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Joint Operations Against LRA
A month later; mission remains incomplete (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/A_month_later_mission_remains_incomplete_78196.shtml 

Exactly one month ago today, the deafening sound of approaching jets and the rattles of gunships tore the peaceful silence over the dense Garamba forest as the Ugandan military opened a blitz to annihilate the LRA rebels. The December 14, 2008 attack, code-named “Operation Lightning Thunder”, and directed by mainly elite UPDF soldiers, forced the rebels to flee in disarray. 

President Museveni, who is the commander-in-chief, told the nation weeks later that LRA leader Joseph Kony escaped from his main base at Camp Swahili five minutes earlier. What had been planned as a surgical strike to dismantle the rebel’s command structure, 30 days later, has inadvertently turned into a prolonged search-and-destroy mission.

Many more truckloads of soldiers and crucial supplies are being ferried across the border to the frontlines. The war plan too is being evaluated at various tactical headquarters to achieve the ultimate objective – kill or capture Kony and his top lieutenants if they cannot surrender.

The other option is for the rebels to gather at Ri-Kwangba, the designated assembly point under the hanging Juba peace talks, should the under-fire Kony decide to ink the negotiated Final Peace Agreement. That appears unlikely – at least for now. Aid agencies and South Sudan officials say the LRA is leaving blood and smoking huts on its trail.

The UN refugee agency, quoting its field staff in the northeastern Congolese town of Dungu, reported yesterday that the civilian toll from the rebel raids had reached 537 with 408 other people abducted. Some 104,000 people have been displaced. If the operation, jointly announced by the militaries of DRC, the Government of South Sudan and Uganda, was meant to cripple the rebels from terrorising civilians - it is yet to succeed. 

The rampaging rebels have prompted Ms Jemma Nunu, the governor of Western Equatoria State (WES) in South Sudan, adversely affected by the spiraling violence, to call for immediate international support to halt the horrific LRA raids. “We do not know why the LRA are killing Sudanese in a fighting not of our own,” said Ms Nunu.

Former altar boy Joseph Kony founded the LRA as an offshoot of Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirit Movement, but without a known agenda other than seeking to capture power to establish a puritanical state where Uganda would be governed according to the Ten Biblical commandments. Later, it was understood to be a resistance against perceived marginalisation of the north by the NRM government. 

By 2005, the UPDF had succeeded in dislodging the LRA from northern Uganda. They eventually relocated to Garamba, setting the ground for a two-year peace talk, which collapsed at the end of last November after Kony repeatedly declined to sign the final pact.

On Sunday, December 14, 2008, the UPDF which had been re-training for months hit the LRA base, ostensibly to stop the rebels from re-arming, killing and kidnapping civilians - their main way of recruiting fighters. The Chief of Defence Forces, Gen. Aronda Nyakairima, says the UPDF raid on the LRA is thus far successful.

In pictures dispatched from the frontlines and published by a local daily last month, senior Uganda commanders could be seen posturing around undamaged jerry cans, saucepans and a guitar allegedly belonging to Kony.

UPDF says it has killed over 25 rebels; captured eight while 20 have surrendered. A number of arms and hi-tech communication gadgets have reportedly been recovered. The army announced a fortnight ago that they had uncovered mass graves where LRA fatalities from the opening bombardments are believed to have been interred. But Governor Nunu says the security situation inside her State, which borders Garamba, is now more precarious than before December 14 because previously “the rebels would attack, loot and abduct. Now they kill vulnerable civilians every day.”

The sighting of the marauding rebels is now causing panic in Sudan, forcing civilians, many of whom have fled their farmlands during this harvest season to take refuge in urban centres lacking food, medicine, water and sanitary facilities. It now appears that Uganda must seek an extension of her stay inside the DRC if it is to tame the rampaging insurgents and lend credibility to the anti-LRA offensive that has attracted criticism from some local and international politicians, including US senator US Senator Russ Feingold, the chair of the Senate Sub-Committee on Africa.

On the downside, the UPDF has lost a MIG-21 fighter jet, which crashed in DRC’s Isiro town on December 24, killing Flight Lt. Bosco Opio; one of the country’s finest Israeli-trained pilots. The death toll of soldiers linked to the Garamba operation has reached four. A drawn out military expedition against the LRA will require more men to stay longer inside the Congo.

Mr Henry Okello-Okello, the state minister for foreign Affairs, said Uganda had indicated to Joseph Kabila’s government that a month was an “unrealistic” timeframe to hunt down the LRA. Operation Lightning Thunder has galvanised the allied governments and its future will rely on how solid the partnership remains.

LRA Continues Attacks in Eastern Congo (VOA)

http://www.voanews.com/english/2009-01-13-voa60.cfm 

The U.N. refugee agency says it is increasingly concerned about the humanitarian situation in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo as attacks by the Ugandan rebel group, the Lord's Resistance Army, continue. The UNHCR says the number of deaths, abductions and homeless people is growing.  

U.N. aid workers in the DRC's Oriental Province say residents are in a state of panic and terrified at the prospect of more attacks from the Lord's Resistance Army.

The U.N. refugee agency estimates nearly 540 people have been killed and more than 400 kidnapped by the LRA since the outbreak of violence in the region last September.

U.N. refugee spokesman Ron Redmond says there has been no let up in the violence.  He says more villages and settlements were attacked during the past four days southwest of the town of Faradje.  

He says one village was reduced to ashes and a number of people were killed and abducted in this series of attacks.

"Rough estimates of the number of forcibly displaced in this part of the Democratic Republic of Congo have now surpassed 104,000 in this conflict with the LRA," Redmond said. "Many of these internally displaced people are still hiding in the bush, particularly in areas around the town of Faradje, which was heavily hit during the Christmas period."  

Three villages in Oriental Province, including Faradje, were brutally attacked by the LRA on December 25 and 26. The attacks were in response to a joint military offensive mounted by the Congolese, Ugandan and Sudanese armies.

The operation was aimed at uprooting the LRA from its base, but it apparently did not work and only succeeded in provoking revenge attacks.

Redmond says out of an estimated 37,000 people who escaped from Faradje, about 16,000 have registered in Tadu and surrounding villages. He says more than 10,000 of them are children.

He says tens of thousands of displaced people are frightened, vulnerable and in need of everything.

"The displaced population is in dire need of food, shelter, medicine, clothes, other aid items," he said. "The roads are very, very poor in that region and is so insecure that getting assistance to people is next to impossible."  

Redmond says the UNHCR is working with local authorities and other agencies on finding ways of delivering assistance in these insecure and inaccessible areas. He says safe humanitarian access remains the key challenge for aid agencies.

LRA rebels in Congo turned more deadly by offensive (Reuters)

http://uk.reuters.com/article/homepageCrisis/idUKLD614458._CH_.2420 

Ugandan rebels have killed more than 500 people in northeast Congo since September, and the violence has multiplied since a Ugandan-led offensive tried to flush them out of the bush, U.N. officials said on Tuesday.

The officials said the security and humanitarian situation in Democratic Republic of Congo's Oriental Province had sharply deteriorated since the military operation started on Dec. 14.

Uganda, Congo and South Sudan launched the joint offensive against the Ugandan rebel Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) in Congo's Garamba National Park after LRA leader Joseph Kony again failed to sign a deal to end a two-decade rebellion.

The U.N. refugee agency UNHCR estimated that 537 people had been killed in LRA attacks since September in Oriental Province, which borders Uganda and South Sudan.

Another 408 people had been kidnapped by the rebels, who are notorious for snatching children for use as porters, sex slaves and fighters, and more than 104,000 people were thought to have been forced from their homes into the bush by the violence.

"The displaced population is in dire need of food, shelter, medicines, clothes and other aid items. The area, which by itself poses immense logistical challenges due to the lack of roads or their poor condition, remains highly volatile," UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond said in a statement in Geneva.

The killing of Congolese civilians by LRA fighters jumped sharply since the start of the Ugandan-led offensive. U.N. officials and local rights groups say at least 271 villagers were slaughtered in a series of Christmas week massacres.

"I have the impression that the war is just beginning," said Adedeji Olamide, head of the office of the U.N. peacekeeping force in Congo (MONUC) in Bunia, which covers the northeast.

"NO JOKE"

Olamide said the Ugandan-led military coalition may have underestimated the strength of the guerrilla force led by Kony, who has so far evaded capture by an offensive that has used special forces, aircraft and attack helicopters.

"Now the UPDF (Ugandan armed forces) realises this isn't a joke," Olamide added.

Uganda says the operation has destroyed several LRA bases in the isolated Garamba forests.

A self-proclaimed prophet, Kony is wanted for war crimes by the International Criminal Court. He was still ready to discuss peace despite the offensive against him, his spokesman said.

The LRA was pushed out of northern Uganda after its bush war had killed thousands and displaced 2 million, but has continued to mount raids in Central African Republic, Congo and Sudan.

Central African Republic is planning to send more troops to its border with Congo to stop fleeing LRA rebels from crossing over. In February and March, hundreds of LRA fighters looted villages in southeastern CAR and kidnapped around 150 people.

U.N. special envoy to northern Uganda, former Mozambican President Joaquim Chissano, said on Monday an LRA delegation had delivered a letter to him from Kony at the weekend.

"They briefed me about the situation on the ground and their will for ceasefire and the way forward, they said they want to halt fighting," Chissano said. He added he intended to resume contact with all parties to try to end the conflict.

UPDF captures more Kony rebels (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/12/667993 

THE UPDF has captured more LRA fighters in the on-going military offensive in the north-east of the DR Congo, where the army is engaged in a regional military offensive against the rebels. 

The commander of the operation code-named Lightning Thunder, Brig. Patrick Kankiriho, said yesterday that the UPDF engaged a group led by LRA second-in-command Okot Odhiambo, 30km north of Doruma on Monday. 

“We attacked them and killed two and captured two. It was not an ambush. We are now attacking them,” Kankiriho said by telephone from Dungu, the tactical base of the Ugandan, Congolese and Sudanese forces in the Congo. 

This brings to eight the number of LRA fighters captured and 38 killed since the offensive was launched on December 14, 2008. Over 21 rebels have surrendered to the allies in various parts of Congo and South Sudan and nine captives rescued. 

“We have reached a stage of ‘search and destroy’ for fighters and rescue for captives. We rescue the abductees and the combatants who want to fight us, we engage them,” Kankiriho explained. 

The commander said after the battle, two sub-machine guns, four full magazines, two empty magazines and two Sudanese uniforms were recovered. 

In another battle on Sunday, Kankiriho said four rebels were killed south of Lagoro. One was captured, two women rescued north of Doruma, while another rebel surrendered with his gun at Yambio in Sudan. 

Kankiriho explained that the joint forces had tightened their noose around Kony and his scattered fighters in the vast and densely- forested Garamba National Park in Congo. 

“You think he is asking for ceasefire for nothing? The man is under immense pressure. Big, big pressure. We shall get him,” he stressed. 

He said the guns recovered, the rebels killed, documents collected and the food discovered and destroyed increased each day, indicating that the reclusive rebel leader’s end was near. 

Kankiriho said that on Sunday, as UPDF troops continued combing the 15-square mile former base of the rebels called Camp Swahili, vital documents and gadgets were recovered. 

He listed the items as a laptop, a pair of binoculars, an inverter, five remote control units, a DVD remote control and a video tape. 

Others were a rubber- stamp and pad for Kony, an ink bottle, five sacks of washing soap, 20 bags of rice, sacks of sim-sim and peace talks documents. 
Asked what documents were recovered on the laptop computer, Kankiriho replied: “I get these things and give them to technical people of intelligence to study.” 

He declined to disclose the whereabouts of LRA leader Joseph Kony, arguing that this would pre-empt army manoeuvres and send the Kony further underground. 

He advised the critics of the military offensive to wait for photographs that show the recent successes. 

Meanwhile, on Monday the Central African Republic (CAR) began deploying more troops on its border with Congo to guard against incursions by the LRA. 
“The president has agreed to support the Ugandan army in the campaign against Joseph Kony’s rebels,” said CAR defence minister, Jean Francis Bozize, who is the son of President Francois Bozize. 

The DRC government said last week that it had received reports that a group of LRA rebels were about to enter CAR. 
However, Kankiriho clarified that the group was composed of families of rebel commanders and a few fighters guarding them, led by the ailing LRA deputy leader Okot Odhiambo. 

In February and March last year, rebels led by Kony entered CAR and kidnapped about 150 people and looted homes.  

FEATURE-On the road from Congo to Sudan (Sudan Tribune)

http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article29857 

Attacks by the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) in recent weeks have increased in number and desperation following the tripartite Congolese, Ugandan and Southern Sudanese military operation against the group that began in mid-December. As a result of this action, codenamed ‘Lightening Thunder’, the LRA has been scattered and chased from its main stores of food and weapons in the Garamba forest of northeastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).

What this has meant for the many civilians living in the border region between the DRC and Southern Sudan is increasing attacks. Many of these men, women and children have been forced to join a growing number of their countrymen and women moving north into Southern Sudan. On this journey, the main road connecting the villages of northern DRC with Sudan vividly display the truly desperate circumstances faced by many of these refugees.

Moving from northeastern Congo into Sudan, one of the first towns you encounter is Nabiapai. Located strategically on the DRC-Sudan border, the town operates a local market where Congolese and Sudanese traders work selling their goods and services. On Christmas day, LRA rebels ransacked the town stealing what could be stolen and torching the rest. Nabiapai no longer exists save for the ashen remnants of the lives destroyed there. Though one of the largest, Nabiapai was by no means the only village to face such a fate following the beginning of operation ‘Lightning Thunder’. Dozens of villages in northeastern Congo and Sudan’s Western Equatoria State met similar fates. Droves of people fleeing these attacks and others fearing pending ones rapidly began a sobering journey on the road into Southern Sudan.

From the border, the main road heads west to the town of Gangura some 10 km away. Here, refugees from Congo fuse with internally displaced persons from Sudan—particularly Nabiapai—to form a community some 2,500 strong. This makes Gangura the largest refugee camp of the nine hastily erected spaces lining the southern border from Sangua in the west to Nabanga in the east. The ubiquitous presence of a company of Sudan Peoples’ Liberation Army (SPLA) troops armed to the teeth betrays the serene, almost peaceful nature of the camp for the truly ferocious nature of the violence taking place around it. “We moved from Nabiapai after it was destroyed,” said one woman as she sat outside of the local Public Health Care Center (PHCC). Her feet swollen, each twice the size of a mango, she recalled the attack. "We all ran into the bush, we didn’t know where we were going and we couldn’t take anything with us." She continued, "there is nothing there for us now and so we will stay here.”

While many wait in Gangura for the World Vision distributed, World Food Program (WFP) supplied food and non-food items, the UN has been unable to regularly access the areas along the road between Gangura and the state capital Yambio owing to insecurity. Threat level four, the highest level of alert in the UN and one that it has been operating under off and on since the attacks of mid-December, means that their teams remain confined to headquarters in the capital. Many here continue on the road towards Yambio. Twenty kilometers of water carved, axel-breaking road connects the two. Along the road passing through thick jungle bush and towering banana trees with their enormous green leaves, a steady procession of refugees and IDPs make their way north. Some use bikes, the majority travel on foot. "We come from Bitima in northeastern Congo," said one group of over 40 refugees taking a short sojourn at a church along the road. "They told us we could stay here but that they couldn’t give us anything, we had to collect palm leaves as blankets,” said one of the groups elders. When asked where they were heading, an elder replied “we are very many so we would like to return to Congo but now it is not safe because of the attacks. I am not sure where we will go but for right now we will stay here." Similar groups along this road, all facing parallel circumstances, have taken the same wait and see attitude. With no chance of returning home in the near future and difficulties in securing food, water and shelter while moving from place to place, many here have no choice but to make do with the little they can find. "At home I can feed myself but I’m not sure where the food will come from here," remarked one woman as she traveled with her two young daughters north up the road. Many wish to stay along the border in hopes of returning to Congo to harvest their now dying bean and rice fields.

A significant problem faced by the relief agencies working in the area is that many of the refugees making their way up the road are simply being absorbed by members of their same Azande tribe who are spread in numerous small villages throughout the bush along the way. "At the stream ahead we will meet with the local chief and we will stay there until it is safe for us to go home," said a group of men traveling north along the road. One carrying his clearly ill grandfather in an improvised box on the back of his bicycle lamented that even the sugar used for the man’s tea had been looted from their village during the recent attacks. Further up the road a group of women and children from the same DRC village of Bitima head for the same destination near the stream. The walk from Bitima to this village in remote Southern Sudan takes two days on foot, a voyage many here have made while carrying everything they now own. The majority Azande community here pre-dates the anachronistic imposition of colonial borders that took place in the mid-20th century prior to independence. Those who do not stay at one of the villages between Gangura and Yambio continue up to Yambio, the Western Equatoria state capital. Here long settled Congolese refugees from previous conflicts operate businesses while newer arrivals look for welcoming members of family or tribe. “I myself have taken in a cousin from Bakiwiri in Congo and a niece as well,” explains George, a local gasoline distributor. “My aunt, two cousins and my niece were all working in Nabiapai and when it was destroyed, only my niece made it here. The rest are with the tong tong (the local term for the LRA).” George’s coworker Patrick had a similar story and had taken in a family member fleeing the violence along the border region. "This is Pascal, he made it here from Congo all by himself after Bakiwiri was attacked." Speaking only French and local Azande, Pascal worked refilling local motorbikes with petrol as we spoke.

"There are many Congolese business here," said Simon, a local beverage wholesaler in Yambio’s main market. "Many of those just arriving buy things and then take them into the smaller market to re-sell, they are the ones sitting on the ground with their items on sheets and blankets.” Some have set up businesses selling food adding a distinctly Congolese flavor to the Sudanese and Ugandan fare typically found throughout the state capital. Yambio however is not the final stop on this journey for many. Roughly 40 kilometers to the east over equally rutted roads is the settlement of Makpandu being constructed by the UN refugee agency UNHCR. The settlement was allocated a 20 sq km plot of land on which Congolese refugees could build permanent shelters for their families while the conflict continues to flare along the border to the south. Makpandu has as its genesis an agreement between UNHCR and the Sudan Reintegration and Relief Commission (SRRC) to settle the vulnerable refugee population away from the dangers of the border.

“We arrived on the 20th of September in Gangura but then the LRA attacked and so we moved here to Makpandu,” told one family living in one of the settlements transitional shelters meant to house them as they construct more permanent shelters for the future. “When they attacked we just ran anywhere, it was very frightening.” As he spoke, a small group gathered under the searing mid day sun, followed eventually by a crowd of nearly forty people. “We are given sorghum here but we can’t grind it because we have no grinders and our children wont eat it," said one elderly man with few teeth and a large abscess on his left cheek. “Our family will build a garden next to our plot so that we can grow our own food,” remarked one emaciated looking man determinedly. "We feel safe here and that is good, but it is difficult that we don’t have enough cooking supplies and that we are not given food we are used to,” remarked one woman fresh from her third cigarette of the meeting. "There is not an adequate health center here," one man remarked. "What happens if we get sick and need to go to the hospital?"

I posed this question about health care to a local NGO health worker that accompanied me to the camp to assess its medical capabilities. "They have no malaria medicine here, no oral-rehydration therapy, they can’t treat any type of deep lacerations and they will be out of antibiotics in three weeks at current usage rates,” she detailed. These usage rates were for the 154 people now living in the camp, rather than the 5,000 expected to make it home in the near future. Plus the local community health workers here, those who staff the PHCC, have not received paychecks in over two years thus necessitating that they take other jobs in order to make ends meet. "I work charting the different plots of land in the settlement for incoming families," said Jashona, one of the health workers. "They don’t have my medicine in the center here and I need to travel to Yambio to get it from the pharmacy,” one disabled man explained as he sat near his tarp constructed permanent shelter alongside the PHCC. Off to the side stood another man, Emanuel, busily working to build transitional shelters for incoming refugees. "I was working in Nabiapai when the rebels attacked. I was with my niece at the time and we were separated, I have not seen her since," he explained. "I will wait here for her and hopefully she will be ok,” he said as he banged away on one of the heavy teak posts used to erect the temporary structures.

The reality for those moving and living along this road is quite simply one of desperation and necessity. ‘When they came, we ran and now we can’t go back’ or ‘we are looking for food and a place to stay’ are the all too common refrains here. As the LRA attacks continue, more and more people will be forced into the often violent shadows of the unfamiliar, moving along this road towards the unknown. 
Northern Uganda
Border residents worry over backlash as UPDF hunt LRA (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Border_residents_worry_over_backlash_as_UPDF_hunt_LRA_78164.shtml 
Border residents mainly generate cash by smuggling. But not during war! At times of cross-frontier unease, concern shifts to basic survival through modest ways. 

In the searing afternoon heat of the dry season, Mzee Gad Galaba defies age to summon an equivalent youthful energy to hammer in a bicycle cotter pin at Odramacaku trading centre. 

Like many penniless residents, Mr Galaba is working as a bicycle repairer, to raise at least Shs1,000 to buy food and other necessities for his family. This is the humbling life of a Ugandan family bread winner in this locality separated from the restive DR Congo only by a graveled road, serving as the official borderline between Uganda and its vast western neighbour.

But hundreds of kilometres away, inside the thickly forested Garamba parkland, it is a military jinx. The UPDF, perhaps encouraged by non-combat support from Kinshasa and Juba, went in there mid-last month, ostensibly to hunt down the LRA rebels.

But the insurgents, bombed out from their camp Swahili lair, are reported to be on the loose; abducting and killing hundreds of hapless Congolese and Sudanese civilians.

The fear this boundless violence could spill over to Uganda has raised tension among some border residents with struggling people in the fold of Mzee Galaba, worried about losing their not-so-fancy livelihood in the event the LRA rebels strike and displace them as anticipated.

Mr Yosia Bada, the LC I secretary for security at Odramacaku trading centre, said the people of West Nile region, many of whom were exiled in DRC and Sudan after late President Idi Amin, have suffered and now require uninterrupted peace to concentrate on education and development.

“We do not want to go back to war situation,” said Mr Bada, “Since UPDF attacked the LRA, my people feel more secure since they had been worried and thinking that the rebels could attack anytime.”

The Ugandan army has massed troops at strategic locations along the border, straddling from Koboko via Maracha-Terego and Arua Districts. Security surveillance by on-ground state spies and regular army has significantly increased. Day and night patrols by armed soldiers in towns and around the suburbs are up. 

Mr Bada, with a sneaky look at the Congolese side, said: “The thieves and armed robbers from Congo used to disturb us but now they don’t; they fear the UPDF will arrest them. Even the Congolese army used to rob and extort money from our traders. All these have stopped. The arrival of the UPDF has made the border area safer.”

But nobody in the region, like in most parts of the country, is certain about what is really happening inside Congo. They only see truckloads of UPDF soldiers, food, military hardware and other supplies being hauled aboard semi-trailers and Tata trucks – a fearsome travel – to the DRC.

When in the town centre, the soldiers, apparently acting to show morale, start blowing whistles and shouting randomly. They are not anymore singing patriotic military songs synonymous with such errands. Little of any humorous reciprocation is forthcoming from the jaded urban dwellers.

They just look on, unsure if the soldiers, navigating the thickets of Garamba for the first time, will win over the LRA rebels in a difficult terrain inside Congo when they could not do so over the past two decades in northern Uganda whose geography they were familiar with.

Matters are not helped that officially, only very scanty information is forthcoming about Operation Lightning Thunder, now entering a month. West Nile residents, some of whose relatives live or do business across in DRC towns of Butembo, Faradje and the nearby Ariwara call home, conveying worrisome stories about the mission.

The army on the other side says their operation is successful. Many doubt this pronouncement. For instance, they did not talk about the December 14 bomb explosion on a UPDF truck at Poki, inside Sudan that killed and injured soldiers on the maiden trip to attack the LRA. 

It was not until this newspaper, on January 5, exposed the story and published the picture of one of the accident victims admitted at St. Joseph’s Hospital Maracha that the public got to know the unspoken ugly side of the operation. 

Health workers at the medical facility were initially told that the casualties were involved in an ordinary motor crash. But the Daily Monitor account exposed the truth, which shocked the medics, raising concern that the army could be hiding losses in the latest encounter.

“People are worried about what is happening with our troops in the DRC,” says Mr Stanley Yiacia, a resident of Yivu SS village in the new Maracha-Terego District.
He adds, “They do not have the confidence that the UPDF will withstand the pressure if the LRA decides to strike back. And should this happen, West Nile because of its border location will be the first point of entry for the rebels. This is what is worrying our people.”

The army says they are in full control. Capt. Robert Kamara, the UPDF spokesman in the region, is visiting different local FM radio stations, assuring residents not to panic but remain vigilant and report any suspicious characters or movements to Local Council officials or security organs. 

“We are aware of the [LRA] threats and have taken necessary precautionary measures,” the military spokesman said, “We have deployed our troops and intelligence officers to secure our borders and they are cooperating well with our Congolese counterparts.”

Indeed, all appears normal, at least for the moment. Cross border business is still brisk and lucrative as ever. Shops and all markets open as usual, and touts at the Juba stage along Rhino Camp Road in Arua town and those in Koboko town shout their voices horse, beckoning passengers for the strenuous journey to South Sudan. At the DRC border, dusty passengers can be seen aboard old pickup trucks, winding into wilderness.

The bars are full. Merrymakers jam nightclubs and dance till dawn and prostitutes still command night posts in secluded backyards - such as California Street in Arua town’s central business district - known to be a hotbed for the call girls. 

In Churches and Mosques, clerics are telling concerned worshippers to pray for peace and prosperity in the New Year. On the silver side, the heavy security deployments have scared soap, salt, beer and fuel smugglers, fearing certain arrest by myriad security networks. In the army operations, the Uganda Revenue Authority’s anti-smuggling unit has, for now, got an unsolicited ally.

For seasoned cross border motorcycle and vehicle thieves, the honeymoon is over because there are too many people, moreover armed security personnel, watching over their mischievous dealings at night. Some elected leaders say crime prevalence is declining. The heavy army deployment has turned Koboko to some sort of a garrison town.

Mr William Dada, the chairman of Koboko District said, “The beefing up of security has made people more comfortable. Prior to the Garamba [invasion], we were getting reports that the LRA was trying to penetrate Uganda and this was making people restless.”

Opposition politician Bernard Atiku, the district councillor for Adumi sub-county that borders the DRC, wants new military detaches to be established in his constituency. This is after mineral dealers; Yosam Ezati and his unnamed colleague, both hailing from Etori in the neighbouring Pajulu sub-county got mired in the crisis in Faradge, the Congolese town where the LRA rebels are on apparent revenge killing spree.

With scarce information coming through official channels, the progress and lapses of Operations Lightning Thunder has become a subject of speculation and, as expected, the “inside Garamba” stories churned by the rumour mills contain both the good and the ugly.

The army has down-played reports that some soldiers, frightened at the prospect of confronting the vicious LRA rebels, are deserting. 

Capt. Robert Kamara, the military spokesman in West Nile, said soldiers have always abandoned duty and there is no evidence that desertion, which is a serious offense in the army, is on the rise due to the pressure of Garamba commitments.

West Nile’s two million people, whose livelihood bonds with the restive Oriental province through common heritage and cross border business, want nothing less than an annihilation of the rebels. Otherwise, they fear for the worst especially that the army is now understood to be less friendly and more intolerant of any critics of the war. 

It is also feared some soldiers could pick and bring home the deadly Ebola hemorrhagic fever, ravaging Kasai Occidental province within northeastern DRC where the UPDF is hounding Joseph Kony’s fighters.

Arua district security committee is reportedly mulling closing the controversial weekly Agbatara talk show on Arua 1 FM radio after some guests on the programme allegedly made incendiary statements on the LRA war during an edition a fortnight ago.

And the military is publicly likening and maligning critics of Operation Lightning Thunder to LRA collaborators, effectively muzzling dissenters.
 
The media houses in West Nile appear timid to objectively report on the fighting after police detectives arrested and grilled three senior journalists of this newspaper for allegedly publishing information deemed prejudicial to national security, which could aid the enemy!

Nearly a month after a dozen military choppers suddenly lifted up in the skies of Koboko border District, attention has now shifted to whether the war, launched partly from West Nile, would not boomerang.

With the current unpredictable mood swing of military commanders and political executives scaring the country, the media’s lack of unfettered access to independently verify information in the remote Garamba, means the truth of fatalities and losses on either side of the attack, will, if at all, be told several months or years when the war ends. 
That is if vital evidence does not get interred in the dense tropical forests and fertile soils of Congo without trace.

Health 
Meningitis Kills Nine in Arua District (New Vision)

http://allafrica.com/stories/200901140079.html 

MENINGITIS has killed nine people out of 42 patients in Arua district.

The director for clinical and community health services in the health ministry, Kenya Mugisha, said most of the patients were from Dadama and Oluko sub-counties.

"The district is working with the Ministry of Health and World Health Organisation to control the epidemic," Mugisha said in a statement.

Meningitis is an inflammation of the meninges, the lining surrounding the brain and spinal cord. The disease is caused by bacteria and it is transmitted through contact with respiratory or throat secretions.

"Being in close contact with a patient and living in congested, poorly ventilated premises increase the risk of the spread of the disease," warned Mugisha.

The most common symptoms of bacterial meningitis are fever, headache, neck stiffness, sensitivity to light, mental confusion and vomiting.

Meningococcal meningitis is more likely to affect children, with about 400 children under the age of five dying from the disease annually. Others suffer hearing loss and brain damage as a result of the disease.

A senior health official told The New Vision yesterday that they would send a support team to the area.

"The ministry and the district health authorities are still carrying out surveillance. Soon we shall be carrying out vaccinations," the official said.

An outbreak of meningitis was last week also confirmed in Hoima, where nine people died and 27 were hospitalised.

Meningitis Cases Increase in Hoima (New Vision)

http://allafrica.com/stories/200901140037.html 

THE number of patients admitted in Hoima district with suspected meningitis has increased to 34 since the outbreak was first reported last week.

Paul Kaggwa, the assistant commissioner for health education and promotion in the Ministry of Health, on Monday said 27 cases were first reported last Monday in Kigorobya sub-county.

Kaggwa added that three cases had been confirmed to be meningitis, while nine deaths had been reported.

He added that 42 people were admitted with meningitis in Arua district.

Kaggwa said two cases were confirmed to be meningitis, while nine deaths had occurred. He, however, added that the ministry could not confirm whether or not the deaths were due to meningitis.

Last week, the health ministry identified the Hoima outbreak to be the meningococcal meningitis which is caused by a bacteria and is transmitted from person-to-person through contact with throat secretions.

Meningitis is an inflammation of the meninges, which is the lining surrounding the brain and spinal cord.

The ministry said overcrowding, keeping in close contact with patients, living in congested and poorly ventilated premises aids the spread of the disease.
Kaggwa said the Ministry of Health had embarked on a mobilisation drive to sensitise the communities in the two districts to avoid congestion within their homes.

"We are on an active surveillance and the situation is being observed seriously," Kaggwa said.

Meningitis last broke out in Hoima in February 2008. During the last outbreak, six people died and many people were admitted in hospitals.
Study finds Aids care, a phone call away (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Study_finds_Aids_care_a_phone_call_away_78160.shtml 

A study just over a year ago in rural Rakai has demonstrated that a special telephone line (dubbed a warmline) can be successfully established in a rural resource limited setting to support HIV/Aids care providers and patients.

Findings published in the Journal of the International Association of Physicians in Aids care indicated that the warmline was used by a diverse group of persons, but most frequently by field staff and peripherally based peer health workers (PHWs) attached to the Rakai Health Sciences Programme (RHSP).

The 17-month study begun in April 2006 with the establishment of a toll-free HIV/Aids warmline at the central RHSP clinic. The clinic was providing antiretroviral treatment (Art) through a mobile clinic system to hundreds of people. However, the warmline was publicised primarily to RHSP patients, patient companions and family members, peer health workers (PHWs), and field staff. The findings were interesting, according to the study authors.

Among the 39 clinical staff, the response rate was 100 per cent and “38 per cent (15 out of the 39) strongly agreed and 54 per cent (21/39) agreed that the warmline had improved the overall health of patients; 41per cent (16/39) strongly agreed and 38 per cent (15/39) agreed that it had made their own jobs easier.”

When it came to costing, “the initial start-up actual cost of the warmline, excluding staff compensation, was approximately $100. Monthly costs were approximately $277, giving a per patient monthly cost of approximately $0.28 and a per call cost of approximately $3.64.”

However the researchers highlighted several areas for improvement, investigation, and innovation. 
“Though per patient costs were reasonable, one concerning funding was the significant per call cost,” they wrote. “This cost mostly reflects that voice calls in Uganda, as in many resource limited settings, remain relatively expensive. Given the comparative inexpensive cost of text messaging, future strategies to decrease costs may consider innovative use of text messaging to limit call times.”

Another study limitation cited included its reliance on warmline staffers logging each call, which may have led to inconsistent logging of calls and variations in call categorisation. But they attempted to minimise this inconsistency by providing appropriate training to all staff logging calls. 

None-the-less, the study authors concluded that scaling up training and education for health care workers in resource limited settings would require creative and pragmatic strategies. 

“Telecommunications technology may be a useful tool for facilitating this scale-up,” they summed up. 
“We described here how a warmline leveraged the skills of a limited workforce to provide increased access to HIV/aids care, advice, and education. The success of this and other telecommunication services will require continued efforts to evaluate program costs, quality, and impact.”

Approved by the Institutional Review Boards at the Uganda Virus Research Institute, the Uganda National Council for Science and Technology, and Johns Hopkins University, the study was supported in part by the Division of Intramural Research, of the U.S. National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 
Diseases, National Institutes of Health, and the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation.

Kenyan Refugees

Kenyan refugees clash with Sudanese in Kiryadongo (Daily Monitor – Q&A)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Kenyan_refugees_clash_with_Sudanese_in_Kiryadongo_78165.shtml 

Peter Karanja, 38, is the Chairman of the Kenyan refugees who are living in the western Ugandan refugee camp of Kiryandongo. He spoke to Herbert Oluka about the situation there
You have lived in Uganda as refugees for nearly a year now. How would you describe that period? 
Life is very hard compared to our home but I am proud of assisting people, especially Kenyans. They are my brothers, they are my sisters; we know we are in this problem together.
I am just volunteering because I am not paid by anybody to help them. But actually life is very hard because here, there is no economic activity. You just sit and wait to be given rations. Unfortunately, a person like myself, cannot go back to Kenya at the moment because of some reasons, which are personal.

But even the community itself, life has not been easy according to what I have seen. People are depressed because they lost property and many people feel that they cannot go back home. So there 
are a lot of challenges.

What major challenges are you facing ?
The economic part of life has been a major challenge. For example, we have been getting some food but we don’t get 100 per cent of what we want. We are given 15 kilogrammes of posho, 1.6 kilogrammes of beans, some extra kilogrammes of porridge flour and a couple of litres of cooking oil per month. 

In most cases, this food comes late. In some months, we may get our rations around the 15th and other months we may receive them on 28th. So you can find that there is a gap of even 10 days and people with families are always complaining. Sometimes people have even ended up selling their own clothes to get food.

We also need education for our children. We need clothing, but they are not provided for. Even security is not very good here. The settlement is too big; it is like a village.
We came here and there was no help to construct our huts. We had to construct them by ourselves. We were only given 14 poles and yet some of us have large families of 10 or more people.

Have attempts been made to facilitate you to get involved in some economic activities to sustain yourselves? 
We were each given a plot of land and two cups of seeds. But few people have cultivated these plots because most of them are not farmers. Even those who tried, some of their crops have not done well because they don’t know this place (seasons) very well. Some of the crops just dried up.

You live with refugees from Southern Sudan, DR Congo and Rwanda and your neighbours are Luo from northern Uganda. What challenges have you faced living with them?
We have experienced a lot of problems, especially with our brothers the Sudanese. Like myself, the first week I came here, I was attacked at my place. Actually, we have had many misunderstandings between them and the Kenyans. 

The major problem between the Kenyans and the Sudanese is that when we came here, the Sudanese were being repatriated back to Sudan. So when we came, UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) started concentrating on Kenyans, and then the Sudanese began to think that we were being favoured and they were being abandoned by UNHCR.

But with the locals, things are okay. The only problem we have had with the locals is that some of them are also coming to the camps to seek asylum pretending to be Kenyans so that they can benefit from the support given to us.

Since you came to this camp in May, have you been visited by any official from the Kenyan government? Is your government in touch with you?
No. We have not had any Kenyan government official coming to this place. I think the last time we saw any Kenyan government official was in Mulanda (in the eastern Ugandan district of Tororo) when Minister Naomi Shaban (Minister of State for Special Programmes) visited in April. 

She was telling us to go back; that there is a government in place. But our problem was not that there was no government in place when we left. Our problem was with the neighbours. Whether the government was in place or not, if we could agree with our neighbours then we would have stayed in Kenya.

What message do you then have for the Kenyan government?
They should not forget us. It is not that we want to stay here. From the way things look here and the people who are here, you cannot come all the way from Kenya up to this place if people are not affected. These people don’t have a way of life. And maybe if they can come in and negotiate with people who want to go back and they assist them, I think they can go back.
Kenyan refugees struggle to stay afloat (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Kenyan_refugees_struggle_to_stay_afloat_78161.shtml 

The Kinyanjuis fled from Kenya’s violent clashes to Uganda unable to predict their fate. But after starting a new life, hope and determination led them to open a profit-making business. Herbert Benon Oluka writes about their journey 
Even as William Kinyanjui and his wife Sarah were fleeing the post-election violence in Kenya early this year to seek refuge in Uganda, the couple’s nose for business opportunities did not desert them.

Kinyanjui, 27, says that soon after they crossed the border to Uganda, they resolved to fend for themselves rather than depend entirely on hand outs from the Uganda government and relief agencies.

“When I was sitting with my wife at Busia Integrated Primary School [a refugee reception centre], we asked ourselves; what can we do to earn some money instead of sitting without doing anything to do? We decided that we can start cooking porridge to sell,” Kinyanjui says.

But because they did not have any start up capital, the idea almost failed to take off. Eventually, according to Kinyanjui, the couple sold all the clothes they had crossed the border with and used the money earned to buy some of the items with which they kick-started their business idea at Mulanda transit centre in Tororo district on January 30.

About three months later, Kinyanjui was one of the more than 2,000 refugees who were moved to Kiryandongo refugee camp in the western Ugandan district of Masindi, nearly 600 kilometres from Mulanda.

The refugee camp in Kiryandongo, spanning 33 square kilometres, is a vast expanse of arable land. But as the Uganda government was allocating an acre to each household to farm, Kinyanjui requested for a small plot right in front of the administrative centre for the area the Kenyan refugees had been allocated.

The couple quickly erected a mud-and-wattle structure to house their business. Today, it has become the meeting point for nearly all Kenyan refugees and the business performed well enough to enable them expand into preparing lunch and dinner for their clients daily.

According to Kinyanjui, the business has provided him with enough money to sustain his family of six, including his three children and an in-law. “There are not many people who eat from here, but what I get is enough to help me buy a few small things for my family,” he says.

With the government and humanitarian agencies not satisfying all the needs of the refugees, many have found themselves following in Kinyanjui’s footsteps.

The Chairman of the Kenyan refugees, Peter Karanja, says that when they arrived in Kiryandongo, each household was given a jerrican, hoe, panga, sickle, a 50mX100m plot of land and 14 poles for constructing a house “and then we were told to start life here just like that”.

Initially, according to Karanja, there were a series of protests by the refugees; especially due to the ‘little’ food supplied to them (each household gets 15 kilogrammes of posho, 3 cups of beans and 1 cup of oil per month). However, with the protests not causing any significant changes, most of the Kenyans decided to get involved in income generating activities.

That resolve has led to a number of initiatives the refugees proudly show of to their visitors. For instance, there is a budding acupuncture therapy unit whose latest high profile visitor, on November 29, was Uganda’s Minister for Relief, Disaster Preparedness and Refugees, Prof. Tarsis Kabwegyere.

The acupuncture unit, which employs at least 20 people, was started with the help of Real Medicine Foundation from the US, the agency that trained the team working at the centre and pays their salaries, has two sections at the refugee centre.

Acupuncture therapy, a traditional and ancient Chinese practice, involves insertion of very thin, stainless steel needless into various parts of one’s body to relieve them from pain.

Jim Kibe, the head of the acupuncture unit, says each section is open for three days each week, handling three people per session.

The refugees also started a nursery school for their children. Mr Kinyanjui says most of the funds used to sustain it come from the parents. “The school depends almost entirely on the parents. We buy everything. We started by studying under a tree but were later given one room that was formerly a Catholic church to be a class,” says Kinyanjui.

Asked what motivated them to collect funds to start a nursery school yet some of the refugees were struggling to provide their families with some basic needs, Kinyanjui says; “As leaders, we sat down with the parents of these children and said we can’t waste our children. We decided that they must study somewhere. They must exploit their talents.”

Many of the refugees feel part of the reason they have been able to settle in Kiryandongo, despite the many setbacks, is the support they have received from the locals of Kiryandongo and Bweyale trading centres which are neighbouring the refugee camp.

“These people are very friendly,” says James Ndirangu, who is studying in a secondary school at Bweyale. “We feel safe staying with them.”

Recently, according to Karanja, the chairman, the refugees witnessed the marriage of two of their compatriots, who are Kikuyu, to Ugandans from the Acholi tribe. The couples were not at the camp when we visited, but Karanja says the marriages were symbolic to them since they showed that people from different tribes can co-exist and even start families together.

But it has not all been smooth sailing. And the 23-year old Ndirangu, more than anyone else, should know. During our visit on Friday, he was carrying his left hand in a sling – the result, he says, of an altercation with youths from the Southern Sudan refugee community.

“A few weeks ago, a Kenyan fought with a Sudanese using knives and after two days, the Sudanese died. I think they are trying to revenge,” says Mr Ndirangu, whose grass thatched house was also burnt during the attack. Residents complain that the police force in the area is under-staffed, with only 12 policemen manning the entire camp.

“Recently, we arrested a local who stole a bicycle from one of the refugees. We went to police but they said they did not have transport to take the suspect to court and were asking us for Shs15,000. 
We didn’t have that kind of money so they released the suspect,” he says.

Local police authorities, who acknowledged that they had asked for the money, however argued that the 12 policemen had previously been able to man the entire camp, especially because there were fewer incidents to handle before the arrival of the Kenyan refugees.

The head of the police post attached to the camp, Cpl Aldo Owachgiw, says most of the incidents recorded were between Kenyans. “Their problem is drinking a lot, fighting among themselves and stealing from each other,” he says. “The Sudanese were a bit more understanding. I expected the Kenyans to be more understanding but that has not happened.”

The Kenyans have also complained of poor health facilities at Panyaduli Health Centre, where the refugees receive medical attention from. “Sometimes you may go saying you have malaria but you are told the drugs are not there so you are told to go and buy the drugs yet some us don’t have money,” says Ndirangu.

So far, however, the refugees have been able to survive against all these odds. Karanja says that since they moved to Mulanda, they have lost four compatriots, including three children. Only the last one, a woman in her thirties, had her remains returned to Kenya.

Why the Kenyan refugees are not ready to go home (Daily Monitor)
http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Why_the_Kenyan_refugees_are_not_ready_to_go_home_78162.shtml 

James Ndirangu, 23
After I saw what happened in Kenya, I can’t go back. There is nothing that the government can do to compensate us for what we lost, like our parents. 

Richard Njoroge, 33
I am confused. I don’t want to answer that question now. If the Kenyan government can plan a good thing for me, I would plan to go back. But I am afraid to go back because of the corrupt government in Kenya. They might promise that they will give us this and that when we return, but when we go back nothing happens. We love our country but the problem is the politicians.

Peter Karanja, 38
We don’t receive a lot of news about Kenya. But what we know is that these people, even if in the public eye they seem to be working together, I don’t think there is a lot of trust between them. They will not work for long. They are there because everybody has a goal they want to achieve. But towards elections, they will part ways again. They are all ambitious politicians so I can’t see them sticking together. 

Jacob Njuguna, 28
It is not bad to go back to Kenya but our things were destroyed and we don’t know where to start. 
If the government can help us to start our lives, then we would go back.

Jim Kibe, 40
I have somewhere to start because I have nothing. If I want to go back, they are supposed to give us a safe place to live and at least compensate us for the loss we suffered during the violence. 
They have been promising that if we go back, they will resettle us but when we communicate with our relatives in Kenya, some of them are still living in camps.

William Kinyanjui, 27
I cannot say I can go back because I was with my plot of land on which I had built but my neighbours destroyed my house and my business. They said they do not want to see me there. 
If the government can give us where we can stay, then we can go. But the way we see our government, they cannot do it. We are here because of them but they don’t seem to care.

David Kamau Njoroge, 40
Automatically, no; I will not go back. We had the first tribal clashes in 1993. That time I was in Narok District. Everything was destroyed. Then I moved to Nakuru. In 1997, we had the same problem and we lost everything. 

Then the government came in and said this is the end of the problem; we would not have similar clashes. But in 2003, we had similar clashes. In 2008, it was even worse. We lost our people and everything else that we had. And now we can’t take chances with life. I feel going back to Kenya is putting my life in danger. After all those incidents, how can we be sure that the government can protect us?
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