Uganda’s Forgotten Children

Accountability and Social Torture:

What happened to the children
who returned from the Lord’s
Resistance Army?

This research was carried out
between 2004-6 and from 2012-
2018 working with some of the
children who returned from the
Lord’s Resistance Army. A large
number were never seen by
their families again, but more
than 20,000 returned through
aid financed reception centres,
such as GUSCO. Girls recruited
were given to LRA commanders
as wives, and a high proportion
returned with babies born in

the bush - who are now in

their teens or young adults.
While the conflict was ongoing
endeavours were made to reunite
the returned children with their
relatives, who were mostly living

in insecure displacement camps
in very difficult conditions. Once
left in the camps, relatively

few were subsequently visited,
even after the fighting ended in
2006. Thousands of vulnerable
children were largely left to their
own devices. The findings from
that work is being compared

to findings on reintegration in

the region. A key point made is
that implementing best practice
guidelines for relocating displaced
children with their immediate \
relatives in northern Uganda had
negative consequences. The
majority of those children who
passed through a reception centre
are now settled on ancestral

land, where they are commonly
abused because of their LRA
past.Those who returned as
babies, whose fathers’ were LRA
commanders, such as Dominic




Ongwen, Vincent Otto, or Joseph
Kony, often face open abuse. With
few exceptions, it is only those
who spent a long period with the
LRA, and who attained a rank,
who have managed to avoid such
experiences. They generally live in
urban and peri-urban locations,
and are the most likely to have
received some continued support
from NGO. In contrast, the vast
majority of the returned children
we have spent time with and
interviewed have been ignored.

- Melissa Parker, Tim Allen,
Dorothy Atim, Jacky Atingo

Charity Atukunda

Charity Atukunda is a visual artist,

passionate about drawing and
digital illustration. She spent her
formative years seeking out her
place as an artist, drawing on
visual fine arts, graphic novels
and animations for inspiration.
Charity’s work is always marked
by a conscious use of pattern,

symbolism and mythical allusions.

Her work often explores and
questions the ideas, beliefs and
systems that govern our lives.
She currently lives in Kampala,
Uganda.
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Between 2000 and 2004,
mare than 30,000 children
g were abducted by the

i Lord's Resistance Anmy (LRA).

These are Uﬁanda’s Forgotten
children,

Ihat happened when they

@'\\ carne bacw, and what place
ﬂlﬁ do they now hgwe;n Ugandan
4 society!

Northern Uganda hos been /
affected by war and conflict |
for decades. X

The LRA, led by Joseph Kony,
emerged in 1987 and enga A
in looting, vielence an:'gtﬁﬁ I~
forced recruitment of children
into their service.

wt 0% of the population) were & N
living in hundreds of internal B = -

By 2003, around 1.5 million g LT
(aga People ‘:"" 8‘—'{"1"'\..

displacement camps (IDPC), —_
often in appolling conditions.

X
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In their time with the LRA, many of the abducted
children experienced, witnessed or took part in
terrible violence and killing.




The reintegration of children
who esen the LRA was done
through reception centres,.

Daily life in the centers focused on

nutritional and medical needs, sports, "f‘-:-‘“?,

the arts, and vocational training.

Childrew were encouraged to for
about their time with the LRA.
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Reintegration focused on forgiveness.

e oS Not evergone felt thot . Some regarded their time with
the LEA  Exporince. Hha

aware of the answers their counsellors expected.
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e, o You are :
not responsible for g
the things have done |
s m?h é“:’”

e LRA.

os o positive experience. But everyone wos wel
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I will never forget Okello and Grace.
Both were borw in the bush with the
LRA and both returmed to a society
that did not went them...

ke they left the reception conter,
Okello am;rlw'.s mother Esther were
taken in by Esther's matermal uncle.

They were relieved.

At first, her uncle was welcoming.
He and his family enjoged the

ies that were given o Okello

and Esther as they left the centre.
Once these items were gone,

his attitude changed.

Jaret’s children, those bom in

grace faced similar dif fcwltios. the bush, were not welcome in
Her mother Janet married o rew man after her his home. Grace had to leave
time with the LRA. She seemed happy, but her and her own woy.

happiness came at o price,




Okella and his mother also I
left their uncle in search =
of a new home = the man had a total of 1 children,

Esther found another man,
Over a period 12 gears, she had 5 children
with him, But shé was one of 3 wives, and

Resources and her attention were stretched,

gret;l.tg;hems

and of bn'ni;u'ng cen back
from the” bush

sh mentality’

Our father is
wasting time t.ab'ng
care of you!

Your father died in children are refec

the bush, You will die
like your father!

Following his mother's advice,
Qkello tried to ignore the
hostile comments about een,

Fear of cen is part of why these
ted..




.Len is a spiritual pollution, a malevolent force
that emanates from these who have witressed or L

One doy, Esther came |
back from the market |
to find her son very |

distraught, |

1
| The following day, Okellg |
left for his ﬁrfﬁ:yar aunt’s |

home in Apaa. {
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said they would tell other

children at school to tie me

up and to throw me in the

river.. They said | should die

because | was bomm in the
bush.




| Attending school was difficult for Grace. |

| Her wncle was reluctant to pay her fees,

| At school, she was often made to feel |
like an outcast. |

 Perhaps to escope, |
she eloped with a young |
man at the age of 14,

The relationship did not go
well. Things went bad after he
found out she was K child from

the bush’...

to stay with the man.

With no one else to tum to, Grace decided

with women with similar experiences whe
Iived in her neighbourhood.

shared her story

...He storted to beat her bodlﬁ.

| ihile Grace was pregrant wit

his 2nd child, he took on
another wife and seemed
unwf.fn'mg te care for Grace

Accept your fate and stay quiet,
whgfe else will you gagu




Grace suffers from trowma.
As a young child in the bush,
she witnessed her babgsitter

being shot dead,

She alse witnessed
woren being beaten,
Now, she herself is being
beaten by her husband.

And she has nowhere to go.

Rejected, she has pinned her
hapes on her father, Dorminic She has a picture of him on
Gngmgn, h?.l}.'g 3 her pho i ﬁ.h;h'zr'ﬂ,?,
fmprisoenment i The Hague, _perhar' hope for a
She longs to be reunited better futore.
with him.




Our approach to reintegration
was overly simplistic,” with
devastating conseguences.

Seeing what has happened to
ngl‘.irace ond Okello..,

I camnot

the care we provided
has led to successful

f'nzegmtion,

Okello hopes to go o
school in Apaa, while also
helping tend his uncle’s lond.
But his uncle is unwilling to
pay school fees, and Okello
is forced to work long
hewurs for little poy.

Wby did we show so little interest in
following up on the welfare of these
wormen and children after they left us?

\ As

I realize their enduring distress is
not exceptional, There are countless
other wormen and children in similar

Situations,

Idith little to h{jpe for in
his future, Okello asks...

o

By
Wi
fuwre"gie?

! wish | cowld
take this boy back
into my womb
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