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This newsletter is part of the Peace & Sports programme for "young warriors" in the Karamajong region in northeastern Uganda, in northern Kenya and in southern Sudan. 


Cattle theft, women and football shoes
By Sara Ketelaar

A series of courses for pastoralists from southern Sudan, northeastern Uganda and northwestern Kenya on conflict transformation and sport make up one part of the Peace & Sports programme. These training courses took place in January and April 2007. The first was held in Kakuma, Kenya, an area inhabited primarily by the Turkana, the second in Kuron, Sudan, an area with primarily Toposa. 

Young warriors

For the third training course we travelled with a few colleagues from Nairobi to Kotido in northeastern Uganda, a remote and arid area populated primarily by the Jie. The Jie are warriors who live in an arid, open plane. This makes them extra vulnerable to outside attacks, but they are used to living in this open plain and so are that much better prepared for possible attacks. What is worse is that they all too often participate in cattle raids on other ethnic groups in this area. When we arrived it was endlessly fascinating to meet the young warriors in full regalia. For them, stealing cattle from other villages is a current pastime and a source of income. These nomads migrate with their cattle in search of water and grassland. The young warriors need cows to pay the bride-price to the family of their future wife/wives. Sometimes they exchange the cows for 40 mules and 20 camels, an accepted bride-price among the Turkana. 

Women 

The women on the border of Sudan, Uganda and Kenya usually live with their youngest children in temporary settlements. In Kenya and Uganda they are called manyattas; in Sudan they are usually called tukuls. 

Out of the blue, three women arrived at the course in Kotido intended initially for young warriors. One of them was Isabella Atir, a Turkana from Lethea. She wore a magnificent necklace and a whole collection of beads on her head. It was exciting to see how she and the other women would be integrated in the group of men assembled for this course. Would they join in the football game? What with all those beads? 

In the end there was no problem; the women donned a 'Playing for Peace' shirt, football shorts and football shoes on the first day just like the men. Isabella Atir set aside her beads for the rest of the course. At first the women were ill at ease: there was a lot of laughter when they tried to walk in football shoes. But in a few hours it seemed as if they had been doing this all their lives. The women integrated successfully in this course. Because football is a modern sport and is not so well known to many participants, the male warriors just considered it normal for the women to take part in the sport part of the course. 

Women play an important role in cattle raids. They encourage their husbands and brothers to go on raids. The women criticise men who refuse and even call them cowards. They shower the men with beautiful songs and prepare special meals for those who leave. It is also a special custom for women to hide an egg. The egg must remain whole as sign than the men will return safely. When the warriors return with stolen cattle, the women once again praise them in song; horns are blown and there is dancing, roasting meat and gunshots. In short, there is a terrific party. Among the Turkana, warriors who kill an enemy are given a new name for the place where they killed the enemy. Painting the face and body, as the Jie and Toposa do, is a widespread custom. Every scar represents a dead enemy. There are also women who mark their faces and bodies with scars. This is a sign that their brother has taken part in a successful raid and has brought them cattle. When they return home empty-handed the manyattas are silent. The women play a role in conflict negotiations. They will have to be included in this programme if it is to contribute to reducing and stopping these violent and deadly cattle raids, as will the chiefs and diviners that bless the young warriors and encourage them to steal cattle so they can get their share. Women, chiefs and diviners will have to be included in this programme alongside the warriors. This is a programme that uses sports to bring people together and to build relations between hostile groups. 

Conflict analysis

The course in Kotido was a success. The participants were very enthusiastic. It was fine to see how sport can bring people closer together, although it did require a lot of groundwork ahead of time. In this course, the groundwork resulted in a comprehensive conflict analysis by the warriors and the other participants. Rarely were relations between neighbouring peoples good, even when they shared the same ancestors. Usually relations were dismal. A simple conflict chart that the participants drew up during the course shows the crucial importance of including the Dodoth in the programme. This group lives in northeastern Uganda just north of the Jie. 
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Conflict chart depicting good and poor relationships, Kotido workshop, April 2007
For instance, the Dodoth and the Didinga can act as intermediaries during meetings between Turkana and Toposa. Partner organisations carry out several strategically chosen activities based on a thorough and jointly drafted conflict analysis. 

Sport and peace work

Sport and peace work is an interesting combination. This was once again clear for all to see during this provisionally last course and meeting of different groups. The warriors were very good at football and were a match for the few, trained participants. The good part of the combination with sport as physical activity is that a 10-day course like this is a goal in itself. Playing games with one another ends in friendships; participants even forget everyday problems for a while. And beside that, sport is healthy, can contribute to coping with trauma and is good for morale. After intensive sports activity, the participants seem to deal more openly with one another in the theoretical session without coming to blows. In Kotido there were no tensions between the various ethnic groups, which was the case during the first course held in Kakuma.

The Ugandan army

We did have some trouble with the Uganda People's Defence Force (UPDF), the Ugandan army carrying out a disarmament exercise in this region. When we all went to visit the cattle market in Kotido, we saw shortly after leaving the market how thousands of pastoralists ran away when the army arrived. Our group was also prompted to run. We were told that the army regularly visited this market in search of weapons and that it sometimes used heavy weapons. A stray bullet can be fatal. Forcible disarmament is a serious matter. The Ugandan army is trying desperately to get this area under control. It does not hesitate to use violence against its own compatriots. Pastoralists know better than anyone else how to protect themselves against outside intruders. We had a lucky escape. 

Later that week we heard by chance about the Ugandan army's first positive contribution to disarmament. The Bokora tribe raided the Jie's cattle. The latter group, which is rather isolated in the region, had taken part in the course. Quite by chance, the Jie had raided the cattle of the Bokora on the same day. The two groups met on the way back home with the stolen cattle. The UPDF surrounded them and forced them to identify their own cattle. In the end the cattle thieves on both sides were disarmed and the cattle were returned to their rightful owners thanks to the UPDF's intervention. 

Close to God

We returned to Nairobi after ten days in Uganda. When we were on the airstrip in Kotido we saw the small Cessna plane that came to collect us take off once again and circle above our heads. Quite unexpectedly, two air gunships landed at that same time. These are enormous combat helicopters fitted with rockets. It was difficult to get a good look at these helicopters and their munitions because of the troops that kept a friendly, but very obtrusive eye on us. These helicopters, like the tanks that we saw crossing the parched desert of Kotido, were part of the UPDF's disarmament exercise. We depart hastily from the colleagues who came to see us off at the airstrip. We flew with Mission Aviation Federation (MAF), an international NGO that offers subsidised flights to remote areas to churches and NGOs in this territory. I asked Simon, the pilot, if I could sit in the co-pilot's seat. He hesitated, but agreed. First we prayed, and then we took off. It was an awesome experience to be in the front seat when taking off. With a lump in my throat I waved from the cockpit to our friends who remained behind. We flew from Kotido to Kampala. Along the way we passed gigantic Lake Kyoga, one of Africa's most important sources of water which pointed us toward the fountainhead of the Nile. I felt very close to God there in the air, while I thought about the experiences of the past week. I could see the Nile's meandering riverbed below right up to the time we passed safely through the hills to Kampala. 

For more information on the Peace & Sports programme and the organisations that participate in it, 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.
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