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The misconceptions about the Karimojong-Uganda

Mr. Chairman,

Thank you for giving me this opportunity to state my intervention. 

My name is, Miss Margaret Mercy Akongo, and I come from Karamoja region, in the northeastern part of Uganda. 

I am here to represent Tedwii Development Organisation (TIDO). TIDO is a local non-government community based organisation that works with the indigenous people especially the women, youth and the elderly. We believe in youths, women and the elderly as active partners in conflict resolution and sustainable development. TIDO, which comprised of indigenous women, is to address everyday issues affecting women, children, elderly, and the disabled who are the vulnerable groups in Karamoja.

I want to talk about internal and external aggressions in the region of karamoja.

The Karamojong are a friendly, proud, and at times, fierce people. The Karimojong's lives had been very difficult for centuries---eking out an existence by raising cattle in such an inhospitable region. Yet, amidst such a harsh environment, they were able to build a fairly stable and equitable society. However, this century brought the entrance of external forces that could not understand the world of the karimojong. They tried to squeeze the karimojong into the foreign and ill-fitting mould of their own cultures, and in the process, they disrupted the very fabric of karimojong society.

Because of these foreign pressures, the Karimojong plunged headlong into cattle-raiding, and even outright banditry. The outside world now views them as a backward and even violent people, not understanding that, what they now see is merely a caricature of the Karimojong culture, with all of its foibles exaggerated. Outsiders should stop trying to change the karimojong culture.  For instance an incident that happened last year during the disarmament process where a group of the Karimojong women were forced to remove their traditional dressing in Moroto town by the Uganda People Defence Force (UPDF), and forcing them to abandon their traditional dressing which was so demoralising. The same groups of women were forced to swallow beads, which they always wear for decoration on their waist and around the neck. For instance the mother of David Pulkol, the Director of External Security Organisation, was one of those forced to swallow beads, and suffered medical problems. She had to be taken for medical attention she was put under intensive medical care. And yet, no one stands up to say something about this. This is a violation of the UN Declaration on Minorities, Article 1.1 on the right to cultural identity.

Bad things that others do to the Karimojong - no talks about it, but any slight thing that a Karimojong does is spread all over the world. Many times the lootings take place along karamoja routes and the karimojong are blamed for it when culprits are not caught. However, in many situations where the culprits are caught, they find out that they are not karimojong. This shows that many things that take place within Karamoja region are not all committed by the karimojong but since they are stereotyped as violent people, all the blame is on them. Why can’t this kind of injustice stop and the government instead establish innovative activities in Karamoja to develop the region? 

For instance, the disarmament process in karamoja, the government agreed on peaceful disarmament and the karimojong agreed to the process, but when the exercise begun, the process changed to brutality. People were treated brutality as they handed in the guns. When the warriors gave in the guns, they were still beaten and asked to give in another gun and sometimes the soldiers even destroyed the documents showing that they had already handed in the weapons, and they start demanding for another weapon. There was an Italian priest who was around one of the scene where the karimojong were being treated brutally and when he tried to intervene, the commander in charge ordered him to be taken away. The soldiers equally beat him and three days later, the soldiers murdered him on his way to Kampala because the government wished to hide the brutality inflicted on the Karimojong. The priest would have exposed the kind of torture the Karimojong community were facing in the hands of the merciless soldiers, and so what the soldiers did was to murder him.

The Karimojong live in dry and infertile areas where farming is not possible. The only fertile land in the region has been turned into forest, game reserves and national parks. How then do they expect they Karimojong to survive? Where is justice in this situation?

The Karimojong are even restricted from moving into other districts to graze their animals. It is their traditional culture to move seasonally to other areas where they can get water and pasture for their animals. The government promised to build Dams but up to now, it has failed to do this. The Karimojong are forbidden to go to other areas with their animals yet this restriction does not apply to all ethnic tribes in the country, violating Article 1 & 2, of UN Declaration on minorities and Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights ICCPR. 

Recommendations

1. The UN Working Group on Minorities should put pressure on the government of Uganda to protect the Karamoja people’s rights at all levels.

2. The Ugandan government should create jobs for the Karimojong for the development of Karamoja in order to reduce conflicts in the region.

3. The Government should remove the discriminative rules that have been given to the Karimojong not to enter other districts to graze their animals. The state should also get specialists to train the Karimojong on how to make hay for their animals so that their animals are able to survive within their territory.

4. The state should fulfil its promise to build dams for the karimojong so that they have adequate water resources. 

5. The Government should implement all the provisions of the UN Declaration on Minorities and other UN human rights treaties for all minority groups in Uganda.

Thank you.
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�  Special thanks goes to MRG for reaching down to the Karimojong who many people have neglected, stereotyping them as violent, primitive and yet, they have built a stable and equitable society. Let's together stand up and build Karamoja. It's a rich region with friendly people to people that accept them as people and respect their culture. Created by: Margaret Mercy Akongo, Coordinator, TIDO, Labwor County, Karamoja region. � HYPERLINK mailto:tedwii2002@yahoo.com ��tedwii2002@yahoo.com� Tel: 256 (0) 77 860529
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