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EDITOR’S NOTE

Danida HUGGO was set up in 2006 to provide funding for Ugandan 
government line ministries and institutions, local, national civil society 
organizations, and a few international organizations working in the field of 
good governance for development. As in all other development 
programmes, implemented activities have been reviewed, assessed and 
evaluated on an annual basis, and activity progress reports have been 
produced for internal audiences. The reports have also been used to 
inform programme planning and focus.

This publication is neither a review nor an evaluation but an attempt to highlight some of the 
partners we have supported and the activities they have implemented in a way that will hopefully 
reach a wider audience. The articles are a clear testimony to the fact that with modest funding 
and technical support, it was possible for Ugandans to contribute to promoting good governance 
as a tool for development.

The idea of producing this publication was conceived when it became clear that the era of Danida-
HUGGO was drawing to a close and that it would be useful to document experiences and lessons 
learnt during the implementation of key governance programmes. These experiences may well 
serve as a guide for future governance for development programme strategies in Uganda and peer 
recipient countries. We did not want to adopt the usual reporting format, but we wished instead 
to allow implementing partners and programme beneficiaries to speak for themselves. 

This publication does not claim to tell the full story, nor does it paint a rosy and only positive 
picture of the activities implemented; it does not boast of Danida HUGGO achievements nor does 
it claim that results were reached exclusively due to Danida HUGGO support. The intention is to 
present some of the personalities and organizations Danida HUGGO has been privileged to work 
with, to highlight sample tangible achievements and challenges, and even more importantly to 
share learning experiences from implementing good governance programmes. 

Most of the articles are based on visits to and interviews with partners in January 2011 and they 
were written by Jesper Heldgaard, a freelance journalist.

We hope you will enjoy reading our publication and that you will discover useful learning 
experiences for future reference.

The last HUGGO Boss

Niels Hjortdal
Head of Programmes
Danida HUGGO
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1INTRODUCTION

Responsive, unbureaucratic, flexible even to the extent 
of being opportunistic, willing to take risks and pilot 
new models, modalities and standards – these are 
some of the characteristics of Danida HUGGO.

Can an external donor provide massive 
support to another country’s civil society 
organisations without undermining the 
legitimacy of these organisations?

Can an external donor support another 
country’s judiciary while at the same time 
supporting NGOs which hold the judiciary 
to account?

Can an external donor support the judiciary’s 
independence of the executive in another 
country without being seen as interfering 
unduly in that country’s internal affairs?

Striking a delicate balance when faced with 
these dilemmas is certainly not easy. Still, 
Danida HUGGO has tried very hard to do all 
this and more during its existence. Danida 
HUGGO has almost systematically focused 
on issues that are extremely sensitive, not 
only in Uganda, and not only in developing 
countries, but in any country.

Think of any controversial issue: corruption, 
human rights, good governance, women’s 
rights, land issues etc.: Danida HUGGO has 
been there while others were working 
through sectors like road construction, 
health, education, water and sanitation.

A special partnership
The Danida Human Rights and Good 
Governance Office (HUGGO) is a unique 
construction based on a very special 
Ugandan-Danish partnership built up over 
decades. Now that Danida HUGGO is 
winding up, the time has come to look 
back at what fostered this partnership, 
how it developed over time, and what will 
happen to it when Danida steps back from 
its dominant position and becomes one of 
the partners in a joint set-up for support-
ing democratic governance efforts in 
Uganda, the new ‘Democratic Governance 
Facility’ (DGF).

Denmark was among the early donors when 
Uganda gained independence in 1962, but 
most Danish-Ugandan relations came to a 

dramatic end in the early 1970s, when Idi 
Amin took power, and they were on hold for 
15 years during the era of internal conflict 
and war in Uganda. Still, Danish-Ugandan 
relations quickly picked up after President 
Museveni came to power in 1986.

The new regime spoke about democracy, 
fighting poverty, corruption and misman-
agement and Uganda soon became a 
donor darling. Danida and Danish NGOs 
also returned, and the Danish-Ugandan 
links established during Uganda’s first 
decade of independence were re-estab-
lished – to the extent that Uganda quickly 
became one of the main recipients of 
Danish aid, a position it has retained for 
almost 25 years.

Priding themselves of living in an old 
democracy, Danes know from experience 
that sustaining a vibrant democracy takes 
more than a government speaking the 
right language. Even well-established 
democracies need strong checks and 
balances and annoying watchdogs to bark 
when power corrupts.

It is against this background that early Danish 
support for a strong civil society, an inde-
pendent judiciary and institutions like the 
Inspector General of Government and the 
Uganda Human Rights Commission should be 
understood. While the Government of 

Striking a

delicate balance

School children perform at the 
swearing in ceremony of  
President Yoweri Museveni at 
Kololo Airstrip on May 12, 2011.
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Uganda at times may seem irritated by the 
active watchdogs, as any government would, 
they were established  with the active 
support of the Ugandan government.

Adapting to new challenges  
and trends
The first Danish support for Uganda’s 
judiciary was not that impressive: In 1989 
Danida granted some USD 50,000 to cover 
the purchase of books for the library of the 
Supreme Court, stationery, a computer and a 
photocopier. Nevertheless this turned out to 
signal the establishment of a long-lasting 
partnership: Danida has funded the construc-
tion of court buildings, the introduction of 
information technology (IT) in the judiciary 
and other measures to improve its infrastruc-
ture. But Danida moved on to also support 
the human resources manning the new build-
ings, and eventually to support civil society 
organisations demanding justice. Thus, 
Danida’s support to the judiciary serves as an 
illustration of the attempt made by Danida to 
base its support on a holistic and long-term 
perspective, by supporting both the supply 
and demand sides of justice.

It also illustrates how aid modalities have 
changed over the past decades: Danida’s 
support for the judiciary started as 
‘old-fashioned’ bilateral project support; it 
developed into broader, but still bilateral, 
programme support; and it has gradually 
opened up to being a part of joint donor 
support, including joint basket funds. The 
shift from Danida HUGGO to the joint 
Democratic Governance Facility marks the 
final step in this process.

Danida’s support does not, however, comply 
with another of the so-called Paris Principles 
on more efficient aid: That donors should 
stop running their own project/programme 
implementation units and instead make use 
of – and in the process strengthen – existing, 
national structures. The Democratic 
Governance Facility remains a unit run and 
funded by donors but with Ugandan 
resource persons as members of the DGF 
board along with the respective countries’ 
ambassadors. Uganda’s governance and 
democracy efforts are not easily placed 
within the government structure and the 
checks and balances that are crucial still 
need to grow and become more robust.

INTRODUCTION

Uganda boasts an active civil society. In 2008, 
The Anti-Corruption Coalition of Uganda (ACCU) 

spearheaded a campaign against corruption in 
the medical sector. It made the government adopt 
a recommendation to label all essential drugs as 
‘Not for Sale’ and ‘UG’ for Ugandan Government.
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Highlights
 of Danida’s involvement in human rights,  
 good governance, and justice in Uganda

INTRODUCTION

1989  
 

 
Danida’s first small 
grant for the judiciary 
for purchase of books, 
computers etc.

1995 
 

 
The ‘Strengthening the 
Judiciary Project’, bring - 
ing together Danida 
support for the judiciary 
under one umbrella, 
runs up till 2000.

2000    
 
Phase 2 of the 
‘Strengthening the 
Judiciary Project’, 
running until 2005, 
kicks off.

A five-year ‘Thematic 
Programme for Human 
Rights and Democrati sa-
tion’ (HRDP) is launched. 
HUGGO is established as 
a ‘project implementa-
tion unit’ to run the 
programme.

2006 
 

 
The ‘Democracy, Justice 
and Peace Programme 
2006 - 2010’ brings 
together Danida support 
for the judiciary/access 
to justice and human 
rights and democratiza-
tion. HUGGO is renamed 
Danida HUGGO.

The Danida Anti-
Corruption programme 
2006-10 is launched.

 

2011  
 

 
The ‘Democracy, Justice 
and Peace Programme’ 
ends and is followed up 
by a joint donor 
pro gram me: ‘The 
Democratic Governance 
Facility’. Danida HUGGO 
closes down in the last 
part of 2011 while  
the DGF starts operating 
1 July 2011.177 Ugandan magistrates were 

trained in Denmark between 
1996 and 2010.

HUGGO – the risk-taker
HUGGO opened in 2The Dummy's 
Guide001 as a programme implementa-
tion unit responsible for Danish support to 
human rights and good governance. While 
the Danish embassy has been – and still is 
– responsible for policy dialogue, HUGGO 
has carried out the practical day-to-day 
administration and business in relation to 
the many partners implementing the 
governance agenda. HUGGO has been 
staffed primarily by Ugandans, but also by 
Danish and other international advisors 
with specific knowledge and experience 
and this has enabled HUGGO to deal with 
the very complex issues of human rights 
and good governance in greater depth and 
breadth and also to establish close 
relationships with Ugandan partners.

In 2006 the name changed to Danida 
HUGGO, and while this signalled stronger 
Danish dominance, the office actually 
became more of a joint donor set-up with 
different basket fund configurations, 
which proved a practical way of practis-
ing ‘donor harmonization and coordina-
tion’. Danida provided approximately 
50% of the funding, and other donors 
(UK, Nether lands, Ireland, Sweden, 
Norway, Austria and Switzerland) the 
other 50%. 

While Niels Hjortdal, Head of Programmes 
for Danida HUGGO 2006-11, stresses that 
it is up to others to judge whether Danida 
HUGGO has done well, he emphasizes that 
the special Danida HUGGO structure has 
made it possible to avoid some of the 
negative characteristics often associated 
with ‘traditional’ aid.

“We have been able to move on the edge of 
formal structures, to share the political risks, 
take well-calculated risks, and to have the 
patience to give more priority to long-term 
sustainability than quick results. The fact 
that we are a group of donors reduces the 
competition resulting from the individual 
donor’s demand for quick results. It also 
helps reduce unhealthy competition among 
our Ugandan partners. Take the example of 
legal aid, where we have been able to 
support a wide range of players in a 
coordinated way, including assisting the gov-
ernment in developing the national policy 
for legal aid. Through the Legal Aid Basket 
Fund we have also been able to support the 
piloting of new models, rather than just 
going for the well-known models, which may 
not be the best ones. Imagine a donor-by-
donor approach to this: each donor support-
ing individual, competing players with no 
one taking responsibility for the broader 
agenda of legal aid services for the poor.”

In fact, one could say that Danida HUGGO 
has specialized in administering basket 
funds, which takes technical knowledge, 
insight into local contexts and strong local 
contacts. This is difficult to build up for 
individual donor embassies and agencies. 

Niels Hjortdal has also enjoyed being able 
to take risks.

“The coordinated donor support for giving 
food aid to the LRA rebels in 2007 at a 
time where the peace process was on the 
brink of collapse is a good example of that. 
No other donor wanted to be seen to be 
feeding ‘terrorists’, but it was necessary to 
get the Juba Peace Talks back on track and 
we did. We could only do this because we 
had had a request from the Peace Mediator 
with the backing of the ambassadors who 
had cleared the way with the Government 
of Uganda, and we had competent staff 
and partners who could tell us that the risk 
was worth taking and, not to forget, we 
had a partner able to implement the 
operation,” says Niels Hjortdal, who has 
had a busy final year as Head of Danida 
HUGGO working on winding up of Danida 
HUGGO and preparing for the establish-
ment of its successor: the Democratic 
Governance Facility. 
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services paid for with public money as 
their personal gift to their servants. This 
provides a fertile ground for corruption 
and misuse of public funds, and it is this 
attitude – among both ordinary citizens 
and political leaders – we have set out to 
change,” Angela Byangwa explains.

The Rwenzori Anti-Corruption Coalition 
was founded in 2002 and now boasts 450 
community monitors who track and check 
public expenditure in the seven districts of 
Rwenzori. They are assisted by the 
coali  tion’s six staff and 15 community 
facilitators.

“We train the monitors to empower people 
to make demands and claim their rights 
rather than just passively waiting for things 

Anti-corruption legislation 
and institutions alone 
cannot fight corruption.  
It also takes political will 
and pressure from the 
grassroots. 

“Corruption deprives the poor of their 
basic rights and makes them even poorer, 
while the rich get richer. That is why it is 
so important to fight corruption,” says 
Angela Byangwa of the Rwenzori Anti-
Corruption Coalition.

She has been an anti-corruption activist 
for years and has realized that there is no 
quick fix to fight corruption. It takes a long, 
broad and sustained effort. Most impor-
tantly, traditional perceptions about the 
role of political leaders and citizens must 
be challenged:

“In Uganda political leaders are still seen 
as masters rather than servants of the 
people. Consequently, lots of Ugandans 
look at basic services like health and 
education as a gift from their political 
leaders rather than a right. Similarly, 
political leaders get away with branding 

FIGHTING CORRUPTION

Corruption 
must be fought from above  
and below

Community monitors like Julius Kwebi 
(above) from Kyegegwa form the 
backbone of the Rwenzori Anti-

Corruption Coalition's efforts at local 
level and are trained by experienced 

activists like Angela Byangwa. 
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to happen. We tell them that people have 
far more power than many of them realize. 
They are the ones that elect the politicians, 
so they also have the power to vote 
politicians that do not deliver out of office.”

But a change of attitude does not suffice. 
People also need tools to hold their 
leaders accountable:

“If the citizens do not know that the local 
school was supposed to receive 50 desks, 
they do not object and make noise if only 
25 desks arrive. So we train the commu-
nity monitors to demand information and 
to understand and read budgets and 
accounts.”

Success stories fuel change
Angela Byangwa acknowledges that petty 
corruption is still widespread in Uganda 
and undermines basic services in health, 
education etc. But she is confident that the 
success stories – small as they may seem – 
experienced by the Rwenzori Anti-
Corruption Coalition and other anti-cor-
ruption activists in Uganda signal change.

“We have been able to recover millions of 
shillings that were embezzled and 
mismanaged. We have had shoddy done 

projects redone and unfinished projects 
completed, like schools and staff houses 
for health workers. These success stories 
show that change can happen if people 
claim their rights and take action.”

But Angela Byangwa also admits that 
change takes time:

“It is an uphill battle. Anti-corruption 
activists are often intimidated by wealthy 
and corrupt persons. It is a challenge to 
find evidence to nail the culprits, in 
particular the politicians as they rarely 
sign anything. Also the accused have the 
money to hire experienced lawyers.”

Still, Angela Byangwa and her fellow 
anti-corruption activists carry on their 
work and see some reason for optimism:

“We increasingly see that people from 
within the system come to us and blow the 
whistle on corrupt colleagues. They are 
honest teachers, health workers and other 
government officials who are sick and tired 
of seeing colleagues and leaders abusing 
public funds. Before we came around they 
felt they had nowhere to go and they are 
happy to share their knowledge with us 
and contribute to fighting corruption.” 

FIGHTING CORRUPTION

SHODDY WORK ON CLASSROOM BLOCKS
“This is supposed to be a finished and fully handed over classroom block. But as you 
can see, one block of two classrooms was abandoned before the roofing was put in 
place and the second block was abandoned without the walls being plastered,” 
explains Mesach Byomutura, a community monitor of the Rwenzori Anti-Corruption 
Coalition. Mesach is furious that the contractors of Umoja Primary School in 
Bundibugyo District were paid over and above the amount that had been approved for 
the project and yet they had not finalized the construction of the classroom blocks: 

“The floor screed was not done; doors, window frames and shutters were not fixed and 
yet all funds to the contractor, including retention were paid in full. That is a typical 
example of shoddy work for public money involving connivance of both the contractors 
and district officials. We did inform the Police Criminal Investigation Department and the 
district’s Inspector General of Government (IGG) who instituted an audit of this project, 
and, as a result, the contractor was tasked with finalizing the project to acceptable 
standards,” Mesach Byomutura says and adds, 

“I am doing this monitoring as a community member and an anti-corruption activist. It 
is my mandated obligation as a citizen under the Constitution of Uganda”. 

THE WHISTLEBLOWER

It was not long after Godfrey Butele was 
employed as a clinical officer at Kyegegwa 
Health Centre IV in 2008 that he realized 
that something fishy was going on. Sick 
patients could rarely get the medicine 
they needed because drugs were being 
stolen by some of his colleagues at the 
health centre. He tried to persuade them 
to stop stealing them, but they didn’t and 
he then informed the community monitor 
of the Rwenzori Anti-Corruption Coalition. 
With the evidence provided by Godfrey 
Butele action could be taken and in 2010 
the three accused were convicted of 
having stolen medicine worth some USD 
1,900. But it took more than 25 court 
hearings, and during each and every 
hearing community monitors were present 
to make sure that justice was done. 

Cases of corruption feature prominently in 
Ugandan media – even in the New Vision, 
the government-controlled daily.
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SPECIAL COURT TO FIGHT CORRUPTION
Uganda has an extensive legal framework to curb corruption. A range of special anti-cor-
ruption agencies have also been established starting in 1986 with the Inspectorate of 
Government (IGG) tasked with eliminating corruption and the abuse of public offices. In 
2008 yet another institution was set up to strengthen the fight against corruption, the 
special Anti-Corruption Division of the High Court.

 While the head of the special court, Justice Paul K. Mugamba, sees the high conviction 
rate of well over 70% of those charged at the court as a positive sign that action is being 
taken, several critics claim that the numerous anti-corruption institutions and compre-
hensive legislation will only succeed once they receive clearer backing by the top 
political leadership. 

GRAND ANTI-CORRUPTION 
COALITION
The Rwenzori Anti-Corruption 
Coalition forms part of the Anti-
Corruption Coalition of Uganda 
(ACCU) formed in January 1999 to 
bring together civil society organi-
sations at the national, regional and 
district levels. It provides a forum 
through which these actors can 
mobilize and enhance their 
capacities as one strong voice and 
force that can lay out effective 
strategies to formulate a results-ori-
ented agenda in the fight against 
corruption.

www.accu.or.ug

CORRUPTION STILL HUGE  
IN UGANDA
In 2010 Uganda featured as 127 out of 
178 countries on the Transparency 
International Corruption Perception 
Index. Uganda’s score was 2.5 (1 is most 
corrupt, 10 least corrupt). This marks a 
drop since 2008 where Uganda’s score 
was 2.8, but is an improvement on the 
2003 score of 2.1.

Stories about corruption also feature 
prominently in Ugandan media, in the 
electoral campaign and in Uganda’s 
dialogue with its donors. In 2010 several 
donors cut budget support by 10 per 
cent “due to slow progress on key 
indicators related to the fight against 
corruption.” 
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“We did not know peace. We never knew 
when LRA would raid and abduct children, 
so we always had to carry a blanket or a 
sweater with us so we could run to the 
bush without having to go home and 
collect a blanket to keep warm at night. I 
have slept in the forest for weeks. That 
kind of childhood turns youths either 
passive or violent,” James explains. And he 
learned it the hard way.

 “We were confronted with death and 
violence much too early. The easy way out 
was to become part of the conflict by 
joining one of the parties of the conflict, 
LRA or the army.”

No to youth brigades
When the Youth Strengthening Strategy 
project started in Pader in 2004, James 
and other youths were trained to become 
youth leaders. It was through this training 
that James learned that you have rights 
even if you do not have a gun or a 
powerful position. They started forming 
youth groups and now the district boasts 
several hundred such groups.

“In the past youths were scattered all over 
and made easy victims for warlords. By 

A thriving democracy not 
only requires democratic-
ally elected leaders, but 
also active citizens who 
hold their leadership to 
account. 

You have to be in possession of a gun or hold 
a powerful position to have rights. That is 
what James Oyaro thought while growing 
up in war-torn northern Uganda. So it was 
a revelation when he was taught that 
every human being has basic human rights 
and that you are actually born with such 
rights – whether you carry a gun or not. 

James Oyaro is a teacher by profession and 
former chairman of the Youth Strengthen-

ing Strategy (YSS) project in Pader. He is 
also one of the thousands and thousands of 
Ugandans who no longer see themselves as 
passive victims but as active citizens with a 
right and a responsibility to speak out and 
take part in shaping a democratic Uganda.

The Pader Youth Group is just one of the 
numerous active citizens’ groups mush-
rooming all over Uganda, signalling a still 
more active civil society, and many of 
them with indirect or direct support from 
Danida HUGGO.

James Oyaro was active right from the start 
of the Youth Strengthening Strategy project 
in Pader District in 2004, when the whole 
region still suffered from the LRA conflict 
and most people had to live in camps away 
from their homes and their land.

Transforming passive victims into

active citizens
BEYOND DANIDA HUGGO 
SUPPORT
The Youth Strengthening Strategy 
project (YSS) was supported by 
Danida HUGGO from 2002 to 2010. 
The project operated in the Acholi 
sub-region, covering the districts of 
Gulu, Kitgum and Pader.

What has now developed into Pader 
Youth Forum shall have to survive 
without external support, and one 
of the major tasks of the coordina-
tor, John Loktek, is to look for 
funding and a means of income. 
John is the only employee; the 
board members are all volunteers.  

In 2008, an entire generation of 
young people was able to resettle 
and begin a new life after decades 
of conflict in the north. 
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When the Pader NGO Forum 
was formed in 2002 its role 
was to coordinate the 
multitude of fragmented 
projects implemented by 
national and international 
organisations. Now its role 
is more that of a friendly 
watchdog over the 
government.

10 years ago the town of Pader hardly 
existed. The whole area suffered from the 
LRA conflict, and Pader hosted a huge 
camp for internally displaced people and a 
military camp. The government was not 
able to roll out basic services like health, 
education and water supply. This vacuum 
was filled to some extent by a multitude of 
national and international organisations, 
each implementing their own projects in 
cooperation with local NGOs.

has fuelled traditional animosity against 
the Karamojong.

“In our tradition we cannot eat from the 
same source as people from Karamoja. 
That is just one of so many old traditions 
to keep us apart and fuel conflicts. But as 
youths we want peace,” James Oyaro says. 
“In our culture we are not supposed to 
object to what the elders say. But we can 
and we should when appropriate. And we 
asked what has been achieved through 
these myths other than conflicts.”

The youths chose a different approach: 
They made cross-border contacts and now 
meet regularly with their counterparts in 
Karamoja.

“We have come to know each other and 
have exchanged mobile numbers,” says 
James Onenbob, incoming chairperson of 
the Pader youths. “When cattle go missing 
we can call the Karamojong and they will 
help us recover it.”

The youths have even played football with 
each other. The match took place after a 
meeting in Kotido on peaceful co-exist-
ence. And the match was peaceful.

“We won, but the Karamojong accepted it 
and everybody had a great time,” James 
Onenbob says. 

bringing youths together in groups it has 
been possible to change them from being 
destructive to being constructive, from 
being tools of conflict to agents of peace 
and reconstruction,” James explains.

“We have been alerted to troublemakers 
and have learned how to react to them,” 
Pader Youth Project officer, John Loktek, 
adds and gives an example. “The political 
parties approach youths to make them join 
their youth brigades. But we say no. Youth 
brigades have a long history of being 
misused by their mother parties to 
instigate conflict and violence and ‘deal’ 
with opponents. We do not want that. We 
want a peaceful, not a divisive democ-
racy.”

As well as the youth groups, the project 
has also been instrumental in forming 
Peace Committees in each of the 27 
sub-counties in Pader District.
“Their role is to resolve conflicts – like 
land disputes – peacefully,” John Loktek 
says. “Many disputes can be resolved 
without being taken to court. The commit-
tees do not compete with the courts or 
with local authorities. They cooperate. 
Often outlying courts and authorities can 
make use of the local knowledge of the 
committees. Besides, many people have 
more trust in the committees than in 
courts and authorities who often lack the 
capacity to act fast and efficiently.”
 
Football for peace 
Pader has not only suffered from the LRA 
conflict. Part of the district borders 
Karamoja and has suffered from cattle 
rustling by the Karamojong warriors. This 

STRENGTHENING CIVIL SOCIETY

“We prefer broad-based youth groups to party-affiliated youth brigades,” former YSS 
chairman James Oyaro (left), new chairman James Onenbob, and Pader Youth Project 
Officer, John Loktek, agree.

25 local NGO networks in 51 districts have 
helped mobilise citizens – here in Koboko 

– and improved the dialogue between local 
authorities and civil society. 
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and for politicians to deliver on their 
promises.”

George Odong does, though, emphasize 
that the attitude of the local authorities 
towards civil society organisations is 
changing for the better.

“We are much more respected now and in 
many cases cooperate closely with local 
government, but we have had to struggle to 
create this space,” he stresses and confirms 
an observation made by several: While the 
space for NGOs has narrowed at the 
national level it has widened at local level.

Just as important, Odong has also noticed a 
changing attitude among fellow Ugandans.

“People are becoming much more vigilant 
and no longer hesitate to question 
political leaders at rallies and on radio 
programmes. This is exactly what we have 
been pushing for. We encourage people to 
demand their rights, so we very much 
welcome it when political leaders start to 
dance to the tune of the voters.” 

A NETWORK OF  
NGO FORUMS

Pader NGO Forum is one of 25 local NGO 
forums in Uganda. The first one was 
formed in Gulu in 2002. The local forums 
have a national umbrella, the Uganda 
National NGO Forum (UNNGOF), but the 
local ones came first.

The UNNGOF network is important for 
Pader NGO Forum: 

“Even though we are in a remote area we 
do not feel isolated because we are part of 
Uganda’s NGO family through UNNGOF 
and cooperate closely with others on 
various issues,” George Odong says.

“People have returned home from the 
camps and are busy starting their new lives, 
and the government is now able to roll out 
services, unlike in the camps where NGOs 
provided most services. This is, of course, 
positive, but many people expected more 
and feel let down,” George Odong says.

“Even though life was tough in the camps, 
people there did have access to water etc. 
Now many are disappointed because of the 
time it takes government to deliver basic 
services to their homes. As NGOs, our role is 
no longer to deliver services, but to advocate 
for government to do that. This is the right 
way to go, but it is also a difficult one. 
Deliver ing services is more visible than 
changing attitudes. And the change is not 
always popular with government. They 
sometimes claim that we make people 
militant, but we just advocate for basic rights 

It was out of this fragmentation that the 
Pader NGO Forum was born in 2002. The 
present coordinator, George Odong, joined 
in 2004.

“The local civil society organisations were 
small and scattered at the time. They could 
easily be intimidated; they were not really 
taken seriously by government and lacked 
the capacity to match the many interna-
tional organisations that were here. Our 
role was to coordinate and build capacity 
and it still is, though much has changed.”

The Pader NGO Forum now has 92 member 
organisations with a combined member-
ship of around 9,000 people. On top of 
this come 19,075 people who are 
members of the 545 youth groups in the 
district. They each have around 35 
members. The population of the area that 
used to be Pader District – before it was 
split – is 340,000.

Returning home 
Much has changed after the end of the  
LRA conflict.

STRENGTHENING CIVIL SOCIETY

 Back to 

normal

Delivering services is 
more visible than changing 
attitudes.‘‘
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FROM INTERNATIONAL TO VERY LOCAL

Before joining Pader NGO Forum in 2004, George Odong 
worked for World Food Programme in Sudan, so he really 
changed from big to small, but has never regretted the 
change. 

“With international organisations you carry out orders. I 
received phone calls from Nairobi on what to do and could 
not be very flexible or listen to the locals. It was like 
machine ry. Here, the challenges are much broader: to involve 
people and design solutions with them, build capacity, 
pro mote peace and reconciliation and prevent new conflicts. 
In short, helping people and empowering them to become 
active citizens. Ordinary people have the right to speak out on 
corruption and misuse of power and to demand their rights.”

NGO COORDINATOR: 

SUPPORT GOVERNMENT!
As the coordinator of Kitgum NGO Forum, there is no doubt that Georges Pele wants 
support for NGOs. Nevertheless, he calls on international agencies to channel their 
funding for service delivery through government rather than through NGOs:

“During the insurgence in northern Uganda, international and local NGOs did a lot to fill 
the vacuum created by the government’s lack of service delivery. But the situation has 
now changed completely: the government is back and government systems stay while 
NGOs may not. International agencies should realise that and channel their funding for 
service delivery via government so as to build capacity. As NGOs we still have an 
important but different role to play: We are building awareness among the people to 
hold government accountable.”

KITGUM YOUTH GROUP: 

TRUE OUTREACH
The Uganda National NGO Forum 
(UNNGOF), via the 25 local NGO forums 
and their respective affiliated groups, 
really reaches out to most of Uganda. Ken 
Richard (28) is an example of that.

He cultivates a small piece of land and 
occasionally works as a brick layer to 
support his wife and two children in Kitgum 
District close to the Sudanese border. But 
he does more than that. He is also chairman 
of the 25 member group, Akwang Youth 
Rights Focus and Innovation. In this very 
remote place – facing what used to be a 
camp for internally displaced people – the 
group has its humble office, some nine 
kilometres from Ken Richard’s home.

Assisted by Kitgum NGO Forum, the youths 
meet regularly to – as Ken Richard puts it 
– mobilize youths to become active 
citizens and leaders.

“Many government programmes do not reach 
out here, like awareness-raising about HIV/
AIDS, which is a big problem here, so we step 
in and do that. And we do see improvements: 
The use of condoms has increased. We also 
see the impact of the other activities we are 
doing: Gender based violence has come 
down and we have fewer incidents of 
teachers beating children.”

A DILEMMA:

SAYING NO TO MONEY OFFERED
Pader NGO Forum depends almost entirely on donor funding.

“It makes us fragile and challenges our credibility,” George Odong readily admits. But it 
does not make Odong say yes to all the funds he could get, actually quite the opposite.

“There is money that we could apply for and get, but we don’t,” he says and gives an 
example. “An international NGO offered to support us in advocating against the anti-
homosexual bill. But our members did not want that, and we do not want to be seen to 
be driven more by donors than by our members.”
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The NGO forums of remote 
Pader and Kitgum do not 
feel isolated. They are part 
of the Uganda NGO family 
through the Uganda 
National NGO Forum and a 
project initiated with 
Danida HUGGO support.

“Just seven or eight years 
ago people could rightly 
claim that NGOs in 
Uganda, including the 
Uganda National NGO 
Forum, were too concen-
trated in and focused on 

Kampala, but not anymore,” says Alfred 
Nuamanya, team leader of the National 
District Network Support Programme 
(NDNSP) hosted by UNNGOF.

“People were right to challenge whether 
UNNGOF spoke on behalf of rural commu-
nities. The link between the national and 
local level was weak, and both sides 
suffered from that at a time where the role 
of NGOs was shifting from service delivery 
to advocacy. While it is possible to deliver 
services as an individual NGO, advocacy 
takes cooperation to be seen as represent-
ing more than just a small constituency.”

The National District Network Support 
Programme (NDNSP) was conceived to 
address exactly that problem.

The idea was not to set up new organisa-
tions or structures, but to link and 
strengthen already existing ones and make 
use of their experiences and capacity. At 
the time, several districts like Pader and 
Kitgum had already formed local NGO 
forums and in the eastern part of Uganda 
Danida’s Human Rights Development 
Programme had initiated eight such local 
networks.

Some 10 national and international NGOs 
in Uganda joined forces to create the 
national network. Danida HUGGO provided 
most of the funding for what was to 
become the National District Network 
Support Programme, and Uganda NGO 
Forum was chosen to host the programme 
and still does.

There are still 25 local networks in the 
programme. Together they cover 51 
districts and more than a third of Uganda’s 
population, and they have grown from 
young and small into vibrant and credible 
networks through support to their 
financial and technical capacity. And not 
only have the local networks been 
strengthened. The hundreds of affiliated 
local NGOs have also benefitted through 
the training of board members etc. Many 
member organisations have seen a marked 
improvement in their performance. Just as 
important, the networks have generally 
improved the dialogue between local 
authorities and civil society.

The national network of 

local networks

A woman in Arua District speaks out. Citizens 
are increasingly raising their voices at 
dialogue meetings.
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The Uganda National NGO 
Forum has established 
itself as the NGO centre in 
Uganda and strives to 
equip NGOs to meet the 
ever-changing challenges 
caused by the ever-
changing role of NGOs.

When the Uganda National 
NGO Forum was formed in 
1997, the ambition was to 
become the broad-based 

national body for NGOs in Uganda and 
thus to contribute to building a coher-
ent, respected and well- informed NGO 
sector actively striving to improve 
citizens well-being and safe  guarding 
their rights.

Fourteen years down the line, UNNGOF 
has achieved quite a bit, Arthur Larok, 
UNNGOF director of programmes, notes.

“We are seen as the NGO centre in 
Uganda. We are in dialogue with all the 
important stakeholders and have a good 
overview of what is going on in 
Uganda’s civil society. We share best 
practices and information, and engage 
NGOs in policy-making where relevant.”

UNNGOF is an all-inclusive member 
organisation for all NGOs in Uganda and 
their networks. The present member-
ship stands at 387, but UNNGOF aims at 
adding another 200 member organisa-
tions over the next couple of years.

Arthur Larok emphasizes that the role of 
UNNGOF is not only to criticize govern-
ment, but also to look critically at the 
NGO community.

“Accountability within NGOs is also a 
challenge. Few NGOs have seen the 
handing over of leadership. We see what 
looks like lifetime NGO presidents and 
we should take care not to become part 
of a patronage culture.”

To address that, UNNGOF has launched a 
special initiative: the QuAM, the NGO 
Quality Assurance Mechanism.

STRENGTHENING CIVIL SOCIETY

Danida HUGGO that was willing to run the 
risk of granting non-earmarked funding 
and investing long-term because they 
believed in the idea.”

This – according to Nuamanya – is in stark 
contrast to many other donors who tend to 
be extremely focused on short-term results.

“Many donors should rethink the way they 
fund NGOs. Rather than looking for quick 
results and more or less dictating what 
activities NGOs can be funded to implement, 
they should respect the autonomy of the 
NGOs and help them build their capacities. 
Otherwise the NGOs will collapse when the 
funding for the activities dries up and they 
will be perceived as donor-driven.”

NDNSP was designed to be funded under a 
basket arrangement, but Danida HUGGO 
remains the only partner funding the 
programme and while Alfred Nuamanya is 
happy with the level of funding, he is 
cautious not to become too dependent on 
one source of funding.

Currently, the programme supports up to 
almost half of the total budgets of the local 
district networks. The networks are able to 
mobilise other funds themselves because 
of the capacity they now have as a result of 
the investment made under NDNSP.

Danida HUGGO’s funding of NDNSP started 
in 2006 and lasted until 2011. There are 
more than 75 district networks in Uganda, 
but only 25 are covered by NDNSP. They 
each received an annual support of USD 
30,000. 

www.ngoforum.or.ug 

Mouthpiece of civil society
“The mere fact that the local networks are 
now closely linked by email, personal 
contacts etc., is extremely important. They 
can share ideas and information directly 
without having to go via Kampala. It has 
certainly also strengthened civil society at 
the national level. Information can now 
flow quickly to and from Kampala. 
Incidents in isolated areas can no longer 
go unnoticed, and the networks have been 
accepted as the mouthpiece of civil 
society,” says Alfred Nuamanya.

“Now we can rightly claim that NGOs reach 
out to all Uganda. We have an ear on the 
ground and the concerns of the rural 
communities are now being heard and 
voiced. You could even say that we are 
getting more from the local networks than 
we are bringing them through our training 
and capacity building. It is from the local 
communities that change is coming. Uganda 
has come far when it comes to policies on 
paper. But it is at the local level that service 
delivery happens or fails and politicians’ 
pledges are put to the test. We do a reality 
check on the ground and make sure that the 
political debate in Kampala is not delinked 
from realities on the ground. This will 
change the national political debate.”

Danida HUGGO took the risk
While Alfred Nuamanya now describes the 
National District Network Support 
Programme as a success story, the success 
was not obvious from the start.

“This was risky business when we started 
in 2006 and no one could be sure that we 
would actually be able to make it as far as 
we have come. It took a partner like 
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UNNGOF also does research and documen-
tation through the Uganda Governance 
Monitoring Programme which produces 
thematic reports on governance trends in 
Uganda. The findings are widely used and 
quoted.

Service delivery, advocacy, 
mobilization
Most would agree that the role of NGOs in 
Uganda has completely changed over the 
past decades, from service delivery to 
advocacy. But Arthur Larok sees a new 
trend coming.

“NGOs have held so many workshops and 
conferences; we have produced piles of 
analyses and documentation. But that in 
itself does not bring about change. Our 
legitimacy is constantly questioned. We 
are asked from where we derive our 
mandate. We must be better at mobilizing 
the grassroots to show. We have to take 
the issue of how many Ugandans we 
involve seriously.

The Citizens’ Manifesto (see article page 
19) is an example of this and it was a real 
success story.”

Since 2006, UNNGOF has received funding 
from Danida HUGGO, and this funding has 
been quite special according to Arthur Larok:

“Danida HUGGO has a very different 
approach from most donors. They did not 

come to fund specific activities but said 
they wanted to strengthen our capacity as 
a network. It is the only donor which gives 
us non-earmarked funding, which is 
absolutely necessary to strengthen our 
organisation. They don’t give a lot of 
money, but what they give is very impor-
tant. Furthermore, Danida HUGGO staff is 
drawn from civil society and understands 
the context we work in and we have a very 
constructive and open dialogue. Most 
other donors are different: They just 
receive an application, grant the money, 
and wait for our report.”  

www.ngoforum.or.ug 

From 2009-2011, Danida HUGGO pro-
vided NGO Forum with USD 250,000 in 
support of its strategic plan.

The NGO centre

Accountability  
within NGOs is also  
a challenge.‘‘

GETTING RID OF 
ROTTEN APPLES

With the mushrooming of NGOs and CSOs 
in Uganda the need to protect the credibil-
ity and integrity of such organisations 
increased. To meet this demand, Ugandan 
NGOs, including both the Uganda National 
NGO Forum and the Development Network 
of Indigenous Voluntary Associations 
(DENIVA), developed the NGO Quality 
Assurance Mechanism (QuAM) in 2006.  
QuAM aims at promoting adherence by 
organisations to generally acceptable 
ethical standards and operational norms.

Those who do, ‘the good apples’, receive the 
NGO Quality Assurance Certificate, while 
those who do not are advised as to how to 
achieve certification. But the process is, of 
course, also aimed at identi fying bogus 
organisations, ‘the rotten apples’, and 
preventing them from operating and 
undermining the legitimacy of NGOs.

The QuAM process is quite detailed and 
demanding, perhaps too demanding. So far, 
only five NGOs have managed to complete 
the process and get the certificate.

For more information on QuAM:
www.deniva.or.ug/deniva 

"NGOs must be better at  
mobilizing the grassroots,"  

Arthur Larok says.
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J.B. Kwesiga has turned 70 
and has just stepped down 
after 15 years as leader of 
DENIVA. But he has still 
strong views on the role 
and the performance of 
NGOs and the government 
in Uganda.

J.B. Kwesiga is – or rather 
used to be – a professor and 
taught economics and 
politics at university. But 
then he discovered undis-

covered human resources that were not put 
to good use.

“I realized that a lot of adults with no 
formal education were very knowledgea-
ble and resourceful, but were looked at as 
empty-headed. I thought that their 
resources could be used and built on if 

addressed the right way. 
Otherwise we undermine 
them rather than equipping 
them. We should facilitate 
them to become owners of 
their own country, and thus I 
turned to adult education.”

It was a question of taking 
one step further in the same 
direction – mobilizing 
untapped human resources 
– when Kwesiga in 1995 
decided to join the NGO-
community full-time as 
leader of DENIVA, the 

Development Network of Indigenous 
Voluntary Associations.

DENIVA was formed in 1988 to draw 
together Ugandan NGOs, not international 
ones. It now has some 700 member 
organisations. At the time NGOs wanted 
– and were needed – to rebuild Uganda 
and did a lot of service delivery.

“After some time a new breed of people 
entered the NGO scene and focus shifted 
to governance,” Kwesiga explains. “We 
realized that we needed to work with and 
involve people. If we fail to do that we risk 
falling back to repressive regimes. Note 
that we are yet to see a leader of Uganda 
hand over to a successor.”

“We have a sound constitution, it is 
pro-people, but is the role of citizens 
merely to vote? They should be active 
citizens, participate and hold government 
accountable. How can citizens reclaim 
their space? That is the challenge NGOs 
should now focus on and what DENIVA has 
increasingly done.” 

Is decentralization positive?
DENIVA has received Danida HUGGO 
funding since 2006. Among other things, 
these funds have been geared to imple-
menting a decentralization review pro-
gramme with NGOs in two districts: Koboko 
in West Nile and Namatunga in the East.
  
“Decentralization is often perceived as 
positive, but is it? Our findings in the two 
districts question that. Or rather, they 
question whether real decentralization is 
taking place and whether the full potential 
of the decentralization is realized. Yes, 
people are consulted. But often it is done 
ceremonially and people become de-moti-
vated. At the same time recentralization is 
going on. The LC5 chairman is paid by 
government and most of the local budget 
– 95 percent – is funded and more or less 
earmarked by central government. Until 
2006 local authorities could raise their own 
tax revenue but it stopped with the 
abolishment of the graduated tax. So what 
is left to be decided locally?” Kwesiga asks.
“We also found out that many of our 
members do not have fundamental 
knowledge of public planning and budget-
ing, governance etc. and that their access to 
information is often made difficult by local 
authorities. We train our members to partic-
ipate. They need to know what a budget is 
and how to read it to check how much 
money is allocated to health, agriculture 
and education. And how much to allow-
ances for politicians.”

“We have reported on the poor construc-
tion of public buildings, absent health staff 
etc. Some local authorities and politicians 
in the two districts welcomed it, while 
others were worried, saying that we were 
inciting people to rebellion. Who were we 
to mingle in their affairs?”

Kwesiga is happy that the foundations for 
increasing the number of active citizens have 
been laid in the two districts, but they must 
be followed up and nurtured, and they must 
be spread out to other districts. 

“So, there is still a long way to go,” says 
Kwesiga, who may now have retired to 
farming, but who will continue to let his 
voice be heard. 

www.deniva.or.ug/deniva 
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The fire is 
still burning

NAADS OVERPRICING

When farmers in Namutumba District were 
dissatisfied with the National Agricultural 
Advisory Services Programme (NAADS), the 
Namutumba District NGO Forum (NDNGOF) 
decided to investigate and found several 
examples of inflated prices. In one case 
NAADS had paid USD 8,820 for a hand 
tractor which, on the open market, cost 
USD 1,960. NDNGOF reported the cases to 
the district NAADS coordinator and various 
local authorities and a monitoring tour to 
all the NAADS projects in the district 
revealed mismanagement and several 
cases of inflation in the prices of inputs 
supplied to the beneficiaries. Some NAADS 
coordinators were arrested, others forced 
to resign and all the culprits were told to 
refund the misappropriated money. This 
has resulted in a remarkable improvement 
in the performance of NAADS in the district 
and the community members actively 
monitoring the services.
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The almost one-stop shop for 

NGOs and donors
You had hundreds of 
Ugandan NGOs looking for 
funding and dozens of 
donors looking for the right 
NGOs to fund. Why not 
streamline it? The 
Independent Development 
Fund (IDF) was the answer.

You may have heard of ‘brief-
case NGOs’, NGOs that only exist 
on paper. They usually have a 
fancy name, a popular purpose, 
a constitution etc. But in reality 

they are a one-man show, set up to attract 
funding from naïve donors.

Well, such briefcase NGOs might as well 
forget about even trying to apply for 
funding at the Independent Development 
Fund (IDF) which funds projects on the 
promotion and protection of human and 
civil rights. The screening and scrutiny that 
NGOs and their applications have to go 
through are impressive. And few actually 
make it. In IDF’s first year of operation they 
received 157 applications. 18 of them got 
support. In 2009 the number of applications 
doubled to 318. Still only 21 were approved 
for support. The maximum support is USD 
100,000 and covers two to three years. 

And IDF’s close monitoring of the NGOs 
does not stop when funding has been 
granted. Rather on the contrary. The 
successful applicants are followed very 
closely. Not just for control, but to train 
them, build capacity and make sure that the 
support granted is put to maximum use.

IDF was set up in 2008 to help both donors 
wanting to fund NGOs and NGOs looking 
for funding.

“At that time NGOs had to approach each 
donor one by one to raise funds. And each 
donor on the other hand received lots of 
applications which they did not have 
capacity, time or resources to react to in a 
meaningful way,” explains IDF grants 
programme manager, Frederick Bwire 
Ouma.

A number of donors and NGO networks got 
together with the idea of setting up a joint 
funding mechanism, a kind of basket fund 
for NGO projects, and the interested 
donors funded a consultant to work out a 
model that was to become IDF. 

IDF is set up as a private company, but is 
not-for-profit, non-political and non-gov-
ernmental. It has a board of directors 
drawn from Ugandan NGO networks like 
HURINET-U, UNNGOF, and DENIVA and 
donors like the UK, Denmark, Sweden, 
Netherlands and Ireland.

Careful scrutiny
IDF calls for proposals twice a year 
through media and NGO networks and 
makes a big effort to cover the whole of 
Uganda, and the applications show that 
they do. Only existing organisations can 
receive funding and for specific activities.

“We screen all applications very carefully 
and even physically visit those who go 
through the first selection. Applications 
rarely give the full picture, so we visit to 
make sure that the NGO is actually in 
busi ness, and we also talk to local leaders 
and NGO representatives,” Frederick Bwire 
Ouma says.

When funding is granted, the activities 
selected and the amounts allocated are 
made public to ensure full transparency. 
Initially some NGOs were sceptical about 
this, but they now find that it makes them 
popular with local authorities when they 
secure funding for local activities. IDF also 
provides the successful NGOs with 
financial management training and this, 
combined with close monitoring and 
counselling, serves as capacity-building 
which puts the NGO in a better position to 
apply for other funding.

“Every three months we visit the NGOs 
that have received funding to follow up,” 
IDF financial manager, Josephine Mugoa, 
says. “Every six months we also visit the 
supposed beneficiaries to check whether 
they are actually being reached. Some 
lamented that our requirements were 
higher than other donors, and we are revis-
iting these requirements to ensure they 
are not too complicated. But NGOs have 
come to appreciate that meeting our 

demands also serves as training and 
capacity-building.”

“IDF was launched with the one purpose of 
managing grants, so it really is our core 
business. We are professionals and have 
the knowledge and overview,” Frederick 
Bwire Ouma says. “Embassies and interna-
tional agencies would never be able to deal 
with applications in such detail. In that way, 
we minimize fragmentation and handling 
costs and improve quality and efficiency. 
Embassies refer organisations to us and 
NGOs have a one stop entrance.”

No to political pressure
IDF takes their non-political platform very 
seriously, Frederick Bwire Ouma stresses, 
though it is sometimes a challenge.

“We have had visits by and calls from 
ministers and members of Parliament 
wanting us to support NGOs in their 
constituencies. But we have – fortunately 
– very strict guidelines and have been able 
to say no to attempts of pressure: We 
recommend them to go by the agreed 
procedures. This is not always popular and 
takes some courage.”  

IDF disbursed approximately USD 1,353,000 
in 2010 to local organisations protecting 
and/or promoting human rights in Uganda.  
A maximum of 15% of the total IDF turnover 
goes to administration. By 30 June 2011, 61 
NGO projects had received a grant from IDF. 
Out of Uganda’s 112 districts 63, are covered 
by IDF grantees.

www.idf.ug
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It is quite demanding to be 
taken seriously as both the 
watchdog against human 
rights abuse and govern-
ment advisor. But the 
Foundation for Human 
Rights Initiative combines 
the two roles.

Every time a new bill is 
presented to the Parliament of 
Uganda, the Foundation for 
Human Rights Initiative (FHRI) 

is consulted and invited to make submis-
sions and appearances. It is a clear 
indication that the expertise of the 
organisation is well respected even though 
it is also known for challenging new 
legislation and even taking it to court if 
necessary. This double role of watchdog 
and government advisor is quite demand-
ing and Livingstone Sewanyana, executive 
director of FHRI, is proud that his organisa-
tion has made it that far.

He has been there right from the start as 
one of the founders in 1991. FHRI now has 
more than 300 individual members drawn 

“A Dummy’s Guide to Press and Journalist 
Bill 2000”, this is just one of numerous 
reports and pamphlets published by the 
Human Rights Network-Uganda, HURINET-U.

Established in 1993 by a group of eight 
human rights organisations as the focal 
organization in the fight for human rights 
awareness, protection and promotion in 
Uganda, HURINET-U now has 35 member 
organisations and has managed to enter 
into a working partnership with both 
national and international human rights 
organizations.

HURINET-U specializes in campaigning, 
such as for public access to information, 
and in translating complicated legislation 
into easy-to-use manuals, like the ‘dummy’s 
guide’. HURINET-U has been heavily 
involved in the campaign against corrup-
tion and hosted ACCU (Anti-Corruption 
Coalition Uganda) in its first years. The 
International Criminal Court and indige-
nous people being evicted from their land 
to make it available for mining are other 
issues HURINET-U has dealt with. Moreover, 
HURINET-U played a key role in establishing 
the Independent Develop ment Fund (IDF), a 
basket kind of grant mechanism to support 

civil society, and the chief 
executive officer of 
HURINET-U, Ndifuna 
Mohammed, presently 
chairs the IDF Board.

HURINET-U is part of the 
international Human Rights House Network 
and dreams of establishing a Human 
Rights House in Uganda to house and 
nurture new and small human rights 
organisations.

HURINET-U has received support from 
Danida HUGGO in various ways and this 
is highly appreciated. 

“Danida-HUGGO is the first donor to give 
us non-earmarked funds which is 
extremely important for us,” Ndifuna 
Mohammed says, but adds that the advice 
by Danida HUGGO on how to improve 
HURINET-U’s management and financial 
systems has also been invaluable. 

www.hurinet.or.ug 

During the period 2009-2011, Danida 
HUGGO granted HURINET USD 200,000 to 
support its strategic plan.
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from all sectors: teachers, lawyers, 
media, journalists, judges etc. It does 
not have member organisations, but 
net works actively with other 
organisations and spearheads 
various campaigns against torture, 
the death penalty etc.

FHRI has a research division and also 
makes submissions to international 
human rights bodies, producing 
periodic thematic reports on the 
human rights situation, amongst 
other things. The reports have been 
published since 1998 and are widely 
used both nationally and internationally. 

FHRI depends heavily on donor funding, 
including funding from Danida HUGGO, 
and this has advantages but also a 
downside.

“When we release our human rights 
reports, some try to undermine our work, 
saying that we are donor-driven and that 
we promote donor agendas. But we have 
built credibility and are not easily 
dismissed. We make an effort to be seen as 
fact-based, consistent, non-political and 
non-partisan and to address and respond 
to issues that are important to the 
grassroots, the poor and deprived.”

Another challenge of donor-funding to be 
felt by FHRI is the uncertainty.

“Donor-funding is usually short-term, one 
to two years. When it stops, you have to 
lay off qualified people. Last year we had a 
staff of 52. Now we are down to 32. You 
also have to spend a lot of time and 
resources looking for funding rather than 
on activities.”  

www.fhri.or.ug 

A fine balance

THE CITIZENS’ MANIFESTO REKINDLED ENTHUSIASM 
citizens and their priorities, including strong and decisive action 
against the widespread corruption and poverty reduction.

Another initiative, the Citizens’ Coalition for Electoral Democracy 
in Uganda, was spearheaded by FHRI. It included no less than 600 
civil society and faith-based organisations and ran an ‘Honour 
your Vote’ campaign.

The campaigns – in the words of Livingstone Sewanyana, 
executive director of FHRI – “rekindled the enthusiasm of the 
Ugandan voters.”

It also demonstrated that the huge number of Ugandan NGOs, 
civil society and faith-based organisations, and various umbrella 
organisations are able to join forces and work together.

For more on the Citizens Coalition for Electoral Democracy 
(CCEDU): 

www.fhri.or.ug/about-ccedu.html 

A FHRI ACHIEVEMENT: 

PAVING THE WAY 
FOR LEGAL AID

When asked about concrete 
outcomes of FHRI-U activities, 
Livingstone Sewanyana points 
to the development of the 
Paralegal Advisory Service 
which provides legal aid to poor 
and marginalized people in 
conflict with the law.

“We made a petition in 2006 
challenging the practice of 
having so many people in 
custody much longer than the 
maximum 48 hours before 
being presented in court. We 
had gathered lots and lots of 
cases and documentation to 
support the case, and the 
Constitutional Court ruled in 
support of the petition. This put 
focus on the problem and was 
instrumental in creating the 
legal aid projects which have 
since developed.”

Advocacy, research, documentation, activism are 
some of the tools FHRI and Livingstone Sewanyana 
use to promote human rights.

In 2009, a feeling of political apathy was spreading in Uganda.  
If voters were to register for the upcoming 2011 elections in big 
numbers, an extra effort had to be made. NGOs gathered in the 
Uganda Governance Monitoring Platform (UGMP) conceived the 
ambitious idea of developing a Citizens’ Manifesto, a non-parti-
san but political statement by ordinary citizens outlining their 
aspirations and demands in the quest for a peaceful, prosperous 
nation.

The idea worked: The Citizens’ Manifesto actually materialised 
as result of a huge effort to involve the grassroots. More than 
200 meetings were held throughout the country including 
Manifesto Days, radio programmes, other media etc. It is 
estimated that some 100,000 Ugandans were reached by 
these activities directly, while some eight to ten million were 
reached indirectly.

The Citizens’ Manifesto played a prominent role as a 
reference document during the electoral campaign. It 
mapped out the most pressing concerns of the Ugandan 
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role of NGOs

seen the pendulum swinging back as the 
regime does not want to let go. Democracy 
is seen as a threat. The view on media and 
NGOs etc. has become less tolerant and 
stricter regulation has been introduced. You 
see a state that is scared of everything; a 
government trying to consolidate itself 
rather than consolidating democracy.”

Donors cannot bring about change
According to Larok change cannot – and 
should not – come from donors.

“Donors are representatives of govern-
ments and feel more comfortable dealing 
with government counterparts, so it is 
difficult to see them pushing for real 
change. Donors have done good things, 
though: They have helped open up space 
for NGOs and we need that support from 
donors. It is for us, then, to use it.”

Godber W. Tumushabe, executive director 
of Advocates Coalition for Development 
and Environment (ACODE), adds that most 
donors lack an understanding of the 
political and practical environment NGOs 
work in, and even if they have it, their 
influence is no longer what it used to be.
“Donors’ influence on government is eroding 
very fast. Donors have given in on their 
demands on good governance and fight 
against corruption in the interest of dialogue 
and diplomatic expedience. Their threats are 
never enforced. Government on its side uses 
donor funds for patronage and gets away with 
it. And with the future revenue from oil what 
remains of donor influence may vanish.”

Ndifuna Mohammed of HURINET-U agrees 
that it is for Ugandan civil society to bring 
about change.

“We as NGOs have a lot of work to do. 
Many people are aware of the problems, 
but remain passive. They don’t take action. 
Activism in civil society has not really 
spread, though we saw some of it during 
the run up to the 2011 elections.” 

Uganda has seen impressive growth and development 
over the past decades, but challenges remain.  
The NGOs may no longer be needed as service providers, 
but certainly as watchdogs.

“Uganda has seen much progress since the 
collapsed state in the 1970s and early 80s. 
The policy and normative framework is in 
place to move forward. On paper every-
thing is there, but not in practice,” notes 
Arthur Larok, director of programmes, 
Uganda National NGO Forum (UNNGOF).

“We have seen impressive economic growth. 
With a sustained economic growth of six per 
cent per year Uganda is among the top 
performers in the world. But prosperity has 
not reached the poor majority.”

“In the last 10 years in particular, politics 
have not worked for Ugandans equitably, 
despite progress. We have institutions that 
are not allowed to work: Parliament, local 
councils etc. There are huge discrepancies 
between formulation and implementation. 
Look at corruption. There are so many 
institutions put up to deal with corruption, 
but nothing really happens. We need to 
change that, and NGOs have an important 
role to play.”

But according to Larok, Ugandan NGOs do 
not operate in an enabling environment.

“Government was happy about NGOs 
when we were mostly doing service 
provision. Now that our role has changed 
to advocacy and rights awareness, we are 
no longer as popular. NGOs are singled out 
to be opposition implying again that 
something is wrong with opposition.”

The pendulum swings back
Larok’s views are echoed by Chief Executive 
Officer Ndifuna Mohammed of the Human 
Rights Network-Uganda, HURINET-U,

“The situation in Uganda is like a pendulum 
which is now swinging back. In the early 
days of the present regime very important 
steps were taken to create a robust frame-
work to protect human rights. The Uganda 
Human Rights Commission, an Ombudsman 
and various other watchdogs were created. 
It had a very positive impact and sent an 
important signal. But after 2000/01 we have 

STRENGTHENING CIVIL SOCIETY

The majority of Ugandans are still to benefit from 
the annual, economic growth of 6% and civil 
society organisations still have an important role 
to play to build rights awareness.
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A champion of

innovation
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NGOs in Uganda talk about 
a special Danida HUGGO 
approach. An NGO veteran 
gives his description of it.

“Danida HUGGO has 
championed very 
innovative ways and 
programmes to 
support and finance 
civil society. They 
have shown great 
flexibility and thus 
been able to meet 
the wide variety of 
demands.” 

This very positive assessment was made 
by Godber W. Tumushabe, executive 
director of Advocates Coalition for 
Development and Environment (ACODE). 
He is just one of many NGO activists in 
Uganda who talk about a special Danida 
HUGGO approach.

“An example of this flexibility is that 
Danida HUGGO accepts and processes 
applications on a rolling basis, not only 
once a year. As applicants we have a 
fruitful dialogue with Danida HUGGO staff 
and there is a very short processing time. 
This makes Danida HUGGO very respon-
sive and able to actively support urgent 
issues arising, to support what you might 
call fire-fighting.”

Livingstone Sewanyana, executive director 
of the Foundation for Human Right 
Initia tive (FHRI), agrees that Danida HUGGO 
has made a difference in various ways: 

“Danida HUGGO has been instrumental in 
increasing funding for civil society, in 
supporting networks and in sharing best 
practices. Danida HUGGO has indeed been 
a dominant player, but also a catalyst. They 
are good listeners and team players and 
do not try to dictate.”

Tumushabe also praises Danida HUGGO for 
appreciating the link between develop-
ment and natural resources and the 

importance of research and documenta-
tion:

“Credible advocacy must be based on 
proper documentation, but most donors 
prefer to support activities, claiming that 
the documentation is already there.”

Tumushabe regrets, though, that his own 
organisation – unlike many other NGOs – 
has only received short-term funding for 
specific activities and no core funding by 
Danida HUGGO.

Yet, ACODE has seen impressive growth:

“We started out with a staff of two in 2000 
but now have a staff of 22 and an annual 
budget of USD2 million. Our profile has 
sharpened and become known. We have 
political impact and are among the NGOs 
that can engage at a high level.”

Donor-driven?
By depending so much on funding by 
Danida HUGGO and other donors is ACODE 
– and the many other Ugandan NGOs – 
donor-driven?

Godber W. Tumushabe smiles when asked 
this question, one that he has obviously 
been asked many times before.

“We really have moved beyond that. And 
you could ask government the same: It is 
heavily donor-funded; does that make it 
donor-driven? But of course we have to 
walk a thin line: We only rarely respond to 
requests to venture into activities decided 
by donors. This is a way donors can direct 
NGOs who in turn are perceived as donor-
driven. But we develop our own pro-
grammes and apply for funding for them.” 

But Godber W. Tumushabe is well aware 
that many NGOs struggle to survive and 
therefore take on donor requests. 

ACODE – THE NGO 
THINK TANK

ACODE, Advocates’ Coalition for 
Development and Environment, is 
an independent public policy, 
research, and advocacy think tank. 
Since its creation in 2000, ACODE 
has established itself as a credible 
and committed organisation with a 
reputation for independent policy 
research, effective dissemination 
and strong credibility amongst 
policymakers. 

ACODE does research and 
publishes reports which are widely 
used and quoted. The issues 
covered include the functioning of 
the multiparty system at local 
level, the implementation of the 
PRDP, (the Peace Recovery and 
Development Programme for 
Northern Uganda), and auditing 
the NRM regime.

ACODE plays an important role in 
civil society campaigns. Ahead of 
the 2011 general elections ACODE 
joined like-minded civil society 
organizations to form a platform – 
the Citizens’ Coalition for Electoral 
Democracy in Uganda – to 
influence the government to 
undertake electoral reforms. 

www.acode-u.org 
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Deepening 
democracy
– an ongoing challenge

The Deepening Democracy Programme 
was formally launched by the Prime 
Minister, the Speaker of Parliament and 
the Leader of the Opposition in April 2008. 
The total funding for the programme was 
17 million USD (2006-2011), and since 
2007 DDP has supported a wide range of 
inter-related strategic activities carried 
out by state and non-state entities, 
ranging from Parliament and the Electoral 
Commission to political parties, civil 
society organizations and the media. 

Reintroducing political parties
Political parties have very controversial 
histories and track records in Uganda and it 
was not until 2005 that political parties 
were again allowed to contest elections. It 
should therefore come as no surprise that, 
with the exception of the ruling National 
Resistance Movement (NRM), Ugandan 
political parties are rather weak and that the 
interparty dialogue is not well developed.

The DDP therefore supported the emer-
gence of a more institutionalised and 

Deepening democracy is an ongoing and difficult 
challenge. In 2006 six donors joined forces to help 
Uganda meet this challenge.

No country has ever achieved democracy 
overnight, just like that. And all the 
countries that brand themselves as 
‘democratic’ are faced with the continuous 
challenge of sustaining their democracy 
and protecting it from threats. In that 
sense, Uganda is no different from other 
countries.

Following the 2006 elections in Uganda 
there was widespread frustration among 
many Ugandans, in Ugandan civil society 
and among international partners that the 
democratic process in Uganda was 
backsliding rather than progressing. 
Something had to be done!  

In 2006 six donors/development partners 
– Sweden, Norway, the Netherlands, UK, 

Ireland and Denmark – came together to 
establish a comprehensive ‘Deepening 
Democracy Programme’ with the aim of 
supporting improved democratic govern-
ance in Uganda, on the one hand by 
increased informed, active, pluralistic 
participation of Uganda’s citizens in the 
political process and, on the other hand, 
by building the capacity of Ugandan 
institutions critical to promoting public 
participation and to holding the state 
accountable to citizens’ needs and 
concerns. 

Danida HUGGO was selected as the 
managing agent and a steering committee 
composed of representatives of develop-
ment partners and eminent Ugandans was 
set up to oversee the programme.
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competitive multi-party political system 
through a two-track approach. DDP 
provided grants to eligible political parties 
to enable them to strengthen their 
organizational capacity and to promote 
inter-party dialogue. 

The latter was pursued through the 
launching, in February 2010, of the 
Inter-Party Organisation for Dialogue 
(IPOD) which has proved a success with 
NRM as an enthusiastic partner along with 
seven opposition parties, even though 
NRM chose not to become part of the DDP 
Political Party Grants Programme. The 
main value of IPOD is in achieving 
agreement on key issues before they come 
before Parliament.

Under the DDP Grant Programme political 
parties received grants and, in a review of 
DDP political party support carried out in 
2011, all those who had received funding 
paid tribute to DDP for allowing them to 
define their own priorities for support. 
Nearly all of them had used DDP funds to 

In 2011 protests against high food and fuel 
prices escalated and made central Kampala look 
like a warzone. Democratic institutions and civil 
society organisations still have work to do to 
accommodate the unsatisfied.

Civil society 49%
Electoral Commission 22%
Media organizations 11%
Political parties 10%
Parliament 6%
UHRC 2%
JLOS 0%

The Deepening Democracy Programme’s 
funding allocation to different partners 
in 2010-2011

strengthen party internal structures. 
Equipment in the form of furniture, 
computers and communication systems 
was another common priority. Printing of 
party literature (manifestos, pamphlets 
and membership cards) had also been 
funded.

Enhancing the integrity of elections
Enhancing the integrity of elections is 
another focus area of DDP. Based on the 
Electoral Commission’s Strategic Plan, the 
DDP has supported the commission in 
implementing a comprehensive voter 
education programme and improving the 
credibility of the voter registers and the 
quality of the voter registration service 
provided.

Although funding had been made available 
for interparty liaison committees to provide 
for the effective mediation of party 
complaints, this was not done formally 
because parliament did not adopt the code 
of conduct in good time. However, the DDP 
supported the establishment of a well 

facilitated Political Affairs Desk at the 
Electoral Commission by computerizing the 
complaints handling system and the 
political party file management system. The 
DPP has also supported the development of 
a more secure, transparent and timely 
electronic results transmission system.

These areas are all critical to the integrity 
of the elections and it is the Electoral 
Commission’s responsibility to implement 
them directly. In addition, the DDP has 
supported the robust monitoring of the 
election process by domestic observers. 

Finally, the DDP has supported a wide 
range of players with key roles in a vibrant 
democracy: the Parliament, civil society, 
the Uganda Human Rights Commission and 
the media. 

Once hailed as a compelling 

‘success story’ of Africa, it must be 

acknowledged that contemporary Uganda 

faces a number of challenges and runs the 

risk of not advancing rapidly. There are 

real political and structural risks that 

threaten to undermine this record.”

African Peer Review Mechanism (2009).

‘‘

The country’s culture of constitutionalism is not improving fast enough. Many of the institutions established in the legislative, executive and judicial branches of government are still struggling to fully embrace the ideas, principles and practices of democracy. The media has been liberal-ized and is relatively free with both the print and electronic media providing citizens with ample opportunity to express their views on a wide range of issues that affect their lives. At the same time Uganda has seen a dramatic emergence of non-governmental and civil society organisations able and willing to engage the arms of govern-ment in policy debate and advocacy on democracy and good political govern-ance issues, albeit with challenges in the policy and democracy and regulatory framework. However, the citizenry in general is not yet empowered to engage effectively in demanding their rights and insisting that institutions meet their obligations.” 

Government of Uganda: National Development Plan for 2010/11-2014/15.

‘‘
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party politics were intertwined. Religion was 
more important than party affiliation and it 
also played an important role during the first 
years of independence and again in the 
1980s. Many religious leaders misused 
their role to promote party politics and 
even incited conflict and violence.”

A new start
The establishment of IRCU signalled a new 
start.

“For one thing, it brought all religions, 
including Islam, on board,” says Samuel 
Okiror. “And the mere fact that our leaders 
are now interacting sends a signal of 
dialogue. People on the ground have a strong 
tradition of interacting across religions in 
their daily life. Now their leaders do the same 
and spread the message that religion and 
party politics should not be mixed.”

In the past decade, the IRCU and other 
inter-religious initiatives in Uganda have 

A UNIQUE PROGRAMME
The Deepening Democracy Programme 
has helped enhance the democratization 
process in Uganda by providing key 
institutions in the country with  resources 
and technical capacity. But what made 
DPP unique was the fact that the sup-
ported institutions identified their own 
priorities and gaps.

The fact that DPP ran through the election 
period made it one of the most relevant 
financial assistance programmes but also 
put to the test whether it would deal with 
the most sensitive issues like the improve-
ment of the voter register, the involve-
ment of civil society in calling for 
accountability from their leaders and 
bringing early warning mechanisms to 
monitor elections. DPP did deal with these 
issues and thus passed the test.

DPP took a holistic approach in dealing 
with the country’s problems and allowed 
institutions which are listened to by both 
the government and the population to find 
appropriate solutions. This could well be a 
good road to take for the future. Further-
more, the prominence given to civil 
society involvement and the need to 
strengthen political parties is a pointer to 
the key issues which in future should be 
further addressed. The checks and 
balances provided by these two institu-
tions cannot be under estimated and 
should match those of the already 
well-recognized, traditional institutions 
like the judiciary, the parliament and 
executive.

The programme has indeed been well 
conceived and should be applauded for 
the work well done. 

Margaret Sekaggya was one of the Ugandan 
members of the DDP Steering Committee. 
She is Executive Director of the Human 
Rights Centre Uganda.

In the course of its history, Uganda  
has seen religion being misused  

to promote conflict several times.  
The Inter-religious Council of Uganda  

has set out to change this.

“We know our history and the divisive 
role religions have played. This has to 
change,” says Samuel Okiror, manager 
of the Peace, Human Rights and Good 
Governance Programme of the Inter- 
religious Council of Uganda (IRCU).

“Ugandans trust their religious leaders, 
research has repeatedly shown. Thus, the 
position held by religious leaders is 
extremely important. They have very big 
audiences, particularly, of course, on 
Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays. Bringing 
religious leaders to the forefront of peace 
advocacy is important and speaking in 
unity, as we do through the Council, 
strengthens our voice and credibility. We 
have come to realise that what we share is 
much more than what divides us.”

IRCU was established in 2001 to bring 
together different religious institutions to 
address issues of common interest. 
Initially, the fight against HIV/AIDS was the 
major priority. It is still a top priority, but 
the number of focus areas has increased 
and these now include promoting peaceful 
co-existence, respect for human rights, and 
good governance.

Uganda has previously seen attempts made 
to bring different religions together, but they 
never really took off. In 1963, the Uganda 
Joint Christian Council was formed, but it 
only included the churches and still failed to 
make the churches stop their in-fights.

“Time was not ripe yet,” 
says Onentho Godfrey 
Otwi, specialist with the 
Human Rights and Good 
Governance Programme. 
“During colonial times the 
unhappy marriage 

between religion and politics was almost 
institutionalized with the British openly 
favouring one party, The Uganda People’s 
Congress, which had clear links to the 
Anglican Church, whereas the other big party, 
the Democratic Party, was as clearly linked to 
the Catholic Church. At the time, religion and 
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United for peaceful
 co-existence

FAITH-BASED RECONCILIATION

played a prominent role in promoting 
peace and dialogue:

The Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative 
(ARLPI) played a key role in bringing peace 
and reconciliation to Northern Uganda and 
won a peace prize for this. IRCU in 2009 
hosted a landmark conference on Sustain-
able National Reconciliation, Justice and 
Peace which was followed up in 2010, and 
IRCU is involved in a wide range of national, 
regional and international peace initiatives.

Samuel Okiror concedes that some 
politicians still misuse religion as a 
platform to rally political support, but 
before and during the 2011 elections IRCU 
advocated at national and local levels for 
peaceful elections and monitored the cam-
paign and the electoral process in close 
cooperation with NGOs.

“We monitor very closely that politicians do 
not incite conflict during electoral cam-

paigns; we promote inter-faith dialogue 
and train peace workers, and together with 
the Uganda Human Rights Commission we 
follow up on abuses of human rights by 
authorities, army, police etc.”

The IRCU has now concretized their vision 
for the future. Under the newly estab-
lished Directorate of Governance, Justice 
and Peace, IRCU has developed a strategy 
to establish and strengthen the national 
peace infrastructure that will promote 
peace, national reconciliation and civic 
consciousness among the citizenry. Part of 
the infrastructure will be a faith-based 
Peace Institute that will be significant in 
strengthening multi-faith and multi-reli-
gious responses in areas of peace, 
governance and civic engagement. The 
other key aspect will be the Elders’ Forum 
that will be a critical pillar for nation build-
ing. 

www.ircu.or.ug

OPEN TO ALL FAITHS
IRCU membership comprises the 
Catholic Church in Uganda, Uganda 
Muslim Supreme Council, Church of 
Uganda (Anglican), Uganda Ortho-
dox Church, Seventh-day Adventist 
Uganda Union, but it is open to all 
faiths.

IRCU key programmes include 
Peace, Human Rights and Good 
Governance; HIV/AIDS; Gender-
Based Violence; Environmental 
Governance.

The IRCU works through the local, 
regional and national structures of 
its members. Its main role is to 
co ordinate members’ work and play 
a critical advocacy role. 

Between 2008 and 2010, Danida 
HUGGO contributed approximately 
USD 205,000 to IRCU to implement 
peace and reconciliation initiatives. 
Other funds to IRCU were channelled 
through the Deepening Democracy 
Programme (DDP) and the Legal Aid 
Basket Fund (LABF).  

According to IRCU, churches and mosques 
are structures for enhancing peace and 
reconciliation.
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tribunal and assume a policy guidance role, 
leaving the day-to-day operations to the staff.

This crisis management state of affairs 
made some donors and other partners 
uncomfortable and it seemed to be only a 
matter of time before they would eventu-
ally disengage from UHRC.

Something had to be done...

“And something was done – very much 
thanks to Danida,” explains Gordon 
Mwesigye, who was appointed secretary to 
the commission in July 2006. The secretary 
plays a key role as one of the eight commis-
sioners and, at the same time, as head of the 
UHRC administration. 
 
“Danida has supported UHRC from the 
outset in 1997 and when UHRC was 
struggling and failing to live up to agreed 
targets, Danida took the approach that 
donors should help UHRC get back on track 
rather than pull out, and other donors 
followed suit. We have been happy to have 
committed donors that did not just provide 
funding, but also took an active interest in 
the progress of our capacity building.”

In 2004 the Uganda Human 
Rights Commission was on 
the brink of collapse, but a 
dramatic cure got the  
watch dog back on its feet. 
It is again barking and 
biting human rights 
abusers.

The Uganda Human Rights 
Commission (UHRC) is by 
far the most important 
human rights watchdog in 

Uganda. Established in 
1997 under Article 51 of the 

Constitution of Uganda, it was given a wide 
mandate, powers and the vital independ-
ence from the state to effectively monitor 
the human rights situation and pursue all 
kinds of human rights abuses. 
 
UHRC is the only body which can walk into 
a prison and have a detained or restricted 
person released, if satisfied that there has 
been an infringement of human rights or 
freedom. It has the powers of a court, 

sitting as a tribunal to make awards with 
regard to human rights violations. UHRC 
decisions can be appealed to the High 
Court – and some are. But a ruling by UHRC 
has never been overturned.

However, in 2004, as a growing organisa-
tion that had started from scratch, UHRC 
encountered serious problems: It was 
operating with resources and a structure 
– approved in 2001 – meant for a staff of 
75. Yet, it had expanded as demands on it 
to deliver were overwhelming and it had 
opened new regional offices. But UHRC 
had not had the expansions approved by 
the Ministry of Public Service, a precondi-
tion for getting extra funding for salaries. 
As a result, the extra wages were paid out 
of the non-wage budget.

On top of that there was a need to clarify the 
roles of the commissioners and manage-
ment respectively. The commissioners had 
been directly involved in day-to-day 
operations since the UHRC’s inception, even 
though they were to concentrate on their 
specific role: to preside over the expanding 

 Reviving the 

agility of the 
watchdog

Rulings and reports of the Uganda Human 
Rights Commission – even when highly 
controversial – receive promient media 
coverage.
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Danida funded an external financial 
advisor from KPMG to monitor the donor 
funds for a period of one year. It was also 
made clear, however, that the role of the 
expert was not to ‘police’ UHRC, but rather 
to help build capacity. The advisor was to 
employ a collaborative and consultative 
approach.

“It worked. UHRC is back on track and 
much more robust than before, we can 
concentrate on pursuing our mandate 
rather than spending time on organiza-
tional and managerial issues, and we owe 
that to Danida. I don’t know what would 
have happened, if Danida had not stayed 
on. We may not have closed, but almost. 
KPMG still do regular audits here, not to 
control us, but to train us and strengthen 
capacity,” Gordon Mwesigye says.

Success stories
Having addressed administrative and 
management constraints, UHRC can now 
concentrate on its core mandate, human 
rights, and Gordon Mwesigye points to 
several factors that illustrate that UHRC is 
doing well:

The backlog of cases, which UHRC 
struggled with for years, has been dealt 
with. Out of 249 complaints UHRC handled 
in June 2010, for example, only 19 had not 
yet been heard.

“And UHRC has been able to obtain and 
maintain A status by the international 
body rating human rights institutions, as 
one of only three human rights commis-
sions in Africa – the others being in Ghana 
and South Africa. In 2009, parliament 

debated UHRC’s annual report for the first 
time. It drew a lot of attention and this 
reflects the fact that the highest organ 
takes us seriously. In fact, state agencies 
are apprehensive about appearing 
negatively in the report. Our work does 
not go unnoticed, and respect for human 
rights is growing. We hold regular press 
briefings which are well attended and 
covered. This publicity is very important. 
Many Ugandans are still illiterate and not 
aware of their rights, so many human 
rights violations are never reported.”

In November 2008 the term of the previous 
members of the commission expired and 
only in April 2009 did the government 
appoint new commissioners. That not only 
weakened the commission for a long 
period. It also made many question 
government’s support for the commission. 
But eventually new commissioners were 
appointed and Gordon Mwesigye sees 
increasing government funding for the 
commission as proof of strong government 
support:

“When I joined UHRC, donor funding 
accounted for 70% of our budget, the 
government for 30%. Now it is the other 
way around. And that is how it should be. 
A constitutional commission should not 
depend on external funding that is 
subject to donors’ own national interests 
and policy changes.”

Beyond donor funding
Until 2009 UHRC funding from Danida and 
other donors came via a basket fund. Since 
then UHRC has received non-earmarked 
funding from the Netherlands, Ireland and 

Denmark. In the future funding will come 
more indirectly through donors’ budget 
support to the Justice, Law and Order Sector 
(JLOS). This means that UHRC shall have to 
compete with other JLOS institutions for 
funding and that the direct relationship 
between UHRC and its donors may be 
weakened. But UHRC is ready for that.

“Budget support means that national 
ownership will increase and that we shall 
meet donors on a more equal footing as 
development partners. We shall still need 
technical backup and advice from our 
external partners,” Gordon Mwesigye 
predicts. And he is optimistic that the 
government will not use the opportunity 
to squeeze the UHRC budget:

“In that case we shall bark. We may be 
small, but we have a strong voice and shall 
be heard.” 

UHRC NATIONWIDE
UHRC is headquartered in 
Kampala, but has eight regional 
offices: in Kibuye, Mbarara, Fort 
Portal, Moroto, Gulu, Soroti, Jinja 
and Arua. UHRC aims to open more 
regional offices to ensure nation-
wide coverage. UHRC holds local 
tribunals even in regions where 
there is no regional office. In 2009, 
for example, the first UHRC 
tribunal was held in Karamoja.

www.uhrc.ug
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relevant local authorities on a regular basis to 
sit and plan together. It helped us replace 
finger-pointing with cooperation, and in 
Mbale, where I worked, this helped cut down 
the number of inmates in the prison from 
some 1,000 to about 500 in just one year. 
Chain Linked also helped improve popular 
participation in the delivery of justice. 
Re pre sen tatives of civil society and local 
politicians were invited to the meetings. This 
helped reduce politicians’ interference with 
the judiciary. When they knew how things 
worked, they were more inclined to respect 
our work. It also increased local authorities’ 
support to address bottlenecks like the lack 
of transport.”

The Chain Linked Initiative expired as funds 
for sitting allowances for the meetings ran 
out, but the idea lives on in the District 

Initial Danish support to the 
Ugandan judiciary had a strong 
focus on court construction,  
but soon focus shifted to what 
actually happens inside the new 
temples of justice.

“When I joined the judiciary decades ago, 
many courts were operating from poor and 
borrowed, not even rented premises. We 
hardly had any stationery or proper paper 
even in High Court. Reports had to be 
written in exercise books. Under such 
conditions, how do you expect the 
judiciary to be strong, independent and 
respected? Now we have a number of new 
court buildings, computerized systems and 
much better working conditions. Well, that 
is some achievement,” says Peter Okello, 
deputy registrar of the Lira High Court, 
host to one of the 33 court buildings 
funded by Danida over the years.

Actually, Danida support for the judiciary 
goes all the way back to 1989 and has 
continued ever since. In the words of W. 
Henry Adonyo, chief registrar, Courts of 
Judicature, Danida and the judiciary in 
Uganda are like ‘Siamese twins’. 

“Often people complain that there are no 
visible signs of aid. In this case, there are 
many. Danish aid has been put to maximum 
use,” says W. Henry Adonyo and adds that 
the support has helped the judiciary protect 
justice and human rights and uphold its 
independence of the executive arm of 
government better than in most other 
African countries – Kenya for example. 

From Chain Linked to JLOS
From the Ugandan side, priorities were 
clear from the onset: As much of the 
support as possible should be spent on 
bricks and buildings, vehicles, equipment 
and other hardware – tangible results. From 
the Danish side, investments in buildings 
etc. were also seen as a stepping stone 
towards supporting delivery of justice.

Danida started to support the training of 
judicial officers in order to improve on 
system efficiency. The concern to improve 
system efficiency also led to the Chain 
Linked Initiative, started in the late 1990s: 

“At local level, the various authorities 
involved in justice hardly spoke to, or even 
knew each other. Police, courts, prisons and 
prosecution were each working in isolation, 

and this lack of coordina-
tion created bottlenecks, 
slow disposal of cases 
and over-crowded 
prisons,” explains Paul 
Gadenya, a former chief 
magistrate.

“Inspired by Danish experiences, the Chain 
Linked Initiative took off, bringing together 

From
 sheds to

temples of Justice

ACHIEVEMENTS
33 courts – including two High Courts and 31 Magistrates’ 
Courts – were constructed with the support of Danida 
between 1996 and 2011. In addition, Danida’s support 
facilitated the renovation/extension of 13 courts (9 High 
Courts and 4 Magistrates’ Courts). The planning ensured a 
uniform geographical distribution of the courts throughout 
the country.
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Coordination Committees which meet 
every three months.

Paul Gadenya is now senior technical 
advisor to the Justice, Law and Order Sector 
(JLOS) which has lifted the Chain Linked 
Initiative from local to national level.

“JLOS was initiated in 1999 as the first of 
its kind in Africa and was inspired by the 
Chain Linked Initiative. Why not bring the 
various stakeholders together at national 
level, too? We all have a role to play when 
it comes to justice delivery, and we can 
only be efficient if we plan and work 
together. JLOS helps us do that.”

JLOS has not only brought together Ugandan 
authorities dealing with justice, law and 
order. It has also brought the various donors 

supporting the sector together in a formal-
ised and structured form of cooperation.

First and foremost, Paul Gadenya praises 
the support over the years for building 
local capacity and being responsive to 
local needs:

“Often aid is supply-driven and once 
funding has been granted many donors sit 
back and wait for our reports – at least it 
used to be like that. Danida was among the 
first donors to really listen to the benefici-
aries; we identify core problems together 
and develop appropriate systems to 
address them. Danida was also the first 
donor to invest in the judiciary which no 
one at the time thought much of. But it 
proved worthwhile, and Danida thus paved 
the way for other donors.”   

REVISITING OLD HABITS 
Can you imagine the Chief Justice arriving at court on a bicycle? In Uganda, probably not. 
But in Denmark that happens every day. This informal behaviour of judges has 
impressed most of the more than 100 Ugandan judicial officers who have attended a five 
week Law and Justice Course in Denmark since 1996.

“We were colonized by the British and our judiciary system is – like 
the British one – more formal than the Danish one. Denmark helps us 
decolonize our judicial culture and mindset,” says Chief Justice 
Benjamin Odoki. He liked the more informal procedures he wit-
nessed in Denmark and does not rule out abandoning his wig in court 
at some point. But courts are not to become too informal:

“Respect for the institution must not suffer. We shall not go to 
court in a t-shirt and slippers. We owe respect to the institution. 
Otherwise, its authority will erode,” he stresses.

“I went to Denmark in 2002 and was exposed to so many new things, 
but what impressed me the most was the simplicity of judges. Danish 
judges ride bicycles in the street as ordinary people. They are very 

simple and accessible,” says Justice Masalu-Musene, resident judge in Lira. 

Faster disposal of cases
The Ugandan judicial officers who have benefitted from the training in Denmark are 
sometimes referred to as ‘the young brooms’ to indicate that they have been inspired to 
wipe out dirt and old, bureaucratic habits in Ugandan courts. They were also inspired by 
the faster disposal of cases in Denmark and noticed that Danish judges spend more time 
in court than their Ugandan counterparts.

The Deputy Registrar of the High Court in Lira, W. Peter Okello, was in 
Denmark in 2003 and is a former Inspector of Courts. He has noticed 
that Ugandan magistrates who have been to Denmark tend to dispose 
of more cases than those who have not.

He also points to several reforms inspired by the exposure to Danish 
systems which have made Ugandan courts more efficient:

“In Denmark we have seen how a scheduling conference of the parties before a case 
goes to court can pave the way for much better planning and a quicker disposal of cases, 
and actually such meetings can also lead to many cases being settled out of court, and 
such scheduling conferences have now been made mandatory in Uganda.” 

The court building in Lira was 
constructed with support of Danida. 

The Chain Linked Initiative is an 
inter-agency conglomeration of 
members from the criminal justice 
agencies – namely, the police, 
prisons, Directorate of Public 
Prosecutions (DPP), judiciary, and 
other stakeholders who come 
together for regular meetings. The 
major goal of the Chain Linked 
Initiative is to promote coopera-
tion, coordination, and communi-
cation among and between the 
criminal justice agencies for 
purposes of effective and efficient 
execution of their respective duties 
in the administration of justice.
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A DILEMMA:

INDEPENDENT OF WHOM: THE EXECUTIVE OR DANIDA?

Many attribute the Uganda judiciary’s relative independence of the  
executive to strong and persistent Danida funding. Others question whether 
the judiciary in the process has become too dependent on Danida' s support.

When the Justice, Law and Order Sector (JLOS) was created in 1999, 
Danida did not adopt the new sector-wide approach preferred by 
other donors. Danida chose to continue its ‘old-fashioned’ direct 
bilateral support for the judiciary even though it was not in line with 
the new aid thinking, which culminated with the adoption of the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness in 2005. 

The main reason was that Danida feared that the judiciary risked 
losing out to other state agencies when having to compete with them 
for funding and thus the independence of the judiciary would come 
under threat. Experience from other countries documents that (lack 
of) funding is a very efficient way for a government to under mine a 
too – in the government’s view – independent judiciary.

Danida has since become part of JLOS, but its direct funding of the 
judiciary continues. One reason is that the close relationship 
Danida has developed with the Ugandan judiciary over decades is 
put to best use when Danida combines JLOS engagement with 
direct funding of the judiciary. Another reason is that there is still 
the fear that the Ugandan government will divert resources from 
the judiciary to other sectors if they are not earmarked for the 
judiciary.

This fear is widely shared by Ugandan judicial officers many of 
whom attribute the Ugandan judiciary’s relative independence
of the executive to strong and persistent Danida funding. They

welcomed it when news broke in early 2011 that Danida will 
continue its direct bilateral support to the judiciary after 
Danida HUGGO has closed its office.

“The government has scaled up its funding for 
the judiciary in recent years, but we still depend 
on donor funding,” says W. Henry Adonyo, chief 
registrar, Courts of Judicature. “It is very difficult 
for the judiciary to compete with other sectors 
like health and education, so we risk losing out.”

W. Peter Okello, deputy registrar of the Lira High Court, agrees 
and adds that when competing for government funds there is a 
risk that Danida’s support can backfire:

“There is a wide perception that the judiciary is privileged after 
so many years of Danida support and can do with less govern-
ment support. Yet, many districts still lack court buildings and 
proper justice services. There is still a lot to do and we risk 
undermining what we have achieved if we do not keep up the 
momentum.” 

ACHIEVEMENT
177 Ugandan magistrates were trained in Denmark between 
1996 and 2010.

DELIVERING JUSTICE

Representatives of donors, ministries, police etc. in Bundibugyo on a joint Justice Law and Order Sector visit targeting 
hard to reach areas in southwestern Uganda.
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NGO REPRESENTATIVES 
PRAISE THE JUDICIARY 

“The judiciary has maintained a level of 
independence from the executive, in part 
thanks to direct funding from the donors. Had 
it been totally dependent on transfers 
through direct budget support, there could 
have been some erosion of its independence.”

Arthur Larok, director of programmes, Uganda 
National NGO Forum. 

“The judiciary has surprised many by being 
fairly independent. Of course, not in all cases, 
but in many cases.” 

Ndifuna Mohammed, executive officer of 
Human Rights Network-Uganda. 

CORRUPTION STILL THRIVES IN COURTS

“Corruption on the side of court clerks is a big challenge for the judiciary to address.” 
This is just one of the rather negative conclusions drawn by the Judicial Integrity 
Committee after a nationwide tour of the courts in 2010. The report of the tour 
describes widespread malpractices in Ugandan courts and in general paints a gloomy 
picture of little progress in spite of various efforts to fight corruption.

And Peter Okello, deputy registrar of the High Court in Lira, concedes that the public 
image of the Ugandan judiciary is bad:

“There is a widespread perception that bad guys get away with everything in courts, 
that the strong and powerful never lose, but can bribe officials to have it their way. 
This makes people reluctant to go to the courts and police.”

Peter Okello also admits that there are cases of corruption, but he adds that action is 
taken. He points to the setting up of the Judicial Integrity Committee in 2002 and to 
cases in Lira:

“We have had two cases of clerks trying to take bribes in the name of the court for 
services that should not be paid for, and we have reported the cases. But we cannot 
discipline the clerks as they are employed by the Ministry of Public Service and not 
the judiciary.  In such cases what mostly happens is that they are just transferred to 
another government department and this creates an atmosphere of impunity, which 
reflects very badly on the judiciary. Most cases involve clerks who constitute 70-80 
percent of the judiciary staff. They are very poorly paid and that tempts them to take 
bribes. We would like them to come under the judiciary and pay them better. They do 
a good and important job.”

However, efforts are being made to curb corruption in courts. A study tour and 
follow-up training of JLOS representatives have been financed by Danida and will 
ultimately contribute to the completion of the JLOS’ wide Anti-corruption Strategy in 
2011. Danida has also provided support to the operations of the Anti-corruption 
Court in Uganda.

PILES OF FILES COMPUTERISED    

Gone are the days of the dusty and messy piles of files in many 
Ugandan courts, a situation that used to create problems for 
planning and retrieving the right documents on time and thus 
bottlenecks and delays. In 1996, Danida started supporting the 
introduction of computers and information technology (IT) in 
Ugandan courts and the judiciary is now in the forefront in 
Uganda when it comes to IT. “We have an IT centre in Kampala, 

and all the High Courts throughout the country are connected through our High 
Court Circuit. Up-country courts are interconnected and can easily retrieve docu-
ments electronically. It has eased operations and facilitated more detailed planning. 
In the past, planning tended to be more speculative,” says David Sunday Kikabi, 
senior information technology officer, Courts of Judicature.

He adds that Danida has not  
only funded equipment,  
but also training:

“Making the best use  
of IT systems demands a change  
of old habits and that requires a lot  
of training.”

A worn-out typewriter in the court  
in Bundibugyo, but the court  

does not have a computer yet.
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Where there is 

no lawyer
DEMANDING JUSTICE

Prior to 2004, a number of legal aid 
initiatives operated in Uganda, but far 
from enough to meet the huge demand. 
Another challenge was the way in which 
the various civil society players related: 
Rather than cooperate and coordinate 
their efforts, they competed for funding 
and this led to a duplication of efforts.  
Key to changing this was the establish-
ment of the Legal Aid Basket Fund in 2004 
by five donors: Austria, Denmark, Ireland, 
the Netherlands and Norway (Norway has 
since been replaced by Sweden) and 
hosted and managed by Danida HUGGO.

“The Legal Aid Basket Fund took a holistic 
approach and facilitated the process of 
plugging some of the gaps in legal aid 
service provision by supporting pilot 
models for the provision of legal aid; both 
by NGOs, that is the demand side, and 
government institutions, the supply side; 

New court buildings, trained judges and proper 
legislation do not guarantee the poor and 
marginalized access to justice. They need to know 
their rights and they need help to stand up for them.

When a construction company turned a 
narrow footpath along Catherine Acen’s 
(46) plot in Akalo Sub-County outside Lira 
into a road, the poor widow, peasant and 
mother of seven children was desperate. 
In the process, her house and property 
were destroyed and part of the little 
farming land she had was confiscated. She 
approached both the company and the 
local authorities for compensation, but 
without success. And taking a lawyer was 
no option for her.

The Constitution of the Republic of 
Uganda declares that ‘all persons are equal 
before and under the law… and shall enjoy 
equal protection of the law’. But, like many 
other Ugandans, Catherine Acen was not 
aware of her legal rights, she did not know 
how to demand her rights, and she had no 
access to legal aid; in fact, she had never 
heard about it. 

That is, not until she learned about the 
new justice centre in Lira.

When she did, Catherine Acen took her 
case to the Lira Justice Centre and got 
legal advice. The centre contacted the 
construction company which now listened 
and agreed to pay USD 2,340 in compen-
sation to settle the case out of court. In 
return, Catherine Acen surrendered her old 
plot and was able to buy new land.

Access to justice is not only brought about 
by constructing new court buildings, 
training judges and enacting proper 
legislation – by strengthening the ‘supply 
side’ of the justice system. The ‘demand 
side’ has to be strengthened as well, by 
informing people like Catherine Acen 
about their rights and helping them to 
demand them.

In the past decade, a wide variety of legal 
aid initiatives have been developed in 
Uganda. Various models have been tested 
by a number of different NGOs and the 
Ugandan government; standards, legisla-
tion and government systems to provide 
legal aid have been developed; donors 
have joined forces to coordinate their 
support for legal aid to both government 
and NGOs.

And the results are impressive: From 2007 
to 2010 almost 3.7 million Ugandans – 
more than 10 per cent of Uganda’s 
population – were reached. Most of them 
through general outreach/training, but 
some 400,000 with individual advice – like 
Catherine Acen.

From chaos to order
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and by developing legislation, standards 
and a regulatory framework,” says Paul 
Gadenya, senior technical advisor to the 
Justice, Law and Order Sector (JLOS).

 “It has, to a large extent, also helped to 
replace competition about donor money 
among the various players with coordina-
tion and a clear and sound division of 
roles so they work as a team.”

LABF is founded on the premise that a 
long term and sustainable national legal 
aid system will be developed with 
appropriate structures to absorb the 
functions of LABF. In 2010, a major step 
was taken when JLOS, with support from 
LABF, commissioned the development of 
the National Legal Aid Policy and the 
Legal Aid Act. 

LEGAL AID PLAYERS IN UGANDA

The Legal Aid Basket Fund (LABF) is a joint donor fund supported by Austria, Denmark, 
Ireland, the Netherlands and Sweden and hosted by Danida HUGGO. LABF supports most 
of the other players and initiatives.

Uganda Law Council is the regulatory framework for legal aid service provision in Uganda.

Justice Centres are government run centres providing legal representation, advice and 
training, located at court buildings.

Paralegal Advisory Services (PAS) are civil society managed services located at prisons 
and civil society organisations providing legal aid and advice to inmates.

Uganda Law Society hosts the pro bono scheme, a donor and government financed legal 
aid scheme.

NGOs: ARELIMOK, Acid Survivors, JURIA and a wide range of other NGOs provide legal aid 
training and advice, in most cases to specific target groups.The Legal Aid Service Providers’ 
Network (LASPNET) promotes coordination among the legal aid service providers.

The court sits in Jinja. The case concerns  
a motorbike, and the accused is leading his 
own defence. The Jinja court building is 
funded by Danida.

USD 4.7 MILLION  
FOR LEGAL AID
Total LABF support for legal aid amounted to 
USD 4.7 million 2007-10. Of these:

• USD 2.4 million went to 23 partners 
providing legal aid services

• USD 700,000 to justice centres
• USD 1.6 million to Paralegal Advisory 

Services

This relatively small amount made it possible 
to reach 3.7 million Ugandans – most of them 
through general outreach/training, but some 
400,000 with individual advice.
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Jude Ogik is the only lawyer in Kitgum and 
neighbouring districts. He has formed an NGO to 
make legal aid accessible to people in the area.

Justice and Rights Associates (JURIA) is 
one out of 21 NGOs which was supported 
by LABF in 2010 to provide legal aid in 
under-serviced geographical and thematic 
areas. And JURIA does indeed fill a 
geographical vacuum.

“I am the only lawyer in town, and when I 
set up JURIA in 2004 not even the police 
was present here due to the insurgency. At 
the time there were massive human rights 
violations and very little awareness about 
human rights among the people. Of 
course, things have improved a lot since 
peace has come: The police have returned, 
we have a Magistrate Grade 1 and Chief 
Magistrate’s Court etc., but there are still 
lots and lots to do.”

JURIA was started as a consultancy firm 
and later, on the basis of the need for legal 
aid service provision in the region, it 
registered as an NGO in 2007. It has a staff 
of five in Kitgum and an office in Soroti 
with a staff of four and they carry out a 
wide range of activities, including legal aid 
in criminal matters and also civil matters 
such as land disputes, family inheritance 
disputes and so on. They also conduct 
police and prison visits to monitor that 
human rights standards are adhered to.

“Nobody must be held in custody for more 
than 48 hours, but that happens frequently 
even though things have improved since 
the Paralegal Advisory Services came to 
Kitgum in 2009,” Jude Ogik explains.

The radio lawyer
Jude Ogik is also known as the ‘Pol 
Lawyer’. Every Thursday afternoon the 
local ‘Pol Radio’ runs a very popular 
phone-in programme on legal matters:

“We prepare different themes for the 
programme like land issues, and at 
elections we focus on legal aspects of 
elections. Lots of people phone in and 
send letters. We have people coming to 
our office because they have heard us on 
the radio. Radio is a very powerful tool 
for awareness-raising. Everybody can 
afford a radio, and the local FM stations 
that use the local language are 
extremely popular,” Jude Ogik says.

The Chief Magistrate in Kitgum, 
Karemani Jamson Karemera, is also 
happy to have JURIA and Jude Ogik 
around:

“Annually we have some 30 cases in 
Kitgum that require a lawyer. If it was not 
for Jude Ogik, many of these cases would 
be postponed, drag on and eventually 
die. Justice cannot afford that,” he says.

In addition, there are the high court cases. 
The High Court sits in Kitgum only in 
November and in November 2009 Jude 
Ogik handled 30 high court cases in the 
absence of other local lawyers. 11 
suspects pleaded guilty, 10 were 
acquitted and 9 were convicted. 

DEMANDING JUSTICE

The legal 

watchdog

EIGHT YEARS  
ON REMAND

Ochola Samuel Baker 
(27) trains people in 
tailoring and looks happy, 
fit and well-dressed. It is 
hard to imagine that he 
has spent eight years in 
prison on remand on 

allegation of aggravated robbery. But he 
has. His case dragged on and on, mainly 
because there was no lawyer to represent 
him. Things only changed when he was put 
in touch with JURIA, who informed him 
about his rights and the workings of the 
judiciary system. JURIA also represented 
him in the High Court, where he was 
acquitted, and in the Court of Appeal, 
where he was again acquitted.

THE WIDOW  
– A TYPICAL VICTIM
Until five years ago, the life of Ayoo Beatrice 
(31) was going well. Her husband had a 
well-paid job with Sadolin Paints in 
Kampala; they had a child of four and her 
husband’s two other children also lived with 
them. But then her husband passed away. 
Sadolin Paints paid USD 2,340 in benefits, 
but her husband’s brother and parents not 
only claimed all the benefits, they also took 
all the family’s property. Ayoo Beatrice had 
no job: She brews local beer and makes only 
a very small income from that, so there was 
nothing she could do. But she had heard 
about JURIA and sought assistance. JURIA 
helped her claim the property and money 
from the relatives and when they refused to 
hand them over, the case went to court. 
Here, the relatives were told to return the 
property, and she was granted USD 390 of 
the benefits, and each of the three children 
USD 635. 

“If JURIA had not stepped in, justice would 
not have prevailed,” Ayoo Beatrice says.
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One in four victims of acid 
attacks dies. Those who 
survive are physically and 
mentally marked for life 
and are rarely in a position 
to seek justice.

Permanent physical disfigurement is one 
of the inevitable effects of acid violence. 
The acid causes the skin tissue to melt, 
frequently exposing the bones, and leads 
to the loss of sight, ears or irreparable 
damage to hands raised in defence.

Those are the physical consequences. The 
mental consequences caused by the attack 
and the physical disfigurement are as bad: 
Trauma, shame and isolation. This not only 
means that in most cases little is done to 
pursue the perpetrators, it also means that 
little is done to help the victims and 
address the root causes of this extreme 
form of violence.

That is why the Acid Survivors Foundation 
Uganda (ASFU) was formed in 2003.

“Perpetrators of acid attacks usually do 
not want to kill their victims, but want to 
make the victim suffer forever, and indeed 
they do,” says Doreen Ayebare, Executive 

Director of ASFU. She adds that acid 
attacks are rarely spontaneous acts of 
anger. Perpetrators must have the acid and 
plan a time and a spot to make sure that 
there are no witnesses.

The purpose of ASFU is twofold: To assist 
victims and to create awareness about acid 
attacks.

“There are 30-35 cases registered a year, 
but we suspect that a lot of cases are 
never reported and registered,” says 
Doreen Ayebare. Some 55% of the victims 
are women, and often their children are 
present during the attack.

When ASFU hears about cases – from 
hospitals, the police, the news or other 
survivors – they contact the victims to help 
them get proper treatment and push their 
cases by going to the police every now and 
then to follow up:

“These cases take a special effort by the 
police. If at all there are witnesses, they 
tend to be afraid of testifying. Often they 
are threatened or even bribed to keep 
quiet, so we also lobby for the protection 
of witnesses.”

ASFU also forms peer groups where 
victims can share experiences and support 
each other and they do awareness-raising 
through media and with the police.

“Several of the cases of acid attack are 
reported in local media, but often in a way 
where blame is put on the victim. We 
conduct media training to address that and 
to put focus on other taboos like domestic 
violence. In our tradition we do not value 
justice. We tend to think: Harm has been 
done, and so what? Justice is important. 
When cases are not pursued, offenders 
feel they can get away with the crimes, 
and people lose faith in the system,” says 
Doreen Ayebare.. 

Surviving 
with scars

Acid survivors and activists, from left to right: 
Joice Naigaga, Doreen Ayebare (Executive 
Director), Rita Sanyu, and Hilda Wanaha 
(Programme Manager).
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JUSTICE DELAYED

When Joice Naigaga (29) from Iganga refused to give in to the threats of her former 
husband, he got hold of a bag of acid and late one afternoon in 2006 he poured it over 
her while she was on her way home. She was taken to hospital while some people 
reported the case to the police, but nothing happened as there were no witnesses.

That is when the Acid Survivors Foundation Uganda (ASFU) heard about the case and 
pursued it, but it was difficult. A state attorney had been bribed – by the husband, it 
turned out – in order to ensure that the file disappeared and it took the intervention 
of the Resident District Commissioner to ‘resurrect’ the file.

After two years her husband was apprehended and arrested and the court case 
commenced. ASFU had to provide money for the transport of the witnesses to court 
and make sure that a lawyer appeared in court so that the case would not drag out, 
and eventually the husband was sentenced to 15 years of prison in 2009.

ASFU also helped foot the medical bill for Joice 
Naigaga’s operations and her more than one 
year stay in hospital, and has helped her set up 
a small tailoring business.

But Doreen Ayebare of ASFU stresses that Joice 
Naigaga should also be credited for the 
outcome of the case:

“She was very committed to go all the way in 
court. That is necessary, but unfortunately 
rare.”

NO WITNESSES  
– NO JUSTICE

When Rita Sanyu (24) was 
burnt with acid in May 2006 
by a young boy who had 
pursued her for some time 
to be her boyfriend but in 
vain, she immediately 
poured lots and lots of 
water over her face. This 
saved her from very serious injury, even 
though she has had to spend several months at the 
hospital, assisted by ASFU. In that way, Rita was fortunate. But what 
still bothers Rita and ASFU is that the perpetrator was never prosecuted:

“We did take the case to the police and the boy was arrested. But the case was never 
brought to court as there were no witnesses. The police accepted the boy’s claim that 
she had been attacked by someone else and that he was actually also a victim and 
had been burnt. Justice was not done and as such, it is – unfortunately – a typical 
case,” says Doreen Ayebare of ASFU. 

The waiting room of the Federation of 
Women Lawyers (FIDA) in Gulu is packed. 
Almost 20 women – some with small 
children – are waiting to get advice on this 
late Monday afternoon. FIDA Gulu has two 
lawyers, but knowing the law is not 
enough to offer the women the assistance 
they need. Often the women come with a 
bunch of problems rooted in legal as well 
as social issues. 

FIDA provides legal aid on an individual 
basis through the office in Gulu and also 
has a mobile legal clinic for outreach. 
Unfortunately, the women can rarely come 
to Gulu to follow up on their cases. 

FIDA Gulu budgeted for 900 clients 
between 2008 and 2010 but had more 
than 1400. This shows that both the client 
and others involved in the case benefit 
when a case is resolved.

DEMANDING JUSTICE



37

A gender 

 sensitive 
approach 

DEMANDING JUSTICE

While the individual cases are important, 
sensitization is also a priority.

“Lawyers, the courts and the police in 
Uganda still have a tendency of not taking 
women seriously and in our culture women 
are not supposed to speak up. We are 
working hard to change that,” says Margaret 
Atim, a lawyer with FIDA, “and we do see a 
change of attitude coming: Men can no 
longer get away with everything, beating 
women and paying bribes to the police. A 
sense of justice is emerging, and our 
relationship with government authorities is 
gradually improving. But there is still a big 
need for our services nationwide.”

The combination of legal aid cases and 
advocacy has proved efficient:

“Specializing in women’s issues and 
handling so many individual cases gives us 

a strong platform to see patterns and 
common root causes of legal cases like 
domestic violence, inheritance and land 
disputes and to do awareness-raising.” 

FATHERS ON THE RUN

It is a classic in Uganda: Fathers walking out on their children and 
refusing to pay child maintenance. Alur Judith Pernina in Gulu has 
had more than her fair share of the burden. She has three children 
with different men. All of them have abandoned her and their 
children and refused to pay maintenance.

When the father of her youngest boy – born in 2005 – left, Alur Judith Pernina heard 
about FIDA on the radio and came to the office. Here, FIDA lawyer Margaret Atim 
helped her pursue the case. It was not easy and it took a long time. Efforts to settle the 
case out of court were in vain, but eventually, in July 2010, a court ruling ordered the 
father to pay maintenance. And so far he has honoured the court order. 

Women and children crowd the Fida  
waiting room in Gulu to get legal aid.
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Coordinating the

pioneers
MONITORING  
THE PIONEERS

Until 2008 legal aid providers operated more 
or less in a legal vacuum. That changed with 
the establishment of a special subcommittee 
of the Uganda Law Council (ULC), which falls 
under the Ministry of Justice. The subcommit-
tee is funded by the Legal Aid Basket Fund 
and is the regulatory body of the Ministry of 
Justice and Constitutional Affairs that 
over sees legal aid. All legal aid service 
providers are inspected by ULC to have their 
chambers of advocates approved and they 
must have a ULC accreditation to operate.

“Previously, we would look at legal aid 
providers as law firms and make require-
ments accordingly. But legal aid is different, 
and we have now changed the require-
ments,” explains Stella Nyandria, senior 
state attorney of the Uganda Law Council.

In the process of inspecting and monitoring 
the various legal aid providers throughout 
the country, ULC has come across legal aid 
providers who may have been able to 
attract donor funding, but failed to deliver 
according to their mandate. Such bogus 
operators are now a thing of the past.

“We visit them to make sure that they live 
up to the requirements, like having a special 
room for interviewing clients to ensure 
confidentiality. We check whether they have 
law books and whether their books of 
accounts are properly audited,” says Diana 
Gillian Kahuma, ULC state attorney.

In 2010, ULC monitored 35 legal aid 
providers and 29 of them received formal 
accreditation. Several of the remaining ones 
can receive accreditation once they live up 
to the specific requirements.

While ULC is satisfied that the formal 
framework for legal aid provision in Uganda 
is now in place, there are still two major 
concerns: One is that legal aid coverage is 
not nationwide; and the other that legal aid 
depends almost entirely on donor-funding 
and therefore the sustainability of interven-
tions remains a challenge.

In 2008 nine organisations providing legal 
aid in Uganda formed the Legal Aid Service 
Providers’ Network (LASPNET) which is 
hosted by the Uganda Law Development 
Centre, an extremely relevant host: The 
centre trains future lawyers, has legal 
expertise and runs a legal aid clinic, thus 
having both a theoretical and practical 
platform to serve as a focal point for legal 
aid providers. As of June 2011, there were 
37 members of LASPNET.

LASPNET is mainly funded by the Legal 
Aid Basket Fund, as are many other 
institutions and organisations dealing 
with legal aid. This has paved way for a 
holistic approach to supporting legal aid, 
according to the LASPNET coordinator, 
Richard Nsumba Muganzi:

“The fact that donors have come together 
rather than supporting individual projects 
has created the space for long-term 
strategic thinking: Various models have 
been supported and piloted by both NGOs 
and government and, on the basis of 
experiences gained, policies and an 

institutional framework have been 
developed with the ultimate aim of the 
government providing legal aid and NGOs 
mainly playing the role of advocacy. We 
still have some way to get there, but it is 
good to work towards a common goal.”

LASPNET does not provide legal aid, but 
coordinates and encourages networking 
among its 37 member organisations. 
LASPNET has also developed a code of 
conduct for legal aid providers and a 
quality assurance mechanism is under way. 
Moreover, LASPNET represents its member-
ship at the JLOS Legal Aid Task Force.

“As a group we are stronger and there-
fore we are listened to. And govern-
ment’s attitude towards legal aid is 
changing for the better,” Richard Nsumba 
Muganzi says. “They do appreciate the 
importance of legal aid. But we are yet to 
see them putting money into it, and 
actually dependence on donor-funding is 
one of our main problems.” 

www.laspnet.org
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37 legal aid service  
providers have come  
together under  
LASPNET with Richard 
Nsumba Muganzi  
as coordinator.
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The one-stop shop for

legal aid
Legal aid service provision is a primary responsibility 
of the government. With the opening of two 
government justice centres and a national coordination 
unit, the government has started taking on this 
responsibility.   

In September 2010, the court building in 
Lira had a new neighbour when the brand 
new justice centre opened on the court 
compound. While the role of the court is to 
deliver justice, the role of the centre is to 
strengthen the demand for justice by 
informing people of their rights and 
providing legal aid services.

The opening of the Lira Justice Centre – 
and a similar centre in Tororo – marked the 
beginning of an important transition: From 
legal aid service being provided by NGOs 
to becoming a government responsibility.

“Legal aid should be offered by govern-
ment like health services and education, 
and the idea of working towards that 
began taking shape in 2006,” says 
Christine Birabwa-Nsubuga, National 
Coordinator of the Justice Centres. “At the 
time Danida and other donors were 
funding a lot of legal aid activities through 
various players. Quite a lot of money was 
going into legal aid, but in a fragmented 
and scattered way with little lasting 
impact. This led to the setting up of 

coordinating bodies like LASPNET. But to 
have a truly sustainable model, we had to 
develop government-run legal aid 
services, and the justice centres are a 
result of that. We are now in the pilot 
phase with centres up and running in Lira 
and Tororo, but eventually all districts 
should be covered by justice centres.”

The stated purpose of the justice centres is 
to build a bridge between the supply and 
demand sides of justice through legal aid 
service provision on a one to one basis to 
indigent, marginalized and vulnerable 
persons. Another purpose is to empower 
individuals and communities to claim their 
rights and demand policy and social 
change at the local and national level. 

Corruption reduced
The Lira centre is staffed by three lawyers, 
three paralegals, a psychosocial specialist 
and administrative staff. It covers 11 districts 
and has a mobile clinic for outreach. The 
response of the local community has been 
very positive:

“People do come to us with their problems 
and complaints, and we already see an 
impact on justice delivery,” says Lydia 
Kiriire, Manager of Lira Justice Centre. 
“People tell us if they are asked to pay 
bribes at court. We have had a few cases of 
that and in such cases we do make noise 
and being part of the government system 
we are listened to. In that way our 
presence makes the judiciary more 
accessible and accountable, it reduces 
corruption and promotes the thinking that 
you should not pay to have justice.”

The centre has also made efforts to 
establish a good relationship with other 
local authorities and with local leaders, 
NGOs and other legal aid providers. 

“Our staff speaks the local language and 
knows the local culture and traditions. 
Being a legal expert does not suffice to 
assist people in complex cases which are 
often caused by a mixture of legal and 
social problems, with poverty as the 
overriding problem. We do research into 
the root causes and follow up on the cases.”

Many of the cases are rooted in disputes 
over land and Lydia Kiriire notes that such 
cases are not only a matter of legal justice: 

“Uganda is an agricultural country and 
women produce 80 per cent of the output. 
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The Lira Justice Centre team and the national 
coordinator were off to a busy start when the 
centre opened in September 2010.

Between August 2010 and June 
2011 the justice centres in Lira and 
Tororo registered a total of 1,039 
cases, with 790 persons meeting 
the means and merit test to qualify 
for legal aid.
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The services of a private 
lawyer usually cost USD 20 
per hour and are thus 
unaffordable for the 
majority of Ugandans. 

In 2009, ‘pro bono’ regulations were 
passed to ensure that the services of a 
lawyer are more accessible to more 
people. The scheme requires all advo-
cates to provide at least 40 hours of pro 
bono (free of charge) legal aid services a 
year with the option of paying in lieu in 
exceptional circumstances. Advocates 
who do not meet this demand shall not 
have their practising certificate renewed.

The Uganda Law Council (ULC) delegated 
the function to the Uganda Law Society 
(ULS) which is currently running and 
administering the scheme. ULS has all 
practising lawyers and advocates in 
Uganda as members. It has so far estab-
lished five legal aid clinics, but hopes to 
roll out nationwide. As part of this 
process, a board has been constituted 
which includes the Attorney General, the 
Chief Registrar, the President of ULS and 
two representatives from ULC.

When people come or are referred to the 
clinics, the cases are screened and the 
legal issues are identified before the 
cases are referred to a lawyer. This is to 
save time and also to build confidence 
with the client. 

The pro bono manager of the Uganda Law 
Society, Caroline Muzuki, says that 
Ugandan lawyers are interested in 
providing services for free through the 
scheme, but there are many challenges: 
The demand is much bigger than what is 
available and participating lawyers are 
not paid travel expenses.

By June 2011, 580 advocates were 
enrolled in the scheme out of a member-
ship of 1,300 practising advocates. As of 
March 2011, a total of 511 cases had 
been handled under the pro bono 
scheme. 

NINE YEARS TO GET 
HIS SALARY

Obong Justin (66) had not been paid 
his salary for two years when he was 
laid off as sub-county chief in Aromo 
Sub-County in 2001. He had the 
necessary documents to prove his 
claim, but the authorities never reacted 
to his demands. Only when the newly 
established Lira Justice Centre took up 
his case, did the authorities take the 
matter seriously and within three 
months he was paid USD 830.

ANOTHER LAND 
DISPUTE SETTLED

Land disputes make up a big share of 
legal cases and often the poor and 
vulnerable lose out to the more 
powerful. Akullu Karen (62) is an 
example of that. She is a widow and 
peasant farmer with three children and 
more dependents. When her husband 
died, she was expelled from her little 
plot, and the intruder – assisted by a 
private lawyer – tried to get a title to 
the land. Akullu Karen could not afford a 
lawyer and therefore she contacted Lira 
Justice Centre. With the assistance of 
one of the centre’s  lawyers, Dennis 
Odota, she had her land back in less 
than a month. 

opposite according to Peter Okello, 
Deputy Registrar of the High Court in 
Lira:

“We have no problem with being 
closely monitored, and we appreciate 
that it is not easy for the poor to 
approach a magistrate. Formal court 
cases are very demanding and beyond 
the reach of many lay persons. They can 
now go to the justice centre for 
assistance, and the centres are doing a 
good job. We refer cases to the justice 
centre and involve the centre in 
mediation. Both we and the justice 
centre benefit from being close 
neighbours.” 

www.justicecentres.go.ug

Many of them are faced with land tenure 
problems. It affects their production 
adversely and causes huge headaches, 
sleepless nights and lots of money wasted. 
We can – and we do – help these women 
and others through legal aid and through 
awareness-raising using the media, 
training and outreach.”

The justice centre can also represent people 
in court, but many cases can actually be 
settled out of court through mediation, 
which saves both time and money. Of the 96 
cases brought to Lira Justice Centre during 
its first three months of operation, 15 were 
settled out of court within a few months.

The new justice centre has not made life 
more difficult at Lira Court. Quite the 

DEMANDING JUSTICE
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A RIGHT WITH 
LIMITATIONS   

Ugandan law obliges the state to provide 
defendants with basic legal aid services, 
but there are significant limitations. One is 
that state legal aid – in the form of ‘state 
briefs’ – is only provided to defendants on 
trial for offences attracting the death 
penalty or life imprisonment. The other – 
and major – shortcoming is the shortage of 
operational funds. The judiciary receives 
approximately USD 18,500 for state briefs 
annually and this is not sufficient to 
provide for legal aid representation in all 
capital or life imprisonment cases, or the 
full trial of defendants. Moreover, the 
funds allocated are never commensurate 
with the number of cases to be tried at a 
given session which often results in 
sessions being adjourned prematurely. 
The impact of the state brief scheme has 
been limited further by the absence of 
supervision of advocates leading to the 
poor quality of legal aid service provision.

DEMANDING JUSTICE

MILLIONS IN COMPENSATION
UGX 8 million, some USD 3,900 – that is the amount Odiya Finny was paid as 
compensation by her former employer for having her contract terminated 
before time. USD 1,465 is what Nicholas Odong was paid as compensation by 
a bus company for being knocked down by a bus and seriously injured. Both 
Odiya Finny and Nicholas Odong had struggled in vain to be compensated 
until they heard on the radio about the legal aid clinic in Gulu and the pro 
bono scheme. Neither of them was in a position to pay a lawyer but they 
were granted the assistance of a lawyer for free through the scheme and 
eventually received compensation.

 A lawyer for

free

Odiya Finny and Nicholas Odong are among 
the beneficiaries of the pro bono scheeme.
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 A very special 

 ‘prison court’

PAS also informs inmates who have been 
on remand for a long time – often in spite 
of being suspected of only committing 
minor offenses – that if they plead guilty, 
they can be released on bail because they 
have already spent a long time in prison, 
or they can do community service.

“Many inmates – even petty offenders 
– are very reluctant to plead guilty, even if 
they are guilty, because they do not have 
any idea as to what will happen if they do. 
They end up staying much too long in 
prison thereby slowing down the disposal 
of cases,” says Elinor Chemonges, the 
national coordinator of PAS.

The Paralegal Advisory 
Services assist prisoners 
claim their rights. 
Overcrowding in prisons 
has been brought down 
dramatically in the process.

The term ‘prison court’ takes on a new 
meaning today at Gulu Prison where the 
court is set inside the prison and experi-
enced inmates play the roles of magistrate, 
clerk, attorney, suspect, lawyer etc. The 
session forms part of the training on self 
representation conducted by the Paralegal 
Advisory Services (PAS) in Gulu Prison. 

The experienced inmates are carefully 
picked. They play their roles as if they 
were indeed magistrates, clerks, attorneys, 
suspects, lawyers etc. The ‘Forum Theatre’ 
session is a welcome break in prison 
routines. The make-believe court hears 
two different cases where suspects 
demand to be released on bail, and in the 
process the listeners learn about what are 
valid reasons for being released on bail 
and what are not.

This training using theatre is just one of 
many PAS’ activities. Few inmates are 
conversant with court procedures; the legal 
language and jargon is new to them and 
they are thus very poorly equipped to 
appear in court and stand up for their rights. 

PAS was set up in 2005 to inform inmates 
about their rights, but also to help reduce 
congestion in prisons, and even though 
PAS has been around for some years and 
has made an impact, figures from Gulu 
Prison clearly indicate that there is still 
some way to go:

Out of the 647 inmates almost two thirds 
– 419 – are remand prisoners waiting for 
trial. But according to Olaka Alex Mukola, 
the officer in charge of the prison and 
supervisor of PAS Gulu, the prison would 
have been even more crowded, if the 
paralegals of PAS had not been there.

“PAS helps speed up court procedures and 
cut down the number of cases that have to 
go to court by informing inmates of the 
possibility of settling disputes out of court 
through mediation or litigation and PAS 
helps improve coordination among the 
police, courts, prisons and so on by 
keeping everybody informed and up-to-
date and by following up on cases.”

Olaka Alex Mukola stresses that he 
welcomes being monitored by PAS:

“PAS has become part of the prison. The 
paralegals are based here, and we work 
together closely. They have made our work 
easier.”

DEMANDING JUSTICE

The Paralegal Advisory Services provide legal aid to some of those most in need of it: 
prisoners.
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Another important role of PAS is to keep 
the relatives of inmates informed:

“Often the relatives are not informed 
when a person is arrested and put in 
prison. We do that,” says Simon Nyeko, a 
paralegal and one of the seven PAS staff at 
Gulu prison. PAS covers a huge area and 
the staff have motorbikes so that they can 
inform relatives and visit local communi-
ties to do sensitizing on legal matters. 

Elinor Chemonges, the PAS national 
coordinator, adds that one of the advan-
tages of the paralegals is that they speak 
in plain language, not in the jargon used 
by lawyers and magistrates. In that way, 
PAS has helped put a human face on the 
administration of justice. PAS has also 
strengthened the demand for a better judi-
ciary that delivers:

“PAS was not set up to fight corruption, but 
it happens as a spinoff of our activities: 
When vulnerable people like inmates are 
unaware of their rights, they are easily 
manipulated by clerks and others to pay 
for what is their right.” 

DEMANDING JUSTICE

SERVE THE COMMUNITY
In November 2001 the National Community Service Programme was introduced by 
the Government of Uganda to allow offenders who commit a petty offence punisha-
ble by imprisonment of not more than 2 years to be sentenced to community service 
rather than being sent to prison.

Community Service requires that a person who commits a minor offence is sen-
tenced by a competent court to perform unpaid work in the community where he 
resides instead of being sent to prison.

The inspiration and initiative came from Denmark according to Paul Gadenya, senior 
technical advisor to the Justice, Law and Order Sector (JLOS):

“The purpose is twofold. It reduces congestion in prisons, and it prevents petty offenders 
from being imprisoned with hard core criminals. It thus reduces the rate of reoffending.”

Initially, the new idea was met with some scepticism: Community service was not 
seen as a punishment and there was concern that this could lead to mob justice, but 
gradually things have changed and community service is becoming widely accepted. 
PAS has played a key role spreading the word about community service directly to 
inmates and suspects. In 2009 alone, 2,621 exchanged prison life with community 
service through PAS interventions.

Banson Okulu is one of the beneficiaries. He was arrested for assault and taken into 
police custody. But just for three days. Advised by PAS Gulu he pleaded guilty to 
what was a minor offence and was sentenced to three months community service. 
Three hours per day he had to work at Gulu Court, slashing, cleaning etc. It saved him 
from having to go through a long court case and from going to prison. 

DUMPED IN PRISON

Neither his relatives nor his employer were 
informed when Dennis Odong Piny was 
arrested in 2009 and ‘dumped in prison’ as 
he puts it. The arrest took place after he 
had had a fight with his cousin and he was 
accused of assault. Several weeks passed in 
prison before Dennis got in touch with 
PAS-staff. They informed his parents and 
informed him that he could apply for 
release on bail. He did and it was granted. 
Release on bail comes with conditions: He 
had to show up for the court meetings 
which in his case took place over a period 
of five months. If he did not show up, he 
would be put back to prison. Dennis was 
eventually sentenced to a fine of USD 70 or 
one year in prison. He has paid the fine and 
has now a job as an inspector with Komatsu 
Bus Company.

    

30,054 RELEASED

In 2010, PAS facilitated an overall output of 30,054 people released from detention. 
Of these, 3,806 accessed mandatory bail; 4,177 were granted court bail; 9,973 were 
granted police bond; 2,271 were sentenced to community service orders; and 326 
given community service orders. A total of 224,291 prisoners accessed basic legal 
advisory services. 

Following its success, the integration of PAS within the Government/JLOS framework is 
being considered  and this is expected to be facilitated by the National Legal Aid Policy.
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 Giving voice 
to the peaceful majority

During the peace talks the 
LRA combatants had to be 
catered for to stop them 
from looting local 
communities. 

In November 2006 Davis Lubwama and a 
couple of his colleagues from Caritas 
Uganda set out on what almost seemed a 
‘mission impossible’: They were to provide 
water, food, shelter, clothes, health services 
and other basic necessities to LRA combat-
ants in designated areas in southern Sudan 
to make the fighters stop looting local 
communities while the LRA representatives 
took part in the Juba Peace Talks.

The operation was a confidence-building 
measure and was necessary in order to 
keep the peace process going. As part of 
the August 26 Agreement on the Cessation 
of Hostilities that paved the way for 
negotiations, the LRA had been guaran-
teed a safe haven and the provision of 
basic necessities for their combatants.

In August 2006 the Juba Peace Talks 
started in southern Sudan and put an end 
to two decades of armed conflict between 
the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the 
Uganda People’s Defence Force (UPDF). At 
its height the conflict had forced 2 million 
people to flee their homes and the UN 
called it the world’s most neglected 
humanitarian crisis. 

Since negotiations commenced, northern 
Uganda has enjoyed a period of calm and 
stability unparalleled in recent years, and 
this has allowed the reported return of 
over 95% of the internally displaced 
people to their homes. 

The Juba Peace Talks lasted until March 
2008 and led to the final peace agree-
ment. Though protocols under the five 
agenda items were signed by representa-
tives of both the LRA and the Ugandan 
government, the LRA leader Joseph Kony is 
yet to sign it. A key to the success of the 
peace talks was that the process – while 
including the warring parties – at long last 
gave a strong voice to representatives of 

the vast majority of people in northern 
Uganda who suffered from the conflict and 
for years had advocated for peace. These 
included traditional leaders like those 
from Ker Kwaro Acholi (the traditional 
leaders of the Acholi), religious leaders, 
representatives of the Diaspora, local civil 
society organisations like Human Rights 
Focus, youth groups etc. These institutions 
represented the local population, of whom 
the majority were confined in IDP camps.

Several of these ‘peace advocates’ have, 
over the years, received substantial 
support from development partners in 
Uganda. While most development partners 
initially viewed the Juba Peace Talks with 
scepticism as they involved the LRA, listed 
as a terrorist organisation, Danida HUGGO 
supported the process from the outset. 
And twice, when negotiations were on the 
verge of a breakdown, rapid and untradi-
tional funding, technical and logistical 
support from Danida and other develop-
ment partners helped rescue the negotia-
tions. 

RECONCILIATION IN THE NORTH

An elderly woman casts her vote during the February 2011 presidential elections  
in Kampala.
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The Juba Peace Talks were based on a five item agenda, namely: 
1. The cessations of hostilities 2. Comprehensive solutions  3. Accountability   and reconciliation4. A permanent ceasefire 5. Disarmament, demobilisation   and reintegration

 Feeding 

‘terrorists’
But finding an organisation to implement 
the feeding of combatants belonging to an 
organisation featuring on international 
lists of terrorists and getting it funded was 
a challenge. 

“No agency would fancy attracting news 
headlines like ‘Feeding Terrorists’, but the 
clear request from the chief mediator of the 
peace talks and the blessing of the Ugandan 
government, our long-time engagement in 
efforts to resolve the conflict in the north, 
and our local partners convinced us that we 
should step in,” Niels Hjortdal, head of 
Danida HUGGO explains, and Danida HUGGO 
set up a special basket fund to cover the 
costs with contributions from Denmark, 
Sweden, Austria, and Switzerland.

Caritas Uganda has extensive experience 
in northern Uganda and was assigned to 

im plement the opera-
tion, and that was how 
Davis Lubwama ended 
up in remote Rikwangba 
in southern Sudan 
2006-2008 as head of 
the Caritas Uganda Juba 
Liaison Office.

“Before the operation started we did not 
have any idea as to how many combatants 
were actually there. We estimated that we 
should provide for 5,000 people alto-
gether. But they were actually fewer than 
most thought. We never came to know the 
exact number as we did not register them. 
They were wanted rebels and would never 
turn up if they were to register. But one 
lesson learned was that it does not take 
very many people to keep a conflict going 
that makes millions of people suffer,” 
Lubwama says.

The Caritas staff saw a marked change in 
the combatants.

“When they first came, they were skinny, 
shabby, dressed in rags and had long 

dreadlocks. We gave them soap, coffee and 
tea which they had missed after many 
years in the bush. We constructed 
boreholes and sanitation facilities and 
took pregnant women to clinics. We gave 
the rebels a human face, and they really 
appreciated that.”

All the supplies came from Kampala, and 
Caritas sent eight truckloads a month to 
southern Sudan.

Davis Lubwama is proud that his and his 
colleagues’ efforts made a positive impact.

“Through the operation we came to know 
the rebels as human beings, and the rebels, 
too, saw a different world. They met other 
people in a peaceful setting and a number of 
them actually took the opportunity to 
surrender and return to normal life. The local 
community also benefitted. During our 
operation the rebels stopped looting and 
the locals could again grow crops in their 
fields. Unfortunately, the LRA attacks started 
again in southern Sudan when our operation 
stopped and the locals are again suffering,” 
Davis Lubwama laments and adds, 

“Most importantly our operation made it 
possible for the LRA leadership to remain 
committed to the peace process, and a 
final peace agreement was agreed in 2008. 
Although the LRA leader, Joseph Kony, 
never turned up to sign it, peace has now 
come to northern Uganda.” 

RECONCILIATION IN THE NORTH

We gave the rebels 
a human face!‘‘

LRA leader Joseph Kony (left) and Acholi 
Paramount Chief Rwot David Onen Acana II 
met in the bush in Southern Sudan during 
the Peace Talks in Juba.
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GETTING PEACE TALKS BACK ON TRACK

An alternative and rapidly convened peace conference  
in 2007 rescued the Juba Peace Talks.

In 2007 the Juba Peace Talks were – again – on the verge of a collapse. The LRA 
representatives walked out, partly due to major disagreements with the Ugandan 
government delegation, and refused to come back. People in the north saw their 
hopes of turning fragile peace into lasting peace vanish. Something extraordinary 
had to be done fast.

The Acholi paramount chief suggested calling an Acholi conference bringing together 
Acholi from all over the world to make a united call for peace. Juba was chosen as the 
venue for the conference as quite a few of those expected to participate were exiled 
Ugandans wanted in Uganda. But who should fund the conference?

Ker Kwaro Acholi (the traditional institution of the Acholi) entered into a partner-
ship with Danida HUGGO to realize the costly, logistically difficult and sensitive 
peace-saving exercise.

“That enabled us to travel to Garamba in the DR Congo to meet the LRA leaders 
and to have them agree to take part in the conference,” says Kenneth Oketta, prime 
minister of the Acholi chiefdoms. “It also financed the conference which had 140 
participants, most of them from Uganda, but also several Acholi from the Diaspora 
in both neighbouring and far away countries.”

The conference was a huge logistical exercise and planned in just ten days. A plane 
– a Boeing 737 – had to be chartered to take participants from Uganda to Juba, 
tents had to be rented etc.

Although the Juba Peace Talks were formally hosted by South Sudan’s Vice 
President, he was convinced that this conference should be left to the Acholi, and 
donors were also kindly asked to keep a low profile.

And it worked: At the conference, the LRA was persuaded to return to the negotiat-
ing table. The Juba conference was followed up by the Northern Ugandan Peace 
and Reconciliation Conference in March 2008 bringing together all stakeholders, 
this time including political leaders. This conference was closed by President 
Museveni and was widely covered by national and international media.

“That healed wounds and helped build our capacity and status,” Kenneth Oketta says.   

 

Peace has come, but 
healing the wounds after 
more than 20 years calls for 
untraditional – or rather 
traditional – measures.

Jennifer Achola (28) looks sad 
almost permanently. And her 
story – as that of thousands of 
other children abducted by 

the LRA during the conflict – is sad: In 
1996, at the age of 13, she was abducted 
and forced to spend six years in the bush, 
where she gave birth to a baby, before 
she was able to return home only to find 
that her parents had passed away so she 
also had to cater for three younger 
siblings. She has no land and no perma-
nent job. She is married again, but her 
husband does not accept her child. Life is 
still hard.

Two other young women, Akwere Wilder 
(20), abducted in 2000 and who returned 
in 2007, and Adong Nighty (27), abducted 

RECONCILIATION IN THE NORTH

LRA and Acholi leaders in the Garamba Forest in December 2008 during the Juba Peace Talks. 
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Healing 
 the wounds

in 1995 and who returned in 2002, share 
the same experience: Returning home has 
proven extremely difficult and their ‘new’ 
husbands have difficulty accepting their 
past in the bush.

But they also tell similar stories about how 
traditional Acholi ceremonies have made 
their return a little bit easier. All of them 
have ‘stepped on eggs’, a traditional Acholi 
cleansing ceremony and that overcame 
most of the initial scepticism they were 
met with by the local community when 
they returned home.

“Most donors do not appreciate the 
importance of these traditions. Ker Kwaro 
Acholi does and should be listened to by 
others when speaking on our behalf,” 
Jennifer Achola says. Several development 
partners have, though, worked with the 
Acholi cultural institution to promote 
healing and reconciliation as a measure for 
creating sustainable peace.

Peace through reconciliation
Ever since the conflict in northern Uganda 
started in the late 1980s, traditional Ker 

Kwaro Acholi leaders, many religious 
leaders and civil society organisations 
called for peace by peaceful means. And 
history proved them right. Peace did not 
come about through military action, but 
through peaceful initiatives like the Juba 
Peace Talks and the Acholi Peace Confer-
ence. The sustained military engagement 
was not enough to bring peace. It took a 
combination of other factors as well, like 
the persistent demand for peace by the 
war-affected communities and the Juba 
peace process.

“To bring about peace somebody had to 
reach out to the LRA leadership and 
fighters, and we could do that,” says 
Kenneth Oketta, prime minister of the 
Acholi chiefdom. “The fact that we made 
use of the traditional ceremonies like 
stepping on eggs softened their hearts. In 
the Acholi culture we have traditional 
ceremonies for the peaceful settlement 
of conflicts without involving the police 
or the army. That gave LRA confidence in 
us. We could go and meet them and 
persuade them to come to the negotiat-
ing table. ”

When the opportunity for the Juba Peace 
Talks presented itself KKA mobilized 54 
clan chiefs and trained them in peace 
building and reconciliation.

“And they inculcated a positive attitude 
among people to stop the war, to focus on 
peace and reduce suspicion rather than 
continuing the blame game, which had 
until then undermined peace efforts. This 
we could not have done without the 
contribution of Danida HUGGO throughout 
the process,” says Kenneth Oketta and 
adds that KKA is now in a better position 
to contribute to a more positive future in 
the north. However, he concedes that it 
takes more than traditional ceremonies to 
make up for the devastating impact the 
years as abductees in the bush have had 
on the lives of Jennifer Achola and the 
other children. 

RECONCILIATION IN THE NORTH

Jennifer Achola, Akwere Wilder, and  
Adong Nighty (from left to right) are trying 
to resettle after years in the bush abducted 
by the LRA.
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The bridge builder

A stable partner
HURIFO has received Danida support for 
some 10 years, and James Otto is particu-
larly happy about the way this support has 
helped HURIFO grow.

“Most donors give us project support, 
which gives us a headache because it is 
earmarked and often short-term. With 
Danida we have had a framework agree-
ment since 2002. That means predictable 
funding and support for core activities that 
build our capacity. We have a strong and 
very stable relationship with Danida 
HUGGO. Even when they change staff, their 
strategy and decisions don’t change. They 
do not depend on individuals and they 
don’t breathe down your neck. They have 
confidence in us, but they do monitor us 
and they make sure that there is a smooth 
transistion from one phase of funding to 
the next, which is – unfortunately – not 
common with donors,” James Otto says.     

www.hurifo.org

Human Rights Focus strives to build bridges between 
warring parties, and between authorities like the police 
and army and the people through human rights 
interventions.

“Human rights are not the monopoly of 
lawyers,” James Otto states, and his own 
life is an example of that. He founded the 
organisation Human Rights Focus (HURIFO) 
in Gulu in 1994 and has been executive 
director ever since. Professionally Otto has 
a business background, but when he retired 
in 1992 he went into full time human rights 
advocacy against a very serious back-
ground: In the 1981 elections he cam-
paigned for the Democratic Party but was 
rounded up by police and put in prison 
without trial. The conditions were 
extremely bad, and he was only released in 
1985 when President Obote was toppled.

For decades the major threat to human 
rights in the north was the war. Thus it was 
only natural that at an early stage HURIFO 
became an outspoken peace advocate. But 
it has not been easy.

“In 1997 we were some of the first to call for 
dialogue between the government and the 
rebels, but that was not taken lightly. We 
were called friends of the rebels, but surveys 
in the local communities sent a clear 
message that people here wanted this 
dialogue,” Otto recalls. “Traditional and 
religious leaders backed the calls and that 
eventually resulted in the Juba Peace Talks.”

At the time local NGOs in the north were 
very weak while the region saw what most 
of all looked like an invasion of international 
NGOs and agencies to cater for the thou-
sands of internally displaced by the conflict.

“Many NGOs were operating from Kampa la. 
We were one of the few NGOs on the ground.”

From a modest start, HURIFO has grown 
and now has a staff of almost 20. They 
carry out a wide range of human rights 
activities. An example of this is HURIFO’s 
training of more than 600 human rights 
activists, two in each parish in the region, a 
man and a woman. 

“We have provided them with bikes and 
some other small pieces of equipment. 
They are our eyes and ears at local level 
and they report cases of human rights 
abuses that we or others follow up. And it 
works: We have seen a significant drop in 
the number of cases reported,” James Otto 
says.

He is particularly proud that HURIFO has 
managed to win the confidence of the 
police and army.

“Initially the police and army were 
suspicious of us. They thought we were 
only there to criticise them. But our 
approach is that the police and army are 
also there to protect civilians. We train 
them to see a suspect as innocent till 
sentenced, so suspects should be treated 
according to the rules and not beaten. And 
we have also supported soldiers and 
police officers when they were not paid 
their salaries for example. We try to build 
bridges between people and we have 
managed to build a constructive relation-
ship with the police and the army.” 

RECONCILIATION IN THE NORTH

Most people have left the former camps for 
internally displaced – here in Gulu – after 
peace returned to northern Uganda.
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A DILEMMA:

PEACE AND/OR JUSTICE
On October 6, 2005 it was announced by the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) that arrest warrants had been issued for five members of the Lord’s 
Resistance Army, including Joseph Kony, for crimes against humanity. 
While few questioned that Kony should be prosecuted for justice to prevail, 
feelings were mixed in northern Uganda. Here, many people wanted peace 
before justice and feared that Kony and the LRA leadership would boycott 
any peace talks for fear of being taken to court.  

 Making ready for 

Kony
The reason for the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) issuing arrest warrants for Joseph Kony, 
Sudan’s Omar al-Bashir and Libya’s Muammar 
Gaddafi is that the ICC is not convinced that 
these criminals can or will be properly 
prosecuted in their respective home countries.

Many Ugandans and the Ugandan government 
prefer to prosecute the LRA leadership in 
Uganda for two main reasons: Firstly, crimes 
should be prosecuted where they are commit-
ted; and secondly, the chances of having Kony 
and other LRA leaders take active part in peace 
negotiations would improve if the ICC arrest 
warrant was lifted. But for the ICC to do that 
Uganda has to convince the ICC that justice can 
be done at home. 

The decision taken in 2008 to establish the  
War Crimes Division as a special division of the 
High Court should therefore be seen in this 
light. From the moment that decision was 
made to the day the court was actually up 
and running, however, took some time. In 
2009, Danida granted in the region of USD 
1 million to support the transitional justice 
process. The funds were spent on a study 
tour to Sierra Leone, Bosnia and The Hague 
in the Netherlands, where the ICC is 
headquartered; on advisors etc.

Justice Akiiki Kiiza is the head of what has 
become the International Crimes Division 
that also has to deal with cases of 
terrorism, human trafficking, piracy etc. 
The division has its own premises and 
five judges, and by mid 2011 it was 
ready to try its first case.

Justice Akiiki Kiiza concedes that 
Uganda’s initial plan to set up the War 
Crimes Division was met with scepti-
cism internationally and by the ICC in 
particular.

“There was a lot of concern that our 
main purpose was to prevent the ICC 
from prosecuting the LRA leadership. 
But I think we have convinced the 
ICC and others that we are ready  
and able to take on Kony, and we 
hope that we can set an example,  
showing that African countries are  
able to prosecute war criminals.”  

RECONCILIATION IN THE NORTH

The issue of how the former  
LRA rebels like Thomas Kwoyelo (portrait at the top) should be 
prosecuted still divides Ugandans as reflected by media.



Women
 as agents for peace

For years women have 
suffered from the warrior 
culture of cattle rustling of 
the Karamojong. Now 
women are mobilized to 
bring peace.

Rose Nakut was just a 
young girl when she 
was forced to marry, just 
like most other girls in 
Karamoja. But shortly 
after the marriage, her 
husband was killed in a 
cattle raid. The same 

happened to Rose’s next three husbands. 
Her fifth husband was also killed, not 
while on a cattle raid, but by raiders when 
he was on a peaceful hunt. 

Now Rose is with her sixth husband. He is 
still alive, and his chances of staying alive 
have improved dramatically as a fragile 
peace has now come to Karamoja as a 
result of the government’s commitment to 
disarmament and the concerted peace 
programmes being implemented by civil 
society organisations; and the culture of 
cattle rustling is gradually being replaced 
by other means of income.

Rose Nakut warmly welcomes the change, 
and she actively promotes it in various 
ways, for example as a mother by sending 
her eight children to school:

“I don’t want them to suffer as I have. The 
girls should not marry early and the boys 
should not raid and become warriors. They 
need education to have a different life.”

She is also active in one of the more than 
200 local women’s groups operating in 
Moroto District and registered with Karamoja 
Women Umbrella Organisation (KAWUO). 

“As mothers we want our children to live 
peacefully and as wives we don’t want 
our husbands to go on raiding. We need 
to start loving other things than cows, 
meat and milk. But we need support to 
develop other means of income,” Rose 
Nakut says.

She and her fellow group members have 
received training by KAWUO, and she has 
been on the radio to explain her message 
and discovered that she was listened to 
and that her message was well received. 

Richard Omoding is the coordinator of 
KAWUO and explains that the aim is to have 
two women’s groups in each parish in 
Karamoja. And the groups make a difference:

“We see, for example, that the local 
councils now acknowledge that women 
should be taken on board and that they 
actively consult the women’s groups.”

But KAWUO accountant Emmanuel Opio 
adds that the women not only focus on 
human rights and peace:

“They keep asking for livelihood projects, 
but that is not a core activity of KAWUO, so 
we try the best we can to link them to 
other relevant organisations for that.” 
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As a result of a KAWUO contact to the 
First Lady and Minister for Karamoja 
Affairs, the Office of the Prime Minister 
(OPM) sponsored a tractor to plough a 
total of 760 acres of land for women’s 
groups in Napak and Moroto Districts. The 
groups were also provided with improved 
seeds and cassava cuttings to improve 
household food security. Besides, OPM is 
in the process of restocking all women 
groups in Karamoja. Restocking has 
started in Kotido District where two 
women’s groups have been selected per 
parish and given goats, heifers or oxen.  
A total of more than 300 cows and 200 
goats have been distributed so far.

We need to start 
loving other things than 
cows, meat and milk.‘‘
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The calculated 
risk approach

While most donors were initially reluctant to move 
into the hostile Karamoja Region, Danida HUGGO 
took a calculated risk approach.
 

A few years ago, crossing into Karamoja 
without escort vehicles and soldiers was 
just a dream because of Karamojong cattle 
rustlers. Nowadays, however, people can 
cross into the region without having to 
fear for their lives. A fragile peace has 
eventually come to the region that for 
years was neglected both by government 
and donors. They were busy focusing on 
the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) conflict 
in northern Uganda. Meanwhile, Karamoja 
was effectively left to local warlords.

In 1977 the police gave up altogether and 
withdrew from the region leaving the little 

policing that was done to the army, which 
only served to signal that lawlessness 
reigned.

But with peace coming to Northern Uganda, 
attention is slowly shifting to Karamoja, and 
while there is still a long way to go, a lot 
has happened. There is visible change and 
hope. Since its formation in 2008, the 
Karamoja Integrated Disarmament and 
Development Programme (KIDDP) has 
become an influential and accepted 
development framework for all initiatives 
undertaken by the various actors in 
Karamoja. It has become an effective 

coordination mechanism; the First Lady, 
Janet Museveni, was appointed minister for 
Karamoja in February 2009, reflecting that 
the region has now become a government 
priority after years of neglect that have 
resulted in a lack of basic services like 
schools, water, roads, health services etc.  

And Danida HUGGO has 
played an active part in 
the change, according to 
Flavia Waduwa, under-
secretary, Department 
for Pacification and 
Development in the 
Office of the Prime 

Minister (OPM).

“When we receive funding from donors it is 
normally based on a detailed plan of future 
activities, but when we developed the 
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A fragile peace has come  
to Karamoja. Villagers see 
government and donors 
moving in.



52

“Laws do exist in 
Uganda, but until 
recently there was no 
law enforcement in 
Karamoja,” observes Raphael Ertoi, an LC3 
chairman in Moroto District. It was this 
absence of law and order which led Paul 
Ngole, who has a professional background 
in public administration, to establish a local 
NGO, Action for Poverty Reduction and 
Livestock Management (ARELIMOK), in 
Karamoja in Moroto in 2002.

“At the time, police was absent and the army 
was responsible for the little security that 
was here. People’s trust in authorities was 
non-existent, and a disarmament programme 
launched in 2002 did little to change that. 
People were forced to hand over their arms, 
and the soldiers were very rude. There were 
several cases of torture and soldiers looting 
local communities,” Paul Ngole recalls.

“We set up ARELIMOK to improve the 
socio-economic status of the pastoralists and 
to try to bridge the traditional and modern 
systems of justice. People here don’t have 
much faith in the modern, formal justice 
system – and for good reason. They have never 
seen it work. But going back to traditional ‘law’ 
mechanisms is not an option. Traditionally, 
conflicts would be settled by elders, but often 
conflicts escalated because people would 
retaliate rather than seek reconciliation.”

Since 2010, ARELIMOK has been supported by 
the Legal Aid Basket Fund managed by Danida 
HUGGO to provide legal aid:

“People here do not know their rights and 
they do not know how to claim their rights. 
How should they? We offer legal aid, help 
people take offences to the authorities and 
represent them in court, but we also help 
mediate conflicts whenever possible.”

ARELIMOK deals with a wide range of cases 
– land and inheritance disputes, rape, and 
torture – often connected to the disarma-
ment programme. Standing up against the 
army and authorities has not always made 
ARELIMOK popular.

“We have received threats, but things are 
slowly improving. We now have good 
cooperation with most local authorities. 
They do not see us as troublemakers any 
more, but appreciate that they also need 
civil society organisations as bridge 
builders to local communities.” 

ments and now you have organisations like 
the Karamoja Women Umbrella 
Organisation with more than 200 regis-
tered women’s group. They reach out to all 
corners and villages of the region and play 
a vital role. And, interestingly, other donors 
are now also coming to their support. If we 
had chosen the more rigorous, traditional 
approach, KAWUO would not be there.”

Danida HUGGO has also supported the 
establishment of a civil society network, 
‘Riamiriam’ (Karamojong word for 
meeting point), as well as biannual 
meetings of the local councils of the 
seven districts in Karamoja. They get 
together to discuss security and other 
cross-cutting issues and their suggestions 
are taken to government and parliament.

Peter Amodoi acknowledges that there is 
still a long way to go but, with the 
appointment of the First Lady as a full 
cabinet minister for Karamoja and the 
continued commitment by government to 
disarmament, he is optimistic:

“Government is scaling up investments in 
Karamoja and donors are coming in but, 
most importantly, people in Karamoja 
demonstrate that they want change.” 

From 2008-2010, Danida HUGGO 
provided OPM/KIDDP with USD 345,000. 
Another USD 260,000 was used to 
finance the process of establishing the 
KIDDP structure and the development of 
the KIDDP document.

For more information on Karamoja:

www.opm.go.ug
www.kiddp.org.ug
www.prdp.org.ug

KIDDP it was impossible to plan everything 
in advance. The region was marred by 
years of conflict and as government 
representatives we were sometimes 
attacked when we showed up at manyattas 
(traditional homesteads). Most donors 
shied away from funding what at times 
seemed very difficult, but Danida HUGGO 
supported the process throughout and 
showed the flexibility that was key to 
building mutual trust and developing the 
KIDDP as the platform which draws 

together all actors,” 
Flavia Waduwa says 
and adds that Danida 
HUGGO programme 
officer Peter Amodoi 
has played a crucial 
role throughout the 
process.

“He hails from Karamoja, speaks the local 
language and knows the culture. He 
accompanied government representatives 
to manyattas and was able to build trust 
at a critical point in time.” Since 2009 
Peter Amodoi has been seconded by 
Danida HUGGO to the Office of the Prime 
Minister as the national coordinator of 
KIDDP, and he is based in Moroto.

An ear to the ground
“This is a challenging region,” Peter Amodoi 
concedes, “but the situation has 
improved dramatically compared 
to just three years ago, and 
Danida HUGGO can take some of 
the credit for that. Compared to 
other donors, Danida HUGGO 
has a very dynamic and flexible 
approach which makes it 
possible to respond immediately 
to emergencies. And that is a 
must in a region where conflicts between 
local communities and the authorities still 
occur.”

Peter Amodoi also praises Danida HUGGO 
for founding its intervention on local 
expertise like himself rather than interna-
tional experts, and for accepting risks:

“Danida HUGGO put an ear to the ground 
rather than flying in with its own solutions 
and accepted that a different approach to 
supporting civil society was necessary. 
Traditionally donors do not want to be 
seen as creating new civil society organi-
sations, but only want to support already 
existing ones. But what if formal civil 
society organisations are not there, as was 
the case in Karamoja? We went to the field, 
talked to people, identified the few groups 
that existed like ARELIMOK and OCODI, but 
also informal groups which were not 
registered and did not have a board. We 
helped them meet the formal require-

RECONCILIATION IN K ARAMOJA

Restoring law and 
order 

Danida HUGGO 
put an ear to the ground 
rather than flying in 
with its own solutions.‘‘
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Rape is a crime
“Life is better than it used to be, but still 
life is not good,” soft-spoken Margaret 
Akol says. She is 35 years old and lives in a 
small village with her five children close to 
Lotome in Napak District. Security has 
improved, but women still risk being 
attacked when fetching firewood and 
water, and her family still depends partly 
on food aid.

Margaret Akol has benefitted from human 
rights training by the local NGO, Omani-
mani Community and Development 
Initiative (OCODI) and among other things 
has learned the importance of sending her 
children to school and that rape is a crime.

OCODI was formed in 2002 to deal with 
the pressing security problems, to 

promote dialogue and 
education. It took its 
name from the local 
river, Omanimani. 
OCODI coordinator Mark 
Ilokol explains that 
while OCODI respects 
cultural traditions and 

leaders, they also challenge them.

“In our culture elders are very influential. 
They can mediate and stop conflicts, but 
also escalate them. Unfortunately, until 
recently there was little mediation and 
most conflicts escalated. We are now – 
with the Legal Aid Basket Fund support – 
training local communities, elders, women 
and youth in dialogue and peaceful 
conflict resolution.”

Like Arelimok, OCODI also provides legal 
aid to locals.

Abraham Lobong 
explains that the 
training has helped 
bring about dramatic 
change for the better in 
the area:

“As Karamojong we 
used to fight among ourselves. Not long 
ago we were fighting with our neighbours 
living just six kilometres from here. Now 
we live in peace and interact.”  

RECONCILIATION IN K ARAMOJA

Life has been tough for Margaret Okol and 
her five children, but things are slowly 
improving. 
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 Get to know your 

neighbour

who chairs TEKWIP in Moroto. Breaking the 
isolation is the first step towards making 
new friends and getting to know other 
ways of living and making an income.

“Youths living in remote places need help, 
and girls suffer the most,” Lomilo Regina 
Florence adds. They only have two ways of 
making income: Collecting firewood and 
brewing local beer. They have to go far to 
collect firewood and risk being raped, 
beaten and even killed. Through the 
groups we can connect people and put an 
end to the isolation.” 

Neighbouring Teso has suffered severely from the 
conflicts in Karamoja. Now women’s groups are trying 
to restore good neighbourliness.

The cattle rustling and conflicts in Karamoja 
have not only affected Karamoja. The 
insecurity and suffering have spilled over into 
neighbouring areas like Teso, Acholi, Lango 
and parts of western Kenya. For decades Teso 
has been the hardest hit region. 

Here the cattle raids have cost the loss of 
lives and livestock, people have been 
forced to live under 
harsh conditions as 
internally displaced 
people in camps, 
social services have 
almost collapsed and 
economic develop-
ment has suffered.

It is no wonder that relations between the 
Karamojong and neighbouring Iteso are 
not that friendly.

This was the background against which the 
Teso-Karamoja Women’s Initiative for Peace 
(TEKWIP) was launched as a local initiative in 
2003 and supported by Danida HUGGO.

“It is the women and 
children who suffer 
when the men fight. In 
the past there have been 
attempts to bring peace, 
but they have all been 
dominated by men and 
have failed. Now it was 

time for women to take action,” Rose Kedi, 
chairperson of TEKWIP, says.

And TEKWIP has seen impressive growth 
and results. TEKWIP has registered 131 
groups of women and youths and works 
closely with Karamoja Women Umbrella 
Organisation (KAWUO) and other local 
groups and organisations.

“We are active in five districts of Teso and all 
seven districts of Karamoja and we reach out 

to all groups, not only to women and youth, 
but also to men and the elderly.”

Most importantly, the tension between the 
neighbouring groups of Karamojong and 
Iteso is also subsiding, at least among the 
people that are directly involved in the 
cross-border activities:

“Before, people from 
Teso and Karamoja 
could not even go on 
the same bus. That 
has completely 
changed,” says 
Lawrence Okol, a 
TEKWIP board 
member from Teso. 

“The exchange visits to our neighbours and 
former enemies have paved the way for 
dialogue and peaceful co-existence, but there 
is still some way to go. Training, sensitization, 
dance, music and theatre promoting dialogue 
can take us a long way. But the hard-liners 
will only give up their guns when they have 
other ways of making an income.”

Put an end to isolation
Karamojong have not only been in conflict 
with their neighbours. Conflicts also thrive 
among the ten different clans of the 
Karamojong. Here, the groups of TEKWIP, 
KAWUO and other civil society organisa-
tions also play a vital role in solving those 
conflicts and building peace by simply 
bringing an end to the isolation most 
Karamojong lived in during the conflict and 
exposing people to other people and areas.

“Before joining TEKWIP, 
I only knew Moroto. I 
did not know Teso or 
Kotido, but I have come 
to know so many new 
areas and people 
through TEKWIP,” says 
Lomilo Regina Florence 

RECONCILIATION IN K ARAMOJA

It is the women  
and children who suffer 
when the men fight‘‘



55

Between 2009 and 2011, Danida HUGGO 
provided TEKWIP with approximately  
USD 165,000. 

In 2009 alone, TEKWIP has helped over 30 
youth warriors abandon warrior activities 
and engage in the promotion of peace and 
the prevention of violence. By January 
2011, another 90 young warriors had been 
in touch with TEKWIP to facilitate their 
return to normal life, and they could all 
become peace-builders.

RECONCILIATION IN K ARAMOJA

KARACUNA TURNED PEACE WARRIOR
Life is not easy for Naur Philip Acila (29) living in the small village of 
Lokitelaebu in Kotido District: He has no job, no cattle, his wife is sick and he 
has two children to look after. But still, life now is much better than before. Up 
until January 2010 he lived like most other male Karamojong youths as a 
karacuna (youth warrior) in the bush with his AK47 raiding cattle and ambush-
ing vehicles.

“We were dressed in rags and lived like foreigners in our own country. I had 
to leave my wife behind and rarely saw my children.”

Naur Philip Acila did not choose life as a karacuna:

“I did not get the choice. It is not the people of Karamoja, that are bad, but 
the conditions. Without the famine and the hostile climate we would not 
steal and raid. We prefer peace. But the government never supported us.”

It was one of the women groups of TEKWIP that made Naur Philip Acila give 
up life in the bush, surrender his AK47 to the authorities, and join a youth 
group to advocate for peace. The women have to go to secret places to make 
contacts to the karacunas. Otherwise the youths fear that they will be 
rounded up by the army. 

Naur Philip Acila was not given any compensation for his AK47 to help him off 
to a new start. Still, he is grateful to the women:

“I’m not tempted to return to the bush. I am happy with my family and feel 
secure even without my gun.”

TEKWIP has registered 131 youth and 
women's groups advocating for peaceful 
coexistence.



Goodbye
 Danida HUGGO, hello DGF
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Although Danida HUGGO is winding up in 2011, donor 
support to most Danida HUGGO supported activities 
will continue through the new joint-donor ‘Democratic 
Governance Facility’ (DGF).

When it was to be decided what was to 
happen after the era of the Danida Human 
Rights and Good Governance Office (HUGGO) 
it was clear that the political context in 
Uganda called for continued support in the 
area of democratic governance, including 
support to civil society and independent 
government agencies that provide the 
executive with checks and balances. 

Moreover, the donors involved realised that 
there was a need for a multi-donor platform 
and for more harmonised approaches and 
funding modalities, in the spirit of the Paris 
Declaration and the Accra Agenda for Action. 
These considerations became determining 
factors in the efforts to design a successor to 
Danida HUGGO. 

After the first pioneering years and a 
couple of years consolidating the pro-
gramme, in 2010/11 the focus of Danida 
HUGGO had to shift to phasing out and 
preparing a smooth transition to what was 
to become its successor: the ‘Democratic 
Governance Facility’ (DGF). In 2009 the 
efforts of the donors supporting Danida 

HUGGO activities to decide on what was to 
follow intensified. All agreed that the time 
was far from ripe to phase out support for 
good governance and human rights in 
Uganda – on the contrary. Donors also 
agreed that the new model should, to a 
large extent, build on the Danida HUGGO 
model which had proved successful in 
many ways. But of course the model 
should be adjusted. Danida HUGGO’s 
overriding principle of supporting the 
demand and supply sides in tandem, was 
also to be continued by the DGF.

The transition from Danida HUGGO to the 
DGF has provided the opportunity to take 
donor harmonisation a step further, the 
major difference between Danida HUGGO 
and the DGF being that DGF is a truly joint 
donor set-up, while Danida HUGGO – as 
the name suggests – is formally linked to 
one donor only, Danida. Danida’s involve-
ment in the DGF is the same as that of 
other involved donors: Austria, Ireland, 
the Netherlands, Norway, UK and Sweden. 
The only new donor to join is the 
European Union.

The focus areas of the DGF are very much 
the same as those of Danida HUGGO, 
although the names have changed slightly. 
There are three pillars:

• Deepening Democracy
• Rights, Justice and Peace
• Voice and Accountability

The DGF and its programmes are designed 
to be flexible enough  to respond to 
Uganda’s fluid political and governance 
context in a five year period commencing 
July 2011.

DGF office opened
On 1 July 2011 the busy Danida HUGGO 
office on Nile Avenue formally closed, but 
it actually reopened on the very same day 
– operating now as the new DGF office – 
and former Head of Programmes for 
Danida HUGGO, Niels Hjortdal, still resides 
in the corner office, staying on till the end 
of 2011 to secure a smooth handover to 
his successor. The DGF office has a staff of 
approximately 25 – more or less the same 
size as Danida HUGGO.    

The DGF has a board to determine overall 
strategy and direction for the DGF. It is 
composed of the Heads of Mission of the 
eight participating donors and four 
Ugandan resource persons. The DGF also 
has a Steering Committee.

Danida HUGGO’s total turnover 2006-2011 
amounted to USD 100 million and the 
volume of funding to be managed by the 
DGF is expected to be of a similar size.  

DONORS INVOLVED  
IN THE DGF:

• Austria
• Denmark
• European Union
• Ireland

• Netherlands
• Norway
• UK
• Sweden

THE FUTURE

Vote casting and vote counting at the 2011  
presidential elections.
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The HUGGO team in May 2011.

A JOB WELL DONE 

“HUGGO has covered a wide, wide range of activities and been in operation 
for a long time. It is actually quite incredible what HUGGO has been able to 
cover,” says Danish Ambassador to Uganda since 2008, Nathalia Feinberg, 
and she goes on to explain that Danida set up HUGGO as a classical pro-
gramme implementation unit (PIU) in 2001 to make it possible to go more 
deeply into the very broad issues of human rights and good governance. 
While the Embassy retains responsibility for policy dialogue, HUGGO has 
been responsible for the technical work and the practical day-to-day 
administration and business. HUGGO – in 2006 renamed Danida HUGGO – 

started as a purely Danish mechanism but other donors joined in the spirit of donor harmonisation.

“HUGGO has achieved much on the ground, but has also demonstrated innovative donor coopera-
tion. Danida HUGGO has built up networks which individual donors would not be able to match and 
has increasingly specialised in administering various donor baskets. Other donors have even asked: 
What are we to do when Danida HUGGO is no longer there? But its successor, the Democratic 
Governance Facility, is ready to take over as a truly joint donor mechanism to promote and share 
best practices – in line with the Paris Declaration.”

Nathalia Feinberg adds that though much has been achieved there is still work to do in the field of 
human rights, democracy and good governance – for Ugandans and for donors.

“When you look at the overall picture, Uganda has come a long way in the past 25 years: There is 
peace, stable economic growth, and poverty has been reduced. Uganda has huge potential. Still, 
consider able challenges remain and they are acknowledged by Government as can be seen in the 
National Development Plan. Democracy is still young in Uganda and here too there are many 
challenges. For example, multiparty democracy which was reintroduced in 2006, is a new experience 
for many Ugandans and they have to adapt to a more pluralistic political culture with competition 
between different parties. Cultivating a distinct division of power between the judicial, legislative, 
and executive branches of government is also challenging. But Ugandans have embraced democracy 
and demand more of it, recent surveys suggest, and this is very positive. It is the best indicator for a 
promising future for Uganda.”   



When results...
This publication highlights some of the results achieved by a wide range of partners of the 
Danida Human Rights and Good Governance Office (HUGGO):

• 131 youth and women's groups formed to bring peace between Karamoja and Teso
• Legal aid services to some 3,7 million Ugandans – 400,000 received individual counselling
• 30,000 people released from detention
• The return of peace and stability in northern Uganda
• A special court to fight corruption established and working
• 33 courts constructed, including two High Courts and 31 Magistrates' Courts
• 177 Ugandan magistrates trained in Denmark

...are not an end 
in themselves

Much as the results are important, they are not an end in themselves. Rather they signal the 
beginning of new and challenging processes bringing Uganda and Ugandans closer to achieving 
human rights protection, good governance and a strong and well implanted democracy. 

Although Danida HUGGO closes down in 2011 the main purpose of this publication is not to 
describe Danida HUGGO, but to portray individuals and organisations that have benefitted from 
the support provided by Danida HUGGO. They will still be around for the years to come and are 
key agents in keeping up the momentum in the challenging processes Danida HUGGO had the 
privilege of helping to facilitate.

You can read about:

• The karacuna turned peace warrior
• The radio lawyer
• The young brooms of Uganda's judiciary
• The whistleblower
• The revived human rights watchdog

...and many others
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