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Joint Operations Against LRA
Central African Rep. prepares to resist LRA rebels (Reuters)

http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/LC345874.htm 

Central African Republic will send more troops to its border with Democratic Republic of Congo to guard against incursions by Ugandan rebel group the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA), its defence minister said on Monday. Uganda, Congo and South Sudan launched a joint offensive against Congo-based LRA fighters in December, but the rebels have in recent weeks killed hundreds of people in villages along the Congolese border with Central African Republic and Sudan.

Earlier this month, Congo said it had received intelligence that LRA members were preparing to enter Central African Republic, fleeing the Ugandan-led assault on their bases in Garamba National Park in northeastern Congo.

"We will ... send an additional number of men (to the border) because it is strongly possible that in its flight, the LRA will return to our territory where it came in 2008 and abducted several of our citizens," said Jean Francis Bozize.

Last February and March, hundreds of LRA fighters loyal to leader Joseph Kony, who is wanted for war crimes by the International Criminal Court, entered Central African Republic from bases in northern Congo. They kidnapped around 150 people and looted homes in the poor former French colony.

The LRA has not set foot in Central African Republic since then, said Bozize, who is the son of President Francois Bozize.

Central African Republic had already posted soldiers along its southeast border with Congo in case the LRA attempted to return, Bozize said, but that number would be increased.

"The president has agreed to support the Ugandan army in the campaign it is waging against Jospeh Kony's rebels," he said. 

Chaos in LRA team after reports of Matsanga sacking (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Chaos_in_LRA_team_after_reports_of_Matsanga_sacking_78139.shtml 

Confusion has crept into the ranks of the Lord’s Resistance Army peace delegation camp, with a group claiming their leader, Mr David Matsanga, has been fired by rebel leader, Joseph Kony.

A statement, purported to come from Kony, announced the immediate sacking of Mr Matsanga. The reason for the purported sacking, according to the text is “for peaceful end to the conflict” in northern Uganda. 
The statement said Mr Matsanga was dismissed along with Mr Justine Labeja, who was the deputy peace delegation chairman and Kony’s confidant. 

But Mr Matsanga said the statement originated from a “tribal cocoon” of people within the rebel group who did not want a non-Acholi to be close to Kony and advise him on how to end the insurgency that had affected northern Uganda for over two decades. 
Mr Matsanga is a Mugisu from eastern Uganda.

“It is not an order from Kony. Even this morning Kony spoke to me,” Mr Matsanga said yesterday. 
“Kony told me he was happy with my work. He has also asked me to get in touch with a Kampala lawyer to see how he can help us in the dialogue we have proposed with the government regarding the ceasefire,” he added.

Mr Matsanga, who returned from Maputo, Mozambique where he met the outgoing UN special envoy on regions affected by the LRA insurgency, Mr Joachim Chissano, said, “This is the work of tribal cocoon who look at the peace process as an Acholi affair.” LRA draws most of its fighters from Acholi region.

If reports of the sacking are confirmed, this will not be the first time Mr Matsanga is sacked by Kony. Mr Matsanga was sacked by Kony on April 10, 2008 but re- appointed by him effective June 5 to lead a six-member peace team. 

Mr Matsanga then replaced Dr James Obita, who was his deputy. The LRA purported statement noted that the negotiators’ removal “means they no longer speak for LRA, or peace talk negotiating delegates and must not engage in any form of negotiations.” 

Ugandan Rebels Call For Truce (AHN)

http://www.allheadlinenews.com/articles/7013679124 

Ugandan rebels of the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) are asking for a ceasefire with forces from Uganda, South Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Forces from the two sides have been fighting since mid-December after peace talks failed and the coalition forces attacked the LRA.

There have been allegations that LRA forces massacered at least 40 civilians on Dec. 26, a charge the group denies.

LRA leader Major General Joseph Kony sent a delegation to Mozambique with a letter appealing to a United Nations delegation for help in obtaining a ceasefire. The letter was also reportedly addressed to the heads of Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya and South Sudan.

The LRA have conducted raids on countries from Uganda to the Central African Republic over the past 20 years.

LRA officials say the call for a truce now is not because the coalition offensive is harming them, but rather because of the past failure of the army to defeat it.

DRC Insecurity Hampering Humanitarian Assistance (VOA) 

http://www.voanews.com/english/Africa/2009-01-12-voa42.cfm 

Humanitarian agencies are still trying to gather information from parts of northeastern DRC that were recently attacked by Ugandan rebels. Attacks by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) killed hundreds of people and caused thousands of others to flee into the bush. UN agencies and others are trying to determine the exact number of people who need emergency assistance and the best way of getting it to them.

Jim Farrell, spokesman for the World Food Program, spoke from Goma, in the eastern DRC, to VOA English to Africa Service reporter Joe De Capua about the status of relief operations. 

“The humanitarian situation is still grave…. However, food is flowing into a good portion of it (eastern DRC), for example, in the province of South Kivu, the province of North Kivu. The reason for the need for the food, of course, is all of the dislocations that occurred during November’s fighting,” he says.

At the time, government troops fought CNDP rebel forces led by Laurent Nkunda.

However, up in the northeastern part of the country, up near the point where the borders of Uganda…Sudan…and the Central African Republic come in, it really got brewed up again around Christmas time by a particularly notorious militia group up there. And we’ve now got a fresh population of displaced people. How many at this point we don’t know because there’s still fighting going on up there,” he says.

A multi-national military operation is underway in the region to hunt down the LRA.

“Before you can actually start supplying food, you have to do assessments. Before you do assessments, you have to have security, and that type of security is not in place yet,” says Farrell.

The WFP and other UN agencies believe that tens of thousands people have been displaced and may be lacking clean water supplies, which raises the risk of cholera. 

“Complicating that is the fact that when these people fled, they had to leave their food stocks and their necessities for living behind. For many of the people who stayed in their towns and villages, the LRA burned much of their food stocks…. And it’s basically turned into a disaster for a great, great many people up there,” he says.

What’s more, the displacements have disrupted planting or harvesting. “So even though you’re here in one of the most lush and fertile areas of Africa, you’ve got this disastrous situation where the people have been cut off from their food supplies,” says the WFP spokesman. 

Northern Uganda
Fear as gunmen attack Gulu residents (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Fear_as_gunmen_attack_Gulu_residents_78151.shtml
Tension is building up in Palaro Sub-county, Gulu District after unknown gunmen last week shot at residents. 

The area LC3 chairman, Mr Chris Owen Okoya, confirmed the presence of the gunmen in the sub-county that borders Sudan.

Mr Okoya told Daily Monitor that the gunmen opened fire at the residents who had returned to their homes in Kiteng village. There were no injuries.
“There was a military man seen wielding two guns and shooting at civilians. A few others were also been seen in the vicinity,” he said.

Residents said the gunmen were first detected in the area on December 24, 2008. Since then, they have reportedly maintained their presence, causing fear.

Mr Charles Arop, a youth leader in Pok Ogali village, said gunshots from the unknown men woke him last week right in the middle of the night. 
“I heard gunshots while sleeping and got scared,” he said.

He said those who fled from the village after the shootout were instead arrested by the police and detained. They were later released and are staying in the camps.

He said more than two families, which had just returned from the camp, have fled their homes in Kiteng and Bole villages and returned to Lugore Camp.
Mr Okoya said residents fear that the Lord’s Resistance Army rebels could be back in the area. 

“I fear to stay in my own home because those who opened gunfire might not be soldiers and we need assurance from the military,” said another resident.
Angry local leaders condemned the arrest of the villagers describing it as a cover-up of police negligence. 

They claimed the mobile police patrol vehicle is always doing personal work for officers in the area.
“The vehicle that is to help patrol Palaro Sub-county is being used for carrying charcoal for officers instead of community crime prevention campaign,” Mr Okoya said.

The army spokesman for northern Uganda, Capt. Ronald Kakurungu, denied the reports linking the gunmen to Kony. “ They could be mere thugs,” he said 

PWDs stuck in IDP camps (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/PWDs_stuck_in_IDP_camps_78153.shtml 

Thousands of people living with disabilities in northern Uganda are still stuck in camps for the displaced despite the ongoing resettlement process, an MP has said.

Mr William Nokrach, who represents the PWDs from the north, said while the able-bodied IDPs are happily returning to their ancestral homes, the disabled are looking on because they cannot construct houses.

“They can’t go to the bush to cut grass or poles for constructing the huts. Even the government policy of distributing iron sheets does not favour them since all beneficiaries of the iron sheets are expected to construct walls before they are given the iron sheets,” Mr Nokrach told a press conference in Kampala on Friday. 

Mr Nokrach said whereas some people went to the camps when they were already disabled, others were disabled by the 21-year-old LRA insurgency. 

He said the number of disabled persons has increased in the past decades. 

Girl Soldiers - The cost of survival in Northern Uganda (Women News Network)

http://womennewsnetwork.net/2009/01/13/ugandagirlsoldier809/ 

Mindy Kay Bricker
It had been 11 years since my feet had touched the dusty rust-colored soil of Uganda. My first visit had been particularly remarkable as it had been the first time the long, black barrel of a gun had been pointed within centimeters of my face.

In a national effort to expel a swelling and beleaguered Sudanese refugee population from the country, an eager soldier of some sort had stopped our matatu (mini-van) in the middle of the night. He awoke me—at gunpoint—demanded my passport, and told me to get out of the vehicle. Within a few minutes, about 10 or so of us re-boarded with two less people—a Sudanese woman and her daughter.

On that night, little did I know that somewhere, kilometers away, an 11-year-old Lucy Aol was sleeping in the thick Northern Ugandan bush hoping that she wouldn’t be awoken in the same fashion. With one thin mattress below her, and one covering her, her dark chocolate skin was swallowed by the night as she hid from the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a rebel group that was not only largely supported by the Sudanese government but was enthusiastically amassing an army of children to torture, kill and steal from the area’s Acholi people.

Her luck would last two more years. At 13, this Acholi girl would be abducted and issued a gun so that she could protect herself while she pillaged homes for food and clothing at the behest of the LRA. Within days of her abduction, she would be made a “wife”, a position she would keep until, at the age of 16, she would understand that death was a small consequence if she were caught escaping.

“I’m not going to risk much,” she negotiated with herself. “I have to escape.”

She would walk cautiously and quietly for more than 24 hours, without rest, through bush so dense a cat would find it difficult to claw its way through. When she would finally reach Gulu, the second largest populated town in the country and home to a military base against the LRA, she would immediately enter a rehabilitation center, where she would be told the unimaginable: She was pregnant. A teenager so traumatized, Lucy had never even had her first period.

The Lucy Aol who I didn’t know existed 11 years ago, I return to meet in 2008. Now 22 years old, Lucy delivers a handshake so cotton-ball soft that even a ballerina would feel brutish in her company. Her voice is quiet, her smile gummy, and her laugh affable. What you don’t see, however, is the gallery of torture on her body—a shrapnel scar on the heel of her foot, the panga (type of a machete) and stick scars on her buttocks from being repeatedly beaten by soldiers in the bush.

But there is a reality that neither a smile nor clothing can mask: When you meet Lucy, what you see is a girl—wanting to be a woman—and desperately trying to extricate herself from her experience as a child soldier of yesterday, while anxiously trying to safeguard her child from the stigma of being tomorrow’s rebel soldier.

Lucy is among more than 60,000 Northern Ugandan children abducted by the LRA during its 21-year-long civil war against the Ugandan government. Organized by former Catholic altar boy Joseph Kony, theoretically, the LRA was founded to protect Northern Ugandans from the National Resistance Army, which had staged a military coup in 1986, and was exacting revenge in the north, the home of many of the soldiers that tried to resist the coup. It didn’t take long before Kony began attacking, rather than protecting, the Acholi people—which, ironically, was his own tribe. As they began to fear him, he accused the Acholi of betraying him and he wanted them dead, all the while bolstered by the messages he claimed he received from the “holy spirit.”
“A person who believes in God cannot kill, cannot rape people, cannot burn their house … cutting their ears, cutting their necks,” Lucy says. Kony “is a devil, not God.”

Most abductions occurred during the’90s. Like Lucy, thousands of the girls who were abducted were forced into “marriages” with soldiers. Almost 40 percent of the girls who were forcibly married had at least one child in the bush, according to reports.

Within days of her arrival in southern Sudan, where the LRA’s headquarters were based, Lucy was lined up with other girls and assigned to her “husband.” The more successful the soldier, the more wives he was awarded—Kony allegedly had over 40 forced wives.

Lucy would become the fourth wife of a 24-year-old captain. “He was so big,” she recalled. “He was so old.” Devastated, Lucy burst into tears and refused the man.

“They told me to lie down, and they said, ‘You pick: Do you want life or death?,’” she recounts. “Then they brought a boy near me and killed him using a panga. They cut him here (her finger slices her neck), here (waist), here (legs) … Then they told me, ‘Have you seen what has happened with that boy?’ I started crying. ‘You are crying!’ Then, they started beating me.”

She chose “life,” which meant that for 2.5 years she was forced to have sex with her husband twice a week, each time crying and each time being beat for her tears. She would sometimes be denied food for up to five days and almost just as long without water—when deprived water, soldiers would make her drink someone else’s urine. She was only required to fight in the field once, but was forced several times a week to pillage villages to gather food and clothing.
Kony was set to sign a peace agreement in April of this year, officially putting an end to a war that left nearly 2 million people homeless, 80 percent of who were women and children. But he never showed. The LRA still managed to stay in the headlines, however, when they orchestrated over 300 abductions in Congo, Sudan and Central African Republic.
“For us, we are just waiting,” Lucy says. “Will he come back to kill you? Will he come back to arrest you? Will he come back to abduct you?”

Back in Gulu, Lucy is at ease on her home turf, her black flipflops dusted with red dirt as she calmly walks around the city. The expense of the bus ticket prohibits her from visiting her mother and her daughter, Winnie, often—she only manages the 7-hour journey about once a semester.

Winnie “likes my mother more than me,” she says matter of factly. “I don’t feel good [about that]. I want my kid. Just because I’m away from her, she’s not like me. So when I finish my course, I will come back, and she will know me better.”

Motorbikes buzz past her on the street, carrying women with children, and men clutching nearly empty briefcases, while people bustle about with an effort of feigning life in a city. The market buzzes with excitement, and the smell of dead fish wafts over women walking around with straw-weaved doormats on their heads. Lucy is stopped by a friend, who instantly grabs Lucy’s arm and slowly walks with her down the street, asking question after question: How much is your tuition? When does the next semester begin? How do you like the program?

“It’s normal,” Lucy says. “People used to stop me all the time. They want to know everything.”

Lucy is studying environmental health, with the hope that she will work as an environmental health assistant with the Ministry of Health in her region of the country, working to improve sanitation in the community, educating people on disease outbreaks, like cholera and tuberculosis, and providing HIV counseling and testing.

Her friend’s interest is genuine. One would be hard pressed to find another country where education is so prized, but so unattainable for many, as exorbitant school fees depress any kind of academic aspirations. Around 41 percent of former abductees returned to school, 28 percent of whom were long-term abductees. According to a recent study, however, girls, like Lucy, returning from the bush with a child had nearly a zero percent chance of returning to school.

But despite her success as a student and her sacrifice as a mother, there is no guarantee that she will land a job—the reality in Uganda is that just as tribal nepotism and politics worked against her during the civil war, they could also work against her when trying to work for the government.

A few hours before Winnie comes home from school, Lucy finally arrives in her mother’s village, a mud-hut suburb of sorts two kilometers outside Gulu. Lucy walks around for a few minutes before a friend spots her, the two simultaneously laughing at the sight of each other.

“This is my friend, Grace” Lucy says. “We met in the bush.”

The two met when Lucy had been deprived of water for three days. Lucy begged Grace for a drink, and Grace acquiesced, even though she would have been killed had she been caught.

Now when Lucy and Grace see each other it is instant relief, mostly because they know they will be able to discuss their problems, their traumas, their fears. Since they understand each other’s pasts so well, they can offer each other therapy that they can rarely find anywhere else. Lucy does not even talk about her days in the bush to her mother—it is a taboo topic.

But Grace and Lucy have more in common than just their harrowing past: Neither of them plan to tell their children any time soon of how, and to whom, they were born. Children are already beginning to taunt their children at school, calling them “bush children”, creating rounds of questions for both the mothers. Both Lucy and Grace, who had two children in the bush, avoid the discussion, by offering terse explanations.

Grace tried to marry, which would have assuaged the situation, but the man divorced her when his family found out she was one of “Kony’s children.” This sort of rejection is sadly typical for former female soldiers with children.

“I tell [Winnie] that she wasn’t born in the bush; she was born in Gulu,” Lucy says, which is the absolute truth—Winnie was conceived in the bush, but she wasn’t born there.

To mitigate such harassment, Lucy enrolled Winnie in a private school, where she has a more intimate learning environment. There are no educational standards in public schools, Lucy says, so the family sacrifices everything to provide this for Winnie. Lucy’s mother takes food rations from the displacement camp to sell for Winnie’s school fees. But she broke her arm recently when taking cassava to sell in the West Nile; now, Winnie must carry out the chores for the house.

In June, rising food prices provoked a 5,000 shilling (CZK 50, $3.20) boost in school fees—school fees that Lucy’s mother hadn’t managed to gather yet, bringing the total to 50,000 shillings (CZK 500, $32).

Emotionally spent, Lucy and her mother sit inside the dark mud hut and discuss the option of selling charcoal over the next few weeks. Lucy also suggests asking the school to allow for an extension in payment. However, the two women conclude that they aren’t going to be able to keep up the momentum—the women might need to return to their family in the displacement camp, and Winnie might have no choice but to be in a poor school system with provocative children.

“She should not be hearing such kind of language as she’s growing,” Lucy says. “It will be dangerous for her to hear that she was born in the bush and that her father is from the bush killing people … She will not be fine in the future.”

But Lucy maintains her hope that at some point she will find, or create, some kind of job, and that she will be able to purchase land for her parents, five brothers, their wives and children, so that the family can leave the displacement camps, where over 1 million northern Ugandans still live despite the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement that was signed in August 2006 between the LRA and the Ugandan government. And then, and only then, will she be able to build a fence around the family compound “to protect” Winnie.

“Maybe I can get a job, and in the future my child will be okay,” she says. “If you have nothing to do, then you suffer.”

A day into her trip and a day away from returning to school in Kampala—where she will study for upcoming exams, sleep in a room with 19 other people, and subsist on a diet of beans—Lucy’s visit home quickly turns sour. While standing with Winnie, the two posing for a photograph, the landlord—and friend of the family—stares at 6-year-old Winnie.

“That child has the eyes of a rebel soldier,” she says to her.

And as much as Winnie doesn’t know about her life, she understands that the words are vitriolic. Winnie sobs. And Lucy consoles her, careful not to tell her the truth.

Health & HIV/AIDS
Uganda on influenza alert (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Uganda_on_influenza_alert_78147.shtml 

The International Federation of Red Cross has put the Uganda Red Cross on alert after scientists predicted that Avian (human) influenza might strike anytime, without any warning.

The Uganda Red Cross Society’s (URCS) newly appointed Secretary General, Mr Michael Richard Nataka, has been tasked to implement the Avian Influenza programme which is aimed at preparing households and communities for the possible Avian epidemic. 

Incase an Avian pandemic hits the country, there will not be any vaccines, no medicines apart from home care treatment, hence the need for preparedness, the URCS said in a statement yesterday. 

The programme will also look at reducing transmission and caring for the sick, according to a statement released in Kampala by URC spokesperson Ms Catherine Ntabadde.

Avian influenza is a new human virus, which is different from bird flu but can be got from eating sick birds. 

According to URCS, Avian (human) influenza attacks the respiratory system and its symptoms include muscle aches and pains, fatigue, headache, cough, soar throat and runny nose.

In children, the Avian influenza may present itself with nausea, vomiting, abdominal cramps and diarrhoea. According to URCS, its mode of transmission is usually through air and close contact with infected persons. 
It can also be spread by touching contaminated things or surfaces.

Assess Aids prevention measures, govt told (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Assess_Aids_prevention_measures_govt_told_78144.shtml 

People living with HIV/Aids have called on the government to re-assess the current prevention strategies if increasing cases of infection are to be addressed.

The call follows findings from a new study by a team of public health experts that the country’s current prevention model no longer offers adequate protection against new infections.

Ms Stella Kentutsi from the National Forum of People Living with HIV/Aids Networks told Daily Monitor yesterday that the government is becoming more reluctant to enforce prevention campaigns. 

“Right now, what we see are messages on cross-generational sex. We no longer see messages on how to prevent HIV/Aids,’’ Ms Kentutsi said. 

The State Minister for Health, Dr Emmanuel Otaala, disagreed, saying, “The ABC model of abstinence, faithfulness and use of condoms is for everybody. It is the married people who should be faithful.’’
Edith Nabomba: "They think my baby will be sick...I think this too" (IRIN)

http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?ReportId=82320 

Edith Nabomba is serving a six-month sentence at Luzira Prison in a suburb of Kampala, Uganda's capital. The prison holds 5,000 prisoners, of which 230 are women. She told IRIN/PlusNews how she was coping with being locked up, pregnant and HIV positive. 

"I've been in for one month and a half. I already have four kids and I'm six months pregnant. My husband stays with the kids. 

"In 2006 I tested my blood to know my status. My husband also tested. We are both positive. 

"My baby will be born here in January. I am on ARVs [life-prolonging antiretroviral treatment], but I'm worried because I'm not sure how the baby will be at birth. No one has told me about how to have a healthy baby. I want to talk to the nurses and ask how to keep healthy. 

"It wouldn't be a problem to be HIV positive on the outside, or an inmate who is healthy, but it is hard to be both. 

"I want to sleep under a mosquito net, but it is not allowed by prison regulations. Also the ARVs make me take a lot of water so I feel dry when I take them without water. There isn't always enough drinking water here. There are some missionaries who bring extra rations for the sick, but last week they were finished before I had any. 

"My husband knows I'm pregnant, but he has not visited. I get some support from relatives, but none from the other inmates. People are discriminating, I'm not comfortable here; they are looking at me. They think my baby will be sick...I think this too."
Education

Govt warns on early school term opening (Daily Monitor)
http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Govt_warns_on_early_school_term_opening_78146.shtml 

Headteachers of some private schools that have opened for the first school term before the official date risk facing disciplinary actions, the Education Ministry has warned.

The Ministry spokesperson, Mr Aggrey Kibenge, said in a statement yesterday that they had already received reports that some schools had opened for the first term in defiance of the government’s official school calendar. 

“The Ministry of Education and Sports has received reports of some private schools that have opened for the First Term of 2009,” he said, adding, “Such schools that have opened pre-maturely should immediately close while headteachers of schools that flout this notice stand strongly warned that sanctions and other appropriate disciplinary actions will be preferred against them if they do not heed to this warning.” 

However, Mr Kibenge was not specific on the disciplinary actions to be taken against defiant headteachers.

This is not the first time the government is issuing a warning to school administrators. Last September, the Ministry threatened to revoke the licences of over 200 headteachers of both private and government-aided who were found coaching students during the second term holiday. 

In 2007, the ministry slapped a ban on holiday classes in both primary and secondary schools to give time to students to rest. Teachers had reportedly turned holiday teaching commonly known as coaching into a money-minting venture through charging unnecessary exorbitant fees.

According to the 2009 School Calendar, all government and privately owned schools have to open for first term on February 2. 

Teaching in holidays, according to the ministry guidelines is punishable by either closing the schools or withdrawing licences of the headteachers or both. 

Early last year, about five headteachers in Kabale District were relieved of their duties after their schools were caught conducting classes during the holidays. The District Education Service Commission reportedly effected their dismissal. 

Corruption 

US: Uganda losing corruption fight (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/US_Uganda_losing_corruption_fight_78133.shtml 

The outgoing United States Ambassador to Uganda, Mr Steven Browning, yesterday said that President Museveni’s government is not doing enough to fight corruption.

Ambassador Browning, who – in keeping with tradition – resigned from his post following a change of government in the US, told reporters at the US Embassy in Kampala that Uganda had failed to qualify for the US-funded Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) because of its failure to rein in corruption.

“Uganda seeks to be a recipient of this programme,” said Mr Browning, “But we have told them that they are not ready; the ability to control and fight corruption is not as strong as we think it should be.” 

The MCA is a no-strings attached poverty reduction fund where up to $700million is awarded to developing countries that score well in the fight against corruption.

The US is one of the biggest donors to Uganda and a key ally of President Museveni and the ambassador’s comments will be seen as an indictment of the President’s commitment to fight graft. 

In 2007, the US government boosted Kampala’s anti-corruption efforts with a $ 10.4million grant to help finance the anti-corruption efforts in the public sector, especially within public procurement. The US envoy said Washington will continue to support the country’s anti-corruption efforts. 

“We assisted them with a programme to help strengthen their ability to fight corruption,” Ambassador Browning said yesterday. 

“If they succeed, then they will be able to compete for this huge amount of money. If they fail, I am not going to lash out and criticise the government for failing to fight. All I am going to do is say, ‘you had your chance; you didn’t do it’.” 

Mr Browning also raised the red flag over the state of press freedom in the country. He said: “As Uganda continues its journey towards democratisation, this is one of the issues that needs to be addressed by the people and institutions of government.” 

The envoy was commenting about the government’s latest offensive against the press following the recent interrogation of two Daily Monitor journalists, Grace Matsiko and Angelo Izama, along with the paper’s Managing Editor Daniel Kalinaki. 

He said, “I believe a country and a democracy is only as strong as its press. A press that is restricted, constrained and intimidated can only weaken the government.

It can only weaken the country. But I believe a strong vibrant, inquisitive, responsible press is an absolute essential criteria for a strong vibrant society. I don’t know of a single country that is a true functioning, flourishing democracy that does not have a free press.”

Mr Browning also said he was “disappointed” that the military offensive against the Lord’s Resistance Army rebels launched in December after the Juba peace talks collapsed had not yet resulted in the capture of rebel leader Joseph Kony.

“I think all observers would have liked to have a very quick military action that resulted in Kony’s capture so that he can be handed over to either Ugandan justice system or the International Criminal Court,” said Mr Browning. 

“It is disappointing that it is not over yet but I am not going to pass judgement on whether it was done appropriately or not. I am not a military strategist.”

Mr Browning’s comments come on the heels of critical words from US Senator Russ Feingold, the chairman of the US Senate’s sub-committee on Africa, who said the on-going three-nation military campaign against the LRA had failed to minimise civilian deaths.

Mr Feingold said in a statement that Uganda, which is the brain behind Operation Lightning Thunder, and its allies DR Congo and South Sudan, had not done enough to save rebel abductees, had left civilians vulnerable to reprisal attacks by the rebels, and had fuelled regional instability. 

Suspected LRA fighters have killed several hundred people in the DR Congo and Southern Sudan since the operation against the rebel group started four weeks ago. 

Mr Browning, who has held fort at the US Mission in Kampala since April 2006, said yesterday that his resignation, together with those of all the other US ambassadors around the globe, would be handed over to President- elect Barrack Obama after his January 20 inauguration.

Mr Browning, who has also served in Kenya and Tanzania, said he hopes to see out his three-year posting to Uganda until the summer of 2009 and hinted at seeking an East African passport.

It is not clear whether the ambassador’s strong comments on corruption, press freedom and the war against the LRA reflect the old views of Republican President George W. Bush who was close to Museveni, or whether they indicate a shift in policy by Washington under Barack Obama’s incoming Democratic regime.

A recent report by the Inspector General of Government showed that corruption, which World Bank estimates say costs the country $300 million every year, had become an acceptable way of life in Uganda.
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