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Juba Peace Process / Joint Operations Against LRA
‘No fresh talks with Kony’ (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/No_fresh_talks_with_Kony_82097.shtml 

The government yesterday said there was no need to renew talks with Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) rebels since all negotiations were finalised and agreed upon by both parties in the previous talks.

Foreign Affairs minister Sam Kutesa told ambassadors during a briefing on the just-concluded “Operation Lightning Thunder” that government does not see a need for a renewal of the talks.

“In my view there are no peace talks to be renewed,” Mr Kutesa said. “It is just signing which is remaining; unless something has changed. If the LRA wants to sign the agreement we welcome them but if they want to go back into talks, we are not ready.”

Mr Kutesa’s remarks at the Foreign Affairs offices, came barely a week after the UN Special Envoy for LRA affected areas, Mr Joaquim Chissano, told legislators from northern Uganda to make fresh attempts to revive the talks.

In his remarks, UPDF Chief of Defence Forces, Gen. Aronda Nyakairima said the major success of the operation was to minimise the ability of the LRA to cause havoc.

“This operation has succeeded in consolidating regional unity,” Gen Nyakairima said. “The whole region took a common stand which is ‘let’s defeat Kony’ and as of now Kony cannot be safe anywhere.”

According to the latest UN report, which was released in Geneva yesterday, since September 2008, over 990 Congolese have been murdered by the LRA and 747 abducted.
UN special envoy to meet Ugandan rebel leader (Xinhua)

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-03/24/content_11066630.htm 

March 24 (Xinhua) -- The UN Special Envoy to the war-ravaged northern Uganda, Joachim Chissano, is to meet the elusive leader of the Uganda's rebel group, the Lord's Resistance Army, ina renewed bid to seek a peaceful solution to the conflict that is destabilizing the region.

Sam Kutesa, Uganda's foreign minister told diplomats here on Tuesday that the meeting is aimed at finding out what made Joseph Kony, the LRA leader, not to sign the Final Peace Agreement his representatives negotiated with Ugandan government in Juba, the capital of autonomous southern Sudan.

Chissano, the former Mozambican President, along with southern Sudanese officials mediated the two year long peace process, which ended early last year.

"President Chissano has briefed us that he is prepared to talk to Kony," Kutesa said, but reiterated the government's position of no more fresh talks with the rebel group.

"What has changed that we shall be talking about? The peace talks were finished last year," he said.

"If this rebellion can be ended peacefully, it's fine. If it can't, we shall continue to pursue the military option with our regional allies until Kony is finished," Kutesa said.

Ugandan troops supported by Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and southern Sudan armies launched a joint military offensive against the LRA in northeastern DRC on Dec. 14. By last Sunday, Uganda pulled out all its forces from eastern DRC after the three month joint military operation.

It is believed that the Uganda's abrupt pullout was due to internal pressure the Kinshasa government was facing to have Uganda out as the two neighboring countries had a rough recent relationship.

Kutesa said the Congolese army supported by the UN Mission in Congo (MONUC) and southern Sudan army will continue pursuing the LRA rebels holed up in the dense bush near the border areas.

In the same briefing, Uganda Chief of Defense Forces, Gen. Aronda Nyakarima said, during the military offensive, 98 LRA rebels were killed and 14 rebel commanders were captured as Ugandan army lost 12 soldiers and 19 others were wounded.

LRA has wrecked havoc in part of DRC, southern Sudan, Central African Republic before it was evicted by Ugandan army from the north where tens of thousands of people were killed and some two million others were displaced during its two decade long insurgency.
Congolese politics forced end of cooperation on LRA (AFP)

http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5jXzva759-XvF4eeL33s9gMZjjzpA 

Uganda said Tuesday that its troops withdrew from the Democratic Republic of Congo, where they were deployed to hunt Lord's Resistance Army rebels, because of Congolese political pressure.

"We had to withdraw because it was necessary for the local politics of DRC," Ugandan Foreign Minister Sam Kutesa said at a briefing in Kampala.

Ugandan troops began withdrawing from DR Congo on March 15, ending a three-month operation intended to flush out the LRA.

"When our friends asks us for a political favour we always want to oblige," Deputy Foreign Minister Okello Oryem told AFP.

"President Joseph Kabila (of DR Congo) did us a favour by allowing us to enter in the first place, and then it became necessary for him to ask us to withdraw," he explained.

The decision to withdraw was reached during bilateral talks between Kabila and Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni on March 3, but was not announced until two weeks later.

Chief of Defence Forces General Aronda Nyakairima, also at the briefing, said a residual Ugandan intelligence force remains in DR Congo to assist the Congolese army in their pursuit of the LRA.

Uganda also made clear that the end of the military operation does not mean peace talks with the rebel group will resume.

"In our view there is no peace process to be revived," Kutesa said. "There is only the signing of a peace agreement because all negotiations were conducted and finished."

Nyakairima urged foreign diplomats at the briefing to maintain their support for a military solution, claiming rebel leader Joseph Kony was not interested in peace.

The rebels and government concluded negotiations in April 2008, but Kony has repeatedly refused to sign a deal already inked by the Ugandan government.

Asked about plans to protect civilians from further rebel attacks, Nyakairima said the task would be simpler if the Congolese moved into camps for the internally-displaced.

Kony is wanted by the International Criminal Court over a raft of war crimes and crimes against humanity charges.

He and a few hundred men hiding in the remote forested areas where the borders of DR Congo, Sudan and Uganda meet have continued to loot and burn villages, as well as rape and enslave civilians.
12 soldiers killed in Congo operation (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/12/675747 

TWELVE UPDF soldiers were killed in the threemonth Operation Lightning Thunder, the army chief said yesterday. 

Gen. Aronda Nyakairima said 19 others were wounded, while one MiG 21 aircraft crashed in the jungles of Garamba where a joint force of Ugandan, Congolese and Southern Sudanese forces pursued LRA rebels. 

Ninety-eight rebels were killed in the operation that started on December 14. 

Fourteen rebels, one of them Col. Thomas Kwoyelo, the fourth in the LRA command, were captured. The 

UPDF, however, pulled out of the Congo last week. 

A total of 195 abductees, mostly Congolese, were rescued, 85 rifles and documents seized. “These have been useful in enriching our intelligence,” Nyakairima said. 

He made the remarks while briefing the heads of missions in Uganda about the pullout at the foreign affairs ministry in Kampala. 

The meeting was called by minister Sam Kutesa. Kutesa said the UN Special 

Envoy for the LRA-affected areas, Joaquim Chissano, was trying to contact LRA chief Joseph Kony following reports that he was interested in resuming peace talks. 

The joint forces attacked the rebels after they thrice failed to sign a peace agreement in Juba, Southern Sudan after negotiations that lasted about two years. 

Yesterday, Kutesa ruled out any more talks, saying the process was concluded and all Kony needed to do was sign up. “Nothing has changed from what was agreed in Juba. Chissano has briefed us that he would talk to Kony and find it out from him what has changed,” Kutesa said. 

Kutesa said the UPDF withdrawal from Congo was due to politics. He did not elaborate. However, he added that the Congo government had deployed more troops to replace the Ugandans, while the Central African Republic had also been brought on board to seal off its border. 

Nyakairima said the chiefs of military intelligence of the UPDF and Congolese armies would soon meet and review the situation. 

Ugandan officials had remained at the war front to support the Congolese gather intelligence, he added. 

Aronda hoped that the international community would continue supporting the military action until Kony signed up. Otherwise, he will be killed or netted in Garamba, he said. 

An officer with MONUC, the UN force in Congo, Lt. Gen. Baba Ka Gai, will next Friday meet Aronda in Kampala to discuss logistical support and the safety of civilians in the Oriental Province of eastern Congo. 

The UN plans to increase its force in the area to boost the Congolese troops. 

Eastern Uganda

Famine affects 60,000 in Katakwi (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/17/675697 

ABOUT 62,000 people in Katakwi district are facing famine, the district chairman, John Robert Ekongot, has said. Ekongot said this was due to the failed harvest for the last three years after floods, drought and water lodging affected the district. 

He said the most affected sub-counties were Omodoi, Ongongoja, Magoro and Ngariam where, he said, people survive on one meal a day, while others spend a day without eating. 

Ekongot was speaking at a function on Saturday to thank the Government for appointing Katakwi Woman MP Lt. Jessica Alupo as state minister for the youth. 

Alupo was accompanied by the state minister for defence, Lt. Gen. Jeje Odongo. Ekongot appealed to the Government for more food relief until the next harvest season expected in June. 

Alupo and Odongo advised the people of Katakwi to continue supporting the NRM party. “The way you have welcomed us shows that you love the one who appionted us and that you also appreciate what has been given to you,” Odongo said.
Water scarcity hits Pallisa (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/features/Water_scarcity_hits_Pallisa_82056.shtml 

It was about 10p.m. in the night. Most people had retired to their beds, but here at Nankodo III village in Buseta Sub-county, Pallisa District, a group of 20 women and children were dejectedly seated in the wildness at Vinandi water trench waiting to get water. 

The rim of the four-feet-deep oval ditch, to which most of the eyes were glued was surrounded by a long queue of jerrycans and saucepans.

Down below the ditch, stood a teenage girl only seen by her head, struggling to fill a 20-litre jerrycan with a mug. A few centimetres from the edge of the dike, stood an aging lady who had a dim torch, the only source of light the group had, trying to provide lighting to the girl.
At this moment, some women were seated lost in conversations while others in contemplation. Weary children who had pulled their tattered dirty clothing down to their legs had slanted on their mothers and busy taking a nap. Just a stone-throw away from the spring, lies a thickly swamp encircling Lake Lemwa shores, a tributary of Lake Kyoga.

Ms Madinah Masano, who had braved a long queue for over seven hours, said, “Getting clean water in this village is really a nightmare,” 

She adds that during dry seasons, residents have to brave lengthy lines at Vinandi, the only water point serving three villages, and in wet seasons they normally depend on flooded water.

“Whenever it rains the lake floods all over the place and it becomes difficult to spot the water point,” says a depressed lady in her 40s.

Surprisingly, due to the lengthily dry-spell,  the source that serves over 600 people is rapidly drying up and it is becoming shallow due to daily soil extraction in search for water.

Ms Masano says a person now needs almost 45 minutes to fill a 20-litre jerrycan. 

And those who cannot bear queues that normally begin at 5a.m. to midnight, directly draw stinky and contaminated water from the polluted lake, she narrates.

Cynically, this happens to be in the constituency of the state minister for water, Jennifer Namiyangu.

According to Mr Sadiq Sabiti, Buseta sub-County Chairperson, the sub-county is strained with clean and safe water.

He says residents largely depend on manmade watercourses and Lake Lemwa.

This greatly exposes residents to waterborne diseases such as cholera and this hit the sub-county last year, claiming over 20 lives, he said.   

Mr Sabiti recalled that when the congested sub-county was hit by  cholera last year, the government provided two boreholes under the Northern Uganda Social Action Fund(Nusaf) programme but they still serve a quarter of the population.  

Interestingly, though Ms Masano was a cholera victim a few months ago, she confessed that they are reluctant to boil drinking water.

She says when they boil water, it becomes tasteless. She also reveals that they don’t apply Water guard tablets that cleanse water because they believe that the tablets have side effects.    

Meanwhile, water scarcity stories look and have remained similar to all rural and semi-rural districts.

At the neighbouring Kadama sub-county, Mr Bukoli Namulima, the sub-county chairperson, says if the government doesn’t respond quickly to avert the situation, several residents will die as a result of water shortage. 

In Manafwa, Iganga, Bugiri and Mayuge districts, the hunt for water is extreme. Residents, in some sub-counties are subjected to longer queues for over six to eight hours at boreholes, which are the main water sources. And those who cannot access boreholes depend on running rivers, valley tanks, ponds and lakes. In some areas, people share water source with animals.

To people with disabilities (PWDs), getting safe water in the countryside is difficult. 

Mr Peter Walunyofu, a disabled teacher at St Joseph Technical Institute Busema Manafwa District, says most students and teachers frequently miss out water since many have difficulties in movement.

 “Every day is yet another day of misery as over 50 PWD students and teachers have to use one wheelchair to fetch water and do other duties,” Mr Walunyofu said.

He says with the use of one wheelchair, each has to travel 3km to the nearest borehole for water. On average, a person has to spend three to four hours with the wheelchair depending on the length of the queue at the borehole, he says. Going by the recent survey, the struggle for water in the eastern region is a whistleblower on the looming problem of safe water scarcity in rural areas.

According to the Public Expenditure Tracking Survey in the Water sector, conducted by Multitech Management Consultants (MMC) and Anti Corruption Coalition –Uganda (ACCU), clean and safe water is increasingly becoming a scarce resource in rural areas.

“It is evident that lack of water in rural areas has led to death, decreased production and school dropouts among others,” the report reads in part. 

It adds that during dry spells, people spend eight to 12 hours lining up for water, while a jerrycan of water in some parts goes up to Shs800 and Shs2,000. 

Such prices are unaffordable for low income households who earn less than a dollar a day, forcing them to resort to using unprotected springs that expose them to cholera, bilharzia and typhoid, it says.

Mr Jasper Tumuhimbise, ACCU coordinator, says there is an urgent need to increase the water and sanitation budget to attain the government targeted 77 per cent water coverage in rural and 100 per cent in urban. 

Despite the significant importance of water, the percentage of the national budget allocated to water and sanitation has been reducing over the year from 4.8 per cent in 2004/05 to 1.8 per cent this financial year.  

According to Mr Eddie Kayinda, a consultant at MMC, acute water shortage arises from massive leakages of funds injected in the sector as a result of poor procurement practices at the district levels.

  “Contractors collude with relative technical officers in planning and procurement of water at the districts to inflate contracts prices that result to overpricing the projects and shoddy work,” Mr Kayinda says.

The report says though there is proper and authentic paper accountability for particular water facilities, some water points are constructed shoddier and are not functioning.

Manafwa District Water Officer Ben Kyemba admits that his district has a number of challenges in the water and sanitation sector, but blames the mess on locals who mismanage the available water sources.

He says though Manafwa’s water coverage that stands at 48 per cent is far below the national coverage which is estimated at 63 per cent, residents misuse resources setup by the little funds the district receives from the central government. The Ministry of Water encourages community based maintenance system in which locals have to contribute for the maintenance of all water points, he says.

“The ministry says it can only come in when the damaged points are beyond community capability,” Mr Kyemba said.

He also attributes low water coverage in his district to rapid depression of the under ground water. 

However, Eng Gilbert Kimanzi, an official at the Water Ministry, downplays the report findings. Eng Kimanzi says the findings lack accuracy and did not appreciate efforts put in by the ministry. The Ministry sends a lot of resources at the districts to handle sustainability of the serves, he said.

The two water officials’ words are echoed by Mr Muhammad Magumba, a caretaker of Nandikula village borehole who says that when borehole break-down people are not willing to contribute money to maintain it claiming that repairing is government’s responsibility. 

Meanwhile, an official who is familiar with procurement at the ministry who preferred anonymous because he has no powers to speak for the ministry blamed substandard work to procurement prices that have remained alike for the last five years.

Health 
Low awareness hinders TB diagnosis and treatment (IRIN)

http://www.plusnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=83618 

About half of Uganda's TB patients do not know that they could be infected, which has led to very low levels of diagnosis and treatment. 

"The community is not coming forward because they are not aware; only 51 percent of all cases are diagnosed," said Dr Francis Adatu, manager of the National TB and Leprosy Programme in the Ministry of Health. 

According to the ministry, about five percent of Ugandan patients who start TB treatment die, and even though the country has almost 800 centres capable of diagnosing the disease, many of them are not manned by health workers qualified to treat the disease. 

The 2009 Global TB Control report by the UN World Health Organization (WHO) notes that only one-third of Uganda's TB cases are successfully treated, despite following the community-based directly observed treatment short course (DOTS) system, in which patients take their medicine in the presence of an observer. 

In 2006 an estimated 13 percent of patients who started TB treatment defaulted, jeopardising the success of the regimen. "The treatment success rate remains low because of the high proportion of patients who die, default from treatment, or for whom the treatment outcome is not evaluated," the report stated. 

"People treat the common cough with simple syrups and traditional herbs like ginger; when it is a difficult cough, patients go to health centres, private practitioners and traditional herbalists, which can lead to low diagnosis," said Sophia Apio Kerwegi, a senior researcher at Uganda's Natural Chemotherapeutics Research Laboratory. "Sometimes they come when the TB is in its active stage – the best time for diagnosing is during the latent stage."
Dr Jim Reeves Lutangira, another local TB researcher, commented: "Many come for diagnosis [but] after two weeks' treatment they disappear, when symptoms like coughing go away, they abandon drugs and get drug-resistant TB." 

In 2007 there were 485 new cases of multidrug-resistant TB in Uganda, according to WHO, but only seven were diagnosed and received treatment. 

The government is trying to strengthen its DOTS system, and adherence to the drug regimen has risen to about 67 percent where community ties are strong, but in other areas such as northern Uganda, where people were displaced by a 20-year war and are now returning to their villages, they live far from each other and from health services, so adherence is low and TB continues to spread. In Gulu district, which was badly affected by the war, cases rose from 1,369 in 2007 to 1,936 in 2008, largely because of poor monitoring of drug regimens. 

Uganda recently experienced a shortage of TB medication, which the government blamed on delays in the disbursement of money by the Global Fund to fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. The health ministry purchased drugs from neighbouring Kenya as a stop-gap measure, but poor supply chain management has regularly caused shortages of essential drugs. 

More than 80,000 new cases of TB are diagnosed in Uganda every year, with 60 percent of patients co-infected with HIV. The country is ranked 15th on WHO's list of 22 high-burden countries.
Tuberculosis awareness still lacking in rural areas (Daily Monitor – EDITORIAL)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/opinions/Tuberculosis_awareness_still_lacking_in_rural_areas_82080.shtml 

Proscovia Namuwenge

Mark, 33, of Butaleja District is one among many who go out drinking malwa, a local brew, which is usually taken from one pot using shared straws.

When I first met Mark, my discussion with him left me puzzled. He told me that many people in his village had TB but that since it was passed on from generation to generation, everybody had come to dismiss it as a disease not to worry about. Actually, he told me that his grandfather had TB which he passed on to his father and now to him, and he believes his two children have it. 

As we marked World TB Day yesterday, it is important that we continue to create awareness about this disease because there are many people who hold the same belief about TB and its origins as Mark. 

This could probably explain why there has been an upsurge in the number of TB cases per year, despite ongoing efforts to treat TB-infected patients as well as control its spread. Uganda records an estimated 80,000 new cases of tuberculosis every year and half of these are people infected with the HIV virus that causes Aids. 

On my recent trip to Nabiganda Health Centre III in Butaleja District, I was surprised to find that 95 per cent of the people diagnosed with TB are HIV negative. The disheartening bit is that most people in this area seemed to believe that TB is familial or hereditary and nothing can be done about it!

In this era when TB is so much associated with HIV, finding such a scenario raises hope that at least the burden of disease in this community is not a dual epidemic but a single epidemic which needs urgent attention. 

This calls for a concerted effort among health workers, local leaders and the Ministry of Health to actively try to salvage the situation. Contact investigation may be the ideal way to go if Uganda is to reduce on the very high number of new TB cases that occur every year.

When a TB patient is identified, the health worker usually takes off time to educate the patient about the highly infectious nature of TB which is easily passed on to the people one interacts with. 

Having properly counselled TB patients enables them to reveal names of all people they regularly interact with so as to enable the health worker to conduct a contact investigation.

A contact investigation is done to identify, evaluate and treat persons (contacts) who have been exposed to active TB disease in order to prevent the continuing transmission of tuberculosis. 

This is done by a healthcare worker interviewing each suspect and/or case of TB for all the known contacts. The health worker then notifies the named contacts. Each contact is encouraged to obtain an evaluation and a check-up test for TB.

In addition, on-site visits are made to the workplace, school, home and social areas where the sick person may have exposed others to the disease. The name of the person with TB is not released without the written permission of the client.

Through contact tracing, those found with active TB are usually treated with at least four medications (Isoniazid, Rifampin, Pyrazinamide, and Ethambutol) for at least eight months.

These medications are taken orally in the presence of a person who documents each dose taken. This helps prevent multi-drug resistant strains of TB. Contact tracing therefore should be embraced by everyone.

The Ministry of Health should incorporate it in the TB/HIV policy guidelines, health-workers should take an extra step to actively look for people who have had contact with a TB patient and the community should take responsibility to go for check up once they suspect they might have contracted TB, especially if they have been in contact with a person with TB.

Ms Namuwenge is an SPH-CDC fellow at AIC

pnamuwenge@yahoo.com
WHO issues pessimistic global tuberculosis report (AP)

http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/stories/L/LT_MED_WHO_TB_REPORT?SITE=TNMEM&SECTION=HOME&TEMPLATE=DEFAULT 

The number of people infected with both tuberculosis and HIV is twice what researchers previously thought, top health officials said Tuesday. The World Health Organization's annual report on TB, presented in Rio, indicates that there were 1.37 million cases of people with both TB and HIV in 2007, the latest year for which statistics are available. About 700,000 people were infected with both in 2006, according to a report released by WHO last year.

Researchers attribute the numbers mostly to more widespread testing and reporting. They say direct information on the HIV status among TB patients is now available from 64 nations - up from just 13 nations in recent years. More reporting is also coming from Africa, where 79 percent of the dual-infection cases were reported.

In 2007, 1.3 million people died from TB, while another 465,000 people who had both TB and HIV died. About 1.5 million people died in 2006 from TB, according to WHO's report last year. It was not clear how many of those who died also were infected with HIV.

WHO researchers said the new data means HIV-positive people are about 20 times more likely than HIV-negative people to develop TB in countries where HIV is at epidemic levels, and between 26 and 37 times more likely to develop TB where HIV prevalence is lower.

In a message to mark World TB Day, U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said the epidemic is continuing to decline "but the rate of decline is far too slow, and TB still takes a life every 20 seconds."

"Millions of people are benefiting from treatment through coordinated national efforts, but millions more are still missing out," he said in the message released at U.N. headquarters in New York. "Unless we accelerate action, the numbers of those falling ill will continue to grow."

The WHO's annual report had other pessimistic points: an expected $1.6 billion gap in funding needed to fight the disease this year and an increase in the number of cases of drug-resistant TB.

"We have a situation with very little progress, particularly in Africa and Eastern and Central Europe," said Tido von Schoen-Angerer, the executive director of Doctors Without Borders, who was attending the TB conference. "There is no room anywhere in this report for congratulations."

The survey estimates that 9.27 million people around the globe had TB in 2007 - slightly up from 9.24 million in 2006.

That amounts to a per capita rate of 139 per 100,000 people globally, the report states. That pace, a drop of less than 1 percent a year, has continued for the past several years, said Mario Raviglione, director of the WHO's Stop TB program.

He said it would take millennia to wipe out the disease at that rate.

Multiple-drug-resistant cases of TB also rose in 2007 to 500,000. Such cases are more difficult to treat and have a higher rate of deaths.

Aggravating the fight against TB is the global financial crisis.

Michel Kazatchkine, executive director of the U.N.-backed Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, said funding for programs to fight TB will fall $1.6 billion short in 2009, a gap he estimates will reach at least $4 billion in 2010.

"The crisis is severely affecting developing nations," he said. "But countries should realize health costs are an investment for development and not just a strain on budgets."

Asia registered the most TB cases in 2007, with 55 percent, while Africa had 31 percent. Among nations, India had the most cases with 2 million, China had 1.3 million and Indonesia 530,000. 

Education

HIV/Aids threatens education sector (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/HIV_Aids_threatens_education_sector_82096.shtml
The impact of HIV/Aids on the education sector is damning and if not contained the consequences will be dire, a senior official in the Ministry of Education has warned.

“If the effects of HIV/Aids are not addressed, know that your brothers, your sisters, your children in school are going to be affected,” Mr Yusuf Nsubuga, the director for basic and secondary education, told journalists at the Media Centre yesterday. 

Mr Nsubuga was speaking ahead of next week’s launch of the World Vision and USAID-funded Supporting Public Sector Workplace to Expand Action and Response to HIV/Aids (SPEAR) programme. The programme is also to be extended to the ministries of Internal Affairs and Local Government.

The education sector, Mr Nsubuga added, is facing an increase in staff attrition partly due to HIV-related factors. “We are experiencing low morale of the workers because when people get sick and cannot perform as expected, and the morale of both learners and educators is affected.”

While he said no studies have been done to establish the prevalence of HIV among the sector, the abundant stigma and discrimination indicated an underlying problem. 

HIV prevalence has declined from 18 per cent in 1992 to 6.4 per cent in 2005.
Schools change diet as food prices soar (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/9/35/675663 

A HANDFUL of maize might not seem enough for a meal, but that is lunch for Michael Otim. Like hundreds of other children, the 12-year-old studies on an empty stomach. On bad days, Otim looks at the blackboard and does not understand what has been scribbled and listens to the teacher, but only hears a howling sound. 

Otim wants to fight hard to break through, but the hunger has already affected his grades and he is contemplating dropping out of school after P.7. 

Claire Nakacwa, a pupil at a city school, has not forgotten the day she thought she would faint in class. Two years ago, her mother, a tailor, stopped preparing her lunch because food was expensive. The family opted to have only supper. Nonetheless, Nakacwa’s mother gives her sh200 to buy pancakes for lunch. 

“They makes me feel like throwing up,” the 10-year-old says. “But I have to eat pancakes because I feel a burning sensation in my stomach when I do not eat.” 

Hunger has intensified as food prices spiral out of control globally. For most parents, staple foods like beans, bananas and rice are now guarded treasures. 

For Louis Mukasa, a jobless parent, his family eats once in two days. He says they cannot consume everything at a go because they would not have enough food. 

“In the past, four kilos of posho cost sh2,000, but today that amount can only buy one kilo,” he says. 

While the Government provides free education to children who cannot afford to pay fees, it does not cater for lunch, insisting that parents should provide meals for their children. 

Yet, critics say this system excludes children whose parents cannot afford to meet the cost of daily meals amidst the rising food costs. 

“I may not have even sh1,000 sometimes,” a 27-year-old single mother says. “If I have money, it could be for something equally important like milk for the baby.” 

Ibrahim Haswa, the deputy headteacher of Banda Primary School in Kireka says: “We’ve had parents asking us why the school cannot provide meals for their children.” 

At Kiswa Primary School in Bugolobi, a parent recently told her daughter’s class teacher, that she did not want her child to go back to school because the school did not provide meals. But schools are also in a dilemma because they cannot provide meals unless parents pay for food. 

Besides, the President has, a number of times, threatened to arrest any headteacher who charges fees for lunch under the universal primary education programme. 

“When a parent doesn’t send money for school lunch, what is the school supposed to do?” asks Patrick Ogwal, a teacher. 

Some schools have secretly implement a fee for meals, so children whose parents do not pay are singled out. 

Dwindling menus and rising fees 

But the issue is not just affecting children in schools offering free education; even private boarding schools have had to alter their menus due to the rising food prices. 

“We are almost scraping some items from the menu,” says Sempala Kigozi, the proprietor of Aidan School in Ndejje. Kigozi says the school normally buys 12 bags of rice per term, each weighing 100kg. “Each bag used to cost sh72,000, but now it costs sh180,000 or 200,000. And yet you can’t just double the fees,” Kigozi laments. Rice, he says, supplements the staple diet of posho and beans. 

“The easiest thing would be to replace the usual menu with items like cassava, but it is equally expensive,” he says. 

George Ngabirwe, the headteacher of St. Peter’s Boarding Primary School on Entebbe Road, says the cheapest posho costs at least sh200,000 a bag, up from about sh100,000 a year ago. 

“Since parents don’t want us to increase fees, we reduce on the amount of food each child eats,” Ngabirwe says. 

Such policies have become a necessity for schools seeking to keep their budgets in check, while many schools have increased their lunch fee by more than sh10,000. 

What system can work? 

There is confusion about how best to proceed and how bad the impact may ultimately be, particularly as already cash-strapped families struggle to keep up their food production. 

Enthusiasts of school feeding say if every parent was asked to pay sh1,000 per term, it would be enough to buy posho, which is just as nutritious. 

What happens in other countries? 

In Tanzania, the education ministry is working together with World Food Programme (WFP) to eradicate child hunger through the Food for Education Programme. 

About 202,000 children are benefiting. Kenya is also having its school-going children fed by WFP with over 770,000 children benefiting, according to Marcus Prior, the agency’s regional public relations affairs officer in east and central Africa. 

“About 655,000 children are vulnerable as a result of drought and high food prices. “Tanzania and Kenya are not halting school feeding operations. We are instead scaling up,” Prior explains. 

Way forward 

Recently, the WFP and the education ministry launched a countrywide campaign on ‘pack food for lunch” in a bid to sensitise parents on the benefits of lunch. The campaign also encourages families to grow more food. 

The WFP country director, Stanlake Samkange, says: “We are trying to help the people in northern Uganda to become self-sustaining. We shall continue giving free food to Karamoja region, but for the rest of the regions, we want them to grow food, which we can buy from them. 

“We are mobilising parents to give packed lunch to their children. Let us link hunger with learning and good health,” education minister Bitamazire advises.
Nutritionists want school feeding reinstated (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/9/35/675665 

NUTRITIONISTS have appealed to the Government to lift the ban on lunch fees for school-going children. Meeting at Speke Resort Munyonyo recently, they noted that the levels of malnutrition in primary schools were rising, demanding for government’s immediate intervention. 

In 2001, the World Food Programme, together with the Government, was giving food to all school-going children in war-affected areas. However, it was later halted and limited only to the hunger-stricken Karamoja region. 

Yet under the universal education programmes, the Government does not allow schools to charge parents for their children’s lunch. 

Fred Lukwago, a researcher at Makerere University, said about 1.3 to 2.5 million school children aged 6-10 years die annually as a result of Vitamin A deficiency. Foods that contain Vitamin A include sweet potatoes, mangoes and vegetables. 

Lukwago said a recent Vitamin A deficiency and morbidity survey among school children aged 6-10 in Wakiso, indicated that school nutrition was one of the major neglected aspects on the school calendar. 

Statistics from the education ministry indicate that there are over 7.7 million school children between 6 to 12 years in Uganda. Lukwago said of these, 20% were stunted and 14% underweight. 

The study also found that 53.9% had skin diseases, 32.3% diarrhoea, 24.9% malaria, 16.4% dental caries and 15% painful inflammation in the body. 

Lukwago said there is little information on nutrition in schools. He also revealed that 62.4% of the children did not consume major sources of Vitamin A at least three times a week; 57.1% had unprotected water sources and 53.8% improper methods of waste disposal. 

He observed that there was a significant relationship between stunting and underweight. The principal education officer in charge of standards, Susan Oketcho, expressed concern over the malnutrition levels in the country but said the programme cannot be implemented now because of lack of money. 

“The programme needs billions of shillings which we cannot afford,” Oketcho said. She, however, added that the ministry encourages all schools to practice agriculture and have demonstration farms. 

She said it is the responsibility of the parents to ensure that their children eat quality foods. In a recent interview, the education minister, Namirembe Bitamazire, said Section 5 of the Education Act clarifies that it is the role of parents to provide meals for children in universal primary education schools. 

But Christine Kasirye, a teacher at Aga Khan Primary School puts the blame on the new generation of parents who seem not to care.
Schools to be graded into star categories (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/9/35/675674 

Private schools which use deceptive advertising to market themselves will soon be exposed. The Ministry of Education and sports has contracted Afroeducare, a private education consultancy, to validate private schools across the country. 

The firm will also grade private schools in categories of five star up to one star, according to a statement by the permanent secretary, Francis Lubanga. 

A school which scores highest will be a five-star school, while that one with the lowest standard will be a one-star school. 

The indicators are student welfare, health and safety, credentials of the proprietor and staff, the accommodation and facilities of the school, co-curricular programmes and activities, among others. 

The government schools will also be graded later. The ministry decided to carry out this exercise following concerns that some schools did not meet the minimum standards. 

Afroeducare Limited, manager, Collins Tugumisirize, says they have finished gathering information about all the private schools. 

“We have started assessing the information which we shall use to grade the schools. This is an independent exercise and the grading will be based on what we have found on the ground,” he stated. 

The central region has the highest number of private schools compared to other regions in the country. 

According to statistics gathered by Afroeducare, the central region has 1,300 private schools, the western region has 525 and eastern has 522, while the north has 353 schools. 

According to Uganda National Examinations Board, most private schools do not have laboratory equipment which explains why their performance is poor. 

The ministry says the process of grading schools is intended to boost the quality of secondary education and gather data and information on existing private secondary schools in Uganda. 

The results shall be published in a Schools Catalogue 2009, with school profiles and their grade results in June.

Regional
DR Congo: UN envoy hails new pact with rebels in strife-torn east (UN News Centre)

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=30270&Cr=CNDP&Cr1= 

24 March 2009 – The top United Nations envoy to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has hailed an accord signed yesterday between the Government and a rebel group that was a key combatant in fierce fighting, which uprooted hundreds of thousands of people last year, in the country’s east.

“The population of the eastern DRC, above all women and children, have been for too long the victims of armed conflict, displacement and sexual violence,” Alan Doss, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, said after taking part in the signing ceremony of a political and security agreement between the Government and the National Congress for People’s Defence (CNDP).

“If they are respected, these accords could have an extremely positive impact on the life of the people of the two Kivus,” added Mr. Doss, who also heads the UN peacekeeping mission (MONUC), referring to the North and South Kivu provinces which were most affected by the fighting that flared up last August.

In its combat with national armed forces, known as the FARDC, that displaced some 250,000 people last year, the mainly Tutsi CNDP, formerly led by renegade general Laurent Nkunda, nearly overran the North Kivu capital of Goma, the scene of yesterday’s signing ceremony.

MONUC has re-deployed some 90 per cent of its nearly 17,500 peacekeepers to the strife-torn east, where not only the CNDP and the Government army, but also the mainly Hutu Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) and other rebel groups such as the Mayi Mayi have repeatedly clashed in various permutations and shifting alliances.

Yesterday’s accords, reached after months of negotiations, foresee the end of all hostilities, the transformation of armed groups into political parties and the return of refugees and displaced persons, according to a MONUC press release.

The Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the Great Lakes region, Olusegun Obansanjo, and his African Union counterpart, Benjamin Mpaka, co-facilitated the talks and were also present at the signing ceremony.

Conflict in the east continues, however, as a joint offensive by the DRC and Rwanda has not stopped the FDLR’s violence and joint operations with Uganda failed to end the threat of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a rebel group that originated in the latter country.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported today that another 11,000 people have been driven from an area around the village of Banda in north-eastern DRC this month by LRA raids, bringing the total number of people displaced by them in the Haut Uele district of Oriental province to over 188,000 in the last six months.

Since September 2008, over 990 Congolese have been murdered by the LRA and some 750 abducted, the vast majority of them children, whom the group is notorious for forcing into combat or utilizing as sex slaves.
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