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When road rules are

ignored, lives are lost

Road traffic deaths in Uganda continue to rise
despite increased enforcement and awareness
campaigns. Experts, police, and survivors say the
problem is not lack of knowledge, but widespread
disregard for traffic rules, risky driving behaviour,
and poor discipline on the roads.

BY GEOFFREY OYET OKWERA

hat began as a routine journey
from Lyantonde to Kampala
nearly turned into a fatal head-
line for Steve Mujuni.
_ He remembers the road behaving as
it always does on a good day: steady
flow, predictable traffic,and the long
hum of engines stretching across the
highway. His Subaru Legacy sat com-
fortably at about 120 km/h, the kind of
speed familiar to many drivers on that
stretch.

'Ihen;without warning, the rhythm

broke. A truck from the opposite direc-

tion drifted into his lane.

At first, Mujuni thought it was a mi-
nor wobble, something the driver
would correct. But the movement be-
came deliberate, and then dangerous.
The truck was now fully encroaching,
closing the distance fast.

“There was no time to think;"he says.
<t was just areaction.”

In that split second, he swerved
sharply into the opposite lane, gam-
bling on the hope that it was clear.It
was. The truck roared past where he

He survived. But the silence that fol-
lowed felt heavier than the near colli-
sionitself
Ahighway shared withdanger

Mujuni’s experience is not an excep-
tion on Uganda's highways; it is a pat-
tern.

Across major routes linking Kam-
pala to the rest of the country, driv-
ers describe a growing normalisation
of risk: impatient overtaking, fatigue
on long-distance routes, overloaded
trucks, and drivers who treat lane dis-
cipline as optional.

Between January and February
alone, 36 people were killed in road
crashes nationwide, according to traf-
fic records, an early-year reminder of a
problem that rarely slows down.

And yet, officials say the causes are

no mystery. They are repeated behav-
iours.
Thetraininggap

For road safety specialist Stephen Da-

mulira,Uganda’s crash problembegins

longbefore a vehicle hits theroad.

. “It starts with how people are .
traineyl "hesavs,: 1.2

WHAT THE NUMBERS
REVEAL BEYOND
UGANDA'S ROADS

Police and road safety reports
indicate that a significant num-
ber of fatal crashes occur during
daytime hours, particularly when
trafficis heavy and drivers are
more likely to take risks such as
speeding and unsafe overtaking.
This challenges the assumption
that road dangeris mainly a night-
time issue.

Recent trends also showa
worrying disconnect between en-
forcement and outcomes. Even
as traffic offences have declined
in some reporting periods, road
crashes and fatalities have conti-
nued to rise, suggesting that
compliance aloneis not transla
tinginto safer driving behaviour.

Young men remain one of the
most affected groupsin road traf-
ficincidents, reflecting a combi-
nation ofinexperience, risk-ta-
king behaviour, and exposure

to high-mobility transport roles
such as commercial driving and
boda boda riding.

At the same time, vulnerable road
users, particularly pedestrians,
cyclists, and motorcyclists, conti-
nue to bearthe greatest bur-

den of road deaths, especial-

ly inurban and peri-urban areas

. where trafficis dense and mixed.

He argues that the process of obtain-
ing a driving permit still allows too
many unprepared drivers onto the
road, people who understand how to
operate a vehicle, but not how to sur-
vive traffic.

Defensive driving, hazard anticipa-
tion, and emergency decision-making,
he says, are often treated as extras rath-
er than essentials.

A properly trained driver, Damulira
explains, does not simply react to dan-
ger; they predict it. And on Uganda’s
highways, prediction is often the differ-
ence between life and death.

‘Peopleknowtherules, theyjustig-
nore them’

If training is one side of the problem,
behaviouris the other. Retired traffic of-
ficer Ziraba Katende has spent years on
Uganda's roads, watching patterns re-
peat themselves.

He does not speak about ignorance.
He speaks about choice.

“Most drivers know the rules,” he says.

. “The problem is they decide when to

follow them.” 2
Speeding, dangerous overtaking,
drunk driving, and ignoring road signs

| remain common even in areas where
| enforcement presence is visible.

Katende leans on a simple argument:
awareness campaigns have done their
job.Whatis missing is disdpline.

He pauses before adding a point that

manymadsafetyarpersechomdiﬂ‘er- :

ent words.“Road safety is personal re-
sponsibility”
A continent-wide crisis

Uganda’s struggle sits inside a much
larger African crisis.
. According to the Africa Status Report
on Road Safety, about 650 people die

. daily from road traffic crashes across

the continent. Nearly half of these are
pedestrians, cyclists,and motorcyclists,

. themost exposed road users.

The economic impact is equally se-
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The schoolroom strategy
But enforcement is only one p,
the plan.In alonger-term appnmhn' o
police have taken road safety iny, . he
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Primary school pupils are 3,
taught how to read road signg r}l 4
safely,and understand basic trafgi, |
haviour. &
Itis astrategy built on repetitior, ,
idea that habits formed early are he
erto unlearn later. arg.
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The systembehind the wheg| Q
Beyond behaviour and enforce,

lies another layer: systerns,
The Traffic Police have tightene .,
sight of driving tests, licensing 5 /"
hicle inspections. Officers are 1+
to verify permits and assess
tence, particularly for commer,)
ers and boda boda riders.
For boda boda niders, one of t},-
vulnerable groups on the road tr,
is being prioritised due to thei; ,.
sure to high-risk environments_
Yet even with stricter checks,
admit that enforcement alone ¢
fix structural gaps in transpor
pline.
' Wheretheroadstillleads
Back on the highway, Mujunjs .
' miss fades into memory,but not 1, ©
| ing.He describes a feeling mary ¢
do not speak about openly: the -
. mess that survival on the road ofyp,
pendson theactions of strangers.
~ “Youcandoeverything right*h. .
© “andstill find yourselfindanger>
That tension sits at the heart o113,
da’s road safety crisis. Rules exjs;
Ppaigns exist. Enforcement exists_
- Butonthe ground,the outcome a1
shaped by split-second decision; 1.
- man, unpredictable, and often ;.
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three percent of GDP in many African

countries. The report also shows that

. Africa’s road fatality rate is nearly three

times higher than that of high-income

. countries.
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Until that changes, the road v ..
main what it has become for mi”[r‘r}
© just aroute between destinatiors b,
- “Place where ordinary joumneys sil c;,
| 1yextraordinaryrisk. 3
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