that deserves recognition.

b) Peaceful environmental activism is increasingly being criminalised: The participants noted with concern the conviction of several female environmental activists by the Buganda Road Court on April 17, 2026 following a peaceful protest held outside Stanbic Bank in Kampala on August 1, 2025. The activists were calling upon the bank to reconsider its support for the EACOP project due to concerns regarding environmental degradation, climate change, and community displacement. 
Many of the activists were students and young women who were sentenced to 11 months in prison which is one month short of the maximum sentence of one year prescribed for the offence. The participants observed that criminalising peaceful protest undermines constitutional freedoms and discourages meaningful public participation in environmental governance.

c) Misuse of the justice system against environmental defenders: Participants further discussed a case involving 11 environmental activists commonly known as the KCB11, who were arrested while attempting to deliver a petition to KCB Uganda regarding the bank's involvement in financing the EACOP. The activists spent approximately ninety days in detention before securing release on bail despite the absence of objections from the prosecution. Repeated adjournments and procedural delays prolonged their detention.

The participants observed that prolonged pre-trial detention for peaceful advocacy raises serious concerns regarding access to justice and the protection of constitutional rights.

d) Excessive bail conditions continue to punish environmental defenders: The participants also discussed the experiences of women environmental defenders who were arrested while delivering a petition concerning the destruction of the Lwera wetland.

Unfortunately, the activists were charged with common nuisance and granted bail subject to cash requirements of UGX 1,000,000 per person. Due to their inability to immediately raise the money, they remained incarcerated despite having been granted bail.

The participants observed that excessive bail requirements disproportionately affect women, youth and grassroots activists and are increasingly being used as a tool to discourage environmental advocacy.

e) Environmental defenders are modern-day heroes: The participants observed that environmental defenders play a vital role in protecting Uganda's natural resources, promoting accountability, safeguarding community rights and advancing sustainable development. Despite facing arrests, harassment, detention, convictions and social stigma, these defenders continue to speak out against environmental destruction and advocate for a safer future.

The participants concluded that environmental defenders embody many of the qualities traditionally associated with heroism, including courage, sacrifice, selflessness, and service to society.

3. CALL FOR ACTION
At the conclusion of the discussions, the following recommendations were made
i. Government institutions should publicly recognise the important contribution made by environmental and human rights defenders towards protecting Uganda's natural resources, communities, and future generations.
ii. Security authorities should immediately stop the use of arrests, detention, intimidation, and criminal charges against individuals engaged in lawful and peaceful environmental advocacy.
iii. The Director of Public Prosecutions should review ongoing cases involving peaceful environmental activists and withdraw charges where there is no evidence of criminal conduct.
iv. Government should undertake independent investigations into allegations of violence, sexual assault, unlawful evictions, and destruction of property reported during the Kapapi evictions and ensure accountability for all perpetrators.
v. The Judiciary should develop clear guidelines to prevent the use of excessive cash bail requirements that deny vulnerable citizens effective access to justice.
vi. Law enforcement agencies should adopt and implement gender-sensitive protocols to protect women environmental defenders from harassment, violence, discrimination, and abuse during arrest, detention, and court proceedings.
vii. Government should ensure that citizens can freely exercise their rights to freedom of expression, peaceful assembly, association, and participation in public affairs without fear of retaliation.

4. CONCLUSION
As Uganda celebrates National Heroes Day, LPI calls upon all citizens to recognise and honour the individuals who continue to make sacrifices in defense of justice, human rights, communities, and the environment.
The true measure of heroism is not found in speeches or ceremonies. It is found in the courage of those who stand up for what is right despite the risks they face.
Today, many environmental defenders remain before the courts, in detention facilities, or living under constant threat because they dared to protect Uganda's land, water, forests, wetlands, and communities.
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