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Does the 2019/20 Government of Uganda Budget reflect better 
prospects for Ugandans or is a mere ‘game of musical chairs’?

Hon. Matia Kasaija, Uganda’s Minister of Finance, 
a few weeks ago unveiled Uganda’s budget 

on behalf of the President of Uganda. This is in 
line with Article 155(1) of the 1995 Constitution 
of the Republic of Uganda, and Section 13(13) of 
the Public Finance Management Act 2015. This 
financial year 2019/2020, the government proposes 
to spend up to UGX 40.5 Trillion, compared to 
about UGX 32 Trillion in 2018/2019, representing a 
whopping 26.5% growth in the budget.  As always, 
the budget speech and the Budget in itself is full 
of optimism and hope for Ugandans. Indeed, 
from media interviews with various members of 
parliament immediately after the budget reading, 
most members were quite optimistic with what 
they called “better allocations” to various sectors. 

The devil may, however, be in the detail. Reflecting 
on the allocations in monetary terms, one may be 
tempted to celebrate increased allocations, but 
you can only get the real picture by looking at the 
percentage allocations, a probably better indicator 
of sector shares of the budget. 

Let’s look at agriculture for example. In 2018/2019, 
agriculture was allocated UGX 892.9 Billion 
representing 3.6%. In 2019/2020, this allocation 
increased to UGX 1,052 Billion with a declining 
share of 3.2%. This example shows that while the 
money allocation to the sector increased, the share 
of the budget declined. Surprisingly this is what 
many members of parliament interviewed were 
celebrating.  Similarly, the allocation to health in 
2018/2019 was UGX 2.308 Trillion (7.4%), and in 
2019/2020, health has been allocated UGX 2.622 
Trillion, representing about 6.5%, again another 
demonstration of increased money allocation but 
actually reduced share of budget. Is this what the 
members of parliament who allocate the budget 
actually intended or may have short-changed 
themselves? 

One needs to understand the dynamics in the 
numbers by appreciating that actually the overall 

Key Messages: 
1. While the budget allocations to different sectors, 

for example health and agriculture, increased in the 
2019/2020 budget framework, the proportional shares of 
these sectors from the overall budget declined. 

2. The nominal increases in sector allocations are due to the 
increase in the general budget, not so much a reflection of 
these sectors as new priorities for government.

3. While focusing on the supply-side of the economy is 
critical to stimulating the economy, the demand-side must 
not be left behind, because growth in production without 
corresponding demand may not be sustainable.

4. A better way to stimulate demand in the economy is 
to increase labor earnings of low-income employees, 
because this increases money velocity than if you increased 
earnings of high-salaried workers.
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budget envelop increased. So  government may 
not necessarily have made agriculture a priority 
rather this could be described as a mere “game of 
Muscical chairs”. A game of musical chairs’, if one 
took a closer look. For starters, a game of musical 
is a depiction of a situation where things are 
moved, shuffled, or rearranged from one position 
to another, to create a perception that they are 
better than before, yet not or probably worse. Even 
for the increase in budget from UGX 32Trillion to 
UGX 40.5 Trillion, factoring in population growth 
at 3.2% per annum, inflation rate, and exchange 
rate fluctuations, it may not be easy to conclude 
that the envelop itself expanded. These factors, 
among others may ‘eat away’ the increment and 
the budget in real terms may not have much to 
celebrate.  

Finally, I want to speak to the main priority of 
government for the last few years – works and 
transport. In 2018/2019, this sector was allocated 
UGX 4,786.6 Billion (19.1%) and in 2019/2020, it has 
UGX 6,460.1 Billion (19.8%). This allocation shows 
how government is focused on fixing transport 
infrastructure – one of the economic fundamentals. 
Indeed, efficient transport is critical in opening up 
and connecting productive areas to the market, 
and significantly lowering the cost of production. 
Transport infrastructure is also a boost to the 
tourism sector – a ‘low hanging fruit’ for Uganda’s 
economic growth. In my opinion, however, 
exclusively focusing on the supply-side economics 

and largely ignoring the demand-side may not 
get us to the objective as faster as we would have 
wanted. Money must get into people’s pockets 
to create massive demand for market goods and 
services. Unfortunately, infrastructure projects are 
not allowing for local circulation of money because 
they are largely foreign contracted with limited 
locals employed to earn something that they can 
use for local demand. 

It may not therefore matter how many roads 
are constructed or how many goods reach the 
supermarket in Kampala, if the people have no 
capacity to buy them. This would not enhance the 
link between the celebrated economic growth and 
individual or household incomes. There is some 
economic evidence that one way to stimulate 
demand in an economy like ours, is to increase 
labor earnings for the low level workers – the 
teachers, the security forces, and casual laborers, 
rather than increasing salaries of high-end workers. 
The argument is this: low level workers easily spend 
their meagre resources in the market on basics – 
food stuffs, rents, transport, etc., and this probably 
happens within the first week of their month-end. 
You may achieve a  high velocity of money within 
this class rather than those who instead focus on 
long-term investments and savings and hence tend 
to “lock’ resources within banks or other forms of 
savings. May be it is time for the government to 
rethink the economic growth model being pursued.


