UGANDA NEWS BRIEFS – 09 FEBRUARY 2009
Joint Operations Against the LRA
Two Ugandan rebel chiefs want to surrender (AFP)

http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5it3WGJPe03R_tBM0r5InsedZAzBg 

February 7, 2009

Two of three Ugandan rebel commanders wanted by the International Criminal Court plan to turn themselves in, further isolating top leader Joseph Kony, one of the would-be defectors said Friday.

Okot Odhiambo, who is believed to be Kony's number two in the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA), had recently announced his intention to surrender to the Ugandan authorities.

"Dominic Ongwen is here with me, we are together," Odhiambo told AFP by phone from his jungle hide-out, adding they had 120 LRA fighters with them.

Odhiambo and Ongwen are wanted by the ICC over a raft of war crimes charges, including raping, killing civilians and forcibly enlisting child soldiers.

The two men decided to turn themselves in after the governments of Uganda, South Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo launched a joint military offensive to flush holdout LRA rebels in their border hide-outs.

Brigadier Patrick Kankiriho, the Ugandan army officer commanding the joint raid, was quoted in Friday's Monitor newspaper as saying that he had sent Odhiambo a map of the locations where a safe surrender could be organised.

"I sent him a sketch map of areas where he can report," Kankiriho said. "I told him if he cannot report in those areas where the UPDF is, he can go to any church or the UN."

Odhiambo is seeking guarantees that he and his men will not be targeted in a last-minute ambush by the Ugandan army (UPDF) and told AFP that he had not received any map.

He also said that he had informed Kony, whom he left behind in DR Congo, of his desire to surrender.

"I am very serious about defecting and I have spoken to the general about this," he said. Asked how Kony responded, Odhiambo said: "That is between me and the general."

He added that Kony is "not injured. He is still alive, still ticking."

In addition to Kony, Odhiambo and Ongwen, the ICC also issued warrants against Kony's deputy Vincent Otti and another commander Raska Lukwiya. Otti and Lukwiya have since died.

The LRA began its rebellion against the government of Uganda more than two decades ago, and is accused of committing atrocities against civilians in northern Uganda, south Sudan, DR Congo and the Central African Republic.
I’m ready to surrender - Odhiambo (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/I_m_ready_to_surrender_-_Odhiambo_79562.shtml 

Joseph Kony’s deputy in the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army, Okot Odhiambo has said he is serious about surrendering to the UPDF after over two decades in rebel activities.

Odhiambo, told AFP, on Friday, that he is defecting with the presumed LRA’s third-in-command, Dominic Ongwen,  a development once effected will further isolate Joseph Kony. Both  commanders are wanted by the International Criminal Court.  

Odhiambo, one of Kony’s trusted commanders had recently announced his intention to surrender to the UPDF but his announcement caused mixed reaction on whether he was serious. “I am very serious about defecting and I have spoken to the general (Kony) about this,” Odhiambo told the French news agency. Asked how Kony responded, Odhiambo said: “That is between me and the general.”

Odhiambo told the news agency by phone from his jungle hide-out that he had 120 LRA fighters with him. He said Kony was alive and unscathed by the bombing raids by the UPDF jet fighters on his headquarters on December 14.

Odhiambo and Ongwen decided to turn themselves in after the governments of Uganda, South Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo launched a joint military offensive to flush holdout LRA rebels in their border hide-outs. But Brig. Patrick Kankiriho, the UPDF officer commanding the joint raid, told Daily Monitor, that time was running out for Odhiambo and the other fighters to surrender. “We shall not take him seriously unless he surrenders. We are ready to give him any guarantees if he shows seriousness but he should remember that time is running out,” Brig. Kankiriho warned. 

The spokesman for the UPDF troops in DRC, Capt. Deo Akiiki, said contrary to media reports that the 21-day mandate given to UPDF to hunt for LRA inside DRC ended on Friday, the deadline has been extended to this Friday (February 13). “We expect the military chiefs from both countries to review our operations and give a way forward,” Capt. Akiiki said. “This implies that they can either decide we (UPDF) continue the hunt for LRA or otherwise. So it isn’t correct to make conclusions for such a strategic meeting,” he added.

On January 23, the Chief of Defence Forces, Gen. Aronda Nyakairima and his DRC counterparts, held a meeting at Dungu joint task force tactical headquarters and extended the UPDF stay in Congo for 21 more days. This happened after the expiry of the initial 31 days and review of the situation on ground. 

Mystery over LRA deputy’s offer to surrender to govt (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/525898/-/rku4wgz/-/ 

The Lord’s Resistance Army second-in-command, Okot Odhiambo may surrender, but his chances of amnesty remain bleak as the army wants him to account for his actions.

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) last week confirmed that Odhiambo had contacted them offering to surrender to government forces with the IOM as an observer but it denied knowledge of Odhiambo’s whereabouts. 

On the other hand, Uganda Army spokesman Major Felix Kulayigye denied official knowledge of Odhiambo’s reported plans to surrender or defect but insisted he must account for his actions.

“The army does not know where he is but if he really plans to surrender, we shall receive him, but he must account for his actions,” said Kulayigye. 

Equally, the Amnesty Commission, the body set up by an Act of parliament to handle pardon and repatriation for surrendering rebels, told The EastAfrican that it had not received any request to prepare for Odhiambo’s impending surrender from either the government or the IOM.

Commission Chairman Justice Peter Onega said that even if he received a request, he would consult the government because Odhiambo still faces ICC indictments.

According to the current law, should Odhiambo surrender, he would be eligible for amnesty regardless of the crimes, but it would be a contradiction for him to be granted amnesty when it is the government that accused him at the ICC, Onega said.

Analysts say that it is this situation that has left the government unsure of what to do. Some people have even speculated that Odhiambo could already be in Ugandan custody but the government must first find a way out of the legal maze before making the news public.

LRA and government negotiators reached an agreement after nearly two years of negotiations in the Southern Sudanese capital of Juba, but LRA leader Joseph Kony refused to sign the deal, paving the way for the joint operation against him by the armies of Uganda, Southern Sudan and the DRC.

In its statements, the IOM said the LRA commander was to surrender with 85 people including abductees and combatants, although it later amended its statement to deny that the wanted commander would come into its custody.
U.S. Aided a Failed Plan to Rout Ugandan Rebels (New York Times)

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/07/world/africa/07congo.html?_r=2 

DUNGU, Congo — The American military helped plan and pay for a recent attack on a notorious Ugandan rebel group, but the offensive went awry, scattering fighters who carried out a wave of massacres as they fled, killing as many as 900 civilians.
The operation was led by Uganda and aimed to crush the Lord’s Resistance Army, a brutal rebel group that had been hiding out in a Congolese national park, rebuffing efforts to sign a peace treaty. But the rebel leaders escaped, breaking their fighters into small groups that continue to ransack town after town in northeastern Congo, hacking, burning, shooting and clubbing to death anyone in their way. 

The United States has been training Ugandan troops in counterterrorism for several years, but its role in the operation has not been widely known. It is the first time the United States has helped plan such a specific military offensive with Uganda, according to senior American military officials. They described a team of 17 advisers and analysts from the Pentagon’s new Africa Command working closely with Ugandan officers on the mission, providing satellite phones, intelligence and $1 million in fuel. 

No American forces ever got involved in the ground fighting in this isolated, rugged corner of Congo, but human rights advocates and villagers here complain that the Ugandans and the Congolese troops who carried out the operation did little or nothing to protect nearby villages, despite a history of rebel reprisals against civilians. 

The troops did not seal off the rebels’ escape routes or deploy soldiers to many of the nearby towns where the rebels slaughtered people in churches and even tried to twist off toddlers’ heads.

“The operation was poorly planned and poorly executed,” said Julia Spiegel, a Uganda-based researcher for the Enough Project, which campaigns against genocide. The massacres were “the L.R.A.’s standard operating procedure,” she said. “And the regional governments knew this.”

American officials conceded that the operation did not go as well as intended, and that villagers had been left exposed. 

“We provided insights and alternatives for them to consider, but their choices were their choices,” said one American military official who was briefed on the operation, referring to the African forces on the ground. “In the end, it was not our operation.”

Maj. Felix Kulayigye, a Ugandan military spokesman, declined to discuss the American involvement and simply said, “There was no way to prevent these massacres.”

The Lord’s Resistance Army is now on the loose, moving from village to village, seemingly unhindered, leaving a wake of scorched huts and crushed skulls. Witnesses say the fighters have kidnapped hundreds of children and marched them off into the bush, the latest conscripts in their slave army. 

In Dungu, a 10-year-old girl lay comatose on a metal hospital cot, her face glazed with sweat, her pulse hammering in her neck. She had been sexually assaulted in a nearby village and shot in both legs, bullet through bone. 

“The people who did this,” said her nurse, Rosa Apamato, “are demons.”

This used to be a tranquil, bountiful spot where villagers grew corn, beans and peanuts, more or less untouched by the violence that has plagued Congo’s east. But thousands have recently fled, and the town is now crawling with soldiers, aid workers and United Nations personnel, the movable cast that marks the advent of a serious problem.

The villagers who remain are terrified and confused. The Lord’s Resistance Army is not a Congolese movement. It is from Uganda. But once again, it seems that foreign armies are settling their scores in Congo, and the Congolese are paying the price. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Congo became the battlefield for more than a dozen armies and rebel groups from neighboring African countries, and several million Congolese died. 

Even now, Rwandan troops are battling militants hundreds of miles south of here. Congo invited the Rwandans in to go after a different rebel group and its commander, much in the same way it allowed Ugandan soldiers to cross the border and hunt down the Lord’s Resistance Army.

“Who are these L.R.A.?” asked Bertrand Bangbe, who had been axed in the head and left for dead. “Why are they here? Why are they killing us?”

There are few answers. The Lord’s Resistance Army may have had some legitimate grievances when it started more than 20 years ago as a cultish rebellion to overthrow the Ugandan government. The fighters hailed their leader, Joseph Kony, as a prophet and a savior for the historically oppressed Acholi people. The movement even proclaimed to be fighting for the Ten Commandants.

But it soon devolved into something more sinister. The Lord’s Resistance Army killed tens of thousands of people in northern Uganda, slicing off lips and terrorizing children, before the Ugandan Army drove it out about five years ago. Mr. Kony then marched his prepubescent death squads and dozens of teenage brides to Garamba National Park, a vast reserve of elephants and swamps near the border of Uganda and Sudan. 

The Ugandan government has tried coaxing Mr. Kony out. But the International Criminal Court in The Hague has indicted him on charges of crimes against humanity, and he has long insisted the charges be dropped. In November, as he has many times before, Mr. Kony refused to sign a peace treaty.

After that, Major Kulayigye said, “the only option left open to us was the military option.”
The Ugandan government asked the American Embassy in Kampala, Uganda’s capital, for help, and the request was sent up the chain of command in November to President Bush, who personally authorized it, a former senior Bush administration official said.
The American advisers and Ugandan officers used satellite imagery and Ugandan field intelligence reports to triangulate where they believed Mr. Kony and his fighters were hiding. The plan was for the Ugandan military to bomb his camp and then cut off his 700 or so fighters with more than 6,000 Ugandan and Congolese ground troops. On Dec. 13, the day before the attack, several American advisers traveled to a staging site near the Uganda-Congo border for a final coordination meeting, a senior American military official said.

Thick fog delayed the attack by several hours, Ugandan officials said, and they lost the element of surprise. By the time Ugandan helicopters bombed Mr. Kony’s hut, it was empty. Ugandan foot soldiers, hiking many miles through the bush, arrived several days later and recovered a few satellite phones and some guns. 

The Ugandans say they have destroyed the rebels’ control center and food supplies, rescued around 100 abducted children and killed several fighters, including some commanders. But the operation has been widely criticized by human rights groups as essentially swatting a hornet’s nest. 

On Dec. 25, villagers in Faradje, a town near the national park, walked out of church as 50 to 70 armed men emerged from the bush. Most villagers had no idea who they were. Some Congolese towns had been attacked before the offensive, yet the raids were not so widespread that word would have trickled back to remote places like Faradje.

The armed men spoke a strange language, probably Acholi, but there was no misunderstanding them after the first machete was swung. Whoever could run, did. Christine Ataputo, who owns the one restaurant in town, watched from the forest floor as the rebels raped, burned and butchered. She was lying on her belly when she saw that her 18-year-old daughter, Chantal, had been captured.

“They took her away on a rope,” she said.

Chantal has not been seen since, and even more than a month later, Faradje still has the whiff of char. Around 150 people were killed Christmas Day. Several other villages, some more than 100 miles away, were simultaneously attacked. In one town, after the rebels killed 80 churchgoers, they ate the villagers’ Christmas feast and then dozed among the corpses, according to Human Rights Watch, which documented the massacre. 

“These guys are just moving around, doing whatever they want, killing, raping, whatever,” said Charles Gaudry, a field coordinator for Doctors Without Borders, which says more than 50 villages in the area where it works have been attacked. “There’s zero protection.”

The United Nations has more than 16,000 peacekeepers in Congo, including about 250 in Dungu. But United Nations officials said they were spread too thin in other war-racked parts of eastern Congo to take on the Lord’s Resistance Army. At the time of the nearby massacres, the peacekeepers in Dungu were guarding the airfield.

Villagers across the area are now banding together in local self-defense forces, arming themselves with ancient shotguns and rubber slingshots. In the past in Congo, home-grown militias have only complicated the dynamic and led to more abuses.

Even where there are Congolese troops, there is not necessarily protection. The family of the 10-year-old girl in the hospital said she might have been shot by a Congolese soldier who missed the rebel who was assaulting her. 

The other night, by the light of a flashlight, a young doctor took one look at the girl and ordered her evacuation to Goma, a city along the Congo-Rwanda border. She may lose a leg, he said. But at least in Goma there is a special hospital to treat girls who have been raped. In eastern Congo, there are tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of them.
UN envoy refutes claim of failure in protecting civilians in DR Congo (UN News Centre)

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-02/07/content_10778184.htm 

6 February 2009
The United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has fulfilled its duties in regard to protecting civilians against the deadly rampage of a notorious Ugandan rebel group over the past few months, the head of the mission, known as MONUC, said today. 

Responding to a harsh denunciation by the medical aid organization Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon's Special Representative Alan Doss said that MONUC has been supporting the Congolese army (FARDC) to meet the Government's primary responsibility to protect its civilians against the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA).

The LRA has been terrorizing the Haut Uélé area of Orientale province in north-east DRC in recent months, leaving some 900 people dead and uprooting 130,000 others, according to rough estimates by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

“Médecins Sans Frontières describes scenes of horror that are all too familiar in the wake of the Lord's Resistance Army in Haut-Uélé, but your organization's Press Release of 4 February 2009 seriously misrepresents MONUC responsibilities and actions to protect civilians in the territory,” Mr. Doss said in a letter to Laurence Gaubert, MSF's Head of Mission in the DRC.

He said that MONUC operations in the area have been limited to the town of Dungu to ensure logistical support to the FARDC – including aerial reconnaissance, transportation, rations, fuel and medical evacuations – and to defend the area's only airstrip capable of handling heavy military and humanitarian shipments.

MONUC also maintains a quick reaction force in Dungu for special operations, he said, and had planned Operation Rudia in conjunction with the FARDC to help the Government contain the LRA and deter attacks on civilians.

Operation Rudia also provides protection for a humanitarian team in Dungu and, whenever possible, has provided assistance directly to civilians or through non-governmental organizations (NGOs), although it had never had a request from MSF on humanitarian grounds, he added.

MONUC recognizes that it will never have the capacity to meet emergencies everywhere at all times, given its mandate and limited resources in a country the size of Western Europe, and so it is obliged to maintain “a fluid presence on the ground and adjust to shifting priorities,” Mr. Doss explained.
Northern Uganda

Arrested Development (Institute for War & Peace Reporting)

http://www.iwpr.net/?p=acr&s=f&o=349854&apc_state=henh 

Norman Oduny, 11, and his fourth grade class at Laminadera primary school near Gulu would like a real classroom.

Instead, they will continue to meet under a mango tree, as they’ve done for more than a year.

“We have been studying under the tree since we moved back to our village from the [internal refugee] camp,” Oduny told IWPR. 

“On rainy days we don’t come to school. And when it’s shining, we have to keep changing position and [move] the portable blackboard, depending on the tree shade.”

Oduny’s school has only one permanent building that serves as the school administration office.

The Laminadera school is among those that Gulu district officials had wanted to build and equip using funds from the Ugandan government’s touted 600 million US dollar Peace, Recovery and Development Plan, PRDP.

Due to begin in July 2008 after being announced by President Yoweri Museveni in October 2007, the programme was created to rebuild war-torn northern Uganda’s schools, hospitals and roads, improve security, promote agriculture, and resettle the north’s internally displaced people. 

But as the start date for the programme came and went, officials across the north began asking what happened to the PRDP money.

They discovered that the 600 million dollars was not going directly to proposed PRDP projects in the north – as they imagined it would – but to government agencies who would determine how the money was to be spent in the region.

This angered northern officials and their protests appear to have prompted a government U-turn. It has pledge that from July – the start of the financial year – the PRDP will have a separate budget. 

This, however, have done little to reassure people in the north who say they have seen little evidence of the PRDP funds.

In Lira, district chairman for the Uganda People’s Congress, UPC, Dan Okello said he suspects the 600 million dollars meant for the north may have been diverted to the Ugandan military for the on-going campaign against Joseph Kony and his Lord’s Resistance Army, LRA.

Kony and the LRA fought the Ugandan government for 20 years before decamping to the northeastern region of the Democratic Republic of Congo, DRC. Since a December 14 attack on the LRA camps by the Ugandan army and its allies, the rebels have killed more than 600 people in DRC.

“If [the PRDP money] has not been diverted for other purposes, like the ongoing military offensive against the LRA rebels, then where is it?” said Okello. “Suddenly [the money is] nowhere. How did it disappear? I demand an explanation.” 

Norbert Mao, Gulu district chairman, said the government redevelopment of the north lacked a clear strategy and wasn’t sufficiently accountable.

“The PRDP is a set of pledges, a special diet for northern Uganda, but with no clearly defined mechanisms of implementation,” he said. “It was [wrong] for the government to draw up a programme as enormous as the PRDP, and fail to allocate a separate budget for it.

“This is intent to commit fraud. How can anyone explain this? For the government to say it is increasing funding to northern Uganda, and yet go on to suggest the money for [PRDP] be channeled through already running programmes, is to evade audit.

“How can government expect anyone to believe it is serious? How do you carry out accountability and monitoring without having a separate budget line restricted to PRDP?”

Richard Todowng, Museveni’s adviser for northern Uganda, said any suggestions of government impropriety were “total nonsense”. 

The confusion around the programme, he insisted, was not about the money, but “the implementation strategy”.

But he said the government would now set up an independent body to oversee the disbursement of PRDP funds.

“Hopefully when [PRDP] resumes next financial year, that problem of PRDP not having a separate budget line would have been rectified,” Todowng said. 

While PRDP funding issues appear to have been resolved, people in the north are frustrated that they have seen no benefits from the programme. 

“Already, our children cannot compete favourably with others elsewhere, who have adequate scholastic materials in a good environment,” said Norman Oduny’s father Severino.

“We expected to benefit from the PRDP, but at this rate, an entire generation is doomed unless we initiate ways to help ourselves overcome our problems. It looks the government does not care about us.”

Okello, meanwhile, accused the government of having a hidden agenda to ensure the north continues to suffer.

“There is a north versus south disparity, which will cause conflict if not addressed fast,” Okello warned. “The north is always promised heaven on earth, but ends up with nothing.”
NGOs accused of failing northern peace plan (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/670800 

SOME of the non-government organisations operating in the north have been criticised for sabotaging the Peace, Recovery and Development Plan (PRDP). 

The permanent secretary in the Prime Minister’s office, Pius Bigirimana, also lashed out at those who politicise the programme. 

PRDP is a programme which integrates and harmonises initiatives committed to the rehabilitation and development of the war-affected areas in the north and north-eastern Uganda. 

“Many organisations have turned the plan into a business to make money out of people’s suffering,” he said. 

Bigirimana said other NGOs were using the programme to pursue political agendas, adding that the Government would not allow such mischief. 

Due to the saboteurs, he said, development partners were becoming skeptical of the programme. 

Bigirimana was informing stakeholders about the progress of the programme at the Refugee Law Project headquarters in Old Kampala on Wednesday. 

“Last week, I received a letter from the US Congress signed by seven senators. They were complaining that the programme had done nothing in the north,” he said. 

He, however, commended organisations like Plan International, World Vision and FAO on their good work, adding that he would record the programme’s achievements on video to defend it in the US. 

Bagirimana dismissed allegations that the programme had been suspended and warned against duplication of services. 

He cited activities like the construction of roads and the electrification of districts under the plan as ongoing activities. 

“We are working with the Uganda Rural Electrification Agency to restore power from Soroti to Kaberamaido. We are also soon starting restoration of power to Oyam district and power extension to Tororo district,” he said. 

Harriet Namisi, the DENIVA programme coordinator said: “It is unfortunate that the Government is turning against NGOs when peace has come back in the north. It is forgetting the role NGOs played during the war.” 

David Wakikona, the state minister in-charge of northern Uganda rehabilitation, said the programme would be fully implemented in the 2009-2010 financial year

Karamoja 
Karamoja to get first tarmac road this year (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Karamoja_to_get_first_tarmac_road_this_year_79552.shtml 

The Ministry of Works has revealed a road workplan for Karamoja sub- region, promising to construct the first tarmac road in the region this year, Daily Monitor has learnt.

An 185-kilometre stretch from Muyembe Corner to Moroto Township will be the second biggest road project after Karuma-Arua Road. “We are fast tracking the design of the road. We will  have to do a lot of work on the bridges because the sub-region has many seasonal rivers,” the Minister of Works and Transport, Eng. John Nasasira, said

The ministry was allocated Shs1.1 trillion in the 2008/09 national budget. Karamoja region is one of the regions that have lagged behind in infrastructure development and all other sectors despite having enormous unexploited mineral resources. 

Construction of roads, Eng. Nasasira said, will not only boost the economic sector but also ease the disarmament programme and link Kenya to Uganda and South Sudan. 

The Minister in charge of Primary Education, Mr Peter Lokeris, said most of the limestone used in the production of cement by Tororo Cement factory is mined from Karamoja  and a tarmac road and electricity are vital in the extraction of such minerals.

Eastern Builders were contracted to construct Girik River-Lokales-Karita Road and Girik River Bridge at Shs3.5 billion. Mulowooza and Brothers have started works on Loroo-Katekekile and Moroto Nakiloro-Kenya border roads at Shs7.6 billion while Omega Construction is grading Lokichar-Turtuko-Nyakwae Road and Nyakwae Bridge at cost of Shs4.6 billion.

Zimwe Enterprises started works on Kalapata-Piire Road at Shs5.6 billion. According to the Karamoja Roads Development Programme (KRDP) procurement contract, all contracts were cleared by the Solicitor General and they were signed in December last year. 

The programme’s aim is to work on 565 kilometres but that target may not be met due to financial constraints. 

“The roads that were total 565 kilometres and they are estimated at 32 million Euros (about Shs82 billion). The available funding, however, is 11 million Euros. Consequently, it is not possible to work on all the 565 kilometres,” KRDP report dated December 5, 2008, said. 

Health
Primary healthcare- Ministry revives village teams to prevent diseases (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/9/34/670741 

THE Ministry of Health has revived its Primary Health Care (PHC) arm again, arguing that failure to promote prevention of illnesses at the community level has turned them into a ‘ministry of diseases’ rather than a ‘ministry of health’. 

PHC, as first defined by global leaders during the 1978 Alma Ata Declaration, addresses illness prevention and health promotion at community level rather than clinical care that concentrates on diagnosis and treatment. 

“Up to 75% of our disease burden today is preventable,” says Dr. Nathan Mugisha, the director of Clinical Services and Community Health in the ministry. 

“Unfortunately, we are suffering from repeated bouts of ordinarily preventable conditions like diarrhoea, cholera and dysentery because there is no health education.” 

A village healthcare team is a group of people in the community who are trained to provide basic healthcare that does not necessarily call for a professional medical officer. 

These teams, which are instrumental in provision of PHC provide information, promote good health and treat simple illnesses. “We have set up the teams in 33 districts and they are doing wonders. 

We started streamlining the teams in 2004 and our vision is to cover the country by 2010,” Mugisha explains. 

Why primary healthcare now? 

“The major causes of death and ill-health are preventable. Almost 80% of all diseases in Uganda are associated with poor sanitation and hygiene,” Mugisha says. 

But with challenges ranging from a disease burden to a resource-strained healthcare system and a human resources crisis, our indicators are getting worse, with the gap between the poor and rich’s ability to access healthcare becoming wider. 

However, despite a global call for countries to contribute 15% of their national health budgets to health, Uganda is still at a staggering 8-9%. 

But financial support to improve healthcare in developing countries has increased with about 26% between 1997 and 2002 from $6.4b (sh12 trillion)to $8.1b (sh16 trillion). 

Although most of this aid is allocated to disease-specific projects (vertical programmes) rather than to broad-based investments (horizontal programmes) such as primary healthcare services. 

Yet experts argue that vertical programmes improve healthcare, but only for small groups of people with specific diseases. Some people receive care while others remain untreated due to lack of personnel. 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) recommends increased availability of primary healthcare, which it says is associated with higher patient satisfaction and reduced healthcare spending. 

The WHO has urged governments to embrace the approach now, in the face of globalisation, emerging epidemics, increasing terminal illnesses and lifestyle diseases. 

Challenges 

“People no longer have the spirit of volunteerism, even if it concerns their health,” Kyabagu says. “Vertical programmes have created their own teams under different names like community health workers and change agents. 

The health ministry emphasises volunteerism, yet vertical programmes often paid them, depending on their budgets. 

But can volunteerism work? 

“No, that is unrealistic. If local councillors can be paid, what of us?” says Neema Mukite, a community worker. 

Kyabagu says the health visitors and chiefs in the 1960s were facilitated by the Government, but things have changed. 

“We can only afford to give them basics like bicycles and gum boots. Inadequate funding remains our biggest constraint,” Mugisha says. 

But for Mugisha, the start is satisfying. ‘We simply need to integrate other sectors that impact on health such as education and social services as well as transport and communication.”
Summit: All-round approach needed to fight chronic diseases (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Summit_All-round_approach_needed_to_fight_chronic_diseases_79560.shtml 

While it is evident that multi-sectoral simple approaches such as changes in diet, lifestyle and proper early childhood development could play a role in preventing chronic disease, which are now spiraling, these measures have been neglected.

Chronic diseases are ailments of long duration and generally slow progression. They include heart disease, stroke, cancer, chronic respiratory diseases and diabetes. Princess Zahra Aga Khan made the observation on Saturday as the chronic diseases summit for low and middle income countries drew to a close. 

The two-day summit was sponsored by the Aga Khan University in partnership with the Ministry of Health and the World Health Organisation. “Good and bad habits are formed early in life, and breaking the cycle that leads to chronic diseases with some simple and cost-effective educational material and basic teaching on hygiene, nutrition, and healthy lifestyles has a huge and rapid impact,” she said.

She said governments need to play an important role in setting regulations and creating an enabling environment for the prevention of chronic diseases. 

Mapping incidence and understanding the causes of chronic diseases, as well as in designing a health system to meet future requirements of a chronic disease-prone population, was a responsibility Princess Zahra said governments needed to consider seriously.

Meantime, health and finance ministers from Africa and Asia who attended the summit resolved to strengthen the framework on tobacco control to help countries check the escalating cases of chronic diseases in developing countries.

They observed that tobacco smoking was one of the major risk factors exposing millions of people to chronic illnesses like cancer and stroke. “Whereas tobacco may be a source of revenue, it is also a heavy source of expenditure,” Uganda’s State Minister for Finance Fred Omach noted. 

The summit resolved to hasten the implementation of the WHO’s  Global Non-Communicable Diseases Action Plan. This is envisaged through the creation of a basis for a multi-sectoral alliance in Asia and Africa, accelerate progress of this alliance by sharing resources, expertise to promote an integrated approach to reduce the health and economic burdens of chronic diseases. 
Uganda development plan enters key stage (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/525876/-/rku4yaz/-/index.html 

Uganda’s is defining minimum growth targets for key government sectors for the National Development Plan, which succeeds the Poverty Eradication Action Plan.

This will take effect this July, at the start of the next financial year and will crystallise the country’s development roadmap over the next five years.

Critical sectors, namely health and education, which are significant in production of human capital, as well as transport infrastructure, mainly roads, will continue to require heavy funding. 

The plan also makes a case for increased funding for agriculture, a sector that employs more than 75 per cent of the country’s population. 

But the National Planning Authority — the body charged with putting the development plan together — is also addressing thorny issues like population growth, labour and employment, accountability, environment, trade and tourism.  

Data from the Health Ministry, for instance, reveals that underfunding is the sector’s main concern — with per capita expenditure at $8.2 instead of the required $40 to deliver a minimum healthcare package. 

Unless resources coming into the ministry are scaled up, this will hamper human capital development, says Dr Francis Runumi, an assistant commissioner in the ministry.  

“The sector is underfunded. The unit cost of service delivery has gone up because the pressure of global human resources for the health market has driven up salaries,” said Dr Runumi. 

“Also, Uganda has one of the world’s highest population growths, which means more health services will be needed.” Because of this, the ministry’s minimum health care package remains limited and cannot implement simple measures to curb poor hygiene and cannot ensure adequate sanitation practices. 

This has led to a growing incidence of diseases that are otherwise preventable — 75 per cent of Uganda’s disease burden is preventable.  

Once the NDP kicks off, the health sector will require a minimum Ush1.5 trillion ($773 million) to implement minimum programmes, but this figure will rise to Ush2.14 trillion ($1.08 billion) by the close of the plan’s fifth year in 2014.

Another area of the health sector that is key to the plan’s success is HIV/Aids, which at a 6.4 per cent prevalence rate seems to be rising from the previous national average that had held steady at 6.1 per cent.
The Uganda Aids Commission director general, Dr Kihumuro Apuuli, says the effect of rising rates of new infections measured against numbers that access anti-retroviral treatment translates into a direct effect on the country’s GDP. 

Of the 1.1 million people living with HIV, 135,000 were found to be new infections in 2005, yet only 141,000 receive anti-retroviral treatment.   

“By 2025, this disease will have wiped away 39 per cent of the economy if adequate resources are not committed to treatment,” he said.
Ray of hope in treatment of sleeping sickness (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/9/34/670771 

A fresh discovery about the parasite that causes sleeping sickness may lead to new therapies for the disease. 

Scientists at the University of Edinburgh have discovered that the key to treating the condition may lie in an enzyme found in humans and in the sleeping sickness parasite. 

The researchers found that this enzyme has a different structure and mode of action in the parasite compared with in humans. 

This opens up the possibility of drugs being developed which can target the parasite enzyme and block its function, while causing no harm to the patient. 

The research team has discovered chemicals that can block the action of the enzyme and are hopeful that their findings can contribute to development of therapies for the disease. 

Sleeping sickness, a fatal condition which is spread by the tsetse fly, affects as many as 500,000 people across central Africa. Its symptoms include a disturbed sleep cycle and lead to coma and death. 

Professor Malcolm Walkinshaw of the University’s School of Biological Sciences, who led the research, said: “We are optimistic about the possibilities raised by this new discovery. 

“We are already working on compounds that can prevent the enzyme from functioning and will continue to develop these in the hope that they may one day translate into a treatment.” 

The study was published in the Journal of Molecular Biology.
UNAids and myth of condoms efficacy against Aids (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/525956/-/rku48lz/-/index.html 

The recent appointment of Michael Sidibe of Mali as the new director of the United Nations Programme on HIV/Aids (UNAids), the main advocacy body in the global fight against HIV, the deadly virus that causes Aids, could mark a significant turning point in the way the organisation handles its mandate in the political and scientific spheres of the deadly disease.
However, two recent books criticising the way the organisation is putting political correctness above scientific evidence as well as recent calls in some quarters for the organisation to be disbanded altogether have thrown the usefulness of the global body into serious question.

Experts now know that unprotected sex involving high rates of long-term concurrent sexual relationships coupled with low rates of male circumcision has led to national prevalence rates in East and Southern Africa ranging from six per cent to 24 per cent, according to the 2007 report, Why is HIV prevalence so severe in Southern Africa?: The role of multiple concurrent partnerships and lack of male circumcision, written by Daniel T. Halperin of the Department of Population and International Health at the Harvard School of Public Health and Aids expert and author Helen Epstein.

However, UNAids and other Aids organisations fail to recognise fully the role of long-term multiple concurrent relationships in the spread of HIV and instead appear to favour the use of condoms, abstinence and other less effective methods. 

Take the case of Dr Norman Hearst, an epidemiologist at the University of California, San Francisco. 

In 2003 Dr Hearst and his research assistant Sanny Chen, then of San Francisco’s Department of Public Health, carried out an extensive literature review commissioned by UNAids on the effectiveness of condoms in preventing the spread of HIV virus in sub Saharan Africa and other developing regions.

The initial report, titled: Condoms for Aids prevention in the developing world: A review of the scientific literature, concluded that although condoms were about 80 per cent to 90 per cent effective as a public health strategy in halting the spread of Aids in some concentrated epidemics (epidemics affecting men who have sex with men, injecting drug users and commercial sex workers) in places like Thailand and Cambodia, condoms were seen as ineffective in preventing the spread of HIV/Aids in generalised epidemics like those taking place in Eastern and Southern Africa.

“These findings surprised us and were not what UNAids wanted to hear at all,” recalls Dr. Hearst who says that his report provoked serious debate within UNAids.

Efforts were made by UNAids to edit the Hearst/Chen report into something that might be more politically palatable to the organisation. In fact, Dr Hearst was shown various drafts of the heavily edited document, which UNAids was expected to publish but in the end never did.

Instead they released their own separate statement about how wonderful and effective condoms are. This did not have our names on it, nor would I have wanted it to,” says Hearst. “It made no reference to our review or our report. I was never given any explanation for this decision.”

But the conclusions reached by the Hearst/Chen study would have been of major importance to policy makers in Africa, the West and elsewhere in the developing world; Aids agencies; Aids activists; and the general public at large in terms of policies formulation and programme implementation to combat the spread of Aids.

However, this crucial report was not made public by UNAids. According to UNAids insiders, the organisation rewrote the entire report — even removing the names of the researchers — and published something quite different from what they had submitted. Taken aback by this blatant action, Hearst and Chen published their original findings in 2004 in Studies in Family Planning, a major peer-review journal.
“It is true that the way that UNAids dealt with my report says a lot about the culture of UNAids and how they operate — and that much of what it says is not very good,” laments Dr Hearst. “On the other hand, I have refrained until now from trying to make this a bigger issue than it should be. And I don’t have a great desire to participate in any unnecessary UNAids bashing.”
Prior to the commissioning of the UNAids condom review study, Norman Hearst had actively participated in the organisation’s affairs spanning the course of several years. But since that time he feels that he has been blacklisted by UNAids.

In fact, some UNAids officials are said to have denied they had ever funded the study.

“I don’t know if these individuals were misinformed or deliberately lying,” he said.

Why would UNAids, a renowned global organisation dedicated to educating governments around the world about the greatest plague of our times, behave in such a manner?

Critics of the organisation believe that the facts unearthed by Norman Hearst and others were simply too hard for UNAids to swallow since they contradicted the organisation’s belief system — that condoms and not behaviour change are the ultimate solution to preventing the spread of the pandemic in sub Saharan Africa and other developing regions. In short, it was a clear case of ideology taking precedence over epidemiological facts.

“Top brass at UNAids have admitted to me privately that they knew in the 1990s that in Africa, long term concurrent relationships were more dangerous than casual/commercial ones,” laments Helen Epstein, speaking from her home in Harlem, New York. Epstein is the author of the recent book The Invisible Cure: Africa, the West and the fight against Aids.

“I asked them why nothing was done to raise awareness about it, and received no reply…. This [research on and educational programmes geared towards long-term, multiple concurrency] could have happened 10 years ago, had Western Aids experts shared the information, which some independent academics were urging them to do. Would it have made a difference for HIV prevention? We may never know, but according to the charter of the World Health Organisation, access to accurate health information is a human right.”

Critics of UNAids have concluded that the main reason why it, and other international bodies ignore behaviour change is that primary prevention of any infectious diseases is perhaps the greatest health challenge of our time. Getting human beings to change deeply ingrained behaviour (sexual or otherwise) is a monumental task if there ever was one.

Historically, the prevention and control of diseases linked to human behaviours, such as sexually transmitted diseases has been largely unsuccessful. 

For example, doctors dealing with the spread of STDs were aptly skilled in diagnosis and treatment but were inept at eliminating or reducing what is called sexual risk behaviour.

This applies not only sexual behaviour but human behaviour such as cigarette smoking or adopting a healthy diet and exercise. Such behavioural changes don’t come overnight and might take decades and even generations to adopt.
Behaviour change has also been overlooked because a certain degree of taboo exists around the subjects such as sexual promiscuity, illegal drug use and prostitution particularly when dealing with relatively conservative African societies.
Officials responsible for prevention programmes and policy formation chose not to deal with these behavioural aspects of HIV/Aids prevention for the simple reason that they have moral connotations attached to them.

Furthermore, if one is talking about sexual promiscuity and sub Saharan Africa there is an added risk of reinforcing the widely held racial stereotype of the oversexed African — something that these learned Western-educated men and women would rather have avoided least they be branded as racist.

Most Aids programmes are more comfortable trying to cope with the medical and scientific aspects of HIV/Aids rather than its social and behavioural aspects,” says Dr James Chin, a professor of epidemiology at the School of Public Health, University of California at Berkeley and author of the recent book The Aids Pandemic: The collision of epidemiology with political correctness.

Critics of UNAids says that it’s worth remembering that UNAids is an advocacy and not a scientific body and that they should not be looked to for scientific answers or evidence.

They are quick to point out that UNAids is driven by politics, fund-raising and Western ideology, and not the empirical evidence. 

However, its ideology is not shared by the majority of the countries where UNAids works. 

This may be a problem of development since many large Aids organisations as well as prominent donor organisations are indeed ideology-driven, says Edward C. Green of the Department of Population and International Health, Harvard School of Public Health, whose next book will focus on Aids and ideology.

In her recent paper, Aids and the Irrational, published in the November 2008 issue of the British Medical Journal, Helen Epstein says that the problem with UNAids is its dual mandate, which on the one hand is to dispense accurate scientific information about the HIV/Aids pandemic, and on the other hand to advise governments around the world on how to deal with the deadly disease.

“The intrinsic tension between politics and science has been especially acute when it comes to answering two of the most vital questions in Aids prevention: Why is the epidemic in Africa so severe? And what are the best ways of dealing with it?” says Epstein.

She recommends that scientific issues be addressed through a more open process of research and peer review, rather than by the fiat of a single, largely unregulated UN agency.

Experts such as Helen Epstein says that education about concurrency (see story on page 16) should be integrated into all Aids programmes in Africa including those aimed at school children and young people.
Epstein also stresses that education should stress that although delay of sexual debut is a sensible goal, personal fidelity is no guarantee of protection against HIV if the partner one eventually ends up with has even one other concurrent partners.
UNAids official response to some of Dr Chin’s accusations deal mainly with what Chin sees as UNAids’ flawed estimation and projection of HIV infections and Aids cases and deaths (In 2004, for example, UNAids discovered a mistake in the analysis of antenatal surveillance data that led to an overestimation of HIV in some rural areas of Africa. 

Since the majority of sub-Saharan Africans since live in the rural areas, this led to a downward revision of the UNAids prevalence estimates in many countries by 25 to 40 per cent) and the prediction (which so far has yet to fully materialise) that there will be an explosion of HIV infections in Asia.

However, the rebuke fails to address UNAids’ shortcomings in dealing with the behavioural and social aspects that drive the HIV/Aids pandemic in developing countries.

Critics of the organisation believe that the facts unearthed by Maxine Ankrah, Norman Hearst, Tom Barton and others were simply too hard for UNAids to swallow since they contradicted the organisation’s belief system — that condoms and not behaviour change are the ultimate solution to preventing the spread of the pandemic in sub Saharan Africa and other developing regions. In short, it was a clear case of ideology taking precedence over epidemiological facts.

“Top brass at UNAids have admitted to me privately that they knew in the 1990s that in Africa, long term concurrent relationships were more dangerous than casual/commercial ones,” laments Helen Epstein, speaking from her home in Harlem, New York and author of the recent book The Invisible Cure: Africa, the West and the fight against Aids.

“I asked them why nothing was done to raise awareness about it, and received no reply…. This [research on and educational programmes geared towards long-term, multiple concurrency] could have happened 10 years ago, had Western Aids experts shared the information, which some independent academics were urging them to do. Would it have made a difference for HIV prevention? We may never know, but according to the charter of the World Health Organisation, access to accurate health information is a human right.”

UNAids has repeatedly emphasised to the world that decline of HIV-infection rates in Thailand, for example, was attributed to the use of condoms only.

However, it was condoms (for high risk groups) plus a reduction in multiple sexual partnerships according to two earlier reports published in 1996 and 1998 respectively: “Changes in sexual behaviour and a decline in HIV infection among young men in Thailand” by K.E. Nelson and colleagues in the New England Journal of Medicine, 1996; and “Aids and behavioural change to reduce risk: a review” by M.H. Becker and J.G. Joseph in the American Journal of Public Health.

UNAids has repeatedly emphasised to the world that decline of HIV-infection rates in Thailand, for example, was attributed to the use of condoms only.

However, it was condoms (for high risk groups) plus a reduction in multiple sexual partnerships according to two earlier reports published in 1996 and 1998 respectively: “Changes in sexual behaviour and a decline in HIV infection among young men in Thailand” by K.E. Nelson and colleagues in the New England Journal of Medicine, 1996; and “Aids and behavioural change to reduce risk: a review” by M.H. Becker and J.G. Joseph in the American Journal of Public Health.

Education

Distance learning ‘O’, ‘A’ level begins (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Distance_learning_O_A_level_begins_79557.shtml 

The Education Ministry has introduced a long-distance learning programme at secondary school level. The programme enables students to attain Uganda National Examinations Board certificates without being physically present in class.

Under the programme entitled, people who did not complete O’ and A’levels shall be enrolled in the learning process to meet their academic requirements. “There are people who did not complete secondary education. Many of them are in the workforce and some are housewives who feel they cannot compete with youngsters,” said Mr Muhammad Kibirige Mayanja, the programme director.

Mr Mayanja said the teachers will prepare and supply the materials to enrolled learners in the various distant places and give them guidelines in preparation them for examinations. “If a learner can consistently sacrifice at least three hours daily, he/she will be able to catch up and prepare for exams. This arrangement is unique in that learners study to pass examinations and learning is at own convenience,” Mr Mayanja said during the launch of the programme in Wakiso on Friday.

He said a total of 29 teachers have been trained in both theory and practice for 225 hours and have designed modules to conduct lessons that start this month for those preparing for the 2010 Uneb examinations.

Director of Communications and Broadcasting at the ministry of Information Communication Technology Godfrey Kibuuka lauded the initiative, saying it would help to reduce on the current problems of lack of academic qualifications. “This programme is timely as it allows learners especially orphans to access education and at the same time work,” he added.

West, central dominate universities (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/670789 

WESTERN and central Uganda are the regions with the highest number of students in universities, a report by the National Council for Higher Education has said. 

This blocks students from districts like Katakwi, Iganga, Oyam and Lira in the east and northern regions from attaining university education, the report added. 

According to the report, 31% of the students in public universities come from the western region. The central has 30.1%, followed by the eastern region with 21.9%. North trails with 17%. 

The report, titled Access and Equity to Higher Education in Uganda: Whose children attend university and are paid for by the state? details findings of two studies conducted by the council executive director, Prof. Abdul Kasozi, in the last two years. 

It points out that access to higher education favours students from well-to-do families. 

The report adds that Government scholarships were inequitable since they favoured students from rich families, which can afford the best primary and secondary schools. 

The surveys were conducted in six universities, which are Makerere, Kyambogo, Gulu, Mbarara, Uganda Christian University Mukono, and Uganda Martyrs University. 

A total of 665 Government-sponsored students in public universities and 749 private-sponsored ones were interviewed. 

The report reveals that most university students are from relatively well-to-do backgrounds. 

For instance, 71.7% of university students come from families whose houses are built with brick and mortar, the report said. 

Those from homes with electricity as a source of lighting comprise 41%, while 31% come from homes that depend on kerosene for lighting. 37.1% of students come from families that own a car. 

Presenting the findings during a workshop at Statistics House in Kampala on Thursday, Kasozi criticised the regional inequality in accessing higher education and urged the Government to employ affirmative action. 

Kasozi also advocated for an increment in tuition fees charged by public universities to curb under funding. 

“Most students came from first world expensive secondary schools. So they can pay,” he observed. 

“In order to deliver quality education, universities need to be given more autonomy to collect and spend more provided they are accountable.” 

However, for students from very poor families who may not afford high fees, Kasozi said the Government should expeditiously introduce a loan scheme to help them out. 

Press Freedom

Do not kill the messenger (Daily Monitor – EDITORIAL)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/opinions/Do_not_kill_the_messenger_79547.shtml 

A special sub-committee of Cabinet that was established to investigate and propose strategies of gagging radios and newspapers accused of giving bad publicity to the government is expected to recommend stronger restrictions against critical media outlets. This move follows similar efforts by the government in neighbouring Kenya to influence media content and allow for stronger punishments and restrictions on supposedly errant media.

While all journalists and human rights defenders need to stand up and take notice, there is particular concern for this newspaper which has been repeatedly singled-out for publishing articles that are critical of government. President Museveni has gone as far as branding us as an anti-NRM paper.

It is not the objective of independent media houses, such as ourselves, to promote the views of either the government in power or the opposition. That role is played by propaganda mouthpieces in either camp, institutionalised or otherwise. We cherish our independence and strongly defend our values that emphasise truth, integrity and professionalism. 

If, in our pursuit of the truth, the government suffers negative publicity, that is the consequence of its own actions or inaction, and not the outcome of some deliberate effort on the part of our journalists. It is our duty to disseminate information to the public freely and fairly. The government must not seek to silence critical voices that point out its shortcomings neither must it try to create a choir of praise singers. 

Our ideals of fairness and objectivity can never blind us to the corruption, inequality and human rights violation that continue to suffocate our society. While we continue to give the government credit where it is due, we shall never tire of pointing out the faults of this and future governments, whatever the consequences. 

There are questions about the credibility and professionalism of the journalism industry in Uganda that should not be swept under the carpet but these should never be used as a pretext to muzzle the media. An imperfect media that occasionally gets it right is far preferable to the well synchronised motions of propagandist media. Killing the messenger will not, in any way, change the message.
Refugees / Regional
9,000 refugees relocated to Hoima (New Vision)
http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/18/670744 

ABOUT 9,500 Congolese refugees, who fled into Uganda through Kanungu and Kisoro districts recently, are being relocated to Kyangwali refugee settlement in Hoima district. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Government started the resettlement on Tuesday. 

The first batch of 600 refugees was transported in seven buses according to the UNHCR refugee protection officer, Carolyne Akello. 

According to a statement from the agency, 1,319 refugees entered Uganda last week through Matanda in Kanungu and Nyakabande in Kisoro. 

The Kyangwali Resettlement has capacity of up to 23,000 refugees, the UNHCR statement said. 

Akello said the UNHCR was negotiating with officials from the Prime Minister’s Office to extend the February 28 deadline for closing the Matanda temporary reception centre. Heavy rains have compromised the hygiene at Matanda. 

Congo refugees have little to return home to (AP)

http://www.google.com/hostednews/ap/article/ALeqM5j01RUT0XxpP3jWqmATqsS9LBHfOgD967J7V80 

Sylvie Manyamangu gave birth last week out in the open on a chilly night.

Still, she decided that was better than returning to the home in eastern Congo that she fled from three months ago, carrying whatever she could in a hefty pile on her head.

"There's nothing left there. They looted everything, even the roof off my house," she said. "If I go back, there will be nothing."

Still, she acknowledged that the sprawling Kibati refugee camp where she and her eight children have landed was not the best solution either.

"Here, I also have nothing," she said, one sickly child wrapped on her back and others scurrying around her skirt.

Manyamangu applauded along with scores of other refugee women when the top U.N. diplomat for humanitarian affairs, John Holmes, arrived at their camp to hear their concerns this weekend.

Holmes' four-day trip to Congo comes amid an outcry from aid workers and human rights groups, who accuse U.N. peacekeepers of failing to protect civilians from deadly attacks.

Manyamangu's hometown of Kibumba, just to the north, was among many in eastern Congo overrun by rebels loyal to renegade general Laurent Nkunda. The rebel leader claimed to be fighting to protect Congo's Tutsi minority from the Hutu militias linked to neighboring Rwanda's 1994 genocide, when some 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were slaughtered.

Nkunda was captured by authorities in Rwanda last month, who took advantage of a split in his rebel movement. It was a stunning about-turn, for Rwanda's now-Tutsi government had supported Nkunda for years.

"I was so happy when he was caught," Manyamangu said. "It was he who forced us away, so with him there could be no peace."

Nkunda's troops seized great swaths of eastern Congo in a matter of weeks last year, forcing at least 250,000 people to flee the fighting.

Since his capture, thousands of refugees have already gone home — some 24,000 of the estimated 50,000 who flooded into Kibati, just outside the regional capital of Goma, which is on the border with Rwanda.

Holmes toured the sprawling camp on Saturday, viewing huts covered in white tarpaulins and wooden structures with bright blue doors, asking residents questions.

The biggest fear among camp dwellers is whether fighting could erupt again. Numerous militias and rebels have fought and plundered in eastern Congo since the central African nation suffered a decade of wars that ended in 2003.

Etienne Mupenda read a list of the refugees' needs and concerns to Holmes. In addition to plastic sheeting, seeds for planting and food until their vegetables grow, the refugees hoped to be protected by civilian authorities and establish a local civilian administration.

"I can't promise a miracle," Holmes responded. "But we'll do our best in talking to the governor ... I understand that security is the biggest issue."

Later, he told reporters he would look into providing packages of necessities to encourage people to go home.

Groups of children too young to know anything but war and displacement danced and sang under the direction an Italian aid group that works with children in conflict zones.

Eduardo Tagliani explained to Holmes how, when children are encouraged to draw, their trauma comes out in pictures of houses and guns.

"First, they draw the thing they have lost, then they draw the thing that took it away from them — and perhaps the thing that could help them get it back," Tagliani said.

Gogo Kambale Kioma, a local official, said described a cycle in which some refugees go home only to return, because their houses were destroyed or are now occupied by government soldiers, or because of sharp disagreements with neighbors over looting and politics.

Many local administrators loyal to Nkunda remain in place, and returnees are being accused of supporting Nkunda's enemies.

"We really need to sensitize both groups that this really is not the moment to create another conflict," he said. "Whatever people have lost, they need to just blame the war. Otherwise, we could be heading into another tribal conflict."

Eastern Congo has Hutus and Tutsis, just like Rwanda, along with other ethnic groups.

While Rwanda is recovering from its genocide and its Tutsi leaders are trying to turn the tiny mountainous nation into a high-tech service center, eastern Congo continues to be convulsed by violence.

An estimated 5.4 million people — the world's deadliest conflict since World War II — have died in Congo's wars and some 1,500 continue to die every day, mostly from hunger and disease caused by conflict, according to the International Committee of the Red Cross.

President Joseph Kabila recently invited Sudan and Uganda to send troops into Congo to fight Ugandan rebels of the Lord's Resistance Army who have fled to Congo's far northeastern forests. The LRA headquarters was bombed, but that only scattered the rebels into villages where they have slaughtered an estimated 900 civilians since Christmas.

Holmes is to visit that area Monday, around the town of Bunia.

Aid workers and U.N. officials, meanwhile, fear another bloody backlash against civilians from Hutu rebels. Those rebels now hiding in Congo's eastern forests but are expected to emerge and retaliate after Rwandan troops that Kabila invited in to hunt them down leave Congo at the end of February.
UN Humanitarian Chief Seeks Congo-Rwanda Cooperation to Limit Civilian Casualties, Displacement (VOA)

http://www.voanews.com/english/Africa/2009-02-09-voa5.cfm 

UN Under-Secretary-General and Emergency Relief Coordinator John Holmes continues a four-day visit to northeastern regions of the Democratic Republic of Congo. Since Saturday, he has surveyed the impact of clashes between government forces and various rebel groups like the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), the National Congress in Defense of the People (CNDP), and the Uganda-based Lord's Resistance Army (LRA).  More than 100 human rights groups and aid organizations are urging the UN humanitarian chief to insist that United Nations (MONUC) peacekeepers in the DRC be allowed to join Congolese and Rwandan forces on their mission to ensure that civilians receive adequate protection. Juliette Prodhan heads DRC operations for the British-based group OXFAM. She says that a joint offensive by Congolese and Rwandan government troops against FDLR Hutu forces has raised concerns about reprisal killings and has hampered NGOs' ability to provide help.

"Any time there's any type of operation by the military or the militia in DRC, there's always some kind of humanitarian fallout. And that's to do with the lack of discipline within the armed forces, a lot to do with practices that have become normalized, rapes, violence, looting.  And so these are all things that the humanitarian community fears very much could result from a joint operation," she noted.

In North Kivu province, Mr. Holmes met with internally displaced families at the Kibati IDP camp near Goma, who had been endangered by fighting between CNDP rebels and the national army. In light of the high casualty figures resulting from that fighting, the Congo Advocacy Coalition of aid groups sent a public letter to Holmes last week, warning that the joint Congolese-Rwandan government offensive currently underway has caused thousands of people to flee their homes, compounding more than a million other victims internally dislocated from earlier combat.  Prodhan points out that so far, despite coalition concerns about reprisal killings and the use of civilians as human shields, the latest offensive has distressed proportionally fewer victims.

"Now to date, the levels of violence and displacement are not all that severe as we might have feared. These operations are covering an area where the population is 850-thousand people. And the figures we have of those who have been affected so far, who have been displaced by the violence, range from about five thousand people to 15-thousand. So if you compare that from before December, 2008, the difference is marked and the humanitarian community obviously can't say that things are all right. But things are certainly better than we expected," she explained.                  

Sunday, the UN humanitarian chief had planned to visit a hospital west of Goma to meet civilians displaced by the Congolese-Rwandan offensive. But the helicopter trip to Masisi had to be scrubbed because of bad weather. Instead, Holmes surveyed a hospital in the provincial capital Goma, as well as a camp for Rwandans seeking voluntary repatriation.  Then, he flew north to Bunia to assess conditions following the post-Christmas slaughter of close to one thousand DRC civilians by Ugandan LRA rebels. OXFAM's Prodhan says that there are lessons to be learned by Kinshasa and Kigali from December's offensive against the LRA, and the involvement by UN peacekeepers can play a central role in limiting the collateral damage.

"What you've seen in response to the petition made towards John Holmes, yesterday (Saturday), the Congolese and Rwandan governments both came out and said yes, they are particularly concerned about protecting civilians. But of course, with the joint Congolese-Ugandan operation, you've seen massive civilians fall out. And that's something we do not want to see happening again in that area or in any other area of the country. The Congolese and the Rwandans have spoken out and said that yes, they are responsible for the protection of civilians. So we hope they will show their good side, their true colors, in making sure that it does happen, does become a part of their mission in the coming days and that they allow the UN peacekeepers who are accompanying that for the purposes of protecting civilians to do their job," she urged.

To help MONUC do its job, Juliette Prodhan says governments should  readily inform the international force of where they will be operating. Peacekeeping units can also be advantageously placed to serve as a buffer between rebels and potential civilian targets. In addition, Prodhan says peacekeepers should be allowed to share information about operations with civilian populations in order to prevent displacements. She says they can help relocating communities find protection and safe havens around UN peacekeepers' military bases, can serve as witnesses to rebels or government wrongdoing, and can make sure that violators are brought to justice.
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