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It’s not hard to find Ugandan popstar-turned presidential candidate Bobi Wine. 
His northern Kampala residence, a white house surrounded by coconut trees, is 
listed on Google maps. 
That’s surprising because of the danger he’s in. In slightly more than a year, Wine 
has been tortured in police custody and his driver shot dead with a bullet Wine 
says was meant for him; his friends have been arrested and his concerts and 
meetings shut down. His life is a constant game of cat-and-mouse with the police. 
Wine’s home is gated, but once I’m inside he greets me at his door, extending a 
tattooed arm with a slight smile and a totally unnecessary: “I’m Bobi Wine.” 
Wine, a thin 37-year-old whose real name is Robert Kyagulanyi, is leading a 
potential revolution in Uganda. His slogan is “people power”. His supporters wear 
trademark red berets. 

 

In 2014, Wine was denied a UK visa after activists protested 
over homophobic lyrics in one of his songs, which appeared 
to call for gay men to be attacked 

It’s been two years since he entered politics, becoming the MP for his 
constituency Kyadondo East, on Kampala’s outskirts, after winning a byelection. 
In July, Wine announced he will run for president in 2021. He’s feeling confident. 
“Chances are I will be president,” Wine says. “We have seen from east to west, 
from north to south, Ugandans are yearning for change.” 
The self-proclaimed “ghetto president” is playing with fire. Uganda’s 75-year-old 
leader, Yoweri Museveni, has been in power for 33 years – longer than most of 
the country’s population have been alive. While Museveni also originally 
preached democracy and said he wanted to give citizens control, he has overseen 
the removal of term limits and the scrapping of a presidential age limit. 
“There’s no doubt that I will beat Museveni hands down at the vote,” says Wine. 
“Where the questions is is whether or not he will accept the voice of the people.” 



Bobi Wine leaves a campaign event in Mpigi, Uganda. Photograph: Sally Hayden. 

Catchy music 
We’re driving to his first campaign stop of the day, a Muslim funeral in Mpigi, 
southwest of the capital. 
 
From the car, some of the graffiti ubiquitous across Kampala is visible. 
“#FreeBobi”, it says, referring to Wine’s arrest last year, when he was locked up 
and tortured by Ugandan security forces. His treatment drew national and 
international attention to his campaign, in a way the country’s leadership 
seemingly hadn’t foreseen. 
 “Power4People,” another piece of graffiti says. 
Wine found massive success as a musician, producing catchy music that has 
turned increasingly political. Some messaging is subtle. The video for the 2018 
song Kyarenga featured two suitors trying to charm a woman. 
One was potbellied, thuggish and corrupt, attempting to buy the woman’s father 
with foreign currency; the other was Wine, a young, charismatic man, who spoke 
of the purity of his love and eventually won her heart. 
More recently, Tuliyambala Engule, released seven months ago, has become an 
anthem. Its video shows Wine walking through flames, followed by Ugandan 
women and men dressed as nurses, labourers, and a motorbike driver, 
representing different sectors of society. “When the struggle is over we shall wear 
the victor’s crown. We will walk with swag in a new Uganda,” the lyrics go. 

 

I believe there should be very strict observation of a two-term 
service. Very, very strict 

https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_location=Mpigi


Wine – and his army of volunteers – are adept at social media. They’re widely 
cited as the reason Uganda’s government brought in a “social media tax” last 
summer, meaning Ugandans must pay daily to have access. 
Wine’s Twitter account – which has more than 350,000 followers – describes him 
as a “ghetto child who has something to say through music”. He has more than 
300,000 Instagram followers, and over one million fans on Facebook. The 
volunteers who travel with him say live streaming each campaign event protects 
them from police harassment. 
As he stops at two Muslim funerals, and then a Catholic thanksgiving, hundreds 
of people cheer for Wine, calling his name and thumping their fists in a “people 
power” salute. Boda boda drivers chase the car, delighted to be anywhere close to 
the man they’re already calling “president”. 
The schedule changes repeatedly, as Wine’s entourage try to outsmart the police 
they believe are tailing them. Several times, vehicles loaded with security or 
military men holding guns drive past us, sirens blaring. Wine’s driver tears down 
the wrong side of the road, or along the pavement, overtaking other cars in a bid 
to lose unwanted followers. 
 

Bobi Wine speaks at a campaign event, surrounded by supporters wearing his trademark red beret. 

Photograph: Sally Hayden. 

Homophobic lyrics 
 
Monitoring takes other forms too. Recently, the Wall Street Journal reported that 
the Ugandan government was using Chinese telecoms giant Huawei to spy on 
Wine. Huawei denies these claims. 
“I know I’m under strict surveillance, 24-hour surveillance,” Wine says. “I know 
[the government] have planted people to follow me at all my gates, but I keep 
going, I just have to get used to it and it will be normal.” 



Wine has not always stood for the underdog. In 2014, he was denied a UK visa 
after activists protested over homophobic lyrics in one of his songs, which 
appeared to call for gay men to be attacked. 
Homosexuality is still criminalised in Uganda under colonial-era laws. When I 
ask Wine whether he still holds the same views and if he would work to repeal 
that legislation, he responds that he would “respect all Ugandans”, though says 
it’s also a matter for the public to decide. 
“I don’t want it to be about me, I want it to be about the people, but I would 
preach tolerance as a president,” he says. 
The past few years have seen a number of African dictators toppled, but this 
hasn’t always led to civilian rule. The Gambia, where the brutal and 
eccentric Yahya Jammeh was replaced by the democratically-elected property 
developer Adama Barrow, is an example of how well things can go, Wine says. In 
comparison, “Zimbabwe got rid of a dictator only to create another”. 
Many Ugandans have compared Wine to Museveni in his early days. Privately, 
they say there is no way to ensure he won’t repeat the same behaviours and let 
power go to his head. When I press Wine on this, he says he will make sure 
institutions to curtail his power are restored, and he will commit to serving a 
maximum of two terms as president. “I believe there should be very strict 
observation of a two-term service. Very, very strict.” 
 

Bobi Wine (centre) leaves a campaign event in Gombe, Uganda. Photograph: Sally Hayden. 

Rule of law 
 
Answering the same question again later, his response sounds slightly less 
rehearsed. “It scares me, honestly, it scares me to think of how patriotic some 
people sounded, people like Museveni, only to turn against the people,” he says. 



“But I also know that even within the struggle we are empowering people to stand 
up, even against our own selves . . . I strongly believe that leaders must – from 
time to time – be reminded that people can elevate them and put them down.” 
If Museveni was ousted, even democratically, it is unclear what would happen 
next. Wine says Museveni could be an adviser to his successor. “I want him to be 
a respectable former president, a resident president who we look at as a person 
who played his part and made his mistakes, but also has a role in national healing 
and national reunification.” 
However, Wine is also calling for the “rule of law” to be reinstated, along with 
anything that might entail. “I believe strongly in a truth and reconciliation 
programme because at the end of the day justice must not only be served, but 
must be seen to be served.” 

 

 



As longas I feel comfortable
withdoing it I’ll bedoing it
butyouneverknow,maybe
I’ll be seeing things that I
won’tbeable toprocess, I’ll
have to stop

A
t the end of a long dock, past large
container ships, cranes and ware-
houses, and framed by the twin-
kling lights of Palermo across the
shore, the Alan Kurdi buzzes with

energy. It’s smaller than I expected, a
70-year-old former fishing vessel run by
German charity Sea-Eye that’s saved hun-
dreds of lives. Its crew are cleaning, restock-
ing and drilling, making sure everything is
ready for the ship’s next mission. I’ll be on
board for it.

We’re expecting to be at sea for up to a
month, and constant wrangling between
European states means we have no idea
which country we will finish up in. The goal
is to save lives.

At least 1,246 people have died in the
Mediterranean Sea this year and the route
across the sea from Libya – the area where
the Alan Kurdi will be patrolling – is the
deadliest migration route in the world.
Since 2014, more than 19,000 people have
drowned or disappeared in the
Mediterranean.

The Alan Kurdi is named after the Syrian
child who drowned in 2015 as his family
tried to cross the sea from Turkey to
Greece. A photograph of the boy – lying on
the sand on his stomach, his feet folded to-
gether and arms curling by his sides – was
published on front pages across the world,
drawing attention, ire and anguish as it
drove the human cost for refugees home
for those more fortunate.

As more than 1 million refugees and mi-
grants crossed into Europe from the Mid-
dle East and Africa in 2015, charities and
NGOs began to fundraise to send ships to
the Mediterranean to carry out rescues.
The Alan Kurdi is one of the few NGO and
charity ships still doing these missions. On
its last journey, it rescued 84 people, includ-
ing children, newborns and a pregnant
woman, and brought them to safety.

Workingintandem
On board, I’m given more information
about how the ship will be operated. There
will be two crews working in tandem: one
comprised of professional sailors and an-
other of volunteers.

From brief introductory meetings it’s
clear this is a motley but motivated group.
The professional, full-time paid staff, who
are in charge of sailing the ship, come from
countries including Spain, Ghana, and Ger-
many.

Working alongside them are volunteers
who have paid for their own flights to be
here. The cook is a retired environmental
chemistry lecturer in his 70s. Nurse Matthi-
as Wiedenlübbert usually drives a coach in
Germany (though he has his nursing

licence), and will be working in the clinic on
board.

From today, we’ll be living on the ship
for training, though it won’t depart the port
until early next week. After leaving Sicily, it
will take us two days to sail to the
search-and-rescue zone, closer to the Liby-
an coast, where we will wait until required
to carry out a rescue. Each crew member
has been supplied with a 91-page instruc-
tion manual, which includes the advice:
“Use your free time: sleep and rest whenev-
er possible. Operations can occur at any
time and without warning – you need your
energy.”

The boat is compact but there are ameni-
ties: electricity, wifi, a washing machine
and a shower. Some of the 18 professional
crew and volunteers will sleep in bunk beds
and some get their own cabins. There is
also an engineers’ room; toilets; a room full
of rescue gear, including hard helmets and
protected shoes, and another room full of
rice, beans and bread for the “guests”.

“We call them the guests, the people that
we save, because it’s nicer for them,” Her-
man, the ship’s chief officer, tells me dur-
ing a tour. He also points out the life vests –
they carry more than 900 on board, to be
prepared for any situation.

However, there is too little space for peo-
ple who are rescued to be comfortable. Ref-
ugees and migrants – “the guests” – sleep
on the deck, often in the rain, waiting for a
European country to agree to take them in,
which can take days or weeks of
negotiations.

Rescues are not a certainty on a mission,
Herman adds. Once last year the boat went

out for four weeks without rescuing any-
one. There needs to be relatively good
weather, usually including wind from the
south and waves that are lower than 1m, he
explains. “Even the smugglers, who don’t
care about the lives of the people they’re
sending out, consider the weather.”

Chief engineer Simon Trebesius is a
green-haired 34-year-old from Hamburg
on his fifth mission with the Alan Kurdi. He
worked on cruise ships before, but finds
this much more rewarding.

‘Somanypeopledieeveryyear’
“With my education I can contribute in a
way so that less people die,” he says. “So
many people die every year and we can do
something about it.”

Cruise ships are certainly easier to toler-
ate mentally though, and Trebesius pauses
when I ask if he will continue doing this job
indefinitely. “As long as I feel comfortable
with doing it I’ll be doing it, but you never
know; maybe I’ll be seeing things that I
won’t be able to process, I’ll have to stop.”

Trebesius says Europeans have a hard
time appreciating the scale of the crisis in
the Mediterranean. “I didn’t understand it
myself until I came here.”

I ask how he feels about being on board
the vessel for the holidays: we will all be on
the ship for Christmas, and likely for New
Year too.

“If I wouldn’t be here I would be with my
family and my friends; I definitely will miss
them but that’s something you have to
think about before you come here,” Trebe-
sius says.

Below deck in the mess, a semicircular
room where crew eat and relax, Johanna
Pohl, the endlessly busy and slightly har-
ried ship and crew manager, looks up amid
a long list of tasks to explain why Sea-Eye’s
work is important.

“Some days ago we celebrated the
[anniversary of the] Universal Declaration
of Human Rights and I think I speak for the
whole NGO when I say the right to life is the
highest right that we wish to protect and to
fight for,” the 37-year-old says.

In the Mediterranean these days, saving
lives is more complicated than just

rescuing people. Since 2017, the EU has
spent tens of millions of euro on the Libyan
coast guard, encouraging them to inter-
cept boats filled with refugees and mi-
grants and return those on board to Libya,
effectively circumventing international
law, which says the north African country
is not a safe port.

Tens of thousands of people have by now
been brought back to government-associat-
ed detention centres in Libya and held in
conditions where torture, rape, violence
and extortion are common. Former UN hu-
man rights chief Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein
called this situation, and the level of suffer-
ing it leads to, an “outrage to the con-
science of humanity”.

My introduction to reporting on abuses
in Libya was unexpected. In August 2018 I
received a Facebook message from a refu-
gee in a detention centre in Tripoli. His
brother had found my contact details on-
line, and he was using a hidden phone to
beg for help.

Since then, I’ve been in daily contact
with refugees and migrants in Libyan de-
tention centres, who send evidence of
abuse they’re suffering. An initial few mes-
sages turned into dozens, and then hun-
dreds, of refugees contacting me. They
were desperate for Europeans to know
their stories.

Detentioncentres
Most of those I speak to have fled wars or
dictatorships and have easily-proven asy-
lum claims. They say they had no choice
but to try to reach Europe, after being
abused and exploited in every country they
passed through on the way. They have gen-
erally spent years between smugglers –
who torture them to raise the ransoms
their families must pay – and detention cen-
tres. They have often tried to cross the Med-
iterranean multiple times.

The chance of legal evacuation to some-
where safe is very small; the UN Refugee
Agency says not enough European coun-
tries are offering resettlement spaces. This
is why the refugees risk their lives instead,
crammed into flimsy rubber or wooden
boats amid sometimes towering waves.

In March, the EU pulled its naval assets
out of the Mediterranean. Its ships had pre-
viously been patrolling as part of Opera-
tion Sophia, a mission meant to disrupt the
work of smugglers. Now European coun-
tries use aerial surveillance instead to tell
the Libyan coast guard where to carry out
interceptions.

This has led to increased danger for the
charity rescue ships. Two missions ago, a
boat of people who appeared to be
members of the Libyan coast guard shot
into the water beside the Alan Kurdi while
it was trying to conduct a rescue. “The
rescue scene was like a film,” says Wieden-
lübbert, who was present while it
happened. “Unbelievable.”

Other rescue ships have been shot at di-
rectly, though a bigger risk is legal charges.
Search-and-rescue operations have been
increasingly criminalised by European
countries in recent years, with charges
brought against crew members and ships
impounded.

Lostpower
In June, Carola Rackete, captain of another
German rescue ship, the Sea-Watch 3,
faced 10 years in prison after she was arrest-
ed bringing 40 refugees and migrants to It-
aly without permission. In August, Italy’s
then interior minister Matteo Salvini
passed a law that could see rescue boat cap-
tains fined up to ¤1 million for docking.
Though Salvini has since lost power, the
risks remain.

Other politicians are taking a stand for
rescue ships – which is the reason the Alan
Kurdi is now in Sicily. Palermo’s mayor, Le-
oluca Orlando, previously praised for tak-
ing on the Mafia, has described Libya as an
open-air “concentration camp” for mi-
grants, funded by the European Union.

When the Alan Kurdi’s crew were look-
ing for a place to dock after their last res-
cues, they appealed to him.

“Palermo will always be a safe haven for
those fleeing from hunger, war and poverty
and for those who work to defend and pro-
tect the right to life,” the mayor responded,
inviting the Alan Kurdi to dock there.

A week in Palermo meant another Alan
Kurdi crew could assemble and prepare to
go out to sea and save lives again.

“I’m a political man,” responds Wieden-
lübbert, when I ask him why he’s giving up
his Christmas to come on this mission. “For
me borders are institutional racism. I don’t
like borders, I think everybody has to have
the possibility to be free.

“Us, white, with a European passport,
we can do what we want, and they are not al-
lowed to do what they want. [Look at] our
European industrial system for the last
some hundred years; there’s a reason for
this situation now.”

SallyHayden’sreportsfromthe
Mediterraneanwillappearin
TheIrishTimesoverthecomingmonth
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■Clockwise frommain: an inflatable
boat with 47migrants on board off the
coast of Libya back in January; the
inauguration of the Sea-Eye rescue ship
named after Alan Kurdi; Herman, chief
officer of the Alan Kurdi; a police officer
carries the body of AlanKurdi, the young
Syrianwho died in 2015 as his family
tried to cross fromTurkey to Greece. The
rescue ship is named after him.
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