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Joint Operations Against LRA
Congo, MONUC deploy extra troops in Garamba (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/676312 

An additional 3,000 Congolese soldiers and over 100 UN peacekeepers have been deployed in the Garamba jungles to pursue the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) rebels held up in the north-eastern DR Congo. 

Army spokesperson Maj. Felix Kulayigye said the troops would fill the gap left after Ugandan troops withdrew on March 15. 

In a meeting held in Kampala yesterday, Uganda army chief Gen. Aronda Nyakairima and MONUC commander Babacar Gaye agreed that it was important to maintain the momentum set by the Ugandan forces in order to curtail the LRA’s ability to regroup. 

The Uganda and DR Congo army chiefs are set to meet in Kampala this week to review the operation since Uganda withdrew. 

Uganda, supported by the DR Congo and Southern Sudan troops, entered the DR Congo on December 14. 

During the offensive, code named Operation Lightning Thunder, 150 rebels were killed, 400 abductees rescued and seven LRA commanders captured. 

Meanwhile, the self-appointed spokesperson of the LRA, David Matsanga, recently flew to Mozambique to plead with UN special envoy to northern Uganda Joachim Chessano to convince President Yoweri Museveni to reconsider peace talks with the LRA. 

Matsanga said LRA rebel leader Joseph Kony had asked for a ceasefire in order to assemble his troops at the neutral point of Ri-Kwangba.
More Robust International Action in DRC Needed (Institute for War & Peace Reporting – OPINION)

http://www.iwpr.net/?p=acr&s=f&o=351340&apc_state=henh 

27-Mar-09 

The recent withdrawals of the Ugandan and Rwandan armies from different corners of the Democratic Republic of Congo, DRC, call into question the international community’s desire to bring peace to the country.

The Ugandan army’s departure from northeastern DRC – after an abortive attempt to deal a decisive blow to rampaging Ugandan rebels – has left thousands of people vulnerable to continued atrocities.

Sadly, the Ugandan attack on Kony this past December was leaked, allowing Kony to take his soldiers out of the camp before the strike. Then, it took two days for Ugandan soldiers to show up.

This stumbling start to the operation against Kony raised doubts about the seriousness of the effort.

Meanwhile, the numbers of dead and displaced by Joseph Kony and his Lord’s Resistance Army, LRA, in northeastern DRC continue to climb.

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees reports that another 11,000 people were uprooted in the mid-March attacks by the LRA.

This brings the total displaced by rebel raids in the Haut Uele district of Oriental province to more than 188,000 in the last six months.

An additional 990 Congolese have been murdered by the LRA and 747 abducted, the vast majority of them children, UNHCR says. Another 16,000 Congolese refugees who have crossed into Southern Sudan to escape LRA attacks are also receiving assistance.

Requested by the DRC’s president Joseph Kabila, the abrupt end to Uganda’s drive against Kony came without complaint or objection from the UN, the United States or any European Union countries.

Although the military support provided by the US showed that someone was willing to help end the menace of the LRA, the mission was poorly executed and failed in its main objective.

Likewise in the Kivu provinces of DRC.

The same populations who have been in turmoil for a decade are once again in panic after Rwanda’s failed attempt to eliminate the threat of Hutu militias.

Despite the capture of Tutsi commander Laurent Nkunda and the DRC’s stand-down agreement with his former militia, serious concerns remain should indicted commander Bosco Ntaganda remain free.

Rather than shrink away from these situations with a quiet shrug, the international community should be preparing to act.

Unless a new and more serious effort is organised against Kony and the LRA, a tragedy of even greater proportions will unfold. Not only will Kony continue the senseless killing in this remote corner of the world, a worrisome message will be sent around the globe.

The message is that if you’re far enough off the beaten track, and you’re victimising people who are already marginalised, you can commit atrocities as along as you like.

It doesn’t matter if you’re indicted by the International Criminal Court, as Kony and some of his henchmen have been. You can easily remain free. No one will lift a finger.

In other parts of DRC, the message is the same. Despite the presence of 17,000 UN peacekeepers, ethnic-based militias remain. Occasional interventions by neighbouring countries may generate a temporary diversion, but little will change.

Of course, some benefit from the status quo. The well-documented illegal exploitation of minerals in the eastern Congo can only continue as long as the militia fighting is allowed to mask the plunder.

All of this can only stop with aggressive outside intervention.

One viable option is for the UN Security Council to authorise a multi-national strike force to encircle, confront and capture Kony and his commanders. Such an action has precedent and could be accomplished by a seasoned NATO commando strike force.

The same should be done in eastern DRC. The mission of the UN peacekeepers there is fruitless without a peace to keep. Without active intervention, the illegal plunder of DRC minerals will continue. 

An available force of 3,300 EU troops is now in Chad, drawn from 26 countries and called EUFOR, which just recently was turned over to the UN. In the hand-over ceremony earlier this month, the force was called a “new model” for EU involvement in troubled regions of Africa.

Despite the availability, however, one can only wonder about the purpose of the force, since on the occasion of the hand-over, French foreign minister Bernard Kouchner proclaimed, “We won’t intervene ever again in internal affairs.”

The new force expects to have 3,900 troops by June, when the rainy season starts, and 5,200 by the end of the year. Despite Kouchner’s comments, 1,100 French soldiers remain in Chad under an earlier agreement with the government.

Why not use this force for short-term, focused missions to neighbouring countries? Why not stop the endless bloodshed which DRC, Uganda, the Central African Republic and South Sudan have all failed to do?
From Garamba jungle to the world’s boardrooms: Why Kony defies fate (Sunday Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/From_Garamba_jungle_to_the_world_s_boardrooms_Why_Kony_defies_fate_82258.shtml 

March 29, 2009
In the dense jungles of Eastern DR Congo, every once in a while several Thuraya satellite phones show some activity. 

Ugandan military intelligence, with assistance from the United States of America, track these conversations with sophisticated listening devices as much as possible. 

It’s a source of vital intelligence on the movements of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). Especially its elusive leader Joseph Kony who has shown again that he has more than nine lives.

While Kony’s ability to elude capture or death’s arrow are now the stuff of notoriety and legend, it only partly explains his survival over two decades despite being hunted by one of the most aggressive militaries in East Africa.

Kony’s fortunes are often not determined by the brutal efficiency of his brain-washed teenage brigades but in the air conditioned boardrooms of statesmen in such capitals as Kampala, Washington, Khartoum, Cairo, and Nairobi.

It is here where political and military alliances are fashioned and agenda’s not present in LRA’s minimalist plans are grafted into its military action. 

Such agendas have included America’s war on terror, southern Sudan’s liberation war, regime maintenance in Chad and Central African Republic, Uganda’s pacification of so-called northern tribes and so forth.

“Joseph Kony has done well for a primary school drop-out,” said Col. Walter Ochora, himself a former rebel under another insurgency, but now Gulu Resident District Commissioner about the ability of the LRA’s leader to dance around these many agenda’s while maintaining control of the rebel army.

It’s an ability that comes with experience. 

Kony has been a hired gun many times over. In the 90s he served as an officer in the South Sudan Defence Forces, an outfit put together by the Khartoum government as a counterweight against the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA).

So, eventually, Kony’s LRA was a natural ally for Khartoum because Ugandan troops were actively fighting alongside the SPLA. 

According to President Yoweri Museveni, supporting the aspirations of black Christian southerners was a pan-African goal for the Ugandan military even if today the President has spoken out in support of Sudanese president Omar el Bashir, who stands accused of war crimes for a similar confrontation in Darfur.

National borders like that between Uganda and Sudan melted away as the battlelines were redrawn beyond the LRA’s rebellion to represent various other wars the rebels were now participating in.

They included the war in which southern Sudan sought to break away from the north and a religious war between Christians and Muslims which internationalised the conflict -- bringing in powerful lobbies and refocusing the foreign policy of such world powers as the United States of America on the patch of ground in which Kony and his fighters drew their battle plans.

Whenever these alliances changed the LRA shot in a different direction and those interested in finishing off the rebels and their brutality - including the abductions and mutilations that defined their style - came to learn that crafting regional alliances capable of pressuring the rebels was the only way to bring Kony’s nine lives to an end.

It is for this reason that the group found itself in distress last December when a joint military operation was launched against them by the governments of the DRC, Uganda and the semi-autonomous Southern Sudan.

It was a coup for American policy makers who had been busy for the last several years massaging the Tripartite Plus security clearing house. 

Originally meant to bring together military and intelligence chiefs from Rwanda, Uganda, DRC and Burundi, the meetings of the Tripartite in the last few years have come to focus on how these governments could work together to reduce the stress caused by the various rebel groups they all supported against each other.

In December 2007, just a year to Operation Lightning Thunder, President Joseph Kabila and Yoweri Museveni met in Ngurdoto, northern Tanzania in a Tripartite-brokered effort to stop the two governments from fighting each other. This followed clashes at their common border since August of that year.

The two agreed to jointly deal with so called “negative forces” including the LRA.

“We strongly condemn what Mr Museveni and Mr Kabila have agreed on. We are ready to fight anyone who attacks us. This deal is not in good faith,” said the LRA Deputy Commander Vincent Otti- about the arrangements at the time.

When Operation Lightning Thunder was launched, Otti was dead, having been killed on his boss’ orders in October 2007 for allegedly plotting a palace coup, but his worst fears had come to pass. 

Despite accusing each other of breeding rebel groups - DRC and Uganda had apparently found common ground. 

Prior to this deal, Uganda had accused DRC of aiding the LRA, including providing it with safe passage and sanctuary.

However, just like in the past regional alliances which were not based purely on the need to snuff out the rebels but formulated on other agenda’s, Lightning Thunder is likely to wither away giving the rebels some breathing space.

But according to the UPDF, the operation has succeeded in breaking the back of the rebels but before Kony could be caught or killed, the plug was pulled and the alliance, which had been critical to the assault unravelled, giving Kony and his beleaguered troops yet another lease of life.

The LRA has been in this position before and lived to fight another day. In 2003, after years of fighting Uganda-SPLA armies the Khartoum authorities who were now talking peace with southern rebels broke their bond with the rebels and allowed Ugandan commando units to cross the so-called ‘red line’ and attack a large settlement of the LRA 40 miles outside Juba, the Southern capital.

What happened next repeated itself in Garamba, almost exactly. Then, intelligence information had indicated that Kony was in the camp as were his top commanders. His satellite phones were being tracked but moments before the bombardment got underway Kony and crew abandoned camping, apparently on a tip-off.

Like now, the army later announced as it did recently that they had captured some personal effects (not least the famous Kaunda suit) and some useful intelligence on the LRA. It was said then that Sudan’s military intelligence tipped Kony.

Speaking about the hunt for the rebels following the Nisitu attack, Lt. Col. Shaban Bantariza was the army spokesman then, told Sunday Monitor that “Kony and 200 of his fighters” were hiding out of reach of the army, allowing the rebels to reorganise and tend to their sick.

On December 14, 2008 Joseph Kony was again apparently tipped-off just as the UPDF got airborne. 

He was away and safe when the first bombs began dropping on Camp Swahili, Garamba Forest. Question is; who made the call and why?

A sadder story has been told by no less a person than the commander-in-chief that the rebels had equipment with which they listen to pilots’ chatter as they approached the kill zone. 

Of these equipment, it has been claimed by people in the know that at the last meeting that Kony held with leaders from the north and others before he refused to sign the final peace agreement he received some 8-12 suitcases which came aboard the same aircraft that brought elders to the meeting place in south Sudan.

Some intelligence sources now believe that those bags, carried by one of Mr Kony’s relatives contained the aircraft radio listening equipment. 

Ugandan authorities were reportedly alerted to this fact by a member of the Acholi delegation prompting a desperate phone call by Col. Ochora that they be seized before the elders boarded the aircraft..

They were not.

Now as the rebels again melted away “out of the reach” of the UPDF, the operation which had scored some successes has come to an official end, giving the rebels another lease of life. 

Which brings us to the Congo factor

The loosening of the noose that had began to tighten around LRA’s neck came about because Kabila was under pressure from his own Parliament to ask Rwanda and Uganda to remove their armies from Congolese soil.

According to various sources, President Kabila ended Lightning Thunder after he was accused by lawmakers including Vital Kamerhe, the ex-Speaker of Parliament, of allowing foreign troops to deploy inside the country without approval of the Congolese legislature.

The exit of the UPDF may signal a continuation of the old ways when mutual suspicion between governments allowed groups like the LRA to flourish.

In DRC, for example, President Kabila has built a political platform on which he wants to portray himself as the defender of the Congolese people against external aggressors.

That platform slipped a notch or two when he invited his ‘enemies’ (Rwanda and Uganda), at least in the eyes of the Congolese politics, to conduct military operations inside Congo. 

The Rwandese had a brief joint operation with Kabila’s troops against the Hutu FDLR militia just like our UPDF enjoyed Kinshasa cooperation under Lightning Thunder.

But not long ago, he was the same President calling on the two countries to stay out of Congolese affairs, something which pushed up his approval ratings. 

It does not matter that Kabila himself served under Ugandan and Rwandan military commanders before he became President.

As the pressure to kick out the UPDF mounted, Kabila and Museveni met at the southwestern border this month. 

Uganda, that had all along said its troops were in the Garamba until Kony was captured or killed agreed to withdraw.

According to Army Spokesman Maj. Felix Kulaigye, the Congolese army has deployed an extra brigade in the north eastern region to fill the gap left UPDF.

He further says that a smaller contingent of UPDF crack troops remains inside Congo to help track the LRA.

“They are in an intelligence-led operation meant to support the Congolese army to protect civilians and finish the job,” Maj. Kulaigye said.

The Ugandan army, he said, had received assurances from the UN peacekeeping force in Congo as well as the Congo army that they could handle the LRA.

“Our remaining troops will provide some support because as you know we have more experience than them with the LRA” he said. 

He, however, denied that the withdrawal was not cosmetic and ruse to give Kabila some breathing space in Kinshasa from lawmakers. In which case the UPDF would clandestinely continue its mission to capture or kill Kony. 

Note that the main body of the mission force is still within striking distance of the Garamba. 

The only notable change is that Brig. Patrick Kankiriho, who has returned to Kampala, has reportedly been replaced by another ranking officer to oversee the next phase of the engagement.

Nonetheless the vacuum that Uganda ‘left’ was felt immediately with the reported fresh killings by the LRA on March in the remote village of Yanguma. Twelve people were hacked to death and 40 kidnapped on that day.

The thousands of Ugandans, who had been trapped in the deplorable conditions of Acholi and Lango’s internally displaced persons camps, and have just began returning home to rebuild their lives after two decades of despair will have taken note. Is the peace they enjoy today the peace of tomorrow … 

Rain of death: Human cost of Operation Lightning Thunder (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/553900/-/rj1vblz/-/index.html 

The stated objectives of the operation, codenamed “Lightning Thunder,” were to destroy or occupy LRA camps, to “search and destroy” LRA forces, to “search and rescue” persons abducted by the LRA, and to capture or kill LRA leaders, particularly those indicted by the ICC.
The operation ran into difficulties from the beginning. It was planned to start with an aerial bombardment of Kony’s base at Camp Kiswahili, on the western edge of Garamba National Park, by Ugandan specially adapted MIG fighter jets to be immediately followed by a ground assault by the UPDF. On the day of the attack, December 14, 2008, unexpected weather problems prevented the Ugandans from using the MiGs.

Instead, they used slower and noisier attack helicopters which, according to diplomats, may in part have reduced the element of surprise necessary for a successful strike. Meanwhile, the Ugandan ground troops, hampered by transport problems, arrived in the area only some 72 hours later.

The bombardment destroyed the camps, but Kony and other senior commanders escaped. 

According to children who were in the camp on the day of the bombardment and later escaped to safety, Kony left the camp to go on a hunting expedition less than 20 minutes before the attack. 

LRA combatants dispersed into several groups and were able to either flee or hide before the UPDF arrived.

On December 24 and 25, 2008 — 10 days after the launch of Operation Lightning Thunder — the LRA conducted a co-ordinated series of attacks against at least three locations that involved the widespread massacre of civilians.

The LRA appears to have waited for the holiday period when they could expect to inflict the maximum number of deaths quickly by targeting gathered villages.

One of the first attacks in the Doruma area was also one of the worst. On Christmas day, the LRA slaughtered at least 82 people of a population of about 100 in the small hamlet of Batande, about five miles northeast of Doruma town and only a mile or so from the Sudanese border. 

The residents of the hamlet all knew each other well and they celebrated Christmas by eating together after the Christmas church services. 

The village women had prepared special food and the men had erected a makeshift thatched marquee (paillote) just outside the Protestant church. 

By 3 p.m. most of Batande’s residents as well as a few guests were gathered together enjoying their meal, when a group of armed LRA combatants appeared out of the forests and surrounded them.
A 72-year-old man who came late to the Christmas lunch was a short distance away on the footpath leading to the church when the LRA attacked.
He hid in the bushes and watched the horror unfold. He told Human Rights Watch researchers:

“The LRA surrounded all the people and began to tie them up with cords, rubber strips from bicycle tires and cloth from the women’s skirts which they tore into strips. 

“I saw them tie up my wife, my children and my grandchildren. I was powerless to help them. After tying them up, they took 26 of the men, including the pastor and his eldest son and some of the older boys, and led them away into the forest in front of the church.

“I followed them and hid nearby so I could see what was happening. They tore off their clothes and put them face down on the ground. Then they started to hit them one by one on the head with large sticks. They crushed their skulls till their brains came out. Three LRA were doing all the work. They were quick at killing. It did not take them very long and they said nothing while they were doing it. They killed all 26. I was horrified. I knew all these people. They were my family, my friends, my neighbours.

“When they finished I slipped away and went to my home, where I sat trembling all over. That night I heard the LRA celebrating. They ate the food the women had prepared and drank the beer. Then they slept there among the bodies of those they had killed.

“The next morning they left and I went to try to find my wife. There were bodies everywhere. 

“It was then I discovered they had killed the women and children as well. I started to dig graves to bury the dead. 

“Initially I was alone but then some other people came to help me. I could not find my wife. It was only after a few days that I found her just beyond the stream. Her skull had been crushed like the others. Her body was already decomposing so I had to bury her where she was killed in a mass grave with other women and children.”
Why Garamba attack on LRA was not a diplomatic disaster (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/553898/-/rj1vuuz/-/index.html 

On Monday March 15, Uganda started withdrawing its troops from the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

This was three months from the day that the UPDF, with the support of the Congolese and South Sudanese armies, launched a military offensive against the Lord’s Resistance Army rebels on Congolese soil.

The invitation of the media to the troop pullout excise was in stark contrast to the silence that shrouded the December 14, 2008 attack on the rebel hideout. 

From the outset, Operation Lightning Thunder carried far too much political baggage for a special military operation. 

Because there was the prospect of making political capital from the success of the operation, the leadership wanted their fingerprints everywhere. 

Even the opposition wanted a piece of it.

In special ops like Lightning Thunder, this kind of thing influences the dynamics of field craft (ujanja ya porini). 

The political leadership should have limited its involvement to endorsing the operation. The choice of zero hour should have been left to the field commander as well as all field decision making.

Unfortunately for Operation Lightning Thunder, the day the political leadership ordered zero hour, there was bad weather. 

Never mind, the politician ordered, we would do “whatever it takes (kama mbaya mbaya)…’ This robbed the operation of the elements of right equipment, right time and right target.

With information about D-Day kept under wraps, the operation commander would have planned for a window of a week. 

Within that week, the standby level would have been upgraded to Red (or whatever codes the UPDF uses).
Given UPDF’s paucity of equipment, this would have given the commander the opportunity to factor in variables like weather, enemy movements and opportunities for an easy harvest of high-profile targets.

The political leadership would have been informed (please note the key word “informed,” as against “asked for permission” to launch) at least 24 hours before the strike, or even after — on the lines of “the eagle has landed.”

Perhaps the biggest challenge Operation Thunder faced was to manage public expectations. 

The failure to keep a tight lid on information led to confusion among the public, who were led to expect nothing less than the capture or death of Joseph Kony. 

In all honesty, this was indeed the main objective of Operation Lightning Thunder. The operation expected to achieve this through the elements of surprise, shock and awe.

But the military PR machine didn’t do a good job and left the public to feed on opinions and commentaries from people who could not articulate the issues related to the operation (and were not even related to the army or the operation).

The political leadership of northern Uganda were outright against the operation and dismissing them with gestures was not good PR. The lighter side of the distortions that ensued was captured by the media writing Lightning as Lightening.

Minus the UPDF’s chest-thumping, the achievements of Operation Lightning Thunder were honestly worth the effort, notwithstanding the fact that the main objective was not achieved.

However, the army’s continued insistence that the operation was aimed at forcing Joseph Kony to append his signature to the Juba Peace Accords was annoyingly naïve, to say the least.

Imagine a news conference that would have been kicked off with a statement like this: “Ladies and gentlemen, the political leadership were frustrated by Kony’s refusal to sign the Juba Peace Agreements. 

They asked us to design Plan B. And Operation Lightning Thunder is what we came up with. 

It was launched today at 8.00am local time. Initial reports from the field say the operation is going as planned. For the time being, I will however not give you details of the operational activities as this may jeopardise the safety of troops involved on the ground…”
My observation is that UPDF spokespersons don’t have the capacity to engage the media without revealing critical information. Often they give journalists privileged information that is unpublishable for security reasons. They cannot even manage deliberate leaks.

Because of the fusion of the Ministry of Defence and the army spokesperson’s office, it is difficult to determine whether the army spokesperson is speaking as a ministry official or as an army official. 

Even when something is clearly a policy issue that should be left to his superiors, the spokesperson will always hazard an answer. That’s how we ended up with the line: “Forcing Kony to sign the Juba Peace Accords…”

As for actual achievements, the UPDF killed and captured several LRA rebel commanders, thereby disrupting the command structure of the rebel outfit. They also rescued a number of the abductees who were the rebels’ main source of fighters.

The operation also weakened the LRA’s capacity to sustain a serious military offensive. The general assessment is that the LRA will now need outside support to reorganise its fledgling troops into a fighting force.

There were also secondary achievements of a strategic nature. Thus, in the first week of March, Presidents Yoweri Museveni of Uganda and Joseph Kabila of the Democratic Republic of Congo met in a tent at the Mpondwe Border Post.

Worth noting was their body language. The chemistry was a far cry from earlier meetings like the one at Ngurdoto Lodge in Arusha, Tanzania.

So, Operation Lightning Thunder could wittingly or unwittingly) be the beginning of a new relationship between Uganda and its huge natural resource-rich neighbour. 

The troop interaction at operational level and the summit meeting of the top leadership certainly seemed to signal the beginning of a new diplomatic rapprochement.

The withdrawal of Ugandan troops on March 15 followed the February 26 withdraw of Rwandan troops from Congo. 

The Rwandans were also on a similar operation code named Umoja Wetu (Our Unity) to dislodge Rwandan rebels in the southern areas of Kivu Province.

However, the Rwandan troops were withdrawn after protests in Kinshasa over President Kabila’s invitation of foreign troops to operate on Congolese soil.
The Speaker of the Lower House in Kinshasa (hitherto a Kabila ally) made public his discontent over the matter. Four Members of Parliament are said to have resigned their seats in protest at the military co-operation with the arch foe.

Uganda still enjoys a measure of acceptance, modest though it may be, in Kinshasa — as evidenced by the fact that there were no protests against the UPDF’s presence on Congolese soil.

Kampala has meanwhile painstakingly worked on its relationship with Rwanda. With the right diplomatic footwork, Uganda is likely to regain the initiative as the central player in the power plays of the Great Lakes region.

Northern Uganda

Campaign to free LRA captives starts (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Campaign_to_free_LRA_captives_starts_82310.shtml 

Residents of Gulu have launched a global campaign against the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) led by Joseph Kony to release all the children living in his captivity.

The event dubbed ‘Rescue of Joseph Kony’s child soldier’ kicked-off last Friday with a memorial service for lost children at Lukodi massacre site in Bungatira Sub-county, Gulu District.

The district Chairman, Mr Norbert Mao, said the event will enable the international community to hear the pleas of the people whose children are still in captivity. 

“We have been having these events in other countries. This time round the global campaign is rooted in Gulu so that people across the globe can get the message from the victims. Our message to the world is that we need the protection of the rights of the children,” Mr Mao said.

Estimates by the United Nation Child Agency indicate that over 3,000 children are still being held captive by the LRA.

The crowd participated in a Rescue Walk on the streets of Gulu and the lighting of candles in memory of all the children who died while in captivity. 

The event which was the first of its kind in Uganda will be followed by several other campaigns to be held in 100 cities across the world, Mr Mao said.

Countries to host the activities after Gulu include the United States of America, Canada, Japan and France in April this year. 

In his written message, President Yoweri Museveni said the government will do all it can to try and rescue the children who are still in captivity. 

“We believe that the children are the future of this country. Their lives are thus a treasure to us,” he said in a speech read for him by the Minister for Luweero Triangle, Mr Nyombi Thembo.
Northern MPs want recovery plan grouped (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/676320 

MPS from the north want the districts in the Peace Recovery and Development Plan grouped into three categories. 

The MPs want the districts grouped according to the effect the war had on them. 

This, they said, would put to rest the tension between the 29 districts that were originally supposed to benefit and the other 11 that were later included in the programme. 

MPs from the region have threatened to sue the Government for extending coverage of the recovery plan to the 11 districts of Bukedea, Pallisa, Budaka, Mbale, Manafwa, Bududa, Sironko, Soroti, Tororo, Butaleja and Busia in eastern Uganda. 

The MPs want the plan to cater for only 29 districts which were directly affected by the Lord’s Resistance Army insurgency instead of the 40 districts proposed by the Government. 

During a recent breakfast meeting organised by Civil Society Organisations for Peace in Northern Uganda and the Northern Uganda Parliamentary Forum, the MPs decided that there was need to include the 11 districts but under different categorisation. 

The suggested categories include the core districts that cover the area that directly suffered the insurgency. 

Ghostbusting the Acholi way (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/magazine/-/434746/553824/-/15me2ek/-/index.html 

Human skeletons are being buried and villages cleansed in northern Uganda’s Acholi sub-region to ease the resettlement of returnees previously displaced by fighting between the Lord’s Resistance Army and government forces. 

“Reburial and cleansing of villages is one of the activities being undertaken to ensure a smooth resettlement of internally displaced persons,” said Sophie Agwoko, programme officer for Ker Kwaro Acholi, the cultural institution in charge. 

Thirteen skeletons have been buried over the past three months and cleansing ceremonies performed in 17 villages in Gulu and Amuru districts, where several people were killed by either the LRA or the Ugandan army during the war. 

Acholi was the epicentre of the LRA conflict that left thousands of civilians dead and displaced about 1.5 million. 

Another 60 human skeletons are scheduled to be buried and 48 villages cleansed in 12 sub-counties. 

Burying skeletons involves slaughtering a goat or chicken near the grave while cleansing villages requires slaughtering a sheep and traditional dances for the dead. 

Agwoko said a sheep was slaughtered in Lukutu village in Koch Goma, where 12 civilians were burnt in a hut in 1987, and another in Kalang, where 10 civilians were shot dead during a funeral in 1990. 

“Civilians were massacred in villages across the region; people fear resettling in their villages in such areas saying they are being attacked by ghosts and evil spirits,” she said. 

Whenever they came across human skeletons in their villages, returnees in some sub-counties of Gulu and Amuru were reluctant to resettle. Some shunned areas where they believed massacres had occurred. 

In Oroko village — where rebels killed several civilians and herded others into huts before burning them — returnee families said unburied skeletons made it hard for them to go home. 

Nesarino Obol, a returnee, said he found two human skeletons in his compound. “I froze when I came across the skeletons; I will only go back when they are buried,” he said.

Another returnee, Marino Ojok, said he would only go home if the village was cleansed and the skeletons buried.
“To the community, it is an indication that the war is coming to an end, it builds hope and confidence for people returning to their villages,” Agwoko said. “It reduces fear and helps in the management of mental illness and psychological trauma.” 

Rwot Othinga Atuka Othoyai, a cultural chief said cleansing the villages under Acholi cultural auspices was important to protect people from bad omens. 

“Locals trying to go back home still live in fear,” Othinga said. “The programme helps restore confidence and a sustainable return of IDPs.”

Karamoja / Eastern Uganda

Restock Karamoja, Janet tells govt (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/regional-special/Restock_Karamoja_Janet_tells_govt_82313.shtml 

The Minister of State for Karamoja, Ms Janet Museveni has advised the government to give cattle to the Karimojong if raiding is to stop in the region.

While touring the region on Thursday, Ms Museveni said, “As National Agriculture Advisory Services (Naads) continues to be implemented, there is need to allow the Karimojong to get back their cattle through project selections so that raiding comes to an end.”

Ms Museveni said the government is ready to provide the Karimojong with dams in every parish so that there is water for their animals. Milk pullers will also be put in place. However, Ms Museveni did not tell the exact time for installation. “We want to improve on the daily household income to improve on the lives of all Karimojong,” she said.

The State Minister for Industry, Fr Simon Lukodo, who accompanied Ms Museveni, said they are ready to give Karamoja a face-lift.
Border demarcated (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/17/676295 
KATAKWI 

The demarcation of the disputed border between Katakwi and Moroto districts has started with a call on the people to respect the surveyor’s report. LC5 chief John Ekongot said 25 stone marks had already been planted. “I request you to respect what comes from the demarcation,” he said.

Districts get $1m to fight climatic change (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/17/676292 

The districts of Mbale, Bududa and Manafwa have received $1m (about sh2.8b) from the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to fund environmental programmes. 

Christopher Nuttall, the UNDP director for innovative partners, said the programme that starts in July would focus on providing renewable sources of energy like solar and biogas. 

Speaking to district leaders on Wednesday at Mt. Elgon Hotel in Mbale, Nuttall added that the programme would also promote proper water management and forestry, saying such activities would absorb the carbondioxide in the atmosphere. 

“Poverty is the lead cause of climatic change in Africa. Communities cut trees, encroach on protected forests and engage in poor agricultural methods due to poverty. 

“We have to integrate poverty alleviation into the programme,” Nuttall explained. 

He said Uganda, Senegal, Algeria and Morocco were the chosen countries in Africa to pilot the UNDP campaign against climatic change. 

“Climatic change is a threat to all of us and it’s bound to get worse,” he said. 

“It is estimated that in the next 50 years, temperatures will rise by two degrees, resulting into long droughts, floods, famine and landslides,” Nuttall added. 

“We believe that regional governments are well placed to combat the catastrophe as they are in charge of energy sources, transport, and regulating agricultural practices,” Nuttall said. 

The Mbale district chairman, Bernard Mujasi, appealed to the UNDP to extend the programme to the districts of Sironko, Kapchorwa and Bukwo, arguing that activities in the three districts, that border Mt. Elgon National Park, influenced the climate in the region.

Health 
Meningitis hits Yumbe district (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/9/34/676291 

THE insurgency in Sudan and Congo has destroyed the health infrastructure in those countries, leading to the spread of diseases to neighbouring countries like Uganda as displaced people seek refuge. 

Yumbe district health officer, Dr Alfred Yayi, says Uganda has always taken precaution by immunising its people, but the booming business across borders brings in many diseases. 

Between August and December last year, the World Health Organisation confirmed two cases of meningitis in Juba, Sudan, and three in Congo. 

Although Yumbe district carried out meningitis immunisation in 2007, a case was reported there on January 9. A 13-year-old girl died on arrival at Kulikulinga Health Centre III. 

Dr Yayi blames the death on the delay of the patient to report to hospital. 

“It is advisable to report a stiff neck and fever to hospital as soon as the symptoms appear, for quick treatment,” he says. 

The survey revealed that the girl had prior to this visited relatives in Drajini sub-county near the Sudan border. 

Currently, Yumbe district is experiencing a meningitis outbreak. So far, 43 cases have been reported since January. 

Of these, 34 were treated, four are still on treatment, while five victims died, according to Dr Yayi. 

“Although many of the cases were identified by symptoms, six of the victims were tested and confirmed to have the Neisseria germ which causes menigitis type A,” Dr Yayi explains. 

The most affected areas are Apo sub-county with 10 cases and Yumbe Town Council with eight cases. Others are Dra, with four cases; Kei two; Kuru five; Odravu three; Romoge two and Midigo five. The source of four cases was not established. 

A screening centre has been set up at Yumbe Hospital, while tests are done at Kuluva Hospital in Arua. 

Although the Ministry of Health was informed of the outbreak in January, nothing had been done by the time of interview two weeks ago. 

However, the district officials met recently and resolved that councillors should sensitise the masses about the disease to curb further spread. 

The officials also meet every Tuesday to get updates from health workers. 

Kassim Ayisuga, the deputy district chairman, advises residents to avoid crowded places like night clubs. 

He says there are more chances of catching the disease through droplets from an infected person. 

Next month, the district plans to immunise people aged five to 30 years in Apo and Yumbe Town Council. 

“Those below two years cannot be vaccinated as the vaccine may be harmful to their lives. Those above 30 years are expected to have acquired enough immunity. So they may not be at a high risk,” Dr Yayi says. 

He urges caretakers to take precaution since being above 30 years may not guarantee one’s safety after handling patients carelessly. 

Unfortunately, the health workers say the vaccine is too expensive to be used on everyone. 

The incubation period for meningitis, Dr Yayi says, is between one to 10 days. 

He says if treatment is started early, there are high chances of survival. 

According to the health workers, although there are various types of meningitis — A, B, C and Y — only Type A has a vaccine. 

However, they say the available treatment can be used on all types of meningitis. Patients are given IV chloramphenicol, ceftriaxone injection and oily chloramphenicol.
Rapid HIV tests maybe faulty – study (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Rapid_HIV_tests_maybe_faulty_-_study_82226.shtml 

They are cheap and can be easily used by anyone. But the apparent misuse of Rapid Diagnostic HIV Test kits can have dire consequences, ministry of health officials have warned. 

Health experts are now warning that in addition to people mistakenly taking only one test, conditions for further misuse of the rapid diagnostic HIV test kits are real, and can lead to deceptive results; one of the factors that could explain the resurgence of the Aids pandemic in the country. 

Dr Zainab Akol, the STD/Aids Control Programme manager at the health ministry, told Saturday Monitor that because of the strict lifespan, sensitive storage conditions and the need to have right temperatures for accurate results, it is advisable that rapid tests be carried out by well trained health practitioners. 

Yet due to chronic shortage of health workers and the international recommendation of task shifting to fill the gap, almost 50 per cent of most of those administering the tests at Voluntary Counseling and Testing (VCT) centres are lay people with minimal training.

Now, individuals are also accessing the test kits for use at home, contrary to the current government policy. 

The warning comes after recent findings of a study carried out in Ugandan towns of Jinja, Masaka and a coastal site in Kenya, involving 6,255 people, indicated that misuse of the kits at VCT centres makes them laden with error and that they cannot by themselves alone determine one’s HIV status. 

The findings that were published in the East African Medical Journal reportedly concluded that many people may have been told that they are infected with HIV when they are not, others may have wrongly been declared negative. 

While Dr Akol agrees that it is possible that this can happen, she argues that results from two sites is not a representative sample for the entire country, adding that Uganda has a procedure that is supposed to be followed when using rapid test kits. 

“When training those who are supposed to use these kits we give them all the guidelines,” she said. “And one of the guidelines is that the kits are supposed to be kept under certain temperatures. In the case of Uganda, it is between 8 and 30 degrees Celsius.” 

Dr Vinand Nantulya, the CEO of ASTEL Diagnostics, the pioneer manufacturers of rapid tests for several conditions including HIV in Uganda, agrees saying once the handling precautions are flouted, the test kits are bound to give false results. 

“Keeping those kits for long without using them compromises their quality and so is subjecting them to harsh temperatures,” he said in an interview. “This even becomes harder especially due to the fact that some non-standard kits are unfortunately making their way into the country. ” 

But if quality control measures exist as per the health ministry, why then the continuing irregularities? 

Dr Chris Baryomunsi, chairman of the Aids Information Centre’s Board of Trustees, says decentralisation of health services and liberalisation of the economy means that the government has an uphill task in supervision and quality control. 

Also a member of the HIV/Aids committee of Parliament, Mr Baryomunsi says quality cannot easily be guaranteed in private for-profit health facilities. 

“It could be possible in the private sector, because monitoring, supervision and regulation is weak and it is largely motivated by profits,” said Mr Baryomunsi.

“There are unscrupulous practitioners, quacks, and they are driven by the quick need to get money. I cannot mention any right now but it is possible that there could be practitioners subjecting clients to only one test.” 

This happens, he added, because some of the additional tests are expensive. 

In Uganda, three tests are recommended. The first is Determine which costs about $1.5 to $2 (Shs3,000). 

This is followed by Statpack (the confirmatory test) which costs about $8 (Shs17,000), while the third test, which is the tie breaker in case of discrepancies with the first two, costs $12 to $15 (about Shs29,000). 

Dr Akol, nonetheless, says the other conditions may influence results of the rapid tests.

“A lot of testing is being done under trees and it is very likely that those temperatures are damaging the kits. And the likely implication of a damaged kit is to give you false results,” she warned.

The reading time is another loophole cited by Dr Akol. “These test kits are very sensitive to reading time,” she explained. “The time should be between 10-15 minutes after the test. If you read before, you are likely to have a wrong test. And if you read long after, you will get false results.” 

Dr Akol adds that anxiety leading to early checks during the window period and lack of openness to counsellors could also lead to non-representative results. The poor quality of counselling could also be blamed. 

The concerns come at a time when HIV prevalence in the country has levelled off between 6 and 6.4 per cent among the 15-49 age group. 

With only half of the estimated 350,000 persons in need of anti-retroviral treatment getting treatment, in a population where only 20 per cent know their status, the significance of testing is enormous, according to the experts.

There is increasing consensus among public health experts that rapid testing, if well-handled, could go a long way into abetting the fight against HIV/Aids.
Tests for prostate cancer ‘risky and of little use’ (East African)

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/554008/-/rj1e2bz/-/index.html 

The blood test used to screen for prostate cancer saves very few lives. And it leads to risky and unnecessary treatments for large numbers of men, two studies have found. 

The findings, the first based on rigorous, randomised studies, confirm some long-standing concerns about the wisdom of widespread prostate cancer screening. 

Although the studies are continuing, results so far are considered significant and the most definitive to date.

The PSA (prostate-specific antigen) test, which measures a protein released by prostate cells, does what it is supposed to do — indicates a cancer might be present, leading to biopsies to determine if there is a tumour. 

But it has been difficult to know whether finding prostate cancer early saves lives. 

Most of the cancers tend to grow very slowly and are never a threat and, with the faster-growing ones, even early diagnosis might be too late. 

The studies — one in Europe and the other in the United States — are “some of the most important studies in the history of men’s health,” said Dr Otis Brawley, the chief medical officer of the American Cancer Society. 

In the European study, 48 men were told they had prostate cancer and were needlessly treated for it. 

Dr Peter B. Bach, a physician and epidemiologist at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Centre, says one way to think of the data is to suppose he has a PSA test today. It leads to a biopsy that reveals he has prostate cancer, and he is treated for it. 

There is a one in 50 chance that, in 2019 or later, he will be spared death from a cancer that would otherwise have killed him. And there is a 49 in 50 chance that he will have been treated unnecessarily for a cancer that was never a threat to his life. 

Prostate cancer treatment can result in impotence and incontinence when surgery is used to destroy the prostate, and, at times, painful defecation or chronic diarrhoea when the treatment is radiation. 

As soon as the PSA test was introduced in 1987, it became a routine part of preventive health care for many men age 40 and older.
Experts debated its value, but their views were largely based on less compelling data that involved statistical modelling and inferences. 

Now, with the new data, cancer experts said men should carefully consider the possible risks and benefits of treatment before deciding to be screened. Some may decide not to be screened at all. 

For years, the cancer society has urged men to be informed before deciding to have a PSA test. “Now we actually have something to inform them with,” Dr. Brawley said. “We’ve got numbers.”

The publication of data from the two new studies should change the discussion, said Dr David F. Ransohoff, a cancer epidemiologist at the University of North Carolina. 

“This is not relying on modelling any more,” he said. “This is not some abstract, pointy-headed exercise. This is the real world, and this is real data.” Dr H. Gilbert Welch, a professor of medicine at Dartmouth who studies cancer screening, also welcomed the new data. “We’ve been waiting years for this,” he said. “It’s a shame we didn’t have it 20 years ago.”

Both reports were published online on Wednesday by The New England Journal of Medicine. 

One involved 182,000 men in seven European countries; the other, by the National Cancer Institute, involved nearly 77,000 men at 10 medical centres in the United States. 

In both, participants were randomly assigned to be screened — or not — with the PSA test. In each study, the two groups were followed for more than a decade while researchers counted deaths from prostate cancer, asking whether screening made a difference.

The European data involved studies with different designs. Taken together, the studies found that screening was associated with a 20 per cent relative reduction in the prostate cancer death rate. But the number of lives saved was small — seven fewer prostate cancer deaths for every 10,000 men screened and followed for nine years. 

The American study, led by Dr Gerald L. Andriole of Washington University, had a single design. It found no reduction in deaths from prostate cancer after most of the men had been followed for 10 years. 

Every man has been followed for at least seven years, said Dr Barnett Kramer, a study co-author at the National Institutes of Health. 

By seven years, the death rate was 13 per cent lower for the unscreened group.
he European study saw no benefit of screening in the first seven years of follow-up.

Screening is not only an issue in prostate cancer. If the European study is correct, mammography has about the same benefit as the PSA test, said Dr Michael B. Barry, a prostate cancer researcher at Massachusetts General Hospital. 

But prostate cancers are often less dangerous than breast cancers, so screening and subsequent therapy can result in more harm. 

With mammography, about 10 women receive a diagnosis and needless treatment for breast cancer to prevent one death. With both cancers, researchers say they badly need a way to distinguish tumours that would be deadly without treatment from those that would not. 

When the American and European studies began, in the early 1990s, PSA testing was well under way in the United States, and many expected that the screening test would make the prostate cancer death rate plummet by 50 per cent or more. 

Some thought that they would see fewer cancer deaths among screened men as quickly as five years. 

But it became clear that screening would not have a large, immediate effect.
Gonorrhea, syphilis resistant to Penicillin (Daily Monitor)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Gonorrhea_syphilis_resistant_to_Penicillin_82358.shtml 

Gonorrhea and syphilis, the sexually transmitted infections that have for long been treated and cured using penicillin have become resistant to the medicine, Health Ministry officials have confirmed.

The Director General of Health Services, Dr Sam Zaramba, confirmed last Friday that both gonorrhea and syphilis had become resistant to the first line medicine for their treatment.

“It is true the penicillin which we imported to treat sexually transmitted infections like gonorrhea have become ineffective and we are in the process of introducing the second line medicines,” Dr Zaramba said. 

He was addressing the press during the launch of the Medicine Transparency Alliance in Kampala.

Dr Zaramba said a number of diseases are increasingly becoming resistant to the widely used medicines mainly because of misuse. 
Cough syrups: Where is National Drug Authority’s evidence? (Daily Monitor - OPINION)

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/muniini/Cough_syrups_Where_is_National_Drug_Authority_s_evidence_82335.shtml 

Muniini K. Mulera

The decision by Uganda’s National Drug Authority (NDA) to declare a dozen “cough syrups” to be “of good quality, safe and efficacious,” is rather surprising. 

On a serious issue that demanded thorough research, review and analysis of the evidence, the NDA seems to have drawn its conclusions barely one month after it came to their attention. 

“We are dealing with sensitive issues; we cannot work on hearsay,” Mr [Fred] Ssekyana told the Daily Monitor.

“The raised concerns have to be scientifically investigated until we get an evidence-based conclusion.” Fair enough. However, one is curious to know where, how and how quickly the NDA conducted its independent research into the matter. 

It is a fact that there is no verifiable evidence that these syrups work in children. This was the conclusion, reached after extensive reviews of the literature, and after assembling panels of leading experts in child health and drug treatment, by health protection authorities in countries like Canada, the USA and Britain, as well as the World Health Organisation, of which Uganda is an active member. 

The ineffectiveness and potential dangers of the so-called cough syrups has been well documented in peer-reviewed journals and the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 

If the NDA, alone among the drug regulatory agencies in the world, is privy to evidence that has eluded everyone else, then this is a breakthrough finding that should send the world’s researchers back to the drawing board. 

Naturally, we cannot accept or dismiss the NDA’s findings and conclusions without examining their evidence. Thus the NDA has a duty to Ugandans and to the health care community around the world to publish the details of their studies, complete with methodology and raw data, to enable us to draw our own conclusions. 

Until then the medical community and the general public should stick to what is currently known about these cough syrups. All credible clinical studies that have examined the role of these drugs have shown that they do not work. 

Furthermore, these syrups contain ingredients that have caused toxicity and even death among children. The US Centre for Disease Control has documented over 1,500 emergency hospitalisations of children who have suffered adverse effects from cough medications. Three of the children have died.

Now, all medications have potential side effects, including life-threatening ones. However, where the benefits of a medication far outweigh its risks, the drug licensing authorities allow its use, with appropriate warnings and advisories clearly placed on the drug containers and information inserts. 

On the other hand, where a drug is both useless and potentially dangerous, the health authorities and drug agencies have a legal and ethical duty to protect the public from their use. The “sensitive” commercial interests of the manufacturers or the vendors are irrelevant. At a minimum, the public has a right to be fully informed. 

In the case where parents make decisions on behalf of helpless children, the agencies have a duty to protect the children from their parents’ ill-informed choices. Thus it is often necessary to ban such products from being sold in the country. 

All the evidence that is currently available to the scientific community places cough syrups in the category of “ineffective and potentially dangerous.” Some cough syrups contain up to 40 per cent alcohol, which is about the same alcohol content of Uganda Waragi or Scotch Whisky. 

Therefore their continued use in children cannot be justified. Indeed they should be banned outright. We have a duty to protect the children from their parents’ understandable enthusiasm to help them get better.

The average child in the developed and developing countries will get six to eight acute respiratory infections every year, each lasting seven to nine days. The vast majority are caused by viruses. 

There is no effective treatment for common coughs and colds. Antibiotics do not work against viruses and they have no role in the treatment of a common cold or cough. Cough syrups do not work either. 

Adequate rest, increased fluid intake, a comfortable environment with adequate humidity, and parental love are important in the child’s recovery from a cold. There is no evidence to support the use of things like vitamin C, zinc, honey, echinacea, omuravunga or emumbwa in the treatment of colds in children. 

However, parents should beware of a child who has difficulty with breathing, or too ill to drink, or with a prolonged episode of coughing followed by a whoop, or night-time coughing with few or no day-time symptoms, or a fever, or one whose symptoms get worse or last more than a week. In these and any other worrisome situations, parents should promptly seek the opinion of a qualified and licensed medical doctor or clinical officer for a full evaluation of their child. 

And if that medical practitioner offers you a cough syrup, please just say no. If they offer you an antibiotic, ask why before you give it to your child. Antibiotics treat bacteria, not viruses. 

mkmulera@aol.com 

Agriculture & Food Security

Uganda issues new banana disease alert (Daily Monitor)
http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/news/Uganda_issues_new_banana_disease_alert_82350.shtml 

Uganda has put its national crop disease surveillance network on the alert for a possible outbreak of a new incurable banana virus.

The Director for Crop Resources in the Ministry of Agriculture, Dr Opolot Okasaai, said the Banana Bunchy Top Virus (BBTV), is likely to strike Uganda from across Rwanda or DR-Congo, threatening the multi-million annual local banana industry.

Already Rwanda, DR Congo, Congo-Brazaville, Gabon and Hawaii have reported the problem. 

Dr Okasaai said the virus has no known cure so far, and that all available banana cultivars and varieties in the country were vulnerable to the attack.

This will be a major blow to the agricultural sector following a recent Banana Bacterial Wilt Disease (BBWD) attack, which has devastated over 50 districts in the country, wiping out up to 90 per cent of farm yields and threatening household food security. Uganda has one of the highest per capita matooke (green bananas) consumption rate in the world at about 500kg.

Matooke alone occupies 38 per cent of Uganda’s arable land, accounting for food security to over 12 million Ugandans, according to the National Agricultural Research Laboratories. But in the last five years, production has sharply decreased due to numerous diseases and pest attacks. 

Following the new threat, the government has sent a scientific team to Rwanda led by the head of Banana Research Programme, Dr Wilberforce Tushemereirwe, to assess the danger.

“We are also alerting all farmers and district agricultural officers, especially on the western borders to be on the look out,” Dr Okasaai said.

The BBTV virus is transmitted by insects called aphids. Unlike the BBWD, the new virus is not mechanically transmitted through using the same farm tools like pangas, which may have cut an infected crop.

Dr David Talengera, a senior banana researcher at the National Agricultural Research Laboratories in Kawanda, said the virus is known to stop the banana from flowering and producing a bunch. The leaves of the banana form a rough, bunchy-like structure pointing upwards, with no bunch forming.

He said the disease is also transmitted by planting materials when a parent stock produces a sucker that is transferred across distances for planting. “We are discouraging this. We intend to develop guidelines on handling this disease,” Dr Talengera said.

Scientists have also developed national banana virus index to address multi-disciplinary interventions. The viruses that have been identified as pathogens in banana (Musa spp.) are abaca mosaic potyvirus (AbMV), banana bract mosaic potyvirus (BBMV), banana bunchy top virus (BBTV), cucumber mosaic cucumovirus (CMV), and banana streak badnavirus (BSV).

Of these five viruses, BSV is reported to be the major virus problem affecting banana production in Uganda. The other four cause yield losses of considerable economic importance in various banana cultivars.

Banana production has in the last five years declined significantly, mainly due to pests and diseases attacks. Prof. Mateete Bekunda, a soils scholar at Makerere University said the increament in tempereatures had made most parts of the country’s soils barren, and habitable to numerous pests and parasites. 

Uganda’s temperatures have increased by between 0.2 and 0.3 degrees centigrade in the last 50 years, giving rise to various crops and animals diseases, according to Prof. David Kabaasa, the Head of Veterinary Medicine at Makerere University.

He said more crops and animals pests were likely to occur. On average, many small-scale farmers in Uganda produce about 800kg of grain especially beans and maize per hectare as a result of poor soils compared to 10 tonnes in other parts of the world with chemical fertiliser use.
Sh1b to boost food security (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/13/676319 

France last week signed a sh1.3b agreement to boost development in Karamoja and parts of Kampala. 

The grant will benefit seven projects, with one in Nakapiripirit district and six in Kampala. 

Speaking at the signing ceremony, the French ambassador, Rene Forceville, said sh754m, would cater for food aid programmes in Karamoja, while sh546m, under the social development fund, would be directed at supporting destitute communities in Kampala. 

Karamoja, often referred to as Uganda's “wild west”, remains the poorest and most marginalised part of the country. 

The World Food Programme recently warned that food insecurity in drought-prone Karamoja would worsen in 2009, due to poor harvests last September. 

Forceville said funds for the Karamoja programme would be channelled through an international non-governmental organisation, Action Against Hunger, which will implement a nutritional programme in Moroto and Kaabong districts. 

“It will provide supplementary feeding to 4,750 most needy children,” Forceville said, adding that 20 pilot sites would be set up to facilitate “families of these children to undergo training’ aimed at strengthening household food security in the region. 

“Through supporting non-governmental organisations implementing needs assessment based interventions, France has always tried to address the issue of food insecurity in Karamoja,” Forceville said, adding that the funds would benefit women groups and the vulnerable. 

Although the bulk of the money went to civil society organisations to run projects in Kampala, part of the funds would be used to support education, water and sanitation, health and agricultural projects in Nakapiripirit district. 

The agreements were signed by Forceville and representatives of the civil society organisations at the embassy in Nakasero, a Kampala suburb.

Education

Museveni calls for UPE review (New Vision)

http://newvision.co.ug/D/8/12/676306 

PRESIDENT Yoweri Museveni has called for a quick review of the performance of the Universal Primary Education programme (UPE). 

The President said the review would help in establishing the cause of the big number of primary leaving examination (PLE) failures. 

“I am going to sit with the district leaders and other stakeholders. We shall find out whether the problem is caused by insufficient funds or whether this money is being misappropriated,” Museveni said. 

“We are paying for these pupils. Why then are the children not performing well?” 

Museveni was on Saturday presiding over a fundraising ceremony for St. Charles Lwanga parish church in Namabaale, Masaka district. 

The function was meant to raise funds for building the priest’s house and purchasing furniture for the church. 

The President handed over sh10m to the Bishop of Masaka Diocese, John Baptist Kaggwa, as his contribution. He asked the bishop to pick sh26m from State House next week. 

The President also raised sh4m from auctioning a cow. 

Museveni disclosed the need to review the UPE programme as a response to complaints by various speakers about the deteriorating standards of primary education in Masaka district. 

He said he was surprised that Rakai, which receives about the same UPE funds every year (about sh1.3b) as other districts, had many failures in PLE. 

“We have to find out the reason why the children do not perform when we send the money,” the President vowed. 

Last year’s PLE exams recorded the worst results in the last decade. In just one year, the number of pupils who passed in division one reduced by half, coming down to 3.7% from 7.6% last year. 

Statistics show 2002 as the best year in the last decade, having 8.9% of the pupils passing in division one. It is followed by 2003 and 2005, both at 11%. 

Results released by the Uganda National Examinations board, showed that all districts and municipalities declined in performance. 

Museveni said there is a possibility that those who are given money misuse it, leading to the increasing number of failures. 

“If we discover that what we send to schools is not enough, that will also be addressed,” he promised. 

Last year also registered the highest number of PLE failures in the last three years; increasing from 419,206 in 2007 to 463,631 this year. 

Failures shot up by 14,221 in 2007, from those in 2006. 

Countrywide, all districts declined in performance last year; including the best performing ones. 

Museveni said the Government planned to build more classrooms in seed secondary schools. He said the money was available for developing the schools. 

“We have friends who are ready to give us that money to construct more secondary schools,” Museveni said. 

He said the Government would help Masaka district local government to improve the poor roads in the area. 

“I am sure of the support I get from this district. NRM and I are not forgetful. We can’t forget your contribution, both in the liberation struggle and during elections,” he asserted. 

The President explained that the road from Kyabakuza, Kiwangala, Makondo and Ndagwe to Namabaale would soon be repaired. He pledged to drill more boreholes in Ndagwe, Kooki and the surrounding areas. 

“But that water (from the first boreholes) did not help you because it is salty. This means that there are minerals underground, which will be useful in the future,” Museveni said. 

He said the Government would find other means of extending piped water to Ruhama, Isingiro and Kooki, whose water is salty because of the presence of minerals. 

“We began with Lyantonde where we gave them water from Lake Kacheera, which is 18km away. Kabula’s water problem has now been solved. They are enjoying safe and clean water and they are now seeing the light,” he said. 

Museveni said it would be cheaper to extend water pipes from Lake Kacheera to hills surrounding Bukoto Midwest. He said sh10b would be available in the next financial year to solve the Kooki water problem. 

Eleven more dams will be constructed, he promised. 

“I will personally ensure that electricity is extended further from Makondo to Ndagwe and Lwamaggwa in Rakai district,” he pledged.
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