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Cover: The inside view of the metal door to a seclusion room at Butabika National Mental Referral 
Hospital, Uganda. © MDAC. Taken on 17 May 2017. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Butabika National Mental Referral Hospital is located about 20 kilometres outside of Kampala. The 
MDAC team paid a visit to the hospital on the evening of May 17 after a meeting with Dr. Sheila 
Ndyanabangi, Ministry of Health, Mental Health Department who encouraged the team to visit the 
hospital. Butabika is located in a serene environment with lush green grounds which contrasts 
strongly with the fences surrounding every ward and the conditions therein. 
 
Although we were informed that this was an òopen hospitaló, we found wards surrounded by fences 
with limited freedom of movement. Most residents in this overcrowded institution were locked into 
wards which were only opened by guards at the gates, and a number of residents informed us that 
they were detained against their will. 
 
MDAC witnessed many harmful practices including the use of seclusion, locking people behind bars 
and suspected use of chemical restraint. The conditions on some wards were dirty, overcrowded and 
lacked basic protections of human dignity such as privacy, personal bedding, etc. There also 
appeared to be a shortage of general and specialist health care, including on one ward where 
women with tuberculosis were left in the open ð motionless, sitting and lying on floors with fresh 
blood stains and with no obvious sign of care being provided. Of profound concern was that we 
found a 3-year-old child on this ward ð not because she was receiving treatment, but we were told 
she was being held there after her mother had been admitted on a different ward. 
 
Unfortunately, it appears that there has been little change since MDAC and Mental Health Uganda 
(MHU) published findings from visits to Butabika and other psychiatric facilities in 2014. The 
seclusion cells remain. Women at Butabika still have their heads shaved and are detained against 
their will. Food appeared to be insufficient and the environment can only be described as 
overwhelmingly debilitating, with the exception of the positive practices seen at the Butabika 
Recovery College. Nationally, Butabika remains at the pinnacle of a mental health system which 
fails to provide basic services to the majority of people in the country who need them. 
 
In some cases, the practices inside Butabika amount to torture and ill-treatment which are absolutely 
prohibited under national law, including the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act 2012. While 
staff, residents and the public more widely may not immediately recognise some of these practices 
as harmful, it is important to underline that people with mental health issues have the same rights 
and protections as everyone else ð the rights to life, liberty, equality, and choice about the services 
they use and about where they live. Many of these are guaranteed in the Ugandan Constitution, as 
well as under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which Uganda ratified in 
2007. 
 
We call upon the Ministry of Health, the Parliamentary Health Committee, the Parliamentary Human 
Rights Committee and the Ugandan Human Rights Commission to further investigate the findings of 
this report and to carry out their own independent inspections of Butabika. Where human rights 
violations are identified, there must be both accountability for perpetrators as well as support, 
reparations and rehabilitation for the victims. Immediate assistance should be provided to the 
residents of Butabika and their families, and we urge a moratorium on new admissions. Seclusion 
and the use of chemical restraints must be stopped immediately. 
 
At the time of publishing this report, the Parliament of Uganda was scrutinising a Mental Health Bill 
proposed by the Ministry of Health to reform the system. However, the Bill does not adequately 
address the issues in Butabika or nationally. The draft fails to adopt a human rights based approach 
to the provision of mental health care ð something the Government was required to do by the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities last year. Instead, it opts for an 
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approach to care that is based on coercion, involuntary confinement and legalisation of abusive 
practices such as seclusion and electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). The Bill must be redrafted in line 
with international law and with the involvement of persons with mental health issues themselves ð 
including the residents and families of people in Butabika. 
 
The Government should adopt a long-term strategy to address the challenges faced by person with 
mental disabilities and their families, based on a vision of providing support and inclusion in the 
community. It is only through building more inclusive communities that the human rights of persons 
with mental disabilities can be truly respected. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Uganda has human rights obligations under United Nations and African Union treaties which it has 
ratified. It has accepted obligations to protect, respect, promote and fulfil the human rights of 
everyone on its territory, including people with mental disabilities. Based on the findings set out in 
this report, MDAC urges the Ugandan Parliament and Government to take urgent steps, including: 
 

1. Immediately provide urgent medical and other assistance to all residents of Butabika, 
providing for their basic and emergency physical, psychological and psychiatric needs.   
 

2. Immediately abolish all practices which amount to torture or ill-treatment, including the 
use of seclusion cells, chemical and other forms of restraint, and deprivation of food, light, 
water and heat. 
 

3. Open police investigations into the allegations in this report, including acts of torture or ill-
treatment, under the Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act 2012. 
 

4. Ensure reparations for victims of human rights violations, in conformity with the African 
Commission on Human and Peoplesõ Rightsõ General Comment No. 4 on the African 
Charter on Human and Peoplesõ Rights: The Right to Redress for Victims of Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Punishment or Treatment (Article 5), and UN General 
Assembly Resolution 60/147 of 16 December 2005 on òBasic Principles and Guidelines on 
the Right to a Remedy and Reparations for Victims of Gross Violations of International 
Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Lawó. 
 

5. Ensure that Butabika and all services for persons with disabilities, are opened for 
independent monitoring by representatives of national and international civil society, without 
restriction, and in compliance with Articles 16(3) and 33 of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities. 
 

6. Immediately ratify the Optional Protocol to the UN Convention against Torture and Other 
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 
 

MDAC urges the Parliamentary Health and Human Rights Committees to: 
 

1. Jointly inspect Butabika Hospital in person as a matter of priority and publish their findings 
and analysis based on the Constitution, international human rights standards and the 
Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act 2012. 
 

2. Review and redraft the Mental Health Bill to bring it into greater compliance with 
international human rights law. Specifically, the Bill should legislate the right for people with 
disabilities to live in the community, to receive services in the community (including primary 
mental health care), and to access treatments on the basis of full and informed consent, in 
line with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Involuntary detention 
and involuntary treatment should be banned. A national consultation exercise should be 
undertaken with the active participation of persons with mental health issues and the 
residents of Butabika. 

 
MDAC urges the Ugandan Human Rights Commission to: 
 

1. Exercise its mandate to monitor all places of detention, including Butabika, and publish 
findings in line with the standards noted above. 
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Minimal light and ventilation is available in the seclusion rooms. Male forensic ward. 
© MDAC. Picture taken 17 May 2017. 

 

The ôbedõ is comprised of a concrete block, with a damaged and unhygienic foam mattress for a covering. Male forensic ward. 
© MDAC. Picture taken 17 May 2017. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

a. MDACõs programmes in Uganda 
 
The Mental Disability Advocacy Centre (MDAC) is an independent, international non-governmental 
organisation that uses the law to advance the human rights of people with mental health issues and 
people with intellectual disabilities worldwide.1 It has consultative status with the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and participatory status with the Council of Europe. 
MDAC also has a pending application for consultative status with the African Commission on 
Human and Peoplesõ Rights (AComHPR). MDAC has extensive experience of monitoring psychiatric 
facilities across Europe and Africa and contributed to the development of a specialised toolkit for 
this purpose which is now used internationally.2 
 
In 2014, MDAC, in collaboration with Mental Health Uganda (MHU), published two human rights 
monitoring reports on the lives of people with psycho-social disabilities (mental health issues) in 
Ugandan mental health facilities and in communities.3 The reports can be accessed online at 
www.mdac.org/uganda. Two further research reports were released in 2015 on access to justice for 
people with mental disabilities providing detailed recommendations on how the justice system must 
respect, protect, promote and fulfil human rights.4 
 
In 2008, Uganda become the first African nation to ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities. Last year (2016), the country underwent its first periodic review before the 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (òCRPD Committeeó).5 To 
coincide with the review, MDAC and our partners produced a short film entitled òStop the Abuse!ó, 
highlighting the abuses faced by Ugandans with mental health issues in the community and in mental 
health institutions.6 
 

b. Roadmap 
 
This chapter sets out key descriptive information regarding Butabika National Mental Referral 
Hospital (òButabikaó), including some information collated regarding the financing of this institution.  

                                              
1 In this report, MDAC uses the term òpersons with mental disabilitiesó to refer to people with actual or perceived 
psycho-social (mental health) disabilities, people with intellectual disabilities, people with other developmental or 
cognitive impairments, people with autism and people with Alzheimerõs or related conditions, or those who have brain 
injuries. These groups are not exclusive, and the term òpersons with disabilitiesó is an evolving concept, see: Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Perambulatory paragraph (e). 
2 The ITHACA Project Group, The ITHACA Toolkit for monitoring Human Rights and General Health Care in mental 
health and social care institutions (London: Institute of Psychiatry, Kingõs College London, 2010), available online at 
http://mdac.info/sites/mdac.info/files/ithaca_toolkit_english.pdf (accessed 18/07/2017). 
3 MHU and MDAC, òThey donõt consider me as a personó: Mental health and human rights in Ugandan communities, 
2014, available online at http://bit.ly/1wfpYPR (accessed 18/05/2017); and, MHU and MDAC, Psychiatric hospitals in 
Uganda: A human rights investigation, 2014, available online at http://bit.ly/1ukvuNO  (accessed 18/05/2017). 
4 MDAC, Access to Courts and Reasonable Accommodations for People with Mental Disabilities in Uganda (Budapest: 
MDAC, September 2015), available online at 
http://www.mdac.org/sites/mdac.info/files/access_to_courts_in_uganda.pdf (accessed 18/05/2017); and MDAC, 
Justice for People with Mental Disabilities in Uganda: A Proposal for Reform of Rules of Court (Budapest: MDAC, 
September 2015), available online at http://www.mdac.org/sites/mdac.info/files/uganda_rules_of_court_proposal.pdf 
(accessed 18/05/2017). 
5 Following the review, the CRPD Committee released detailed recommendations to Uganda to strengthen respect for 
the human rights of persons with disabilities in the country: CRPD Committee, ôConcluding Observations on the initial 
report of Ugandaõ, CRPD/C/UGA/CO/1, 12 May 2016, available online at 
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRPD%2fC%2fUGA%2fCO%2f1&La
ng=en (accessed: 18/05/2017). 
6 MDAC, ôStop the Abuse!õ [video], April 2016, available online at https://youtu.be/tEaWFCmPsMg (accessed: 
18/05/2017).  

http://www.mdac.org/uganda
http://mdac.info/sites/mdac.info/files/ithaca_toolkit_english.pdf
http://bit.ly/1wfpYPR
http://bit.ly/1ukvuNO
http://www.mdac.org/sites/mdac.info/files/access_to_courts_in_uganda.pdf
http://www.mdac.org/sites/mdac.info/files/uganda_rules_of_court_proposal.pdf
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRPD%2fC%2fUGA%2fCO%2f1&Lang=en
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRPD%2fC%2fUGA%2fCO%2f1&Lang=en
https://youtu.be/tEaWFCmPsMg
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Chapter 2 sets out key findings following a visit to the institution by MDAC representatives on 17 
May 2017 with the permission of the Ugandan Ministry of Health. The findings are analysed with 
reference to key national and international human rights laws, including the Ugandan Constitution, 
the African Charter on Human and Peoplesõ Rights, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities and the UN Convention against Torture. Chapter 3 goes on to provide specific 
observations in relation to wards that were visited on 17 May 2017. 
 

LIST OF ACRONYMS 
 
AComHPR African Commission on Human and Peoplesõ Rights 
ACHPR African Charter on Human and Peoplesõ Rights, ratified by Uganda in 1985 
AU African Union, to which Uganda acceded in 1963 
CAT Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment, a UN treaty, ratified by Uganda in 1986 
CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women, a 

UN treaty, ratified by Uganda in 1985 
CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child, a UN treaty, ratified by Uganda in 1990 
CRPD Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a UN treaty, ratified by 

Uganda in 2008 
GC-4 General Comment No. 4 on the African Charter on Human and Peoplesõ Rights: 

The Right to Redress for Victims of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Punishment or Treatment (Article 5) 

ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, a UN treaty, ratified by 
Uganda in 1995 

ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, a UN treaty, 
ratified by Uganda in 1987 

OP-CAT Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture, and Other Cruel, Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, a UN treaty, which has not yet been 
ratified by Uganda 

PPT Act Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act 2012 (Uganda) 
TCIDTP Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
UN United Nations 
WHO World Health Organization 
 
 

c. Description of Butabika 
 
Butabika Hospital was established in 1955 and is currently the only national referral mental health 
institution in the country.7 It is located about 10 kilometres east of Kampala. The hospitalõs mandate 
is to òprovide super specialized health careó to people with mental disabilities. It is also a teaching 
hospital supervising primary mental health care and is the main recipient of the national mental 
health budget. In addition to in-patient services, Butabika also provides outpatient services. Butabika 
has a bed capacity of 550 people but, according to the hospital, the number of in-patients òoften 
ranges between 750-780ó.8 A representative of the Ministry of Health, however, informed MDAC 
that there are at times close to 1,000 in-patients at the hospital. 
 
There are male, female, childrenõs and forensic wards at Butabika: each is contained in a separate 
building with a yard surrounded by fencing. The wards are spread around a large outdoor area of 

                                              
7 Butabika Hospital, ôMandateõ, available online at http://www.butabikahospital.com/index.php/en/about-the-
hospital/our-mandate (accessed 18/5/2017). 
8 Butabika Hospital, ôWelcome to Butabika Hospitalõ, available online at 
http://www.butabikahospital.com/index.php/en/ (accessed 18/5/2017). 

http://www.butabikahospital.com/index.php/en/about-the-hospital/our-mandate
http://www.butabikahospital.com/index.php/en/about-the-hospital/our-mandate
http://www.butabikahospital.com/index.php/en/
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some 22 hectares (54 acres). The female wards consist of an admission ward, an acute ward, a 
òfemale sickó ward and a female forensic ward. The same structure applies regarding the 
organisation of wards for men with mental disabilities. Butabika is the only hospital in Uganda with 
a childrenõs ward for children with mental disabilities. This ward is supposed to provide habilitative 
and rehabilitative care for children with mental disabilities and is the only facility in Uganda that 
ostensibly provides such services. Butabika also has a private wing and a drug and alcohol unit.  
 
While most of the wards are spread across the grounds, the male and female forensic wards are in 
the same building and are separated by a fence. Next to the forensic wards is the Butabika Recovery 
College. This is a private-public partnership between the hospital and Butabika East London Link, 
associated with the East London NHS Foundation Trust in the UK.9 The Recovery College is a 
community outreach programme which encourages peer-to-peer support services for people with 
mental disabilities. The Recovery College is based on the principle of co-production between the 
hospital and peers.  
 

d. Financing 
 
Butabikaõs finances come from budgetary allocations by the Ugandan Government through the 
Ministry of Health. The WHO reports that, although the Government has increased allocations for 
health funding, the total funds provided remain below 10% of the national budget. This falls 
significantly below the recommended allocation under the Abuja Declaration.10 In addition, the 
current funding of 27 USD per person per annum is far below the recommended amount for general 
health provision to the population.11 
 
According to a 2017/18 Ugandan Sector Budget Framework Paper,12 the targets for the provision 
of specialised mental health services were 86,500 outpatients, 35,750 investigations to be carried 
out and a mere 3,519 individual outreaches to be conducted. Butabika was allocated 11.038 billion 
Ugandan shillings (UGX) (approximately 2.7million EUR), for the current fiscal year, which accounts 
for 0.6% of the national health budget.13 
 
This information indicates significant under-funding on a percentage basis for mental health care 
services and a clear policy bias towards the provision of such services at Butabika (and to a lesser 
extent, at regional referral mental health units). This means a reduced focus on the development of 
community-based services to persons with disabilities at all health care levels and around the 
country. This is despite the fact that this is now required by international human rights standards that 
are binding on Uganda, most notably those contained in Article 19 of the UN CRPD, which 
guarantees the right to independence and inclusion in the community for all people with disabilities. 
 
Unfortunately, the current mental health care services and policy frameworks result in a major ôpush 
factorõ for people with mental disabilities towards Butabika, or, instead, into the hands of 
unregulated traditional healers.14 

                                              
9 ôButabika East London Linkõ, website www.butabikaeastlondon.com (accessed 18/5/2017). 
10 The Abuja Declaration (2001), pledged during an African Union summit in Abuja, Nigeria, whereby AU Member 
States committed to allocating 15% of their annual budgets to health care provision. 
11 World Health Organization, Analytical Summary Health Financing System, Uganda, available online at 
http://www.aho.afro.who.int/profiles_information/index.php/Uganda:Analytical_summary_-_Health_financing_system 
(accessed 18/05/2017). 
12 Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development, Sector Budget Paper Financial Year 2017/18 (March 
2017), available online at 
http://budget.go.ug/budget/sites/default/files/National%20Budget%20docs/Final%20BFP%20FY%202017_18.pdf 
(accessed 18/05/2017), pp. 185, 198. 
13 Ibid. 
14 See, for example, MDAC and MHU, òThey donõt consider me as a personó, supra note 3.  

http://www.butabikaeastlondon.com/
http://www.aho.afro.who.int/profiles_information/index.php/Uganda:Analytical_summary_-_Health_financing_system
http://budget.go.ug/budget/sites/default/files/National%20Budget%20docs/Final%20BFP%20FY%202017_18.pdf
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View through the metal fencing on the womenõs acute ward. All women on this ward were in a uniform and had shaved heads. 
© MDAC. Picture taken 17 May 2017. 

 

An image of the grounds of Butabika as presented on the official website of the hospital. 
www.butabikahospital.com/index.php/en/images-of-hospital  

 
























