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Foreword
The faces and stories of children in northern Uganda are etched on our memories.  The children and their 

suffering are unforgettable, but the armed confl ict in which they are caught is almost forgotten by most of the 

world. Hopefully this report will help to change that. 

For more than a decade, World Vision has worked with the communities in northern Uganda to help them 

cope with the impacts of war.  At World Vision’s Children of  War Centre in Gulu, children who escape 

from captivity under the Lord’s Resistance Army are helped to return home and rebuild their lives through 

psychosocial counselling, healthcare, education and vocational training.  In the camps for displaced persons, food, 

water and shelter only begin to address the needs of millions of families forced from their homes.  We can give 

blankets to night commuters, but we also need to end the fear that drives them to leave home.  The insecurity 

and costs of this war for everyone over the years is a price that is too high to pay. 

With each visit and each contribution, we ask ourselves what more we could do to help resolve this confl ict 

and restore peace in northern Uganda.  We are convinced lasting peace is winnable, but it will take a concerted 

effort from the local to the international level.  This report is a result of our desire to contribute to fi nding the 

way forward.

It is our hope and prayer that this report will be not only read but also acted upon by people of goodwill and 

people with the power and responsibility to end this confl ict.  It is a plea for a united effort to make a difference 

for the children and communities in northern Uganda and for global peace and security.

Robby Muhumuza Dean R. Hirsch

National Director, World Vision (Uganda)  President, World Vision International
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Executive Summary
The armed confl ict in northern Uganda has been 

overlooked and misunderstood for the past 19 years.  It 

is a tragic struggle for power involving children, who are 

used as pawns for military and political purposes.  They 

are abused; they are manipulated; and by most, they are 

pitied, then ignored.  In spite of the good intentions of 

some in the international community and laws against 

child abuse, these children have no protection for their 

security and basic rights.

The misunderstanding has resulted in a tendency to 

simplify the confl ict to merely “getting the bad guy” 

while ignoring the complexities that continue to fuel the 

confl ict.  For the past 19 years, war between the Lord’s 

Resistance Army (LRA) and the Government of Uganda 

(GoU) has continued because of historical grievances, 

a legacy of militarised politics, external interference and 

national and international indifference.

Uganda’s post-colonial history has been one of violent 

coups, numerous armed rebellions and regional and 

ethnic divisions.  This has created a militarised political 

system with a legacy of accessing state power through 

violence.  The LRA insurgency was initially a political 

response to the current government’s coup and ensuing 

cattle theft by various government soldiers.  When 

the LRA resorted to the violent abduction of children 

to serve in its ranks, political grievance turned into 

humanitarian crisis.

The nature and duration of the confl ict have created 

tremendous humanitarian, social and economic costs

for all of Uganda, particularly for children.  The 

protection of children has not been a priority for 

governments, despite national and international laws 

guaranteeing their basic rights.  As a result, a situation of 

mass hostage-taking has occurred wherein more than 

30,000 children have been violently abducted. Children 

are the primary targets of the LRA, shrewdly forced 

to perpetuate their own misery—whether they are 

abducted or live a life of “night commuting” to

avoid abduction. 

Another tactic sustaining the confl ict is the LRA’s 

use of spiritual rituals, which they use as weapons to 

psychologically enslave both abducted children and 

the targeted population with fear. History provides an 

important context for understanding the spiritualised 

politics and the politicised spiritual rituals underlying 

the confl ict. Because of this history, it is not strange to 

also spiritualise military activity.  The result is a cultic 

manipulation of religion by the LRA in lieu of a political 

platform.  The religious dimension has become an 

excuse for lack of action by authorities with mandates 

for child protection and confl ict resolution.  It would 

be more effective to recognise the religious element 

of this confl ict as tactical, and respond by supporting 

and encouraging interfaith peace efforts as part of a 

comprehensive counter-offensive.

The protracted nature of this confl ict has created a 

humanitarian crisis that is among the world’s worst. Up 

to 1.6 million people have been made homeless. Eighty 

per cent of the northern region’s population lives in 

displacement camps that are squalid and cramped.  For 

the displaced, the inadequate response to this crisis 

has meant a drastic decline in quality of life indicators. 

Malnutrition rates among displaced children range from 

7 to 21 per cent, and anywhere from 1,052 to 15,000 

people share a single water source.  A further indication 

of the severity of this crisis is the upswing in HIV/AIDS 

prevalence rates. National prevalence rates for Uganda 

are estimated at 6.2 per cent 1 and declining, but rates 

in war-affected areas are almost double that of the 

national average, at 11.9 per cent.

The economic costs of the war have been enormous 

for the entire country.  It is morally and academically 

challenging to quantify the value of a human life and 

the social costs of war, but attempting to do so paints a 

picture of the costly damages of this prolonged confl ict.  

For the analysed period, the costs of the confl ict in 

northern Uganda can conservatively be quantifi ed at 

over US$1.3 billion, and more than US$100 million 

per year.  This is more than Uganda’s total national 

budget for health care. Paying for the confl ict comes 

at the expense of other important national programs; 

1  Refl ecting the most recent offi cially published GoU statistics.

Unoffi cial reports put the national rate in 2004 at 5 per cent.
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therefore, the LRA confl ict directly impacts the 

immediate well-being of all Ugandans.

Initially a Ugandan civil war, the LRA confl ict spilled 

over the border and became linked to the civil war in 

southern Sudan.  As part of the fi ght against terrorism, 

the Government of Sudan (GoS) opened select parts 

of southern Sudan for Uganda to fi ght a military 

offensive against the LRA.  Intended as a resolution to 

the confl ict, striking at the LRA as terrorists has, in fact, 

worsened the humanitarian crisis. Because the LRA 

ranks are estimated to be 80 per cent abducted child 

soldiers, the terrorists are themselves hostages. Under 

attack in Sudan, the LRA resorted to new abductions 

in northern Uganda, which exponentially increased 

displacement and created a new phenomenon called 

“night commuters”, children who fl ee their homes 

every night and sleep in the public places of towns 

to avoid abduction. Relying on a military offensive has 

created a greater humanitarian crisis.  To date, global 

indifference has allowed the abuses to continue;

the international dimensions and human suffering, 

however, make ending the confl ict a responsibility

for all of humanity. 

Ending the war goes beyond capturing Joseph Kony, 

the LRA leader.  Although neutralising Kony is a key 

element in ending the confl ict and the humanitarian 

crisis, any senior LRA commander with access to 

hidden LRA weapons could inherit the cause and

take his place. Full resolution of the LRA confl ict

will happen only when all of the following occur :

(1) Joseph Kony surrenders, is captured or agrees to 

some sort of political settlement; (2) the hidden LRA 

weapons caches are found;  (3) LRA commanders are 

resettled and reintegrated; and (4) IDPs are able to 

safely leave camps and resettle.    

This is a winnable peace.  The signing of the Compre-

hensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in Sudan increases 

the opportunity for negotiations and multi-lateral 

engagement on northern Uganda. Given all of the 

challenges, there has been recent progress made by 

former Ugandan parliamentarian Betty Bigombe in 

communicating with the LRA.  At the time of writ-

ing, for the fi rst time in ten years, there is a chance to 

secure face-to-face meetings with Kony and to begin 

the process of negotiations.  To build upon this oppor-

tunity, a peaceful resolution is possible if this initiative 

is supported by the international community through 

sustained, high-level, multi-pronged engagement with 

all concerned parties to the confl ict.  However, if not 

managed properly, the role of the International Crimi-

nal Court (ICC) investigation and pending issuance of 

indictments is a complicating factor that could poten-

tially threaten this opportunity.

In the midst of continued insecurity in the region, the 

Government of Uganda should give priority to the 

protection of children and civilians and undertake the 

reforms necessary to combat corruption within the 

military.  The international community, including key 

western governments like the U.S., the E.U. and others, 

will need to aggressively pressure Sudan to put an 

end to LRA activities within its borders and galvanise 

international institutions to respond to this crisis.  If 

national and international actions are co-ordinated, 

Kony’s veil of dark spiritism will likely evaporate, as will 

the LRA’s reign of terror.

—Albert
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Summary of 
Recommendations
General Recommendations 

• Peace in northern Uganda is attainable.  A multi-

dimensional approach from the local to the 

international level is recommended. Considering the 

human, social and economic costs of this confl ict, 

investment in a concerted peace initiative would 

benefi t all of Uganda, Africa and international security.

• The spiritual aspects of this confl ict need to be 

addressed as part of a comprehensive response; 

they can neither be ignored nor used as an excuse 

for inaction by authorities with responsibility for 

protecting civilians. Non-military confl ict resolution 

strategies should include someone with sensitivity 

to the spiritual dimensions of Kony’s hold on people 

and an ability to appeal to spiritual alternatives to 

overcome fear and manipulation of religious beliefs. 

• Protection of civilians, with a special focus on

children, should be a top priority for national and 

international action.

•  Appropriate HIV/AIDS control activities should be 

added to all interventions undertaken by government, 

NGOs and UN agencies, tailored for the different 

aspects of the confl ict, including emergency response, 

IDPs, abducted children, “night commuters” and post-

confl ict reconstruction.

Government of Uganda

•  The Government of Uganda and its leader, President 

Yoweri Museveni, should actively support and 

participate in international confl ict resolution and 

local peace initiatives to bring an end to this costly 

confl ict and channel resources into productive uses 

for the people and economy of Uganda.

•  The Amnesty Act should be extended for a period 

longer than three months at a time, for all except 

Kony, and be accompanied with consistent public 

information to increase awareness and allow for 

effective implementation.

• Consistent messages from political leaders about 

confl ict resolution and the Amnesty Act would help 

to build community confi dence and convey important 

signals to persons still in LRA captivity that they will 

be accepted if they escape and return home.

• Public information campaigns about peace and 

amnesty in northern Uganda should be targeted 

toward young people to ensure that anyone who 

might be abducted by the LRA is well aware of his 

or her options and less liable to be swayed by false 

indoctrination during captivity.  Information should be 

age-appropriate and disseminated in local languages 

throughout the affected areas.

•  The Minister of State for Youth and Children’s Affairs, 

who is responsible for the Children’s Statute, should 

give urgent attention to the need for child protection 

in northern Uganda, working with UNICEF, the 

Army and local community structures to ensure that 

children at risk are protected under the existing

laws of Uganda.

•  The Ugandan government should speedily implement 

the recently passed IDP Policy and its provisions, 

with high priority given to the protection of civilians, 

including children. 

• The Ugandan Army should clarify the roles, responsi-

bilities and accountability of the various local defence 

units in military strategies for civilian protection.

•  The Government of Uganda should conduct a full-

scale audit of the military and implement measures to 

combat the serious problems of corruption that are 

debilitating its armed forces.

•  Without waiting for the confl ict to end, the Govern-

ment of Uganda and northern community leaders 

should begin a process of national reconciliation 

through constructive dialogue, including participation 

by youth and women.
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Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA)

• Leaders of the LRA should demonstrate a serious 

commitment to peace by:

1.  Ending the practice of abduction, with the release 

of all children and adults still in captivity. 

2. Clearly outlining achievable political objectives 

and cooperating with mediators attempting 

confl ict resolution. 

3. Negotiating and implementing a ceasefi re

with independent, international monitoring

of all parties.

4.   Agreeing to human rights monitoring of all 

parties to ensure compliance with international 

humanitarian laws. 

•  For the medium term, the LRA and its supporters 

should direct their energy into non-violent political 

dialogue and work with organisations to address 

the root causes of the confl ict and work toward the 

development of political structures in Uganda that 

respect diversity, treat all peoples equitably and foster 

development in the north.

• The LRA should use its spiritual infl uence to spread 

a message of peace rather than revenge and 

punishment, in keeping with the core teachings of 

the various religions to which it has appealed for 

legitimacy in the past.

Government of Sudan

• Consistent actions in support of peace are imperative 

from the Government of Sudan, including active 

measures to end all LRA activities within its borders.

UNICEF

• UNICEF should increase its fi eld presence and 

sustained high-level engagement at national and 

international levels in northern Uganda, with a focus 

on child protection issues.

ICRC

•  The ICRC should focus more attention on its unique 

mandate for child protection under the provisions of 

the Geneva Convention, including protection of the 

rights of children taken hostage by the LRA across 

international borders.

United Nations (UN)

•  The UN Security Council should take specifi c, 

progressive measures to ensure implementation of 

Resolution 1612 in northern Uganda and Sudan, 

including increased monitoring with consequences for 

failure to comply with its provisions for the security

of children.

•  The UN Secretary General should appoint a Special 

Envoy to co-ordinate all UN efforts in the direction 

of peace, with a particular focus on the protection 

of civilians and accountability for compliance with 

international law.  This would include independent 

human rights monitors to deter abuses by all parties 

and engagement with all parties on compliance with 

international laws.

The International Criminal
Court (ICC)

• Because of continued confl ict among highly 

vulnerable civilians, the ICC should suspend issuing 

indictments until adequate protection is available 

for witnesses and civilians in the area.  Increased 

protection will come when some sort of settlement 

is reached.  Currently, it is not possible to guarantee 

the safety of victims and witnesses.  

• The ICC should investigate potential crimes of all par-

ties in the war in accordance with the Rome Statute.  

• Further consider the intersection of a community’s 

traditional forms and concepts of justice.  

The International Community

•  Consistent, co-ordinated, high-level diplomacy is 

needed by all international actors, including the 

withdrawal of military support that enables the 

confl ict to continue. Doing this will force combatants 

to engage in serious efforts to resolve the confl ict. 

• Consistent messages and actions in support of peace 

negotiations are needed from the governments 
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of Uganda and Sudan.  Increased pressure by the 

international community on both governments is 

necessary to make good on promises in support

of peace.

•  The new African Union Peace and Security Council 

should give high priority to the situation in northern 

Uganda and provide African leadership as part 

of international efforts for non-violent confl ict 

resolution.

•  Local efforts like the Acholi Religious Leaders 

Peace Initiative (ARLPI) and others should be 

supported as part of a larger peace initiative involving 

the Government of Uganda, the LRA and the 

Government of Sudan.

•  Increased humanitarian assistance should be provided 

by international donor agencies to meet the 

requirements outlined in the 2005 UN Consolidated 

Appeal for northern Uganda, with particular attention 

given to prevent predicted food shortages, to reduce 

malnutrition, to support education for internally 

displaced children and to include protection and 

peacebuilding components in a more co-ordinated 

strategy for northern Uganda.

•  International security agencies should recognise that 

the abduction of children is international hostage-

taking and apply all tools available for freeing hostages.

Religious Community

•  Interfaith efforts like the ARLPI, which has bridged the 

divide among religious groups for the sake of peace, 

should be welcomed as legitimate peacebuilding 

interventions. Specifi c faith-based initiatives, including 

prayer, discussion and dialogue about the religious 

elements of the confl ict, are effective tools to break 

the hold of fear and spiritual oppression on people.

•  Because of the social and religious make-up of 

Uganda, Christian churches have the opportunity to 

play a special role in peacebuilding.  Through prayers 

for peace, positive leadership and advocacy, they can 

offset the infl uence of those who are using violence 

in the name of religion.

—Albert
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For more detai ls of the histor ical legacies

that sustain the confl ict , see Annex 1.

Country Overview

Uganda is a landlocked country with a population of 

24.7 million and an area of 242,554 square kilometres. 

Eighty-fi ve per cent of the population lives in rural 

areas and engages in subsistence agriculture for a living. 

Uganda ranks among the 30 poorest countries in the 

world according to the Human Development Index 

Report of 2004, a survey of 177 countries by the United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP).  In the last 19 

years, Uganda achieved signifi cant progress in economic 

growth and social transformation. Real GDP growth 

has averaged 6.5 per cent per annum since 1990/1991. 

Per capita income increased from US$186 in 1991 to 

the current US$385. However, this growth has been 

geographically uneven.

Unfortunately, over the same period, Uganda has 

experienced continuous armed confl ict in different 

regions; the longest and most severe has been the 

confl ict in the north.  The country would have developed 

at a faster rate had it not been for these confl icts.  The 

UNDP points to economic and political inequalities 

among the different ethnic groups and regions as major 

factors in fuelling these confl icts.

A Political History of Rebellion

and Violence

Uganda’s post-colonial history has been one of violent 

coups and numerous armed rebellions.  From the 

forceful establishment of British colonialism through 

each successive post-colonial regime, violence has been 

used to gain political power, with no accountability for 

atrocities committed against the people.  This provides 

the critical backdrop for understanding why war broke 

out in northern Uganda, and why it still continues.

 A militarised political system has been a prominent 

feature of Ugandan history. Regimes such as those of Idi 

Amin and Milton Obote I and II were characterized by 

civil unrest and gross human rights violations, manifested 

in torture, rape, extra-judicial killings and mass murders, 

disappearances and displacement.  These crimes were 

perpetrated with impunity and created a culture in 

which successive governments hunt down and exact 

extra-judicial revenge on soldiers and civilian populations 

associated with the ousted regimes.  This practice has 

culminated in a cycle of fear, hate, anger, mistrust and 

more violent vengeance; all of this serves to entrench 

prejudices that had, even prior to the colonial period, 

labelled and divided Ugandans along regional and ethnic 

lines.  A culture of impunity made recourse to violence 

the easy and normal method of gaining access to and 

maintaining control of state power.  Thus, armed rebellion 

in the north against a regime that was perceived as a 

threat to local interests was seen as the normal course 

of political business.2

2  Refugee Law Project, Faculty of Law, Makerere University, Kampala, Uganda. “Behind the 

Violence:  Causes, Consequences and the Search for Solutions to the War in Northern 

Uganda”,  Working Paper No. 11, February 2004, p. 7.

UN Cartographic Section, Uganda, no. 3862.1 Rev. 1, September 2002
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Regional divisions were accentuated by successive post-

independence regimes. National identity and national 

reconciliation were not fostered by leaders who relied 

on their own military forces to retain power.  Instead, 

using political power for narrow interests and retaining 

power by excluding and repressing alternative ideas and 

groups, they reinforced ethnic and geographic divisions.  

The result of these policies is a divided Uganda with a 

fragile sense of nationhood.3

An Overview of Confl ict in the North

There have been 14 insurgencies since Museveni’s

National Resistance Army/Movement (NRA/M) took 

power in January 1986.4 The most protracted of these 

confl icts has been the ongoing war in northern Uganda, 

which has lasted nearly 19 years. It has almost completely 

destroyed northern Uganda’s agriculture-based economy 

and has severely weakened the region’s social structures.

In 1986, when Museveni captured power from General 

Tito Okello Lutwa5, a popular revolt was fomented 

by Okello’s ousted army troops and their many 

civilian supporters, who formed the Uganda People’s 

Democratic Army (UPDA). Remnants of the UPDA 

and other dissidents came together to form the Holy 

Spirit Movement (HSM), led by Alice Auma “Lakwena”.  

They were motivated by fear of retribution and national 

marginalisation by a government they perceived to 

be dominated by western and southern Ugandans, as 

well as resentment against what some believed were 

NRM-sponsored atrocities and devastating cattle raids.  

For almost a year, Alice Lakwena maintained the HSM 

insurgency, coming within 80 kilometres of the capital, 

Kampala, before being defeated and fl eeing into exile.6

In 1987, Joseph Kony, fi rst cousin to Alice Lakwena, 

reorganised remnants of the UPDA in an attempt to 

complete the push for state power. Kony’s forces later 

became known as the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA).  

Although Kony’s initial purposes were assumed to be 

similar to those of Lakwena, over the course of its

19-year existence the LRA has never articulated a

clear political agenda. 

In 1994, the National Islamic Front (now renamed 

the National Congress Party), the military junta ruling 

Sudan, began supporting Kony in retaliation for the 

Government of Uganda’s (GoU’s) alleged support of 

the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), a southern 

Sudanese rebel movement fi ghting for the independence 

of southern Sudan.  Inside Sudan, the LRA received a safe 

haven, training and weaponry. However, war-weariness, 

coupled with a loss of faith in the LRA as a “liberating”

force for the Acholi, led to a decline in volunteer recruits.  

The LRA insurgency then resorted to child abductions 

and the massacre of suspected government allies in 

order to terrorise the civilian population.  It is estimated 

that over 80 per cent of the current LRA forces are 

abducted children.

Behind the abductions is a carefully crafted element 

of the war.  Children, including young girls, provide 

labour and serve as sex slaves.  They are brutalised 

and manipulated by the LRA leadership into becoming 

weapons of terror against their own parents and 

community.  Fear, indoctrination and terror are intended 

to prevent the escape of abductees, and to agitate 

regional despair and resentment against the

Museveni government.7

This prolonged phase of LRA abductions and terrorising 

communities does nothing to address the grievances 

of the original war. Kony’s use of fear and violence to 

maintain control and sustain the confl ict is rooted in his 

worldview, which is steeped in apocalyptic spiritualism. 

3  Ibid., pp. 11 and 12. 

4  Ibid., see footnote on p. 4 of Refugee Law Project, “Behind the Violence”.  These are the 

Uganda People’s Democratic Army; Uganda People’s Army; Holy Spirit Movement; 

Uganda National Rescue Fronts I and II;  Allied Democratic Forces; Lord’s Resistance 

Army; People’s Redemption Army; Ugandan National Democratic Alliance; Uganda Na-

tional Liberation Army; Severino Lukoya’s Lord’s Army; Uganda Christian Democratic 

Army;  West Nile Bank Front; and the rebellion of Dan Opiro in Apac.

5  Museveni is an ethnic Munyankole (from the Banyankole group) from Western Uganda.

Okello was an ethnic Acholi from the north.  Ibid., p. 4.  See footnote number 4.

6  At the time of printing,  Alice Lakwena continues to reside in a refugee camp in Kenya,

though there are reports of negotiations between the GoU and Lakwena for her 

resettlement to Uganda.

7   Northern Uganda: Understanding and Solving the Confl ict, International Crisis Group,

Africa Report No. 77,  14 April 2004,  p. 6.
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Initially, both Alice Lakwena and Joseph Kony were 

supported by some of the spiritual, traditional and 

political leaders of their community. Both were 

commissioned spiritually to rectify perceived wrongs 

and fulfi ll political aspirations.  This refl ects a cultural 

legacy of traditional spiritism, which was prominent 

before widespread acceptance of Christian beliefs 

in the mid-20th century and persists today.  At the 

community level, the separation between religion 

and state can be far less strict, and at times they 

are blurred.  Those who wield spiritual power are 

often duly anointed with political power.  The Acholi 

response to the loss of national power was to 

politicise the spiritual and spiritualise the political.

When Alice Auma “Lakwena” formed the Holy Spirit 

Movement, she declared that she had been given spiritual 

powers by the spirit “Lakwena” (meaning “messenger” 

in Acholi) to cleanse the Acholi of their “sins”, including 

human rights abuses committed by Acholi government 

soldiers in the war against the rebel NRA.  The same 

spirit allegedly directed her to engage in combat to 

protect the Acholi from the NRA government in 1986, 

but she was defeated that same year.

In April 1987, Joseph Kony claimed to inherit the 

spiritual powers of Lakwena from his fi rst cousin Alice, 

and started his own movement. His military force, fi rst 

called the Lord’s Salvation Army and later the United 

Salvation Christian Army, became the Lord’s Resistance 

Army in 1994.8

8  Abducted and Abused: Renewed Confl ict in Northern Uganda, Human Rights Watch,

Vol. 15, No. 12 (A), July 2003, p. 10. 
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“They were 
in church.  
Destruction and Destruction and Destruction and 
killing of people 
by the Rebels.” 

—Santo
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With a history of militarised politics, it was not strange to 

spiritualise military activity. Kony, like his sister-cousin Alice, was 

at fi rst welcomed; seen as one who could complete the press 

for state power that others had started, he was spiritually 

commissioned and sent to war.9 “Kony found an opportunity 

to come up in a society where, if you pick up a gun and 

protect your people, they begin to believe in you . . . .”10

The eventual rejection of the LRA by the Acholi changed the 

group’s focus from fi ghting against the NRM to fi ghting against 

the Acholi. One prominent community leader explained, “The 

LRA is a rejected group, so they attack everyone and want 

all to die.  Their attacks are indiscriminate because they feel 

rejected by the people”.11

For Kony, rejection also had spiritual consequences. Believing 

himself to be a divine instrument, he transformed his cause 

into the punishment and correction of the Acholi people. 

Spiritualizing violence vindicates atrocities.  “[The LRA] do 

not believe that they kill people, but that the gods (spirits) 

are the ones who use them, believers in the spirits, to punish 

those who disobey the commands of the gods. Hence, Kony’s 

command to kill all the Acholis”.12

The LRA’s targeted abduction of children also has spiritual 

motives.  According to Kony, the sons and daughters of the 

captive mothers who are forced to be sex slaves, or “wives”, 

will rise up to create a new generation of Acholi. Kony 

believes these will follow his spiritual way and not betray him 

by supporting the current government.13 Children are also 

captured because they are more easily manipulated and are 

seen as expendable.14

Turning his cause into a spiritual crusade provides both 

justifi cation and sustenance for LRA atrocities. Kony has 

[continued on page 14]

Voicesof Youth
The LRA’s spiritualisation of violence becomes a powerful 

psychological tool to be wielded against both child abductees 

and the community.  According to many returnees from the 

LRA, the use of spiritual rituals is central to battle tactics: 

“[The children] are told that they can overcome bullets and 

that the spirits will confuse them if they try to escape”15.  

These rituals are an effective tactic that creates both fear

and servitude in abducted children.

In the words of “Jane”16, a female abductee who was held 

in LRA captivity for 11 years:

When a recruit arrives, he or she is made to eat alone. 

He or she is taken to the river by the Controller.17 For 

me, he prayed to God to purify me with power of water 

and camoufl age. He poured water on my head, mixed 

with camoufl age.  For three days a recruit is initiated 

immediately by smearing shea nut oil on the forehead, 

heart and back. He or she can then eat with people 

immediately.  I had to stay for four days without eating 

with others.  After that I became a full member.

We had monthly purifi cation rituals. Everybody goes to the 

river, but male and female go separately.  This is ordered 

for by the spirit and is done using river water very early in 

the morning. Shea nut oil and camoufl age is thrown in and 

everybody dips in three times and comes out.

When going for battle, all fi ghters are taken to the fi eld.  

The Controller goes ahead, bare-chested with their guns.  

The Controller will sprinkle water and purify their path.  

They sing and water is sprinkled on them using Olwedo 

leaf—symbolic of good will and blessings. Controllers pray 

for them and bless them. Orders are to be obeyed strictly.  

When people want to go for food to a tough place, the 

name of the place is written on paper and put in water 

and people pray for three days that the place should be a 

soft target like the paper in water.  The mission succeeds.

When going for battle, everybody elected to be on standby 

is ordered to pray for a number of days as specifi ed by the 

spirit.  Afterwards, they are initiated and purifi ed, and put 

aside in the bush.  Their supplies are given and instructions 

are to be strictly obeyed.  If anybody disobeys, then Joseph 

Kony knows, and the mission is called off.18

9 Interviews with local religious leaders in Gulu, March 2004.

10 Quote by local offi cial in “The Genesis of Gun Power in Acholi”, by Richard M. Kavuma,

The Monitor, 8 April 2004. 

11 Interview with religious leader, Gulu, November 2003.

12 Interview with religious leader, Gulu, March 2004.

13 “Tears of a Child Mother” by Richard M. Kavuma, The Monitor,  15 April 2004. 

14 From interviews with World Vision staff in Kampala and Gulu, January and May 2004.

15 Comments by staff of  World Vision’s Children of  War Centre in Gulu, January 2004.

16 Pseudonym. 

17 The “Controller” is both the commander and the spiritual leader of the unit.

18 Testimony taken by staff of  World Vision’s Children of  War Centre in Gulu, spring 2004. 13
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invented a tailored religious cocktail that superfi cially 

resembles traditional Acholi beliefs, Christianity and 

Islam, so as to root the LRA’s cause in a spiritual 

worldview. Spuriously manipulating Old Testament 

biblical references that refer to God’s use of fi re, 

burning enemy cities and the cutting of body parts 

as a means of discipline, Kony sees himself as fulfi lling 

scripture as the LRA burns villages and camps and 

carries out its signature cutting off of lips, ears and 

other body parts.19 Despite clear biblical injunctions 

against murder, mutilation and torture, Kony believes 

himself to be fulfi lling a spiritual calling.

The spiritual dimension of this confl ict also impacts the 

response of the affected population, creating spiritual 

and psychological fear among both abductees and the 

targeted civilian population.  Although Kony does not 

have a signifi cant legitimate following, he has created 

a religious mystique that gives him personal power. 

Kony maintains this power over people through spiri-

tual rituals and psychological fear as well as physical 

violence.  According to a main local newspaper, fear of 

Kony’s spirits has made intelligence gathering diffi cult. 

“This factor [spirits] cannot be ignored....  The people 

believe it and we cannot ignore it.  It is very diffi cult to 

get information from them,” stated Ruth Nankabirwa,

Minister of State for Defense, in a press briefi ng in 

Kampala. “Some fear that if they say anything about 

Kony, he will know and then come for them at night”20. 

Her subsequent comment—”He is a man of spirits.  

This is for real”21—was controversial and drew criticism 

from some religious leaders. But there is widespread

acknowledgment of the psychological hold that Kony 

has and the impact that it has in sustaining the war. 

Unfortunately, the spiritual dimension of this confl ict 

—like Kony’s references to establishing a government 

based upon the Ten Commandments—can easily be-

come an excuse for lack of action or the dismissing of 

options for dialogue with the LRA. Kony does not have 

an easily understood “political agenda”, and because he 

cloaks himself in spiritual enigma, rational negotiations 

become diffi cult.

However, Kony’s spiritual mystique is, to a certain extent,

also rooted in the pragmatism of patronage.  In response

to the LRA’s receipt of support from elements within 

the Government of Sudan (GoS), there are reports that the Government of Sudan (GoS), there are reports that the Government of Sudan (GoS),

Kony has converted to Islam and is called “Mohammed” 

Kony 22. Given Kony’s continued practice of his own 

spiritual cocktail, there are doubts about the sincerity of 

his conversion, which was likely done to ensure contin-

ued military support by the National Islamic Front.

Recommendations

•  While the spiritual aspects of this confl ict need to be 

understood, they should not divert attention from 

dealing with the social and economic grievances 

that create tension between northern and southern 

peoples. Because of the cultic dimensions of the 

LRA, any attempts at dispute resolution through 

non-military means should include someone with 

sensitivity to the spiritual dimensions of Kony’s 

hold on people and an ability to appeal to spiritual 

alternatives as part of overcoming the fear instilled 

by Kony.

•  Religious leaders of all faiths should play a role 

in breaking the spiritual hold that Kony has on 

those directly under his control and on the wider 

population. Religious organisations can address the 

false teachings in the context of their own faith 

communities. Prayer, discussion and dialogue about 

the religious elements of the confl ict can break the 

grip of fear.

•  Because of the social and religious make-up of 

Uganda, Christian churches have the opportunity to 

play a special role in peacebuilding.  Through prayers 

for peace, positive leadership and advocacy, they can 

offset the infl uence of those who are using violence 

in the name of religion.

19 Interview with local religious leader, March 2004. See Exodus 21:23;

Deuteronomy 20:16–18; Genesis 19:12–13, 24–25 as examples of passages

manipulated and misquoted.

20 “Kony’s Spirits Real—Minister”, by Mwanguhya Charles Mpagi, The Monitor, 18 July 2003. 

21 Ibid.

22 Interviews with World Vision’s Gulu staff, based on reports from returning abductees,

January 2004.
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•  The work of the Acholi Religious Leaders should 

be supported.  They have come together to bridge 

the divide between organised religious groups, and 

to work together for peace and understanding 

among the people in northern Uganda.  Their work, 

which has received international acclaim, provides 

an example of faith-based organisations taking up a 

responsibility to build peace.

•  The international community should fi nd ways to 

support and protect the courageous efforts of 

community religious leaders working for peace, who 

often confront life-threatening, complicated choices 

for themselves and their children. 

•  The LRA should transform its cultic infl uence into 

a message for peace rather than revenge and 

punishment, in keeping with the core teachings of the 

various religions to which the LRA has appealed for 

legitimacy in the past.

Representatives of the Child Rights Committee at the Unyama Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camp danced and drummed for a 

gathering of international World Vision representatives during their March 2004 visit to the camp in Gulu district, northern Uganda.
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3 The Lord’s Resistance Army 

abducted 13-year-old Richard 

(pseudonym) in September 

2003. During his captivity 

he was trained to assemble 

and disassemble weapons.  In 

the battle that freed him, he 

saw two other children shot 

and killed. He is pictured at 

World Vision’s Children of 

War Centre in Gulu, where 

he received medical treatment 

and counseling during the 

spring of 2004. His earthly 

belongings are packed in the 

box by his head.

paying the

price
social and economic 
costs of the confl ict

“Kill.”

“Who are you?”

“I am a mother.”

“I will not stay here.” 

—Kemish

A. Children at Risk
“The children are our 

children, whether LRA or 

UPDF. Whose mother do you 

want to cr y? The militar y 

solution is no solution for 

our young people. This war 

must be put to an end”.

—conversation with parents in Gulu, March 2004
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Children in Search
of Protection 

Fai lure at al l  levels to protect the chi ldren of 

nor thern Uganda has resulted in three groups of 

vulnerable chi ldren: abducted chi ldren, internal ly 

displaced chi ldren and “night commuter s”.

Abducted Children 
For more than 16 years, the LRA has been abducting children 

and forcing them into bondage as soldiers, sex slaves and por-

ters of weaponry and heavy loot. Some are held for a short 

time and released; others are taken to southern Sudan and held 

captive for years.  Approximately 80 per cent of the LRA ranks 

are child abductees.  The total number of abducted children is 

unknown. UNICEF places the number of abducted children at 

30,00023, but the numbers could be higher.  As of January 2005, 

more than 13,500 children have passed through World Vision’s 

Children of War Program for formerly abducted children.  

There are other centres which do similar rehabilitation work 

with former abductees, and unknown numbers of children have 

been killed or remain in captivity.  Although most are forced 

to commit atrocities as abductees, children are hostages taken 

against their own will. 

Some children are able to escape captivity or are rescued by the 

UPDF. Rehabilitation facilities such as World Vision’s Children of 

War Centre have helped many children make the transition back 

into their communities. Health care and counselling are provided 

at the centre.  Then the long-term work of reintegration begins. 

Communities and children work together, using tools from the 

local culture, to achieve forgiveness for deeds that the children 

have committed and reconciliation with their communities. Many 

children are successfully reunited with their families and return 

to school.  Trained community counsellors follow up to work 

with the families and communities to address issues that arise 

for both families and former abducted children. 

However, there are signifi cant challenges. Some children have no 

home to return to, and some reunifi cations break down. Cases 

of return to army or rebel troops have been documented.  The 

diffi culty of reintegrating children in the context of an ongoing 

war and a devastated local economy is enormous.
[continued on page 18]

Voicesof Youth
“I was 13 when I was abducted and taken to Sudan 

10 years ago.  I tried to escape several times, and was 

severely beaten by the man I was given to when he 

suspected I helped others escape. Helicopters attacked 

whenever we tried to run away and many died.  When 

the man who kept me died, they shaved my head and 

told me my family was dead and it was not safe to go 

home.  I kept trying; during a brief ceasefi re I fi nally 

escaped with my three children”.

—from an interview with a child mother, “Grace”, age 23 24

“When I was taken, I was given fresh cassava and beans 

to carry.  I got very tired”.

As punishment for moving too slowly, her leg was 

pierced with a bayonet by another abducted child who 

had been taught to be a soldier. She endured the pain 

and, without treatment, began walking again. 

“If I refused to walk, I would be killed.

“We would see our friends come back and they would 

have guns.  They became tough and violent, and they 

didn’t have any fear.  It was they who would kill the other 

children who tried to escape.  I saw children being killed 

myself.  They made us watch so we would know what 

would happen to us if we tried to run away”.

She made one friend during her seven months in

LRA captivity. 

“‘Susan’ and I talked about escaping, but she was too 

afraid.  I just reached the level where I was ready to die”.

After months of watching and waiting for the right mo-

ment, she decided to make a break for it one night in 

January 2004.  Tending the fi re at fi rst, she began to 

slowly back away through her sleeping captors. 

“I pray for ‘Susan’, that one day she comes back”.

—from an interview with “Mary”25, age 10

24 Interview conducted by staff from World Vision (Canada) at World Vision’s Children

of  War Centre in Gulu, spring 2004. Pseudonyms used to protect the girls’ identities.

25 Interview conducted by staff from World Vision (Canada) at World Vision’s Children

of  War Centre in Gulu, spring 2004. Pseudonyms used to protect the girls’ identities.

23 U.S. Agency for International Development, Bureau for Democracy, Confl ict, and Humanitarian

Assistance, Offi ce of U,S, Foreign Disaster Assistance, Situation Report #2, FY 2005, 13  April 17
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It is imperative that neither the communities involved 

nor the global community condemn these children for 

abductions they did not choose.  When welcomed and 

provided with adequate care and new opportunities, 

many abductees can resume a normal life. 

Children as IDPs
Exact numbers are uncertain, but it is estimated that 

children account for approximately 53 per cent of the 

total population in Uganda’s internally displaced persons 

(IDP) camps. Global acute malnutrition rates among 

these children are very high, ranging from 7 to 21 per 

cent26.  Among these children, threat of abduction is 

part of daily life.  Very few have access to adequate 

education. Many have been in temporary camps all their 

lives, without the benefi t of a normal upbringing.

“Night Commuters” 
Fear of abduction by the LRA has caused many children 

from camps and rural areas to fl ee their homes at night 

and travel miles by foot to towns and city centres, where 

they sleep in bus stations, churches, storefronts and on 

the street.  As many as 25,000 “night commuters”27

make this journey every night and return home at dawn.  

At dusk, children emerge from their huts and start down 

the dusty roads to Gulu and Kitgum to seek shelter for 

the night. Many come with not even a blanket.  For girls, 

night commuting is especially perilous because they are 

vulnerable to harassment and rape during travel and 

while sleeping on the streets.

Most of the children point to education as their hope 

for a better life. But under such conditions, obtaining it

is a major struggle. 

Final Analysis:  Children Not a Priority
In the past 10 years many reports have documented 

the troubling stories of children in northern Uganda, 

yet these boys and girls remain in a very vulnerable 

situation.  The story of their search for security raises 

important questions about social and political priorities.

The welfare of northern Uganda’s children has 

consistently been secondary to other political goals, 

even though children are the main victims of this 

confl ict.  The Nairobi Accord of December 1999 

between the governments of Sudan and Uganda, for 

example, included recognition of child abduction but 

made child protection secondary to ending cross-

border support of military factions. On both sides, 

allegations that Sudan was supporting the LRA and that 

Uganda was supporting the SPLA prevented serious 

attention being paid to the needs of young people 

caught up in the confl ict.

One breakthrough for children occurred at the First 

International Conference for War-Affected Children in 

2000, held in Winnipeg, Canada.  The so-called Winnipeg 

Agreement was signed by the governments of Uganda 

and Sudan, with the governments of Canada and Egypt 

acting as guarantors.  It made the protection of children 

It is 5-year-old Brenda’s daily task to look after her baby sister at the Unyama 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camp in Gulu district, northern Uganda. 

The IDP camp is home to 18,500 people. Not all families who live at Unyama 

camp, including Brenda’s, can afford to send their children to school.

26 WFP sources.  For more discussion, see Section 4.

27 “When the Sun Sets,  We Start to Worry . . .”: an  Account of Life in Northern Uganda,

UN OCHA/IRIN, November 2003, p. 8.18 Pawns of Politics children, conflict and peace in northern Uganda



a top priority, with commitments to work for the release 

of abducted children, to end the use of child soldiers 

and to improve protection of children affected by the 

confl ict.  For a short time, some progress was made in 

releasing children and a short period of relative calm 

ensued in the north.  Then other factors intervened 

and the agreement was not implemented. Meetings to 

hold everyone accountable for progress were delayed 

or cancelled for military or political reasons. Canadian 

diplomats chose to give priority to maintaining good 

relations with government offi cials in Sudan and Uganda 

rather than holding them publicly accountable for their 

commitments to children.  The one agreement that put 

children fi rst was scuttled through a failure of diplomacy 

to take children and their welfare seriously. 

Since 1999, the UN Security Council (UNSC) has passed 

fi ve resolutions on the protection of children in armed 

confl ict.  These are 1261 (1999), 1314 (2000), 1379 

(2001), 1460 (2003), 1539 (2004) and 1612 (2005).  

These resolutions call for action by all parties to protect 

children from abduction, recruitment as child soldiers and 

sexual/gender-based violence. Provision of humanitarian 

assistance, education and youth-centred disarmament, 

demobilisation and reintegration programs are named 

as high priorities. Each resolution is stronger and more 

specifi c, refl ecting a growing commitment by the Security 

Council to improve implementation of international 

humanitarian laws that should protect children from the 

impacts of armed confl ict.  The last three resolutions call 

for specifi c action in specifi c situations, and the reports 

of the United Nations (UN) Secretary-General to the 

UN Security Council include the plight of the children 

in northern Uganda as one situation to be addressed. 

Despite these important commitments, little has been 

done to translate the provisions of these resolutions into 

concrete action in northern Uganda.

During this time frame, many international appeals 

were made to the UN and world leaders. Concerned 

organisations brought Ugandan young people to the

UN Headquarters and to international conferences 

such as the 2002 UN General Assembly for Children. 

Each time their stories shocked listeners and drew a 

sympathetic response. Each time they went home with 

hope that international diplomacy would help solve the 

confl ict, but little changed.  While the extreme abuses of 

children in northern Uganda are now well-documented 

and widely known, the international community has failed 

to fi nd an effective way to protect these children.

In line with UNSC Resolution 1539, the most recent 

resolution, 1612, calls for a comprehensive monitoring 

and reporting mechanism that will provide accurate 

and reliable information on the recruitment of child 

soldiers and all other violations such as killing, maiming, 

sexual- and gender-based violence, abduction, denial of 

“Night commuters” stream into Gulu each night.  The next morning, the 

children often head straight to school without going home.

This 13-year-old “night commuter” clutches schoolwork under his arm. He hopes to 

find a spot under a lamp to study after the thousands of other children in this park fall 

asleep.  In the morning, he will walk back to his school and write his next exam.
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humanitarian access and attacks on schools and hospitals.  

The mechanism will require UN entities in Uganda 

and other affected countries to collect and provide 

information on these categories of violations and report 

to a working group of the Security Council, which in 

turn may make recommendations to the Council with 

respect to combatants, including appropriate mandates 

for peacekeeping missions.  Since Uganda is on the 

second annex of the Secretary General’s report (not 

on the Security Council agenda), then according to 

1612, monitoring and reporting would occur after the 

independent review which will take place on 31 July 2006.  

Between 1998 and 2002, the UN Commission on 

Human Rights passed fi ve resolutions dealing specifi cally 

with the abduction of children in northern Uganda 

calling international attention to the particular situation 

in northern Uganda, demanding the immediate cessation 

of all abductions and attacks on civilian populations, 

in particular women and children, and calling for the 

immediate and unconditional release and safe return 

of all abducted children currently held by the LRA.  

The resolutions make specifi c requests to the United 

Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture to “provide 

assistance to the victims and their families suffering

from the effects of torture infl icted by the Lord’s 

Resistance Army.” 

In 2001 an assessment mission was conducted by the 

Offi ce of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, in 

co-operation with UNICEF and the Offi ce of the Special 

Representative of the Secretary-General for Children 

and Armed Confl ict.  Its report, which had promise 

because it contained practical recommendations, was 

unfortunately delayed for over half a year because 

of disagreements between UN offi cials. By then the 

war on terrorism had changed the context.  The LRA 

was declared a terrorist organisation by the United 

States and decisions were made to pursue a military 

offensive through Operation Iron Fist. However, from the 

perspective of children, the results have been disastrous: 

more attacks on their villages; more homelessness and 

displacement; three times as many abductions in 2003 as 

in the previous year ; and more lives lost.

In 2003, the Commission passed a resolution that was 

broadened to deal with the situation of abduction of 

children throughout Africa.  As a result of lobbying efforts 

by non-government organisations (NGOs), the resolution 

in 2005 called for the UN to carry out a comprehensive 

assessment of child abductions on the continent. 

Concerned organisations will continue to work with 

the UN to ensure the implementation of this resolution, 

which will provide a valuable opportunity to again 

bring international attention back to the situation in 

northern Uganda. The fi nal report of the comprehensive 

assessment is likely to be presented to the Commission 

on Human Rights in 2007.   

Recent years have seen an increase in efforts to highlight 

Uganda within UN organisations.  The 2004 report of 

the UN Special Representative for Children and Armed 

Confl ict to the Security Council (S/2005/72) makes refer-

ences to the situation of northern Uganda’s children.  A 

photo essay on the plight of “night commuters”, prepared 

by the Offi ce of the Coordinator of Humanitarian Affairs 

(OCHA) and distributed through the UN’s Integrated 

Regional Information Network (IRIN), brought interna-

tional attention to this issue. Similarly, media statements 

by the World Food Programme’s Uganda director Ken 

Davies and the high-profi le visits of Jan Egeland, UN 

Undersecretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and 

Emergency Relief Coordinator, and Carol Bellamy, former 

executive director of UNICEF, represent helpful attempts 

to highlight Uganda’s crisis.  In July 2005, the new execu-

tive director of UNICEF,  Ann Veneman, visited northern 

Child mother Joyce (pseudonym) was abducted 10 years ago. She is pictured with 

children who were born to her during her time in captivity with the LRA in southern 

Sudan. (photo blurred to protect identity)
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Uganda. In response to advocacy efforts, in 2005, the UN 

Offi ce of the High Commissioner for Human Rights es-

tablished a human rights presence in Uganda, with human 

rights monitors deployed to the north. 

Beyond these individual efforts, a co-ordinated UN 

approach under an appropriate, designated offi cial is 

needed.  The length of time that the children in northern 

Uganda have suffered serious abuses and the depth of 

their suffering represent a signifi cant failure of all mem-

bers of the United Nations to effectively uphold the 

basic rights that lie at the heart of the Charter of the 

United Nations. 

Strategies to Improve
Child Protection

Laws exist at both the national and international levels 

to protect children’s fundamental rights as human beings.  

The children of northern Uganda have a right to protec-

tion under Uganda’s own laws, such as the Children’s 

Statute and the rights for children included in Uganda’s 

constitution.  They should also be able to claim their 

rights under the African Charter for the Rights and

Welfare of Children. Protection provisions in the

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) also

apply to them, as well as the Optional Protocol to the 

CRC on Children and Armed Confl ict.  The abandon-

ment of northern Uganda by many actors who have 

responsibility for child protection has left a vacuum in 

which children are vulnerable to further abuse and

neglect. Many factors can contribute to improved

protection. Below are some recommendations for both 

immediate and longer-term implementation.  The key

is to give the protection of children a higher priority

at all levels of decision-making.

1. Role of the Ugandan Army

Immediate measures are needed to strengthen both 

military and civilian protection systems. Child protection 

is best served by the engagement of a variety of actors, 

which means that other governing authorities responsible 

for child protection cannot leave the task to the army 

alone.

The response of the Ugandan army to this confl ict is 

given detailed consideration in Section 4.  From the 

perspective of children’s security, the army needs to give 

greater priority to defensive measures that prevent the 

intrusion of rebel groups into camps and villages. Greater 

attention to preventing the continued abduction of 

children will also help to defeat the LRA by denying them 

the child hostages that they use to continue the war.

Recommendation: The protection of civilians in northern 

Uganda should become a primary focus of army strate-

gies for restoring security, including the protection of 

children.

2. Role of Child Protection Units

Children who either escape from the LRA or are 

rescued during battles are taken to Child Protection 

Units (CPUs) run by the Ugandan army. Child protection 

personnel are members of the Ugandan army.  At 

present, no civilian child protection personnel are 

engaged at the CPU level.

Serious questions have been raised about these 

operations, including allegations of lengthy detentions 

and direct or indirect recruitment of returnees into 

the Ugandan army.  The inclusion of a civilian, or a team 

of civilians, whose sole mandate is to pursue the best 

interests of the children would signifi cantly strengthen 

“The rebels surrounded the people and three of them started killing the 

people with machetes and guns. One of the killers had a hoe.” —Solomon
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the effi cacy of CPUs and increase public confi dence 

that the best interests of children are being served.

Recommendation: UNICEF and Ugandan government 

offi cials responsible for the enforcement of the 

Children’s Statute should work together to ensure 

that a civilian, or a team of civilians, be given particular 

responsibility for pursuing the best interests of the 

children, and that they participate in all processes 

relating to the treatment of children who escape or are 

rescued from the LRA.

3. Role of Ugandan Laws

The Children’s Statute, passed by the Ugandan 

government in 1996, contains provisions that 

should help to protect all children from physical or 

psychological abuse.  Implementation, however, is 

left primarily to local communities and access to 

court procedures. Local communities in northern 

Uganda have been decimated and are unable to 

adminster functioning child welfare systems. Chronic 

underdevelopment in the north, one of the deep roots 

of the confl ict, is another factor contributing to the lack 

of infrastructure that might protect children.

The number of documented reports of child protection 

issues in this region warrants greater attention by the 

national government, including the deployment of 

authorities whose primary mandate is protection of 

children under the Children’s Statute.  This is not the 

mandate of the army, nor is it effective to leave child 

protection to the army alone. Many measures that 

could help to protect children, such as education of 

young people about the dangers of abduction and how 

to survive if abducted, along with assurance that they 

will be well-treated if they manage to escape, are best 

undertaken by persons with training in child welfare and 

child protection. Because these measures are lacking,

the children of northern Uganda do not have equal 

protection under Ugandan law.

Implementation of the Children’s Statute is both urgent 

for the current safety of children and vital for the long-

term well-being of communities in northern Uganda.

Recommendation:  The Ugandan Minister of State for

Youth and Children’s Affairs (located in the Ministry of 

Gender, Labour and Social Development), who is re-

sponsible for the Children’s Statute, should give urgent 

attention to the need for child protection in northern 

Uganda and work with UNICEF, the army and local 

community structures to ensure that children at risk are 

afforded protection under the laws of Uganda.

The National Policy on Internally Displaced 

Persons:  The current policy contains important 

provisions for protection of the security and rights 

of displaced persons, including children.  Through the 

proposed committee structure, it also provides some 

mechanisms to address protection concerns, with a high 

“They killed one rebel and themselves were not “They killed one rebel and themselves were not 
hurt.  They continued hunting for them with lots of hurt.  They continued hunting for them with lots of hurt.  They continued hunting for them with lots of 
shooting.  This boy was arrested and killed when he shooting.  This boy was arrested and killed when he 
was crossing Kitgum Road where the government was crossing Kitgum Road where the government was crossing Kitgum Road where the government 
killed one rebel.  This is Kony the commander, who is killed one rebel.  This is Kony the commander, who is 
now heading for Sudan with about 400 captives from now heading for Sudan with about 400 captives from 
Kitgum and Gulu.” —Michael
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degree of local participation in and ownership of the 

actual programs and initiatives within camps.

Full and swift implementation of this policy could 

signifi cantly boost the civilian infrastructure available for 

general protection. Some camps have experience with 

Child Rights Committees, which work with camp leaders 

to address matters of concern for young people.

Recommendation:  The Ugandan government should 

fully and swiftly implement the policy on IDPs and 

implement its provisions for protection of civilians,

giving special attention to children.

4. Role of International Agencies

UNICEF and the ICRC: In situations where national 

governments are unable to protect children, there 

are actions that the United Nation’s Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF) can take with its mandate for child protection.

While numerous non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) have been active in northern Uganda, there are 

interventions that UNICEF can make as an agency of the 

United Nations that NGOs do not have a mandate to 

undertake, such as engagement with fi ghting forces on 

child protection.

In addition, the International Committee of the Red 

Cross/Crescent (ICRC) has a particular mandate for 

implementation of protection provisions under the 

Geneva Convention, including the treatment of people 

held captive by forces engaged in confl ict.  This is the 

situation of the children taken hostage by the LRA, with 

the support of the Government of Sudan, and forced 

into combat within both Sudan and Uganda. Situations 

such as these call for the engagement of the ICRC,

with its mandate and skills to engage fi ghting forces

and patron governments on compliance with the

Geneva Conventions.

In recent months UNICEF has increased its presence

in the north, bringing the number of total staff members 

in Gulu, Kitgum, Pader and Apac districts to 11. Children 

are the primary victims of this war; in light of the number 

and the seriousness of the violations of the rights of 

children, far more staff are needed in the war-affected 

areas, with sustained high-level engagement to protect 

children at the national and international levels.  

ICRC offi cially resumed operations in northern Uganda 

in mid-July 2004.  Within its re-established operations, 

there is room for the ICRC to take up the particular role 

of protection under the Geneva Conventions.

Recommendations:

•  UNICEF should increase its presence and engagement 

in northern Uganda, with sustained high-level 

engagement at the national and international levels 

focusing on child protection issues.

•  The ICRC should focus attention on its unique 

mandate for implementation of child protection under 

the provisions of the Geneva Convention, especially 

in the cross-border movement and military camps of 

both the LRA and the Ugandan army.

5. Role of the UN Security Council

Security Council Resolution 1612 provides a strong basis 

for the Security Council to take measures to address 

the plight of children in northern Uganda and Sudan.  It 

is hoped that the 2006 report of the Secretary-General 

on Children and Armed Confl ict will report on what 

actions have been taken by senior UN offi cials as well 

as recommend additional steps.  The appointment of a 

special peace envoy, with a specifi c mandate for child 

protection, could help co-ordinate and advance individual 

efforts by UN agencies.

Recommendations: 

•  The Secretary General should appoint a Peace Envoy 

for northern Uganda who is tasked with a specifi c 

At 24, Deborah (pseudonym) has graduated from World Vision’s Children of War 

Centre’s micro-enterprise program. She is now in business with her uncle, doing 

contract sewing. Her business allows her to support her two young children.
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mandate to improve the protection of the security and 

rights of children under international law and

UN Security Council resolutions.

•  The Secretary-General’s Report on Children and 

Armed Confl ict, to be submitted to the Security 

Council in November 2006, should include specifi c 

recommendations regarding the situation of children in 

northern Uganda.

•  The UN Security Council should take specifi c 

progressive measures to ensure implementation of 

Resolution 1612 in northern Uganda and Sudan, 

including increased monitoring with consequences for 

failure to comply; measures to stop the fl ow of arms 

to forces that abuse children; measures to protect 

the right of access to humanitarian assistance and 

education; and increased support for the demobilisation 

and reintegration of former combatants, with special 

attention given to the needs of girls involved with 

fi ghting forces.

6. Long-Term Child Protection

The current situation requires a response at both the 

national and international levels.  The LRA is a threat to 

children that goes beyond the ability of local communities 

to handle.  The form of that response can either 

contribute to building long-term mechanisms for child 

protection or undermine the development of sustainable 

systems.

Education for Protection:  Education provides a 

protective function by maintaining normal routines as 

well as communicating information that can help children 

contribute to their own protection.

Recommendation: High priority should be given to the 

restoration of educational systems and schools that 

have been closed as a result of confl ict.  Where security 

problems prevent the re-opening of schools, non-formal 

means of education should be pursued with the goal of 

minimising the interruption in education.

Youth Livelihoods:  Existing reintegration programs 

have been critiqued for failing to help young people 

make a successful transition into the work force. Such a 

transition is extremely diffi cult in an economy that

has collapsed due to confl ict. Providing opportunities 

for economic livelihood is a critical intervention that can 

reduce the attractiveness of engagement with armed 

forces for under-age youth.

Economic livelihoods are put near the top of the list when 

young people in northern Uganda are asked to identify 

what could help them. Micro-credit loan programs, jobs, 

training for “good jobs” and economic infrastructure such 

as roads were listed as high priorities by youth involved 

in the Children as Peacebuilders group, an organisation of 

young people working with community leaders to build 

peace through awareness-raising and youth initiatives. 

The government is attempting to address this economic 

problem through the Northern Uganda Social Action 

Fund (NUSAF).  World Vision is implementing one of the 

components, the Youth Vocational Skills Development 

Programme, but there is not enough funding to meet the 

overwhelming needs.

Recommendation:  More attention should be given to the 

creation of economic opportunities for youth.  As plans 

are made for post-confl ict reconstruction, youth need to 

play a central role in economic redevelopment.

Youth in National Reconciliation:  As a response to 

the deeper roots of this confl ict, many reports are now 

suggesting a national reconciliation initiative.  The goal 

would be to improve relations between the Acholi people 

in the north, people groups in other parts of the country 

and the national governing structures. Some form of 

national reconciliation is essential, and it is imperative that 

youth be invited to play a central role in this initiative from 

the outset.

Abducted youth who have escaped their captors have 

documented diffi culty in being accepted as children again 

after their experience as combatants. Based on learnings 

from other confl ict zones like those in Cambodia and 

Sierra Leone, the active participation of youth is essential 

to the success of reconciliation and rebuilding programs.

Recommendation: The need for national reconciliation ini-

tiatives should be discussed across the country and youth 

in all regions should be given an important and visible role 

in the process from the beginning.
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The humanitarian situation in northern Uganda—

described as “the world’s biggest neglected humanitarian 

crisis”  by Jan Egeland, UN Undersecretary-General 

for Humanitarian Affairs—has deteriorated noticeably 

since July 2002.  The confl ict and insecurity generated 

by the LRA have resulted in the massive displacement 

of civilians into camps, where they have limited or no 

access to arable land and social services.  According to 

the World Food Programme (WFP), as of May 2004, a 

total of 1,609,744 displaced people were living in camps 

throughout northern and eastern Uganda.  Although 

the numbers of IDPs fl uctuate, with current estimates at 

1.3 million, there has been no signifi cant change on the 

ground. In the 18 months from June 2002 to December 

2003, over 10,000 children were abducted. Major 

humanitarian corridors outside of Gulu, Kitgum and 

Pader towns remain insecure and inaccessible without 

military escort.  As the security situation deteriorates, 

humanitarian needs continue to steadily increase.  

According to nutrition surveys conducted in October 

2003, global acute malnutrition rates among children 6–

59 months of age vary from 7 per cent to 21 per cent 

in IDP camps in Gulu, Kitgum and Pader, districts where 

this confl ict has raged the longest.  As of April 2004, 

according to WFP sources, 279,526 persons in Pader 

district—representing about 88 per cent of the total 

district population—have been displaced into 13 camps.  

April 2004 IDP estimates for Gulu were at 438,678; for 

Kitgum, 273,078.28  

Some people have been living in IDP camps for 10 

years or more, affl icted by continuously deteriorating 

health and social conditions.  “We have been here so 

long that we have lost our humanity”29. Some young 

people in the camps have never known a stable home. 

Long-term displacement without essential services

has resulted in serious impacts to productivity and

social stability. 

The numbers have increased exponentially since the 

increase in military operations by the GoU and the 

spread of attacks by the LRA.  As a result, about 80

per cent of the population of Acholiland30 is displaced.31

The  spread of the war farther south and east, adding

Kaberamaido, Katakwi and Soroti districts, has resulted 

in the internal displacement of more than 1.6 million 

people, up from 400,000 in 2002.

Extreme insecurity in the area has severely hampered 

humanitarian access. Delivery of vital food assistance 

to IDPs is done mainly by the WFP, but is only possible 

under heavy military escort.  The LRA rebels continue 

to attack IDP camps, ambush vehicles, abduct children, 

kill people and torch huts. Many NGOs have opted not 

to deliver food assistance because the use of armed 

escorts violates core principles of non-violence and 

neutrality.  The heightened insecurity and increasing 

daily food needs have resulted in serious WFP pipeline 

shortfalls.  A pipeline break in fortifi ed blended food was 

anticipated for May to December 2004 unless donor 

governments responded quickly and generously to the 

Consolidated Appeal for Uganda.  And still, insecurity 

threatens food security, turning areas that were once  

28 WFP sources.

29 Interview with IDP in Unyama camp, Gulu, March 2004.

30 Acholiland consists of the northern districts of Gulu, Kitgum and Pader.

31 “When the Sun Sets We Start to Worry . . .”, UN OCHA/IRIN, November 2003, p. 8.

B. Humanitarian Costs
�
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known as the “breadbasket” of Uganda into a no-

man’s-land and rendered the population almost wholly 

dependent on international food aid. Living conditions 

in IDP camps and the public places accommodating 

displaced persons are squalid and cramped.  There 

are regular reports of fi res destroying huts, making the 

displaced homeless once again. Pabbo Camp, home to 

more than 60,000 displaced persons outside of Gulu 

town, is one of the largest IDP camps in East Africa.  

It is routinely plagued with destructive fi res: in early 

2004, a fi re destroyed 3,000 homes, leaving more than 

10,000 people homeless, and more fi res in June 2004 

destroyed 500 huts, leaving 5,000 people homeless. 

Already poor sanitation is exacerbated by the  cramped 

conditions.  The water supply is grossly insuffi cient, with 

an average ranging between 1,052 and 15,000 persons 

per borehole.32 Minimal health and education services 

are available as a high number of trained health workers 

and teachers have fl ed the confl ict areas.  The lack of 

protection and the threat posed by the LRA virtually 

eliminate the possibility of farming, and those who risk 

venturing out of the camps to farm are often killed, 

abducted or raped.33

Recommendations

• Full implementation of the National Policy on IDPs 

which was passed by the Cabinet on 24  August 2004.34

• Increased humanitarian assistance should be provided 

by international donor agencies to meet the require-

ments outlined in the 2005 UN Consolidated Appeal 

for northern Uganda, with particular attention given to 

prevent predicted food shortages, to reduce malnutri-

tion, to support education for children of IDPs and to 

include protection and peacebuilding components in a 

more co-ordinated strategy for northern Uganda.

32 Offi cial fi gures according to the Uganda Ministry of Lands,  Water and Environment.

33 UN CAP for Uganda, 2004.

34 IDPs are displaced within their own country, unlike refugees who cross an

international boundary.  There is no international convention that establishes protec-

tion guidelines and safety standards for IDP camp design and management, including 

the acceptable numbers of persons per water source, distance between houses, etc. 

Voluntary codes exist, but countries must choose to adopt and implement these codes 

at their own discretion.

The Unyama Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camp in Gulu district, northern 

Uganda: Refuse in the garbage dump in the foreground is washed downhill into a 

nearby stream from which some IDPs get their water.  The small hut in the centre 

background is a latrine built too close to the surrounding dwellings.

The Unyama Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) Camp in Gulu district, 

northern Uganda, is home to 18,500 people, some of whom have been there 

since 1996. Problems at the camp include a shortage of water, toilets built too 

close to dwellings, health issues and a lack of schooling for all children.
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C. HIV/AIDS
With as much as 80 per cent of the population in the 

war-affected areas displaced, HIV/AIDS rates are soaring. 

Displacement, poverty, lack of health care and the high 

prevalence of rape as a weapon of war all contribute to 

the high rates. Poverty, as a result of displacement, has 

forced many women to engage in unprotected “survival 

sex”, exchanging sex for food, soap or money. Similarly, 

many young girls who “night commute” to the towns 

for safety are raped:  “I’m not lazy. I can run. I have been 

beaten. I have been taken to discos and raped. I am not 

scared any more.” 35 Poverty and the lack of parental 

controls forces other young female “night commuters” 

to exchange sex in order to pay for their school fees.36

The circumstances of war increase risky behaviours that 

directly lead to the spread of HIV/AIDS. 

The use of sexual bondage as a weapon of choice by 

the LRA, as discussed in Section 2, further increases area 

prevalence rates.  Fear of AIDS among LRA commanders 

has meant that many girls are released, rather than 

being re-assigned as a “wife” to another commander.  If 

these girls make it back from the bush, they may be 

rejected and abandoned by their families for a variety of 

reasons, including family bitterness about forced atrocities 

committed against them, perceptions of defi lement and 

the intense poverty caused by war and displacement.  As 

a result, some resort to survival sex, engaging in high-

risk behaviours that increase the spread of the disease.37

The virtual collapse of a comprehensive health care 

system due to historical underdevelopment, attacks on 

infrastructure and the fl ight of many health workers has 

meant that the population is unable to get information 

about HIV/AIDS prevention, voluntary counselling and 

testing or even adequate treatment unless they have the 

fi nancial means to do so.  All of these factors contribute 

to HIV/AIDS rates in war-affected areas that are double 

the national average. 

A Comparison of Rates

Table 1 provides HIV prevalence rate estimates and 

projections based on methodology developed by 

UNAIDS.  These fi gures are taken from the Uganda 

Ministry of Health HIV/AIDS Surveillance Report 

(2002).  The 2002 data on HIV infection rates

shows prevalence rates ranging from a minimum of

0.7 per cent in Matany hospital in Kotido district to 

a maximum of 11.9 per cent in Lacor hospital, Gulu 

district. Stratifi ed for major urban and outside major 

urban centres, pooled prevalence was 7.9 per cent and 

5.1 per cent, respectively.  

•  When data was pooled for all sites, the national 

prevalence rate was 6.2 per cent38 compared with 

6.5 per cent in 2001, indicating a national decrease in 

HIV/AIDS prevalence.

•  This same data also indicates that HIV/AIDS 

prevalence rates for Gulu are almost double that

of the offi cial national average.  

Rates are often higher in urban and peri-urban areas, 

which accounts for the higher prevalence rates in 

Mbarara. However, the highest rates (11.9 per cent) 

were found at Lacor hospital in Gulu.  

HIV/AIDS Study in
War-Affected Areas

The fi ndings of an HIV/AIDS impact study contracted 

by World Vision in the rural areas of Gulu district were 

in line with those of the Uganda Ministry of Health.  

When questioned about relatives who had died in 

the previous month, most respondents attributed the 

deaths to AIDS.

35 “In Uganda, Terror Forces Children’s Nightly Flight”, by Emily Wax,

The Washington Post, 13 February 2004.
36 Ibid.
37 Interviews with World Vision’s Gulu staff,  January and March 2004.
38 Refl ecting the most recent offi cially published GoU statistics.

Unoffi cial reports put the national rate in 2004 at 5 percent.
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Methodology

Four study approaches were used to generate data 

during the evaluation: 

1.  Review of intervention documentation 

from World Vision’s Gulu project

2.  Physical assessment of World Vision 

fi eld activities and facilities

3.  Structured questionnaires

4.  Direct, in-depth interviews

Key respondents included: 

1.  HIV/AIDS clients and their families

2.  Community members from project areas

3.  Community health workers

4.  Traditional Birth Attendants 

A sample of 25 to 30 people from each category above 

were surveyed via an administered questionnaire.  The 

sample was obtained from four counties (Omoro, 

Nwoya, Kilaka, Aswa) where World Vision operates.  

World Vision is working in six sub-counties within the 

four counties mentioned above. Data analysis was done 

with SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Scientists).  

Due to extreme insecurity, this study was limited to the 

geographical area defi ned above.  As security improves,  

it will be imperative for agencies and governments to 

conduct a more comprehensive survey throughout the 

war-affected areas.  

For those dying in confl ict-affected areas, among those 

surveyed,  World Vision found that HIV/AIDS was the 

leading cause of death, constituting 69 per cent of 

deaths in the Gulu area.  This is three times higher 

than deaths resulting from military confrontation.39

Study Conclusions

In spite of the average national decrease in HIV/AIDS, 

prevalence rates are actually on the rise in confl ict-

affected areas, most notably in Gulu, the largest and 

most populated of the war-affected northern districts. 

Rates in this area were almost double the national 

average.  If the confl ict continues to spread further 

south and east, and a culture of war and displacement 

begins to take root, HIV prevalence rates are likely to 

rise elsewhere, and Uganda will lose many of the gains 

that it has worked hard to achieve.  

•  Recommendation: Appropriate HIV/AIDS control 

activities should be added to all interventions done 

by government, NGOs and UN agencies, and tailored 

for the different aspects of the confl ict, including 

emergency response, IDPs, abducted children, “night 

commuters” and post-confl ict reconstruction.

39 Based on fi ndings by Dr. Morris Ogenga Latigo between May and October 2001.

Dr. Latigo’s research covered six of the 22 counties of Gulu district. His report 

was commissioned by World Vision (Uganda).  For lessons learned on HIV/AIDS 

programming in the area, see Annex II.
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Table 1: HIV Infection Prevalence Rates (%) at Antenatal Sentinel Sites

Sentinel site 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Nsambya 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5 24.5 25.0 27.8 29.5 26.6 21.8 16.8 15.4 14.6 13.4 12.3 11.8 9.5 8.5

Rubaga - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1 - - 27.4 29.4 24.4 16.5 20.2 15.1 14.8 14.2 10.5 10.7 10.4 8.1

Mbarara 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8 21.8 23.8 24.3 30.2 18.1 17.3 16.6 15.0 14.5 10.9 11.3 10.0 10.6 10.8

Jinja 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0 24.9 15.8 22.0 19.8 16.7 16.3 13.2 14.8 11.0 10.5 10.8 8.3 7.4 5.0

Tororo - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3 - 4.1 12.8 13.2 11.3 10.2 12.5 8.2 9.5 10.5 4.5 4.7 7.0 6.3

Mbale 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9 3.8 11.0 12.1 14.8 8.7 10.2 7.8 8.4 6.9 6.3 5.7 5.5 5.6 5.9

Kilembe - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2 - - - - 7.0 16.7 11.1 10.4 8.5 - 7.5 4.2 2.1 4.2

Soroti - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6 - - - - 9.1 - 8.7 7.7 5.3 7.7 5.0 5.0 5.0 4.6

Hoima - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6 - - - - - - - 12.7 9.0 5.4 3.5 - 5.3 4.6

Arua - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2 - - - - 4.4 - - - - - 5.2 5.2 4.8 5.2

Pallisa - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 - - - - 7.6 5.0 1.2 - - 3.2 2.6 3.2 3.8 3.7 -

Matany - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7 - - - - 2.8 7.6 - 2.0 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.7 0.7

Kagadi - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4 - - - - - - - - 10.3 11.5 11.0 10.5 7.4 6.4

Mutolere - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5 - 4.1 5.8 - 4.2 - 3.6 2.6 - 2.5 2.3 2.1 4.1 1.5

Moyo - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3 - - - - 5.0 - 3.1 - - 3.2 5.2 2.7 2.7 4.3

Lacor - - - - 27.0 21.9 14.7 14.3 16.3 12.8 12.3 13.1 11.3 11.9

Masindi - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.7

Lwala - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4 - - - - 5.3 - 8.7 7.7 - - - - 7.9 4.4

Nebbi - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.3

Aber  - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.3 7.6

Source:  AIDS Surveillance Report – Ministry of Health, Uganda
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D. Other Social Costs
Insecurity

During 19 years of confl ict, northern Uganda has 

suffered sustained insecurity manifested in violence 

against civilians, abductions and displacement.  This 

insecurity has resulted in death, loss of property and 

disruption of development activities. More than 30,000 

children and adolescents were abducted between 

1986 and 2005.  Little more than half of that estimated 

number have returned to their homes.  World Vision’s 

Children of War Centre in Gulu, the largest centre in 

the country addressing rehabilitation and reconciliation 

of former LRA abductees, has helped more than 13,500 

children.  The fate of other LRA abductees is unknown.  

The insecurity of war has created an uncertain future for 

children.  They are losing vital educational opportunities; 

they are at greater risk for contracting HIV/AIDS and 

other STDs; and they are forced into child prostitution, 

child soldiering and other forms of bondage.

Quality of Life

Key indicators for quality of life are gauged by levels of 

literacy, health, type of dwelling, sanitation and water 

supply.  A measure of these clearly shows that northern 

Uganda lags far behind the rest of the country, despite 

the progressive development of other parts of the 

country over the last decade.

•  Education and literacy:  More than half (53 per cent) 

of the population in northern Uganda is illiterate—far 

above the national average of 35 per cent.

•  Health:  The northern population experiences diar-

rhea twice as frequently as the rest of the country.  

The major causes of morbidity and mortality are 

largely preventable or curable, indicating weak health 

services.  Infant mortality rose from 99 to 106 deaths 

per 1,000 births between 1995 and 2000.

•  Water and sanitation:  The water supply is limited to 

boreholes because the population is displaced into 

camps and cannot access other forms of water supply.  

The population per borehole is extremely high— 

between 1,052 and 15,000 persons per borehole.40 In 

urban areas, installed facilities are often non-functional. 

More than half of all the households in the north 

use an uncovered pit latrine or the open bush, as 

compared to one-third of the households in Uganda 

as a whole.

•  Dwelling type: Housing status and quality in the

north continues to deteriorate.  For example, house-

holds living in single-family dwellings declined from

55 per cent in 1995 to 15 per cent in 2000.  The

proportion of people living in IDP camps has risen 

from 400,000 in 2000 to over 1.6 million in 2004.

IDP  Vulnerability

The displaced are among the most vulnerable to in-

security, poor quality of life and psychological trauma.  

They live in camps that are characterised by overcrowd-

ing, high rates of malnutrition and inadequate levels of 

health, education and water facilities.  The most vulner-

able groups include the aged, youth, girls and women, 

people with disabilities and formerly abducted children. 

40 Offi cial fi gures from the Uganda Ministry of Lands, Water and Environment.

A sample of weapons seized by the Uganda People’s Defence Force from children 

abducted and forced into the service of the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army.
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E. Economic Costs*

Throughout the mid- to late 1990s, Uganda was seen 

as an African “economic miracle”, experiencing bullish 

economic growth rates as high as 8 per cent. Uganda’s 

overall gross domestic product (GDP) averaged

6.5 per cent growth per annum between 1990/91

and 2002/03.41 However, growth rates have slowed, 

partially due to the continuing and rising economic 

costs of the war in the Acholi subregion.

It would be both impossible and inappropriate to 

attempt to translate the profound emotional and 

psychological impacts of the suffering of people affected 

by this war into purely economic terms.  The loss of a 

child or a lifetime of poor health and poverty cannot be 

reduced to a per capita GDP fi gure. Nevertheless, it is 

important to recognise that the measurable economic 

costs indicate that Uganda’s northern confl ict has had 

ruinous effects.  The war is understood to be the factor 

most responsible for the low level of development of 

the Acholi region; however, it is also a signifi cant factor 

impeding the development of Uganda as a whole.

•  Over the life of the confl ict, the total cost to the 

country of the war in Acholiland42 is estimated 

conservatively at close to US$1.3 billion.

•  Per year, the total economic cost to Uganda is at least 

US$100 million.

These numbers do not refl ect the recent economic 

costs of the GoU military’s “Operation Iron Fist II”, 

launched in March 2004. Due to insecurity, comprehen-

sive data for Kitgum and Pader were inaccessible.  This 

economic estimate will rise when information from 

these two districts becomes available. But based on 

available information, the impact of the confl ict is cost-

ing Uganda over 3 per cent of its GDP. 

*  All data and text from this section, unless otherwise noted, is from

“The Net Economic Cost of the Confl ict in the Acholiland Sub-Region of 

Uganda”, a paper carried out by CARE International and commissioned 

by Civil Society Organisations for Peace in Northern Uganda (CSOPNU), 

a coalition of more than 40 Ugandan and international non-governmental 

organisations, including World Vision, in September 2002.  CSOPNU came 

together in a campaign to encourage policymakers to fi nd a peaceful 

resolution to the confl ict by emphasising the tremendous costs of the war.

41 Poverty Eradication Action Plan Draft for Stakeholder Workshop – Ugandan

Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development, 20 March 2004.

42 Gulu, Kitgum and Pader.

Breakdown of Estimated Costs Relating to War in Northern Uganda
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Rank Cost Item Percentage Total cost in millions (US$)

 1 Direct military expenditure 27.58 367.2

 2 Loss of income from crops 15.96 212.5

 3 Reduction in tourism 13.90 185.0

 4 Increased medical costs 10.38 138.2

 5 Loss of output due to ill health 7.47 99.5

 6 Loss of income from sale of livestock 4.80 63.9Loss of income from sale of livestock 4.80 63.9Loss of income from sale of livestock

 7 Loss of livestock (cattle) 2.61 34.8Loss of livestock (cattle) 2.61 34.8Loss of livestock

 8 Loss of life 2.58 34.3

 9 Costs related to West Nile district 2.42 32.2

10 Loss of foreign exchange earnings 2.27 30.3

11 Loss of houses  1.46 19.4

12 Loss of tax revenue 1.42 18.9

13 Loss of donor funds due to confl ict 1.01 13.4

14 Loss of crops due to forced move to camps  1.00 13.3

15 Loss of household goods and tools  0.98 13.1

16 Loss of investments due to confl ict   0.50 6.6

17 Loss of production/income due to illiteracy 0.50 6.6

18 Cost of externalising debt 0.26 3.5

19 Impact of war – related to Lira district  0.24 3.2Impact of war – related to Lira district  0.24 3.2Impact of war

20 Environmental and land degradation costs 0.13 1.7

21 Frozen investments in IDP camps 0.11 1.5

22 Roads and bridges destroyed (Gulu only) 0.10 1.3

23 Outmigration 0.03 0.4

24 Cost of government offi ces destroyed 0.01 0.1

 Total 100% $ 1,331.3

Table 2: The Economic Costs of Confl ict
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The main factors contributing to the US$1.3 billion 

total cost are shown in Table 2, ranked according to 

their contribution from highest to lowest.  To put this 

total into perspective, the Ministry of Health’s “Health 

Financing Strategy for Uganda – March 2002” states that 

the annual central government health commitment to 

this sector is approximately US$95 million (170.1 billion 

Ugandan shillings).  The annual cost of the war in the 

north is at least US$100 million—more than the central 

government’s health budget for the entire country.

The following is a discussion of findings

for key areas of economic costs as laid

out in Table 2.

Military Expenditures

Specifi c military expenditure fi gures for the confl ict 

in Acholiland are taken from the annual “Background 

to the Budget” obtained from the Ministry of Finance. 

Costs do not include expenditures for “Operation Iron 

Fist”. Because of the sensitivity of information about 

defence spending, it was not possible to obtain exact 

estimates for the cost of military activity associated

with the LRA rebellion. Discussions held with public 

sector staff, NGOs and donors on what percentage

of the budget was allocated to the confl ict in

Acholiland yielded the conservative, rough estimate

that 25 per cent of recurrent military expenditures

are attributable to the war.

Loss of Tax Revenue

The base fi gure of US$762,000 in lost tax revenue 

is for Gulu only and covers the base year of 1985. 

Subsequent years are estimated at an annual growth 

rate of 3.6 per cent.

Figures were not available for Kitgum and Pader; 

therefore, lost revenue for these two districts is 

excluded.  When data for Kitgum and Pader become 

available, the total fi gure will rise signifi cantly, perhaps by 

40 per cent. Gulu is the largest city in the region and a 

majority of government and private activities are

concentrated there, but economic activity is also 

signifi cant in the other two districts, for which data is 

not available.  

Lost Foreign Exchange from Foreign 

Direct Investment

Despite the confl ict, signifi cant foreign exchange has 

been generated by the region through the sale of 

tobacco and cotton.  Virtually all tobacco (98 per cent 

or more) is exported, so earnings are virtually all in 

foreign currency.  Farmers are paid in local currency at 

the equivalent of US$0.70 per kilo of tobacco. Over

80 per cent of the lost foreign exchange earnings relate 

to potential earnings from tobacco that are unrealised 

due to the confl ict. British American Tobacco Company 

(BAT)43 is providing strong support to its tobacco 

farmers in Gulu and Kitgum.  It gives technical advice, 

provides access to inputs and operates fi ve buying sheds 

(of 25 that were built in the mid-1970s and open for 

buying in the past).  The most productive area is the 

West Nile (Arua), but all farmers in that region who 

want to grow tobacco already are growing it. BAT is 

looking toward the middle north region to increase 

production for its plant in Kampala.  Worldwide demand 

for tobacco of the type produced in northern Uganda 

(fl ue-cured Virginia) is soaring, and tobacco is a high-

value crop.  Instead of the 500 T (tonnes) it is currently 

producing, the district could be producing 6,000 T by

now, with a potential to increase to 10,000 to 15,000T 

in the future.  Though there are legitimate health con-

cerns associated with the use of tobacco, it is an example 

of a cash crop that can provide much-needed income.

Cotton earnings are low due to decreased production 

and depressed international prices. However, cotton is 

a crop that farmers in the region are familiar with and 

that has a ready international market in competition 

with long staple cotton from Egypt and the United 

States.  With the support given by the Cotton 

Development Organisation (CDO) and the ginners 

association, and the entry of two international cotton 

43 British American Tobacco Company’s reputation is controversial among

some international civic groups.
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companies into the market in the northern region, 

this crop is poised to make a rapid comeback in those 

areas of the north that have attained peace or relative 

peace (for example, Lira and Soroti districts). By the 

same token, cotton could be expected to rapidly 

regain its role as a major cash crop in Acholiland.  

There is underutilised ginning capacity at West Acholi 

Cooperative Union, and the roads to Lira and other 

areas are good, allowing buyers from there to enter the 

region with their transportation and to compete for 

farmers’ cotton crops once the confl ict is settled.

It should be mentioned that cotton is the crop that tra-

ditionally has prepared the seedbed for fi ngermillet and 

other food crops (which follow in rotation after cotton).  

Thus, reductions in cotton acreage have food security 

implications for the region.

Loss of Livestock

Like other regions in the north (Karamoja, Teso, Lango),  

Acholiland was largely a cattle-based economy. Cattle 

are a source of power and prestige, as well as a store of 

wealth earned from cash crops (which, in the past, were 

tobacco and cotton). Sales of livestock fi nanced edu-

cational expenses for growing children as well as family 

medical expenses and other domestic emergencies. 

The District Veterinary Offi cer for Gulu calculated

that by 1985 there were 185,000 cattle (not counting 

suckling calves) in the district; within two years—as a 

result of rustling, forced sales and slaughter (to avoid 

theft) and disease brought on by the inability to provide 

veterinary care—their numbers had been reduced to 

less than 1,000.  Wealthy men of high prestige within 

the community lost all their assets, in some cases in a 

single night.  The ability of families to fi nance necessary 

expenditures was lost and their ability to meet domestic 

crises was devastated.  A fi ercely independent popula-

tion, whose surplus production fed other parts of the 

country, became dependent overnight—and for years 

thereafter—on handouts from the government, WFP 

and NGOs.  Their ability to farm what land they could 

reach on foot in times of relative peace was vastly

reduced by the lack of oxen-power and the ploughs 

and yokes needed to harness it.

Loss in Food Crop Production

The rural populace fi rst moved to trading centres for 

their own protection and were later concentrated into 

IDP camps, where they are forced to live far from their 

farms. Long walking distances such as these limit the 

time people have to work on their land even during 

times of relative peace.  In addition, all land within easy 

walking distance of the camps is subject to intensive use 

and degradation. Some areas are mined; and because 

minefi elds are not mapped, when one person falls 

victim to a mine, large surrounding areas are placed 

off-limits and made unavailable for production.  Women, 

who bear the principal responsibility for food crop 

production, are frequently mistreated and raped by 

members of whichever force they encounter, be it 

rebels or UPDF.44  There are also reports that men 

deemed by the UPDF to have gone farther than what 

commanders consider “normal” distances from camps 

are at times mistreated or accused of collaboration 

with rebels. Combined with the loss of animal power to 

work the land, these factors have made a severe impact 

on food crop production. Between 1986 and 1997, the 

area planted was reduced by an estimated 50 per cent. 

During the relatively peaceful period between 1997 

and 2001, the area planted gradually increased. But 

this positive trend was reversed in mid-2002 with the 

coming of Operation Iron Fist.

The reduction in area planted has resulted in decreased 

yields, due in part to limitations on labour input and 

failure to follow normal crop rotation practices on land 

planted near the camps. Nevertheless, most families have 

achieved production of food crops suffi cient to keep 

them from starving—though not suffi cient to prevent 

widespread malnutrition, especially among children.

Recommendation:  Information on the full economic 

costs of the war for Uganda as a whole should be regu-

larly reported.  This will encourage resolution of the 

confl ict and re-investment, making the north an eco-

nomically productive region rather than a drain on the 

national economy. 

44 See HRW,  “Abducted and Abused”, vol. 15, no. 12 (A), July 2003.
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4
A. Military Efforts
Ending the war goes beyond captur ing Joseph Kony.  

Although neutralising Kony is a key element in ending the conflict and the humanitar ian 

cr isis , any senior LRA commander with access to hidden weapons caches could inher it 

the cause and take his place. Full resolution of the conflict will happen only when 

all of the following occur : (1) Joseph Kony surrenders , is captured or agrees to some 

sort of political settlement; (2) the hidden LRA weapons caches are found; (3) LRA 

commanders are resettled and reintegrated; and (4) IDPs are able to safely leave camps 

and resettle.  There have been different attempts from a var iety of actors to stop the 

war, including militar y inter vention; local-led peace initiatives; amnesty and attr ition; and 

government-led peace initiatives . Beyond this particular conflict, national reconciliation 

and peacebuilding will be essential to create a lasting peace.

waging
peace

ending the confl ict
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Although the Government of Uganda has 

expressed interest in and, at t imes, explored 

different avenues of confl ict resolution, it 

remains committed to finding peace through 

mil itar y victor y.  This determined resolve has 

paradoxical ly translated into reinvigorated 

diplomacy with a once-hosti le neighbour.

Sudan and “Operation Iron Fist”

The LRA confl ict took on new international relevance 

during the 1990s because of its entanglement with 

the civil war in southern Sudan. Other regional issues 

of concern to the international community, including 

confl ict in the Great Lakes region, brought global 

attention to Uganda as it was discovered that forces 

were diverted to the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo (DRC).45 Since 1994, the ruling National Islamic 

Front* of Sudan has supported the LRA, providing 

a safe haven, military training and a steady fl ow of 

arms.  The NIF’s support for the LRA is purportedly 

in response to the GoU’s support for the SPLA, with 

the intent of destabilising the SPLA’s southern base 

of support. However, beyond retribution, the LRA 

has become an important fi ghting force for the NIF 

against the SPLA inside southern Sudan, one they are 

not eager to lose. Sudan’s recent attempt to end its 

political and economic isolation has directly affected 

its support of the LRA.  When the U.S. declared the 

LRA a terrorist organisation in late 2001, Sudan quietly 

claimed to have cut off supplies to Kony in an effort 

to improve relations with Washington. However, this 

purported cut-off was short-lived.  After the LRA 

helped the NIF recapture the Sudanese garrison town 

of Torit from the SPLA/M in October 2002, the fl ow 

of arms and ammunition, including anti-tank landmines, 

resumed.46 Sudan’s military support has been vital to 

the survival of the LRA, and has likewise entrenched 

Ugandan leadership in a military response. However, 

one of the major challenges to a military offensive 

is that abducted children make up the majority of 

the LRA—so armed offense essentially infl icts more 

violence against children.

Successful efforts by the Carter Centre to facilitate 

peace talks between Uganda and Sudan resulted in 

the normalisation of relations in 1999 and the re-

establishment of a Sudanese embassy in Kampala in 

2001.  As a demonstration that the NIF had ended its 

support of the LRA, a military protocol was signed by 

the two governments in early 2002, allowing Uganda 

limited access into southern Sudan to attack the LRA 

at their bases. Launched in March 2002, Operation 

Iron Fist, the code name for UPDF military operations 

in southern Sudan, has had as many humanitarian 

consequences as it has had military successes.  It was 

supposed to “wipe out” the LRA, which had camps 

in southern Sudan—including a headquarters at 

Lubanga-tek that was well equipped with vehicles, 

radio communications and weaponry provided by 

Khartoum.  The operation destroyed these camps 

45 Since April 2003, Ugandan forces have offi cially pulled out of the DRC.

46 “Northern Uganda: Understanding and Solving the Confl ict”, International Crisis Group,

Africa Report No. 77, 14 April 2004, p. 7.

*  The NIF recently changed its name to the National Congress Party (NCP).

Katherine Akumu, Chairperson LC3 for Unyama IDP camp, presents a list of 

grievances and recommendations about life at the camp to a World Vision 

delegation in March 2004.
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and documented Sudanese support of the LRA, but 

it did not destroy the LRA.47  The operation, which 

saw the deployment of as many as 10,000 Ugandan 

troops, had an unintended effect.  Those rebels who 

did not retreat further inside Sudan returned in force 

to northern Uganda in June 2002, reportedly with 

new equipment, uniforms and training.  From then 

on, the LRA, which split into smaller operational units, 

stepped up its attacks, targeting religious leaders and 

other civilians and abducting an estimated 10,000 

children. “It was like stirring up a hornet’s nest”.48  The 

group also attacked convoys delivering relief supplies 

for IDPs and refugees from southern Sudan.49  The 

humanitarian consequences of Operation Iron Fist 

have been severe, including the exponential increase in 

displacement from 400,000 people to over 1.6 million, 

and an expansion of the confl ict further south and 

east into Lira, Soroti,  Apac and Katakwi. 

There was agreement between Sudan and Uganda 

for a second round of operations inside Sudan 

starting in March 2004.  In mid-2004, the GoU military 

offensive bore some fruit with the capture of key LRA 

commanders and the rescue of some abductees by 

the UPDF. Still, diplomacy has had to tacitly defer to 

strategic defense—the LRA’s fi ghting ability has made 

it quite valuable to the Sudanese government’s efforts 

to counter the SPLA.50

On 9 January 2005 the Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement (CPA) was signed in Naivasha, Kenya, 

between the Government of Sudan and the 

SPLM/A in order to end the 21-year old confl ict.  

Unfortunately, on 1 August 2005, Dr. John Garang, fi rst 

Vice President of Sudan and chairman of the SPLM, 

died in a helicopter crash.  However, his successor, 

Salva Kiir, has assumed leadership of the SPLM/A 

and has been sworn in as the new Vice President.  

Continued high-level international engagement will 

be necessary to ensure the full implementation of the 

CPA throughout all of Sudan.

In spite of the signing of the CPA, the LRA leadership 

is still resident inside southern Sudan, and there are 

still reports that the NIF are providing some support 

to the LRA.  There are indications that the NIF will 

continue to protect Kony and the LRA and support 

other militia in order to maintain infl uence over the 

military/security situation in southern Sudan.

Problems of Protection and the
Arming of Local Defence Units

The humanitarian fallout from Operation Iron Fist has 

further exposed the GoU’s military weaknesses and 

the failure of its own “protected villages” policy.  As 

attacks by the LRA increased, many villagers voluntarily 

fl ed to nearby towns, which are perceived to be more 

secure. But forced displacement was also government 

policy. Starting in November 1996, populations in the 

most war-affected areas were, in some instances, given 

48 hours’ notice to leave their homes and relocate to 

IDP camps, so that the army could “better protect the 

people and better pursue the LRA”.51

The people have not been fully protected, nor 

the LRA adequately pursued, as evidenced in the 

escalation of displacement since the start of

Operation Iron Fist and the increased frequency of 

LRA attacks against civilians. Key commanders in the 

UPDF identifi ed a lack of resources both to protect 

civilians and to wage an offensive war.  To fi ll the gap 

in protection, local defence units (LDUs), also known 

as “home guards”, have been armed and given some 

training.  Army offi cials throughout the region insist 

that the LDUs are controlled by the UPDF and 

deployed as “zonal forces”, protecting fi xed community 

areas in the rear as the UPDF pushes forward to 

pursue the LRA.52 However, legitimate concerns are 

repeatedly raised by many voices, including IDPs, civil 

society groups and donor government offi cials, about 

the capability of LDUs to adequately protect people 

against the LRA, which is often better trained and 

47 Ibid., p. 15.

48 Private briefi ng with aid workers and U.S. government offi cials, February 2003.

49 “When the Sun Sets, We Start to Worry . . . ”:  An  Account of Life in Northern

Uganda, UN OCHA/IRIN, November 2003, p. 12. 

50 ICG, 14 April 2004, p. 7.

51 Interview with military offi cial, Gulu, March 2004.

52 Interview with senior UPDF spokesman, Kampala, March 2004.
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armed.  In March 2003, the Arrow Group LDU was 

formed in response to the LRA’s continuing presence 

in the Soroti area and the UPDF’s inability to cope 

with its continued incursions.  The LDU was able to 

halt the spread of the LRA further east; however, other 

LDUs were not initially as successful.  The Amuka or 

“Rhino” group was mobilised in Lira, but it was initially 

not as successful as the Arrow Group because of fewer 

supplies and weaker support.53 However, since its 

initiation, more people have been recruited and they 

are better armed.

Recent attempts by the UPDF to mobilise LDUs in 

Acholiland have been met with reluctance. Memories of 

vicious attacks by better-armed LRA forces —marked 

by their signature cutting-off of lips, noses, ears and 

limbs—in response to the Acholi forming militia against 

them in 1990/91 has frightened the population into 

ambivalence about reforming LDUs. But other reasons 

for opposition are also cited:  “Many volunteered for 

the LDUs here, but they were then sent off to the [DR] 

Congo. Because they [the LDUs] are not accounted for, 

they could send them off, but they signed up to protect 

their own people here”.54 Although the UPDF has 

offi cially pulled out of the DRC, the recent practise of 

redirecting LDU recruits has increased mistrust among 

the area population towards the army.

Concerns of Rising Ethnic Tensions 

The spread of LRA attacks to non-Acholi areas 

brought increased tensions between communities and 

expressions of concern about the renewal of historic 

ethnic divisions. Reports include allegations of Acholi 

support for the LRA and rising tensions in retribution 

for harm done by the LRA.  There is a lingering fear 

of attacks against individual Acholi as retribution. 

Community leaders have played an important role 

in reducing animosity and fostering co-operation by 

emphasising their common search for an end to the 

armed confl ict that threatens the entire region.

Of “Ghosts” and “Junk”: 

The Haunting Consequences

of Corruption 

The amount of corruption in the army has reached 

levels that can no longer be hidden, and further 

erodes the population’s confi dence in the UPDF.  The 

types of corruption vary widely and include low-level 

theft and extortion from civilians; creation of “ghost 

soldiers”, whose pay is pocketed; and acquisition of 

faulty equipment.

A notable example of this is the “Junk Helicopters” 

scandal. Concerns about the purchase of MI-24 

attack helicopters from Belarus through a Ugandan 

intermediary led to a judicial commission of inquiry 

whose fi ndings were later endorsed in a parliamentary 

White Paper.  The commission recommended that 

high-ranking offi cials be prosecuted for their roles 

in the handling of the purchase.  It also pointed 

to failures in the procurement system.  A proper 

assessment of needs and the utility of the system had 

not been undertaken.  As a consequence of a fl awed 

procurement process exploited by corrupt individuals, 

the government bought helicopters that, on delivery, 

were found not airworthy, contrary to the conditions 

of the contract and the reports of personnel involved 

in the transaction.  The government lost between US$6 

million and US$12 million and had to spend additional 

funds to make the two defective aircraft useable.55

The latest public manifestation of corruption within 

the army is the “ghost soldiers” saga.  The ghost soldier 

phenomenon, which included the use of personal 

bank accounts to deposit and disburse public money, 

is reported to have arisen in the mid-1990s in the 4th 

Division based in Gulu.  The starkest demonstration of 

the problems was the recent discovery of some 4,000 

Rwandans who reportedly left the NRM’s forces in 

the early 1990s but still remained on the UPDF payroll 

along with dead Ugandan veterans.56

53 Refugee Law Project, “Behind the Violence”, p. 37.

54 Interview with local NGO activist, Gulu, November 2003.

55 ICG, 14 April 2004, p. 17.

56 Ibid.
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While recent reports highlight greater success 

in capturing LRA commanders, erosion of 

confi dence in a military solution by the UPDF 

continues, partially because of the problems of 

corruption.  

Recommendations:

• A full-scale audit of the military should be 

conducted and measures implemented to 

combat the serious problem of corruption,

which is debilitating the military.

• Roles, reporting and accountability for LDUs 

should be clarifi ed and strengthened in military 

strategies for civilian protection.

• The international community should recognize 

that the abduction of children is international

mass hostage-taking and apply all tools available

for freeing them.

B. Non-Military 
Confl ict Resolution
Local Peace Initiatives

As a result of insecurity in the region, economic 

activities have virtually halted. Unable to collect local 

revenue, local governments in the affected districts 

have long since shifted from their original functions 

of administration and development to disaster 

management and security monitoring.  Working with 

almost no resources, and mainly with NGOs and 

international donor organisations, they concentrate on 

the mobilisation of displaced communities into camps, 

IDP registration, and working out mechanisms for 

keeping law and order while trying to help distribute 

the meagre amount of goods and services available.

Working with the army, the Local Councils mobilise 

unemployed youth for registration into the LDUs for 

the protection of people in camps.  In some districts 

they have also played a crucial function of organising 

youth into support groups for skills development, 

entertainment and sport.  The challenge is to keep 

youth and young adults positively productive.

Acholi Religious Leaders Peace 

Initiative (ARLPI)

The ARLPI was founded in 1998 by a consortium of 

Catholic,  Anglican, Muslim and other religious and 

traditional leaders to engage Acholi society and the 

Ugandan body politic in fi nding a peaceful solution 

to the war.  ARLPI’s accomplishments include leading 

the fi ght for the passage of the Amnesty Act in 1999, 

training hundreds of local leaders in peacebuilding 

and confl ict resolution and creating confi dence and 

opening avenues of negotiations by acting as “Track 2” 

interlocutors between the confl icting parties. Other 

prominent northerners have also attempted to play 

a leadership role in ending the confl ict.  For example, 

the Acholi traditional chiefs (Rwot) were formally 

reinstated in 2000 in an effort to further contribute 

to the peace process.  The peacebuilding organisation 

ACORD engaged in a traditional leadership 

revitalisation programme and helped create two new 

structures to assist the peace process: the Council of 

Elders Peace Committee, headed by Okot Ogony, and 

the Council of Chiefs, chaired by Rwot Acana.57

Formerly abducted children march for peace in the streets of Gulu.
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Independently, leaders of the ARLPI have initiated 

negotiations with some of the rebels. Various ARLPI 

members have met with certain LRA commanders 

at least four times, and have made sustained contact 

over 20 times.58  This has been important in creating 

confi dence and opening alternative avenues of 

negotiations.  In April 2000, for instance, a breakaway 

faction of the LRA asked for pardon and requested 

that the ARLPI reconcile them with the government.  

Its leader claimed that 800 former rebels based 

in Kenya were ready to be repatriated to Uganda 

if the ARLPI would provide guarantees of safety. 

Some of the returning rebels have felt more secure 

surrendering to the ARLPI than to the army.59

Because of the ARLPI’s success in establishing contact 

with the LRA, the government appointed a peace 

team in late 2002.  In March 2003, Kony announced a 

unilateral ceasefi re. Museveni initially rejected it, then 

responded with a limited ceasefi re in areas where the 

rebels were to hold talks with the Presidential Peace 

Team. However, hopes for peace were dashed in

April 2003 when the LRA broke the ceasefi re 

arrangements and killed an emissary of the Presidential 

Peace Team, causing the government to resume open 

warfare against the rebels.  The peace team was offi cially 

disbanded in May 2003 and attempts at establishing a 

negotiated peace appeared seriously constrained, as the 

military option was vigorously pursued.60

In May 2004, the ARLPI made another attempt at 

peaceful resolution by proposing Graca Machal, Betty 

Bigombe (former Ugandan Minister for Northern 

Uganda) and Washington Okumu (international 

mediator in confl ict resolution) as peace envoys. By 

mid-August 2004, this initiative had stalled due to the 

intensity of fi ghting against the LRA in southern Sudan 

and the surrender or capture of many high-ranking LRA 

commanders. On 17 August 2004, the New Vision (a 

major Ugandan paper) reported that the executive

secretary of the Joint Christian Council, who had been 

assigned the role of liaising with the mediators, the GoU

and the ARLPI, said, “The environment is not stable for 

meaningful talks to take place”. Ultimately, combatant 

military activity destabilises the progress of any type of 

peace initiative.

Recommendation:  The efforts of the ARLPI should

be supported as part of a larger peace framework

involving the Government of Uganda, the LRA and

the Government of Sudan.

C. The Amnesty Act
The Amnesty Act, passed into law in November 1999 

and enacted in January 2000, provides blanket amnesty 

for all rebels.  The Amnesty Act was promoted by 

many people in the north because, in spite of their 

suffering, they were convinced that forgiveness was the 

only way to achieve peace and reconciliation.  The Act 

has handled 11,972 cases since it came into force in 

January 2000, including insurgents from other regional 

confl icts.  The Amnesty Commission reports that, since 

April 2004, 42.5 per cent of those seeking amnesty, 

(approximately 5,092) have been LRA fi ghters who 

are not children. Success would be greater, but Kony 

has condemned the Amnesty and threatens captives 

who attempt to escape.  Fear of Kony and violent 

reprisals by other LRA commanders, as well as routine 

brainwashing of children, limit the number of those 

who would take advantage of the Amnesty. Returnees 

from the LRA testify that one of the techniques 

Kony uses to continue holding abductees hostage is 

telling them that they will not be accepted by their 

community if they try to return home.

The Amnesty Act needs frequent renewal.  At the 

time of writing, an amendment was proposed to make 

commanders ineligible.  Along with groups in northern 

Uganda, World Vision requested that the government 

reconsider that proposal. (See adjacent box.)

57 Refugee Law Project, “Behind the Violence”, p. 44.

58 Interview with ARLPI representatives, November 2003.

59 Khadiagala, Gilbert, “The Role of the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI)

in Peace Building in Northern Uganda”. Report appendix to USAID report, “The 

Effectiveness of Civil Society Initiatives in Controlling Violent Confl icts and Building 

Peace”, Greater Horn of Africa Peace Building Project (March 2001), p. 12.

60 “When the Sun Sets We Start to Worry . . .”, p. 12–13.
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The following recommendations 

were made in May 2004 and are

still under consideration:

1. Remove commanders from the list of 

persons not eligible for amnesty by 

deleting paragraph 2 (2) (b) from the Act.  

The reasons are:

• Some commanders are abductees 

acting under threats by Kony, who has 

convinced them that they have no

other option.

• The strategic value of the Amnesty Act 

to help break the hold Kony has on 

those under him would be enhanced 

by a willingness to consider the cases of 

everyone except Kony himself.

2. Add to Section 3 of the Act language 

guaranteeing due process for persons 

who apply for amnesty.  These might 

include a clear process for hearing 

cases, access to counsel for applicants, 

an appeal process and time limits for 

detention without resolution of the case.  

The rationale is:

• The conditions outlined in Section 3 

undermine confi dence in the Amnesty 

Act because there is no guarantee 

of due process during detention.  

Whether valid or not, current allegations 

of unreasonable detention erode 

confi dence in amnesty as an alternative 

to staying with the LRA.

In addition to improvements to Bill 

25, consideration can be given to 

improving implementation of the 

Amnesty Act. Suggestions include:

1. Extension of the Act for a period beyond 

three months at a time, for all except 

Kony.  This would increase confi dence 

that applications can be processed before 

time runs out and allow for effective 

implementation.

2.  Consistent messages from political 

leaders about the amnesty.  Inconsistent 

messages undermine confi dence in the 

GoU’s commitment to implement the 

law. Messages should include positive 

public information campaigns to build 

community confi dence and indirectly get 

the message to those in the clutches of 

the LRA that they will be accepted if they 

can escape.

3. Public information campaigns targeted 

toward young people.  These should be 

intensive, in local languages covering all of 

the affected areas.  This will ensure that 

anyone who might be abducted by the 

LRA is well aware of his or her options 

and less liable to be swayed by false 

indoctrination during captivity.

4. Speedy resolution of cases.  This 

will reinforce GoU commitment 

to implementation of the law.  This 

process could include co-operation 

with community-based initiatives for 

reintegration services.

Recommendations for Strengthening the Amnesty Act
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D.  The Role of the ICC
In December 2003 President Yoweri Museveni made a 

formal referral to the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

to look into crimes committed by the LRA.  The Chief 

Prosecutor of the ICC, Luis Moreno Ocampo, held a joint 

press conference with President Museveni on 29 January 

2004, announcing that his offi ce would begin preliminary 

investigations into crimes committed by the LRA during its 

nearly two decades of war against the GoU.  The ICC is a 

new institution. In July 1998 the Rome Statute of the ICC 

was signed by 120 countries, with only seven countries in 

opposition, including the U.S. and Sudan. It then took four 

years for 60 countries to ratify the Rome Statute, bringing 

it into force.  It became operational in mid-2002 when 

it was ratifi ed by the sixtieth state.  The legal process in 

northern Uganda is the ICC’s fi rst big case.61  The ICC 

can become involved in investigating alleged crimes in 

three ways:  1) the Chief Prosecutor may decide to start 

an investigation;  2) the Chief Prosecutor may be asked 

to start an investigation by the UN Security Council; or 

3) the Chief Prosecutor may be asked to investigate a 

situation by the government of an ICC member state.  The 

third option is what triggered the investigation in Uganda.62  

While the initial announcement by the Chief Prosecutor 

was enthusiastically welcomed by many international 

human rights organizations who see the ICC as an 

important means for ending impunity, it was coolly 

received by most local and international NGOs working 

in northern Uganda and peace groups such as the ARLPI.  

The Government’s own Amnesty Commission expressed 

fears that the announcement by the ICC could make a 

peaceful resolution of the confl ict impossible. Then, on 

28 July 2004, it was publicly reported that the ICC would 

commence a formal investigation into alleged crimes 

against humanity committed by the LRA.63  The Court 

also has jurisdiction to investigate crimes committed by 

the UPDF.  

The ICC is based on the consent of states formalised 

in an agreement.  An implication of this is that the ICC 

does not have international enforcement powers for their 

arrest warrants or evidence collection. In other words, 

the ICC does not have its own army but has to rely on 

the co-operation of ICC member states.  The Court’s 

Statute has not yet been implemented into Ugandan 

law, potentially making its work on the ground diffi cult. 

The ICC is not bound by national amnesty or immunity 

arrangements (including presidential immunity). However, 

in Ugandan law, the ICC’s authority appears to be in 

tension with, amongst other things, the Amnesty Act.  

Once a referral is made to the Court, it is diffi cult to stop 

the proceedings, as the ICC prosecutor answers to the 

Court and its judges, and not to the authorities of the 

country that has ceded a specifi c area of sovereignty.64  

Nevertheless, the prosecutor has discretion under Article 

53(4) of the Court’s statute to reconsider his or her 

decision to prosecute65.

All of the above factors have meant that the ICC has 

inevitably had to have a close association with the 

Ugandan Government, which calls into question their 

ability to conduct an objective and balanced investigation 

of all combatants.  This has been reinforced by the way in 

which the Ugandan investigation was launched through a 

high profi le press conference with President Museveni in 

January 2004.66  

The timing of the January 2004 announcement by the 

ICC is important in the political and military sequencing 

of the war.  The humanitarian crisis following the launch of 

Operation Iron Fist in 2002 put political pressure on the 

GoU to explore peaceful means to ending the war.  As   

61 Allen, T., War and Justice in Northern Uganda: an Assessment of the International

Criminal Court’s Intervention, draft report, Crisis States Research Centre, Development 

Studies Institute, London School of Economics, Feb. 2005, pp. 37, ii.
62 Ibid., p. 39.  
63“The Refugee Law Project’s position paper on the announcement of formal

investigations of the Lord’s Resistance Army by the Chief Prosecutor of the

International Criminal Court and its implications on the search for peaceful

solutions to the war in northern Uganda”, 28 July 2004, which can be found at

www.refugeelawproject.org.
64 Building a Comprehensive Peace Strategy for Northern Uganda. International Crisis Group,

23 June 2005, p. 9.
65 Shock Therapy for Northern Uganda’s Peace Process, International Crisis Group,

11 April 2005, p. 6, footnote 48.  Article 53 of the Rome Statute provides that: “…4. The 

Prosecutor may, at any time, reconsider a decision whether to initiate an investigation 

or prosecution based on new facts or information”. Further,  Article 53 provides that: “. . 

.2. If, upon investigation, the Prosecutor concludes that there is not a suffi cient basis for 

a prosecution because: (. . . c) A prosecution is not in the interests of justice, taking into 

account all the circumstances, including the gravity of the crime, the interests of victims 

and the age or infi rmity of the alleged perpetrator, and his or her role in the alleged 

crime, the Prosecutor shall inform the Pre-Trial Chamber and the State making a referral 

under article 14 or the Security Council in a case under article 13, paragraph (b), of his 

or her conclusion and the reasons for the conclusion”.
66 Allen., p. 39.
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the humanitarian situation continued to decline, increased 

internal pressure from civil society groups urged the 

Government to explore peaceful means in order to 

end the war.  Western donor countries began speaking 

openly about the need to explore a non-military means 

to ending the war.  After visiting the north in November 

2003, UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian 

Affairs Jan Egeland stated:  “The situation is intolerable and 

we must all agree as an international community, the UN 

and donors, that this is totally unacceptable. Northern 

Uganda is the most forgotten crisis in the world”.  At that 

moment, for the fi rst time in 18 years of war, a high profi le 

UN offi cial had acknowledged publicly that the situation 

in northern Uganda was far worse than presented by the 

GoU, and that the UN and the international community 

were culpable for allowing the situation to deteriorate to 

that level.  This acknowledgement increased the volume 

of the growing chorus within the donor community 

questioning the military option to ending the war.  As 

such, the Government was pressured to more seriously 

entertain non-military alternatives, including negotiations.67

Thus, by November 2003, there was internal and external 

momentum challenging the military resolution of the LRA 

confl ict.  To regain lost ground, President Museveni took a 

number of actions including giving the LRA’s Joseph Kony 

and his deputy Vincent Otti an ultimatum: come out of the 

bush before December 2003 or the Government would 

issue an international warrant of arrest.  However, instead 

of issuing a warrant of arrest for Kony and Otti, the 

Government referred the case of the LRA to the ICC.

In light of the above, the GoU referral to the ICC 

served two political purposes.  First, it shifted public and 

international discourse from the plight of the people 

affected by the war and the need to end it through 

peaceful means, to discourses on justice and punishing 

perpetrators of crimes against humanity and war crimes. 

Seen from this perspective, the referral served to mobilize 

new international alliances—ones more tolerant of 

President  Museveni’s military option to ending the war.  

If the top LRA leadership is to be tried for the crimes 

they have committed, fi rst they have to be arrested.  

Second, the referral exerted international pressure on 

neighbouring countries to support the GoU in the search 

for the LRA leadership.  Under article 86 of the Rome 

Statute, “States Parties shall, in accordance with the 

provisions of this Statute, cooperate fully with the Court 

in investigations and prosecution of crimes within the 

jurisdiction of the Court.” 68  

Implications of the ICC Investigation

Four notable implications result in the launching of the 

ICC investigation and the pending issuing of indictments.  

First, the ICC investigation launched in the midst of 

on-going peace negotiations has the real potential to 

undermine these efforts.  The knowledge that the top 

leaders of the LRA will be indicted increases the incentive 

to fi ght in order to avoid arrest.  Further, any peace 

process could be seen by the rebel leadership as a ploy to 

arrest them.  For real peace negotiations to take place, the 

necessary environment of trust must fi rst be established.69

Second, the ICC investigation directly undermines the 

Amnesty Act of 2000.  It is possible that many LRA 

fi ghters will be reluctant to surrender under the Amnesty 

law for fear that they might be handed over to the ICC.  

From the perspective of those living in the war zone, 

those who have a child or relative abducted by the LRA, 

the Amnesty Law has provided a framework with which 

they can woo back forced conscripts.  Without the law 

there would be less of an incentive to risk escape from 

the LRA, particularly in light of the brutal force used 

against those who attempt to escape.  Much of the war-

affected population in northern Uganda see amnesty 

as the most feasible option to ending the confl ict and 

ensuring that their abducted children can be persuaded 

to come out of the bush.  In addition, amnesty is seen as 

being compatible with the people’s existing traditional 

system of justice and dispute resolution mechanisms.70

Third, in relation to the undermining of the Amnesty 

Law, is the question of weakening the local mechanism of 

confl ict resolution and justice. The people affected by

67 RLP Position Paper, p. 4.

68 Ibid.

69 Ibid., p. 9.

70 Ibid., p. 7.
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the war support the Amnesty Law because it is based 

on principles similar to their own traditional values 

regarding justice and confl ict resolution.  For this reason, 

international conceptions of justice must be seen to 

have some complementarity with the local ideas of 

justice.  Article 1 of the Rome Statute enshrines the 

principle of complementarity between the Court and 

national criminal jurisdictions.  What remains unclear is 

if complementarity is intended to include the notions, 

norms, and values of traditional communities.71  This 

is not to say that those who commit crimes are not 

made accountable.  There is punishment and there is 

accountability. For example, a person who commits 

murder might be required to make material restitution 

to the family of the bereaved, and also assigned the 

responsibility of taking care of the family for the rest of 

his/her life. Particularly for communities such as those 

living in northern Uganda, which live in extreme poverty 

and marginal conditions, this “replacement” of the 

role and service of the deceased usually seems more 

“just” than punishing both communities by imprisoning 

or killing the offender.  Thus, punishment in these 

communities is seen as restorative and rehabilitative 

rather than as retributive or a deterrent.  By their very 

nature, local community forms of criminal justice also 

serve as confl ict resolution mechanisms.  The process 

usually involves whole communities, where the “trial” 

builds community consensus around the particular 

punishment for a particular crime.72   

This restorative model is appropriate for the majority of 

LRA perpetrators who are themselves child victims of 

the confl ict.  The appropriate intersection of restorative 

and punitive justice comes when addressing justice for 

the LRA leadership.  Considering all of the atrocities 

committed during the course of the war, Kony himself 

has admitted that he sees only three options for himself:  

prison, exile, or death.73  In the case of Kony, other forms 

of justice beyond traditional justice mechanisms are likely 

the only option.  

Fourth, the ICC investigation and the pending issuing 

of indictments adds to the insecurity in the region.  As 

noted above, pending indictments are an incentive for 

the top leadership of the LRA to fi ght, evade arrest and 

destroy evidence.  In wars such as the one in northern 

Uganda, the primary evidence is the people themselves.  

The safety of witnesses needs to be a primary concern 

given the fl uid security situation in northern Uganda.  

As the ICC does not have the means to arrest 

perpetrators, neither does it have the ability to protect 

witnesses.  The Government of Uganda has not been 

able to adequately guarantee the security of people 

in the north and the LRA has succeeded in attacking 

civilians in the government-protected IDP camps. 

The LRA are still at large, and as such, it is not possible 

to protect witnesses and victims without creating

further displacement.74  

Peace, then Justice

The greatest interest of the victims of the war in 

northern Uganda is ending the vicious cycle of violence.   

Based on extensive local research and feedback from 

the population in World Vision communities, the victims 

know what they want: fi rst, an end to the war; second, 

to return to their ancestral homes and start a new life; 

and third, reconstruction of social services like schools 

and dispensaries. Once they are safe at home, and their 

children can go to school without fear of abduction, only 

then can they be asked about those who visited horror 

on them.  Thus, justice, at least in the legalistic sense of 

the word, is not among their immediate priorities.75  

In the year since the release of the fi rst edition of this 

report in 2004 there has been some hopeful progress 

in negotiations between the LRA and the GoU made 

by Betty Bigombe, former Ugandan parliamentarian 

and Minister for the North.  However, the on-going 

ICC investigation, coupled with the lack of signifi cant 

international attention and support, has hindered 

Bigombe’s efforts. Bigombe has indicated that she will

71 Ibid., pp. 7 & 8.

72 Ibid., p. 8.

73 ICG, 23 June 2005, p. 3.  

74 Ibid., pp. 9 & 10.  

75 Ibid., p. 9.
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be unable to continue negotiating with the LRA if 

arrest warrants for LRA leadership are issued.  In the 

midst of active confl ict, without the demonstrated 

ability to either protect civilians or physically prosecute 

perpetrators, the ICC should consider the ordered 

desires of the population they presume to be helping.  

Recommendations

• Because of continued confl ict among highly

vulnerable civilians, the ICC should suspend issuing 

indictments until adequate protection is available

for witnesses and civilians in the area.  Increased

protection will come when some sort of settlement 

is reached.  Currently, it is not possible to guarantee

the safety of victims and witnesses.

• The ICC should investigate potential crimes of all 

parties in the war in accordance with the Rome Stat-

ute.  

• Further consideration should be given to the intersec-

tion of a community’s traditional forms and concepts 

of justice.

E. Government-Led 
Peace Efforts
Dialogue initiatives have frequently failed because of 

contradictory messages sent by the government.  The 

following comment exemplifi es this widely held view:

The leaders establish contact and something 

was going on, then someone in government says 

these are bandits! Get out in two weeks! These 

things are said in the press, on the radio, and it 

defeats the purposes of the effort. If you tell your 

children to go and collect honey, you don’t throw 

stones into the hive. That’s what’s happening. It 

cost the life of a very respected elder here”.76

Kony, too, often scuttles peace initiatives.  “Sometimes 

Kony calls for a ceasefi re, and then he massacres many 

people. So people should be honest and know that it is

not only Museveni who does not respect cease-fi res”.77

However, previous peace talks have yielded some 

results that provide a basis for future initiatives.  The fi rst 

negotiations held by Betty Bigombe in 1994 are often 

referred to as having been the best opportunity for 

peace; the eventual failure of these talks is attributed to 

both the government’s lack of fi rm political will behind 

a negotiation strategy and the LRA’s turn to Sudan for 

arms re-supplies.  Furthermore, the talks at Awoo Nyim 

(a Ugandan sub-county near the border of Sudan) in 

2001 highlighted that limited demilitarised zones and 

control of looting could be achieved with the LRA 

through negotiations.78

Carter Centre peace initiatives contributed to the 

improvement of relations between the governments 

of Sudan and Uganda and established contact with 

Kony again.  Although their efforts to organise meetings 

between Acholi elders and Kony were unsuccessful, 

they and others helped community leaders in the north 

work together for peace. Over the years, solidarity 

among the various groups at the community level has 

increased, laying a strong foundation for current

peace initiatives.

The Northern Uganda Peace Initiative (NUPI) is a U.S. 

government-led initiative with two main tracks: initiating 

a peace process through negotiation for humanitarian 

access and, where possible, increasing humanitarian 

assistance to war-affected areas.  Attempts have been 

made to get in touch with Kony via U.S. contacts 

within the GoS, but getting a coherent, consistent and 

favourable response has been a challenge.

Not much is known about the details of NUPI. Key 

U.S. offi cials see NUPI as an opportunity to build on 

anticipated success in the Sudanese peace talks, since 

elements of the LRA and the Ugandan government 

reportedly have indicated privately that they could talk 

with each other.  Nevertheless, since no meetings have

76 Refugee Law Project, “Behind the Violence”, p. 42.

77 Ibid.

78 Ibid., p. 43.
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been held and none are scheduled, immediate prospects 

for NUPI-sponsored peace talks are unlikely.79

The U.S. sent a letter to the LRA asking for a meeting 

with representatives of USAID and the Museveni 

government to talk about humanitarian aid because of 

the growing access problem presented by attacks on 

assistance convoys.  It asked for a written reply through 

the Sudanese government.  The SPLA indicated that 

it would provide security so the LRA could get to 

such a meeting, and Khartoum said it would provide 

security at the negotiating venue.  If humanitarian aid 

agreements could be reached and implemented, then 

the parties could talk further.  The letter was delivered 

on 17 September 2003 through the U.S. Embassy in 

Khartoum.  The U.S. heard nothing until a message 

came back from one of the interlocutors asking about 

security for Kony at the talks.  A response through 

another interlocutor demanded food for the LRA as a 

precondition for a meeting.  The U.S. is uncertain about 

whether either of these responses was from Kony, and 

is unwilling to put anything on the table (e.g., food) as a 

precondition for talks.80

The Bigombe Initiative

Toward the latter half of 2004, former Ugandan 

parliamentarian Betty Bigombe was again successful 

in making contact with the LRA leadership and re-

initiating peace talks.  Although the LRA has continued 

its brutal attacks against civilians and abduction of 

children, Kony has expressed interest in dialoguing with 

Bigombe.  Initially, Bigombe spoke through LRA senior 

commanders Sam Kolo (who defected in February 

2005) and Vincent Otti, the LRA second-in-command.  

Since late March 2005, Kony himself has communicated 

directly with Bigombe.  In April, Kony asked to be 

allowed to contact family members with whom he had 

lost touch, including some of his wives, his sister, and 

his brother. He has discussed with them his personal 

security, the seriousness of the  government in any 

peace process, and how he can get all his children into 

school.  During April, Kony had the most comprehensive 

set of discussions with Bigombe that have occurred since 

the war began 19 years ago. While these did not yet 

advance very far into the details of the main substantive 

issues, they touched on ceasefi re modalities, issues 

that need to be addressed in a peace deal and other 

concerns that the LRA and the government have about 

potential obstacles to progress. Kony communicated 

with Bigombe directly rather than through interlocutors, 

and on 17 April expressed readiness to meet with her 

for the fi rst time in a decade.81  

On 21 May, Kony reconnected with Bigombe, claiming 

the interruption was due to damage to his satellite 

phone.  On 15 June, President Museveni agreed to a

24-hour limited ceasefi re so that Bigombe could deliver 

a new satellite phone to the LRA and then a subsequent 

four- or fi ve-day limited ceasefi re to facilitate discussions 

on a comprehensive cessation.  Bigombe is still awaiting 

confi rmation on mutually agreeable dates.  At the time 

of writing, no meeting with Bigombe has yet occurred 

but the conditions remain mildly promising.  More 

concrete action by all combatants as well as concerned 

members within the international community is urgently 

needed.  It would be a mistake by all  not to explore this 

possibility of further negotiations in the belief that Kony 

is too unstable a personality for serious negotiation. 82   

The signifi cant efforts made by Bigombe and other civil 

society actors provide important groundwork for a full-

scale, multi-lateral, co-ordinated peace initiative, which 

has never been attempted in northern Uganda. With 

the changing circumstances in Sudan and the urgency 

of the situation in northern Uganda, now is the time 

to substantively increase and co-ordinate all efforts for 

peaceful resolution of this confl ict.

79 ICG interviews; ICG, 14 April 2004, p. 26.

80 Ibid.

81 ICG, 23 June 2005, p. 4.

82 Ibid.
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Recommendations:

• Consistent messages and actions in support of peace 

negotiations are needed from the governments of 

Uganda and Sudan. Increased pressure by the interna-

tional community on both governments is necessary 

to make good on promises in support of peace.

• A co-ordinated, high-level effort by international

donors is needed to support grassroots confl ict

resolution initiatives through diplomacy and resources 

to sustain peace dialogues.  A modest investment 

could yield huge results compared to the immense 

cost of continuing armed confl ict.

• Leaders of the LRA should demonstrate a serious 

commitment to peace by:

1.  Ending the practice of abduction and 

releasing all children and adults still in 

captivity. 

2.  Agreeing to human rights monitoring of all 

parties to ensure each one complies with 

international humanitarian laws. 

3.  Coherently outlining achievable political 

objectives and co-operating with mediators 

attempting confl ict resolution.

4.  Negotiating and implementing a ceasefi re

with independent, international monitoring

of all parties.

• For the medium term, the LRA and its supporters 

should direct their energy into non-violent politi-

cal dialogue and work with organisations to address 

the root causes of the confl ict and work toward the 

development of political structures in Uganda that 

respect diversity, treat all peoples equitably and foster 

development in the north.

• The new African Union Peace and Security Council 

should give high priority to the situation in northern 

Uganda and provide African leadership as part of in-

ternational efforts for non-violent confl ict resolution.

• Consistent, co-ordinated, high-level diplomacy by 

all international actors, including the withdrawal of 

military support that enables the confl ict, is needed 

to force combatants to engage in serious efforts to 

resolve confl icts. 

•  The United Nations should appoint a Special Envoy 

to co-ordinate all UN efforts in the direction of 

peace, with a particular focus on the protection of 

civilians and accountability for compliance with inter-

national law.  This would include independent human 

rights monitors to deter abuses by all parties, and

engagement with all parties on compliance

with international laws.

• Without waiting for the confl ict to end, the Govern-

ment of Uganda and community leaders in the north 

should begin a process of reconciliation through con-

structive dialogue that includes participation by youth 

and women.  Immediate actions that could prepare 

the way for the longer term include:

1.  Increased provision of government services 

to the north, with priority placed on 

education (including non-formal education) 

and HIV/AIDS strategies, two areas of high 

priority elsewhere in the country.

2.  Preparations for the transition from military 

protection through the strengthening of 

civilian police and judicial systems.

3.  Joint strategies to increase the opportunity 

for economic livelihoods that offer an 

alternative to the armed forces, especially for 

young people.  Work could begin to restore a 

well-functioning economy in the north.

When the war ends, it will take some time for people 

to feel secure enough to return home. Medium- and 

long-term interventions will be necessary to restore 

stability and to create an environment conducive to 

development.
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An integrated strategy for post-conflict reconstruction will need to encompass 

all the areas previously mentioned, including health, education, reintegration 

of former combatants and economic development.  International development 

organisations , such as the Wor ld Bank, have already begun to develop 

plans .  A top pr ior ity will be the resettlement of internally displaced persons . 

Sustained resources will be necessar y to give northern Uganda time to 

achieve its potential as a productive and attractive place to live.

a 5a 5vision for the

future
post-confl ict reconstructionpost-confl ict reconstructionpost-confl ict reconstruction

—Geoffrey, —Geoffrey, 1515
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Medium-Term Interventions

• Support for the rehabilitation and reintegration 

of children impacted by the war, including ex-

combatants. Expanded programs for children should 

include the provision of medical care, psychosocial 

support and vocational skills training.  Young people 

must be equipped with start-up tools/capital and 

primary and secondary education support as 

appropriate. Reintegration activities should include a 

community sensitisation and reconciliation process 

using appropriate cultural tools.

• Special provisions for girls and child mothers, who 

have most often been victims of sexual bondage. 

Counselling and special efforts at community 

reintegration will be needed.

• Support for transitional emergency relief. Until IDPs 

feel secure enough to resettle and the agricultural 

economy revives itself, a level of emergency 

provisions will need to be maintained.

• Advocacy. Advocacy. Advocacy  All stakeholders should promote 

increased public awareness of the lingering effects 

of confl ict on children. Special emphasis should 

be placed on building local capacities for peace to 

enhance community mechanisms for peacebuilding, 

confl ict management and resolution.

• Scaling up of HIV/AIDS interventions and innovative 

programming geared for transitional and post-confl ict 

settings. Effective programming that builds upon local 

capacities for prevention, care and advocacy will

be essential.

• Donor, GoU and NGO consultation.  To ensure 

maximum impact as relief and development funds 

are channelled to war-affected areas, adequate 

consultation should be made to give the affected 

population a voice in how funds are used.  

Long-Term Interventions

Once the confl ict has ended, sustainable peace will 

require strategies to bolster the livelihood of affected 

communities through improved socio-economic 

opportunities and services.  We envision a co-ordinated 

response that includes the following: 

• Demobilisation of IDP camps and reintegration. 

Adequate support by the Government of Uganda, 

the international community and NGOs will be 

needed to assist displaced people in their return 

home and resumption of productive livelihoods.  

This will include basic housing, start-up seeds and 

tools, psychosocial counselling and the restoration of 

community social service.

• Community-based policing. Local civilian law 

enforcement agencies, human rights commissions

and child protection agencies must be strengthened 

to enable a transition from military security to

civilian security.

• Large-scale infrastructure development.

The rehabilitation and expansion of transport 

infrastructure is crucial for economic development 

and the delivery of basic social services, including 

education, health centres, agricultural extension 

and economic empowerment activities. Given the 

breakdown of infrastructure for service delivery due 

to the fl ight of technical staff, there will be a need 

for capacity-building and technical support of local 

governments. 

• Skills development for youth.  As described earlier, 

so many children have missed opportunities for 

adequate formal education due to either abduction 

or displacement.  It will be important to provide 

these youth with opportunities to learn marketable 

vocational skills.

• Reconciliation. Ongoing support for healing and 

reconciliation will be crucial to establish a peaceful 

co-existence between former rebels and the local 

population, especially those who lost loved ones in 

the war.

• National reconciliation.  A truth and reconciliation 

process to address the historical grievances that 

generated this and other confl icts will be an 

important part of healing the trauma of this confl ict 

and building a culture of national unity in Uganda. 
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Economic Prospects

Recovery will be very diffi cult, but there is cause for 

optimism. Based on experience in Teso and Lango 

regions, where confl icts were quelled a decade ago, 

self-suffi ciency in food and production—with a surplus 

for sale in other parts of the country—can be achieved 

relatively quickly in the aftermath of confl ict. Major 

investment projects are being held up until the confl ict 

is resolved.  There is likely to be an immediate spurt 

in investment when peace is established, followed by 

a sustained period of substantial growth.  Advantages 

include prospects for demand both domestically and 

abroad, including regional markets in the DRC and 

Sudan.  The key to these developments is an end to the 

war and the establishment of security for investment in 

profi table and socially desirable enterprises.
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Peace is possible in northern Uganda.  The investment required to end the 

current tragedy is both economically worthwhile and a moral imperative.  

The cycle of violence can be broken with new respect for human r ights 

and the establishment of community institutions and opportunities for 

advancement.  Turning the corner will require co-operation at the local level, 

at the national level in both Uganda and Sudan and at the international 

level.  There is no time to lose.

—Rosemary, 16

6conclusions
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Pre-Colonial Divisions

Today’s population of Uganda is 24.6 million people, 

inhabiting 242,554 square kilometres.83  Within 

this population are more than 50 tribes as listed in 

the current Ugandan constitution. No single ethnic 

group has a majority.  This type of diversity did 

engender cultural differences and rivalries prior to 

the establishment of British rule circa 1900. Nilotic-

speaking pastoralist peoples such as the Acholi, Iteso, 

Langi and Karamojong generally clustered to the north 

and east, while Bantu-speaking agriculturalists primarily 

settled in the south.  The people of Buganda were 

the most politically organised, with a powerful king 

(also known as the Kabaka), a large standing army and 

institutional structures that resemble the modern state. 

The Bantu-speaking agriculturists multiplied over the 

centuries and evolved a form of government by clan 

chiefs.  This kinship-organised system was useful for 

co-ordinating work projects, settling internal disputes 

and carrying out religious observances to clan deities, 

but it could effectively govern only a limited number 

of people. Larger polities began to form states by the 

end of the fi rst millennium A.D., some of which would 

ultimately govern more than a million subjects each. 

Nilotic-speaking pastoralists, located primarily in 

the north and eastern parts of the country, were 

more mobile and their political organisation was less 

formal, based on kinship and decision-making by

kin-group elders.84

Colonialism:  Enshrined Policy
of Divide and Rule 

The creation of Uganda’s modern nation-state was 

founded in policy-driven regional splits that began 

during the colonial era.  The British colonial regime was 

interested in securing political control over Uganda 

against other imperial contenders, as well as establishing 

an economically profi table enterprise for Britain.  To 

achieve this, it adopted a “divide and rule” policy that 

split Uganda into functional regions for maximum 

administrative effi ciency and maximum economic profi t.  

The Baganda in the south were rewarded generously 

for their co-operation with the British.  The south was 

used as an agricultural base for sugarcane and tea, 

while the north was seen as hostile territory because 

there were some tribes powerful enough to offer stiff 

and prolonged resistance against the British. Colonial 

authorities characterised and reinforced ethnic images 

relative to their “usefulness” in advancing colonial goals, 

leading to ethnic-based labels and stereotypes that have 

persisted to date. 

The British may have exacerbated these prejudices 

and rivalries, but they did not invent them. Many were 

present before the colonists’ arrival.  The British policy 

of “divide and rule” was successful because the pre-

colonial environment in Uganda enabled it.  The British, 

simply by exploiting existing ethnic tensions, were able 

to undermine any possible co-ordinated resistance

of Ugandans.85  

Independence Era:  A Legacy of
Militarised Politics

Uganda’s approach to independence was unlike that 

of most other colonial territories where political 

parties had been organised to force self-rule or 

independence from a reluctant colonial regime. Such 

conditions would have required local and regional 

differences to be subordinated to the greater goal of 

winning independence; however, in Uganda, parties 

were forced to co-operate with one another, with the 

prospect of independence already assured. One of 

the major parties was even opposed to independence 

unless its particular separatist desires were met.86

83 Uganda Statistical Abstract, March 2004.

84 Library of Congress Country Case Studies—Uganda. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gdc/

cntrystd.ug, accessed 21 April 2004.

85 Refugee Law Project, “Behind the Violence”, p. 10.

86 LOC Country Case Study—Uganda.
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Obote I, 1962–1971;
Idi Amin, 1971–1979

Milton Obote was elected prime minister when 

independence was achieved in 1962.  At the time of 

independence, Obote was politically adept at holding 

together a myriad of regional and ethnic factions 

to create a parliamentary coalition. However, he 

recognised and valued the power of the military in 

settling political disputes and came to rely heavily upon 

his protégé, Idi Amin, to quell dissent.  With this reliance, 

the military began to assume a more prominent role 

in political life. But after two assassination attempts on 

Obote in late 1969 and 1970, he began to question 

Amin’s loyalty. 

In January 1971, Idi Amin orchestrated a coup that 

forced Obote into exile in Tanzania.  An illiterate soldier 

with only a military background,  Amin ran Uganda like 

a military unit; he renamed Government House “the 

Command Post” and quadrupled the size of the military.  

Amin never forgot the source of his power: he spent 

much of his time rewarding, promoting and manipulating 

the existing ethnic divisions within the army in order to 

maintain control.  An African proverb best summed up 

Amin’s treatment of his army:  “A dog with a bone in its 

mouth can’t bite”.  But the erratic and brutal nature of 

his regime created more and more instability and rapid 

economic decline.  An estimated 300,000 people were 

murdered under Idi Amin’s rule.87

With growing domestic chaos,  Amin blamed Tanzania 

for his woes so as to distract the populace and occupy 

the military.  In November 1978,  Amin’s troops invaded 

Tanzania, annexing territory across the Kagera River 

boundary.  Tanzania retaliated, eventually pushing Amin’s 

forces back into Uganda with the aid of disaffected 

Amin troops and various Ugandan exile groups.  

Tanzanian forces took the capital, Kampala, in April 1979. 

Interim Government, 1979;
the Rise of  Yoweri K. Museveni

At the beginning of the interim government, the 

military numbered fewer than 1,000 troops that 

fought alongside the Tanzanian People’s Defence Force 

(TPDF) to expel Amin, who fl ed in exile to Libya and 

then Saudi Arabia.88 But in 1979, in an attempt to 

consolidate support for the future, such leaders as 

Yoweri K. Museveni and Major General (later Chief of 

Staff) David Oyite Ojok began to enrol thousands of 

recruits into what were rapidly becoming their private 

armies.  When interim government leader Godfrey 

Binaisa sought to curb the use of these militias, which 

were harassing and detaining political opponents, he 

was overthrown in a military coup on 10 May 1980.  

The coup was carried out under the general direction 

of Paulo Muwanga, Obote’s right-hand man and chair 

of the Military Commission.  The Military Commission, 

headed by Muwanga and including Ojok and Museveni, 

effectively governed Uganda during the six months 

leading up to the national elections of December 

1980.89 

Obote II, 1981– 85 

Uganda’s second election since independence, and the 

fi rst in 18 years, was viewed by most as fraudulent.  

With the help of his trusted ally, Muwanga seized 

control of the Electoral Commission and Obote was 

declared the winner.  In February 1981, shortly after 

the second Obote government took offi ce, with Paulo 

Muwanga as Vice President and Minister of Defense, 

Yoweri Museveni and his armed supporters declared 

themselves the National Resistance Army (NRA). 

Museveni vowed to overthrow Obote by means of 

a popular rebellion, in what became known as “the 

war in the bush”. Several other underground groups 

also emerged, attempting to sabotage the incoming 

regime, but they were eventually crushed. Museveni, 

who had guerrilla war experience with the Front for 

the Liberation of Mozambique (Frente de Libertaçâo 

de Moçambique—Frelimo), campaigned in rural areas 

hostile to Obote’s government, especially central and 

western Buganda and the western regions of Ankole 

and Bunyoro. 

87 Ibid.

88 Amin died in exile in Saudi Arabia,  August 2003.

89 LOC Country Case Study—Uganda.
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The second Obote government’s four-year military 

effort to destroy its challengers resulted in vast areas of 

devastation and greater loss of life than during the eight 

years of Amin’s rule. Government forces then known as 

the Ugandan National Liberation Army (UNLA) were 

comprised of many ethnic Acholi and Langi recruits, 

who had minimal training and little sense of discipline.  

Although they were survivors of Amin’s genocidal 

purges of northeast Uganda, in the 1980s they were 

armed and in uniform, conducting similar atrocities 

against Bantu-speaking Ugandans in the south. 

“Luwero Triangle”

In early 1983, to eliminate rural support for Museveni’s 

guerrillas, the area of Luwero District, north of Kampala, 

was targeted for a massive population removal affecting 

almost 750,000 people.  These IDP camps were under 

military control, which in reality meant military abuse. 

Civilians outside the camps, in what came to be known 

as the “Luwero Triangle”, were presumed to be guerrillas 

or guerrilla sympathizers and were treated accordingly.  

The farms of this highly productive agricultural area 

were looted, with roofs, doors and even doorframes 

stolen by UNLA troops. Civilian loss of life was 

extensive, as evidenced some years later by piles of 

human skulls found in bush clearings and alongside rural 

roads.  The overall death toll from the second Obote 

government (1981–1985) was estimated to be as high 

as 500,000. Obote, once seen by the donor community 

as the one man with the experience and will to restore 

Uganda’s fortunes, now appeared to be a bloody liability 

to Uganda’s recovery.90

In this deteriorating military and economic situation, 

Obote subordinated other matters to a military victory 

over Museveni. But the army was war-weary, and after 

the death of the highly capable General Oyite Ojok in 

a helicopter accident in late 1983, the military began to 

split along ethnic lines.  Acholi soldiers complained that 

they were given too much frontline action and too few 

rewards for their services. Obote delayed appointing a 

successor to Oyite Ojok for as long as possible.  In the 

end, he appointed one of his own tribesmen, a Langi, to 

the post and attempted to counter the objection of

 Acholi offi cers by spying on them. Obote gave orders 

for the arrest of a leading Acholi commander, Brigadier 

(later Lieutenant General) Basilio Olara Okello, who, 

in turn, mobilised troops and entered Kampala on 27 

July 1985 and installed General Tito Lutwa Okello (no 

relation) as president. Obote, together with a large 

entourage, fl ed the country for Zambia.91 This time, he 

allegedly took much of the national treasury with him.92

Acholi at the Helm—Interim
Government of Tito Okello

The military government of General Tito Okello ruled 

from July 1985 to January 1986 with no explicit policy 

except the goal of self-preservation—the motive for 

his defensive coup.  To stiffen the fl agging efforts of his 

army against the NRA, Okello invited former soldiers 

of Amin’s army to re-enter Uganda from the Sudanese 

refugee camps and participate in the civil war on the 

government side.  As mercenaries fresh to the scene, 

these units helped, but they were equally interested in 

looting and did not discriminate between supporters 

and enemies of the government.  The reintroduction 

of Amin’s infamous cohorts created poor international 

public relations for the Okello government and helped 

create a new tolerance toward Museveni. 

Museveni Assumes Power, January 1986

In 1986 a cease-fi re initiative from Kenya was welcomed 

by Okello, who could hardly expect to govern the entire 

country with only war-weary and disillusioned Acholi 

troops to back him. Negotiations dragged on, but with 

Okello and the remnants of the UNLA army thoroughly 

discouraged, Museveni had only to wait for the regime 

to disintegrate.  In January 1986, welcomed by many in 

the civilian population, Museveni and the NRA moved 

against Kampala. Okello and his soldiers fl ed northward 

to their ethnic base in Acholiland.93  Yoweri Museveni 

formally claimed the presidency on 26 January 1986.94

90 Ibid.

91 Obote is still exiled in Zambia. 

92 LOC Country Case Study—Uganda.

93 Acholiland encompasses the districts of Gulu, Kitgum and Pader.

94 LOC Country Case Study—Uganda.
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A holistic, integrated approach is most effective in 

HIV/AIDS interventions, including generic prevention; 

care and advocacy programmes may not be as 

effective in confl ict areas because of the unusual living 

circumstances of target populations. 

• Partnership with the judicial and local police force is 

crucial to the success of HIV/AIDS responses. Such 

collaboration helps in deterring people who take 

advantage of confl ict situations to commit crimes that 

expose victims to HIV/AIDS infection.

• Because of the double tragedy faced by people living 

with AIDS and affected family members, psychosocial 

support must be prioritised in a confl ict situation. 

• Security personnel working in and around confl ict 

areas should be part of the prime target group for 

HIV/AIDS prevention and advocacy programmes, and 

should be involved as change agents.

• World Vision has found that videos and stories are 

very powerful in addressing children’s concerns about, 

and raising awareness of the linkages between, con-

fl ict and HIV/AIDS. Stories should be appropriately 

selected to help children better understand and 

adjust. Stories can cover the topics of children, adults 

and families affected by HIV/AIDS and the confl ict; 

coping strategies; care for people infected by HIV/

AIDS; and how to protect others from infection.

• Arts and crafts activities have the ability to help 

children deal with the psychological effects of 

confl ict and the threat of HIV/AIDS.  They provide 

opportunities for children to express their thoughts 

and ideas creatively while challenging their imagination 

and fostering refl ective thinking, problem-solving and

analytical skills and the development of discipline. 

• Drama offers children the opportunity to work out 

anxieties and feelings and also provides an avenue for 

communicating important messages and information 

about prevention and care for those affected by and/

or infected with HIV/AIDS.  

• The use of youth-to-youth strategy to communicate 

health messages through the formal school system 

should be encouraged. Messages conveyed through 

peers have greater appeal than those conveyed

by adults. 

• Technical education also holds promise for

vulnerable children. 

Annex B:  Lessons Learned on HIV/AIDS 
Programming in Conflict Areas
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Abduction

“I was in Pr imar y 2 when I was abducted.

I was coming home for lunch and as I rounded 

a bend, eight rebels suddenly appeared and 

aimed a gun at me.  They dared me to run 

else they would shoot me.  They took my books 

and tore them al l , and t ied me up. One person 

was given to guard me and asked me if UPDF 

soldier s l ikes patrol l ing that route .  I denied but 

they maintained their ambush.

At 5 o’c lock in the evening, I heard gunshots 

and after a shor t whi le , four rebels were shot 

dead by the UPDF.  When the others came 

back, they then decided to ki l l  me because

I had deceived them and made them lose

four soldier s .

They t ied me up again but one of them 

decided that I should not be ki l led.  I had lost 

al l  hope of l iv ing again, and my hear t pounded 

loudly, and st i l l , I  bel ieved they would ki l l  me 

dur ing the night .”

Life in the Bush

“We walked most of the night and the next 

day in the evening we met a bigger group.

The four rebels each wanted to take me to

join his household at the t ime of distr ibution

of captives , but their commander prevented

a quar rel erupting by taking me for him.

I became his escor t and would go with him to 

the batt lefront.  I car r ied his bag, tent and hoe.  

When we went for operations two t imes , he 

recommended that I should be given my own 

gun because I am not afraid and I am wel l

discipl ined.

The next day I proved my wor th at batt lef ield 

dur ing an attack by UPDF. I charged them

and got four magazines of ammunit ion

and the commander gave me two ver y 

impor tant assets .

One day after several operations , I threw

away my gun dur ing a batt le , but I was forced 

to go back and get it or else I would be ki l led.

I fought at Opit , Lagi le , Lira, Aromo and many 

t imes at Soroti .

At Soroti , I  was given to ki l l  a man but I 

refused, so I was slapped with a machete on 

my bare back and was about to be ki l led. I 

gave in and ki l led the man by hitt ing on the 

head with a club.  Another man was brought 

and again I refused and I was beaten severely, 

unti l  I  ki l led him.  I could not eat for three days 

because of the sight of blood.

I also witnessed commander Tabuley ki l led 

dur ing a batt le . He was shot at the neck and 

his escor ts car r ied him away.  I was also shot 

on the head but was not badly injured.

We also laid an ambush and shot a bus along 

the Lira-Soroti road, only two people sur vived 

whom we took captives , a man and a chi ld.  

Thereafter we suffered several attacks by the 

UPDF.  We also attacked a UPDF detach, we 

were 40 in number but we were repulsed and 

16 people were ki l led and only I and three 

others were not injured. Some of the casualt ies 

were ghastly to look at.”

95 Pseudonym.  Age 14.  Testimony taken by staff at World Vision’s Children of War

Centre in Gulu, Spring 2004.

Annex C:  The Voices of  Youth—Verbatim 
Testimony of “John”, former LRA abductee95
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Life in Sudan

“Joseph Kony, the Commander, sent a message 

that sodas , soap, clothes and other suppl ies be 

taken.  We walked from Lira distr ict and took 

three days to enter Sudan.  We suffered hunger 

and six recruits (chi ldren) died of hunger.  

We had to attack Pajok in Sudan (occupied 

by SPLA) for food.  We walked through the 

Imotong Mountains and many people died of 

fat igue and hunger whi le cl imbing.  After s ix 

days of trouble , even attacks by Lotuko Mil i t ias , 

we reached the other s ide of the mountain and 

met Joseph Kony who insulted us and warned 

us not to escape.

Thereafter he planned a mission to raid the 

Morule of catt le and they brought over 600 

catt le .  They counter attacked twice but were 

repulsed.  The SPLA also attacked us for the 

catt le and we real ised them to be tough 

soldier s .”

Escape

“In March we suffered a heavy attack by UPDF 

helicopter gunships and a woman, child and 

two boys were killed.  The commander Vincent 

Otti ordered that ever ybody should spread out 

and moves alone to avoid casualties.  I took this 

chance to escape and went and got lost but 

kept moving for four days without any food and 

water.  I carr ied my gun and ammunitions pouch.  

I reached the r iver Nile on the fifth day and drank 

water at a certain point, dodging SPLA soldiers 

who were fishing.  I walked and followed the r iver 

upstream and went and drank water again, but 

when I stood up and moved, I heard something 

following me in the water.  I looked back and saw 

a dark, large animal like a bull.  It began to move 

in upon me, looking straight at me, its tail up 

and its eyes dark and terr ible.  I realised it was a 

buffalo, ver y dangerous. I was feeling ver y weak 

and felt dizzy with hunger.  I turned to look ahead, 

and I saw an SPLA soldier take his gun and aimed 

at me. He said ‘de munu,’ meaning ‘who are you’ 

in local Arabic and began to fire at me.  I was too 

weak to react and the bullets clouded me in dust.  

I turned round and saw the buffalo, mad with anger 

but undecided whether to charge or not, partly 

distracted by the bullets.  I was in a dilemma.  I 

held my gun at a fir ing position but did not cock it 

and tried to decide which way to go.

I decided that I better be ki l led by men, 

not this cruel and ter r ible buffalo.  The man 

completed a whole round of ammunit ion and I 

wasn’t hur t , but dur ing this inter lude, over 30 

SPLA soldier s came in and released a vol ley 

of bul lets at me.  I fel l  down by inst inct and 

crawled to a nearby outcrop of rock.  I looked 

back and saw the buffalo, mad with rage and 

intent upon crushing me as it fol lowed me.

My attackers released a rocket-propel led 

grenade, which spl it the outcrop of rock, which 

almost crushed me as it rol led past .  They 

thought I was the one rol l ing so they directed 

their l ine of f i re towards the spot where the 

rock stopped.  I creeped and looked back 

from among the rocks and the buffalo had 

disappeared. My attackers were surpr ised 

when I stood up again and leaned against a 

tree . One of them (whom I later real ised to 

be an Achol i from Atiak in Uganda) became 

inquis it ive and came over and ordered me to 

throw my gun and pouch down.  I responded 

but he ran back in fear. He came again and 

I threw the gun down and my pouch too. He 

snatched it and ordered me to fol low him.

The SPLA ever ywhere shouted ‘Ki l l  him’ but 

the man refused.  We reached their bar racks 

amidst insults and many people wanted to 
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stone me.  The SPLA had always suffered at 

the hands of the LRA and I now faced their 

anger alone.  A woman who car r ied f i rewood 

had a machete in her hand and cut at me, and 

missed my face.

I c lung to the man cal led Otim, and he 

protected me for a week unti l  one day he sent 

a message to Atiak and UPDF soldier s came 

and took me across the border to Uganda.  The 

SPLA fol lowed me but the UPDF refused to 

release me.  I was subsequently brought to the 

Wor ld V is ion Chi ldren’s Centre at Gulu.” 

—Anonymous—Anonymous
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Errata 
 
Title: Pawns of Politics - Children, Conflict and Peace in Northern 
Uganda 
 
Authors: Rory E. Anderson, Fortunate Sewankambo, Kathy Vandergrift 
 
Publisher: World Vision International 
 
Edition: 2nd edition (2005), 59 pages 

 
Corrections and amplifications 
 
Section 3: Paying the Price – Social and Economic Costs of the 
Conflict 
 
Sub-section C – HIV/AIDS 
 
Page 27: Paragraph #1 – HIV prevalence rates were generally stable 
or declining in Northern Uganda between 1992 and 2002.  The 
Ministry of Health sentinel data show a general decreasing trend in 
antenatal sentinel sites in Northern Uganda and other regions of the 
country during the period 1992-2002.   
 
Page 27: Paragraphs #3–4 – A Comparison of Rates.  Persistently 
higher HIV prevalence rates in Northern Uganda, when compared 
with other areas of Uganda, during the period studied are likely due to 
a complex set of factors including, but not limited to, the effects of the 
conflict mentioned in Section C.  UNHCR has concluded, based on 
data from a variety of conflict areas, that the link between conflicts, 
displacement and the spread of HIV cannot currently be generalized.  
Each conflict context must be examined individually to determine the 
effect of the conflict on the spread of HIV in affected populations.1    
 
Pages 27–29: Paragraphs #5–8 – HIV/AIDS Study in War- Affected 
Areas.  The cited study, performed by Dr. Morris Ogenga Latigo 
between May and October 2001 and which covered six of the 22 
counties of Gulu district, concluded that 69% of deaths in Gulu during 
the study period were due to AIDS.  However, upon further analysis, 
this conclusion cannot be reliably reported because the original raw 
data used in the study – both in terms of study participants and 
responses – is unavailable and further verification cannot be 
performed as to its statistical reliability.  

                                                 
1 Spiegel et al. “Prevalence of HIV infection in conflict-affected and displaced 
people in seven sub-Saharan African countries: a systematic review.” Lancet 
2007; 369: 2187–95 
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