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Money over merit: The hidden
engine driving Speakership race

ith Uganda’s January 15 General

Election now in the rear-view mir-

ror;national attention has turned to

the election of the Speaker and Dep-

uty Speaker of the 12th Parliament.

The new MPs will be sworn in be-
tween May 13 and 15, before proceeding —
under Article 82 of the Constitution — to a se-
cret-ballot vote that will determine who occu-
pies both positions.

Publicly the raceis framed as a contest of
leadership qualities, legislative vision,and
commitment to parliamentary reform.Be-
hind the scenes, however, a far more pragmat-
icreality prevails. As one sharp-tongued com-
mentator recently observed: “It’s not about
articulation but managing the loans from the
money lenders. The winner of the race will
not be based on ideas but moneybags.”

This candid assessment exposes the transac-
tional undercurrent of Ugandan parliamen-
tary politics.Candidates must finance vehi-
cles,voter handouts, music systems,mobili-
sation teams,and endless“facilitation”across
vast rural constituencies. Several MPs — both
newcomers and incumbents —fund these
expenses through high-interest loans fromin-
formal moneylenders,commonly called shy-
locks. Interest rates often exceed 20-30 per-
cent per month, turning modest borrowings
into crippling debts within weeks.

By the time MPs reach Parliament, a signif-
icant number arrive burdened by loans that
threaten personal and political survival.In
this environment, the speakership contest be-
comes less about policy platforms and more
about who can best deliver immediate finan-

cialrelief—whether cash envelopes,
access to soft loans, diverted constituency
funds, or protection from aggressive creditors.
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The “broke MP”syn-
drome is a recurring
feature of...politics.

The leading contenders present contrast-
ing visions.Incumbent Speaker Anita Among
(Bukedea Woman MP) leans on her record of
legislative stability,efficient handling of gov-
ernment business,and strong party disci-
pline.Ms Among and Deputy Speaker Thom-
as Tayebwa reportedly enjoy the backing of
the ruling National Resistance Movement
(NRM) Central Executive Committee.Mr Nor-
bert Mao (Laroo-Pece MP-elect and DP pres-
ident) launched his bid on February 24,un-
der the slogan“Balancing the Boat™. He prom:-
ises to advocate for a bicameral legislature
with proportional representation, tackle en-
trenched corruption and rebuild public trust
intheHouse.

Mr Mao has openly condemned mon-
ey driven campaigns and urged MPs to judge
candidates on whether or not their election
would genuinely strengthen the institution.

Other aspirants include Persis Namugan-
za (Bukono County MP-elect),who entered
the fray independently; Lydia Wanyoto Mu-
tende (Mbale City Woman MP-elect); and Al
ioni Yorke Odria (Aringa South MP-elect), who
pledges to restore Parliament’s dignity fight
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