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Summary 

 
 In follow-up to a humanitarian and human rights assessment mission conducted 
by the United Nations and non-governmental organizations, the United Nations Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights in Uganda (OHCHR) dispatched a fact-
finding mission to Kotido district to inquire into alleged human rights violations since 29 
October 2006. 
 
The mission found that in the early morning of 29 October 2006, soldiers from the 405th 
Brigade of the Uganda People’s Defence Forces (UPDF) surrounded the village of 
Lopuyo, Kotido district, Karamoja, North Eastern Uganda, during a cordon and search 
exercise as part of the ongoing disarmament process. Members of the Karimojong ethnic 
group, a pastoralist nomadic population of the region, have in recent years used 
increasingly violent methods including automatic weapons to steal cattle. Various 
sources1 indicate that between early morning of 29 October and the evening of 30 

October, an exchange of fire between the army and armed Karimojong  resulted in the 
death of 48 people. Information gathered indicates that 26 men, 13 women of various 
ages and 9 children were killed.  According to various sources, approximately 30 UPDF 
soldiers also died. At least 12 other individuals were injured and testimonies of victims 
indicate that at least 7 men were subjected to torture and other cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment, and one elderly woman was raped. The soldiers are 
reported to have caused damage to properties which affected 166 households. Civil 
servants in Kotido town also reported that their houses were looted by armed Karimojong 
pursuing the retreating army. As a result, one child sustained gunshot wounds in the 
process and 702 civil servants and their dependents were displaced in the Kotido district 
offices.     
 
 In the evening of 10 November 2006, the UPDF surrounded the village of 
Kadokini, Kotido district, during a cordon and search exercise.  Eyewitnesses and victims 
reported that the soldiers ordered the community out of their huts. UPDF tanks then 
drove through the village crushing and damaging properties, including huts and granaries. 
As a result, 50 households were affected. Following a request by the soldiers, five guns 
were handed over by the population. Women were then ordered inside and reportedly 68 
men were arrested and taken to the army barracks. At the time of the mission, some of 
those detained had returned and 7 claimed to have been subject to acts of torture and 
other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Others still remained in 
custody. According to evidence gathered, 3 men were killed and one woman and one man 
were injured by bullets by soldiers during the events.  
 
 In the early morning of 14 November 2006, the UPDF attacked the village of 
Kanawat, Kotido district. In the process, 3 men and one young girl were killed while 
fleeing their houses, and 3 men and one young boy were injured.  
 
 These events demonstrate the indiscriminate and excessive use of force by the 
UPDF and the failure of the Government of Uganda to take adequate measures to protect 
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all persons under its jurisdiction.  The actions of the UPDF do not comply with 
international human rights law and domestic law. The Government of Uganda has the 
obligation to protect persons under its jurisdiction from armed elements and to provide 
adequate security and human rights protection. Similarly, any methods used by the 
military in carrying out the disarmament process have to be in compliance with 
international treaties ratified and relevant constitutional provisions. Moreover, there is 
evidence that UPDF soldiers were responsible for destruction of property, arbitrary 
arrests and detentions, torture and ill-treatment, extrajudicial, summary and arbitrary 
executions, forced labour and one case of rape.  
 
 Many Karimojong are in illegal possession of weapons and have increasingly 
engaged in criminal activities, including the killing of an unknown number of UPDF 
soldiers, at least one policeman and one teacher. Armed Karimojong frequently harass the 
civilian population, resulting most recently in looting and the displacement of some 700 
persons.  
 
I. Background and context 

 
1. Kotido is one of the five districts of the Karamoja region2, North Eastern Uganda, 
arguably the least developed sub-region in Uganda. Kotido district is populated in 
majority by the Jie tribe, one of several ethnic groups living in Karamoja. It is a hilly and 
semi-arid region and the population are nomadic pastoralists who also engage in some 
farming. The Karamoja region is characterized by recurrent problems of proliferation of 
illegal fire arms, cattle rustling, looting, ambushes and other acts of criminality, political 
marginalization and a general lack of central government services, including inadequate 
social, medical and judicial institutions. Due to the continuing insecurity and proliferation 
of weapons in the region, and in follow-up to several earlier disarmament initiatives, the 
Government of Uganda, through its army, the Uganda People’s Defence Forces (UPDF), 
launched a renewed disarmament campaign in May 2006. The ongoing disarmament 
exercise is implemented by using a method referred to as “cordon and search”, whereby 
the army surrounds manyattas3 and searches for fire arms. Since its inception, allegations 
of human rights violations linked to the ongoing forced disarmament process have been 
reported by local non-governmental organizations. In response to concerns expressed by 
the United Nations and international organizations, the Office of the Prime Minister, in 
July 2006, established a committee to investigate alleged human rights violations by the 
UPDF in the context of the ongoing disarmament exercise. The report of the committee is 
currently under consideration by the Government, in dialogue with international partners.  
 
2. From 29 October 2006, however, the violence linked to the cordon and search 
exercises has escalated considerably and the situation has reached a critical stage for the 
protection of individuals, especially women and children, on the ground. As a result, a 
United Nations/non-governmental organizations humanitarian and human rights 
assessment mission visited Kotido on 7 November 2006. Amongst other issues, the 
assessment recommended that a more thorough investigation take place into the 
allegations of human rights violations and abuses that reportedly took place in Kotido on 
and after 29 October 2006.  
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3. In follow-up, the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) in Uganda dispatched a 6 person fact-finding mission to Kotido district 
from 12 to 15 November 2006. The objectives of the mission were to (i) investigate 
alleged human rights violations since 29 October 2006 through discussions with local 
authorities, non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations and community 
leaders, (ii) visit sites and interview witnesses and alleged victims, (iii) produce a report 
on findings.  

 
4.            The mission visited Kadokini, Lossilang, Lopuyo and Kanawat villages and the 
Kanawat Health Centre III in Kotido district and the Senior Quarters in Kotido town. The 
mission consulted with the Resident District Commissioner (RDC), Local Council 
Chairperson (LC5), District Police Commissioner (DPC), various other local authorities 
(including LC3s and LC1s), non-governmental and civil society organizations, United 
Nations agencies, community and religious leaders, and interviewed about 100 witnesses 
and alleged victims.  
 
5. The mission was also informed that in response to the recent Kotido events, the 
Government of Uganda, through the Chief of Defence Forces, has constituted a Board of 
Enquiry to look into events of 29 October in Kotido.  
 
II. Cordon and search operation in Nabuin Chapel, Lopuyo Rengen sub-county, 
 Kotido district, on 29 October 2006 and follow-up incidents 
 
6. On 29 October 2006, at about 5 a.m., the UPDF 405th Brigade engaged in a 
cordon and search exercise in Nabuin Chapel, Lopuyo Rengen sub-county, located 
approximately 20 kilometres southwest of Kotido town. The soldiers reportedly 
surrounded a group of villagers who were celebrating a customary festival called adowa4, 
with the view to disarming them. The exchange of fire between the soldiers and armed 
villagers resulted in the deaths of 48 villagers, 6 of whom were reported to have been 
summarily and arbitrary executed by soldiers. The others were killed in the exchange of 
fire between the parties. The mission saw a mass grave reportedly containing the bodies 
of 12 persons and one individual grave said to contain the body of one old man killed in 
the process and buried by the Church of Uganda. In addition, witnesses reported that 27 
villagers were missing.   
 
7. The soldiers allegedly set fire to 23 manyattas, affecting at least 166 households. 
Some of these burnt huts and granaries were seen and based on evidence gathered; it is 
estimated that close to 200 were destroyed by fire. As a result, a recorded 1133 people 
including women and children were made homeless5. Some of the homeless villagers 
reported that they live under trees or any other shelter available. It was also reported that 
about 500 displaced were still hiding in the bush for fear of being killed by soldiers, and 
survive by eating wild fruits. The names of the affected heads of households were 
obtained by the mission from the Church of Uganda. 
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8. Villagers stated that during the process, the army separated all women and girl 
children near the borehole in the southern part of the village. Soldiers then gathered 
approximately 25 men who were locked in one of the staff quarters and randomly shot 
into the room through an open window, killing four people and injuring six.  
 
9. One elderly woman from the northern part of the village was raped by two 
soldiers on 29 October 2006. According to her testimony (oral translation): “..two 
soldiers tore my skirt and instructed me to lie down, but I resisted.  They beat me up with 
a short stick and then pushed me and both raped me twice in turns”. She was later taken 
for treatment to Kanawat Health Centre III. 
 
10. On the same day, UPDF soldiers also reportedly arrested 54 villagers, some of 
whom were released shortly thereafter. The others were said to be detained at Lotelebu 
Yankee Batallion in Kotido. There were allegations of torture and/or ill-treatment of 
some of those in detention. The mission documented five names of individuals who have 
been arrested and tortured and/or ill-treated.  The mission was also informed of extortion 
of money by UPDF soldiers who reportedly took 450,000 UGX from an unnamed 
businessman and 350,000 UGX from an unnamed villager. 
 
11. The mission was also informed that during the cordon and search exercise on 29 
October, an unspecified number of UPDF soldiers, including one Major, were killed. 
Despite efforts by the mission to meet with UDPF commanders in Kotido to share 
preliminary findings and discuss the incidents, the UPDF did not meet with the mission 
on the ground.  
 
Acts of armed Karimojong 
 
12. Following the incidents of 29 October, on 30 October 2006, Karimojong armed 
elements pursuing the retreating army attacked Kotido Senior Quarters (houses where 
civil servants and their dependents reside) in Kotido town. The armed Karimojong 
retreated at around 5 p.m. when an army patrol approached the vicinity. Once the army 
had left, the attackers returned again at around 6 p.m., and the inhabitants had to flee their 
homes, which were eventually looted. In the course of the attack, an unnamed child was 
wounded by a bullet reportedly shot by one of the armed Karimojong.   
 
13. The total number of persons affected as a result of the armed Karimojong attack 
on Senior Quarters was estimated at 702, including women and children. About 400 of 
those were reported to have relocated to the local government premises since 31 October 
2006. The mission met with some civil servants and their dependants who were displaced 
and also visited the site. Doors and windows of at least 16 houses were broken and the 
houses looted. Four houses of civil servants (including that of the Magistrate), reportedly 
belonging to persons from the Karimojong community, were not looted.    
 
14. The mission noted that the displaced were living in difficult conditions with poor 
sanitary facilities. The displaced women and children sleep in ten offices and vacate them 
in the morning as civil servants resume work. Many of the displaced men spend the night 
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on verandas, in office corridors or under trees. They indicated that WFP, UNICEF and 
OXFAM have been supplying food, non-food items and water, but that they had not 
received any kind of assistance from the local authorities. Especially as civil servants, 
they expressed grief over the lack of assistance from the local authorities. The displaced 
reported that they had received a letter from the Deputy Chief Administrative Officer 
notifying them that they should make arrangements to relocate from the Government 
offices at the earliest opportunity. 
 
15. In addition to the attack on Senior Quarters, according to the District Police 
Commander of Kotido, on 30 October 2006, one policeman was killed and another 
injured near Kotido town during an ambush laid by armed Karimojong. One teacher was 
reportedly killed during the same ambush.  
 
III. Cordon and search operation in Kadokini village, Kotido district, on 10 
 November 2006 
 
16. Around 8 p.m. on 10 November 2006, an unknown number of UPDF soldiers 
surrounded the eastern part of Kadokini village, inhabited by approximately 600 persons, 
and ordered them to come out of their manyattas. The villagers reported that during this 
process the soldiers started shooting at them. According to eye witnesses: “They ordered 
us to come out of our huts and sit in the open. After that, the driver of the tank drove 
through manyattas, destroying huts and granaries in the process.  The soldiers asked us 
to bring our guns.  We answered that we have no guns, however, five guns were handed 
over.  Forty guns had initially been taken during the May disarmament exercise.  After 
this, the women were asked to go inside whilst 40 men were arrested and taken to the 
army barrack”.   
 
17. On the same day, witnesses reported that UPDF soldiers shot dead three men. 
Two other persons were reportedly injured6 by soldiers and taken to Matanyi Hospital 
and Kanawat Health Center III.    
 
18. In total, 14 huts and 47 granaries were destroyed, affecting 50 households. Some 
witnesses claimed that the soldiers looted money, clothes and food.   
 
IV. Attack on Kanawat village, Kotido district, on 14 November 2006 
 
19. On 14 November 2006, at around 6 a.m., the UPDF launched an attack against 
Kanawat, a village located about three kilometres west of Kotido. The villagers 
interviewed reported that they did not resist the army at any stage of the process. 
However, the soldiers reportedly roughly searched houses, killed four people and beat 
several villagers. The mission saw and photographed the bodies of three corpses.  
 
20. In addition, four villagers were reportedly injured by bullets. One of the injured, a 
young child, reported that he was shot at and a bullet broke his right arm and severed a 
finger while trying to run out of his house during the incident. The mission was informed 
that soldiers looted property from the villagers: one man said a soldier forcefully 
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removed his mobile phone and a woman claimed that UGX 10,000 was forcefully taken 
from her by another soldier. 
 
V. Conclusions 
 
21. The accounts in this report demonstrate the indiscriminate and excessive use of 
force by the UPDF during the disarmament exercise and the failure of the Government of 
Uganda to provide adequate protection to individuals, resulting in grave human rights 
violations. 
 
22. The illegal possession of guns and the cultural tradition of cattle rustling have 
caused increased insecurity, ambushes, raids and casualties in Karamoja and in the 
neighbouring districts. The Government of Uganda has the obligation to protect all 
persons under its jurisdiction.  According to the DPC, the number of police officers 
deployed on the ground in Karamoja is insufficient7 and the police face serious 
challenges in enforcing law and order.  
 
23. Therefore, the decision of the Government to undertake renewed efforts to 
eradicate illegal weapons in Karamoja is essential, and also in principle supported by the 
civilian population. The population generally recognises the need for disarmament and is 
ready to collaborate under certain conditions. Karimojong women whom the mission 
interviewed stated that “we recognise the need to collect the guns but we are not happy 
with the methods that result in the destruction of property and killings”.   
  
24. The mission’s findings demonstrate that despite consistent allegations of human 
rights violations since May 2006, the UPDF has not put in place preventive measures to 
protect the population during its engagements, nor taken adequate measures to establish 
individual or institutional accountability for violations committed. It is of serious concern 
that violence linked to the cordon and search operations has escalated further at the 
detriment of civilians, including women and children. The Government has the primary 
responsibility to protect and respect human rights provided for in the Constitution of the 
Republic of Uganda (Constitution) and in international treaties ratified by Uganda8. 
 
25. The continued political and economic marginalization of Karamoja further 
exacerbates the challenges of guaranteeing human rights protection since, for example, 
wounded victims generally do not have access to adequate medical care and facilities.    
  
26. The documented actions of the UPDF are in violation of international human 
rights law. The UPDF was responsible for extrajudicial, summary and arbitrary 
executions in violation of international law.  For example, the UPDF soldiers reportedly 
shot randomly in a room where they had gathered 25 men, killing four in the process. Six 
persons were also reportedly gathered and shot at close range. At least six children were 
killed and many others injured. Five skeletons9 and four corpses, as well as one grave and 
one mass grave, all reportedly in connection with the events since 29 October, were seen 
and photographed. Furthermore, the use of indiscriminate and excessive force is in 
violation of international standards10 and constitutional provisions.  The UPDF reportedly 
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used tanks, heavy machinery and guns against armed Karimojong elements and the 
civilian population. Tank tracks, heavy machine gun cartridges, bullets and bullet marks, 
as well as an unexploded 60 mm mortar shell reportedly shot by the army, were seen on 
the sites. 
 
27. In total, during the incidents documented, close to 100 cases of arbitrary arrests 
and detention of Karimojong in the army barracks were reported. The UPDF reportedly 
detained villagers in their barracks, only accepting to release them after they produce 
guns. Relatives reported that they had to sell cattle to buy guns in order for their family 
members to be released. Several were reported to have remained in detention. Seven 
recently released detainees were interviewed and confirmed that they had been tortured 
and subjected to inhuman or degrading treatment by the UPDF. One case of rape 
committed by two UPDF soldiers was documented.  Former detainees also reported that 
they were forced to make and lift mud blocks in the army barracks and fetch water for 
soldiers, which could constitute forced labour.   
 
28. Properties, including huts and granaries, destroyed by the UPDF during the 
cordon and search operations in the sites visited amounted to close to 200. As a result, 
some villagers in Kotido district lost their crop and are expected to face food shortages 
shortly. Villagers also reported thefts and extortion of funds or other properties by UPDF 
soldiers during the operations. According to those interviewed, the local government 
authorities did not provide any form of assistance to those displaced, injured or harmed 
by the events, be it the civil servants or the Karimojong villagers. It is reported that the 
local authorities did not meet with the victims and populations affected to assess their 
situation or make provisions to alleviate the consequences. All these actions by the UPDF 
are in contradiction with their obligations under the Constitution and international law11.   
 
29. The mission also documented criminal acts by armed Karimojong. Reports from 
various sources, including the RDC and the DPC, indicate that during the cordon and 
search exercises on 29 and 30 October 2006, an unconfirmed number of UPDF soldiers, 
amongst whom one Major, one policemen and one teacher, were killed by armed 
Karimojong. Despite several requests, the UPDF was not able to meet with the mission in 
Kotido, therefore making it impossible to obtain more information on the above-
mentioned cases. The attack by armed Karimojong against individuals residing in Kotido 
Senior Quarters on 30 October resulted in the looting of at least 16 houses and the 
displacement of over 700 persons. In accordance with relevant national and international 
standards, these acts need to be fully investigated, so as to ensure that those responsible 
are prosecuted, tried and duly punished. 
 
30. It has been reported that, following the events of 29 October 2006, a senior UDPF 
official visited Kotido on 1 November 2006 in order to establish a committee of 
investigations jointly with local organizations. More information was not available as the 
UPDF did not meet with the mission. In addition, it is reported that in response to the 
recent Kotido events, the Government of Uganda through the Chief of Defence Forces 
has constituted a Board of Enquiry to look into the events. 
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VI. Recommendations 
 

1. The Government of Uganda should: 
 

• Respect its obligations to protect the human rights of individuals within its 
territory and subject to its jurisdiction at all times, investigate all violations 
of international human rights law, ensure full accountability of 
perpetrators in accordance with the law, and protect the rights of victims. 
The Government’s Board of Enquiry should publish its findings in a 
timely manner. 

 
• Compensate the victims and their relatives, including by assisting them to 

repair their properties and replenish urgently their food stock. 
 
• Review the current disarmament strategy by closely associating 

community leaders and the civilian population, by reviewing lessons 
learned from other countries and by ensuring an effective integration of 
human rights standards in guidelines for military operations, in order to 
make any disarmament process community-owned, peaceful, effective and 
incentive-based, in parallel with strong programmes in relevant 
development sectors. 

 
• As requested by the communities, implement a systematic, coordinated 

and equitable disarmament exercise across the Karamoja region and the 
different ethnic groups.  

 
• Engage in efforts to build the trust of the Karimojong population towards 

the Government, including by appointing Government representatives 
from within the region. 

 
• Investigate all criminal acts by armed Karimojong and fully hold 

accountable those perpetrators in accordance with applicable law.   
 

2. The Uganda Human Rights Commission should: 
 

• Increase its presence and activities in Karamoja, including through 
strengthening existing Civil-Military Coordination Centres (CMCCs) with 
the full commitment of all parties. 

 
• Ensure the timely and comprehensive documentation of human rights 

violations and abuses in Karamoja, with a view to establishing 
accountability, protecting victims and preventing further violations. 

 
• In cooperation with relevant partners, assist the UPDF in strengthening its 

knowledge, awareness of and compliance with its obligations under 
international human rights law. 
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3. Non-governmental and civil society organisations should: 

 
• Ensure the timely and comprehensive documentation of human rights 

violations and abuses in Karamoja, with a view to assisting towards 
establishing accountability, protect victims and prevent further 
violations. 

 
• Engage in sensitisation and human rights awareness programmes and 

capacity-building activities for Karimojong leaders and communities, 
including Karimojong women and youth groups. 

  
• Assist the population in developing alternative livelihoods and skills 

training.  
 

4. The international community should: 
 

• Increase the presence of international organisations, including United 
Nations humanitarian, human rights and development actors, and the 
ICRC in Karamoja. 

 
• Make available expertise and funding to the Government of Uganda and 

the UPDF for technical advice on best practices relating to disarmament 
strategies. 

 
5. Karimojong community leaders should:  

 
• Actively and constructively engage in dialogue with the Government to 

develop a new strategy for community-owned, peaceful and effective 
disarmament, alongside complementary development plans and 
programmes. 

 
• Take the lead in sensitising the population and involving women’s group 

for change in the tradition of cattle rustling.   
 
                                                 
1 All names of victims and witnesses are withheld for security reasons but have been documented and recorded 
by OHCHR. 
2 Karamoja in Uganda is a region of 27,000 square kilometers, populated by close to 1 million inhabitants, 
consisting of several ethnic groups. In addition to Kotido, the four other districts of Karamoja are: Moroto, 
Abiim, Kaabong and Nakapiripirit. The Karamoja cluster lies across four countries, Uganda, Sudan, Kenya and 
Ethiopia.  
3 Manyattas are traditional habitations of Karimojong, made of huts and granaries. A village is generally formed 
of several manyattas.  
4 The team was informed by various sources that usually during Adowa celebrations, villagers are armed and 
that could have been the reason why the army decided to take action that day. Villagers interviewed reported 
that they were not armed during the 29 October celebrations.  
5 The figures were obtained from the Church of Uganda. 
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7 Thirty police officers (with one gun each) in Kotido District, against reportedly over 200, 000 illegal arms. 
8 Inter alia, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, Convention on 
the Rights of the Child. 
9 Karimojong culture and tradition prevent the community from burying those who have been killed by bullet.  
Therefore, the corpses are removed a few kilometres away from the villages and are left to decay in the open.  
Some of the corpses from the 29 October event seen at the time of the visit were skeletons because they had 
been left in the open and eaten by hyenas and vultures (feathers were observed around the skeletons). 
10 Art. 3 of the UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials, “law enforcement officials [and where 
police powers are exercised by military authorities or by State security forces] may use force only when strictly 
necessary and to the extent required for the performance of their duty”. In no case should this provision be 
interpreted to authorize the use of force which is disproportionate to the legitimate objective to be achieved.  
11 Inter alia, provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Convention on the Rights of the Child, Convention against Torture and 
other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.   


