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Closing remarks by H.E. Jan Sadek, European Union Ambassador-Designate to Uganda during 
the annual event to mark International Day of Democracy 

Kampala  
20th September 2022 

 

Representative of the Ministry of Gender Labour and Social Development, 
Commissioner Benard Mujuni 
Our host the Ambassador of Sweden, My fellow Ambassadors, 
Senior religious leaders here present, 
University representatives,  
Heads of civil society organisations, 
Development partners, 
Members of the media, 
Ladies and Gentlemen. 
 
Good morning to all of you. My name is Jan Sadek and it is a great pleasure for 
me to appear for the first time in public as Ambassador-designate of the 
European Union. And to do that on the topic of religion and democracy – 
what could be more important? 
  
The International Day of Democracy is always an occasion for all of us who 
believe in the democratic model to protect the rights of all groups in society, to 
reaffirm our commitment to those values. It offers us a chance to pause and 
reflect on the importance of democratic institutions and processes, but also to 
take a critical look at how democracy is evolving and to examine the many 
challenges we face. 
 
I am impressed by the quality of exchange I have witnessed today. Let me 
begin by thanking all of today’s speakers for the engaging discussion that we 
have just had. For me as a newcomer, this has also confirmed the high class of 
Ugandan universities and religious organisations. I think you all deserve 
another round of applause! 
 
The links between religion and democracy provide a fascinating ground for 
discussion. Ugandan history bears examples of the sometimes conflicting 
relations that exist between moral authority and political power. The tragedy of 
the Martyrs of Uganda is one of the key moments in Uganda’s history that 
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certainly influenced rulers and people in the way they consider both the 
importance of religion and its relation to political power. 
The world is witnessing a difficult time for democracy, as demonstrated in the 
latest report from the Varieties of Democracy initiative in Sweden, which 
shows that the level of democracy enjoyed by the average global citizen in 2021 
is down to 1989 levels when the fall of the Berlin Wall reshaped the world. The 
rules-based order and multilateralism are being challenged, and political 
movements preaching isolationism and division are progressing.  
 
Authoritarian regimes are on the rise and they are combating religious 
freedoms and are using state religion to mobilise against freedom and to 
pervert moral values. Russia’s recent history exemplifies this policy against 
religious freedom, with its devilish symbiosis between the state and the 
Orthodox Church. We have all seen Patriarch Kirill blessing and supporting 
Putin’s war in Ukraine – as if he had missed a few chapters and 
commandments of the Bible…  
 
As we mark International Day of Democracy, let me take this opportunity to 
reaffirm the EU’s condemnation of the unprovoked and unjustified invasion of 
Ukraine by the armed forces of the Russian Federation. The EU is committed 
to Ukraine’s democracy and to the will of all Ukrainians to live free from fear 
of invasion and to reject the dominance by a colonial power. We call for the 
international community as a whole to side with the Ukrainian people.  
 
The global picture today may seem bleak, but there is also a different story we 
can tell; one of hope and resilience; such as in the European history with its 
struggle against religious intolerance, dictatorship and repression, and its 
successful separation of religion and politics.  
 
From the African continent, we can also draw examples of religious leaders 
being involved in promoting freedoms, defending democracy, and challenging 
political power. In southern Africa, where I recently served, there were many 
examples of this in the fight against Apartheid. We should also recognise the 
wisdom of those leaders who have been able to preach religious tolerance and 
freedom of belief as a way of promoting a multicultural environment and 
developing a sense of belonging to a nation. Uganda is certainly an example of 
a country where religious leaders have played this role.  
 
This widespread and varied religious practice speaks to the extent of religious 
freedom in Uganda. The Constitution of Uganda in Article 21 provides that no 
Ugandan should be discriminated against on the grounds of her or his religion 
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or creed. The discussion we are having today and the many interreligious 
forums and gatherings that take place are also further evidence of the openness 
and tolerance with which different faiths interact here in Uganda. 
 
Those values are also embedded in the European Union’s DNA. The right to 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion – including the right to change 
religion. These are critical principles, enshrined in our commitment to 
democracy, human rights, equality and respect for the rule of law that the EU 
will continue to champion at home and around the world. I believe these 
principles have also contributed to our openness to immigrants from the 
Muslim world. 
 
Before I conclude, I want to reflect on Mr. Ssentongo’s quote that you included 
at the start of your 2017 paper on the topic, which states that “No political rally 
will ever gather the crowds you see gathered in Ugandan churches every Sunday morning”.  
 
This is certainly a striking reminder that in terms of a collective identity and 
social norms, religion and religious practice play a central role in the lives of 
many Ugandans.  
 
But politics and religion should certainly not be put into competition, both are 
fully needed in well-functioning societies. Nation and people need the moral 
compass provided by faith and hope, whether it is provided by religion or any 
other form of spirituality. But nations and people also need those political 
debates and an open political environment guaranteeing freedom of expression, 
of assembly and political participation of all.  
 
The way I see it, combating in an impartial way, all forms of religious 
intolerance, discrimination and violence against persons based on religion or 
belief must be a priority for all states and for the international community. At 
the same time, religious leaders should ensure that their pastoralist role is kept 
separate from partisan politics. 
 
Challenges exist in every country, and in Uganda I am aware of reports that 
members of the Muslim faith have been unfairly targeted by security operations 
and that some faith based organisations were affected when NGOs were 
suspended last year.  
 
Dialogue with the government is key to solving these issues, and I am delighted 
that we have Commissioner Benard Mujuni from the Ministry of Gender, 
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Labour and Social Development here with us today to engage in this 
discussion.  
 
On our side, the EU will continue to engage in discussions about democratic 
governance and we look forward to supporting democratic governance 
initiatives as one of our three cooperation priorities for Uganda in the coming 
years.  
 
In doing so, we will emphasise both the demand and supply side of the 
democratic governance equation, and by this I mean supporting a diverse and 
independent civil society, and at the same time forging strong partnerships with 
state institutions and agencies. I would like to have an open and respectful 
dialogue with the Government of Uganda around our shared values of 
democracy, human rights and respect for the rule of law.  
 
In conclusion, I want to thank you all again for a very successful event today. I 
want to offer my special thanks to the Ambassador of Sweden Maria 
Håkansson for hosting us today in her beautiful garden, and to her team at the 
Embassy for their hard work in preparing for this event. 
 
Thank you. 
 


