Women's intervention efforts in Gulu, Northern Uganda

For the last 20 years, Gulu, a region in Northern Uganda, has been racked by interminable wars, in which gender-based violence and atrocities against children have been evident. In a bid to end the violence, a number of civil society organisations have engaged women in the community in the search for solutions.
______________________________________________________________________________

GULU, in Northern Uganda, was once referred to as the food basket of Uganda, but for the last 20 years this area has been devastated by a series of wars.  From the current regime's rebellion in 1986 to the Alice Lakwena Spiritual Movement and now the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA), armed conflict is constantly present in the area.  
The LRA war, which has been ongoing for over 20 years, is characterised by many forms of gender-based violence and atrocities where children as young as four years old have been abducted and forced into child sexual slavery. The LRA has also sent children to Sudan in exchange for weapons, while others are recruited as child soldiers. These children are forced to kill each other and people in the village, thus leaving them severely traumatised. 
The LRA is not alone in perpetrating heinous crimes and human rights abuses, as Ugandan government army personnel have also been accused of savagely raping and torturing villagers who are suspected to be working in collaboration with LRA rebels. 
To date, the majority of Gulu's population live in the district's 52 internally displaced persons (IDP) camps, where the living conditions are atrocious and life-threatening due to overcrowding, poor hygiene and sanitation, few health services, no latrines, limited water supply, food shortages, insecurity and rape. Adding to the despair, since December 2004 there have been over 10 fires killing several people. As the situation continues to deteriorate, it is rightly referred to as one of the worst humanitarian crises in the world.

Women in search of solutions

Recognising the ongoing effects of the endless war on women and children, a number of civil society organisations have engaged women in the community in the search for solutions.  
Many mothers had despaired and were depressed due to the rampant abductions of their children, while the few remaining children in these villages are forced to walk many kilometres each night to seek safety in the town. These 'night commuters', thousands in number, are also faced with various hazards. They sleep on shop verandas or in overcrowded centres established by good Samaritans and also face a lot of harassment, fatigue and insecurity. The girl children are sexually abused on the way to and from these so-called safety spots. 
Child soldiers have been reported to occasionally return home at night to visit their families and bring food. Women's groups have worked with mothers of these abducted children to encourage them to abandon the war and seek help in resettling in their communities. Such groups also provide support to families and education on the advantages of voluntary surrender and the resettlement process.
Many women responded positively to these interventions, as did their children. As a result, over 2,000 children abandoned the fighting in the war and returned to their district voluntarily, having managed to escape from the LRA rebels. 
However, the process has proved to be challenging as many of the children who returned home have been stigmatised by the community and viewed as terrible because of the atrocities they were forced to commit. Women's organisations have spearheaded the implementation of a sensitisation programme in the community addressing the need to accept former abductees and understand the fact that they were children who had been forced into their situation. Fortunately this stigma has now lessened.

More still needs to be done

While the Juba peace negotiations between the Ugandan government and the LRA rebels are underway, the war and its devastating effects are far from over. Abducted children are still missing and people continue to suffer in the IDP camps. While working with women at the grassroots level, women have been able to obtain views on the peace talks, the International Criminal Court indictments, reconciliation with the rebels and the best  approach  for peace  in  Northern  Uganda  from these women as well as a selection of men.
However, it is essential for peace activists in Gulu, Uganda and internationally to join the intervention efforts and provide support through research and documentation, assisting in the resettlement and rehabilitation of the returnees and providing logistics. Through combined efforts, the people of Northern  Uganda,  who have surely suffered more than enough in their lifetime, might hope to see peace.
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