
This Policy Brief
The confl ict and humanitarian crisis in northern 
Uganda, long obscure and neglected, has 
recently received increasing international 
attention. Concerted advocacy and public-
ity by Ugandans, international NGOs and 
private citizens alike have helped to raise 
awareness among the general public and gov-
ernment leaders around the world. Films like 
Invisible Children, annual public events like 
Gulu Walk, and recent policy initiatives like 
a hearing in the European Parliament1  and  
Northern Uganda Lobby Day in Washington, 
DC,2  have all played their part. The net result 
has been to create a window of opportunity 
to infl uence international policy on the crisis 
in northern Uganda. Most signifi cantly, all of 
this is taking place at a potentially pivotal 
stage in the confl ict. 

Mercy Corps is an international NGO providing 
humanitarian and development assistance in 
northern Uganda. Mercy Corps works to 
facilitate the economic reintegration of inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs) in the Pader 
District of northern Uganda by providing 
water and sanitation services and assistance 
to improve incomes, farming techniques and 
agricultural productivity. We offer this policy 
brief – together with specifi c policy recom-
mendations – to advance discussion about 
how the international community can best 
contribute to a sustainable resolution to the 
long-standing crisis in northern Uganda.

Brian Grzelkowski, Senior Policy Advisor, is based 
in Mercy Corps’ Washington, DC offi ce. He can 
be reached at bgrzelkowski@dc.mercycorps.org or 
+1.202.463.7383, x102.

Prescriptions for Peace 
in Northern Uganda
Uganda at a Crossroads

The confl ict in northern Uganda is at a critical turning point between peace 
and a renewed descent into chaos and war. After nearly twenty years 
of brutal, inconclusive fi ghting, the Government of Uganda (GoU) and 
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) are now engaged in peace talks in Juba, 
South Sudan. Fragile from the start, these talks still represent the best 
chance for peace in many years. They are now teetering on the verge of 
collapse. Their failure and a return to fi ghting would be a disaster for both 
the long-suffering people of northern Uganda and the region as a whole. The 
international community, including the US government, can help strengthen 
the peace and recovery processes in northern Uganda. Based on our expe-
rience operating inside Uganda, Mercy Corps offers the following analysis 
and corresponding recommendations for how best to impact the current 
situation. These recommendations include:

• Provide strong international support for the Juba peace talks

• Secure the Ugandan government’s fi rm commitment to the Juba talks

• Increase current funding, humanitarian assistance and protection for 
internally displaced persons (IDPs)

• Increase the general amount and coherence of long-term 
international assistance

• Affi rm the right of displaced people to manage their own return

• Sustain the Ugandan government’s investments in the north

• Support strong peace, accountability and reconciliation processes
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1 The European Parliament held a hearing, entitled Which way forward for the people of northern 
Uganda?, in Brussels on October 5, 2006. This hearing included prominent speakers from Uganda, 
the European Union institutions, UN and international NGO community.

2 Northern Uganda Lobby Day took place in Washington, DC from October 9-10, 2006. The event 
began with a full day conference devoted to the current situation, peace process and policy challenges 
in northern Uganda. The conference attracted over 700 participants from across the US and featured 
speakers from Uganda, the US government, and NGO and academic communities. It was followed by a 
Lobby Day on Capitol Hill, including a major press conference and over 250 advocacy meetings with 
elected Congressional offi cials and their staffs.
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Twenty years of fighting between 
the Government of Uganda and 
the Lord’s Resistance Army 
has caused human suffering on 
an epic scale.

Until recently, the crisis in 
northern Uganda has been the 
very definition of a “silent 
disaster.”

It is therefore imperative that the 
international community do all it 
can to ensure that the Juba peace 
talks succeed and that Ugandans 
are able to begin the long-delayed 
process of peace, recovery, 
reconciliation and development. 

Twenty Years of Silent Disaster

Twenty years of fi ghting between the Government of Uganda and the 
Lord’s Resistance Army has caused human suffering on an epic scale. An 
estimated 100,000-200,000 people killed. Countless raped, maimed and 
abducted. Over 1.6 million more forced to live in squalid camps for IDPs, 
including 90% of the population of the northern districts of Gulu, Kitgum and 
Pader. This confl ict has been especially hard on children: up to 25,000 have 
been abducted by the LRA to serve as porters, child soldiers or sex slaves. 
Many more became “night commuters”, driven by fear of abduction to trek 
into towns and community centers each night in an effort to avoid forced 
conscription into the LRA. Worst of all, the outside world has been largely 
ignorant of and silent about this tragedy’s very existence. Until recently, the 
crisis in northern Uganda has been the very defi nition of a “silent disaster.”

New Opportunities in a Changing Environment

The climate in northern Uganda has nonetheless started to change in 
recent months. This has provided for better humanitarian access to camps, 
improved living conditions for IDPs and new opportunities to advance the 
peace process. Economic life has begun to reemerge in the north since 
the Ugandan government and LRA declared a cessation of hostilities and 
began the peace talks in August 2006. Conditions in the IDP and resettle-
ment camps, while still deplorable, have improved somewhat as people have 
gained greater freedom of movement, increased access to land and better 
economic opportunities. The people of northern Uganda can now see and 
pin their hopes on a specifi c path out of the confl ict. 

And yet the general security situation and peace talks remain fragile. With 
recent military maneuvers and bluster from both sides, there is a real possi-
bility that the GoU and LRA will leave the negotiating table and return to 
fi ghting. Neither the people nor the region can afford such a result. It is 
therefore imperative that the international community do all it can to ensure 
that the Juba peace talks succeed and that Ugandans are able to begin the 
long-delayed process of peace, recovery, reconciliation and development. 
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3 There is considerable debate about whether or not US diplomats can engage with the LRA or directly 
support the Juba talks. The LRA has been included on the US “terrorist exclusion list” (TEL), a docu-
ment that may restrict admission into the US for individuals who support or are associated with the 
identifi ed organizations. However, the LRA is not included on the “foreign terrorist organization” (FTO) 
list, which includes groups like al-Qaeda, Hamas, the Tamil Tigers, etc. This list bans providing material 
support or aid to these groups and carries explicit sanctions for such acts. As things stand, there does 
not appear to be a legal prohibition on US diplomats actively engaging with any of the parties to the 
confl ict or helping to fund or support the Juba peace talks. This is doubly true because such assistance 
would be provided to the GoU and GoSS and not the LRA.

There are some specific steps that 
the international community – and 
the US government in particular 
– can take to help end the tragedy 
and suffering in northern Uganda.

Especially at this sensitive stage, 
the international community must 
demonstrate strong support for 
both the peace process and the 
Juba talks in any and every way 
possible.

Policy Prescriptions for the International Community

There are some specifi c steps that the international community – and the 
US government in particular – can take to help end the tragedy and suffer-
ing in northern Uganda. They of course begin with ensuring that this crisis 
is no longer neglected. Now more than ever, personal and international 
engagement are critical. The specifi c policy steps the international commu-
nity should therefore take include:

• Provide strong international support for the 
Juba peace talks

The Juba peace talks are at a delicate juncture. So far, practical 
international support for the talks has been insuffi cient, both fi nancially 
and materially. The Government of South Sudan (GoSS) has limited 
resources and has been bearing most of the costs for the talks. This 
includes supplying the provisions and security necessary to sustain the 
LRA fi ghters who have gathered at two designated assembly sites in 
South Sudan. 

The GoSS has now submitted a direct request to international donors 
to help support the talks, while the UN has submitted a parallel proposal 
for $4.8 million for a Juba Initiative Fund to assist with administering 
the negotiations and monitoring the cessation of hostilities agreement. 
Several governments – including Switzerland, Austria, Norway, Canada, 
the Netherlands and UK – have been actively providing technical and 
fi nancial assistance to the negotiations. Others, like the US, have been 
largely absent from the scene. 

There are many things the US and other governments can do to play a 
positive role in this primarily African process, even if they are not directly 
involved in the current talks. To date, the US government has resisted calls 
to become more engaged in promoting the Juba talks, in part because it 
claims to be unable to deal with the LRA, a designated terrorist group. It 
is not clear that such restrictions exist.3 Moreover, many inside Uganda 
believe that a statement of support from the US government would lend 
credibility to the talks and play an important role in keeping both parties 
at the negotiating table. International mediation might also help to bridge 
the apparent gap between LRA fi eld commanders and the current LRA 
delegation, which is drawn mainly from the Ugandan diaspora. Especially 
at this sensitive stage, the international community must demonstrate 
strong support for both the peace process and the Juba talks in any and 
every way possible.
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After twenty years, however … it is 
clear that there can be no military 
solution to this conflict; a negoti-
ated settlement is the only realistic 
option. Major donors and govern-
ments should ensure that all 
parties hear this message clearly.

Uganda’s international partners 
should utilize their influence 
with the GoU to secure its full 
participation in the peace talks 
and discourage its use of 
military force.

Recommendations: The US and other governments should make 
strong, public statements in support of the Juba talks and a negotiated 
end to the confl ict. The international community should also provide signif-
icant fi nancial and material assistance – at least at the $4.8 million level 
– to ensure that the GoSS and other negotiating parties have adequate 
resources and technical expertise to sustain the talks. Several govern-
ments have already made fi nancial commitments totaling $2.9 million; 
this still leaves a gap of nearly $2 million. The US could a make a practi-
cal contribution and strong symbolic statement to all parties by offering 
$1 million to assist the UN and GoSS in support of the talks.4

• Secure the Ugandan Government’s firm commitment 
to the Juba talks

The international community – especially Uganda’s major donors like 
Norway, Denmark, Canada, the UK, EU and US – should continue to 
encourage Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni and his government to 
invest in the peace talks. President Museveni’s recent trip to Juba to 
meet the LRA negotiators and address the Parliament in South Sudan is 
at least a symbolic step forward. After twenty years, however, it is clear 
that there can be no military solution to this confl ict; a negotiated settle-
ment is the only realistic option. Major donors and governments should 
ensure that all parties hear this message clearly.

Recommendations: Uganda’s international partners should utilize their 
infl uence with the GoU to secure its full participation in the peace talks 
and discourage its use of military force. The Museveni government values 
its international reputation and close relationship with countries like the 
United States. The Ugandan government and its people also benefi t 
greatly from current international fi nancial and humanitarian assistance. 
President Museveni knows this and should be left with no doubts about 
the fact that future support depends upon his commitment to resolve this 
confl ict peacefully. The international community should also reaffi rm its 
willingness to provide substantial assistance for the resettlement, recon-
ciliation and reconstruction processes once a peace deal is signed.

• Increase current funding, humanitarian assistance 
and protection for IDP

The majority of northern Ugandans still live in squalid, under-serviced 
IDP camps. Many will remain in these locations, some permanently, even 
after a peace agreement is signed and other IDPs start to return home. 
The Ugandan government has a fundamental obligation to care for and 
protect its population. Despite recent improvements, conditions in these 
camps – from basic sanitation and water to healthcare and education 
– currently do not meet either the minimum international standards 
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The international community will 
also need to be particularly careful 
to avoid a potential “funding gap” 
as donors and NGOs switch 
their focus from humanitarian to 
developmental assistance.

established under the Sphere Project5 or the Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement outlined by the UN Offi ce for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). This is the case in both the larger “mother” 
camps and the newer resettlement or “satellite” camps. While there is 
some debate within the GoU and NGO community about whether to 
invest in the satellite camps, there remain signifi cant unmet humanitarian 
needs in these locations.

Recommendations: The GoU and its international partners need to 
provide increased resources to meet the basic humanitarian needs of the 
IDP population, even as they make preparations for the IDPs’ eventual 
return. This will require signifi cant commitments to both the main “mother” 
camps and the new resettlement areas to which some people are now 
moving. There are many sites where fi nancial and material commitments 
make good sense, either because of compelling humanitarian needs or 
the fact that the some satellite camps will remain economic centers even 
if the population begins to dissipate and return home. The international 
community can help improve this process by supporting both full consul-
tations with IDPs and civil societies and the collective planning efforts 
now taking place at the district and local levels. 

Here again, international pressure, together with carefully crafted 
assistance agreements, can help to focus the Ugandan government’s 
attention on these needs. As major international events such as the 
2007 Commonwealth meetings in Kampala approach, the international 
community will have increasing leverage to encourage the GoU to focus 
on the critical needs of its people.

• Increase the general amount and coherence of 
long-term international assistance

To date, both the quality and quantity of international assistance to 
Uganda have been insuffi cient to address the full magnitude of the crisis. 
A shortage of resources, tenuous security situation and lack of coordina-
tion among UN, donor and NGO activities all help to explain some of the 
previous failings of international assistance. Such challenges must be 
overcome, however, if Uganda and Ugandans are ever to recover from 
this confl ict.

The international community will also need to be particularly careful to 
avoid a potential “funding gap” as donors and NGOs switch their focus 
from humanitarian to developmental assistance. After the destruction 
and neglect of twenty years, the north will continue to face substan-
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5 The Sphere Project was launched in 1997 by a group of humanitarian NGOs and the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent movement. Its membership has grown over time and it is now managed by the Steering 
Committee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR) and InterAction, together with VOICE and ICVA. The 
project was intended to develop a set of universal standards in core areas of humanitarian assistance, 
including IDP policy, and to improve the quality of assistance and accountability of the humanitarian 
response system. The project has published The Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in 
Disaster Response.
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The international community 
should also begin to prepare for 
a major donor conference once 
a peace agreement is signed. 
Generous international humanitar-
ian assistance must be followed 
by rapid, flexible, well-coordinated 
and predictable reconstruction 
and development assistance.

The Ugandan government also 
needs to be encouraged to 
consult, include and empower 
the Ugandan people themselves 
in determining the method and 
means of their resettlement 
and return.

tial humanitarian needs as people begin to return home following any 
peace settlement. 

The US government has an important part to play. In 2006, all forms of 
US military, humanitarian and development assistance to Uganda totaled 
$201 million, with $88 million going to the north. While generous, these 
commitments, even when coupled with contributions from other major 
donors, have been insuffi cient to mitigate the current humanitarian crisis. 
Much more will be needed for the resettlement, disarmament, demo-
bilization and reintegration (DDR), reconciliation and reconstruction 
processes to come. All of these elements will be important to achieving 
the critical goals of lasting peace, demilitarizing and the reestablishment 
civilian control in the north. 

Recommendations: The international community must continue to 
commit signifi cant fi nancial and material assistance to Uganda – now 
and especially following any peace agreement. In order to better coor-
dinate and target scarce resources, the international community 
should also begin to prepare for a major donor conference once a peace 
agreement is signed. Generous international humanitarian assistance 
must be followed by rapid, fl exible, well-coordinated and predictable 
reconstruction and development assistance.

Moreover, northern Uganda will continue to be a source of national and 
regional instability unless it is fully demilitarized and integrated, politically 
and economically, with the rest of the country. Here, the US might also play 
an instrumental role in providing further human rights and civil-military 
training to the Ugandan People’s Defense Force (UPDF) and police. 

To help meet these important objectives and demonstrate leadership, 
the US Congress and administration should, at minimum, double current 
US fi nancial and material assistance for northern Uganda if and when 
a peace agreement is signed. Other international donors like the UN, 
EU, individual European governments and even fellow African states 
should follow suit to ensure that collective efforts to win and secure the 
peace succeed.

• Affirm the right of displaced people to manage 
their own return

The Ugandan government also needs to be encouraged to consult, 
include and empower the Ugandan people themselves in determin-
ing the method and means of their resettlement and return. Freedom 
of movement must be a fundamental principle of any resettlement and 
reconstruction process. An important element of this process is creating 
the proper environment and conditions for return, including a smooth 
transition from militarized protection to civilian and police control. The 
government should follow and support the people as they seek to return 
to their homes, not vice versa.
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Some form of accommodation 
must be found that achieves inter-
national standards of accountability 
and justice without impeding 
the larger processes of peace 
and reconciliation.

Recommendations: The GoU has published a strong strategy for 
dealing with internally displaced persons.6 It needs to be encouraged to 
fully fund and implement it. The GoU has also announced its intention to 
train and deploy an increasing number of civilian police in the northern 
part of the country. Again, intergovernmental conversations should rein-
force the importance of protecting and caring for IDPs as well as making 
the transition from military to civilian protection. Aid programs and fund-
ing should be structured so as to support and reinforce these efforts.

• Support strong peace, accountability and 
reconciliation processes

Many Ugandans now want peace at virtually any cost, even if it means 
delaying or sacrifi cing some accountability and justice for those who 
have committed atrocities. The international community also understand-
ably wants to ensure that strong accountability and justice mechanisms 
underpin any fi nal peace agreement. The International Criminal Court 
(ICC) indictments against the LRA leadership are part of this process. 
While some observers believe that these indictments helped to edge 
the LRA leadership to the negotiating table, infl exibly applying them may 
impede any fi nal agreement. Many Ugandans now believe that traditional 
methods of reconciliation – such as Acholi traditions of Mato Oput 7 – can 
provide a reasonable and sustainable means for peace and reconcilia-
tion. Some form of accommodation must be found that achieves interna-
tional standards of accountability and justice without impeding the larger 
processes of peace and reconciliation.

Recommendations: Both Ugandans and the peace process in Juba 
must be given enough space to identify and determine a preferred course 
of action. It is premature either to seek to withdraw the ICC indictments 
or to determine the most appropriate role for them as part of any fi nal 
resolution. Ugandans should have the opportunity to explore combined 
and/or alternative accountability and justice mechanisms – including 
traditional methods – as a means for obtaining peace and reconciliation. 
This is especially true given the need to reintegrate large numbers of mid- 
and lower-level LRA combatants, many of whom were abducted in the 
fi rst place. These solutions will nonetheless need to comport with inter-
national standards of justice if any fi nal accord and the reconstruction 
process are to receive the full backing and support of the international 
community. All sides may need to be fl exible for there to be a just and 
sustainable resolution to this crisis.
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6 Uganda’s National Policy for Internally Displaced Persons was adopted in August 2004 and offi cially 
launched in February 2005. 

7 Mato Oput, or “drinking the bitter root”, is a traditional Acholi reconciliation ceremony applied when 
someone is either accidentally or intentionally killed. In a process overseen by village elders, the per-
petrator is expected to publicly admit their guilt, ask for forgiveness and pay compensation to the 
victim’s family. The victim’s family must, in turn, accept. Given that Mato Oput is usually used in confl icts 
between families, clans and tribes, there is some question about whether it is appropriate for address-
ing the crimes perpetrated by the LRA.
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International assistance should 
augment, not replace, the 
resources and fundamental 
responsibilities of the Ugandan 
government.

Mercy Corps works amid disasters, confl icts, 
chronic poverty and instability to unleash the 
potential of people who can win against 
impossible odds. Since 1979, Mercy Corps 
has provided $1 billion in assistance to 
people in 82 nations. Supported by head-
quarters offi ces in North America, Europe, 
and Asia, the agency’s unifi ed global pro-
grams employ 3,200 staff worldwide and 
reach nearly 10 million people in more than 
40 countries. Over the last fi ve years, more 
than 90 percent of the agency’s resources 
have been allocated directly to programs 
that help people in need.

For more information, visit 
www.mercycorps.org

• Sustain the Ugandan government’s investments in the north

A peace agreement will only be the fi rst step in a long, challenging process 
of resettlement, reconciliation and recovery from this confl ict. The pros-
pects for a lasting peace will be greatly diminished unless the underlying 
causes – the historic poverty and marginalization of the north – are fully 
and properly addressed. It should be stressed that primary responsibil-
ity for providing the basic social services, economic infrastructure, and 
protection that are expected of governments around the world rests 
with the Ugandan government. International assistance should augment, 
not replace, the resources and fundamental responsibilities of the 
Ugandan government.

Recommendations: The Ugandan government must commit to major, 
sustained investments in the north in order to fully integrate the coun-
try’s economy and sustain any peace agreement. The GoU has recently 
been devising a comprehensive Peace, Recovery and Development 
Plan (PRDP) to guide resettlement and reconstruction in the north. It 
needs to make the preparations and investments necessary to imple-
ment this plan and to publish its activities and results. International 
partners should seek to ensure that local governments and civil 
society are adequately consulted in the development of the PRDP and 
monitor the GoU’s investment in it. They should make fi rm, matching and 
perhaps contingent commitments to fund portions of the plan based on 
overall progress.

A Hopeful Path Forward

Despite continued suffering and major challenges, there is more hope in 
northern Uganda today than there has been for many years. The current 
peace negotiations, though fragile, offer a potential route out of the seem-
ingly endless cycle of violence that has plagued this region. With peace, 
the prospects for IDP return and economic revival in the north will certainly 
improve. The Ugandan government nonetheless needs to continue to provide 
for its displaced population and ensure that it has a plan and funds in place 
to support both their safe return and the future prosperity and integration 
of the north. The international community also has a critical role to play in 
ending this gruesome and costly confl ict once and for all. Most importantly, 
through generous, well-designed and dependable assistance, the outside 
world can help Ugandans themselves seize control of their futures and start 
to realize some of the hope and possibility that have so recently sprung to 
life in northern Uganda.
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