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Joint Operation Against LRA
DRC: Civilians suffer as Uganda takes on LRA (IRIN)
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=82475  

About half the 100,000 people displaced amid a wave of atrocities in north-eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), where the Ugandan army is leading an operation against Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) rebels, have no access to humanitarian assistance, according to the UN.

“We estimate that half the displaced are beyond reach. There are no roads or airstrips. In some cases they are close to where the fighting is,” Idrissa Conteh, a spokesman for the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), told IRIN in the north-eastern DRC town of Bunia.

Conteh added that one of the largest concentrations of displaced people was in Doruma, close to the Sudanese border, with 14,000 people.

“The situation there is catastrophic,” he said, listing some of the priority needs as food, non-food items and healthcare.

In recently attacked areas, people tell us their first need is not so much food and non-food items but security,” said Conteh.

When aid workers travelled to Duru, 90km north of Dungu, one of the main towns in Orientale, they found most of the population hiding in the bush.

“When they saw the MONUC [UN Mission in DRC] vehicles and helicopter, they came out, but as soon as the helicopter left they went back into the bush,” said Conteh, adding that distributing aid in such a place would serve as a magnet for hungry rebels.

On 13 January, some 70 tonnes of UN aid reached Dungu, after a 10-day road trip from Goma.

Military action

In mid-December, with the explicit backing of the Security Council, the Ugandan army, with the DRC and Southern Sudan, launched Operation Lightning Thunder against LRA bases in Orientale. The military action followed the renewed failure of LRA leader Joseph Kony to sign an agreement to end his 20-year rebellion against the Ugandan government. 

Since then the LRA has been blamed for the murder of hundreds of civilians. Uganda has also faced criticism over the operation. The Enough Project described it as “poorly executed” and “operationally flawed”, noting that “LRA camps were largely empty of fighters and high-level commanders when struck by Ugandan aircraft”. The advocacy group added that Lightning Thunder had made the situation in north-eastern DRC worse by playing to the strengths of the LRA, “who know the tricky terrain better than their adversaries … are able to move and disperse quickly in small numbers … have shown every willingness to loot and pillage to survive”.

There appears to be no let-up in civilian deaths. In just one incident, local officials told IRIN 25 were killed on the night of 14 January in Dingbé, about 160km north of Dungu, close to the Sudanese border. Two days later, nine people were killed and hundreds of houses torched in two other villages in Orientale province.

Dieudonné Rwabona, a district commissioner in Orientale, told IRIN: “The problem is that the Ugandans began bombing rebel positions before the [DRC army] could secure the areas” from fleeing LRA fighters.

Uganda, meanwhile, appeared to have no qualms about Lightning Thunder

“The operation has been a success in that it has left Joseph Kony naked,” State Minister for Defence Ruth Nankabirwa told IRIN.

“Because of the surprise nature of the attack, he fled from his camp empty-handed. He left behind everything, including food, equipment and other gadgets, so this has reduced his capacity,” she added.

“We shall continue to pursue Kony and his fighters, but at the some time we are extending an olive branch to him, telling him to come back home. He should come and sign the agreement but if he continues being adamant we shall go full-blast and finish him off,” she warned.
 
Congolese displaced by Ugandan rebels will begin receiving aid, UN says (UN News Centre)

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=29601&Cr=&Cr1=  

The flood of Congolese civilians fleeing raids by the Ugandan rebel Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) are in dire need of food, shelter, medicines, clothes and other aid items, and United Nations’ relief will begin reaching them tomorrow despite immense logistical challenges, the Organization’s refugee agency said today.

“This remote and increasingly unstable area poses immense logistical challenges for aid agencies due to the lack of roads or their poor condition,” Ron Redmond, spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said, following renewed assaults in the north-east Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) over the past week.
“We continue to work with local authorities and other agencies on finding ways of delivering assistance in these insecure and inaccessible areas,” Mr. Redmond added.

The estimated number of people displaced since the attacks began last September now stands at 135,000, according to UNHCR.

More than 560 Congolese people have been killed by the LRA, a Ugandan rebel group notorious for abducting children for troops and sex slaves, over the past four months, the agency said.

The attacks have prompted condemnation from Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and the Security Council, which last week voiced its grave concern at the scale of the atrocities and emphasized that those responsible must be brought to justice.

A UNHCR team in the town of Dungu, in Orientale Province, that itself was raided by the LRA in November, reported that the group on Saturday attacked the nearby town of Tora, killing residents, pillaging and burning homesteads.

Some 15,000 people who fled Tora and neighbouring villages reached Dungu, which already hosts some 54,000 internally displaced persons (IDPS), over the weekend, arriving on motorbikes, bicycles and on foot, the team said.

Carrying few possessions, the new arrivals have occupied public buildings, schools and empty houses. They told UNHCR many more people are on their way to Dungu, hiding or taking a break in the forests along the way.

UNHCR said that this morning it would support the local Red Cross in starting rapid registration of the newly arrived population and identifying those in urgent need.

The distribution of food and aid items such as plastic tarpaulins, blankets, sleeping mats and soap will start tomorrow in the village of Bamokandi, 17 kilometres north of Dungu, and eventually will cover the whole Dungu area.

In other developments in the region today, Olusegun Obasanjo, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy on the Great Lakes Region, met today in Kinshasa with DRC President Joseph Kabila, who briefed him on joint Congolese-Rwandan operations against the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) rebel group, blamed for much of the violence in the eastern DRC, which are expected to last some weeks.

Meanwhile, negotiations on lasting peace in the region continue under the facilitation of Special Envoy Obasanjo and former Tanzanian President Benjamin Mkapa.

Northern Uganda

Water shortage hits West Nile (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Water_shortage_hits_West_Nile_78544.shtml  

Water shortage has hit mid-western and West Nile districts forcing residents to resort to unprotected wells and running rivers as prices go up. The price of a 20-litre jerrycan in Hoima District has swiftly shot from the usual Shs50 to Shs2,000.

In areas where there are boreholes and protected springs that are still supplying water, residents have been subjected to long queues. Residents in Hoima, Buliisa, Arua and Koboko told Daily Monitor on Friday that they were now sharing water sources with animals.

Ms Salome Neima, a resident of Oli Division in Arua Municipality, a cholera victim last year, said she reverted to the polluted River Enyawu after the water prices raised to Shs300 a jerrycan. “I cannot afford the charges at boreholes and my husband cannot let me move out at night to lineup for 
National Water and Sewerage Corporation water which is relatively cheaper,” Ms Neima said.

According to two separate reports on governance and accountability in Uganda’s water sector, conducted by Anti-Corruption Coalition-Uganda (ACCU), low income households in the regions are at risk of contracting waterborne diseases. “Although the government constructed boreholes and NWSC has established water kiosks to supply low income families with water, the sources are managed by private entrepreneurs who have taken advantage of the scarcity to charge highly,” read the ACCU report released on Friday. The report says in some parts of Arua, a jerrycan of water goes for as much as Shs800.

While addressing a meeting in Arua, Oli Division Chairperson Swedik Angupale said cases of rape, family breakups and insecurity were reportedly increasing in the area as a result of fetching water at night. “People are now spending eight to 10 hours lining up for water. If you what to get water by 8am, you have to join the queue at 1am,” he said.
Pader sets conditions for talks with Karamajongs (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Pader_sets_conditions_for_talks_with_Karamajongs_78543.shtml 

Leaders in Pader District have ruled out any possible negotiation with the Karimojong communities until the disarmament processes is finalised. 

The LC5 chairman, Mr Peter Odok, said the Karimojong leaders asked them to allow them to bring their animals into the district for grazing.

“We told them that they (Karimojong) are not welcome until the misunderstanding between them and communities in Pader are resolved,” Mr Odok said. This followed a meeting of representatives from Moroto, Kitgum and Pader early last week.

However, Mr Odok said seeing Karimojong come to apologise to the Acholi people is a good precedent, but demanded that people in Pader should first be compensated for the cattle raided by the Karimojong. The Karimojong warriors have over the years engaged in cattle rustling in the three sub-regions of Acholi, Lango and Teso. Leaders from the region have always blamed the government for failing to protect them against the warriors.
Eastern Uganda

A place to call home: IDP returnees rejoice (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/A_place_to_call_home_IDP_returnees_rejoice_78512.shtml 
Ms Spola Asege, 80, has been living in an Internally Displaced Camp for over seven years now. She has been squeezing her family in a small mud-wattle hut since the Lord Resistance Army (LRA) insurgency displaced them in 2003.

Asege and her five daughters have lived without privacy since they joined the camp though they are all adults. At 80 years, a single mother who lives in Angole village had lost hope of attaining a better living since the first attempt to resettle was frustrated by floods in 2007.

Angole, often described as one of the poorest villages in Uganda, is just 10kms off the Soroti-Katakwi highway in Wera Sub-county- Amuria District. The village is occupied by mostly Bakenyi - one of the marginalised tribes in the country, who depend on fishing as a main economic activity. Many of the inhabitants here earn less than a dollar.

However, the aging mother managed to live longer to witness what she describe as a ‘miracle’, when the government offered her a modern house. “It’s a miracle to me. At my age, I had lost hope of sleeping in such a big magnificent house made of bricks and iron sheets,” an elated Asege said as she pointed at a nearly completed house. She currently survives on handouts from good samaritans since her four daughters are also jobless.

“I am now saved from arsonists and floods that normally affect the village,” she brags.

Asege is among scores of IDPs who received three-bed -roomed modern houses constructed using hydra-form bricks and iron sheets. Over 30 families received free houses constructed by the government under its programme, Peace Recovery Development Plan (PRDP), a framework through which funds for rehabilitating 40 districts of northern and eastern Uganda are channelled. PRDP aims at eradicating poverty and improving the welfare of the populace in the 40 districts.

Residents, some of whom were dressed in worn out cloths, ululated and sung songs of joy as the Prime Minister Apolo Nsibambi commissioned the houses on December 16.

According to State Minister for Disaster Preparedness Musa Ecweru, also the area Member of 
Parliament, the disadvantaged residents were displaced twice by the LRA insurgency and then floods which caused havoc in Teso region in 2007.

“Since those people are in dire need of services after suffering two calamities, the government thought of rendering them support starting with building for them permanent houses,” Ecweru says.

“Those people are now witnessing a revolution which is going to transform the north. This now shows that permanent houses are no longer a monopoly for the rich,” he said.

Ecweru said each home will get an improved latrine and a kitchen. The initiative follows three other related programmes, IDP emergency assistance, IDP return/resettlement programmes and community empowerment and recovery programme, being implemented by the government purposely to rebuild and empower the affected communities.

Latrine facilities in most parts of the northern, northeastern and eastern regions were almost wiped out during the insurgency of the Lord’s Resistance Army that lasted for over two decades.

Prof. Nsibambi, who was given a task to facilitate a coordination of the people’s return to their homes, says as the government plans to move into full scale reconstruction of the Northern region, it’s main focus would be to ensure that the returning population are resettled and provided with basic social services.

He says government in conjunction with development partners is in the process of mobilising resources to ensure that the reconstruction of the region is effectively implemented.

State Minister in charge of North David Wakikona said the hydra-form housing scheme which is anticipated to cost a whopping Shs170bn would be implemented in all the 40 districts that fall under PRDP.

“Government will contribute 40 per cent towards this programme and the development partners will provide the rest,” Wakikona said.

To prove his words, each district under the PRDP walked away with a hydra form brick-making machine to facilitate the programme.

Prof Nsibambi also passed out 100 youth who have been training in the use of high technology, to assist in operating the machines in their respective districts.

Each trainee was given 25 iron sheets to construct a permanent demonstration house in their areas. 
The Hydra Form machine is used to make interlocking dry-stacking soil cement blocks which don’t require burning.

The chairman, Hydra Form group, John Carter said the machine could produce 36,000 blocks per day, enough for the house.

Prof. Nsibambi commended the technology, saying it would promote the construction of modest houses for the returning people.

“I hope district local governments will make use of this technology to save the environment and provide affordable building material to the returning population,” he said.

According to Carter, a brick made under the Hydra Form technology is the cheapest and best quality since it is formulated using local materials. Soil carries the biggest percentage that adds to 80 per cent as well as cement, sand and water which carry 5 per cent each.

The PRDP programme, estimated to cost over One trillion shillings was launched by President Yoweri Museveni on October 17, 2007 to improve the humanitarian conditions that had worsened in IDP camps .
 
Nsibambi said in addition to the housing programme, the government in line with its ‘Prosperity for All’ policy, is planning to put in place the necessary infrastructure to provide hydro-power to promote agro-processing so that farmers can earn more income through value addition.

“Government is already providing 50 per cent subsides on tractors supplied to the PRDP region as an affirmative intervention to promote commercial agriculture as a launch pad towards industrialisation that can guarantee employment for the youth in the region.”

He said the government is also in the process of negotiating a World Bank loan to support North Uganda Social Action Fund II, which will focus more on livelihood support and development of the community infrastructure.

The prime minister also praised people of Teso for having given LRA a hard time when they attempted to disrupt development activities in the sub-region.

Health & HIV/AIDS
Positive HIV test is not a death sentence (New Vision - EDITORIAL)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/14/668670
Last week, a young couple is reported to have committed suicide after testing HIV-positive at Kabale Hospital. Gasper Obingu-Onzi and Lydia Nyirebukyo took poison when they learnt of their sero status. The two were planning to wed this month. 

The death of the young couple is tragic and comes as a surprise given the knowledge and experience Uganda has on HIV/AIDS. 

There is a campaign about universal testing, encouraging couples to take an HIV test before or as they plan to get married. This seems logical as testing is the only sure way people can determine that they are HIV-free or not. 

Knowing one’s sero status is essential because it gives people the opportunity to make informed choices. In the event of discordancy, the negative partner must be protected through consistently and correctly using condoms. 

The infected partner can be advised when to start treatment. It also gives the couple the opportunity to seek medical intervention early enough to prevent mother-to-child infection if both partners are infected but want to have children. 
An HIV-positive couple who know their status can avoid re-infection by sticking to safe sex. 

However, in the light of the tragic incident, one wonders whether enough time was committed to pre-test or post-test counselling. Discovering that one is positive weeks or days before a wedding may be an experience too traumatic for a person or persons to endure. 

There is also the issue of stigma. This arises from uneducated attitudes by society. The role of religion in particular is ambiguous in this. Sometimes religion calls for care and compassion. But more often than not, it is judgmental and condemnatory. But with the life-saving ARVs today, and positive living, patients need not live in the shadow of death and must be assured that they can still live useful and productive lives. 

The death of the young couple should make us reflect on the success of our moral campaigns against AIDS.

Education

Is it a fair chance for the majority? (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/9/35/668679 

A group of barefooted students in old uniforms wobbly stream into a dilapidated building at Kasambya S.S in western Uganda. Sitting hip-to-hip, the students share small, old desks, jostling for space. Some of them write on their laps. 

They frantically shoot their hands up to catch the teacher’s attention when a question is asked. 

Another line of students snake around the unfinished mud-and-wattle classroom waiting to have their books marked. The classrooms are so congested that the smell of sweat and dust hits you as you approach the doorway. 

These are some of the 579,734 students benefiting from the free secondary education. Currently, 1,235 government and private schools are under the Universal Secondary Education (USE) programme. 

The explosion in enrolment has put enormous pressure on an already over-stretched education system, leaving the future of a generation of Uganda’s poverty-stricken children hanging in balance. 

Tom Mugisa, a 17-year-old boy sits amid a multitude of other Senior One students. Last year, Mugisa failed his exams, but could not repeat class because the school authorities told him it was not allowed. Because of the ministry’s automatic promotion policy, he had to continue to the next class. 

It is hard for Mugisa to study on an empty stomach. His mother sells maize by the roadside, but the returns are too meagre to allow her to put enough food on the table. On the days when hunger bites hardest, Mugisa says he stares at the blackboard barely taking in anything. He tries to listen, but only hears a howling in his ears. Yet, amidst all this, he is not about to give up. 

Poor funding of the USE schools, congestion and lack of teachers and lunch for students are some of the challenges facing this programme. 

Aggrey Kibenge, the education ministry’s publicist, says the government funding is too low to effectively cover all the USE schools. 

A recent report prepared for the parliamentary committee on social services on the 2008/09 budget shows that out of the sh65.1b required for USE, the Government released only sh38.5b by the third term of the last academic year. A financial shortfall in the USE programme implies a serious turnaround of the gains made in the education sector; which has had free Universal Primary Education since 1997. 

USE was rolled out in phases, with Senior One and Senior Two covered in the last two years. The programme shot up the transition rate from primary to secondary school from 46% to 69%, according to the Government figures. 

Secondary school enrolment rose to almost a million students in 2007, while those enrolled under the USE almost doubled to 317,171. 
According to the education ministry, 217,329 students in Senior One require about sh18.5b; 204,071 students in S.2 need sh26b; while 158,334 in S.3 will cost the Government sh20b. Under the USE programme, the Government pays about sh5,621 per student, per term. 

Kibenge adds that teachers shun rural and hard-to-reach schools. “We have been forced to alter our recruitment system. These days when we place adverts, we specify the schools with vacancies. Close to half of the people we deploy shun their stations. This is a wastage of resources,” Kibenge says. 

To motivate the teachers, the Government plans to improve the quality of education for disadvantaged students in hard-to-reach schools by paying a special allowance to teachers there to encourage social mobility. Hard-to-reach districts include Moroto, Kalangala, Kotido, Nakapiripit, Abim, Kabong and Mukono (Buvuma and Kome Islands). 

Evidence shows that fees for books, tuition, uniforms and building fund are a challenge for students from poor families. In a recent head-count, Education Vision moved around with inspectors and discovered that most students had dropped out of school due to the illegal fees. 

“The charges are illegal. School should not demand such fees,” education minister Namirembe Bitamazire, warns. 

Despite the warning, some headteachers, especially in private schools under the USE, continue to charge the fees. 

Many parents cannot afford exercise books, pens and pencils. The USE programme was rolled out in schools that were initially not exceeding sh70,000 as fees, in 2007. This implies that these schools were mainly occupied by children from poor families. 

“The condition is worsened by schools that require students to pay lunch and building fees. 
“That is not free education then,” says Alice Amei an education inspector in Nakapiripit. 
Yet, students who study under such sordid conditions sit the same national examinations with their colleagues in good urban schools. They are also expected, in future, to favourably compete with them for government sponsorship in public universities. 

With disgruntled teachers, the quality of teaching is likely to deteriorate further, reducing the chances of even bright children realising their dreams. 

“It is risky sending a child to USE schools. The schools are congested, have few teachers. But we have no option since we are poor,” says Thomas Tibamwenda, a parent. 

One of the complaints from parents and headteachers in USE schools is the Government directive not to charge any fees from students. 
The Government argues that some headteachers use this loophole to charge illegal fees. 

All hope is not lost 
Kibenge says the Government is planning to roll out a programme of funding infrastructural and human resource development in all the USE schools. 

He says the World Bank promised to commit about $400m(sh802b) to the development of free education for students in the country. 

The programme is expected to kick off before the beginning of this academic year. Several other ‘seed schools’ will be constructed under this funding. 

“It is a question of time (before USE gets into full gear). We are optimistic it will work.” Kibenge adds. 

The Government is drafting another curriculum. 

“This is intended to ensure that education in the country is relevant to the needs of its population and that it is also compatible with the available resources,” Connie Kateeba, the director of the Curriculum Development Centre, explains. 

The Government is also trying to implement a double-shift system in USE schools to ease congestion. Close to 32 USE schools have adopted this system. 

According to the 2008 Education Service Commission report, 273 teachers were deployed to undertake the double-shift system in USE schools. 

Besides, lessons have also been learnt from the Universal Primary Education and hopes are high that no mistakes will be repeated.
Vocational training: A practical option for gifted hands (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/9/35/668653 

THE Primary Leaving Examinations results are out. Children and parents should not think that one’s failure to attain high grades to be admitted to secondary school means failure in life. 

There is an option—one can join a vocational institute that will still lead them to their dreams. Eng. Henry Francis Okinyal, the commissioner for vocational education in the Ministry of Education, says vocational training is crucial for any country’s development. 

“There are private and public vocational institutes that offer a good number of courses in business, technical and vocational education for primary school leavers,” he explains. 

Ilahi Mansoor, the assistant commissioner for technical education, says many parents are not aware that there are 25 government technical institutions countrywide that admit P.7 leavers. 

The minimum entry requirement for a three-year course is aggregate 4 – 28 for government-sponsored and aggregate 28 – 30 for private sponsorship. 

The institutions offer courses such as carpentry and joinery, brick-laying, motor vehicle mechanics, tailoring and garment cutting. St Kizito Institute Kitovu, in Masaka is the only one that offers plumbing. At the end of the course, the students obtain a Uganda junior technical certificate (UJTC). 

There are also four government farm schools that take P.7 leavers. These are Kitagata in Bushenyi district, Rwampara Farm School and Rwentanga in Mbarara, and Ssese. These offer similar course units like the ones above, in addition to tropical agriculture. After the three years, the students obtain a UJTC in tropical agriculture. 

Mansoor adds that there are also 16 community polytechnics offering a three-year course with a minimum entry requirement of aggregate 33. 

After that, one can join a community polytechnic instructors’ college in Abilonino, Apac district. Innocent Calist Rwabukye, a crafts and shoemaker at Crane Shoes, says: “After my PLE, I straight away joined a vocational institute. I have nothing to regret.” 

Rwabukye attended St. Benedict Junior Technical, Kakindo, in Bushenyi district and completed in 1985 with a Uganda Junior Technical Certificate. 

He then proceeded to Bushenyi Technical Institute where he upgraded in 1986 - 1989 and acquired a certificate in crafts, shoe-making and leather tanning. 

“Ugandans still have a colonial mentality hangover. They only look at white collar jobs. Many parents still do not encourage their children to take up vocational training,” he says. 

Rwabukye explains that as his children mature, he talks to them about the kind of vocational courses they can take. 

“It is painful seeing them walk up and down the streets of Kampala looking for white collar jobs for years,” Rwabukye adds. 

Three of his children did vocational courses in nursing, catering and computer servicing and all are employed. 

Rwabukye stresses that his decision to join the vocational sector was not accidental. “During my youthful days, I loved to make shoes and crafts.” He has now specialised in making sandals though he was trained to make shoes, s, wallets, belts, tablemats and carpets. He says he is able to meet all his needs.
Breaking barriers (The Guardian)

http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2009/jan/20/katine-higher-education-women   

Dina Ariekot, 24, vividly remembers that sunny morning in August 2005, and the friend with whom she sat, crying, on a veranda at the Institute of Management Science and Technology (Imsat) in Mbale, Uganda.

The young women were barred from taking their final exams because they had not paid their tuition fees. Their parents had promised to pay the 400,000 Ugandan shillings (£140) each semester, but had yet to raise the money. Both students saw their dreams of graduating vanishing.

"Fortunately for us, the director of the institute was walking by and he saw us crying. He called us to the office and allowed us to sit the exams on condition that we would not graduate until our parents had paid the money," says Ariekot, now a social worker in the rural sub-county of Katine, in north-east Uganda, where the African Medical and Research Foundation (Amref) is implementing a three-year development project funded by donations from Guardian and Observer readers and Barclays.

Both women managed to finish their diplomas in social work three years ago. They are part of a very small group of Katine women who have defied poverty, tragedy or misfortune to complete secondary school, and then go on to higher education. While barriers to women attending university or one of the country's many higher education institutes or colleges have been largely dismantled in towns and cities, in poorer rural areas access remains a problem.

Parents in rural Uganda have only recently begun to appreciate the importance of educating girls beyond learning to read and write. Campaigning is slowly changing attitudes around the country, and the introduction of free universal primary education in Uganda in 1997 has removed a massive hurdle. A second should fall now that the government has abolished secondary school fees.

But cultural sensitivities remain. In the Teso region of Uganda, which includes Katine, once girls reach puberty, fathers start anticipating their "bride price" - the number of cows they will get for them when they are married.

"Traditionally, people here have seen girls as a source of wealth in terms of bride price," says Naphtali Okello, a former officer in the Uganda prison service. "They don't think that educating girls benefits them in any way."

Amref has held meetings in the sub-county to encourage parents to send their daughters to school. When I set out to find women graduates in Katine, several people I asked did not know anyone who had a post-A-level education.

Education hurdles
When Ariekot began at Katine primary school, there were 20 girls in a class of 50. Of those 20, she is the only one who went on to higher education. She agrees she was lucky to go that far. The fact that her father was a teacher helped.

Once women have secured a place in college or university, funding their studies is the next hurdle. Tuition fees for degree courses range from 500,000 shillings (£170) to 1m shillings (£350) a semester. Amref estimates that most of Katine's 25,000 residents are living on less than $1 (70p) a day. Ariekot had to work plaiting women's hair to help pay for secondary school and her studies at the institute.

Brenda Achao's education should have followed a smooth path. The 23-year-old's father is Naphtali Okello, the former prison service officer and one of the wealthiest men in Katine. He had no problems raising money for school fees for his 15 children. Achao attended good boardingschools and was preparing to join Makerere University to study commerce, when she discovered she was pregnant.

"Dad used to pay fees for a whole year and I made sure he did not find out that I was pregnant until my tuition had been paid," says Achao, as she strokes the head of her two-year-old son, Ezra. Once they knew about the pregnancy, her family disowned her and her boyfriend abandoned her.

"My parents were very bitter. They thought that was the end of me," she says. "But I thought, 'I want to complete my studies'. I considered abortion, but I feared that I might die in the process."

Achao raised the child in a university hostel. To support herself, she did casual work at the British American Tobacco company in Kampala, from 7.30am to 7pm. At night, she copied lecture notes from her roommate and read. By the end of the academic year, she had managed to pass six of the 10 papers. After the first year, her parents forgave her and her mother agreed to look after her son so she could concentrate on her studies. She will start her final semester next month.

It takes determination for women from areas like Katine to join the more than 20,000 freshers who start university each year. The government has taken steps to help young women go on to higher education. Since the early 1990s, girls applying to state universities get extra points on top of their A-level scores to help them secure a place. Makerere University, the country's top state university, ran a female scholarship initiative, funded by the Carnegie Corporation, which paid for around 700 students to join the university before the money dried up three years ago.

These and other initiatives have seen the number of girls in higher education increase. At Makerere, 45% of the students are now female, compared with 23% in 1989. Figures from the ministry of education show that in 2001, female students made up 37% of students in all higher education colleges. Today that proportion has increased to 42%.

The government also offers 7,000 scholarships a year to cover fees and living costs at universities and higher education colleges. But with close to 60,000 students competing for them each year, the odds aren't good. The scholarships are given purely on academic merit, which means they go to students from the best schools.

Support for poorest regions
Last year, one MP called for free university education for all students from north and east Uganda - the two poorest regions - and ministers are now talking about introducing a scheme of loans for poorer students, which they would pay once they start work.

In the meantime, though, some women are starting sexual relations with richer men, who pay their fees. Dr Edith Okiria, a senior lecturer at Makerere University's department of women and gender studies, says: "I recently met a girl who was being abused by her partner, who was paying her fees. The girl had spoken to her mother but, because the old woman could not afford university fees, she advised her to either persevere or abandon school and sit at home."

Dr Florence Muhanguzi, another lecturer in the department, argues that there have been two major obstacles to girls accessing higher education: attitudes and money. The first is slowly being overcome, but the other remains. "Now, parents see people like us and feel they should take their girls to school, but the constraint is school fees," she says.

Change is coming, but in rural areas like Katine, where poverty bites harder, it may take longer.

Agriculture & Food Security 

WFP maps plan for farmers (Daily Monitor)
http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/business/WFP_maps_plan_for_farmers_78536.shtml
Cassava, millet, sorghum, and sesame farmers will this year reap big benefits from the new development initiative dubbed ‘Purchase for Progress’, in which the World Food Programme is to open more opportunities for small-holder-growers.

Traditionally WFP has been buying only maize and beans from Uganda. Last year, the programme purchased maize and beans worth close to $34 million (Shs64.4 billion). However, in the next three years, it’s planning to double its spending by buying more than $100 million (Shs190 billion) worth of food annually. “WFP will buy other staple foods such as millet, sorghum, sesame and cassava products besides maize and beans,” Country Director of WFP, Stanlake Samkange, recently said.

Buying food directly from small-scale farmers, especially at high prices, helps improve the quality of life for the poorest people. Recently the agency begun buying food through the warehouse receipt system in a bid to increase direct assistance to small-scale farmers and support the government’s poverty eradication efforts.

President of Uganda National Farmers Federation Frank Tumwebaze, in an interview with Daily Monitor   said; “We are glad for WFP’s initiative. It is going to give the farmers a guaranteed market.” 
He said given the high prices of food, which dramatically shot up last year, many farmers embarked on an extensive increase in their acreages which means there will be sufficient food for consumption and sale.

Mr Tumwesigye however said the challenge farmers are facing is the changing weather pattern which is not reliable. “Because of the weather changes, farmers may not guarantee good yields and this may - in some seasons - lead to low supplies,” Mr Tumweisigye said. He urged the government to come up with a disaster management programme so that when the weather becomes hostile, farmers are assured of assistance especially in terms of emergency seeds.

Meanwhile, WFP last year bought food worth $53million in Uganda and spent $14 million on local commercial transporters. Mr Samkange said local transporters moved about 90 per cent of this food mostly to destinations in Uganda, but also to Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi and the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. “Last year was most challenging but most rewarding,” Mr Samkange added. 
“Conflicts coupled with failed harvests caused reduced agricultural production in the region. This led to a severe scarcity of food and doubling of the prices of maize and beans.”

With the help of donors, WFP was able to purchase an annual total of 109,000 tons of food from local traders and small-scale farmers. Buying food locally and using local transporters boosts Uganda’s economy. Local purchase helps WFP reach needy people faster while avoiding costs of shipping food from abroad. The agency can therefore utilise donor funds better in an era of high food and fuel prices.

In addition to logistical support from the Government of Uganda, WFP in 2008 received donations from; Belgium, Canada, European Union, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Japan, Norway, Luxembourg, Spain, UK, UN and US. among others. WFP is the world’s largest humanitarian agency. 
On average it reaches 90 million people including 58 million hungry children in 80 of the world’s poorest countries each year.
Women farmers feel the pinch of information divide (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Women_farmers_feel_the_pinch_of_information_divide_78513.shtml 

Compared with men, women farmers in Uganda are at a disadvantage regarding access to information related to agricultural technologies.

This was the conclusion of collaborative research between the International Food Policy Research Institute and the Uganda Banana Research Programme that explored gender differences in the access and exchange of information about different agricultural technologies for improving banana growing in rural Uganda.

The research used information gathered in a survey of 400 banana growing households in 20 villages.
According to the researchers, “this disparity can largely be explained by differences in the way they participate in key social institutions and networks.”

The researchers focused on the role of social capital in spreading information about new agricultural technologies. 

They described social capital as the way people live and work together. To this, they argued that social capital plays a vital role in increasing a community’s capacity to exchange information and work together to address common problems, citing pest and disease infestations, drought and soil fertility among others.

Exploring the different experiences of female and male heads of households, in terms of participation in social institutions and civic engagement, and how this, impacts on their access to; and dissemination of information, four key findings arose out of the research.

• Social capital is an important influence on information exchange among rural households.

• Women and men differ in their access to different kinds of social capital - for example, women have less access than men to key social institutions: they attend market days less often, rarely participate in village meetings and are excluded from drinking clubs.

• Men are more likely to receive and provide information about agriculture than women.

• Formal extension services stimulate information exchange in the villages surveyed.

Subsequently, the researchers came up with four possible implications of their study one of which was the argument that “development programmes need to acknowledge gender differences in access to different kinds of social capital so they do not worsen gender inequalities.”

They further espoused the idea that as both women and men join associations, “group-based approaches to disseminating information on agricultural technologies should be encouraged.”

Groups with both female and male members, they argued, would be beneficial. The researchers concluded that information dissemination would work best through a combination of formal extension programmes and informal community-based approaches.

Observing that farming in sub-Saharan Africa is increasingly becoming knowledge intensive, the researchers emphasised to farmers in Uganda of the need to respond to the rapidly changing environment, including challenges related to population and environmental issues.

Refugees

Uganda now houses 40,000 DRC refugees (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Uganda_now_houses_40_000_DRC_refugees_78541.shtml 

More refugees fleeing the volatile eastern Democratic Republic of Congo continue to enter Uganda, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees  has said. 
   
UNHCR, in its latest situation update report ending January 14,  said  since January 3, 2009, a total of 1,853 new  Congolese  refugees have entered the country. 
   
Currently, UNHCR says the total number of refugees is over 40,000, most  of them living in Matanda and Nakivale  settlement  camps. “With the introduction of the biometrics exercise in Matanda, 7,222 refugees have been verified. The total number  of refugees who were transferred to Nakivale settlement camp since  the  beginning  of August 2008 is 11,123,’’ UNHCR said in  the  report.

The report also  indicates  an improvement in the health situation in the settlement areas, with no cases of cholera reported between January 3 and 14, when the latest report  was  compiled. 
  
However, latrine coverage, the report says, is still low as people do not want to construct latrines especially in Nakivaale camp. But the biggest hindrance, the report notes is the language barrier, hindering education and sensitisation efforts in the settlement areas. “The  language of instruction in Uganda is English while the majority of the population of concern only speak and understand French, Swahili and Kinyarwanda,” the  report observes.
   
UNHCR  said the UN children’s agency, Unicef, has also been  undertaking immunisation campaigns in areas bordering the DRC. To date, according to the report, over 5,885 children have been  immunised against measles and 6,315 against polio–translating into an approximate coverage of 47 per cent. “At  Matanda transit site, over 4,286 children were immunised for measles and 4,100 received the Oral Polio Vaccine. Some of these children have now moved to Nakivale Settlement Site,” the report reveals.
  
Over 250,000 people have been displaced by fighting between rebel leader Laurent Nkunda and the Congolese government in the eastern part of the country. Most of the displaced people have fled to Uganda. Rebel leader Gen. Nkunda, who controls parts of eastern DRC, says he will topple the government of President Joseph Kabila if no agreement is reached to share power.
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