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The forgotten plight of the people in displaced camps in Acholi

An assessment carried out by the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace [nitiativ?e and the
Justice & Peace Cominission of Gulu Archdiocese. '

July 2001

“Let my people go” (Exodus 5:1)

1. INTRODUCTION

At the moment of writing this report, most of the population of Acholiland has become displaced
and lives in camps sometimes referred to as “protected villages”. People have been coming to the
camps over the last five years by force, persuasion or voluntary means. Situated in Gulu, Kitgum
and Pader Districts, the camps host a population of over 460,000 people, which représents shghtly
over fifty per cent of the total population of Acholi. If we add the several thousand people who have
become displaced in towns within Acholi (Gulu and Kitgum) and in other districts in Uganda
(notably Masindi, with an estimated 40,000 Acholi living there) the proportion of displacement
becomes even higher. -

The present report deals only with the displaced persons in Acholi who live in camps for internally
displaced persons (IDPs). Given the enormous human suffering involved in this issue, the religious
leaders of Acholi have showed from the very beginning their many rescrvations about accepting
the policy of displacing the population as the only solution to guarantee their security. As part of
their common activities for peace, in different public statements, as well as in their lobbying with
the Govemment of Uganda and with the international community, they have consistently advo-
cated for the search of alternative solutions to the issue of security and for the return of the popula-
tion to their original homes, giving them the necessary assistance for that. In their more recent joint
message “Have hope for peace” (30" December 2000) they spoke out clearly in favour of disman-
tling the camps. :

Being aware that this is an issue of high concern that needs to be urgently and seriously addressed,
in March 2001 the core team of Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative planned for a systematic
research and consultation in the displaced camps of Acholi in order to write a report. Two different
teams - one for Gulu and one for Kitgum - made up of four to five members each visited a total of
24 displaced camps during the months of April, May and June, seeking the views of an estimated
900 people who live in these settlements. ‘ 5

Method followed

Working on the conviction that in the present context of armed conflict and suffering the best
experts on the situation are the people on the ground, the research was carried out by interviewing
groups ofresidents of the displaced camps. Methods followed by our two teams of Gulu and Kitgum
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were, however, slightly different: in every camp we visited in Gulu we had a'single group of 15 to
30 people, representing a cross-section of the camp population: elders, women, youth, adult men,
usually including Local Councillors (LCs), teachers, religious leaders and people working with
community-based organisations. In each of these Interviews we normally had also the camp leader(s).
Most people interviewed had been in the camp from the beginning and were strikingly familiar
with dates and events. The interviews were conducted in classrooms or religious buildings, allow-
ing some privacy and enabling people to feel free to speak out their minds. Normally they lasted for
a period which ranged from two to three hours. All the interviews were conducted in Lwo, the local
language; interpreters were not needed. In this way our teams were able to be in an as close contact
as possible with the people interviewed. Questions centred around three jssues:

¢ When and how was the camp started?

¢ Describe your experience and life-conditions in the camp during these years,

¢ What are your perspectives on the future? Do you want to go back home, dﬂd if so what would
you need? .

Our team n Kitgum preferred to gather bigger numbers of people in order to divide them into peer
groups for separate discussion: women, youth and adult men. Otherwise the g,uldmg quesnons as
well as the method followed were the same as in Gulu.

The answers m each camp were duly recorded. Separate reports camp by camp are available in our
files and have formed the basis for documentation in writing the present assessment.

In addition to this basic exercise, our team searched for some available desk data, trying to use
more than one source, read some previous reliable reports published on the situation in Acholi, and
conducted some additional interviews with selected individuals in Gulu, Kitgum and Kampala
whom we thought could provide us with some useful views and information.




The basic research was conducted in the following displaced camps:

GULU KITGUM
Pabbo ' Palabek Kal
Amuru Palabek Gem
Opit Lukung
Anaka Acholibur
Atyak Pajule
Unyama : Potika
Alero Agoro
Cwero Lacekocot
Paicho

Ajulu

Awac

Palenga

Koc Goma

Lalogi

Awer

Acet

Eight of these camps were, in fact, visited twice (Pabbo, Amuru, Lalogi, Koc Goma, Cwero, Awac,

Unyama, Alero), the reason being that during our first visit people in many camps asked our team

to come back in order to conduct some training workshops (which normally last two days) for the

peace committees put in place by the Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative in the different -
sub-counties of Acholi. In the eight camps mentioned above we were able make this second visit

after a few days or weeks, allowing more interaction which provided us with some valuable addi-

tional information. :

Appreciation

The research team wishes to gratefully acknowledge the time and efforts that all the people inter-
viewed gave to us, answering our questions, presenting their views and often recalling very painful
personal stories. Particularly, we would like to thank the local religious leaders (Catholic, Angli-
can and Moslems) who helped us in organising the discussions and made us feel welcome.

This research was conducted without any fund allocated for it. Those who carried it outdidsoona
voluntary basis and transport was made possible thanks to the generosity of some individuals and
organisations. In this respect we are particularly grateful to CARITAS Gulu, Quaker Peace and
‘Social Witness and Kitgum Catholic Mission. 3

Limitations

Although the issue of the displaced camps needs to be understood in the context of the fifteen-year
conflict in Achol, it falls beyond the scope of this research to explain the causes and the develop-
ment of the war. However, bearing in mind that a number of readers may not be very familiar with
the topic, a chronology of events is presented at the end of this work for easy consultation.



2. THE ORIGIN OF THE DISPLACED CAMPS IN ACHOLI]

“Yoweri aye okela kany. En deg ni pe
abed gang.”’ (Yoweri is the one who
brought me here. He doesn’t want me to
stay at my home.)

“Wabino kany pi dic pa Gamente.”
(We came here because we were
forced by the Government.)

We heard the two statements which open this
chapter from two elderly women who were sell- Destroyt,d huts
ing charcoal by the side of the road in Alero,
one of the most congested camps of Gulu dis-
trict. Their very spontaneous remarks convey
the pain and frustration of many thousands of
people who in most cases live against their will
away from their homes in appalling conditions..

If we compare Gulu and Kitgum (which in-
cludes Pader), the circumstances which explain
the origin of displaced camps in Acholi are-
slightly different. This is why we shall deal w1th

- both parts scparately.

Did people come voluntarily?

In Gulu district the current pattern of massive displacement began in 1996, a year that most people
in Acholi remember as the one in which the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) descended to its worst
depths of brutality. Civilians were killed or tortured almost everywhere on a daily basis and chil-
dren were abducted in their thousand. However, a small number of camps were started later in 1997
(Lalogi, Acet, Cwero). The decision to create camps was officially announced by President Yoweri
Museveni on the 27® September 1996 to members of the Parliamentary Committee of the Office of
the President and Foreign Affairs. However, in at least in two of the camps surveyed (Pabbo and
Ajulu) people told us that they remember that as éarly‘ as August that year Uganda Pmplc’q De-
fence Force (UPDF) soldiers were already moving in villages and ordering people to move to the
trading centres.

Former Member of Parliament (MP) for Cwa Constituency, John Okello Okello, recalls that on that
date (27" of September 1996) the MPs from the North raised serious objections about the plan to
move the population of Acholiland into camps, and that at the end of the meeting the President
agreed to consult with the military again saying that he would let them know about his decision in
two weeks fime, something which never took place’ .

1 -Interview with John Okello, 13th July,2001
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Officially the UPDF denies that it ever used force to make people move away from their vi]iages:

“People came voluntarily to the camps. In 1996 peaple in the rural areas always tried to
stay close to the night camps of the Army patrols in order to be better protected against the
rebels, and from this the idea of the camps with Army protection arose so as to give perma-
nent security to the Acholi population, since it is not possible to dispatch a soldier at every
homestead. ™

While it is true that some people moved voluntarily closer to Army units before August 1996
seeking protection, most people were indeed forced to move by Army personnel, who often used
rather drastic methods. In every camp we visited in Gulu, people told us mvariably that they were
forced. In some cases people remember that soldiers gave them a seven-day deadline (Opit) or only
three days (Awac), threatening to treat those who resisted as rebels. In most cases, however, it
would appear that soldiers just stormed villages - often at dawn - without any previous warning,
They told people to move immediately without giving them much time to collect their belonging.
People were often beaten to force them out of their compounds. :

Much of the property left behind was looted by both rebels and sol- -
diers. A number of people who ventured to go back to their former &
homes soon after found them burnt down. Men told us that they were
harassed and even shot at, and women raped. A resident of Paicho
summarised that experience of unbearable stress with these words:

“We were beaten by Government troops, who accused us of be-
ing rebel collaborators and told us to go to the trading centre.
On the other hand, rebels would also come and threatened to kill
us unless we moved deeper inside the bush.”

In Pabbo, Opit, Anaka, Cwero and Unyama we met a good number
of people who had direct experience of having had their villages
shelled. We were told that big guns of the BM21 6 barrel type were

used to fire at villages where people refused to move. The Army has consistently refuted these
allegations and stated that it only fired at or shelled rural areas where it suspected that the LRA was
present. Aerial bombardments were used - we were told - in places like Kaloguro village, in Pabbo,
Awach, Koc Goma, Amuru and Anaka. This first wave of forced displacement oceurred at a time of
the year which normally marks the beginning of the harvesting season. Given the fact that in most
cases people were not given time to collect any foodstuff, their crops remained in the fields or in the
granaries. In Pabbo and Opit people told us that there were cases of Ammy helicopters being used to
collect foodstuff from abandoned villages.

Force was also used by the UPDF some months after the camps were started, in order to cornpel
back into the camps communities who had gone home to tend their fields. We heard this complaint
in every camp we visited in Gulu and in some in Kitgum. -

We also noticed in every camp that people resented very much the fact that this move took place
without any previous consultation. Maj. Gen. Salim Saleh, in charge of military operations in the
Gulu-based UPDF 4* Division at that time, indicated one year after the move took place that the
Army acted alone in creating camps because it “suspected bureaucracy and politicking over the
issue’”.’ :

2 - Interview with Army Public Relations Officer (PRO) Khelil Magara, 6th July, 2001
3 - The Monitor, 26th October, 1997 .



_ Another official explanation from the Ammy is that “people were told that the camps would be there
for as long as the insurgency continued, everyone knew that this could be for a long time".*

On at Jeast in two occasions people told us that they remember hearing Army officers tell them that
staying in the camps would be a temporary arrangement that would last only a few months. Tn
Pabbo, people quoted former Dep. 4" Division Commander Lt. Col Lakara as saying in an address
at the trading centre that “all rural areas should be left free for the UPDF to finish the rebels in a
matter of few months”. And in Anaka, a certain Captain Ocitti was remembered 921)/11“15 to the
recently evicted villagers that it would be a matter of only one or two months.

Furthermore, people resented very much the fact that soon after the forced removals of people from
the countryside, Maj. Gen Salim Saleh started some kind of commercial farming business in Kilak
country, engaging people in this enterprise under conditions tantamount to exploitation, since peo-
ple were given money to engage into farming but had to repay double the amount after the harvest.
According to former MP of Cwa constitucney Okello Okello “people were so desperate that many
engaged in this kind of business”.* During our consultations with people in the camps many ex-
pressed the fear that the policy of putting the population of Acholi into camps was a well-caleulated
move in order to grab their land. A project proposal two years ago by the Divinity: Union Ltd,
owned by Maj. Gen. Salim Saleh, highlighted some large chunks of land in Acholi to be used for
large-scale commercial farming. Whether founded or unfounded, the people’s fear of having their
land grabbed is real. It cannot be underestimated as an important factor that deepens the already
“existing rift between the people of Acholi and the National Resistance Movement (NRM) Govern-
- ment.

- The reasons behind the move

Whenever official statements have been
1ssued declaring that people moved freely
to the camps, 1t has been often added that
the reason why the camps were created was
in order to provide security for the people
and protect human lives.

The issue of whether or not these camps
have served the purpose of protecting hu-
man lives against rebel attacks will be tackled in the following chapter. However, we can say from
the beginning that given the fact that the UPDF acted hastily in order to empty the rural areas and
dumped tens of thousands of civilians in centres where no advance arrangements for health, sanita-
tion, food or other assistance had been made, one immediate effect of this action was to provoke a
very high death toll among children (who are also human lives). Thus the camps policy effectively
provoked death, which according to the official explanation it was seeking to avoid.

But apart from that, looking back a few months before the camps were put in place, it seems to us
that the unfolding of events points to rather more complicated reasons and causes behind.

Soon afier the Presidential elections which took place in May 1996, the Presidential :Advisor on
Political Affairs, Major Kakooza Mutale, who in October that year deployed in Gulu the Popular

4 - Interview with PRO Kheli] Magara, 6th July, 2001
5 - Interview with fohn Okelo Okello, 13th July, 2001
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Intelligence Network (PIN), was sent to Gulu. During the months of July and August he organised
rallies in which people remember being told that a big military confrontation with Sudan was
imminent and that therefore everybody should get some basic military knowledge about tactics of
self-defence. It was soon after his tour that the UPDF started tellin g people to move away from
their homes. The association of these two facts made many people think that out of fear of an
invasion from Sudan the UPDF considered it to be of advantage to have the civilian population
concentrated in trading centres. :

Also in July 1996, some important changes took place at the high level of military command in
Gulu. The then 4" Division Commander based in Gulu Brigadier Chef Ali, whose attitude towards
the Acholt population was described by many local leaders as “friendly and positive”, was trans-
ferred and replaced by Lt. Col. James Kazini. Maj. Gen. Salim Saleh was also sent éto Gulu as
Presidential Advisor on Military Affairs. Both of them seem to have developed a military strategy
based on the assumption that the population supported the rebels (even though rebels were killing
Acholi civilians daily) and that once the rebels were left without such a favourable environment, it
would be casy to finish them off. In the words of the Member of Parliament for Aswa constituency
Reagan Okumu,

“the Government tried to cover up its weaknesses in dealing with the security situation
and it experimented if that could be a good practical way of ending the war regardless of
the human suffering that the forced displacement brought about.”

The old Maoist theory which compares a rebel movement to a fish that needs water (a supportive
population) in order to live and move freely comes to mind. The NRA/UPDFE seems to have acted
following this postulate, which surely some of its first leaders learnt in the hotbed of the
Mozambiquecan Liberation Movement FRELIMO, and that it is still defended in public today by
some UPDF officers. R . - : :

Soon after the move of forcing people into camps began, the members of the Acholi Parliamentary
Group went to meet with the then Minister of State for Defence Amama Mbabazi, and expressed to
him their concern about what was taking place. According to Reagan Okumu, his reply was that
~ since the people in Acholi supported the rebels, the Army had no choice but to move people away
from their villages in order to deny the rebels food and information. He further mentioned that he
did not believe that the reported atrocities committed by soldiers were true. Soon afterwards the
deputy Ambassador of Germany visited Gulu, and a delegation of the European Union met with
Amama Mbabazi to discuss the same issue. Again, he told them that the NRM was a civilised
Government that could not carry out such atrocities. :

On various occasions the international community has expressed its deep concern about the appall-
ing human rights situation created by the displaced camps in Acholi. In a report submitted to the
United States Embassy in Kampala, known as the “Gersony report”, the author concluded:

“In sum, the Gulu protected villages have caused significant economic losses, wereéinaaﬂ
equately organized and have increased disaffection from the governiment al a time when
public support for the insurgents was at its lowest ebb... The protected village policy
merits serious re-evaluation and should be phased out as quickly as possible”.

And in the Amnesty International report “Breaking the circle; protecting human rights in the north-
ern war zone”, published in March 1999, the organisation interprets the creation of the displaced

6 - Interview with Reagan Okumu, 26th May, 2001
7 - Gersony, Robert: The Anguish of Northern Uganda. Kampala, August 1997, pag. 53



camps in the following way:

“Inthe war in northern Uganda the control of civilians is a key strategic objective for both
the government’s Uganda Peoples’ Defence Forces (UPDF) and the armed opposition
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) ™ *

Displaced camps in Kitgum

Camps in Kitgum came into existence at three different points in time: in January 1997 (Lukung,
Padibe, Palabek Gem and Palabek Kal), in October-November 1997 (Pajule, Lacekocot, Acholibur)
and in March 1999 (Potika and Agoro). The circumstances which gave origin to these camps were
different from the ones in Guln, and the percentages of the populatmn which is displaced is also
different: 80 % in Gulu'and 20 % in Kitgum (which also includes Pader district). On at least two
different occasions the Government has attempted to create more displacement in Kitgum: in
September 1997 and in September 2000 (in Pajule), although in both cases the pOpu}atlon and
some of their leaders openly resisted the move.

Between the nights of 7%
January and 12 January
5 1997, LRA rebels system-
atically swept through vil-
lages of the Lamwo sub-
counties of Lukung and
Palabek, in northwest
Kitgum. These units me-
thodically hacked.and
‘clubbed to death a total of
412 men, women and chil-
dren. Thousands of homes
were looted and burned.

® The remaining population
fled in sheer terror. This was the largest single massacre of the war in Acholi. '

_Agoro:; camp and mountaing

The fact that the UPDF arrived only on the fifth day, 12% January, has under standably led many to
think that as the massacre took place there was a deliberate policy of non-intervention on the part of
the Army. At that time, the Brigade Commander of the 503 Brigade based in Pajimu barracks, Lt.
Col. Edson Muzoora, also known for his friendly attitude towards the population, had just gone on
official leave, and a much-heard comment in Kitgum those days was that if he had been around the
Army would have intervened promptly. An Acholi MP revealed fo us that soon after the massacre
took place, the Acholi Parliamentary Group tried to arrange for a meeting with the then acting -
Brigade Commander Lt. Col. Fearless Obwoya, but he refused to meet with them. |

Potika and Agoro camps are the most recently created ones, having started in March 1999. At that
time rebels had come down over the mountain of Lamwaka, heading for Madi- -Opei. The UPDF
pushed them back and forced people to leave those areas. According to the camp-dwellers we
interviewed, the UPDF planted landmines all around the mountairfious villages soon after they were
evicted: at the riverside, in doorways to huts, by granaries, and any other place they thought the
rebels would go. As a result, a number of people were injured or killed when they went back to

8 - Amnesty Imt,mamma] Brea}.mf&j the Circle, Protecting Human R:ghts m the Northern War Zone. London, March
1999, page 1.
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colleet their belongings. This information is consistent with records from the office of the Catholic
Justice and Peace Committee in Kitgum, who in April that year met a number of people who had
been hit by landmines near Potika and had been sent to Kitgum Hospital. Moreover, during our
visits to Agoro and Potika we met people with missing limbs who told us how they were hit by
landmines. We also heard sad personal experiences from women who told us how their children
were killed by landmines when they tried to reach their villages looking for food. People in Potika
and Agoro told us that they would like to o back home, but the Army does not allow them.

Former MP of Cwa constituency Okello Okello recalls that on the ]2 May 1999, President Museveni
came to his constituency, where he held two rallies in Ayoma and Mucwini. Okello Okello asked
the President to allow people to go back to their homes, to which the President replied that he had
ordered a certain gun that would take three months to be delivered. After its arrival - he said - the
rebels would be finished off within few weeks, '

The year before, 1998, the President had paid another visit to Kitgum, in August. On that occasion,
in a meeting with District leaders, he told them that the Government was making plans for dis-
placed people of Acholi to return back to their homes within the next few months, and that security
would be provided for them at their original places. This never materialised. 5

The fact that levels of displacement in Gulu and Kitgum are different have given rise to various
theories. The three more common ones are the following: '

¢ That, whereas the people of Gulu support the rebels, the people of Kitgum reject them and are
more “pro-Governinent”. - _

¢ That rebels don’t go so often to Kitgum since conditions there are harder for them.

¢ That the people of Kitgum expressed more opposition and resistance to the idea of setting up

displaced camps. o _ o u : ‘

In our opinion, there is little ground to sustain the statement that “the people of Gulu support the -

rebels whereas the people of Kitgum do not”. In Reagan Okumu’s opinion, “these are the kind of

dangerous statements that can only favour a divide-and-rule policy’” . Neither do we think that the

population of Kitgum is more supportive of the present Government than the people of %Gulu dis-

trict. Presidential elections results in 1996 and 2001 from both districts were not very different.

As regards the second theory, that rebels find life more difficult in Kitgum than in Gulu énd there-
fore don’t come to Kitgum so often, it is difficult to sustain that the levels of rebel violence have
been much higher in Gulu than in Kitgum during the past five years. A look at a day-to-day chro-
nology of events gathered since 1997 by the Justice and Peace office of Kitgum reveals that rebel
violence has occurred in Kitgum to about the same extend as in Gulu. This is an Interesting fact,
because it shows that in such circumstances people can find ways of coping with the situation
without having to live in displaced camps. :

In so far as the third theory is concemed, it is true that attempts to resist the setting up of camps
have indeed taken place in Kitgum at different times. In a joint statement signed by the: Catholic
Church and the Church of Uganda on the 2% of October 1997, religious leaders denounced the fact
that soldiers had been moving around villages of Kitgum district telling people to leave their homes
and go 1o live closer to barracks. The letter, which was read in all churches on the following Sunday
and widely distributed among the diplomatic community, strongly opposed the move to repeat the
experience of the displaced camps in Kiteum. Soon after, relationships between the religious groups
and Kitgum District authorities became sour for some time.

The most recent attempt to create more displacement in Acholi took place last year. On the 28% of ‘

9 - Interview with Reagan Okumu, 26th May, 2001
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Scptcmbtr 2000, a rally was held in Pajule in which senior Army officers, the acting Resident
District Commissioner (RDC) of Kitgum and the Disirict Internal Sec urity Officer (DISO) gave the
population four days to come to the camp in the centre of Pajule. Tensions those days run very high,
especially after the Parish Priest of Pajule Fr. Raffacle Di Bari was killed in an ambush ¢ on the 1* of
October. Soon after that the Kitgum LC V chairman issued another order telling pcopic not to
come. Many people conlinue to stay at their villages in Pajule, despite constant rebel presence in
the area, having learned - somehow - how to cope with the situation.

School building in Opit
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3. PEOPLE’S EXPERIENCES IN THE CAMPS DURING
THESE YEARS

“We are dehumanised: You may having people

“Being in the camp is like being weeping at a burial and next door you have people
inaprison”, dancing at a disco. This is the effect that life
in the camp has had on us”,

A woman in Amuru camp.

The beginning of living in displacement

Predictably, the massive forced transfer of thousands of people from rural areas to trading centres
caused havoc and untold suffering, People in Opit recalled that during the first two weeks in the
trading centre no food distribution took place and after a few days most people had nothing to eat.
We heard camp residents in Ajulu recall that when they reached the trading centre there were no
facilities to host them and they had to spend several nights in the open, braving the fain. Almost
nowhere were provisions made for food, shelter, water supply, medical attention or sanitation.

International humanitarian law adhered to by the Ugandan Government (4dditional Protocol Il to
the Geneva Conventions) allows forced movement of ctvilians in'most exceptional situations, where
the party to the conflict can show that it is the only possible way to guarantee the security of
civilians, but in an important clause it states: :

“should such displacements have to be carried out, all possible measures shall be taken in
order that the civilian population may be received under satisfactory conditions of shelter,
hygiene, health, safety and nutrition. ™ :

The government itself admitted later on this serious shortcoming. In a press release Ijublished n
The Monitor on the 26® QOctober 1997, Maj. Gen, Salim Saleh declared that the evacuation of
villages was done in a “haphazard and uncoordinated manner” and that the authorities did not
"put in place basic amenities for their (the people’s) livelihood . :

It was only in late October 1996, more than a month after the official announcement of creatihg the
camps was made, that the authorities met to draw up an overail strategy for running the camps. On
29" October a meeting chaired by the Minister of Labour and Social Services Paul Etydng drew up
plans for providing food for 100,000 people in Gulu district for a six month period. However, as the
Army continued to force people quickly out of their homes, by the end of November 1996 Gulu |
District Local Council figures put the number of displaced people at around 200,000, and by Feb-
ruary 1997 the Council was reporting that an estimated 280,000 people in the district were living in
camps.'! :

As the 1999 Amnesty Intemational report on Northern Uganda highlights, the Ugandan Govern-
ment had already used the forcible removal of villagers into camps as an element in counter-insur-
gency on two previous occasions: in Gulu district in late 1988, and in Soroti and Kumi districts

10 - Additional Protacol 11 to the Geneva Convention, Article 17
11 - Uganda Humanitarian Situation Report. United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs, 15th March 1997
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- between February and October 1990 during the insurgency by the Uganda People’s Army (UPA).
- It seems that no lessons were learned from these two previous experiences. '

- How to survive

“lused to have a yearly harvest of twelve bags - ‘
of rice, which I would use for paying for my I Woman selline charconl
children’s education. Now I wake up in the :
morning, I can’t go to my fields and my only
choice is to spend the whole day doing nothing’
A resident of Paicho camp

Most people mnterviewed in the camps, both in
Gulu and in Kitgum, identified lack of food as
their worst experience during these years. People
expressed their great bitterness and frustration at
their inability to sustain themselves and their fami-
lies, especially when they consider that in the past
they used to enjoy plenty of fertile land yielding a lot of food. Women in particular, expressed their
sadness about the fact that they cannot bring up their children. -

In most camps we were told that food relief distribution usually takes place these days every two
months. In other camps like Awac people say that although some food used to be provided when
- the camp was first established nothing is being distributed these days. It seems that the average
- distribution is five mugs of posho and three kilos of beans for a household of eight for a month, plus
atin of cooking oil which is to be shared between two families. Most people told us that these food
rations usually do not last more than two weeks. In Opit people told us that in 1998 they went for
more than four months without any food relief being distributed. People in most camps seem to
remember 1998 as the year in which hunger was most unbearable. The office of the Justice and
Peace Committee in Kitgum has documented a number of cases in which people in displaced camps
resorted to cating seeds treated with chemicals, which caused an unspecified number of deaths. A
lot of complaints about the quality of the food were also brought out during our interviews, includ-
ing many cases of rotten beans and flour with worms. In Anaka and Alero people mentioned cases
when in 1998 pieces of broken glass were found mixed with maize for distribution. :

Conditions vary from camp to camp. Those close to Gulu town are better off than those located in
more outlying areas. Koc Goma, Awer and Unyama had some reasonable space between huts,
fairly adequate water supply and people seemed to be better fed. However, in most camps we
visited one of the most depressing sights is the many children showing signs of malnutrition, such
as reddish hair and swollen bellies. In August 1997 the Gulu District Medical Officer estimated that
50% of the children living in displaced camps were malnourished. Although these days the figure
is surely lower than that, it is evident that poor nutrition leave many children at the mercy of fatal
diseases. We were told that last year 52 children died of smallpox-in Alero. :

Another common sight in the camps is long queues of women to grind their corn. In Cwero - with
a population of 7,800 - we found only one grinding mill which was broken down at the time of our
visit and so people had to walk to Paicho (15 kilometres) for grinding. Pabbo, with a population of
47,000, has only two grinding mills. :

Besides the issue of poor feeding, in most of the camps water supply is also a big problem. A good
number of boreholes have been put in place in recent years by some NGOs, but when they break
down, the cost of repair is beyond the means of the community. In Alero, with a population of
15.000 we found six boreholes, three of them broken. In Cwero we found that all three boreholes
were broken and women had to walk a distance of three miles to fetch some water from a well. This
‘was also the situation we found in Amuru, where women told us bitterly that in this forages for
water a good number of them have been raped by rebels or by Government soldiers. Little wonder
that in many camps a jerrycan of water is a highly treasured commodity sold at 500/= shillings.
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