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I 
am standing at the Post Office building 
along Kampala Road with a colleague. It 
is hot and I decide to take a rest with the 
friend. We ask ourselves to identify who 
among all the people walking and around 
us is “mad”? Mad in this case meaning 

mentally ill people. Well, we grew up calling 
people mad but for us once one is mad it meant 
violent throwing stones or talking to himself or 
herself all day while in dirty rags. 

As a mental health specialist, I try to figure out 
what my friend considers madness, but of course 
I know there are over 3,000 types of mental 
illnesses.

Just like I was before my mental health training 
and exposure to some kind of mental illnesses 
in the national health service in the United 
Kingdom, I knew one mad person on the village. 
He was dirty and wore rags with head lice and 
talked to himself all day and night. 

He slept in a trench and ate from the bin.  
Back to our counting ‘mad’ people on the street, 

and Post Office being along Kampala Road and 
the main road leading to Butabika Hospital, I am 
told many use it after escaping from Butabika 
Hospital. My friend counts at least 10. These were 
visibly dirty and scary. Some shouting, while 
others were carrying smelly dirty stuff. 

She passes the test because she believes mental 
illness is only displayed by wearing dirty rags 
and being smelly shouting around, the same 

belief my fellow passengers had the previous 
night when a mentally ill man entered a taxi 
smelling, forcing the passengers chase him out 
before we proceeded. It comes to my mind that a 
lot has to be done regarding mental illness. 

The only form of mental illness known in the 
community is schizophrenia. This is the easiest to 
spot as the person loses touch with reality. These, 
if untreated, can neglect themselves and are the 
ones you find on streets.

Several cases catch my mind while I am in 
Uganda. The first one is of the son of a much 
respected person in Ugandan history. A colleague 
I was talking to asks me what I was doing in the 
United Kingdom and I explained and he asked 
me to help some special person. 

Arrangements were made for me to meet the 
mother of this person. 

We met at a hotel. As we talked, the widower 
explains what happened to her son, saying: “He 
became reserved when my husband died.” “But 
it has since worsened, he has lost his job and 
has refused to work again despite being over-
qualified. Recently, he kicked his brother out of 
their parent’s house after pulling out a knife.” 

I felt sorry for this widow. The late husband did 
a lot for Uganda and would not be happy in his 
grave for leaving his son confined in one room 
struggling to come to the fact that he is now 
dead. I assure the widow that I can help and start 
this man on treatment and he can recover well. 

One stumbling block was he would not see me 
because he believed he was fine. We call that in 
mental health lack of insight in his mental health.  

Before I left Uganda, I had not heard of what 
happened to him, but I believe unless he got 
treatment he is still confined in his small room. 

Then I watch Agataliiko Nfuufu news on 
Bukedde TV and see a young man who claims he 
was recruited into illuminati and so he was asked 
to bring his brother’s head and unfortunately, he 
kills his brother gruesomely and takes the head 
to be recruited into illuminati. But who kills their 
brother to be recruited in illuminati? 

Then comes a 70-year-old woman looking for 
a husband and promises to give birth to kids 
for the right gentleman who comes in her life. 
The now toothless woman claims in the advert 
of women seeking men that she will give the 
best love and also bear children. I switch off the 

television and forget about it.
Then comes another case of a well known 

doctor whose names I totally forgot. She is 
protesting for having problems with her job. 

She undresses but not only that, she smears 
the whole premises of her bosses with a liquid 
that looks like blood. How weird? 

The average aged lady is seen naked, shouting 
and smearing a substance that looks like blood 
on walls. It is a kind of protest, one argues and it 
is common in Europe where she spent time, he 
adds. I had never seen this kind of protest in my 
life. Trying to follow this doctor on social media, 
there is a clip of her reportedly talking to her 
dead mum. How is this possible? I ask myself. 
The agitation and energy used by this individual 
clearly states that there is an underlying mental 
health condition.

She is not alone. One time, one of Uganda’s 
presidential candidates was a patient and still 
being looked after by some known specialist. 

I waited for this candidate to go through to 
become Uganda’s president and, of course, do 
not get me wrong; mental illness is just like any 
other disease and can be cured or managed, 
but having a president with a history of mental 
illness would have made news and would have 
been hope to those suffering on their own.
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I
deas matter. Substance rather 
than form is supreme. Truth, 
reasonableness and respect 
are critical to blooming of 
enduring ideas.  And for ideas 
to matter, they should be 

relevant and contextual. 
Such ideas should also be bold 

and practical enough to solve real 
world problems and thus expand 
opportunities and options for a better 
future of societies. 

That is a worldview I share and 
belong to. One would miss a lot 
by only feeding on empirically less 
driven information ferment propelled 
by exuberant and frenzy social media, 
where mostly banter, conjecture, 
profanity, lazy populism, innuendo 
and emotions rule the universe. 

Yet social media can be used to 
liberate life-changing information, 
knowledge and interactions, a 
tendency millions of social media 
users in Uganda are yet to digest and 
execute. In Uganda, beyond brain 
trusts led by university system, think 
tanks on various issues have been 
mushrooming and thriving. But what 
is a think tank? 

According to Wikipedia, a think 
tank is an organisation that performs 
research and advocacy concerning 
topics such as social policy, political 
strategy, economics, military, 
technology and culture.                                                                                         

According to University of Southern 
California historian, Jacob Soll, the 
term “think tank” is modern, but 
“it can be traced to the humanist 
academies and scholarly networks 
of the 16th and 17th centuries. “Soll 
notes “in Europe, the origins of think 
tanks go back to the 800s, when 
emperors and kings began arguing 
with the Catholic Church about taxes. 

A tradition of hiring teams of 

independent lawyers to advise 
monarchs about their financial and 
political prerogatives against the 
church spans from Charlemagne 
all the way to the 17th century, 
when the kings of France were still 
arguing about whether they had the 
right to appoint bishops and receive 
a cut of their income (Wikipedia). 

Recently, The Economist described 
“good think tanks” as those 
organisations that are able to 
combine “intellectual depth, political 
influence and flair for publicity, 
comfortable surroundings and 
a streak of eccentricity.” What is 
Uganda’s place as a thinking nation 
and how are our think tanks doing? 

To understand where we are as 
a country on this parameter, one 
needs to keenly look at Vision 2040. 
Although the document presents 
some concrete and imaginative work, 
it is weak on one prime benchmark 
integral to achieving an integrated 
first world economy by 2040 — 
knowledge! 

The plan and role of knowledge as 
propeller of new age transformation 
is not clearly articulated. Over the 
years, strategy, planning and funding 
(investment) for research and 
innovation has been weak. 

Former US Vice-President Joe Biden 
once remarked “Don’t tell me what 
you value, show me your budget and 
I’ll tell you what you value.” Do we 
deeply value knowledge/ideas in this 
country? A study by James Otieno 
Jowi and Milton Obamba on research 
and innovation management in 
Uganda, Ghana and Kenya concludes 
that most persistent weakness 
for mentioned countries is weak 
financing systems for knowledge 
production that are mostly dependent 
on unpredictable international 

donations and lack of national and 
institutional policies and programmes 
that stimulate collaboration and 
knowledge exchange between 
research subsystems and the 
industrial and business subsystems. 

So, how will we then achieve a 
knowledge economy if we do not 
make knowledge a priority? Make no 
mistake, even the more practical and 
mass empowering manufacturing 
sector only works to full capacity 
when powered by knowledge to 
drive innovations, efficiency and 
competitiveness. 

I know Ministry of Finance 
Planning and Economic 

Development funds to some 
extent the Economic Policy 
Research Center (EPRC). This 
tendency should be democratised 
to include more think tanks 
working on different issues without 
compromising their independence. 

For a country with a strong 
military, it is strange that research 
and innovations for development is 
lagging behind. Militaries all over 
the world retain a rich history of 
research-driven advancement and 
innovations and continue to mostly 
lead on cutting edge technology.

Besides the foregoing, some good 
stuff is beginning to happen in our 
think tanks. 

Are we slowly but steadily 
pivoting into a thinking nation? 
The 2016 Global Go To Think Tank 
Index Report (TTI) is out and has 
ranked the Advocates Coalition for 
Development and Environment 
(ACODE) as the best think tank 
in Uganda followed by Economic 
Policy Research Center (EPRC) and 
Makerere Institute of Social Research 
(MISR) respectively. ACODE was 
ranked number 23 out of 94 top 
Think Tanks in sub-Saharan Africa. 

This ranking index is led by the 
University of Pennsylvania through 
its Think Tanks and Civil Societies 
Programme (TTCSP). 

Congratulations to ACODE and 
other think tanks making things 
happen. Now the issue is how 
to bring this ACODE et al expert 
knowledge to bear on government 
decision-making. 

The challenge is to harness the vast 
reservoir of knowledge, information 
and associational energy into 
practical inputs for public good. 
For example, what has been the 
contribution of these think tanks into 

shaping government policies and 
flagship service delivery programmes 
like Youth Livelihoods Programme, 
Operation Wealth Creation, 
Standard Gauge Railway, National 
Identification, Youth ICT Innovations 
Fund etc.? 

ACODE, MISR, EPRC, Agency 
for Transformation among others 
will need to urgently bring out 
their work and lead the pathway 
for transforming Uganda into 
a knowledge economy. And to 
succeed, they will need to work 
closely and creatively with the most 
powerful force ever created by man 
— the Government! Some of the key 
institutions these think-tanks should 
work with are the National Planning 
Authority, Parliament and the Office 
of the President. 

These are institutions at are the 
centre of planning and forecasting 
for the future, legislating and acting 
on the present. For think tanks to 
be effective, they will by and large 
require to put people at the centre of 
their work. 

I have been following ACODE’s 
work on local governance reform, 
environmental democracy, among 
others. For such work to quickly bear, 
ACODE et al will also need to go 
beyond knowledge generation and 
learn to communicate. 

Sloganeering and heckling should 
be left to populists in political 
campaigns and activism. 

Think tanks should pull over and 
ally with those governing to help 
reform public policy and work for the 
greater good.
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