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Joint Operations against LRA
Kony’s deputy asks for amnesty (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Kony_s_deputy_asks_for_amnesty_78931.shtml 

Joseph Kony’s deputy Okot Mr Odhiambo has said he wants to surrender after being wounded in clashes with the Uganda People’s Defence Forces-led joint offensive in the DR Congo forest of Garamba.

The operation, code-named Lightning Thunder also involving the armies of the DR Congo and Government of South Sudan, was launched on December 14, 2008.

Mr Mr Odhiambo, who is one of three surviving Lord’s Resistance Army commanders still indicted by the International Criminal Court, was elevated to the position following the execution of Vincent Otti on the orders of Kony.

Speaking from Garamba, where the LRA have been based for at least two years, Mr Mr Odhiambo told AFP news agency he had asked for safe passage after suffering a serious gunshot wound in recent clashes.

“I am defecting,” said Mr Mr Odhiambo. “We have requested a safe corridor. I want to come out. I am tired of going up and down all the time.”

Negotiations between the rebel commander and the UPDF are being conducted through the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), a Washington DC based international organisation that deals with repatriation of refugees. 

Mr Mr Odhiambo said his surrender must be mediated by the IOM. “I can’t negotiate with the UPDF because they will try to kill me. We want someone independent,” he said.

The IOM office in Kampala confirmed they were trying to help repatriate the LRA commander. “I can confirm that we are in communication with Mr Odhiambo on a daily basis,” IOM’s country director Jeremy Haslam said. “He has defected already. That is a statement he made clear yesterday. He wants to report for amnesty,” he added.

He said IOM’s contact with Mr Odhiambo is supported by the UPDF and the UN children’s agency, Unicef. He declined to give details because of the sensitivity of the matter.

The Ministry of Defence yesterday said, if Mr Odhiambo truly turns himself in, it is a testimony that the current offensive against the LRA is paying off. 

“He (Mr Odhiambo) is free to return home. That’s what we want but the rest will be looked at later,” Defence and Army Spokesman, Maj. Felix Kulayigye said when contacted for a comment. 

According to an official privy to negotiations between Mr Odhiambo, IOM and the UPDF, but who declined to disclose his name because of the sensitivity of the matter, the rebel leader told them he separated with Kony, on December 14, after UPDF fighter jets and helicopters struck their bases in Garamba.

“He (Mr Odhiambo) wants the amnesty to be immediate because he says, Kony has sent a force to kill him after he discovered he wanted to surrender,” the official said. “He says he was shot and is in a lot of pain. He needs medical attention.”

The officials said, Mr Odhiambo told negotiators that he has 30 Ugandan rebel fighters with him. Ten of them not armed. “He said all Congolese abductees he had in his group were sent home,” the official added. The rebel commander reportedly said the LRA peace delegation chairman, Mr David 
Matsanga has not been in touch with him and Kony in the last two months but wondered how he could go round claiming to represent them.

But Matsanga told Daily Monitor yesterday, “I don’t think Mr Odhiambo can want to surrender. I think this report is malicious propaganda intended to set virtual victories over the LRA when DRC has given UPDF a few days to leave. This shows the army wants to come out of DRC claiming success whereas it is not,” he said. 

He denied he has not been in contact with Kony, insisting he last spoke to him by telephone on Tuesday. Mr Odhiambo said he would not surrender unless he was given a guarantee that he would not be turned over to the ICC.

“I won’t go to the Hague,” he said. “I am defecting and seeking amnesty in Uganda.”

Daily Monitor on Monday broke the story of negotiations between some rebel commanders, whom our 
sources said at the time included Mr Odhiambo. They were sending signals to the UPDF that they wanted to abandon the rebellion. Should he actually surrender, Mr Odhiambo will be the biggest catch for Operation Lighting Thunder since its launch last December. 

LRA deputy chief ready to surrender (New Vision)
http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/12/669560 

OKOT Odhiambo, the deputy to the Lord’s Resistance Army chief, Joseph Kony, has offered to turn himself in after being wounded in clashes with Ugandan forces hunting down his rebel group in DR Congo. 

Odhiambo called the office of the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) on Tuesday afternoon requesting them to negotiate his return to Uganda. 

“I am defecting. We have requested for a safe corridor. I want to come out. I am tired of going up and down all the time,” Odhiambo reportedly said. 

The IOM provides humanitarian assistance to migrants, including refugees and internally displaced people. 

The IOM chief of operation in Uganda, Jeremy Haslem, said Odhiambo had asked for safe passage after suffering a gunshot wound in recent clashes. 

“We are in direct communication with Odhiambo, who has announced that he has defected and is seeking for amnesty in Uganda under the Amnesty Act 2000,” Haslam said. 

“IOM is engaged in this process to support the safe and orderly extraction and repatriation of Odhiambo’s group,” he added. He said they had informed the Government about the request. 

Together with odhiambo is a group of 45 fighters and 10 abductees. It is not known yet how many of the captives are women or children. 

Negotiations between the rebel commander and the Ugandan army are being conducted through the IOM, a non-governmental group. Odhiambo said his surrender must be mediated by the IOM. 

“I can’t negotiate with the UPDF because they will try to kill me. We want someone independent,” he reportedly said. 

The process to bring Odhiambo to Uganda kicked-off yesterday and is facilitated under the cooperation of the UPDF. 

Haslem said details of the operations were being discussed but could not be disclosed due to the complexity of the operation. 

The migration body said they would contact UNICEF and other organisations that would help repatriate the abductees to Uganda. 

The New Vision reported on January 3, that Odhiambo and another commander, Bok Abudema, had been injured during the December 14 air strike on their base in Garamba jungles, eastern DR Congo. Abudema has not been located since the attack. 

For the last three weeks, the army has engaged a group led by Odhimabo, killing several of his fighters. Over 20 fighters from his group have surrendered since the operation started. 

The army announced last week that they were in touch with some top LRA commanders who wanted to surrender. 

The UPDF said the development shows that the LRA leader, Kony, is increasingly becoming isolated and vulnerable. 

“This shows that operation lightning thunder is paying off,” said Maj. Felix Kulayigye. 

The surrender of LRA’s notorious commanders could leave Kony bare. It is already reported that Abudema is in a critical condition, both suffering from gout and probably injured during the December 14 air raids. 

Kony is in the fringes of Garamba, North of Maridi but in the Sudan territory. 

UN, Congolese and Ugandan officials have said the rebels, estimated to number between 800 and 1,000, have splintered into smaller groups. Only some are believed to be headed for the Central African Republic. 

Odhiambo is one of three living LRA commanders, including Joseph Kony and Dominic Ongwen, indicted in 2005 by the International Criminal Court based in The Hague. They are accused of raping and mutilating civilians, enlisting child soldiers and massacring thousands. 

Odhiambo, however, said on Tuesday that he would not surrender unless he was given a guarantee that he would not be turned over to the court. 

“I won’t go to The Hague,” he said. “I am defecting and seeking amnesty in Uganda.” 

The Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Internal Affairs, Stephen Kagoda, who is also a member of the Government negotiating team, said Odhiambo would face the court in Uganda. 

“The agreement we signed in Juba is clear. It stated that those accused would face the courts and we stand by that,” Kagoda asserted. 

Who is Okot Odhiambo 

Charles Okot Odhiambo is the 14th LRA second-in-command to Joseph Kony and ascended to the position in the rebel group in October 2007, replacing Vincent Otti, killed by Kony. 

He is also referred to as Two-Victor, his radio call sign. Previously a brigade commander of two of the four LRA brigades, Trinkle and Stockree.

He is a member of Control Altar that directs the rebel’s military strategy, including attacks and brutality aimed at civilians. Control Altar is constituted by top commanders.

Odhimabo is remembered for the attack he commanded on February 21, 2005 at the Barlonyo internally displaced people’s camp in Lira district, in which all huts were set ablaze and over 200 people killed.

Kony appointed him to the rank of ‘Major General’ and appointed him army commander in April 2005

In October 2005, the ICC issued arrest warrants against Odhiambo, Kony, Vincent Otti, Raska Lukwiya and Dominic Ongwen. The arrest warrants followed a complaint to the ICC by President Yoweri Museveni.

In February 2008, he led a group of rebels from CAR into southern Sudan and attacked the town of Yubu, killing 11 people and abducting 27.

In April 2008, there were rumours that Odhiambo had been killed in a shootout with Kony following a disagreement on peace talks.

According to the ICC, he is described by other LRA members as “the one who killed the most” and “a bitter man, who will kill anyone”.

Sam Kolo, a former LRA commander, describes Odhiambo as a soft-spoken but ruthless fighter, who would always carry out his missions aggressively. 

Lord's Resistance Army number two plans to turn himself in (AFP)

http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5gsojM6cIv-Z66FB6VMF0hYTIEWbw 

Okot Odhiambo, the second-in-command of the Lord's Resistance Army, said Tuesday he would turn himself in after being wounded in clashes with Ugandan forces hunting down his rebel group.

Speaking from Garamba National Park in the neighbouring Democratic Republic of Congo, where the Ugandan rebels are based, he told AFP he had asked for safe passage after suffering a serious gunshot wound in recent clashes.

"I'm defecting," said Odhiambo, deputy to LRA leader Joseph Kony. "We have requested a safe corridor. I want to come out. I am tired of going up and down all the time."

Negotiations between the rebel commander and the Ugandan army are being conducted through the International Organization for Migration (IOM), a non-governmental group.

Odhiambo said his surrender must be mediated by the IOM.

"I can't negotiate with the UPDF (Ugandan army) because they will try to kill me. We want someone independent," he said.

Odhiambo is believed to have ascended to the number-two position in the LRA in October of 2007, following the removal of Vincent Otti, who is presumed dead.

He is one of three living LRA commanders, including Kony and Dominic Ongwen, indicted in 2005 by the International Criminal Court based in The Hague. They are accused of raping and mutilating civilians, enlisting child soldiers and massacring thousands.

Odhiambo said would not surrender unless he was given a guarantee that he would not be turned over to the court.

"I won't go the Hague," he said. "I am defecting and seeking amnesty in Uganda."

Ugandan forces entered DR Congo on December 14 in a joint operation with DR Congo and South Sudan to flush out the LRA, after Kony repeatedly balked at signing a peace agreement already inked by Kampala in April 2008.

DR Congo agreed last Thursday to allow Ugandan forces to stay in its country for three more weeks.

The LRA began its rebellion against Kampala more than two decades ago and is accused of committing atrocities against civilians in northern Uganda, south Sudan, northeastern DR Congo and the Central African Republic. 

Over 100 killed in Jan 16 Congo massacre - U.N. (Reuters)

http://www.reuters.com/article/featuredCrisis/idUSLS437865 

Ugandan Lord's Resistance Army rebels killed over 100 people in a Jan. 16 attack in Congo, taking the civilian death toll to over 900 since operations against them began last month, the United Nations said on Wednesday.

A spokesman for the U.N. peacekeeping mission in Congo said 40 rebels had been killed in the operations, which were launched by Congo, Uganda and Sudan in December after the LRA failed to sign peace deals ending one of Africa's longest wars.

The anti-LRA operations have so far not yet netted any senior LRA commanders, some of whom are wanted for war crimes by the International Criminal Court. But they have triggered a wave of reprisal attacks by groups of dispersed rebel fighters.

"At least 100 bodies were recovered by local self defence forces. The attack was reportedly carried out by 13 rebels," said Lieutenant-Colonel Jean-Paul Dietrich, military spokesman for the U.N. mission.

He said the attack took place at Tora, in a remote corner of Congo's northeastern Orientale province.

"At least 900 Congolese have been killed since the beginning of operations compared to around 40 LRA killed," he added.

See Also:

LRA victims found in DR Congo – UN (IOL)

http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=136&art_id=nw20090128183435545C813490 

Massacred bodies found in DR Congo (Al Jazeera)

http://english.aljazeera.net/news/africa/2009/01/2009128174414570725.html 

Israel offers to help hunt for LRA leaders (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Israel_offers_to_help_hunt_for_LRA_leaders_78932.shtml 

Israel is ready to assist Uganda hunt down elusive leaders of the LRA rebels reported to be terrorising parts of northeastern Democratic Republic of Congo and South Sudan, Daily Monitor can exclusively reveal.

Mr Jacob Keidar, the Israeli ambassador to Kenya, responsible for other East African countries, said yesterday that his country, which has a tested experience in tackling terrorism, would offer any military or intelligence help to collar the outlaws listed by the US as an International terrorist organisation.

“The LRA rebels are committing the most terrible crimes to human beings and I really think they should be gotten rid of,” he said, “Whatever assistance that Uganda asks [of us]; whatever the government thinks is the best solution – whether to finish the influence of the rebels by force or force them to the negotiating table - we will consider it positively; very favourably.” 

Israel, which has just ended its highly-criticised 22-day military offensive in the Gaza Strip, ostensibly to annihilate Hamas fighters in the long-running Middle East conflict, has some of the world’s fiercest and respected intelligence brands. 

Such agencies include the Mossad (Institute for Intelligence and Special Tasks), Aman-Military Intelligence and Shabak; the Israeli Security Service – all known for executing perilous operations. 

The ambassador provided no detail which of the Israel security networks, understood to have been training Uganda’s finest anti-terror operatives, would come in handy for an assault on the elusive rebels, saying their assistance package would depend on Uganda’s specific requests.

State Defence Minister Ruth Nankabirwa said the Israelis have been allies of the ruling NRM government from the bush days when its military wing then, the National Resistance Army, was fighting a guerilla war that eventually brought President Museveni to power in 1986. She provided no details of this hitherto unspoken foreign help.

“We have been working with the Israelis for long; they are our friends who have helped in troubled times. In regard to their latest gesture, we have to take a decision as the Tripartite [Uganda, DRC and Rwandan governments],” she said.

Uganda, with non-combat support from Kinshasa and Juba, raided LRA lairs in Garamba mid-last month and Gen. Museveni said on Monday that UPDF soldiers undertaking Operation Lightning Thunder, which did not result in the killing or capture of the rebel commanders as planned, are progressing with hunt of the “hiding” insurgents.

Ambassador Keidar would not divulge the motivation for his country’s sudden offer of unconditional military assistance to finish LRA rebels, whose vicious attacks over the last twenty years claimed thousands of lives and displaced 1.7 million persons in northern Uganda.

It is understood Israeli is on a worldwide diplomatic offensive to charm critics over its alleged disproportionate use of force and banned weapons (White Phosphorous) in the latest Gaza incursion that killed over 1, 000 people, many of them civilians. With Uganda now a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council, courting her – for a favourable vote - could be rewarding to countries with lingering questions before the powerful world body.

Mr Keidar said Israel “tremendously regrets” civilian fatalities in Gaza, blaming it “100 percent on Hamas militants who used the ordinary citizens as human shields, piled weapons in Mosques and fired rockets from rooftops of schools and private houses.”

He said they have “a documented [video] footage” showing that Hamas fighters were using the bombed UN school in Gaza as a launch pad to slam rockets into Israeli. The envoy regretted their initial warm relations with late President Idi Amin, denying that Israeli helped bring the infamous dictator to power.

He spoke of improved diplomatic engagement between Kampala and Tel Aviv, culminating in President Museveni’s visit last year to Israeli to attend the country’s 60th birthday.

Mr Keidar announced a series of scholarships up for grabs by Ugandans interested in short courses in health, fishing and agriculture. 

In Uganda, justice, or just a publicity stunt? (Christian Science Monitor - OPINION)
http://www.csmonitor.com/2009/0129/p09s01-coop.html 

By Natalie Parke
For a couple of decades, Uganda has been viewed as a model of development in Africa. The only glaring blemish on Uganda's cheek has been its failure and perceived unwillingness to resolve the conflict in Northern Uganda. 

But if Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni expects his ongoing attack on the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) to achieve the results of destroying the rebel group, capturing its elusive leader, and clearing that blemish, he is overly optimistic. In effect, by pursuing a publicity stunt, he may have squandered an opportunity to nurture peace in the region. 

Thanks to his December attack, the relative reprieve that had been established for two and a half years has unraveled.

It's not just that violence breeds violence; after 20 years of dealing with Joseph Kony's LRA and its terrorizing of Northern Uganda, Mr. Museveni should have known better. 

The war caused the displacement of approximately 2 million; the LRA murdered tens of thousands; and it abducted and absorbed approximately 30,000 children into its ranks. 

Attacks diminished over the past two and a half years and were mostly confined to neighboring countries – the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Central African Republic, and south Sudan. 
But if any question lingered about the LRA's enduring capacity to horrify, the past few weeks have reminded us. The LRA has been committing atrocities in northeastern Congo, killing as many as 900 people, abducting some 200, displacing around 130,000 and generating fears of their return to Northern Uganda. 

These atrocities come as a result of – and perhaps in retaliation against – the offensive not only from Uganda, but also from south Sudan and Congo. On Dec.14, the on-again, off-again negotiations with the rebel group – a source of frustration for the displaced persons in the region, for the Ugandan government, and for the international players – came to a head. The three countries united forces in an unprecedented joint ambush on the rebels at their base in Congo. 

Justified as the offensive may seem, the timing was also politically suspect. Museveni has so successfully courted the international community, that 40 percent of the Ugandan national budget consists of foreign aid, most of it from the US. And Uganda has been nicely rewarded for its successes by securing a rotating seat in the UN Security Council. 

Sometimes, however, maintaining a good image is more difficult than creating a good image in the first place. 

With a new US administration that places an emphasis on human rights, it's probably a good idea to seem proactive. 

East Africans have high hopes for the priority President Obama will give them, based on his ethnic heritage. And with a seat on the Security Council, it might be wise for Uganda to clean up its own backyard in order not to lose any of its good standing. Because its backyard includes Congo and south Sudan, it makes sense for the offensive to have been a unified endeavor, despite the historic rivalries in this Great Lakes region. 

Of course, positive PR can't hurt any of those countries – Congo with its troubles in the southeast and Sudan with its hands full, as well. Sudanese Vice President Salva Kiir was able to exploit some of this positive PR in his meeting earlier this month with President Bush. 

Sadly, the ambush was inadequately executed and poorly planned. And it's for this reason that – as far as we can tell – the LRA seems to have gotten away fairly unscathed, in spite of the alleged capture and surrender of approximately 40 rebels. 

US-based advocacy groups have long cautioned against this kind of ambush for that very reason. Rather than ending anything, its most immediate impact has been to trigger a new wave of LRA atrocities in the Congo – murdering, abducting, and displacing hundreds. 

For the Ugandan government to prove its commitment to peace efforts in the region and maintain its good stead in the international community, it must focus on the welfare of its people and attempt to halt the conflict. The joint forces should stop their offensive, keeping troops on the ground to receive any escapees – child soldiers and other abducted individuals who were forced into the rebel ranks. 

With the continued coordination of Uganda's neighbors, peace negotiations should resume. The 
Ugandan government must renew the Peace, Recovery, and Development Plan with uncompromising dedication in order to assist the people of Northern Uganda in their recovery. 

The international community can affirm this effort by supporting peace negotiations, critically evaluating the most effective way to punish LRA leaders, and pressuring Uganda to uphold its responsibility to its citizens in the North. The victims of the LRA don't need a publicity stunt; they need a concerted attempt to resolve the conflict. 

• Natalie Parke is a research associate at The Century Foundation. She spent six months last year in Northern Uganda researching the conflict. 

Northern Uganda

Museveni says LRA are not a threat (Ultimate Media)

http://www.ugpulse.com/articles/daily/news.asp?about=Museveni%20says%20LRA%20are%20not%20a%20threat&ID=7763 
28 January 2009

President Yoweri Museveni has assured people in northern Uganda and other Ugandans that the Uganda People Defense People’s Forces is well equipped and ready to fight off any threat by any rebel force that attacks the country.

This follows concerns that the failure by the joint military forces to capture LRA leaders in Garamba more than a month after launching an attack might mean that the rebels are strong and will reignite attacks against civilians in Uganda.

Museveni who is also the Commander in Chief of Uganda’s armed forces says the LRA are very weak and do not pose any threat to Ugandans. 

He says the LRA are few and hiding in the vast Garamba forest. Museveni says the joint forces of Uganda, Southern Sudan and DRC will capture the remaining LRA rebels any time and stop the LRA rebellion once and for all.

In a national address about the military attack, Museveni said what is happening in Garamaba is not a war but a hunt for the LRA rebels because the rebels can not fight since they have been severely weakened. He says the rebels take advantage of civilians by killing and returning back into hiding.

Museveni likened the LRA to a rat in a house, saying that hunting for one rat can take you a long time as the rat runs from one corner of the house to the other, although that does not mean the rat is strong like you the person hunting it.

The army Spokesperson, Maj. Felix Kulayigye today gave an update on the military operation against the LRA codenamed Operation Lightening Thunder. He said the joint forces were zeroing in on the LRA rebels and hopes to capture them by the February 9th when the UPDF mandate in the DRC expires.

The government of Uganda decided to attack the LRA after the rebels with whom they have fought a war for more than 20years refused to sign a peace agreement that had been agreed on by the two sides during the Juba peace process.
Karamoja / Eastern Uganda
160 K’jong died during disarmament (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/17/669539 

A TOTAL of 166 Karimojong warriors and 13 UPDF soldiers lost their lives during the disarmament exercise in the Karamoja sub-region last year. 

According to the UPDF 3rd Division annual report, the cordon-and-search operation recovered 2,430 sub-machine guns, 36 hand grenades, three pistols and 11,630 rounds of ammunition. 

Speaking to The New Vision, the division spokesman, Lt. Caesar Olweny, said 146 warriors were convicted by the division court martial for possession of illegal firearms, 55 were remanded, while 12 others were released on grounds of old age or being juveniles. 

Olweny regretted the death of two civilians who were mistakenly shot, but added that the soldiers responsible for the shooting were arrested and are to appear before the court martial. 

“There was a drastic drop in incidents of road ambushes by thugs on Karamoja highways, while the army recovered 8,562 raided animals during the year,” said Olweny. 

He said the division command voted the 405 Brigade based in Kotido district as the best performing sector in the exercise followed by the 407 Brigade deployed in Nakapiripirit district. 

Olweny said the UPDF operations in the area have greatly curbed illegal firearms and thuggery adding that the army would not rest until the last illegal firearm is recovered from Karamoja. 

He allayed fears that the army, now deployed in Karamoja, may be moved to Garamba Forest in the DR Congo to fight and eliminate the Lord’s Resistance Army rebels. 

“We have enough troops in Karamoja to handle security and ensure that peace and sanity returns to the sub-region that has had a troubled history of violence,” said Olweny.

Moroto LC5 threatens to close dormant NGOs (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Moroto_LC5_threatens_to_close_dormant_NGOs_78952.shtml 

The authorities in Moroto District have threatened to close non-governmental organisations operating without clear accountability.

While attending the budget conference last week, the LC5 chairman, Mr Peter Lochap, expressed his unhappiness with the way NGOs were misusing donor funds instead of helping the region to develop.

He said 84 NGOs were registered to operate in the district but most of them had disappeared after receiving funds that they failed to account for.

“The district authorities have designed strict measures to ensure that NGOs should deliver services to the people intended with clear accountability made at the end of the activity planned for,” Mr Locap said.

He sounded the same warning to accountants in public offices, saying anyone found guilty would be locked up.

The Chief Administrative Officer, Mr Stephen Ouma, revealed that the government was not lacking money to fund projects but the problem was poor accountability. 

He asked the NGOs’ staff to reduce on their security details since there was peace in the region.
70 illegal guns recovered (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/17/669542 

SOROTI-A joint operation by the UPDF and the Police has recovered 78 illegal guns in Teso. The operation recovered 22 hand-grenades, 200,000 live ammunition and 62 pairs of army uniform. The sector commander of the 3rd Division, Maj. Alfred Opio, said the operation code named, Restore Hope was launched by the former regional Police commander for mid-eastern, John Akol, on July 1, 2008. He revealed that many of the suspects who were arrested with the guns were prosecuted by the UPDF 3rd Division court martial. Opio said one machine gun with 74 rounds of ammunition was recovered from Pampas Otim, an army deserter.

Health 
Arua district meningitis vaccination starts (New Vision)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/16/669579 

THE mass vaccination against meningitis kicked off in Arua district on Tuesday. Health officers said the disease, that was detected early this month, had by Tuesday affected 206 people, 19 of whom were recorded dead. 

The disease came to light on January 7, when the Oluko sub-county councillor, Alex Adrabo, reported an outbreak of a “strange” disease killing people in the area. 

The district health officer, Dr. Patrick Anguzu, said residents had mistaken the outbreak for witchcraft and poisoning. 

He said this had caused delays in the diagnosis of the disease. Anguzu said the two-day vaccination exercise was done in Oluko and Dadamu sub-counties, where the outbreak has been most pronounced. 

He said they had only received 55,200 doses of vaccine from the health ministry instead of the 66,000 doses they had requested for. 

Although the vaccinations targeted people aged between two and 30 years, even the elderly turned up. This is the second time in two years that meningitis has struck West Nile.

Witchcraft derails vaccination against meningitis (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Witchcraft_derails_vaccination_against_meningitis_78957.shtml 

Medical officers are struggling to convince residents of Kigorobya Sub-county, Hoima District that meningitis can medically be treated and managed. 

The sub-county councillor, Mr James Mugenyi Mulindambura, said many residents suspect that the deadly epidemic that has ravaged the area is caused by witchcraft. 

“We are appealing to all people to be immunised but some still insist that they were bewitched,” Mr Mulindambura said. 

On Sunday, health officials from Hoima Hospital, the World Health Organisation and the Ministry of Health started immunising residents of the sub-county where meningitis has so far killed 15 people and 45 others hospitalised. 

The District Health Officer, Dr Joseph Ruyonga, said his office is satisfied by the turn up of the people. 

“We are sensitising them to accept to be immunised,” Mr Ruyonga said. 

The immunisation is targeting over 20,000 people aged between two and 30 years. 
“We are discouraging people from seeking medication from witchdoctors. We have adequate medical staff and vaccines required to handle all their medical concerns,” Dr Ruyonga said. 

In Arua, infection cases have risen to 187 in a period of one week. Arua District has received 55, 200 doses of vaccines to start the immunisation exercise. 

Dadamu and Oluko sub-counties are the most affected in Arua while in Hoima, Kigorobya Sub-county has been hit most. 

A January 27 press statement posted on Uganda Red Cross Society’s official website said URCS is carrying out assessment in the affected districts to determine the level of interventions to provide. 

In Masindi District, the disease broke out last November, killing six people with Pakanyi sub-county as the most affected.

Health Minister Dr. Stephen Mallinga has banned operations of night clubs in the district to control the spread of the disease. 

Bacterial meningitis, an infection of the fluid in the spinal cord or the tissues that surround the brain, can kill within hours. One in 10 victims die and those who survive might suffer deafness, brain damage, amputations or other serious complications.

Education
Poor PLE results a sign of flaws in UPE (New Vision – OPINION)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/459/669529 

By Timothy Opobo 
LEGAL instruments — both local and international recognise that making sustainable improvements in the lives of children requires the recognition of children as individuals with their own needs, rights and aspirations within their communities. So children need to be provided with opportunities to influence and make guided decisions about their welfare. 

The Universal Primary Education (UPE) programme was introduced by the Government in 1997. It is a government policy to provide education to all children of school going age. 

According to this policy, access, equity, quality and relevance must be guaranteed. However, the recently released PLE results reflect the flaws in the highly hyped UPE programme. The number of pupils who passed in division one reduced by half, compared to 2007. The failure rate is steadily rising from 13.5% in 2007 to about 20%.This massive decline in performance of the pupils requires a critical reflection and review of the entire programme in relation to it’s intended objectives. 

According to the UPE Child Monitoring Reports released by the African Network-for Prevention and Protection Against Abuse and Neglect: Children expressed the lack of lunch time meals as a factor affecting their concentration, well-being and ultimate performance at school. 

In most UPE schools, parents are expected to contribute towards meals of children at school. However, political statements by some of our key politicians asking parents not to pay any money for meals have been misunderstood to imply total negligence by some parents towards providing for their children. 

As a result most children study half-day and then take the afternoon off to try to find something to eat, while the few that stay in school are unable to concentrate due to hunger. The issue of meals at school has de-motivated very many children from going to school since to many, school implies hunger. It is also due to lack of food that many children escape from school during the afternoon hours with the aim of finding something to eat but only end up being abused. 

A case in point is 11 girls from Kimasa Primary School, Mpumude division in Jinja District, who escaped to steal mangoes but ended up being defiled, four of whom are pregnant. There have also been cases of children caught stealing and physically battered or tortured, all this as they attempt to meet their basic right to food. 

In a situation were over 80% of pupils do not attend afternoon classes, pupils going hungry and the number of teachers inadequate, performance has to decline. In addition, the few teachers are demoralised by the poor pay, there are inadequate class rooms, UPE funds are remitted to schools late, sanitary facilities are inadequate, text books and other stationery material are lacking and school inspection is unheard of; these are factors that account for poor performance in schools. 

It is therefore, imperative that , the Government urgently addresses these issues that are crippling the UPE programme before rushing to Universal Secondary Education otherwise, the trend can only be similar. 

The Government should look beyond the political gains registered due to the introduction of the UPE programme and face the reality, that unless UPE is improved, it will be disastrous for the future of this country. 


The writer is the Ag.programme coordinator (ANPPCAN)-Uganda Chapter
Part-time parenting has led to dismal PLE results (New Vision – OPINION)

http://www.newvision.co.ug/D/8/20/669532 

Norbert Mao 
Nothing has preoccupied the airwaves lately more than the dismal performance of our children in the 2008 Primary Leaving Examinations (PLE). During last week’s graduation ceremony at Gulu University, the education minister, namirembe bitamazire, also added her voice to the chorus of lamentation that followed the results. 

Everybody is debating the causes of the poor performance. Politicians, school children, teachers and parents have spoken on the subject. They have given various reasons for the worst PLE performance nationwide in 10 years. 

For the war-torn areas of northern Uganda the performance was appalling with the districts of Acholiland coming at the tail of the nation. To be more direct, the new district of Amuru took the position of worst performing district with only one pupil managing to secure a first grade! In rural Gulu, only three pupils got first grade. 

If the reputation of Gulu was not entirely diminished it is thanks to the schools in the municipality. 
The context of war is partly to blame but there are other things to be considered as well. All suspects try to point out who is to blame. The finger-pointing starts in earnest. The politicians blame the teachers and the teachers blame the politicians. 

The government blames the parents and the parents blame the government. But these horrible results should lead not to finger-pointing but soul searching. Some tough questions need to be asked and answers sought. 

The blame game will not suffice. Excuses are not enough. 
During my weekly radio address I asked callers to give me their feel of the problem. The result was quite a revelation. I was told that a major problem is that the policy of UPE does not adequately emphasise the role of the parent. 

Parents think sending a child to school absolves them of any responsibility. True, the parent is expected to ensure that the child has a school uniform, is clean, has exercise books and has something to eat. Parents are also expected to show an interest in the child’s school work. 

Many parents treat the school as a day-care centre where the children stay incarcerated while the parents go about their own business. The school is seen as a place that allows parents to do other things without the distraction of children. But parenthood cannot be a part-time thing. Parenthood to be meaningful has to be full-time. 

Indeed due to the large numbers in most of our schools the children try to spend as little time as possible in school. They spend most of the time loafing on the way to and from school. A few weeks ago we had to disperse some children who, instead of going to school, gathered in the town’s open spaces doing things, which would shock their parents. 

Other children find their way into the numerous makeshift video halls watching x-rated films. Others simply play along the road all day until the time comes to return home. After all they are sure no one will ask them about what they learnt at school! 

Others blamed the system of automatic promotion of pupils from class to class. Some callers blamed the parents for colluding with politicians to frustrate any attempt by the schools to impose and collect nominal extra charges on the parents. 

These extra charges range from sh5000 to sh30,000 per term. The decision to impose them is normally taken by the Parents Teachers Association (PTA). That is as well. 
The controversy is about the penalty to impose upon defaulters. Most school heads find it easier to send the children of defaulting parents back home. 

This leads to a collision with government policy, which states that since the government has already paid for the child’s tuition and also pays the teacher’s salary the child should not be punished. The argument is that other penalties should be devised, for instance withholding the report cards of the child. 

Some parents claim that they are too poor to pay these extra charges. The irony is that some of these parents are faithful members of malwa-drinking clubs and never default in their membership contributions! 

The question is how much of a priority is education to these parents? Do they really think their children are getting anything of value? When their children are sent home some parents celebrate this as an opportunity to get an extra hand to work in the fields. 
In the case of female pupils some parents force them into a marriage, the tender age notwithstanding! 

Teachers also complain that the school heads seem contented and do not strive to improve the lot of ordinary teachers. Teachers do not have enough incentives to work and have no morale. The pay is poor. They do not have houses near the premises of the school and have to commute daily to work. 

What then is to be done? In general terms an answer to this question must start with a call for all those who are involved in the education of the child to play their proper roles. The child, the parent, the teacher, the government (local and national) should all play their roles. 

We at the local government will enact the necessary by- laws and ordinances to shut down the makeshift video halls that lure children. We will regulate drinking hours. We will also ensure that schools are well led. This is not a time for apportioning blame but responsibility.
Norbert Mao is the Chairman of Gulu District Local Government
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