UGANDA NEWS BRIEFS – 24 DECEMBER 2008
Please note: there will be no News Briefs on 25 and 26 December, which are official UN holidays. The News Briefs will resume on 29 December.
Joint Operations against LRA
Machar rules out new LRA peace talks (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/12/666013
THERE will be no fresh peace talks with LRA rebels, chief mediator Dr. Riek Machar said yesterday. 

Machar, the vice-president of South Sudan, which sponsored the talks, said what remained was for Kony and President Yoweri Museveni to sign. 

“The peace talks are over,” Machar said. “The negotiations are finished.” 

LRA spokesman David Matsanga called in Nairobi on Monday for fresh talks and an immediate halt to the attacks on the rebels in Garamba forest. 

Uganda, South Sudan and Congo jointly attacked the rebels a week ago after they thrice this year failed to sign the final peace agreement reached in Juba in April. The rebels were expected to assemble in Ri-Kwangba, South Sudan. 

But Matsanga insisted fresh talks should be called and the venue shifted to Tanzania or South Africa, saying South Sudan was biased. He called Machar a traitor and an enemy. 

In a reaction, Machar said: “If they want to sign in Kampala, Mombasa, Tanzania or South Africa, I will bring the agreement. Even if they don’t trust South Sudan and they want to sign from Khartoum, I will take it there.” 

Machar said he did not betray the rebels by backing the military offensive against them. “I have no special agreement with them as a mediator. There’s no special liking of LRA. I was doing my job as a mediator,” he said. 

Machar said the SPLA only sealed the South Sudan borders and would not allow LRA fighters to re-enter their territory from Congo. “We are protecting our civilians. If they come and want to go to Ri-Kwangba, we shall respect that.” 

President Yoweri Museveni said Kony must move to Ri-Kwangba to endorse the peace deal or be killed under the current operation code-named Lightning Thunder. 

Spokesman Capt. Chris Magezi said the UPDF was in hot pursuit of the LRA. He said the UPDF’s Christmas gift for the north, which has borne the brunt of the 22-year-long war, would be to eliminate LRA and rescue the abducted. 

Magezi refuted reports that the LRA had attacked the army. “They don’t have the capacity. They are fleeing and taking advantage of the terrain,” Magezi explained. 

Meanwhile, the UN Security Council on Monday condemned the failure by Kony to sign the agreement. It condemned the recent rebel attacks on civilians in Congo and South Sudan and called on them to sign the agreement immediately. 

The council also demanded that the rebels “cease recruitment and use of children and release all women, children and other non-combatants.” 

Meanwhile, the MPs whom Museveni accused of trivialising the military action, said they will not be intimidated. 

“We have nothing personal against the President; we are only against some of his policies. We have never supported violence be it by LRA or UPDF,” Okello Okello, the chairman of Acholi Parliamentary Group, said yesterday.
Acholi MPs fire back at Museveni on LRA attack (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Acholi_MPs_fire_back_at_Museveni_on_LRA_attack_77330.shtml
A day after President Yoweri Museveni asked the Police to examine whether the recent statements of MPs Reagan Okumu and Livingstone Okello-Okello were not potentially criminal, Acholi MPs have hit back, saying they will not be intimidated. 

Shortly after the UPDF Air Force attacked the LRA in the Democratic Republic of Congo forest hideout of Garamba on December 14, the two legislators said the army shelled empty camps because the LRA leader got wind of the attack and fled.

Addressing a charged news conference at Parliament yesterday, Aswa MP, Mr Okumu, the Vice Chairperson of Acholi Parliamentary Group (APG), vowed to take on the President Museveni for alleged war crimes the UPDF allegedly committed during the two-decade war in northern Uganda.

However, the MP could not delve into the details of the alleged crimes, the UPDF could have committed in northern Uganda, despite pressure from journalists. “If he thinks he can take us on legally using his police officers, we are also capable of taking him on for war crimes he committed on our people in northern Uganda because we have evidence,” Mr Okumu said. “If his daughters and sons were abducted by LRA, I don’t think he would have used indiscriminate bombings rather than talking peace.”   

Mr Okumu told journalists that the APG will not succumb to any pressure to retract their statement on the resumption of the military offensive against LRA in the jangles of Garamba. “We are the leaders of Acholi and there are no other leaders and President Museveni should have remorse and listen to our people. We are not opposing this war just for the sake of it, it’s because of the indiscriminate bombings targeting the same people the government failed to protect and were abducted by rebels,” Mr Okumu said.

He added; “We were not mad, we know what we were talking about and those were the views of our people in northern Uganda. We want President Museveni to talk peace and the war is not helping because he is targeting our sons and daughters in captivity, whom he failed to, protect and were abducted by Joseph Kony.”

During a press conference on Monday, President Museveni warned politicians not to make malicious statements about the operation. He added that “those Okello-Okellos are signing their political death warrant. We are going to shoot Kony and what will they say? You tell lies and you are in Parliament!” Mr Museveni said.

But Mr Okumu challenged President Museveni to show evidence that UPDF attacks against Kony bases in Garamba were on target, adding that as a member of Parliament, he would demand accountability for the “wasted” bombshells.  “If we can question the army about the undersized uniforms, how about the blind bombshells where taxpayers funds were wasted? We are all stakeholders and we shall not be intimidated because President Museveni wants us to keep quit, it will not happen and as leaders of northern Uganda, we shall continue talking,” Mr Okumu said.

He added; “If they knew the whereabouts of Kony how come they only got his guitar and not the person? Why didn’t they capture or kill Kony. Demonising us will not solve the problem, our stand is clear, what our people have achieved through the peace process will never be reversed by anybody.” But in his response, Mr Museveni has since described the attack as “very successful”, adding that the reclusive rebel leader may have escaped because he acquired a gadget that he used to monitor the radio conversations of the pilots manning the helicopter gunships.

However, despite calls by Acholi leaders to halt the offensive, Mr Museveni suggested that the Ugandan contingent would stay in Garamba for an extended period as it tries to capture or kill Kony.

The peace process with the rebels, whose leaders are still being sought for war crimes and crimes against humanity by the International Criminal Court, hit a snag with LRA leader Kony failing to sign the final peace agreement in April. However, northern leaders have argued that the resumption of war will make the argument for continued dialogue and eventual signing of the final deal more tenuous. 

The UPDF, assisted by the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army and the Congolese army, on Sunday December 14 launched air strikes against suspected rebel positions in north east Democratic Republic of Congo following the repeated failure of LRA rebel leader Joseph Kony to sign a peace deal.
Kony’s war is not a family quarrel with the Kagutas (Daily Monitor – Opinion)
http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/Charles_Onyango_Obbo/Kony_s_war_is_not_a_family_quarrel_with_the_Kagutas_77304.shtml
Even without the threat of being arrested and tried in The Hague by the International Criminal Court, Lord’s Resistance Army leader Joseph Kony was never going to give up arms willingly. Likewise, it would be funny if  it weren’t serious, that Kony escaped the latest massive attack on his Camp Swahili in the DRC. The major newspapers and radios in the world all had the story that Uganda was going to attack Kony, so he had all the time in the world to get away.

The war against Kony has become extremely complex at both the small social level, and the big geopolitical one. First, by surviving for more than 20 years, Kony has fought three generation of  Kaguta men; President Yoweri Museveni, his brother veteran commander and now minister  Gen. Salim Saleh, and Museveni’s son Lt. Col. Muhoozi Kainerugaba. If  Kony doesn’t surrender, isn’t captured, or killed, and the rumoured plans to have a Kaguta Dynasty (that I for one don’t take seriously) come true, then it is not impossible to imagine that in 20 plus years, Muhoozi’s son will be fighting a septuagenarian  Kony!

This is threatening to become an ancient primitive feud between Kony and the Kagutas, so that alone could mess up the prospect of a settlement. But even without that the seeds of  Kony’s continuing campaign, ironically, was boosted by the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in Nairobi between North Sudan, which was backing the LRA, and the Sudan People’s Liberation Army-led South.

Khartoum was partly forced to sign the deal with the SPLA in 2005 because, to use the euphemism, “actors in the region and their international allies” had increased their support for the Sudan Liberation Movement in Darfur. Khartoum didn’t want to have to fight on two fronts, so it moved to cut a deal with the SPLA. The CPA provided for a referendum in the south in 2011 for the region to decide whether it should remain part of greater Sudan, or secedes into New Sudan.

However for a referendum to take place, you need to agree on the border between the north and south. Right now, that is disputed. The border is important because if the south gets the slice it wants, then it would control more natural resources, including oil. And the north would be poorer by that amount of territory and resources.

All the signs so far are that there won’t be a boundary agreement between the north and south before the referendum, raising the real possibility that the two sides will have to fight it out until another international process helps them agree on the border.

It is an open secret that in recent months both the north and south have been rearming in preparation for a likely fresh round of fighting. To complicate matters, there is the controversy over the use of the River Nile waters. Kenya, and particularly, Tanzania, have been more strident about their right to draw more River Nile water for their agriculture, which is restricted by the 1929 River Nile Treaty (signed on behalf of the Eastern African countries by colonial Britain) that gives Egypt extensive guarantees of water over the other countries along the river (Ethiopia, Sudan, Uganda), or the countries whose territories comprise part of its main source of water, Lake Victoria  (Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda).

In all probability, elements within the Sudanese military establishment kept up links with Kony and the LRA, and ensured they survived. There is, therefore, nothing “miraculous” about the fact that the LRA had at one point moved as far as the Central African Republic, as newspapers reported.

His forces were just moved that far away by friends in the region. Clearly, there are elements in Khartoum who are preserving Kony’s organisation for the day when they would press him into service again if the border war with the south flares up again. Kampala will, as it has done in the past, obviously be on the SPLA’s side in such an eventuality.

However, Kony and the LRA are more important in the geopolitical game today than they were in the past. An independent New Sudan in the south, would be a state that wasn’t party to the 1929 Nile River Treaty and therefore not bound by it.

If New Sudan is free to use the Nile River as it sees fit  for its national interest (building hydroelectricity dams etc), then it removes the logic of countries before it – Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda – observing the Treaty! 

If the secession of New Sudan will be the death of the Nile River Treaty, it stands to reason that some nationalist elements in Egypt eager to prevent that will not only have to back Khartoum in a border conflict with the south, but also adopt the LRA as a great spoiler. 

At that point, though, the LRA will be a broad front of many pro-Khartoum ethnic militias in the region, not recruits abducted from northern Uganda. For that reason, even if Kony were to be killed, the LRA would live on well after him.
Kony can run but can’t hide — Aronda (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/549/665940
Uganda, South Sudan and the DR Congo forces attacked LRA rebel camps in Garamba National Park, north-east of Congo a week ago. Frank Mugabi talked to UPDF chief Gen. Aronda Nyakairima about the offensive, codenamed Operation Lightning Thunder, at Bondo Barracks in Arua district on Monday. 

Below are excerpts 

QUESTION: What are the main objectives of the operation? 

ANSWER: The Garamba invasion was simply going back to the obvious. When you don’t talk peace, then it calls for military action. It had been on the agenda that we will talk as long as Kony wanted to. But if he refuses, like he has, we had ‘Plan B.’ We were prepared for it. 

QUESTION: Don’t you think the military option came a little early since Kony wanted direct talks with the President? 

ANSWER: No, no. This isn’t the first time Kony would want to talk to the President through an emissary or third party. Nothing fruitful comes out of it. We have witnessed that since 1993 and 1994. As you talk, he prepares for a military offensive. I wonder what a phone call would change after having refused to sign the agreement for two years. 

Everybody had given up on the talks, including former Mozambican President Joachim Chissano, who was facilitating the talks. The regional stakeholders were ready for the attack because Kony was instead abducting and organising himself. Therefore, we agreed with our colleagues to stop the killings, abductions and training. 

QUESTION: Would you say the military option achieved success? 

ANSWER: It has been a huge strategic success that is now talked about as a model for sorting out lingering conflicts and insecurity in the Great Lakes region and Africa as a whole. 

It is a good sign that three countries got together to solve a problem. If we worked like that, for instance on Somalia, we would have better results. If Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, Djibouti and Sudan got together, we would have long sorted out Somalia. 

Getting together with the DRC and South Sudan with a purpose to say no to further terrorism is a big success. 

Secondly, Kony has always relied on his ability to find a safe haven, what we call ‘the centre of gravity.’ That is how he has survived for many years. 

Initially when Sudan didn’t allow us to hunt him down in South Sudan, he enjoyed huge havens in Kit valley, 22km south of Juba. He had a big camp at Lubangatek bin Rwoth until 2002 when we took him on. 

He had gardens just like in Congo. In Lubangtek, he was more developed because he had an improvised primary and cadet school. 

After Kit valley, he went into Ketele valley, then Imatong Mountains. He has always enjoyed such safe havens. 

When we routed him out of Uganda in 2004, he did not have anywhere to hide. 

He kept in South Sudan until the SPLA took over Juba. We worked with them and closed his safe havens. His supporters relocated him to Garamba, which was his remaining safe haven. Now that we have taken it on, I don’t know whether Kony will find another safe haven. Even if he did, Kony knows we can get him anywhere, especially when we work with other African leaders. So, he has three scenarios: come out of the hideout and fight, surrender, or look for another safe haven far away from the DRC. Of course, we shall go and hunt him down. But I doubt he will find a big safe haven like he had in Garamba for these two years. 

QUESTION: But critics say the military operation was undermined since Kony and his commanders have not been captured or killed. 

ANSWER: The criticism is misplaced. They are hurrying into conclusions. It is also wishful thinking. Phase one of the operation involved air strikes and ground forces moving in. But because of great distances and lack of roads we moved slowly. We are talking about an area almost the size of Burundi, with no infrastructure whatsoever. 

It’s not so much about dead bodies. The military equipment we got is far more important because as a soldier or fighter with no weapon, how do you fight? 

In the coming days, Kony will come out for a fight and those looking for dead bodies will get them. He could also try to run but we will run after him. We are also looking to rescue children and women held hostage. We plan to dominate Garamba, so any person hiding there will surrender, fight, die or be captured. 

QUESTION: What exactly has been the role of the Congo and SPLA forces in this operation? 

ANSWER: The Congolese gave us bases like Dungu and Isiro, even if they did not go into combat. It exhibits huge political will. They also blocked Kony from retreating further south into the DR Congo. We are talking about sealing the road between Faradje and Dungu, which the LRA shouldn’t cross. This will keep them in an area where we will catch up with them. Congo cooperated well; we are satisfied. They are still in it for the 30 days agreed on. 

SPLA is using their bases of Yambio, Nzara and Torit. Their role is to seal their borderline with the DRC and to secure the road from Yei. We are satisfied about the two countries’ roles, which I was coordinating on behalf of our President. 

QUESTION: Do you believe that Kony received advance intelligence about the operation and sneaked away? 

ANSWER: No one can say with certainty that Kony withdrew. In any attack, there is no guarantee that you will shoot the enemy. But Kony was struck. Whether he is dead or not we will prove it. I saw Red Pepper talking about a Brigadier being under house arrest. That is just absolute rubbish and gossip. What we know is that we launched an offensive on Kony, he may have run but we will catch up with him. 

QUESTION: If Kony sneaks into the Central African Republic (CAR), would the UPDF go after him? 

ANSWER: Initially, we will do diplomatic work. Uganda, Congo and Sudan will again work together to inform their counterpart in Bangui that they need to cooperate so that these characters don’t find yet another safe heaven. 

QUESTION: Any negotiations in that respect? 

ANSWER: Not yet, but I remember in 2007, the President of the CAR visited us and President Museveni raised this issue with him. We had intelligence at that time that Kony had been abducting people in Obbo, a town in the eastern part of CAR near South Sudan. So, the CAR president is aware. 

QUESTION: What is your message to the people of Acholi who are anxious about Kony causing trouble? 

ANSWER: That they don’t go with the propaganda that wants to deny them a festive season. Let them enjoy the festive season. Our cause is to secure all Ugandans wherever they are. Of course, it was Khartoum that continued supporting LRA, otherwise we would have defeated them long ago. 

When they stopped because of Juba being under the South Sudan government, they were no more. 

Some people couldn’t leave internally displaced persons’ camps because Kony had not surrendered, signed up, or been killed. I would like to assure them that Kony can’t come back and even if he did, we will fight him and kill him. 

Kony had to leave northern Uganda and South Sudan for Garamba to survive. Those political elements may not know that but Kony knows it. 

QUESTION: For the UPDF, what does this operation mean in terms of professionalism and modernisation? 

ANSWER: It is excellent. We have always operated in combined arms but mainly inside our country. Crossing over into a neighbouring country and operate in combined arms was a success and a test passed. The capacity to fly out of Uganda into the spaces of DRC and striking the enemy was a litmus test of professionalism and modernisation. The soldiers are well trained, have the stamina and morale. They will stand up to this like they are doing in Somalia. 

QUESTION: You recovered arms in the pounded rebel camps in the DR Congo. Who is arming the LRA this time round? 

ANSWER: We don’t have intelligence to point at a country X or Y. But one wonders whether the old friends washed their hands clean. I can’t prove that. But studying what we captured will tell it all. It is also possible he was disarming people in the CAR. He also raided South Sudanese soldiers and there are hunters in Garamba. He could have picked guns here and there. But we can’t rule out supplies from his old friends.
Congo expects victory over Uganda rebels in days (Reuters)

http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/LN653642.htm
The Democratic Republic of Congo, whose troops are helping fight rebel forces in neighbouring Uganda, said on Tuesday it expected to be "totally rid" of the rebels within days.

Congolese, Ugandan and South Sudanese troops are jointly fighting fugitive rebel leader Joseph Kony's Lord's Resistance Army in a bid to end one of Africa's longest-running conflicts.

"These operations began over a week ago and are proceeding acceptably and we think that in the coming days we will be able to be totally rid of Mr Kony's militiamen," Congolese Foreign Minister Alexis Thambe Mwamba told a news conference in Paris.

The regional forces launched a joint assault on Kony's base in Congo on Dec. 14 after the LRA leader again failed to sign an accord to end the two-decade war.

A rebel spokesman said on Monday that self-proclaimed prophet Kony had escaped an attack by the armies and still hoped a peace deal could be struck.

In fighting government forces the Kony's rebels have killed thousands of people, mutilated their victims, displaced about two million people and destabilised a swath of central Africa.
UNHCR to Distribute Aid to Thousands in DRC (VOA)

http://www.voanews.com/english/2008-12-23-voa27.cfm?CFID=82430654&CFTOKEN=63004335
The United Nations refugee agency says it plans to deliver emergency relief supplies this week to thousands of people in the Democratic Republic of Congo. These people fled their homes in the northeast during the recent fighting between the rebel Lord's Resistance Army and troops from several governments in the region. 

The U.N. refugee agency brought in five truckloads of relief supplies to the Congolese Orientale province earlier this week.  The 700-kilometer trip took 11 days from the town of Bunia to Dungu district, which has been the scene of fierce fighting provoked by the presence of the Lord's Resistance Army.

Some 8,600 people were displaced during recent clashes. The armed forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Uganda and South Sudan jointly attacked the Lord's Resistance Army in an effort to chase the Ugandan rebel group out of the area.   They did not achieve their goal.

UN says Lord's Resistance Army is fearsome presence in Dungu

The U.N. refugee agency says the LRA remains a fearsome presence in Dungu in Orientale Province. A spokeswoman, Helene Caux, says people fled their villages in the north of Dungu to escape the fighting and find safety in the south of the district.

"At the same time, we remain very concerned about the safety of hundreds of vulnerable families living in villages in the east and northeast of Dungu," she said. "These people, who include the elderly and the handicapped, are reportedly unable to make their way south to safety. Many of them are sleeping in the open and several are in acute need of medical assistance, food and shelter. We are currently unable to reach these locations because of the ongoing security." 

The Lord's Resistance Army has been trying to overthrow the Ugandan government for more than two decades.  They have abducted more than 10,000 children forcing them to become soldiers, laborers and sex slaves. Over the years, more than two million people have become internally displaced.

The LRA used to mount its attacks into Uganda from headquarters in southern Sudan. But, when the rebels lost favor with the government, they moved their base to the DRC. The people in Dungu are bearing the tragic brunt of their presence.

The United Nations reports more than 70,000 people are homeless and living in makeshift camps. Caux says the LRA continues to kidnap children. But, in a rare bit of good news, she says five children who were abducted by the LRA recently managed to escape.

"UNHCR and UNICEF traced their families in the Dungu district and a reunion will be organized in the coming days with their families," Caux said. "The children were abducted by the LRA in Duru, some 80 kilometers north of Dungu, during attacks in that area in September." 

Kitchen sets, plastic sheets are part of UN relief

The UNHCR says it plans to distribute 23 tons of aid, including jerry cans, kitchen sets, and plastic sheets to the more than 8,000 people who became displaced during the recent fighting. 

It reports about 15,000 Congolese refugees have crossed into southern Sudan. It says aid workers are unable to reach them because security near the border town of Yambio , where they are gathered, is very insecure. 

Northern Uganda
IDPs head back to safety of the camps (IRIN)

http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=82065
An ongoing military offensive against Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) rebels by Ugandan, Congolese and Sudan People's Liberation Army (SPLA) forces, has caused panic among war-weary civilians in northern Uganda, with some returning to camps for the displaced in fear of retaliatory attacks by the LRA. 

The past two years have seen relative calm in northern Uganda, with peace talks between the government and the LRA prompting hundreds of internally displaced persons (IDPs) to return to their homes in Gulu, Amuru, Pader and Kitgum districts of the Acholi sub-region. 

Several residents told IRIN the anti-LRA offensive, which began on 14 December, could see the LRA retreat from bases in the Garamba National Park in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) back to the region, where they could resume attacks on civilians who have borne the brunt of the decades-old civil war. 

At least two million people were displaced into IDP camps, thousands of children abducted and recruited into rebel ranks and thousands killed since the start of the LRA insurgency. 

"I heard about the attack over Radio Mega [local radio station in Gulu]. The whole village is in fear that if the rebels cross back into Uganda, they will embark on abducting children and killing civilians,” Otto Lam of Amuru told IRIN. 

"The military offensive was hurried; they should have waited even if [LRA leader Joseph] Kony failed to sign the final peace agreement; will the Ugandan army guarantee that the rebels will not cross back to northern Uganda?" 

He said he would begin preparing his hut in the Amuru IDP camp in case of any eventuality. 

Other families whose children were in LRA captivity in DRC expressed fear that they could be killed in the joint military offensive, aimed at forcing the rebels to sign a peace agreement with the government. 

“It was heart-breaking to learn of the resumption of the LRA war because two of my children are still being held by the rebels in Congo. I am worried that they will be killed during the fighting,” Regina Otto of Koch Goma said. "Our hope was in the peace talks and even if it was going to take years, they should stick to it to save children and women still in rebel captivity." 
Seeking safety in camps 

While former IDPs in Gulu and Amuru, who had settled in their villages, expressed fear, a number of IDPs along the borders of Kitgum and Southern Sudan in Palabek Gem and Palabek Ogili areas have returned to IDP camps. 

“People fear that LRA rebels might sneak back to kill them. They are demanding assurance from the relevant authorities that they will not be affected by the renewed war against Kony,” Alfred Omony, a local leader in Palabek-Gem, said. 

However, he could not put a figure on how many had returned, saying people were still moving their livestock and other property to the camps. 

The resident district commissioner for Kitgum, Omony Ogaba, confirmed reports of IDPs moving back but assured the population there was no cause for alarm and that they should go home. 

While the search for Kony continues, the Ugandan People's Defence Force (UPDF) has, in the past two days, been transporting military hardware from Gulu. 

Ugandan Army spokesman for northern Uganda, Capt Ronald Kakurungulu, said there was no need to panic because the government would ensure the rebels did not cross back into the country. 

"Our forces are monitoring the situation along the border and will act accordingly," he said.
The armies of Uganda, DRC and Southern Sudan launched the joint military operation after Kony failed to show up to sign a final peace agreement that has been negotiated since 2006 in Juba, capital of Southern Sudan. 

The LRA rebels recently engaged in abducting children in Congo and Southern Sudan, attacking villages and looting properties, contributing to instability in the region.
A fresh start for IDP returnees in North – The Year that Was (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/A_fresh_start_for_IDP_returnees_in_North_77313.shtml
For the very first time in decades, people of northern Uganda stepped into 2008 optimistic that Joseph Kony, the elusive leader of the Lords Resistance Army and the government would sign the final peace accord and allow the war-ravaged region return to normalcy.

In spite of what was seen as a fragile Juba peace process from the beginning, a ray of hope for a peaceful resolution of the northern conflict shone through the region.

The region witnessed a deep sigh of relief as elders, politicians and religious leaders made their way to Garamba forest in DR Congo to persuade and assure Kony that all will be with him if he abandons the rebellion and returns home.
And through a government-supported programme, hundreds of IDPs start returning to their original homes.

However, the light seen by the region seems to have become dim. A shadow of uncertainty is setting in this festive season following the military raid on the LRA. The bombardment was jointly carried out by Uganda, DR Congo and South Sudan forces after Kony refused to sign the peace agreement that was painstakingly reached in Juba in April. 

Acholi MPs and other leaders in the region promptly condemned it, saying only peace talks would pacify the region since for decades the military option had failed to deliver peace. That is the irony, the region was full of hope at the beginning of this year, but 12 months later this hope is shattered. There are fears that the population could again be targeted by the rebels forcing them back to the devastating life in camps.

Daily Monitor closely followed the major happenings through out the year and brings its readership a round up of the events. 

January

The vice chairman of Acholi parliamentary group, Mr Reagan Okumu, urges the Paramount chief Rwot Onen David Achana II to intervene and defuse the infighting among leaders in Acholi sub-region.
The outgoing Bishop of Northern Uganda Diocese Rt. Rev. Nelson Onono Onweng orders IDPs to vacate his land at Lukodi in Gulu. Over 500 IDPs displaced by the insurgency in the north had settled on a plot belonging to the clergy man.

In the same month, the Army recovers 894 animals from Karimojong warriors.

The month ended with the Danish Group donating mine-detecting equipment worth Shs 510 million to the National Mine Action Programme of Uganda.

March

March starts with the International Criminal Court (ICC) prosecutor saying he would not meet the LRA rebels who wanted him to lift the indictment against them, before they sign the final peace agreement. In a statement, Mr Luis Moreno Ocampo, says the rebels could approach the court judges if they wanted to challenge the case.
A UPDF soldier dies on March 12, when a helicopter gunship crash-lands during an operation against cattle rustlers in Nyakwayi on Abim - Moroto District border. 
The European Union vows to exert pressure on countries blocking Juba peace talks on March 25. 
Two days later, a group of 21 farmers in Amuru District including the Opposition leader in Parliament, Prof. Ogenga Latigo and senior army officers receive Shs1billion to promote commercial farming.

Despite the poverty in the internally displaced peoples’ camps in Gulu, the district failed to use over 2 billion shillings, Daily Monitor reported on March 28.
Shock grips residents in Anaka Sub-county in Amuru on March 31 when they find  a 70-year-old man buried alive by unknown people. Ojera Lawoko was discovered with his head peeping out of the ground at Lapono village.

May

May starts with the disabled persons in Gulu suing Centenary Bank for allegedly failing to give easy access to the bank premises.

June

Come June 10 and the land mine survivors welcome a new international agreement of banning the manufacture and use of land mines.
The army spokesman for 4th Division, Capt. Ronald Kakurungu, says the LRA ex-combatants, who did not surrender their ammunitions, were terrorising the community.
On June 25, the Gulu RDC Water Ochora says LRA leader Joseph Kony has sent his troops to Southern Sudan to retrieve some of the ammunitions that were buried by the rebels.

July

Acholi religious leaders receive an award for peace building in the region on July 2 from the United Religious Initiative, for their role in peace building and efforts at conflict resolution during the two decades of the LRA war.

In the same month, farmers in Adjumani are shocked after realising that the seeds supplied to them under the Naads programme could not germinate. 
Child sexual abuses are reported to be on an increase in 2007 in Gulu and Amuru according to Gulu Support the Children Organization. 

As the month ends, the State Minister for Health, Dr Emmanuel Otaala, vows to punish medical workers who harass and intimidated patients in government hospitals.
The month ends with 3,000 students missing admission to Gulu University under the private admission scheme for 2008/2009 academic year. Out of 5,200 who applied, only 2,158 are admitted.

August

There are reports that Arua Referral Hospital is short of 122 health workers.
Gulu Primary School has a dormitory for the blind students constructed at the start of the month.
At mid-month, President Museveni orders Attorney General Kidhu Makubuya to settle the civil suit against the government by Acholi war debt claimants who lost their cattle during the two-decades war. 

On August 22, primary teachers in Adjuman are reported to have quit their jobs over uncertainties surrounding payment of their salaries. 
On the same day, 242 LRA former Abductees receive resettlement packages from the Amnesty Commission to support their reintegration in their communities. 

September

A Special desk for complaints related to mismanagement of Nusaf funds in Kitgum District is opened.

Then 10,000 families are evicted when Amuru Land Board officially applies for an estimated 85,000 hectares of land. 

Saved by the Monitor story: Two Gulu children battle with an unknown disease until we ran a story that sees Stella Lalam and Kevin Ayat transferred for operations at Mulago Hospital.
President Museveni offers housing materials to construct 54 houses for a group of Acholi chiefs to market the return of displaced persons from the camps.

October

The National Forestry Authority gives timber dealers in Gulu and Amuru up to two weeks to clear up all the timber shades with illegal wood.
On October 25, the Epidemiological report from the district surveillance office says tsetse flies have heavily infested IDP returnee areas in Omoro and Aswa counties in Gulu forcing a number of people to flee back into camps.
A group of residents from Nwoya County in Amuru, led by MP Simon Oyet, secure a court order stopping any transactions on land in Amuru District. 

November

An outbreak of Bubonic plague is reported in the districts of Arua and Nebbi killing three people.

On November 13, residents of Koch Goma Sub-county express their unhappiness over the government’s failure to control elephants that were destroying their crops.

December 

On December 3, a 53-year-old man is found murdered in Maj. Gen. Julius Oketta’s farm in Apar Alii II in Omee village in Amuru. The old man named Lagucu is suspected to have been picked from his home by unidentified people, killed and dumped at Gen. Oketta’s farm.
Court freezes all the accounts belonging to Gulu Municipal Council over its failure to pay pensioners over Shs250 million.
Four Lira District councillors are on December 9 remanded to Lira Prison on allegations of corruption. 
10th Prof. Latigo warns that the land give-away by the President in Amuru is a major threat to the stability of a region that is recovering from the two decades war.
A combined force of UPDF, DR Congo forces and Sudanese Army launch an offensive against LRA rebels in Garamba. Mr Mao later says Acholi leaders would soon meet to talk to army commanders to get assurance that the war in DRC would not spill over to northern Uganda. 
By mid-month, landlords in Amuru issue a warning to tenants that they would soon start levying taxes on IDPs. They say since there is peace, there is no reason for them to continue staying on their lands.

Refugees
‘2,000 refugees enter Kyenjojo’ (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/2_000_refugees_enter_Kyenjojo_77315.shtml
At least 2,000 Rwandese and Congolese refugees are reported to have entered Kyenjojo illegally, RDC Charles Mubiru has said. Mr Mubiru last week said these refugees, who entered Kyenjojo this year, were a security threat.

The RDC’s message was contained in a report on illegal immigrants entering Kyenjojo he presented to the district council.

Mr Mubiru revealed that the illegal immigrants had encroached on Mukwano group of Companies’ land in Kyarusozi Sub-county. They are occupying 450 hectares of land in Nyakagoma Mukwano farm land, Kanyamiyaga, Kabagenge forest in Katambale parish and Ntuntu.
Refugees flock Kyenjojo (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/18/665967
Over 2,000 Rwandan and Congolese refugees have illegally entered Kyenjojo district. 

The resident district commissioner, Charles Mubiru disclosed this at a council meeting at the headquarters in Kasiina on Friday. 

He said the number of the immigrants was a security threat and added that they were settling in Nyakagoma-Mukwano farmland in Kabagebge forest. They have put up structures and are cultivating the land. 

“These refugees have their own administration. Leaders had started registering them but stopped after receiving death threats,” Mubiru said. 

LCs have asked officials to register them by force. 

Up to a million people are thought to have fled clashes between Gen. Laurent Nkunda’s forces and the Congolese Army. 

Although a peace deal officially ended DR Congo’s war in 2002, and a subsequent deal in January to disarm rebel groups in the east, Gen Nkunda and his men have not joined the army, as former rebel units were supposed to.
Karamoja 
Karamoja food security to remain precarious – WFP (IRIN)

http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=82066
Food insecurity in Uganda’s drought-prone region of Karamoja will worsen in 2009, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) has warned. 

The agency said the focus of the humanitarian community would be mainly on Karamoja because of its tenuous food situation, exacerbated by the widespread failure of the latest harvest, with yields about 30 percent of the expected output. 

WFP said prospects for improved food security and nutrition were poor as the region was facing its third successive failed harvest. Karamoja has one main harvest season annually in August-September. 

“We are currently catering for about 700,000 people, but this number is expected to go as high as 950,000," Stanlake Samkange, WFP country representative, told IRIN on 22 December. 

"They will need food aid because many places in Karamoja did not harvest anything because of the worsening climatic conditions. Harvests have been around 30 percent while other areas have recorded even lower rates than that. WFP will soon launch an emergency operation to assist an estimated 900,000 people for approximately a year." 

Karamoja, often referred to as Uganda's “wild west”, remains the poorest and most marginalised part of the country. It is caught in a cycle of natural disasters, conflict and limited investment, which perpetuates underdevelopment and hunger. 

Musa Ecweru, Minister for Disaster Preparedness and Refugees, told IRIN on 22 December: "The situation in Karamoja is bad, malnutrition is going up and mostly in children and the elderly. The crop failure is not the only problem of food insecurity in the region; a disease known as Peste des Petits Ruminants has also wiped out half the population of goats that always served as their buffer in situations of crop failure." 

He said the government was planning an appeal to donors to help in the most affected areas of Karamoja, "but we have to wait until after the festive season". 

He said the government had on 22 December dispatched food for up to 400 people who were in a "real dire situation" in Morukajore village of Namaru Sub-County in Nakapiripirit district.
Shift in focus 

For its part, WFP said the humanitarian community was contemplating changing its approach by focusing on the underlying factors responsible for underdevelopment in the region. 

A survey conducted in August and September by WFP, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Ministry of Health and the International Baby Food Action Network, found global acute malnutrition rates (GAM) of 10.5 percent in Kotido and 2.7 percent in Moroto districts in Karamoja (10 percent is considered the emergency threshold). 

Samkange said WFP had adopted three main priorities to better address the root causes of hunger to achieve lasting solutions to chronic vulnerability. These were: emergency humanitarian action; food and nutrition security; and agricultural and market support. 

"We need to address issues like water irrigation and water catchment mechanisms because much of the water that Karamoja gets ends up in other areas of the country,” Samkange said, adding that food deliveries would cater for half the people’s needs. 

"We want to close the gap by improving people’s productivity. We also see food deliveries as an opportunity for other agencies. They can be used to communicate with the people on issues such as sanitation and nutrition. We have added a bar of soap to all food rations because we believe that when we improve hygiene, we shall largely improve nutrition security.” 

Parts of northern Uganda, which experienced intense insecurity for almost two decades in the war between government forces and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), seem to be recovering as the region has started recording increased food production. The population in the region two years ago relied completely on food aid. 

WFP hopes the former recipients of relief aid will soon start being a source of relief food purchases. 

“We also want to change our system in the north," Samkange said. "We want to transform those communities from recipients of relief to producers of relief because of their fertile soil. They just need encouragement and assurance that the market is there.” 

However, the initiative faces one challenge - a lack of storage facilities. 

"This is a huge obstacle because about 40 percent of the produce is normally spoilt due to a lack of storage facilities,” Samkange said.
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