Between Hope and Fear in Northern Uganda:
Challenges on the Ground and an Urgent Need for Peace

Summary

Uganda is at a critical point in its history. After over 20 years of cyclical conflict between the Lord’s
Resistance Army (LRA) and the government of Uganda, the Cessation of Hostilities (CoH) agreement
signed on 26 August 2006 and last extended on 16 December 2006 has given new hope to conflict
affected communities that peace may finally prevail. While there is no explicit deadline to the
agreement, the signatories agree that the “implementation of the agreement shall be reviewed at the
end of February 2007”. There is widespread fear in affected communities that this could signal a lapse
in the agreement and a return to violence. As negotiations appear to be at an impasse it is vitally
important that the parties come together as soon as possible to reaffirm their commitment to the
ceasefire. Peace talks must be resumed before it is too late and the apparent deadlock reaches the
point of no return.

The victims of the conflict, many of whom have spent their whole lives in camps for internally
displaced persons (IDPs), are eager to return to their land to restart a normal life. The respite in
fighting has encouraged an estimated 300 000" internally displaced people to return home or to move
from crowded camps into designated sites closer to, or in most cases even within, their areas of origin.

However, uncertainty over the prospects for peace stops many people leaving the camps. About 1.3
million people remain displaced, living in squalid camps without proper access to safe water and
sanitary facilities. Those who moved to new sites endorsed by the district authorities, or returned
home, now struggle with the poor conditions there. They remain dependent on food from the World
Food Programme. New sites often do not have safe and clean water, schools, and health centres.
Sometimes they do not have military protection from potential LRA attacks.

Nine months of respite from fighting has given the victims of the conflict a chance to begin a process
of recovery. However, the problems they encounter are only surmountable with the full support of their
government and the international community.

Civil Society Organisations for Peace in Northern Uganda (CSOPNU), a coalition of 65 national and
international NGOs operational in northern Uganda, calls on the government of Uganda, the LRA and
the International Community not to betray the hopes of Ugandans that talks will deliver a just and
lasting peace, and to urgently provide the protection and support necessary for the affected
communities to begin to rebuild their lives.

! UN OCHA Consolidated Appeals Process Uganda 2007, p. 1.




1. The Urgent Need for Peace

Despite the initial success of the Juba peace talks and the breakthrough achievement of the Cessation
of Hostilities agreement of 26 August 2006, the process seems to have reached an impasse. All
stakeholders represented at the talks, with the encouragement and support of the international
community, must ensure that the progress made over the last six months in northern Uganda is not
lost and can continue.

The stakes for people on the ground could hardly be higher. The civilian population has borne the
brunt of the conflict. Frequently subjected to attacks and living in conditions that made them prone to
diseases, they have suffered a terrible plight. Community members frequently express concern that
the only sustainable solution to the conflict will be through a peacefully negotiated settlement.

A Community Manifesto for Peace

In community meetings held in two sub-counties of Pader between 23 and 25 November 2006, and in
Kitgum on 13-14 February, groups of Internally Displaced Persons expressed their desire for peace and
agreed on ways through which both the government of Uganda and the LRA could help to bring them
closer to their greatest need: peace. The recommendations made in these meetings are summarized in
the quotes below.

“The war has been going on for over 20 years; guns will not resolve it.”
“Forgiveness should lead those who negotiate peace on our behalf.”

“All the stakeholders in the peace process, the Government of Uganda, the LRA, the government
of southern Sudan, and the International Criminal Court, have to understand the need of us
victims for a peaceful and speedy end of negotiations and the signing of a peace agreement.”

“The mediator should take courage and not compromise his impartiality. He should ask for
reinforcement from the AU and other state actors respected by both the LRA and the
Government of Uganda.”

“The Government has to continue to protect us even when we go back home”.

“The World must not leave Uganda and the LRA alone, they help the communities with food and
water, but what we need most of all is peace. They should help us here with peace, as they do in
other countries”

If the peace talks fail, people fear attacks on civilians will resume. Those who have left the camps fear
they will have to give up their newly gained freedom, land and shelter and return to the confinement of
the camps. Those who remain in the camps fear they will not be able to leave them and that they will
again be vulnerable to attacks should hostilities resume. For the sake of the victims of the conflict, and
in order to preserve the first successes of recovery, it is essential that the government of Uganda, the
LRA, and the international community do not give up on the peace process, but each do their part to
revive it.

The international community’s role in support of the peace process
Neighbouring governments, the UN system, donor governments and other interested parties must all
strengthen their important role in supporting the parties to negotiate a just and lasting peace.

Key governments should use their influence to bring both parties back to the negotiating table by
encouraging them to renew their commitment to the Cessation of Hostility agreement and by
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encouraging further confidence building mechanisms such as the ones undertaken in the course of the
last year including, importantly, strengthening trust that security for the LRA in the assembly areas is
ensured.

The recent appointment of former Mozambican President Joachim Chissano as a UN Special Envoy,
while a very important and encouraging step, will not on its own break the logjam if his efforts are not
supported and complemented by a significant and concerted push for peace by other stakeholders.

The African Union, for its part, has failed to engage in what has been one of the longest running
conflicts on the continent. Unlike the UN Security Council, the AU has never addressed the conflict
and the Juba talks at its Peace and Security Council. In addition, the request in the Cessation of
Hostilities agreement that the AU deploy observers for the Cessation of Hostilities Monitoring Team
has not been fulfilled.

For its part, the Government of Uganda needs to be supported and encouraged in its commitment to
the peace process and the Cessation of Hostilities, particularly stipulations relating to the Ugandan
Army and the deployment of Ugandan People’s Defence Force (UPDF) in southern Sudan. Efforts
also need to be made, including through direct contact with the senior military leadership, to persuade
the LRA to resume negotiations and renew their commitment to the Cessation of Hostilities
agreement. Special Envoy Chissano should be provided with any necessary support to bolster his
efforts in this regard.

Neighbouring governments, donor governments, senior leaders in the UN system and other
stakeholders are urged to do the following:

e Call on the parties to publicly renew their commitment to the Cessation of Hostilities
Agreement and set out a timetable for the resumption of talks;

o Encourage the Government of Uganda to adhere to stipulations relating to UPDF deployment
in southern Sudan;

e Call on the LRA to abstain from acts of violence against civilians;

e Urge the LRA to release children and women in a humanitarian gesture and as a confidence
building measure as suggested by former UN Emergency Coordinator, Jan Egeland;

e Support the special Envoy in his efforts to have direct contact with LRA negotiators an military
leadership and consider, in due course and if necessary, additional means of engaging directly
with the senior leadership;

e Push for active engagement by the AU and key AU member states, including setting up an AU
monitoring office in Uganda, maintaining pressure for renewal of the ceasefire agreement, and
formal engagement by the AU Peace and Security Council;

e Urge both parties to the conflict and the government of Sudan to avoid inflammatory
statements that undermine the fragile degree of trust that has been established in the talks.

2. Fragile Steps Forward: The impact of the cessation of hostilities on people’s lives

Increased freedom of movement and return and resettlement of IDPs

Since peace talks between the government of Uganda and the LRA started in mid-July 2006, for the
first time after years of confinement, many in the affected communities have moved freely in and out of
the IDP camps and taken the first steps towards rebuilding their lives. The parties to the conflict were
quick to agree to the Cessation of Hostilities (August 26™), which bolstered confidence in the peace
process. This was an historic agreement and a major step towards peace in Northern Uganda.



It is estimated that even in the most severely affected region of Acholiland, 150 000? people have
returned to their homes or moved to designated sites closer to their villages of origin.® All district
authorities have created so-called ‘safe areas’: areas where communities are completely free to settle
where they wish. The declaration of safe-areas is a specifically important development that ought to
be encouraged and expanded.

A case study 1: Palabek Gem Camp in Kitgum District, northern Uganda

Palabek Gem was established as a camp in 1997. It lies an approximate 30 kilometres from the border
with southern Sudan inside Kitgum District. It is not one of the most vulnerable sites - lying in open
grassland, the camp was difficult for the LRA to approach unseen. Yet signs of past LRA attacks are
everywhere.

The road to the camp winds past a number of unmarked sites where dozens of people are said to have
been ambushed, killed or abducted. At one side of Palabek Gem, two small school buildings stand at an
angle that forms a little square. One of the buildings is burnt out and is used for storage. During the
conflict pupils were abducted from their classes on repeated occasions, their teachers were killed, and
the building burnt. Many of the children who were seized from Palabek Gem over the years are still
unaccounted for.

Four out of the five parishes displaced to Palabek Gem are now preparing to move from the congested
camps to escape the confinement and the disease there. In the newly designated sites, mostly located
in their parishes of origin, the population hopes to progressively regain their independent livelihoods
through cultivating their own land.

Palabek Gem Population December 2006 before movement started:

13,239

Palabek Gem Population on 14 February 2007:

9,233

New designated sites established since August 2006 as on 14 February 2007*:

Ayuu Anaka:  Current Population: 1900 Gem Medde  Current Population: 264
Expected: 2478 Expected: 2051

Labworoyeng: Current Population: 340 Paweno Current Population: 2040
Expected: 3751 Expected: 2833

Likiliki: Current Population: 62
Expected: 2415

All numbers as per information kindly provided by Palabek Gem Camp Commander Quinto on 23 February 2007. As the situation
continues to evolve rapidly, numbers can only be estimates.

3. Challenges for Return and Resettlement

While communities cling desperately to the hope for peace, and have begun in some areas to take the
first fragile steps towards return and resettlement, huge challenges remain.
Fear of Violence

The primary concern of the displaced people is for their security — whether they leave the camps to
travel or to settle in new areas. For many there is a strong desire to leave the camps, which are
tarnished by memories of abductions, mutilations, massacres and rapes.

Although the people who have suffered the immediate impact of years of fighting want to remain

2 As opposed to the above estimation of 300 000 for the whole of the LRA affected regions in northern Uganda, this figure
only refers to Acholi region, where the most severely affected districts lie.
% UN OCHA Consolidated Appeals Uganda 2007, p2.



hopeful that the war has ended, the stalled peace negotiations temper their optimism substantially.
The legacy of the war leaves huge challenges to be overcome and serves as a constant reminder of
what will happen should violence resume.

One child in five has lost either one or both parents.* One in three young men has been abducted by
the LRA at some point of his life; one in six young women has had to suffer the same experience.’
While the establishment of camps for the internally displaced started as early as 1997, by 2004 over
80% of the population in the most severely affected region of Acholiland had been forced to live in
camps. But the displacement into camps could not stop abduction rates from increasing further. In the
same year abduction rates soared to unprecedented levels.®

According to UN security reports, a small number of groups of LRA have crossed the border from
southern Sudan into northern Uganda over the last month.

The Government of Uganda should:

o Prioritise the provision of adequate and properly trained security to ensure that people are safe
and secure as they move from camps and in their areas of return. It is the responsibility of
national government to protect their civilians from violence.

o Speed up efforts to demilitarise law-enforcement in northern Uganda. Community policing
programmes have been initiated in some camps, however, most camps are still policed by the
UPDF only. These processes should be given priority; they should be adequately resourced
and ensure that there is also a strong emphasis on further improvement of civil-military
relationships.

Neighbouring governments, donor governments, senior leaders in the UN system and other
stakeholders should:
e Urge the government of Uganda to commit to the above as part of its responsibility to protect
its citizens and be prepared to challenge and support the government as needed.

Limited Options: the Challenge of Leaving the camps

Despite improved freedom of movement, most people are still not free to return to live in their villages
of origin should they wish to do so. They are allowed to return to their villages of origin only if these lie
within the boundaries of so called safe areas. But in some parts only small areas have so far been
designated as safe areas (particularly in Kitgum) and the only alternative to staying in the camps is to
resettle to the designated sites approved by authorities. There is a lack of clarity as to what will
happen to those who spontaneously move to sites that have not yet been approved for settlement,
and contradictions remain between the official directive to designate large safe areas along
administrative boundaries, and some of the districts’ operational policy to maintain only very small safe
areas.

The Government of Uganda should:
o Commit the necessary resources to maintaining safe-areas even if hostilities resume and
ensure that all district authorities make such safe areas as large as possible.
e Ensure that messages to affected communities about areas of return and resettlement are
clear, coherent, and consistent.

* Office of the Prime Minister (Kampala, September 2006) ‘Northern Uganda Internally Displaced Persons Profiling

Study’, p. 12, table 1.
The Survey of War Affected Youth, Research & Programmes for Youth in Armed Conflict in Uganda, SWAY Research
Brief 1, “The Abduction and Return Experience of Youth’, p.2.

®  Ibid. Fig. 2.



4. Humanitarian and early recovery needs in camps, resettlement and return areas

It is vitally important that this year donors continue and further increase their humanitarian, recovery
and reconstruction assistance to Uganda.

The UN Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) for Uganda, a consolidated plan for the provision of
humanitarian assistance and early recovery, has appealed for US$ 296,000,000’. So far only US$
21,000,000 has been committed.® While the CAP is an imperfect measure of the level of overall
humanitarian needs and funding — both needs and funding exist outside these appeals — it is the most
complete picture that is available. It is essential that the donor community raise their commitments
both within and outside the CAP if communities in northern Uganda are to be given a chance to return
to a normal life.

The establishment of the Joint Monitoring Committee (JMC) in May 2006 was an important step by the
government of Uganda to improve its response to the humanitarian emergency in northern Uganda
and the committee has become an important forum for high-level engagement by the government of
Uganda on the humanitarian response. The Committee established key indicators for progress on a
number of issues as well as a harmonised operational approach to population movement. However,
the government lead in the JMC is not sufficiently reflected at the operational level, and government
involvement in the UN-led 'cluster' approach to coordination is weak. The mandate of the JIMC extends
to the end of June 2007, when the government of Uganda expects to launch its National Plan for
Recovery, Development and Peace in northern Uganda (PRDP).

Humanitarian challenges at the return and resettlement sites

The criteria used by international agencies and local government to assess new sites for resettlement
or return, for example in Kitgum district,® are rarely met all in place in one single site. These criteria
include that the areas be nominated by communities, that they be free of landmines and unexploded
ordinance (UXO) threats, that they be protected by a military detachment, and that they have safe
water, a school, a health centre, and a family plot to grow food. Only four out of 43 sites in the Kitgum
currently meet these criteria.™

With more people moving and expected to move to the new sites, there is a need to ensure that, even
if criteria are met with current numbers, there is scope to handle a significant expansion. For example,
while one hand-pump can, on average, provide sufficient water supply for 500 people per day,"* some
resettlement sites with one hand pump are expecting over 2000 people. Where there are school
buildings, these are normally in urgent need of repair and there are not enough classrooms for the
number of children expected.'

The case study below looks at the issue of lack of essential services as well as the security provisions
discussed above. In this case there is UPDF presence and the government has indeed made great
efforts to provide detachments to resettlement and return areas.

" UN OCHA Consolidated Appeals Process Uganda 2007, p. 3.

UN OCHA (Geneva 2007) Financial Tracking System, Destination country: Uganda, emergency year(s): 2007.
UNHCR, Updated list of assessed resettlement sites in Kitgum (working Document), February 2007.

ibid. UNHCR notes that numbers can only be estimates because of the rapidly evolving situation. Last updated on 23
February 2007.

CF. SPHERE Minimum Standards on Water Supply (Based on a water flow of 16.61 per minute),
http://www.sphereproject.org/content/view/40/83/lang,English/ Last visited: 20/02/07. *

See case study 2.
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Case Study 2: Palabek Gem Decongestion Sites*
Access to Services Security
Ayuu Anaka - 1 hand-pump; - UPDF deployment present;
: - No support for latrine building; - Threat from UXO/mines;

E)L:[;reecr;ted' 12940708 -1 _health centre; - No safe area.

] - 4 incomplete classrooms.
Labworoyeng - 3 hand-pumps; - UPDF deployment present;
Current: 340 - Red Cross to build latrines; - Threat from UXO/mines;
Expected: 3751 - NQ health centre; - No safe area.

| - 1 incomplete classroom
Likiliki - 1 hand pump; - UPDF deployment present;
Current: 62 - No support for latrine building; - Threat from UXO/mines;
Expecté d: 2415 - 1 health centre; - No safe area.

) - 8 complete classrooms;
Gem Medde - 1 hand-pump, - No UPDF deployment present;
Current: 264 - No support for latrine building; - No threat from UXO/mines;
Expectéd' 2051 - N(_) health centre; - No safe area.

] - 2 incomplete classrooms.
Paweno - 1 hand-pump, - UPDF deployment present;

. - Oxfam assessing support for latrine building; | - Threat from UXO/mines;

E)L:r;;ecr;té d2'0;8033 - N(_) health centre; - No safe area.

] - 4 incomplete classrooms.
* All numbers as per information kindly provided by Palabek Gem Camp Commander Quinto. Information on security provided by
UNHCR in collaboration with the district. Please note that all numbers are estimates as the situation is evolving quickly.

While the number of people on the move is significant, many people are choosing not to move or to
leave part of their families, usually the most vulnerable, behind in the camps. Children left in the
camps without the protection of their parents and without adequate protection from public security
services can be exposed to various human rights violations.

Resources are stretched as the humanitarian community strains to meet the needs of those people
remaining in the camps, those on the move, and those who have settled in new areas. There is the
additional problem that grass that could have been used for thatching new huts has been burnt with
the beginning of the dry-season - the next opportunity to cut grass for thatching houses is in
November. Whilst agencies are struggling to meet immediate basic needs, the longer term investment
desperately needed by the communities, especially in terms of education and vocational training, is
not being prioritised. Today only 5% of the internally displaced of 15 years and older have completed
secondary education. Some 70% have not completed their primary education.*®

The Ugandan government's proposed National Plan for Recovery, Development and Peace in
Northern Uganda (PRDP), now coming into a second consultation phase, has been an important step
in the direction of recovery and reconstruction in the north. However, many questions with regard to
this plan remain open and significant concerns remain that its impact will not be felt on the ground.
Similarly, while the Government’s decision to introduce free universal secondary education was a
hugely important step forward, it applies only to those pupils who are now beginning their first year of
secondary education, not to the many thousands who have lost years of their education during the
conflict.

13 Office of the Prime Minister (Kampala, September 2006) ‘Northern Uganda Internally Displaced Persons Profiling

Study’, p. 18, figure 8.



Case Study 3: An ex-combatant’s story

Joseph (not his real name) is 24 years old. During the conflict he lost both his parents.
For over two years, from February 1998 to June 2000, he was held captive by the Lord’s
Resistance Army. Rebels cut out one of his eyes during his captivity. During the two
years he remained with the LRA he was forced to fight among their ranks.

When he managed to escape and returned to the IDP camp he was abducted from,
Joseph returned to a home without parents. There, with the support of community
members, he was able to complete his primary education and start his secondary
education.

In a tattered brown envelope, Joseph holds recommendation letters from the camp
commander of the camp he resides in, the Local Councillor of the County, and the local
priest. Two years remain for him to complete his A-levels. But after having worked and
saved since the beginning of 2005, he still only has 60 000 Ugandan Shillings, half of
what is needed to pay for one term at school.

As an orphan he had nobody he could ask for assistance. Without the support and
opportunity he needs, Joseph’s potential to improve his own life and that of his
community will be lost.

The government of Uganda should:

e Provide the necessary resources to meet the pressing security needs of the North, in particular
with a view to adequately supporting the progressive demilitarisation of law enforcement, and
ensuring a more systematic focus on mine-action;

o Ensure that the National Plan for Recovery, Development and Reconstruction in northern Uganda
reaches the ground as soon as possible. In order to achieve this, the government has to introduce
clear benchmarks and time frames for its delivery.

¢ Ensure that the health and education infrastructure needed for return and recovery is urgently put
in place and adequately resourced.

International donors should:
e Further increase efforts to provide assistance in proportion to the great needs and ensure that the
PRDP process moves forward as suggested above.

5. Conclusion

While the peace talks between the LRA and the government of northern Uganda appear to be at an
impasse, the victims of the conflict continue to urge for peace. On the long road to recovery, they have
made important steps to improve their conditions. However, huge challenges remain.

The humanitarian community and Ugandan authorities have made significant efforts to support the
people in northern Uganda, either through providing the protection they call for, or through helping
them to survive the deprivations of a life in camps, designated sites, and return areas. But needs
remain massive and these efforts need to be redoubled. However, no amount of humanitarian relief
can substitute for what is most urgently needed: a negotiated peaceful solution to the conflict. The
hopes of the communities who have suffered for decades must not be betrayed. The latest peace
initiative — the best chance for peace in 20 years — must be reinforced and seen to a successful
conclusion, and communities supported in rebuilding their lives.



