SEVENTY TIMES SEVEN

The Implementation and Impact of the Amnesty Law in Acholi

An assessment carried out by Acholi Religious Leaders' Peace Initiative, the Women's Desk of
Caritas Gulu and the Justice and Peace Commission of Gulu Archdiocese

“Then Peter went up to Jesus and said: “Lord, how often must

| forgive my brother if he wrongs me? As often as seven times?”
Jesus answered: "Not seven, | tell you, but seventy times seven."”
(Matthew 18:21-22)

"Because of that we ordained for the children of israhel that if

anyone killed a person not in retaliation of murder or to spend mischief

in the land it will be as if he killed all mankind and if any one saves a life it would be as if he saved all
manking.”

(Surah Maida 5 verse 32)
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INTRODUCTION

orking for peace in Acholiland
means working on many
different fronts simultaneously.

Although the challenges kept on changing
the last years have shown that especially
three topics have proven to be major
obstacles on the road to a lasting peace in
Norhern Uganda.

First, there is the issue of state to state
relations between Uganda and Sudan, This
issue has been addressed recently and
seems to be improving.

A second issue of concern and a major
obstacle for peace and normality has been
the internal displacement of hundreds of
thousands of people within the districts of
Gulu, Kitgum and Pader. In July 2001 Acholi
Religious Leaders' Peace Indiative (ARLPI)
and the Justice and Peace Commission of
Gulu Archdiocese {JPC) published a report entitied "Lef
My People Go" in which an orderly dismantling of the
displaced camps as a step forward to peace has been
advocated. Up 1o the moment of writing this new report,
however, almost hall a million people still languish in
appalling conditions in these camps, which despite many
official promises -often used for electoral campaign
purposes- arer slillin existence. The Government of
Uganda is still to come up with a clear plan which enables
the people to resettle according to thelr needs and
aspirations.

A third area to be given special attention is the one of
bullding relations between former combatants and the
communities, between former perpetrators and the
victims. it asks for amnesty, forgiveness and reconciliation.
While the current amnesty process seems -at first sight-
lo address this issue, many worries remain.

Countless open questions concerning the currrent
amnesly process in uganda have been the driving force
behind this research project. Who is responding lo the
Amnesty? Why are returnees so few in Acholl in
comparison, for instance, with West Nile? Are LRA
returnees mostly children or adults? Do abducted children
need to be granted Amnesty? What is the role and
responsibiity of the Amnesty Commission? Is it fiving up
10 the expectations? Where do returnees resettle? How
does a resettiement affects the hosting community? Who
is in charge of giving resettlement packages and what
should these packages consist 0f?

It has always bean the view of many organisations in

Archbishop John Baptist Odama leads a peace march in Gulu town
on December 2000.

Acholi, especially faith groups such as ARLPI, Caritas and
JPC, that a blanket Amnesty Is a very crucial instrument
in bringing a lasting peace to the region. However, two
and a half years after being passed by the Parliament of
Uganda, the effects of the implementation of the Amnesty
Actin Acholi are not very much in evidence. This becomes
even more obvious when compared with with West Nile
and, in a lesser degree, with Kasese. With this concern in
mind, ARLPI, the Justice and peace Commission of Gulu
Archdiccese as wall as the Women's Desk of Caritas Gulu
(WD) resolved in January 2002 to undertake a systematic
research o find out what is really happening on the ground.
We have been assisted in this task by other organisations,
particularly Quaker Peace and Social Witness (QPSW)
and Mennonite Central Committee (MCC).

This concern about the Amnesty’s weak implementation
in Acholi has grown in recent months as the UPDF has
launched a heavy military offensive. Coda-named “Iron
Fist," It was first publicised as a "rescue operation to liberate
the abducted children,” but has lately been described purely
as "destroying the LRA in South Sudan.” Army spokesman
Maj. Shaban Bantariza was on May 12th 2002 quoted by
The Monitor as saying that “apart from the children
produced by Kony and his commanders, the rest are all
combatants and there are no children to rescue”
Alongside this operation a number of ordinary people,
especially in camps outside Gulu, have been arrested by
the army as alleged rebel collaborators, and a number of
cases of forceful recruitment have been reported in Kitgum
As tension and {ear are on the rise, these events can only
reinforce the sense of grievance among the Acholi
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increase their anxieties aboul the government's strategies
within Sudan and close the door for any avenues of
dialogue and a peaceful resolution of the 16-year old
conllict, Itis difficult to see the relevance of the Amnesty
as a peacemaking ool in this context.

Much has been written in recen! years about the
experiences of “formerly abducted children,” This present
research does not intend to be a repetition of things that
have already been said, although inevitably some of our
findings may overiap with other FAC reports. Rather, we
have tnied to locus on the impiementation of the Amnesty
in Acholiland and how it is being felt on the ground.

We hope that our assesment will give a clear picture
of the current situation in regard to the implementation of
the Amnesty Law in the Nonh, It can help to reacjust
current efforts to broker a lasting peace and foster an
aimosphere of forgiveness and raconciiiation. At the same
1me we fear that if many of the critical issues named in

this report are not adequately addressed in time another
chance for peace will be lost.

We owe aknowledgement and thanks t¢ several
individuals and sources, Research was carried out by
ARLPI staff Kathryn Smith Derksen, Father Carlos
Locormoi, Sarah Akera, and volunteers Joseph Obwoc,
Emmanuel Okema and Amina Rajeb; Justice and Peace
Commission staff Bjorn Eser; Women's Desk/Caritas Gulu
staff Petra Hilgers, Pamela Obonyo, Lilian Kalokwera, and
volunteers Joan Kipwola, and Grace Arach. Quaker Peace
and Social Witness staff Harriet Akulu and Mennonite
Central Committe staff Daniel Smith Derksen also assisted.
These organizalions also contributed financially to the
printing of this repon, for which we are deeply gratetul.
Many volunteers such as LCls, ARLP| Peace Animators,
and JPC Paralegals and Community Based Volunteer
Counselors helped mobilise interviews which made our
research possible. We thank all those who cooperated

with us and gave of themselves, namely the returnees. ¢

Brief background to the amnesty
and its implementation

and the Government of Uganda, spearheaded by the

then Minister for the North Betty Bigombe, collapsed.
Following sevearal unsuccessful attempts to rekindle the
negotiations, both sides resumed fighting, with the armed
conllict escalating to unprecedented levels of violence and
brutality. Despite ever firmer calls by the people of Uganda,
particularly of the North, for a peaceful resolution to the
conflict and the enactment of a comprehensive amnesty,
the Government at first resisted this approach. When it
acceded to the idea of the amnesty, the first legislative
proposals, in 1998, followed the form of an earlier
prasidential pardon of 1987, which excluded certain serious
offences from the ambit of pardon. Support for the idea of
a blanket amnesty emanated {rom the communities
affected by conflict and therefore can be said to reflect the
aspirations for reconciliation of the victims of the conflict.
The insistence of the pecple won the day. Following cabinet
levei canvassing of popular opinion throughout the country,
and detailed representations from Northern Uganda, the
government accepted to consider proposals enacting a
comprehensive amnesty law based on the principle of
reconciliation. ARLPI contributed with its own proposals
10 the making of this law,

' n late 1993/early 1994, peace talks between the LRA

On the 7th December 1999, the Parliament of Uganda
passed the Amnesty Bill, which offered immunity from pros-
ecution to those who had engaged in armed rebellion
agamns! the Government since 26th January 1986, On
1 7th January 2000 the President assented to the bill and it
became law. However, the Amnesty Commission -the body

1o implement the law- was not officially appointed until July
2000, and it was only on 28th February 2001 that an ofiice
was opened in Gulu, followed by another office in Kitgum
in July 2001.

Other events from the last two and a half years which
contributed to the current political and social landscape in
Acholiland and which influence the issue of amnesty and
reconciliation are the following:

® Following the climate of euphoria which made many
believe that a peaceful end to the war was at hand after
the Uganda-Sudan peace agreement of 8th December
1999 and the passing of the Amnesty Bill the day before,
hopes suddenly collapsed after several hundred LRA
rebels came from Sudan and resumed attacks in North-
ern Uganda at the end of December 1999, Many seem to
have thought rather hopefully that as soon as the rebels
heard of the existence of the Amnesty it would be only a
matter of time before they came in big numbers to lay
down their arms, Against this background, a good number
of public figures -including Brig, James Kazini, at that time
UPDF chief of staf#f- made a number of derogatory state-
ments expressing that the Amnesty "would not work" or
that the only choice for ending the conflict was “to kill all
the rebels one by one untif they got finished."

® The Amnesty Commission was only appointed in
July 2000., Almost all the year past without eflects of the
Amnesty being feit on the ground in Northern Uganda. An
official report on the commission presented by its chair-
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man Justice PK, Onega to the Minister of Internal Attairs
in May 2001 gave the figure of 376 people (118 of whom
were people held in prison on Treason charges) as the
total of those who applied and benefited from the Am-
nesty, none of them trom Acholi, Two consultative groups
.the Gulu District Peace and Reconciliation Team and the
Kitgum Joint Forum for Peace- were started and they car-
ried out some work of sensitisation on the Amnesty.
Tnroughout its existence many complained that both
groups have been heavily politicised by Government offi-
clals

e During the whole of 2001, a number of LRA fight-
ars laid down their arms -125 according to the UPDF- ,
and this trend reached its peak during the montns of Oc-
tober and November. But figures were still low in com-
panson with West Nile and Kasese. Peace lalks with some
LRA officers in Pajule, brokered by Father Tarcisio
Pazzagiia and traditional chief Joseph Oywak, coliapsed
when a UPDF unit stormed the venue of the second round
of talks on 26th April 2001, a fact that was aimost silenced
by the Ugandan media. A golden chance was missed. On
ath June that year expectations were raised again after
the Gulu LC V Chairman met with a group of rebels led by
their commander Onen Kamdulu, However, despite the
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high publicity given 10 this fact and the pouring of lavish
resources, there was never a second meeting with the
rebels and by the end of July Onen Kamdulu returned to
Sudan and the LRA resumed attacks. In October 2001 a
sanior LAA commander came all the way from Sudan and
reported in Pajule Catholic Mission with 16 of his fighters,
a rather modest figure although it raised hopes that a rep-
etition of this scenario could make the Amnesty a suc-
cess.

® Since February 2002 up to the moment of writing
this report, the heavy UPDF deployment in Sudan (ten
thousand troops, according 1o official figures) and its all-
out offensive against the LRA seem to have silenced any-
body advocating for dialogue and reconcilfation and given
way o other voices. As an example of this attitude, presi-
dential adviser Maj. Kakooza Mutaale stated in January
that “the Government is not under any obligation 1o reset-
tle ex-rebels”. Advocates of the military solution -regarded
with much skepticism by members of the civil society in
Northern Uganda- have once again taken the upper hand.
We seem 10 have entered a new phase in which the Am-
nesty as a means to end the conflict in Acholi is not taken
seriously, or at most is loocked upon as a dream 100 dis-
tant to become true. ¢

Methodology of the research and observations

The aim of this study was to determine how returnees
are experiencing “coming back from the bush" and how
the Amnesty -two and a hall years after having been
passed by Pariiament- is being implemented In Acholi af-
ter two and a half years of its being passed by Parliament.
Theralore, our research focused an interviewing returnees
and their communities. A number of Institutions related to
the implementation of the Amnesly were also interviewed
10 seek their views and for the purpose of contrasting in-
farmation: The offices of the RDC of Gulu and Kitgum. 1ne
offices of the Amnesty Commission of Gulu, Kitgum and
Kampala, African Rights, the UPDF in Kitgum and Gulu
the European Union office in Kampaia, WFP, IOM and
several NGOs (GUSCO, CARITAS, World Vision, IRC,
KICWA) all were approached and interviewed. In accition
1a this, a desk survey was carried out to find out what the
Ugandan press has published during this period of time
about the Amnesty and its impiementation.

Several small teams of researchers carried out the re-
search during the months of February and March 2002,
All counties of Gulu, Kitgum and Pader Districts are re-
flecled in the research. Interviews with returnees and their
communities were conducted in the following towns/trad-
ing centras! camps:

e Gulu Gulu Town, Cwero, Amuru, Pabbo, Anaka,
Bungalira, Bobi, Opit, Koch Goma

e Kitgum: Kitgum Town, Omiya-Anyima, Palabek Kal,
Padibe

® Pader Pajule. Awere/Rackoko, Patongo, Lacekocot

Since the Amnesly Act became Law in January 2000,
e i el an thaes whn returned from the LRA since the

beginning of the year 2000. One hundred and eighty-four
returnees were interviewed: 25 in two small groups and
the remaining 159 in separate individual interviews. Some
who returned betore the year 2000 were also interviewed
for comparison purposes, and of these 16 were inter-
viewed individually All statistics in this report refer to the
184 who returned since January 2000 only, except for the
one seclion that specifically mentions pre-2000.

Community interviews were conducted in each place
that returnees were interviewed, and these were con-
ducted in groups. These community groups averaged in
size for a total of individuals involved in community inter-
views, Significant individuals from within the community -
including traditional chiefs, religious leaders, elders and
women leaders- were interviewed individually, totalling
eight. Therefore, Including incividuals responsible forin-
stitutions. the total number of persons interviewed equals:

Hetumnees from post-2000 184
Returnees {from pre-2000 16
17 community groups with total participants 317
Community individuals 8
Indviduals representing institutions 21
Total participants in research projec! 546

In the case oi the returnees and their communities, de-
spite the fact that we had foreseen some reluctance 10
share their offen very paintul stories, we found them very
willing to speak at length and disclose information, We
checked our information with two of the reception centres
and found a 50% rate of error in information concerning



stays in reception centras, confirming our suspicion that
refurnees were changing some details. There are several
reasons this high leve! of "error” could occur. First, records
may nol be maintained accurately at the receplion cen-
tras. Secondly, returnees were generally aware of our fo-
cus on posi-2000 returns, and might bend truth to qualify
themselves and increase their chances of getting assis!-
ance. And of course, returnees are fearful of what the
truth might bring them. Some women fudge dates of when
they were in the bush, when in the barracks and when in
the reception centres to hide the true identity of a baby’s
father.

In the case of institutions, the level of cooperation for
this research ranged from very cooperative 10 very unce-
operative. Even some institutions that committed them-
selves lo cooperation backed down when asked to live up
to the expectations or 1o comment on sensitive issues.
Generally, it was observed that the higher the rank of the
institution, the more elusive the answers. Some organisa-
lions which were very willing to cooperate and heip o as-
sess the current situation preferred not to comment on
sensilive issues, For instance, both the representatives of
the IOM and the UPDF, when asked about the signal that
the military offensive against the LRA in South Sudan was
sending out to the rebels, they preferred not to answer,

Information given by institutions was often hard to evalu-
ate, since in many cases it could hardly be differentiated
belween theory (we would like to do. .., in our propesal we
said that we would..., according o the implementation
calendar we should have...), and the actual work of the
institutions. A big gap between promises {school fees,
houses, resettlement packages, etc) and reality (not even
a cerlificate) was pointed aut by almost everyene inter-
viewed. For instance, one of the information forms avail-
able at the Amnesty Commission office giving details of
the different steps of the process specifies that before being
transported back to his/fher home, the reporter will be given
a number of resetllement items, including cash support.
Only 24 reporters in Acholi have so far been given some
kind of package.

All interviews to returnees and their communities were
conducted in Lwo, and then transiated into English for
compilation and writing purposes. The questionnaires
evolved during the process to better ask what was needed,
but the questions asked of the returnees centerad on these
areds

Motivation for coming out, experience of leaving the

r'
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Staying in barracks/reception centres
Reception and resettiement in the community
Support and obstacles during the process
Fears and needs for the future

he communitly questionnaire asked about:
Knowledge of the Amnesty Law
Reintegration of returnees and their families
Life in the community

Support and obstacles during the process
Needs for the future

—_

Questions asked to institutions varied depending on the

After making a daring escape this young man had to waik for
several days fromKony's camp in Sudan in arrived inKitgum suffer-
ing from several malnuirition and serious injuries on his feet. These
hard canditions account for the low number of LRA combatants
whe can respond to the Amnesty.

type of organisation, but they generally centered around
aspecls concerning the implementation of the Amnesty
Law, the difficulties to the process, their particular contri-
bution 1o it and their programmes to help returnees.

The questionnaires contained some specific, quanti-
tative questions such as “How long did you stay in the
barracks?” and "Were you treated well?” Many of the
questions were open-ended however, allowing interview-
eas to freely say what was on their mind, such as: "What
do you need 1o help with your re-integration?" Respond-
ents could give as many answers as they liked, and all
are recorded. While the first type of assessing was nec-
essary to generale data which allowed us to compare
answers, the second open-ended type of questions gave
the interviewees the chance 10 focus on areas of their
concern Percentages used throughout this report are

c_alculated using the raw data compiled from the ques-
tionnaires

‘ This report attempts to avoid terminology that could
judge or sensationalise those affected. We use the term
‘returnee” rather than "formerly abducted” or “rebel" to
refer 10 those who have spent time with the LRA, both for
child and adult, whether they were forced to join or joined
belleving in the cause. Forthe same reasons we use the
word "induction” to refer to the time spent with the LHA. ¢
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Profile of the returnees

mobilisation and Resettlemnent Team (DRT) of

fice from the Amnesty Commission of Gulu since
it was opened in April 2001 up to April 2002, the total
number of reporters in Acholi is 372, of which 243 are
listed as adults and 129 children. Although these official
data does not include details about their age, we very much
suspect that a good number (if not most) of those classi-
fied as "adults” were abducted when they were under 18
and became “aduits” during LRA captivity.

Acco:ding 1o official figures availed from the De

However, in a peace workshop organised by Kacoke
Madit (KM) on 4th April 2002 in Kitgum, commissioner
Wilson Lutara put the figure at 500 individuals. This project
has interviewed 184, or 37% of those returnees If we take
the more optimistic figure. From Gulu District, 52 were
interviewed, Kitgum 84 and Pader 48. Of those inter-
viewed, 73% were male and 27% were female. The age
at the time of interview ranged from 11 years to 58 years
old, Time spent with the LRA ranged from a tew days o
eleven years, with the age ol induction starting at the age
of eight years. The most common age of induction is 14
years, with the ages of 13-16 constituting 439% of those
interviewed. Thirty-four percent of returnees were inducted
tor four months or less, and those with the LRA for under
\wo years make up 70% of those inerviewed for this
project. See the graphs below for specifics.

Conclusions about the entire population of returnees
based on these figures should be drawn caretully, how-
ever. Firstly, when mobilising returnees for interview, it is
easier to find young people who have not been inducted
long than to find those who are older, displaced and fear-
ful because of a long history of being with the LRA. The
data shows that for those in the bush longest, their great-
est fear was being found and killed. This is a pertinent
finding, which unfortunately but predictably affected our
research. We put special effort into trying to find those
displaced from their communities and who fled to the
towns. Many of those are fearful 1o make themselves
known, aithough we did manage !o interview a few of
them. We did not try to find former combatants outside
of Achali.

Secondly, some of those that helped with mobilising
might have alsc inadvertently targeted returned children
rather than adults, simply because that group has been
the focus of so much research before, We believe that
there is a much higher number of adult returmees than
this study reflects. In fact, out of the total 372 reporters
who have passed through the DRT office in Gulu during
the last year, 243 are adults and 129 are children, ac-
cording to their own statistical data.

Age at Time of Induction I

Number Reported

| Years of Age
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Thidly, it should be noted that there was a very high
rate of relumees being pressured 1o join the Army (85%
of those asked who stayed in barracks), and we have been
able 1o interview mostly those retumees who declined.
Nevertheless, during the time of our research we have
met nine returnees who reported since October 2001 who
|oined the UPDF and are currently in Sudan fighting with
the Ugandan forces.

Lastly, although it is difficult 10 establish the number of
returnees who have re-joined the LRA after reporting and
spending some time back in their communities, there

seems to be an unspecified number of reporters who have
1aken this option, and at leas! six of the persons we inter-
viewed told us that they could seriously consider going
back 10 join the rebels if they found Iife 100 hard. Two of
the interviewees said that while they were in Sudan they
saw ten of their companions returning to Kony’'s camp a
few months after having escaped, and these same two
said that the first time they ever heard about the Amnesty
was lrom some of those who escaped from the LRA and
later re-joined the rebels. Even if the number is small, it
should not be underestimated and it remains a worrying
feature. ¢
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