Report of Mark Cuthbert’s Trip to Uganda Tue 30/01/07 to Tue 20/02/07
Kotido
Having arrived at Entebbe on the evening of Tue 30th Jan and after a night in the MAF guesthouse took a 10 seater MAF aircraft straight up to Kotido (via Matany and Morulem).  CHIPS is not currently active in Kotido District but I wanted to visit the area since it has been the most troubled area of Karamoja in the last 6 months and I wanted to try and understand more deeply the wider issues facing Karamoja.  Although I had chosen this time of year to travel to coincide with the height of the dry season in order to contrast with my wet season visit in 2006, it poured with rain as we flew northwards.  However, we were still afforded atmospheric and breathtaking views of the Teso-Karamoja border area and fascinating ‘bird’s eye’ views of Karimojong villages.  I was amused to be sitting next to someone who shares my surname – neither of us had met a fellow Cuthbert before aside from our immediate family.
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Karimojong settlements from the air


Oxfam’s delivery of grass to Losilang village
CHIPS Uganda Project Manager, Robert Lokuda, was there to meet me in Kotido and whisked me off to Skyline guesthouse, so named as it is at the end of the old airstrip - the airstrip was eventually moved due to the frequent near misses and occasional collisions resulting from the airstrip being practically in the town itself.  We visited Robert’s house which had been looted by local Jie (a Karimojong tribal group) in the troubles of Oct/Nov 2006.  It was a in a sorry state, as were neighbouring houses – apparently non-Jie residents of Kotido had been targeted during the insecurity caused by the running battles between the UPDF and warriors in the area at the time.  Robert’s estimate is that around 50 warriors and 80 soldiers lost their lives – UNICEF report 150 deaths including women and children.  Some of Robert’s possessions have been recovered from local markets and people found wearing his family’s clothes!  His family, having been displaced to Soroti are now back on Kotido staying with relatives.  There is still fear of further looting in the area and the authorities have even been talking about the rather extreme measure of moving non-Jie residents to Abim district to avoid further similar problems.
We visited Oxfam who have a programme of emergency response to the displacement caused by the forceful disarmament campaign that began in May 06.  The first village to suffer from ‘cordon and search’ operations by the UPDF (Ugandan army) in May 06 was the parish of Losilang, 10 km north of Kotido.  Since the UPDF met with some resistance, they rounded up the people of Jimos village and then proceeded to loot and burn the settlement to the ground – at least 5 lame and infirm people were burnt alive as they couldn’t escape the flames quickly enough.  Most of the young men were taken to prison.  No discrimination seems to have been used to decide who to arrest.  In order to be released a gun must be produced – this has led to the perverse scenario of some women having to resort to buying weapons in order to release their husbands from prison.  Many men have been in prison without charge since May last year.  Random helicopter bombing of the kraals followed, killing a large number of animals.  Oxfam are the only international agency working in the area and have been helping resettle this and other villages by providing roofing poles, grass for thatching and NFI kits (Non Food Items such as saucepans, blankets etc) for 120 households (HH).  Since the granaries were also burnt in the disarmament, hunger is also a serious problem and WFP have been lobbied for assistance.
It is readily apparent that the government’s forceful approach to disarmament has been a disaster – during the few days I was in Kotido, raids and counter attacks were ongoing in the area.  Various agencies have reported an increase in cattle theft despite the disarmament exercise.  The UPDF are said to be working under new rules of engagement and now in theory at least shouldn’t fire unless they come under fire.  Also, a new commander is in post who reportedly has some peacekeeping experience.  Despite this, the disproportionate use of force by the UPDF was evident – one night while I was there a helicopter gun-ship could be heard bombing a nearby village.  More recently (in a few days following 12th Feb) 50 to 100 people died in further heavy clashes towards Abim district west of Kotido.  Despite all this, estimate’s by one NGO based on participatory assessments are that over 90% of local Jie people are pro-disarmament providing it is carried out peacefully with tangible incentives handled by an agency such as UNDP rather than the government.  One problem in Kotido District in comparison with Moroto is that the Jie won’t accept to have their cattle defended in shared kraals by the UPDF.  In rejecting this offer of security for the cattle, the warriors need to continue to maintain their stock of weapons for their own defence.  Thus, in this area, for a Karimojong to reject the use of the gun is thus ultimately to bring an end to his pastoralist lifestyle since his cattle will very quickly be lost without any protection.
I was quite concerned about the water resources situation in Kotido district.  There were many reports of boreholes becoming salty and water levels dropping.  Unfortunately there is little or no quantitative data to substantiate these reports.  One local NGO is about to spend £100 000 on 18 new boreholes with very little research to base this investment on.  Until some action is taken to try and understand the issues behind the persistent failure of the water points I fear such investment will be largely wasted in terms of sustainability and thus the long term benefit to local people.

I took a piki ride to Nakapelimou, the ‘largest village in East Africa’, to meet General Loteng, the esteemed leader of the Jie in the 1980’s.  Unfortunately he wasn’t at home but I greeted 4 of his wives.  I also met James Lowinny, who is based in this village.  He is a former leading warrior who says he heard God speak to him one day in the bush after nearly losing his life after a bullet ‘nicked’ his head.  He responded to this experience by seeking out a local Christian and hearing about Jesus – his life was turned around, he renounced the raiding lifestyle and having grasped reading and writing both in his local language and English in a miraculously short period of time, has started several churches and spends his time preaching, teaching and ministering to the local warriors.
Robert and I joined in on an inter-agency meeting involving the WFP (UN World Food Program), Oxfam, ADRA (Adventist Development and Relief Agency), and a representative of the local NGO Forum.  Such meetings are a new development for Kotido and promise to be very useful for sharing experiences between organisations.
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Map of CHIPS area of operation, NE Uganda
Iriiri
CHIPS is still renting some rooms in Iriiri.  We have also purchased a plot of land about 0.5 km north towards Moroto for building a carpentry workshop, hopefully later in the year.

The team were gathered for the team meeting the next day and so I got a good sense of what was going on in the project.  There was a strong feeling of everyone being spurred on by the good developments at Okoboi and Apeitolim (see below).  I was encouraged – the new interns have certainly helped the team dynamic and two of them, Susan and Ababa, are now full team members.  Simon-Peter Achuka has left to further his studies.
I spent time with each team member individually and with each department discussing the year’s work plans and budgets.  A quick summary of the departments:
· Veterinary: work seems to be progressing well.  They are taking on 5 new CAHWs (Community Animal Health Workers) and 4 new WAHAs (Women Animal Health Assistants), all Iteso to try and bring a bit more balance as they have been biased on the Karimojong side for a long time.  This will bring the total numbers to 15 Iteso and 19 Karimojong.
· Agricultural: work has been mainly focussed on the woodlots.  We are now close to realising the planned 10 000 trees planted out at Okoboi and Namendera.  A good number of fruit seedlings have been produced for the communities of Okoboi/Apeitolim and around Namendera.  Current plans are for cassava multiplication gardens in Okoboi/Apeitolim and distribution of fruit seedlings to HHs as well as podo/mellia seedlings for the establishment of community woodlots, establishment of a tree nursery and woodlot in Apeitolim, and distribution of seed and cassava stem loans to help with the imminent cultivation at Okoboi/Apeitolim.  Three of the oxen in Okoboi have died, but the meat was sold and we are helping top up the funds to replace them.  The ability of people in Apeitolim to open enough land to become self sufficient is a real problem. Security precludes the use of oxen.  We can provide hoes for work but there is obviously a limit to how much land can be opened that way.

· Water.  The borehole repair kits have been put to good use but we need to work harder on avoiding dependency.  Water committees are now being established to chose local people for training in pump maintenance and repair.  Peter has made some ground level cattle troughs at Okoboi and Namendera.  The experimental ‘bladder catchment tank’ at Namendera unfortunately collapsed – having inspected the soils at the site I have suggested how they might re build it to avoid this next year.  The tank did however provide water for the tree nursery for some of the dry season before collapsing.  The collaborative dam rehabilitation project with WFP, DED and TIP/OCHODI has begun with work on Kalojut and Naparot dams in the vicinity of Apeitolim, and Tukum dam in the vicinity of Okoboi.  The early rain has set back the work and made the original de-silting plan impossible in some locations.  More details below.
· Community Development.  Simon-Peter’s return to the team enabled us to re-open this department with support from Susan.  They plan to focus on sanitation, hygiene, nutrition, health and microfinance through bee keeping, improved poultry and growing sunflower/g-nuts for market.
Okoboi

The CHIPS base in Okoboi now consists of 5 houses (4 complete and 1 just lacking walls), a latrine, and a kitchen.  The tree nursery work is going well and the woodlot looks well established.  The borehole water level seems to be dropping and there is real need for the pressure to be taken off this water point.  Fortunately, during my visit the District were surveying for a new borehole towards Omokori which will be most welcome.
I was impressed by the natural way in which hospitality was a central part of what the CHIPS base in Okoboi was about.  Several Karimojong came and slept around the fire each night – presumably they’re not feeling completely secure in Teso as yet.
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CHIPS base at Okoboi at dawn



Charles Okello in the CHIPS woodlot at Okoboi

Parish Chief Raymond Odeke visited with Stephen Opolot (GISO) to request various inputs which the community would like help with.  He was in good spirits, clearly encouraged by the resettlement both in Okoboi and Apeitolim.  There are approximately 60 households (250 to 300 people) either settled or beginning to cultivate with a view to settling at Okoboi most of whom have come from the IDP camp in Kapelebyong.  CHIPS is supporting them with cassava stem and seed loans, oxen for ploughing, primary health care, supplying seedlings for community woodlots and training borehole committees for maintenance and repair.

I spent some time with Michael Krockauer from DED who is the engineer providing the technical assistance to the dam rehabilitation project.  WFP is providing food for work.  So far work has proceeded on Tukum (Teso) and Kalojut (Karamoja) dams both of which I visited.  Thirty or so Karimojong have been living in Okoboi to work with the Itesot on de-silting Tukum dam.  Due the hunger of the Karimojong they have actually outnumbered the Itesot workforce who are much less drought affected.  At Kalojut, about 1.5 km from Apeitolim, a small number of Iteso are working there amongst more than 200 Karimojong to clear the weed from the dam to provide access for the cattle for drinking.  De-silting had to be abandoned due to the early unexpected rains.
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A new dam wall created from excavated silt at Tukum

Weed clearing at Kalojut

Michael and I also took a 5 km bush walk in the heat of the day with an army escort from Apeitolim to Naparot dam to discuss the plans for rehabilitating this dam.  By the time I left Uganda I was pleased to hear that work was already beginning on this site.
Apeitolim
A UPDF detach is now settled at Apeitolim in the cool of the trees planted by CHIPS when we had a base here in the 1990’s.  Approximately 190 HH have begun to return to Apeitolim but this amounts to just 250 people so far since it is mainly the men who have returned so far to work and build, before the women and children follow.  Most people have come from Lokopo and were severely affected by drought last year – when they first arrived to work on the dams they were practically just skin and bone.  The attraction of resettling in the fertile area around Apeitolim is very strong for many such Karimojong.
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Having visited this deserted location in May last year it was so encouraging to see it becoming a thriving community once again for the first time since it was decimated by the UPDF helicopter bombing in 2000.  A market is up and running.  The Karimojong bring fish from the dams, the Iteso are cycling up with Ojono (local homebrew), salt, sugar, cassava and soap.  The market happens each day after the work on the dams is complete.

Although the dam work has been progressing well, WFP have been very slow in delivering the promised food.  Each worker is given a meal after work and then a coupon for food to feed dependents.

I attended a community meeting in Apeitolim where we listened to the people talk about the issues they were facing and what CHIPS and other partners might do to help.  We agreed to support their cultivation with hoes, seed and cassava loans, continued food for work on the dam project, some limited cash and other NFI items such as saucepans, blankets etc for work on road clearing and termite queen hunting.  We will also continue to provide basic health care and lobby the district for more boreholes, a health centre and the rehabilitation of the school.

The water situation is becoming pretty serious and in the short term, if the District does not intervene, we weed to find a partner or funds to provide another borehole in Apeitolim.  In the long term, conjunctive use of surface water and shallow ground water may be possibilities but some research is necessary to find out what is feasible in this area.
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Food for work being prepared in Apeitolim

The fish stall in Apeitolim market
I was also able to attend a cross border meeting held in Apeitolim between elders from Okoboi and those from Apeitolim, facilitated by CHIPS and TIP.  The agenda was to raise issues which threatened the common security of the settlements and to learn from the mistakes of the past which had heightened insecurity in the area – the objective was to come up with initiatives to help sustain the peace so far achieved.  The main outcomes were the need for strong leadership in each community, the need for joint Iteso/Karimojong tracking when raids are reported, the need to keep communications open between the communities and the UPDF, the need to respond to situations in a measured way rather than with a quick and ill informed reaction to events, and the potential for mixed, cross border schooling.
A consultant has been hired by TIP (funded by Danida) to report the ‘peace process’ in Okoboi/Apeitolim.  I was very encouraged to hear TIP/DED speaking so highly of CHIPS and saying that the collaborative dam rehabilitation/resettlement project has really only been made possible by CHIPS already being present on the ground in the area.  It gives strong objective backing to the strength of the CHIPS approach in living amongst and at the level of the local people in an area of tension.
Namendera

The woodlot work at Namendera is proceeding well although there have been some set backs due to inadequate water supply.  Around 6 acres of woodlot are planted with around 4500 trees so far.  There are 2800 in the nursery which should, given some failure, result in around 6000 trees in the woodlot within the next few months.  This is a good achievement and frees Caesar up to raise more seedlings for the community woodlots and fruit trees.
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Village level cross border meeting between elders of Okoboi and
Robert Lokuda addresses Apeitolim community meeting
Apeitolim (in Apeitolim)
Caesar hopes to start work in October on the carpentry workshop in Iriiri.  The 4 CHIPS oxen that were present in Namendera were causing too much of a security threat so have been moved to Iriiri.

District Meetings

We made visits to the District administrative offices in Moroto, Amuria and Katamkwi to update them on the situation in Apeitolim/Okoboi and to lobby them for the needed support from the administration for long term road maintenance, health care, boreholes and schools.  The desire for inter-District meetings was evident in all three Districts and CHIPS will be facilitating such meetings in the coming months.  This is a significant development and one that we hope will enable the peace that is developing at grassroots to be supported at higher political levels and contribute to the long term stability of the area.
Future Plans

It was clear from my trip that our focus should stay on the work at Okoboi and Apeitolim for this growing season to try and capitalise on the excellent start that has been made in terms of resettlement and positive cross border interactions.  However, over the next 6 months we plan to lay the groundwork for a similar initiative for the area of Okulonyo to the SE along the Karamoja-Teso border.  We also intend to initiate some research into the best options for sustainable and ‘conflict sensitive’ water resource development for the border area to underpin the future resettlement we hope to see in the coming years.
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Rehabilitated CHIPS store and site for base in Apeitolim
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