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SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN UGANDA: REPORTING
MECHANISMS, VICTIM SUPPORT, AND HEALTHCARE
ACCESS
Uganda continues to face significant challenges in addressing sexual violence, with
reporting mechanisms, judicial outcomes, and victim support services showing both
progress and persistent gaps. Sexual abuse, in criminal law, refers to any act of sexual
contact that a person suffers, submits to, participates in, or performs as a result of force or
violence, threats, fear, or deception, or without having legally consented to the act. The
country has established formal procedures for reporting sexual exploitation and abuse
through various institutions, yet many survivors continue to face stigma and barriers to
accessing justice and healthcare. Recent statistics reveal alarming rates of sexual violence,
particularly among vulnerable populations such as children and refugees. The effectiveness
of healthcare services in terms of long-term mental health support for survivors varies
considerably across regions, if existent at all. This comprehensive analysis explores the
reporting procedures, current statistics, case outcomes, and healthcare access for sexual
violence survivors in Uganda, highlighting both achievements and areas requiring urgent
attention.

Reporting Procedures for Sexual Abuse Cases in Uganda

The Uganda Protection Against Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) Task Force has
established Inter-Agency Standard Operating Procedures for receiving, recording, and
processing SEA complaints. These procedures, on paper, emphasize a victim-centered
approach where the victim’s wishes, safety, and well-being remain paramount in all

https://psea.interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/3%20Uganda%20Final%20SOPs%20for%20receiving%20recording%20and%20processing%20SEA%20complaints%203rd%20June%202020.pdf
https://psea.interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/3%20Uganda%20Final%20SOPs%20for%20receiving%20recording%20and%20processing%20SEA%20complaints%203rd%20June%202020.pdf
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responses to sexual exploitation and abuse allegations. When receiving complaints,
authorities are required to immediately conduct a risk assessment for the victim and
develop a protection plan based on individualized needs.

Documentation plays a crucial role in the reporting process, with specific forms designed to
capture essential information while respecting survivor dignity. The standard complaint
referral form includes sections for recording survivor consent to share information with
relevant management structures and other entities such as police, camp leaders, community
services agencies, and health centers.

Other institutions have developed complementary reporting mechanisms. For instance,
Makerere University has established a Policy and Regulations Against Sexual Harassment
that encourages victims to report incidents while acknowledging that they should not be
compelled to do so except in situations where non-reporting may result in serious harm. The
university provides multiple channels for reporting, including written complaints to the
Gender Mainstreaming Directorate, online electronic reporting systems, complaint boxes,
and telephone hotlines. These diverse reporting options increase accessibility for different
survivor populations and preferences, recognizing that individuals may have different
comfort levels with various reporting methods.

Current Status of Sexual Abuse in Uganda: Statistics, Perceptions, and
Stigma

The prevalence of sexual violence in Uganda presents a disturbing reality reflected in both
official statistics and research studies. According to police crime reports, rape cases have
fluctuated in recent years, with 1,419 cases reported in 2015, rising to 1,580 cases in 2018.
This fluctuation may reflect actual changes in incidence, variations in reporting behavior, or
inconsistencies in documentation rather than true trends in sexual violence prevalence.
Beyond these official statistics, broader estimates suggest that one in three women in
Uganda have experienced sexual violence, while one in six men have been victims of rape or
sexual assault. These figures indicate that sexual violence affects significant portions of the
population across gender lines, though with higher prevalence among women.

Child sexual abuse represents a particularly concerning aspect of Uganda’s sexual violence
landscape. The Uganda Police report for 2022 documented 12,780 child victims of
defilement, with girls constituting the vast majority at 12,470 cases compared to 310 male
juvenile victims. Of these cases, 8,960 were classified as defilement while 3,620 were

https://policies.mak.ac.ug/sites/default/files/policies/Policy-and-Regulations-Against-Sexual-Harassment-2018_0.pdf
https://www.cehurd.org/rape-and-sexual-assault/
https://joyforchildren.org/child-sexual-abuse-in-uganda/
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categorized as aggravated defilement, which typically involves more severe circumstances
such as perpetrators with HIV/AIDS, victims of young age, or cases involving severe injury.
Highlighted is the disproportionate vulnerability of female children to sexual violence, while
also acknowledging that boys face such violations as well, though reporting may be
influenced by additional stigma and social barriers for male victims.

Research among refugee youth in Bidi Bidi Refugee Settlement reveals complex stigma
processes that operate to keep survivors “in,” “down,” and “away” within social hierarchies.
Survivors face negative cultural conceptions and daily indignities that reinforce their lower
status in community structures. The practice of shaming sexual violence survivors as
“immoral” functions to maintain social order by promoting the false notion that “moral”
persons would not experience sexual violence. This stigmatization creates substantial
barriers for survivors seeking healthcare and legal support, as many fear judgment and
social consequences more than they trust in potential remedies or justice.

Community responses to sexual violence survivors often manifest as blame, punishment,
isolation, and rejection. At the individual level, survivors frequently internalize shame,
experience diminished self-esteem, self-isolate, and hide their experiences. These dynamics
create a self-perpetuating cycle where underreporting becomes common, accurate statistics
remain elusive, and survivors suffer in silence without accessing available support services.
The entrenched gender norms in southwestern Uganda, as noted by organizations like
Nyaka, contribute to extensive stigma and limited resources for survivors despite the
prevalence of sexual and gender-based violence throughout the region. This cultural context
must be understood as a fundamental component of the sexual violence landscape in
Uganda, influencing reporting rates, access to services, and ultimate outcomes for
survivors.

Outcomes for Reported Sexual Abuse Cases in Uganda

When cases successfully progress through investigation to prosecution and conviction, they
can deliver meaningful justice while potentially deterring future violations. For instance, in
a case supported by International Justice Mission (IJM) Uganda, a 19-year-old perpetrator
who sexually abused a 3-year-old child was arrested through collaborative efforts with local
police. This case proceeded swiftly through the judicial process, with the perpetrator
pleading guilty to aggravated defilement at the Gulu High Court on July 26, 2023, after
being committed to trial on July 17, 2023. The court sentenced him to 18 years
imprisonment, representing a successful conviction that removed the perpetrator from the

https://nru.uncst.go.ug/bitstreams/30fd5d02-f4a7-4255-8e68-0c2ed89bcdd1/download
https://nru.uncst.go.ug/bitstreams/30fd5d02-f4a7-4255-8e68-0c2ed89bcdd1/download
https://nyakaglobal.org/programs-2/sexual-gender-based-violence/
https://nyakaglobal.org/programs-2/sexual-gender-based-violence/
https://www.ijm.org/news/ugandan-teen-convicted-sexually-assaulting-3-year-old
https://www.ijm.org/news/ugandan-teen-convicted-sexually-assaulting-3-year-old
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community and established accountability for the crime committed.

This case demonstrates several positive aspects of Uganda’s response to sexual violence:
effective collaboration between non-governmental organizations and law enforcement,
relatively swift processing through court systems, and substantial sentencing that reflects
the gravity of the offense. IJM Uganda’s support extended beyond prosecution to include
aftercare for the victim and her family, illustrating a holistic approach to case management.
The organization’s involvement in building investigative capacity among police
partners—including training on proper evidence documentation and clarifying roles in
responding to crimes—likely contributed to the successful outcome by ensuring that
evidence gathered would meet court standards for admissibility.

Organizations working in specific regions of Uganda have reported increasing success in
prosecuting perpetrators of sexual violence. Nyaka’s approach, operating in southwestern
Uganda, includes helping survivors access legal services, file police reports, cover
associated fees, and assisting law enforcement in arresting perpetrators. Additionally, they
guide survivors through what they describe as “often complex and costly court processes,”
addressing practical barriers that might otherwise prevent cases from reaching conclusion.

Despite these positive examples, significant challenges remain in achieving consistent
judicial outcomes for sexual violence cases. The need for organizations like IJM and Nyaka
to provide specialized support suggests gaps in standard governmental responses.
Furthermore, the formal procedures established by entities like the Uganda PSEA Task
Force acknowledge that not all complaints will proceed through investigation to final
resolution, with cases sometimes stalling due to insufficient evidence, procedural issues, or
resource constraints. The multiple steps required—from initial reporting through
preliminary inquiry, formal investigation, and eventual prosecution—provide numerous
points at which cases might exit the judicial process without resolution. These realities,
along with undocumented cases of corruption, bring to light the importance of continued
improvement in investigation techniques, evidence collection, and judicial processes to
increase the proportion of reported cases that result in appropriate accountability
measures.

Healthcare Access and Effectiveness for Sexual Abuse Survivors

Healthcare services for sexual violence survivors in Uganda range from comprehensive
programs in some regions to significant gaps in others, creating uneven access across the

https://nyakaglobal.org/programs-2/sexual-gender-based-violence/
https://nyakaglobal.org/programs-2/sexual-gender-based-violence/
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country. Organizations still, like Nyaka have established structured approaches to medical
care for survivors in southwestern Uganda through four healing centers located in Kanungu
and Rukungiri districts. These centers provide crucial crisis intervention services, including
rape examinations for evidence collection and treatments such as Post-Exposure
Prophylaxis (PEP) to prevent HIV/AIDS transmission. Recognizing the financial barriers that
often prevent survivors from accessing medical care, Nyaka offers these services free of
charge, removing cost obstacles that would otherwise exclude many survivors from
receiving timely and appropriate treatment. Follow-up medical treatment and counseling
services further support survivors’ physical and psychological recovery, acknowledging that
healing requires ongoing care rather than just immediate intervention.

Still on paper, the Uganda PSEA Task Force procedures emphasize the importance of
providing immediate advice on available victim assistance and facilitating access to services
within 24 hours of receiving a complaint. This recognition of the urgency of medical
care—particularly for treatments like PEP that must be administered within a specific
timeframe to be effective—represents an important procedural commitment to survivors’
wellbeing. The procedures also note the importance of collaboration between the PSEA
Stakeholder Network and gender-based violence (GBV) and child protection coordination
mechanisms to ensure survivors access appropriate services. This multi-sectoral approach
acknowledges that effective healthcare for sexual violence survivors often requires
coordination across medical, psychological, and social service providers.

Despite these positive frameworks, significant barriers to accessing healthcare persist for
many sexual violence survivors in Uganda. Healthcare providers themselves sometimes
contribute to these barriers through attitudes lacking empathy and compassion toward
sexual assault survivors. The shame and stigma associated with sexual violence often lead
survivors to avoid seeking medical care even when physically needed, prioritizing social
protection over health needs. This reality highlights the importance of not only establishing
appropriate medical services but also addressing the social and attitudinal environment
surrounding these services.

The effectiveness of rehabilitative healthcare specifically remains inconsistently
documented across Uganda. While organizations like Nyaka report providing counseling
services to help survivors “move toward healing,” the longer-term outcomes of these
interventions are less clearly tracked in available literature. The recognition by the PSEA
Task Force that survivors should receive ongoing support rather than just immediate crisis
response represents an important acknowledgment of rehabilitation needs. However, the
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practical implementation of this principle likely varies significantly across regions and
service providers. Furthermore, the particular needs of child survivors—who constitute a
substantial proportion of sexual violence victims in Uganda according to police
statistics—may require specialized rehabilitation approaches that address developmental
impacts of trauma, an area requiring further investment and attention within Uganda’s
healthcare response system.

Conclusion

Sexual violence in Uganda presents complex challenges requiring coordinated responses
across reporting systems, judicial processes, and healthcare services. The established
procedures through entities like the Uganda PSEA Task Force and institutional policies like
those at Makerere University provide frameworks for addressing sexual abuse, yet
implementation remains inconsistent. Statistics reveal disturbing prevalence rates,
particularly among vulnerable populations like children, while cultural stigma continues to
create barriers to reporting and accessing support. While successful prosecutions
demonstrate the potential for accountability, the journey from reporting to judicial
outcomes remains difficult for many survivors. Healthcare services on the other hand may
show promise but a lot more work ought to be done especially after understanding the need
for long-term care to victims of sexual abuse/violence.

Addressing cultural stigma through community education represents an essential
component of creating environments where survivors feel safe to report and seek help.
Additionally, expanding successful models of comprehensive support—like those
demonstrated by IJM Uganda and Nyaka—to more regions could reduce geographical
disparities in service quality. Perhaps most importantly, centering survivor voices and
experiences in program design and implementation would ensure that services truly meet
the needs of those they aim to serve rather than reflecting only institutional priorities.

Ricky Mugume Kasheija
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