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Joint Operations against LRA 
Chissano roots for fresh LRA peace talks (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Chissano_roots_for_fresh_LRA_peace_talks_81743.shtml 

The United Nation’s special envoy for the LRA-affected areas, Mr Joaquim Chissano, has initiated fresh attempts to restart stalled peace talks between Joseph Kony and the government, Daily Monitor has learnt.

The former Mozambique president, who began his UN posting for the war battered region in January 2007, met a section of northern Uganda MPs on Monday in Kampala, and made a call for the resumption of the peace talks.

A source that attended the closed door meeting told Daily Monitor yesterday that Mr Chissano met a delegation of six MPs of the Acholi Parliamentary Group led by Aruu MP Odonga Otto and implored the lawmakers to make contact with the rebels and express the government’s readiness to extend an olive branch.

The move which follows a series of vain attempts by Mr Chissano, came barely a day after the Uganda Peoples Defence Forces abruptly ended its three-month long military offensive against the rebels who are holed up in Garamba, eastern DRC and started withdrawing its troops.

“We encourage the LRA to embrace this initiative [of resuming talks],” Mr Chissano is quoted as having said. 

Mr Otto confirmed attending the meeting yesterday and said, “We received Mr Chissano’s initiative with a positive tone and agreed to do whatever it takes to ensure that we get back to the talks.”

Mr Chissano also reportedly admitted that a recent extension of his mandate in Uganda to June 2009 was exerting pressure to see a final peace deal reached. He, however, could not be reached for comment.
Activists want fresh dialogue to end Kony conflict (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Activists_want_fresh_dialogue_to_end_Kony_conflict_81773.shtml 

A forum of civil society organisations from the Great Lakes region have converged in Gulu town to craft fresh efforts towards a peaceful solution to the LRA conflict in northern Uganda.

The call comes days after the Uganda People’s Defence Forces abruptly ended its three-month old military offensive against the LRA rebels in Garamba.

The cross border talks, that began on Tuesday and end today, are organised under the auspices of the Acholi Religious Leader’s Peace Initiative (ARLPI) and Conciliation Resources (CR). 

The meeting has attracted politicians, aid workers, religious leaders and cultural leaders from South Sudan, DR Congo and Uganda. 

The activists said the abrupt end of Operation Lightning Thunder without the UPDF achieving its core objective of capturing Kony alive prove that the military option is not a solution to conflicts but the army insists the three months operation was not a flop.

Gulu District speaker Martin Mapenduzi Ojara told the meeting that he believes dialogue is still the only option to bringing a comprehensive peace in the region. 

“We want to take a new approach to end this conflict; this approach should have the good will of the people and the commitment of the international community,” Mr Ojara said.

 “The good will of the people has always been peace talks.”

The district vice chairman, Mr Makmot Kitara, blamed the international community for their reluctance to find a permanent solution for the LRA conflict.

“The international community should put pressure on the two parties so that they can sign the final peace agreements,” Mr Makmot said.

However, the Commissioner of Munduri West County in South Sudan, Mr Bellen Abriatara Hakimo, said the only way to end the LRA conflict is the military option.

“People tried to convince him [Kony] to sign a peace pact but he has continued to abduct children and women and continues to rape women and kill people,” he said adding that a lot of resources have been wasted in the negotiation process.

The first batch of 130 soldiers from Garamba arrived at Entebbe Air Force base on Sunday night, as the army insisted the failure to achieve the core objective of capturing or killing LRA leader Joseph Kony as planned does not mean the operation had flopped.

Reported by Patience Aber, Sam Lawino, Paul Amoru & David Livingston Okumu
Fresh attacks feared as UPDF ends Kony hunt (Weekly Observer)

http://www.observer.ug/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2654:fresh-attacks-feared-as-updf-ends-kony-hunt-&catid=34:news&Itemid=59 

UPDF’s ‘Operation Lightening Thunder’ against the LRA was not as successful as some senior army officers have suggested, because it did not achieve its core objective of either killing or capturing the rebel leader, Joseph Kony. 

Bishop Baker Ochola, a member of the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI), one of the several groups which monitored the failed peace talks in Juba, says government’s version of the military expedition should be taken with a pinch of salt.

“What we all know is that Kony is alive and killing many innocent Congolese and southern Sudanese. You cannot call this a success,” he told The Weekly Observer this week. 

He maintains that the only way the conflict can be resolved is through negotiations.

Indeed, a marauding Kony now believed to be lying low in Garamba, could still regroup and wreck havoc, especially against civilians as he has done before after being declared “finished”.

This caution from Ochola and other leaders comes after senior army officers declared the 91-day mission a success in the aftermath of UPDF’s withdrawal from DR Congo.

The task of hunting for the LRA has been handed to the Congolese army with Uganda pledging to assist in providing military intelligence.

“UPDF’s victory is not capturing Kony but failing the enemy’s normal operations. Therefore, Operation Lightning Thunder was a success because we have managed to kill many of Kony’s fighters and rescue over 300 abductees,” said Col. Moses Rwakitarate, the Air Force Chief of Staff, during a ceremony to see off the troops in Garamba. 

Indeed, to some degree, the operation by a combined force of UPDF, Congolese forces and soldiers from Southern Sudan–– has weakened the rebels’ capacity to organise by destroying their bases and capturing a number of their soldiers. 

Still, analysts, religious and political leaders from northern Uganda, warn that it is too early to declare total victory over the LRA, a group that recently massacred 900 people, during the course of this operation, according to the UN. 

Betty Amongi, Woman MP for Apac, says the UPDF has failed both in its core objective of capturing or killing Kony as well as its strategic objective of creating a conducive atmosphere for the captives to be rescued.

Amongi who has also been part of the peace process says most of the work has been done by DR Congo forces, with the UPDF seeking to claim the credit.

“Government should go back to the drawing board and come up with a strategy that will solve this conflict once and for all,” she said. “What our people want is peace.” 

Forced withdraw?

The circumstances under which UPDF troops withdrew from Garamba also remain shrouded in uncertainty.

Senior Uganda army officers said the reason for the pull out was because the three-month mandate granted to them by Congo to pursue the LRA had elapsed.

Yet one wonders why, for instance, government did not ask for an extension as it did in 2002 with the Sudanese Government during ‘Operation Iron Fist’.

Secondly, the pull out came two weeks after President Museveni and his Congo counterpart, Joseph Kabila met in Kasese and discussed this operation and other regional matters.

Some reports have suggested that Kabila insisted on the withdrawal of UPDF troops.

Uganda and DR Congo have had mixed relations over the years, starting from 1996 when Uganda supported then rebel Laurent Kabila in his quest to overthrow the long-serving Mobutu Sese Seko, a feat he achieved in May 1997.

Shortly after, the relations between the two countries soured when in 1998 the UPDF invaded Congo reportedly to route out rebel outfit ADF which was operating on the DR Congo-Uganda border.

The Ugandans, alongside Rwanda, later sought to overthrow Kabila’s government. But the Congolese leader obtained help from Angola and Zimbwabwe and thus managed to contain the onslaught from his neighbours to the east. 

Eventually, Congo accused Ugandan soldiers of using the invasion to loot its natural resources, a claim that was established to be true by a team of UN investigators.

In 2002, the Congolese Government lodged a complaint with the International Court of Justice (ICJ) seeking compensation from Uganda and three years later a verdict was delivered in their favour.

Congo has since demanded to be paid $10 billion by Uganda as damages.

Given this background, it remains to be seen whether the Congolese Government, that already has to contend with several other militia groups, will be committed to fight the LRA.

Previously they have looked on as Kony and his marauding fighters sowed mayhem inside their borders. 

What next?

With a peaceful resolution of the conflict having failed to materialize, and yet coupled with the latest developments, one wonders what course of action government is going to take to deal with Kony decisively. 

President Museveni favours a military approach to solve the conflict, as opposed to peace talks which he says the rebels are not serious about. 

Even when international pressure forced him to seek negotiated peace with the LRA, he never disguised his frustration over the pace and direction the talks were taking. 

The talks were supposed to last two months but this became increasingly impossible as the two parties disagreed on a number of issues. 

The major sticking point was the ICC indictments slapped on LRA’s top commanders which the rebel group wanted to be lifted before it could put pen to paper on the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA).

But the government conversely said it would only have the ICC indictments dropped after the rebels signed the CPA.

Eventually both parties agreed to sign the CPA, but on two occasions Kony failed to show up for the signing ceremony.

The conflict has raged on for the last 22 years, leaving thousands dead, maimed or displaced.

But over the last three years some parts of northern Uganda have experienced relative peace and Internally Displaced Persons have returned to their villages, hoping to piece together the broken pieces of their lives. 

UPDF hands over Eskimo camp (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/675048 

After 90 days of occupying LRA rebel leader Joseph Kony’s main hideout, the UPDF on Tuesday, handed over camp Eskimo in Garamba Forest to the Congolese troops. 

In a colourful ceremony, characterised with signing and dancing, the Ugandan chief of defence forces, Gen. Aronda Nyakairima, handed over the camp to his Congolese counterpart, Gen. Didier Etumba. 

In a straight line, the soldiers matched out of the camp, carrying military equipment, including guns, grenades and back parks containing personal belongings. 

To witness the handover was Uganda’s chief of military intelligence, Brig. James Mugirwa and two operation commanders, Brig. Patrick Kankiriho and Col. Mondos Muhindo. 

“It was in this camp that Kony and his masters planned how to spread their terror against the Congolese people. It is here that Kony commanded and cultivated food using the abductees,” Nyakairima said. 

He expressed confidence that the Congolese forces, assisted by the United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUC), would ensure that Kony does not return to the camp. 

Etumba vowed to continue to pursue Kony. 

“We shall track Kony, capture or kill him,” he said, and promised to share intelligence with the UPDF. 

Etumba praised the unity showed during the joint operation, saying it was a new error from which other armies should learn. 

“The operation was a big blow to the LRA,” he said. 

In a press statement, the UPDF said it would ensure that Kony does not return to Uganda. 

“People in northern Uganda should go about their business and think of development rather than the LRA,” Nyakairima said. 

Ugandan troops began withdrawing from Garamba Forest on Sunday, three months after the launch of the joint operation. 

The operation was launched by the UPDF, Southern Sudan and the DR Congo.
Caritas denies taking equipment to LRA (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/675049 

Caritas Uganda, a Catholic charity organisation, has denied involvement in the supply of equipment to the LRA rebels. 

“Caritas was selected for its long credible service delivery and agreed that it provides the basic services to the assembled LRA fighters at the assembly point at Ri-kwangba,” the organisation said in a statement. 

Caritas said it followed a procedure, approved by the parties during the talks. 

It said a list of requirements from the LRA was sent to the chief mediator, who approved it before purchase and delivery. 

Caritas said the items were checked by military intelligence officers from Uganda and Sudan. 

According to Caritas, the trucks were guarded by the SPLA and the talks monitoring team would then verified the items before a delivered was to LRA. 

The organisation was responding to media reports, where it was listed among organisations accused of having supplied communication equipment to the LRA. 

Northern Uganda

Aboke’s dark day; two girls speak out (Weekly Observer)

http://www.observer.ug/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2653:abokes-dark-day-two-girls-speak-out-&catid=34:news&Itemid=59 

When visibly haggard Catherine Ajok alighted from a chartered plane at Entebbe International Airport on March 12 clutching her two-year old son, one of the people she recognised first was New Vision journalist, Barbara Among. 

The two were S.I classmates at St. Mary’s Girls S.S. Aboke, 13 years ago. Among and Ajok are now mothers, but that is where the similarities end. 

Unlike Among, Ajok is carrying a baby fathered by her captor, Joseph Kony, missed out on school and lost more than a decade of her young life.

Their meeting is the clearest reminder that the Kony war has cost this country an entire generation of children born to some parents of northern Uganda.

Abducted

Ajok’s journey to captivity started in the run up to Independence Day of 1996. 

There had been rumours circulating in the neighbourhood that a group of LRA planned to attack St. Mary’s Girls School, Aboke. 

Those rumours were reported by the school authorities to the military but were never taken seriously because, as the army later said, there had been similar talk before which turned out to be untrue. 

So, a month before the attack, a unit of a local militia deployed to protect the school was moved 16kms away to a village called Ikeme, leaving the school girls without any protection.

At 2:30a.m. on October 10, 1996, LRA rebels under the command of Otti Lagony struck. They burned the school’s only vehicle, ransacked the clinic, unsuccessfully tried to burn several buildings, raped at least one of the students, and herded away about 150 girls.

These were mainly S1, S2 and S3 pupils. 

The deputy headmistress of the college at the time was an Italian nun named Sister Rachele Frassera. She had abandoned her studies at a US college in 1980, where as a 19-year old, she was studying to become a sales representative for an electronics warehouse. She opted to join the Comboni Sisters and trained as a biology teacher.

Sr. Frassera and a male teacher named John Bosco Ochen withdrew some money from the bursar’s office and set off on a journey in a brave attempt to buy back the girls from the rebels.

Initially, luck was with them because they were able to catch up with the rebels and their captives at around mid-day. They had been guided by a trail of sweet wrappers and bottles that the rebels had stolen from the school store and eaten along the way.

Together with the rebels, Sr. Frassera, Ochen and the captured girls hid from UPDF helicopter gun-ship fire and came under gunfire from UPDF soldiers several times as a rearguard of rebels engaged the soldiers who were pursuing them. 

During this attack, about 15 girls slipped out of the rebel ring around them and escaped to safety. The rest were too scared to leave after seeing the horrors committed by the rebels.

After beating off the UPDF pursuit, the group eventually arrived at a larger camp in Otwal, where Otti Lagony announced that he would only release 109 girls. He would retain 30 of them, including Ajok, whom he had already selected. The two teachers reluctantly took the offer after Otti threatened to change his mind. So they marched back with the 109 girls. 

After a week of walking in the wilderness, the remaining 30 girls were delivered to Kony at his base in Southern Sudan. He promptly distributed them amongst his commanders as “wives.”

Killing a colleague

One the 30 girls named Jennifer attempted a failed escape. When she was caught, the other girls were ordered to beat her to death. Afterwards, two other girls; Judith and Catherina, were bound and bludgeoned with sticks, bicycle chains and machetes as punishment for asking for water. Catherina died, but Judith survived and was tied to a tree in the forest and abandoned there. Her body was found a week later.

The last of the Aboke girls to die in captivity, Miriam Akello, fell during a recent raid on the LRA camp near Garamba, shortly before her colleague Catherine Ajok escaped to freedom and returned home. Most of the girls have since been freed and returned carrying children fathered by their captors.

As for the raid, it could not have turned out more differently for two girls in the same school; Esther Acio and Barbara Among. 

Both were at the school during the raid and were captured. Barbara says she escaped during the raid while Acio was forced to serve the LRA, but also escaped after three months in captivity.

Among was in S2 on the day of the raid. Usually Independence Day was a day of celebration for the girls and the students were often allowed to cook their own food. 

“Usually we made huge simsim balls, which we enjoyed, but this time we were denied the opportunity because of the rumours of an impending attack,” she said.

As the pupils were being herded away, Barbara Among took advantage of the numerous incidents of attacks by the UPDF along the way to escape. After surviving capture which would have meant sudden death, Among left Lira and never returned until the 2001 elections.

“Partly because I was in school, but because it is also an experience you want to forget quickly,” she says. 

Among later enrolled at Iganga Girls SSS for the remainder of her O-level and then joined Trinity College Nabbingo for her A-level, before joining Makerere University for a degree in Mass Communication.

She says the events of that morning will be with her for the rest of her life. 

“The LRA raid made me realise that I was a strong person. It also made me aware of suffering to the extent that in my work, I’m at my most passionate when I’m covering such things, because I understand them,” she said.

For Esther Acio, it was a different experience. She was unlucky to be among the 30 girls who were selected to stay with the LRA. She continued with the rebels up to Southern Sudan and was conscripted to fight in the trenches with other combatants for three months. 

However, during a UPDF encounter in a village in Pader district, she escaped from the rebels with one of her friends. She can’t remember the name of the village where she was but the two walked for several hours before they were rescued by well-wishers and handed over to government soldiers. From there they were taken to Gulu, and on to Aboke. Acio then left Aboke to continue her education at Makerere College School in Kampala. Today she is job hunting, but says the raid was a life changing experience for her. She keeps in constant contact with her former schoolmates. 

“We talk about our time at school, the raid and everything and then encourage each other,” she said. Acio says most of the former abductees are still in school due to the time lost in captivity. Whenever she can she also counsels former abductees on how to survive in a new life.

Catherine Ajok is the last to return from the bushes, and having been captured as a child, it is going to be a hard ride for her returning to school after 13 years. But Esther and Barbara say they will be there for her.

Catherine, Barbara and Esther will be at St. Mary’s Girls School in Aboke this October 10, as well as the rest of the girls, for special prayers for their colleagues. Their prayers will also be with Sr. Rachele Frassera, who is now in Rome after the end of her tour of duty in Uganda. 

Govt playing politics with North’s recovery (Weekly Observer)
http://www.observer.ug/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2638:govt-playing-politics-with-norths-recovery&catid=34:news&Itemid=59 

Two men; one village; one subject, but two different interpretations. 

Eusebio Owiny Okee, 71, has heard many politicians talk about the Peace, Recovery and Development Plan (PRDP) for northern Uganda, but what does he know exactly? “What they are telling us is that PRDP is not the same as NUSAF [Northern Uganda Social Action Fund],” says the farmer from Peya village in Onyona Parish, Ongako Sub County, Gulu District. “With PRDP, you cannot benefit directly; it is the community as a whole to benefit. So I can’t imagine how PRDP is going to benefit the common man.”

Odoch Onen, 45, also a farmer from Peya, has heard about PRDP from other people in the area, but he does not really know much about it. “I have heard that it is a government plan to assist the people, especially those in villages.” 

It is one year and four months since the Government of Uganda held a big launch for the PRDP in Kampala, on October 15, 2007. Given the enthusiasm with which the plan was ushered in, some commentators called it a Marshal Plan to kick-start northern Uganda after 22 years of civil war. 

The plan was to invest $606 million (Shs 1,091 billion) in the 40 districts of northern and eastern Uganda over a period of three years. Of this sum, Shs 337.4 billion was to be spent in the first year; Shs 327.7 billion in the second year and Shs 427.7 billion in the third year. This money was to be spent in four main areas: consolidation of state authority, rebuilding and empowering of communities, revitalisation of the economy, and peace building and reconciliation. 

However, one year after the launch, the government announced in January this year, that implementation of PRDP had been suspended – later amended to ‘postponed’ until the beginning of the next financial year.

So, what had the highly anticipated PRDP done in its first year? Almost nothing, according to a recent study by Makerere University-based Beyond Juba Project, and according to Gulu district leaders I spoke to.

Released on December 2, the study report titled Is PRDP Politics as usual was based on six months of research, including interviews with political and civil society leaders and donor representatives in Gulu, Mbale and Kampala districts, among other sources. 

The report says that many people, including civil society leaders, do not know what PRDP is or what exactly it is going to do. This shows that the confusion surrounding PRDP is not just among the villagers in areas like Peya, but it cuts across. 

Major findings

Although the PRDP document speaks in terms of hundreds of billions and trillion of Shillings, the study report says that there has been very little money committed to the plan. Shs 337.4 billion was to be spent in the first year – 2008/09, with the government contributing 30 percent of this sum. But the government did not meet its part of the deal. Initially, in the 2008/09 budget speech, Finance Minister Ezra Suruma allocated Shs 51.68 billion to PRDP.  Sounds big, but this money is barely half of the Shs 112 billion that government should have allocated.  The report quotes other government officials as telling the researchers that government’s contribution has since been revised to Shs 82 billion, while The New Vision reported that the revised figure was around Shs 97 billion. Still, both figures are less than what was initially announced.

“It is now clear, however, that the [Government]’s commitment will be significantly less than these initial projections,” the report says, adding that the reportedly revised figure of Shs 82 billion is about the same amount spent on the new presidential jet. 

As if that was not disappointing enough for the war-affected areas of northern Uganda, the money was never actually disbursed. Instead, it has been promised in the next financial year.

The study also found confusion in the Office of the Prime Minister which is supposed to oversee implementation of PRDP. The central body responsible for PRDP was named a Coordination and Management Unit (CMU) in the Prime Minister’s office. But by late last year, the report says, there was no functioning CMU because there was no money to run it. 

“In the absence of a functioning CMU, OPM technical officers have been forced to conduct PRDP activities alongside their existing workloads, slowing down the rate of implementation considerably,” the report says.

There was also supposed to be a PRPD monitoring committee (PMC), comprising district leaders and civil society representatives. This committee was supposed to meet four times a year but the study found that it had never met. 

The Gulu District NGO Forum (GDNGOF) was nominated as one of the members of the PMC. The forum’s programme officer, Geoffrey Okello, told The Weekly Observer recently that out of three PMC meetings called, one was postponed while the other two flopped.

When the researcher asked one government official why the PMC had not met, the official answered, “The reason is, honestly, that there really isn’t any activity to monitor at this point.”

The third finding is that PRDP does not have a clear focus and could be easily manipulated by the political elite. So far, according to the report, government reports that PRDP has done such things as purchase of tractors and agricultural inputs for Masindi and Acholi sub-regions; Karamoja Integrated Development and Disarmament Programme (KIDDP); procurement of ferry services and electricity extension, road rehabilitation for Elgon sub-region and Bukedea district; and provision of food and non-food requirements to facilitate return of displaced people – among others.

But the report argues that the criteria followed has not been clarified, with respondents charging that projects were being selected to favour certain politicians. It gives an example of the construction of a 25km-road from Mbale to Bududa using Shs 621 million from PRDP; one district official is quoted as saying that this road was done because it serves the home area of a key central government official.

The fourth major finding of this study touches the confusion and misunderstanding surrounding PRDP among ordinary people and even district and civil society leaders. Because the central government has not clearly explained it, the programme has remained open to all manner of misinterpretation. 

During interviews, for instance, officials from Mbale district often referred to PRDP as a disaster preparedness plan. Other officials seemed to think that PRDP had actually replaced NUSAF. 

Under the World Bank funded NUSAF, local community groups submit proposals for direct funding, whereas under PRDP funds “will trickle in indirectly through increased grants for local governments and sectors.”

One district official in Gulu is quoted as saying: “Nothing has been put in black and white. I’m not yet aware if the district is going to receive funding directly. If so, we should be including this in our planning documents now…”

Another controversial aspect of PRDP is its scope. The study says that people are suspicious about government intentions in expanding something meant to help war-affected areas to areas that were hardly affected. 

When consultations about PRDP began in 2005, about 18 districts were in the picture, mostly in Acholi, Lango and parts of eastern Uganda affected by the LRA insurgency. But by the launch in 2007, PRDP resources were to be shared by 40 districts, after the government added such peripheral districts as Mbale and Butaleja. 

The government says these areas have also been affected by conflict, but their inclusion takes the focus away from the districts most affected by the war.  

One respondent in Gulu district is quoted as saying: “This is camouflage. They call it a recovery plan for the North while using donor money to provide political rewards in the East.” 

The report quotes an unnamed central government official in Gulu as admitting that “eastern regions were smuggled in” mainly because there is little economic enterprise there, not because their experience with conflict warranted a special post-conflict recovery programme.”

Confusion

According to district and NGO leaders in Gulu, there are two definitions of PRDP – the political and the technical – and various government agents seem to use both interchangeably. According to Geoffrey Okello of the district NGO Forum, the technocrats in government – such as the Ministry of Finance – take PRDP to be a framework to guide the behaviour of all stakeholders in the concerned districts. This means that if an NGO donates a pick-up truck to the Police or builds a school block in Pader, that is PRDP. To this end, Okello says, a lot of work was being done even before PRDP, by donors such as the European Union and various NGOs.

For instance, Gulu’s LC-5 vice chairman, Kitara McMot, narrates how ‘shocked’ he was last year, when a Ministry of Education official went to commission a laboratory built by an NGO at Layibi Secondary school. The official is quoted as having said the laboratory was part of PRDP.  “This thing was negotiated here with the NGO and had nothing to do with PRDP. But we realised that that PRDP is just a framework on how districts should develop,” Kitara says.

That is what the technocrats would want to hear; but what about the politicians?  “The political interpretation,” says Okello, “makes PRDP a project or a government investment so that even if other people contribute to it, they should do so through government so that it is the government that gets the credit.” 

This latter is what the average person on the ground expects and it is what is implied in the PRDP documents – increased grants to the districts in the affected area. But with no money forthcoming, this has yet to take off.

Kitara: “They raised our hopes and expectations when they announced this PRDP but they are not making it a reality.”

The Beyond Juba study report concludes: “Launching the PRDP was an important and commendable step by the government towards promoting recovery in the war-torn region of Northern Uganda. However, since its launch the PRDP has achieved little because of insufficient funding, incoherent project selection and widespread confusion across sectors, districts and local communities about how implementation is supposed to proceed. As a result, the PRDP has thus far been a continuation of politics as usual rather than the affirmative action for Northern Uganda that was promised.” 

Health 
Alert issued over baby cold syrups (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Alert_issued_over_baby_cold_syrups_81790.shtml 

Parents will have to wait for an on-going investigation by the National Drug Authority to determine whether they should continue giving their children syrups that other countries have discouraged or banned.

A spokesman for the NDA told Daily Monitor yesterday that an investigation had been launched after doctors in the United States and in neighbouring Kenya raised questions about the safety and efficacy of 20 syrups.

“The moment we learnt of this development in Kenya, we embarked on investigations because most of these products are already on our market,” said Mr Fred Ssekyana.

“We have also received a notification from the World Health Organisation regarding the matter and when done with the investigations, we shall report back to the public. We are assessing whether these drugs pose any danger to the users.”

Mr Ssekyana said the NDA cannot withdraw the medicines from the market without evidence. 

The hospitals in Kenya, Ssekyana added, could have acted at institutional level because this happens everywhere. Twelve of the blacklisted syrups are registered by the NDA and are in circulation in Uganda. 

Efforts to get comment from the WHO Country office in Kampala were futile by press time. However, in 

2007 the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) warned parents not to use the treatments in infants, after the deaths of three babies were linked to the toxic effects of cough and cold medicines.

A CDC study showed that more than 1,500 toddlers and babies wound up in emergency rooms between 2004 and 2005. Subsequently, the CDC warned parents not to give common over-the-counter cold remedies to children under 2 years old without consulting a doctor.

Mr Ssekyana, however, said although NDA has not received any complaints regarding the said syrups yet, it could be that parents are ignorant of the problems that the said medicines might be having, if any. 

“Users of medical products should always consult their health workers or report any effects to NDA,” Mr Ssekyana said.

Several of the drugs are in circulation in Uganda and are popular because parents find it easy to administer the syrups to children instead of tablets.

Ms Aida Nalubega is a parent whose child was recently given one of the listed syrups to treat a cough without much success.

“My daughter was given the syrup to be administered over a five day period but there was no change. When I returned the child to the clinic, the same medication was given for another 5 days but still it failed to work. 

Up to now the child has cough,” Ms Nalubega said in an interview. Ms Nalubega says she is thinking of resorting to traditional ways of relieving cough like the use of honey and lemon, as medical authorities in Kenya have advised parents.

The Aga Khan University Hospital is among the top health facilities in Kenya that have raised the red flag and stopped stocking up to 20 types of syrups. 

The hospital said in a circular that they based the decision on a recent world wide medical professional’s opinion that the listed medicines are neither safe nor effective as previously believed.

The move has since prompted the Kenyan authorities to act saying the said syrups cannot be used in children below two years.

Yesterday, in a statement published in the Daily Nation newspaper, the Chairperson of the Kenya Pharmacy and Poisons Board, however, said the reported syrups were neither being recalled, withdrawn nor banned from the market for lack of sufficient evidence.

Dr Francis Kimani, however added that “for children below 6 years, it [syrup] is not recommended but can only be used under prescription only.”

Why a Ugandan woman lost her 6 babies, while a US lady kept her 8 (Weekly Observer)

http://www.observer.ug/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2617&Itemid=89 

In January, two events took place in two areas far wide apart in terms of geography, and level of development. 

In Uganda, a teacher at Techco Primary School in Gulu, Mildred Anena, had six premature babies at Lacor Referral Hospital and within a week of their birth they had all died, leaving the mother devastated.

Anena, who has declined to speak to the media since the incident, had been admitted to hospital for fours months for close monitoring, after doctors discovered that she was carrying six babies in her womb. 

During the same week in California, in the United States of America, Nadya Suleman gave birth to eight babies, nine weeks premature, and they all survived.

Suleman’s feat has indeed gone on record as only the second time in history that octuplets have survived.

The difference here is that Suleman had embryos transferred into her uterus after a sperm was donated by a friend. Anena’s babies on the other hand were naturally fertilised.

The different outcomes of both deliveries shows the level of health care a mother in Uganda enjoys compared to her US counterpart.

Dr. Emilton Odong, Director of Medical services at Lacor Hospital, says that Anena’s pregnancy could have been caused by multiple ovulations which were then fertilised by different sperm cells.

“This is common with people who have fertilisation stimulation which is usually caused by boosting of hormones but in her case it could have been natural,” Odong explains.

What could have led to the death of the Ugandan kids and the survival of the ones in the US?

According to Dr. Odong, Anena’s kids were weighing between 700 -800 grams and thus too small to survive.

“These kids were too small and could have died of respiratory complications as is common with most prematures,” he said.

He added that with multiple pregnancies, there is need to take extra care of the mother because complications such as high blood pressure could lead to early labour.

Dr. Odong told this writer that Anena had become so low after her loss that she has asked to be left alone as she tries to recover from the shock.

“We have agreed with her that she doesn’t talk about it and that we respect her privacy because she is going through a rough time and needs to rest,” Odong explained. 

On the other hand, Suleman’s kids continue to do well, gaining a few more grams and are expected to remain in hospital for several weeks for proper monitoring.

Suleman, who already had six children, has however come under a lot of criticism for having sought fertilisation. She says that her dream was to have a huge family and promises to do her best to feed all her children – now 14 - and look after them well.

Experts warn that multi-birth pregnancies come with a high risk of premature birth and risks to the mother and the babies.

Dr. Odong advises expectant mothers to undergo regular checks so that they get better care and adequate rest, which are critical in such cases. 

He adds that they also need a lot of psychological counselling and support.

Dr. Vincent Karuhanga of Friends Polyclinic and Ambulance Service says that in Uganda, unlike in the developed world, there is limited prenatal, antenatal and post natal health care.

“We lack facilities like transport, medical centres, equipment, drugs and also the personnel themselves who are trained to look after these mothers and babies,” he says.

Karuhanga further explains that with prenatal care, mothers in Uganda don’t see doctors before they become pregnant, unlike in Western countries where mothers do so, sometimes to arrange multiple pregnancies.

“Most multiple pregnancies are assisted reproduction in the developed world, unlike here where they occur naturally and we are not prepared for it leading to deaths of these children,” says Dr. Karuhanga.

Commenting on why multiple babies born in Uganda are likely to die compared to those in the developed world, Dr. Karuhanga explains that most of such babies are born premature so they have breathing problems and holes in the heart which are dangerous circumstances.

He adds that unlike in Western countries where birth in such circumstances is by Caesarean section, in countries like Uganda it is by natural birth which leads to brain damage, resulting into death.

“Generally mothers require enough rest and proper diet when they are carrying multiple pregnancies to ensure safe delivery,” he adds.

Besides, the infant mortality rate in Uganda is about 66 deaths per 1,000 live births as of 2008, compared to the United States which is about 6 deaths per 1,000 live births!

This means that 65 out of every 1,000 children in Uganda die before they make one year. Most of these cases are still births, the rest often being a result of infections arising from preventable diseases such as diarrhoea. Pneumonia has lately become another major cause of death among babies.

Dr. Karuhanga attributes the high infant mortality rates in Uganda to ignorance, poverty and disease.

“Most people take their children to witchdoctors to get herbs and also to remove the false teeth locally called ebinyo,” he says.

He adds that people don’t know about first aid for babies and don’t take sanitation, good diet as important in the life of an infant.

Besides poverty which makes it difficult for parents to go to health centres as they have no money, babies are prone to diseases such as malaria, diarrhoea and chest infections, all of which could lead to death if not urgently attended to.

As Anena comes to terms with the fact that she will never see her children again, Suleman is a happy woman looking forward to looking after her large family, with the government providing free health care and education.
Paralysis on the rise in Acholi, as Gulu varsity steps in to fight the disease (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/health-and-living/Paralysis_on_the_rise_in_Acholi_as_Gulu_varsity_steps_in_to_fight_the_disease_81753.shtml 

The number of children born with clubfeet, a form of congenital deformity is rising in the Acholi sub region.

Unfortunately, the community ignores reporting such cases in their initial stages. About 50 new cases came up in Gulu alone in the last one year, Peter Opiyo, a therapist at the Gulu Referral Hospital said recently.

Opiyo disclosed that 24 cases of congenital deformity were treated late last year but noted that 2009 has opened with monthly reported cases rising to an average of four down from two in recent months.

“This deformity is on the increase and in January alone, we treated four new cases doubling last year’s monthly record,” he explained.

More clubfoot cases have been reported at health outreaches of Pabbo and Opit Internally Displaced People (IDPs) camps, where an average of 11 cases have been registered every week,” says Opiyo.

Health experts say clubfeet can lead to permanent disability if not treated at the earliest stage of the child’s growth and development. 

Clubfeet deformity if left untreated leads to painful walking, disability and social marginalisation according to a teaching manual of health care providers Uganda on club foot.

Opiyo links the cause of the disease to bone malformation of the foetus within the first four months of pregnancy, either because the mother failed to take folic acid or had been abusing drugs.

“The sensitive period is the first four months of pregnancy in which a mother should be careful alcohol and smoking,” adds Opiyo.

He says narcotics could cause conditions that develop into knock knees and curved legs of the child when still in the womb.

The therapist insists that early identification could lead to successful treatment using physical therapy or joint manipulation and tendon release to correct the leg pattern. He further notes that faster recovery from the deformity depends on the degree of severity adding that stigma from the community derails recovery. 

“Some of our communities treat this type of deformity like a curse or witchcraft. This negativity frustrates efforts by doctors to try and return the patient to normalcy,” explains Opiyo.

This kind of false belief he says has led to stigmatisation of children and families affected by clubfeet. In Acholi sub-region, such children are given names like Ojok or Ajok, literally associating them to witchcraft.

Opiyo explains that cases such as bone tumour, cancer, and TB are directly related to clubfeet.

Michael Kesigye, an orthopaedic surgeon at Gulu Hospital said they have received 200 manuals from Mulago Hospital to empower medical workers in the campaign against the congenital deformity.

“Stakeholders will be sensitised and the books translated into local languages to benefit the village communities on the consequences of clubfeet,” says Mr Kesigye.

He added that when clubfoot is reported early, it can be treated by the orthopaedic staff without carrying out surgical operation.

The books were donated by the Uganda Sustainable Clubfoot Care (USCFC) Project to Gulu University Faculty of Medicine with support from Canadian and Columbian Rotary Club.

Dr Titus Bageya who heads USCFC project said that their aim is to spread awareness in rural Uganda.

“We need health workers to learn early detection and make referral to the nearest clubfoot clinics so that management becomes easy,” adds Mr Bageya.

According to the clubfoot teaching manual, a family where one of the parents had suffered clubfeet, has a three to four per cent chance of having their children affected adding that the chances can be up to 30 per cent if both parents had suffered from it.

However, most families conceal this problem when it happens because of stigma associated with paralysis and as a consequence, the children miss the opportunity of accessing early treatment. 

This has only served to condemn these hapless children to remaining paralysed for the rest of their lives. 

Concerted efforts by government and civil societies are therefore needed in terms of funding and community sensitisation to help arrest the situation.
MPs join fight against cervical cancer (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/health-and-living/MPs_join_fight_against_cervical_cancer_81749.shtml 

Members of Parliament advocating for reproductive health for all women in Uganda have joined the fight against cervical cancer. 

The MP’s under their umbrella body, Network of African Women Ministries and Parliamentarians Uganda Chapter (NAWMP-U) have embarked on sensitising women on dangers of cervical cancer and how it is curable at its initial stage.

The chairperson of the Association, Ms Sara Nyombi, (MP for Ntengeru North) said; “If you look at the statistics on reproductive health prepared by the Population Secretariat, 30 per cent of women who go for gynaecological check up die every year due to cervical cancer.” 

Ms Nyombi made the remarks at a one-day sensitisation workshop organised by the association for female workers leaders on the topic “Reproductive health and the way forward for the women in Uganda” in Kampala last week.

The association is working hand in hand with the Association of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists of Uganda (AOGU), who are urging women to visits health centres to know their cervical cancer status because the disease is curable if detected early.

Dr Zake said the risk factors of this virus include having sexual intercourse at a young age, multiple sexual partners, smoking, pregnancies, immune suppression due to HIV/Aids infection and lack of consumption of fruits and vegetables.

The Ministry of health has opened health facilities where testing and treatment of cervical cancer can be accessed free of charge and these include, Mulago Referral Hospital, Nguru Health Centre and the KCC Clinic in Kawempe.
‘Ugandans trust healers’ (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/219/675074 

A Majority of people with mental illness seek treatment from traditional healers. This, mental health activists have warned, has led to delay by the victims to seek medical treatment on time. 

“Many Ugandans believe that any person with a mental problem possesses evil spirits,” said Dr. Julius Kayiira, the director of Mental Health Uganda. 

“They believe by taking a patient for medical treatment, they could lose them.” 

Kayiira was addressing participants at the World Network of User and Survivors of Psychiatry conference at the Pope Paul Hotel in Ndeeba, Kampala on Tuesday. 

He said the demand for the traditional healers’ services was high due to their good rapport with clients, which was lacking in modern hospitals. 

Food Security & Agriculture
Americans donate sh10b to poor regions (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/675064 

AMERICAN citizens have donated $5m (about sh10b) to improve the income of food-insecure populations in Uganda. 

The money, channelled through the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), is part of President Barack Obama’s $770m Food Price Crisis Initiative, a statement from the US embassy in Kampala said. 

The grant that was awarded under the Horn Food Price Crisis Response strategy, will be implemented over two-and-a-half years. 

The funds come at the height of the biting global economic crisis. 

“The strategy is designed to improve local resilience to food security related shocks,” the statement issued on Tuesday said. 

The programme will contribute to the implementation of the Karamoja Integrated Disarmament and Development Plan and other national and regional initiatives. 

USAID implementing partners Mercy Corps, Medair and the International Rescue Committee target about 300,000 people in Karamoja. 

“This donation enhances ongoing US government efforts to improve individual coping mechanisms in Uganda,” the statement noted. 

The programme is aimed at improving agriculture, food security and economic productivity. Fast-maturing and drought-resistant seeds will be distributed to the locals under the plan. 

Programmes to improve market access and animal health services will also be designed. 

Since 2008, the USAID has provided over $12m (over sh24b) in humanitarian aid to Uganda. 

See Also:

USAID provides $5m to food insecure homes (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/USAID_provides_5m_to_food_insecure_homes_81767.shtml  

Donors launch new fund for Africa's small farmers (AFP)

http://news.yahoo.com/s/afp/20090318/wl_africa_afp/africafarmeconomyghana 

(AFP) – Standard Bank of South Africa and the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA), chaired by former UN head Kofi Annan, Wednesday joined forces to set up a fund to support small farmers and agricultural businesses in four countries.

At a press conference in the Ghanaian capital, the bank said it will put 100 million dollars (78 million euros) into the fund over three years and AGRA will provide a 10-million-dollar loan guarantee fund.

The fund will operate in Ghana, Tanzania, Mozambique and Uganda. The interest rates to be paid by the beneficiary farmers will vary from one country to another, the bank and AGRA said.

"With this support from AGRA and Standard Bank smallholder families can breathe a sigh of relief as money will be available for them to buy inputs for their activities," Annan told the conference.

Standard Bank group chief executive Jacko Maree highlighted how difficult it is for subsistence farmers to get access to finance.

This absence of access to finance makes it difficult for them to invest in good seeds, fertilizer and small-scale irrigation needed to raise productivity and generate more profit, he said.

"We need to put behind us the global financial crisis and put in place measures that will make Africa benefit from the crisis. Government must put in place policies and programmes that will see huge investment in the agri sector," the CEO continued.

"Africa can and should become self-sufficient in food production if we have many of this (type of) funding," Annan said.

The African continent lags behind the rest of the world in agricultural yields.

Africa?s per hectare farm yields are only about one-third of Asia's and one-tenth of those recorded in the US.

The problem is heightened by rapid population growth. In 2005, according to various international agencies, Africa?s agriculture produced 3.0 percent less per capita than in 2000 and 12 percent less than in 1975.

Education

Education, ISO, local government count USE students (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/675052 

THE national headcount of students under the Universal Secondary Education (USE) programme was carried out yesterday, indicating an increase in enrolment compared to the previous years. 

In some schools, the enumerators found that the number had doubled. 

At Kololo High School, a total of 476 students were admitted, compared to 183 in 2007 and 241 in 2008. 

The exercise was jointly conducted by the education ministry officials, Internal Security Organisation (ISO) and the local government. 

The officials examined school attendance records to establish that the number of students registered corresponded with the number of students in the school. 

The head count is the basis for sending money to the 804 schools implementing USE. 

The Government pays sh41,000 for each student in government-aided schools and sh47,000 for those in private schools. 

In addition, the Government gives sh5m to each private school implementing the programme. 

Students in first and second-year in post-primary, technical and vocational institutions under the Universal Post Primary Education and Training were also counted. 

Last year, a total of 163,724 students were admitted to senior one while 151,453 enrolled in 2007. 

The number is expected to increase, according to education ministry officials. 

The head teachers, however, complained that funds did not reach the schools in time. 

Kololo High School head teacher Ibrahim Lule said the schools were struggling to cope with the high numbers. 

“Parents are now aware of free education,” he said. 

The officials were also looking out for students who were admitted without the minimum requirements. 

Students with aggregate 28 to 32 were allowed to join secondary education on condition that they paid their fees. 

In Mbarara district, the district chief administrative officer, Wilson Tubugyenda, who monitored the exercise, said there were many cases of absenteeism. 

Biharwe sub-county Gombolola ISO chief Lt. Byamugisha Nickson said 19 schools were covered in the district. 

In Tororo district, more girls enrolled for Senior One than boys. 

Fibby Otala, the vice-chairperson of the USE School Proprietors Association said: “Parents are beginning to appreciate the concept of girl-child education.” 

In Kabarole, some students did not have their PLE pass slips.
Primary school extended to S2 in new reforms (Weekly Observer)

http://www.observer.ug/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2650:primary-school-extended-to-s2-in-new-reforms&catid=34:news&Itemid=59 

The current secondary school curriculum does not promote learning and acquisition of skills, a study has discovered.

The study says that students, driven by the need to simply pass examinations, are forced to cram abstract facts not relevant to local manpower needs.

The report warns that unless the current curriculum is immediately overhauled, Uganda will continue producing incompetent labour force that lacks skills. 

The study was done in 2007 by Andrew Clegg, a senior education advisor from Namibia/UK); Jacob Bregman, lead education specialist with the World Bank, and Wout Ottervanger, a senior education consultant, Vrije University, Amsterdam, Netherlands.

The Minister of Education and Sports, Geraldine Namirembe Bitamazire, has told The Weekly Observer that some of the recommendations of this study have already been implemented.

“We started with this year’s intake of S.1—with the reduction of subjects from 42 to 18 [so as] to make it focused…Students pick areas of interest,” she said.

One of the key recommendations of the report is that primary education be extended to 9, up from the current 7 years to prepare some primary school leavers to branch off for vocational and technical training. The primary leaving certificate examination could then be phased out (or turned into a quality monitoring test) and replaced by a new junior secondary certificate examination at the end of S2.

After leaving compulsory basic education [at what is presently S2], students would have opportunities either to enter the job market directly, or proceed to senior secondary studies (post-S2), or to enter vocational training institutions. It would be possible, therefore, for some S2 graduates to enroll in primary teacher education colleges for two or three years and qualify as teachers. 

Further reforms, such as the replacement of the current costly O- and A-level with a single stratified qualification with ordinary and higher levels have been recommended.

The current system almost makes it compulsory for everybody to proceed to senior secondary.

“…for cost reasons, it does not make sense for students to wait until after S4 to enter vocational training as these extra two years of formal study add little value to the education of students entering a vocational track,” the report states.

Currently, secondary education consists of four years in O-level and two years in A-level.

The report: Uganda Secondary Education and Training Curriculum, Assessment and Examination Roadmap to Reform, also says that students are simply taught to achieve the highest grades in examinations but not to acquire skills.

In other words, students are examined on knowledge only, with very few marks given for showing an understanding of how to apply the knowledge, the report says.

This report comes at a time when some employers are starting to question the quality of graduates leaving universities to join the labour market.

The experts say in the same report that what students are learning in secondary schools today does not address the social and economic needs of Uganda. 

“It is not the very top academic cadre that contributes most to GDP growth but the much larger cadres of competent middle-level technicians. It is these groups in society that the curriculum system does not serve well. The expanded curriculum should be designed to meet their needs as well as those of the academic elite,” the report suggests.

Bitamazire said the ministry is looking at each topic to find out duplication and relevance. She said an audit would be done in two years. For now, government is still looking for resources to fund the overhaul, although, according to the minister, some funds for the medium term have been secured.

The report says that failure rates in key subjects such as mathematics and physics are unacceptably high—at about 50% because of the poor teaching and examination methods.

They acknowledge that periodic updates of the curriculum has “introduced more modern content, but little has been removed to make room for it; this is a major factor contributing to the current overload.” 

The process, it’s said, having reached its limit, is unable to accommodate more changes to address emerging fields of knowledge in areas such as earth science, space science, electronics and logic circuits.

“A new curriculum will not only allow a new start to be made to ensure that these areas are included, but also will permit a much more dynamic design so that future changes can more readily be accommodated,” the report said.

All in all, the experts suggest that there must be a major move from ‘knowing that’ to ‘knowing how.’

Recommendations

.Extend primary to S2 to allow earlier enrollment to vocational and teacher training.

. Junior Certificate Examination (JSE) at the end of S2.

. Limit selection into S3 to manageable levels. 

. Reduce the number of compulsory subjects at O-level to English, Mathematics and a science, and limit the choice of options using a subject combination similar to that used at A-level. Aim at an overall subject load per student of 8.

. Develop mechanisms for diagnosing and addressing learning difficulties. 

. Introduce double shifts in urban schools where need for places is most pressing.

. Plan the programmes to produce teachers more effectively to meet current demand and anticipated changes.
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