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NEWSLETTER

PLAYING FOR PEACE 

April 2007
This newsletter is part of the Peace & Sports programme for “young warriors” in the Karamojan region in northeastern Uganda, in northern Kenya and in southern Sudan. 

Cows and Kalashnikovs 

By Meindert Korevaar

From 27 March through 5 April we took part in the second course set up as part of the Peace & Sports programme. It was held in Kotido, Uganda, the home base for the Kotido Peace Initiative (KOPEIN), one of the 5 participants in the Peace & Sports programme. The goal of the course is to help Karamojan warriors think about how sports can be used to bring people together and to stimulate peace. 

Kotido is one of the last towns in the Karamojan regions where you can get the bus heading north from Uganda’s capital Kampala. There is little to see in Kotido beside the local cattle market, a few churches and a football field. Because it is located on the open plain, the wind blows up a goodly sandstorm for most of the day. Lonely Planet describes Kotido as a “… ‘wild east’ town, where the Karamoja dress in traditional clothes, and AK-47’s are as common as walking sticks and blankets”. There is apparently little to draw the tourist here. 

Kotido is, indeed, a kind of cowboy town where herdsmen (or pastoralists) from miles around come to trade their cows and goats. It is generally known that these herdsmen have modern weapons like Kalashnikovs (AK-47s). But you do not see people walking around with them in Kotido. Perhaps this is due to the ostentatious presence of the Ugandan army. Trucks and jeeps with ride back and forth with soldiers. We regularly see ultra-modern, heavily armed combat helicopters fly past. There is even the occasional tank. It seems as if Uganda is waging war in Kotido. And when you come down to it, that is just what it’s doing. 

The Ugandan government’s putting military forces in this region and the Peace & Sports programme are both responses to the same situation: the violence and unrest resulting from cattle raiding in the Karamojan region is getting out of hand. Young Karamojans more than others use their weapons to attack hostile population groups. Although these young warriors are primarily interested in cattle, the number of dead and wounded has grown in recent years. That is why the government in Kampala has decided that all pastoralists in the Karamojan region must turn in their weapons. And if they do not do so voluntarily, then the weapons will be taken from the inhabitants by force. If necessary, the army can do things the hard way. “Cordon and Search” is one notorious strategy that the army uses to disarm the herdsmen. When many people gather for ceremonies or festivities, the army surrounds them and then forcibly disarms them either with a volley of shots or bombing from a combat helicopter. Obviously there are many civilian casualties. 

After one such bombardment at the end of October 2006, Romano Longole, a driving force behind KOPEIN, and his colleague from the Kenyan development organisation LOKADO (Lokichogio Oropoi Kakuma Development Association), Augustine Kai Lopie, collected the wounded and counted the dead. A few months later, they were at it again. This time the army did not hesitate to cross the border with Kenya to sow death and destruction in a Turkana village. Beside numerous dead and wounded, many cattle were lost and houses and possessions were destroyed. LOKADO’s car was used to collect the dead and wounded and later to distribute food. 

The army’s efforts to increase security in the Karamojan region by forcible disarmament have hitherto had a contrary effect. The people in Kotido no longer dare to go out at night. A boy that we found lying in the street one morning shows why. The soldiers had given him a beating... . Owing to intimidation by the army and because the government is unable to protect its citizens against any violence, regardless of the origin, most warriors would  not even consider turning in their weapons. There is still a long way to go before pastoralists and especially young warriors in Karamoja will be disarmed.

Organisations like LOKADO and KOPEIN try to bring about peace and quiet in the region in another way. They set up Peace & Sports programme projects in various manyattas (villages). In using sports to bring people together, to give them information on the adverse affects of cattle raiding, and to offer young people a voice, these organisations try to shrink the distance between the various ethnic groups and so to reduce violent cattle raids. 

For more information on the Peace & Sports programme, KOPEIN, LOKADO or other participating organisations, visit IKV Pax Christi’s website. 

(www.peaceandsports.org )


The Peace & Sports programme is run in the Karamoja region in northern Kenya, northeastern Uganda and southern Sudan. The programme’s purpose is to reduce the violence that results from cattle raiding by young warriors; it uses sports as means for peacebuilding and reconciliation. 

Six of IKV Pax Christi’s partners participate in the Peace & Sports programme. In Sudan, the Catholic Dioceses of Torit (CDOT), emeritus bishop Taban’s Kuron Peace Village (HTPVK) and Pibor Development Association (PDA) in Boma lead the programme. In Kotido, Uganda the Kotido Peace Initiative (KOPEIN) is responsible for carrying out the programme; in Kakuma, Kenya the Lokichogio Oropoi Kakuma Development Association (LOKADO) fulfils this role. Seeds of Peace Africa (SOPA) International, with office in Nairobi, is in charge of overall coordination and support for the programme in conjunction with Sara Ketelaar and Meindert Korevaar from IKV Pax Christi Nederland. Intervida World Alliance (INWA) from Barcelona, Spain and IKV Pax Christi finance the Peace & Sports programme.

