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From outcasts to fellows : civic groups, local leaders 
transform LRA returnees 
It is a terrible ordeal to be taken captive by the Lord’s Resistance 
Army (LRA), the notorious rebel group from Uganda still surviving 
through violence and fear in the border areas of D.R. Congo, Central 
African Republic (CAR) and Sudan. For those who manage to escape, 
reintegrating into host communities can be another struggle in 
itself. This was certainly the case for abductees who came back to 
Gangura payam in Western Equatoria State, South Sudan.
“We were looked at as outcasts. Nobody wanted to associate with us. 
Even a simple ‘hello’ was out of the question,” John, a returnee, said. 
Feeling rejected, the returnees isolated themselves from the rest of 
the community. This led to tensions, as both sides were suspicious of 
each other.
Recognising that a permanent division would be damaging for the 
whole community, the Inter-Church Committee (ICC), a local civil 
society group, provided psychosocial support and held traditional 
peacebuilding ceremonies to help the returnees and other residents 
live together peacefully.

The power of testimonials
The ICC invited three returnees to give testimonial accounts of their 
life in the LRA to help the host community understand the misfortune 
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LRA returnees take part in a group mourning ceremony for those killed by the LRA in Gangura payam, Yambio county, Western 
Equatoria State, South Sudan. (Image courtesy of the Inter-Church Committee)
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they had experienced. It was a risky but necessary 
approach.
“I have killed many of my people in this village,” 
one of the returnees began. At first this 
triggered a lot of heckling from the listeners and 
tensions mounted.

Community reconciliation
“But this was surely against my will and better 
judgement,” the returnee further lamented 
to make the community forgive him. Several 
dignitaries attending the event backed him up, 
explaining that abductees carried out atrocities 
against their will. They included the Paramount 
Chief of Western Equatoria State Wilson Peni, 
Yambio County Commissioner John Kuze, ICC 
board member Bishop Samuel Peni and the 
Speaker of Western Equatoria State parliament 
Honorable James Bage.
Due to their positions of responsibility, their words 
carried weight and hit home with the audience. The 
heckling died down and the community seemed to 
empathise with the returnees.

Group mourning
In the Azande culture it is believed that when 
a loved one dies, relatives, friends and the 
community should organise a mourning 
ceremony. It is an opportunity to express sorrow 
for the departed and, in so doing, reduce the 
psychological pain that comes with the loss. In 
Gangura payam 500 people gathered to mourn 
106 victims of the LRA that were killed there.

Pika-atoro: ritual cleansing
At dawn an elder performed another Azande ritual, 
Pika-atoro. Soothing leaves, vegetables, mud from a 
nearby stream and slippery tree roots were soaked 
in water to make a solution which was smeared on 
the chest of the returnees and some eaten.
These and many other acts are performed to 
cleanse the returnees of bad omens that are 
believed to have followed them since their 
captivity with the LRA. They also reduce the guilt 
felt by the person who has killed or witnessed 
unspeakable brutality.
Later, the trunk of a banana tree is buried to 
symbolically represent those who died. “We must 
accept the fact that we shall never see these 
people again!” the elder bellows over the sound of 
grief-filled sobbing. This collective mourning helps 
people come out of their deep sorrow, let go of the 
pain and begin to hope for the future.
The ICC facilitates this process at the grassroots 
level with communities affected by the LRA. It has 
been used to help reduce the level of trauma, stigma 
and guilt experienced by returnees. It helps stabilise 
their minds and bring health to their bodies. 
One year after the death the mourning period is 
concluded with a traditional dance and celebration.
After the ritual most LRA returnees said they felt 
relieved since the host community was now able to 
understand their ordeal. Such grassroots initiatives 
play an important role in the long process of 
reconciliation and reintegration of LRA returnees. 

Welcome readers to the 14th edition of the VOP. In 
this issue we look at some of the initiatives being 
undertaken by civil society and individuals across 
the LRA affected areas to foster peace through 
the reconciliation of LRA returnees and their 
communities. I hope they inspire you to join in these 
community peacebuilding efforts in your area.
In South Sudan, we examine a series of rituals 
undertaken by LRA returnees to gain acceptance 
from their host communities. These rituals are 
designed to cleanse the returnees, offering them 
a new lease of life. From CAR we hear a similar 
story of a local NGO easing the reintegration of 
LRA returnees.
While in Uganda, we follow the story of two 
returnees who, despite their best efforts to 
reintegrate, still face stigma from community 

members who claim they do 
not belong. This rejection 
leads the returnees into 
a downward spiral of 
depression. We see what civil 
society can do to help.

In Isiro, DRC, police and locals 
have clashed after civil society urged citizens not 
to pay taxes in protest against the state’s poor level 
of service delivery. It is a testament to the strength 
of civil society’s voice and the power of collective 
action to demand citizens’ rights.

Enjoy the read, listen out for VOP programmes on 
local radio and remember to give us your feedback 
by phone, SMS or email.

Dixon Odur, Editor in Chief

Editorial
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CAR: From 4 to 11 May the transitional 
government organised a National Forum for 
Reconciliation in Bangui. Over 600 people 
representing diverse stakeholders debated 
how to end violence and bring political stability. 
Ten Seleka and anti-balaka factions agreed 
to disarm and release children. Participants 
also agreed on structures to promote national 
and local reconciliation. The government 
has since announced that the first round of 
presidential and legislative elections will be 
held on 18 October and the second in November. 
The process has already started with the 
demarcation of constituencies and a census.
The LRA continues its criminal acts in the 
southeast, stealing food and valuables such as 
cash, gold and diamonds. Hunters and fishermen 
have reported the presence of suspected LRA 
near Djemah and Derbissaka and since May it has 
increased its activity around Bria. LRA groups have 
attacked communities for supplies but sometimes 
negotiated with local chiefs and Seleka officers to 
take food without harming civilians.

South Sudan: Civil war rages on in many parts of 
the country. Fighting between government forces 
and rebel SPLA-In Opposition has been most 
intense in Upper Nile and Unity States, and in 
late April government forces also fought against 
a previously allied group of Shilluk ethnicity, 
causing some 14,000 Shilluk to flee. Kenyan 
President Uhuru Kenyatta has merged the IGAD-
led talks and the SPLM reunification process 
and brought former detainees back to Juba. But 
his meetings with President Kiir and SPLA-IO 
leader Riek Machar in late June bore no fruit. In 
addition smaller-scale fighting has broken out in 
Western Equatoria State (WES): in Mundri county 
Dinka have clashed with Mundari cattle keepers 
originally from Central Equatoria and in Maridi 
county Dinka cattle keepers have clashed with 
Azande self-defence groups known as ‘Arrow 
Boys’. Reported links to political leaders in Juba 
raise fears the national conflict is spreading to 
WES, which has so far escaped the violence.
DRC: In DRC the security situation remains 
tense especially in the East. The killing of more 

Regional Security Review: April-June 2015
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than 145 people in Beni, North 
Kivu province in the first three 
months of the year has moved 
the government to ramp up 
operations there against the 
Allied Democratic Forces 
(ADF), the Ugandan rebel group 
responsible. The government 
has brought in new troops 
and commanders, created a 
mechanism for civil-military 
collaboration and increased 
logistics support. The arrest 
of the group’s leader, Jamil 
Mukulu, in Tanzania at the end 
of April may weaken the group’s 
command and control while he is 
replaced, but could also provoke 
new attacks against civilians. 

In Ituri province the army and 
UN peacekeeping mission, 
MONUSCO, have collaborated 
well in fighting the Patriotic 
Resistance Forces of Ituri 
(Forces de Résistance Patriotique 
de l’Ituri, FRPI), a group 
claiming to fight against ethnic 
marginalisation but in reality 
seeks profit from natural 
resource extraction. 

In Haut and Bas Uele provinces, 
attacks by armed groups, 
principally the LRA and foreign 
poachers, have become more 
frequent in the last three months, compared to 
the first three of the year. Sightings of armed 
groups, ambushes, raids followed by theft and 
temporary abductions have been reported on 
the following axes: Dungu-Sambia, Dungu-Duru, 
Ngilima-Bangadi, Doruma-Banda, Faradje-Aba, 
to the north of Gwane near the CAR border and 
especially inside Garamba National Park. Most 
of the attacks in the park are by the LRA and 
foreign poachers thought to come from South 
Sudan or Sudan. In June park rangers and 
FARDC soldiers clashed with poachers, killing 
one and retrieving ivory. 191 registered incidents 
in this period have led to 6 deaths, one person 
wounded and 61 abducted, of which 18 were 
released a few hours later.

Uganda: Ugandan security forces claimed the 
arrest of Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) rebel 
leader, Jamil Mukulu, in April was a major step 
in efforts to dismantle the rebel group operating 
in DRC. But the group has continued to operate. 

On 30 June, unknown gunmen on a motorbike 
shot and killed Sheikh Ibrahim Hassan Kirya, 
spokesperson of the Kibuli Muslim faction in 
Kampala. He is the fourth prominent Muslim 
leader to be shot dead in seven months and the 
ninth to be murdered in the last two years. The 
killing raises fears among the Muslim community 
and the country at large of growing polarisation 
between the major faith groups.

As the 2016 presidential election draws closer, 
political tensions are rising. On 14 June Amama 
Mbabazi, former prime minister and once a 
close ally of President Museveni, announced 
his intention to vie for the presidency. His 
announcement sparked celebrations and 
demonstrations across the country. In early July 
he was briefly arrested for defying laws that 
prevented him promoting his candidacy. 

Suspected LRA members spotted in Garamba National Park, DRC. (Image courtesy 
of MONUSCO)

Rangers in Garamba National Park, DRC discover the carcass of an elephant whose 
tusks and genitals have been taken by poachers. (Image courtesy of CDJPR)
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Grace is in her late teens. Her belly is already 
growing with her third child. She sits against a 
wall in the village of Twolo in Amuru district, 
northern Uganda. When you catch her on a good 
day, she’ll tell you that she is happily married with 
plans of expanding her family. On a bad day - most 
days - she’ll look at you quizzically when you ask 
about her past life in the LRA. She says that she 
has moved on and does not want anything to do 
with the LRA. This former abductee vehemently 
denies any relation to the LRA and if you insist on 
questioning her, she will turn violent.
Stigmatisation of LRA abductees happens wherever 
the LRA has been, but nowhere more so than in 
the Acholi sub-region in northern Uganda. When 
communities label returnees with dehumanising 
names such as ‘killers’, ‘bush men’ and ‘evil spirits’, 
you won’t be surprised to find the likes of Grace 
preferring to disassociate themselves from their 
past, lest they face the wrath of the community. 

Returnees misunderstood
Douglas Olum is the chairperson of the 
Association for Ex-LRA Abductees and Survivors 

(ALRAS). He told the media in Gulu town that both 
community members and local leaders stigmatise 
returnees because they killed people while they 
were in captivity. He noted, however, that most 
people forget that abductors forced abductees to 
torture and kill civilians. They had to obey orders 
or risk being killed themselves.

Deeper pain
The stigmatisation of children born to women 
in LRA captivity is particularly harsh and has 
serious psychological consequences. Paul, a 
young man born in captivity, is clearly depressed. 
Sometimes he wishes he hadn’t been born at 
all. “When I’m at school, my friends tease me 
saying I’m the son of Kony. When I go home, 
my stepfather beats me, calling me all sorts of 
names. I feel I do not belong in this world.” 
If left untreated depression can have serious  
long-term consequences that can affect every 
aspect of the sufferer’s life. It can lead to 
addiction, reckless behaviour, relationship 
problems, poor school performance and poor 
health, even suicide.

Let’s talk about it: overcoming mental health 
problems in northern Uganda

LRA returnees in northern Uganda still face stigmatisation from host communities. (Image courtesy of rosebellkagumire.com)
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Congolese civil society takes on the taxman, and wins
Since the start of 2015 civil society and state 
authorities in Haut and Bas Uele provinces have 
been at loggerheads. Civil society leaders told 
the population not to pay their taxes because 
the government has failed to improve road 
connections with the rest of the country. Nor has 
central government handed down to the local 
government the tax revenues designated for this 
purpose, even though the population has been 
paying its dues year in year out.
On 22 June the standoff turned violent. Following 
a speech by the vice-governor in which he 
demanded the tax ban to be lifted, citizens clashed 
with security forces in Isiro, the provincial capital. 
The angered population vandalised the property of 
the security forces and tax collectors. The clashes 
led to the deaths of two policemen and four 
civilians, several wounded and the police station 
and its vehicles were damaged. In response 
central government sent 700 barrels of petrol 
with which to repair local roads. Engineers have 
already set to work 21 km from Niangara. 
In addition, following pressure by civil society 
on the authorities, extortion and corruption by 
military, police and administrative officers on local 
roads and in communities have markedly fallen. 
But the people still expect better.

Local Protection Committees keep up the 
good work
Congolese civil society organisations, VOP 
contributors SAIPED and CDJPR, have created 
21 local peace and protection committees 
in conflict-affected villages. These monitor 
insecurity, alert communities in case of attacks, 
sensitise and mobilise communities, resolve 
local conflicts and conduct advocacy. In addition 
the civil society organisations help victims of 
the LRA conflict. They provide psychosocial and 

humanitarian relief and help them reintegrate 
into their communities. 
In Faradje, advocacy by local protection 
committees using the VOP has seen traditional 
chiefs convene weekly security meetings with 
inhabitants. These in turn have helped improve the 
security of LRA returnees and displaced people.  
In Dungu, Mr. Charles Bwanangela is currently 
training 17 victims of armed groups in tailoring 
in a training centre organised by the Ueles 
Network of Women’s Organisations (Reseau 
des Organisations Feminines des Ueles, ROFU), 
another VOP contributor. The training centre also 
eases the social and economic reintegration of 
displaced people and LRA returnees who have 
returned to Dungu with nothing. 
Finally, these grassroots groups strengthen 
the capacity of local civil society leaders and 
structures to respond to communities’ problems 
and encourage the participation of women in 
political and public affairs and decision-making 
processes. Cumulatively these activities contribute 
to making a lasting positive change in this part of 
DRC torn apart by the LRA conflict.

Mr. Jean Bosco Agekputa, field assistant for local NGO 
SAIPED, was wounded in an LRA ambush on the Dungu-
Kpaika road, Haut-Uele, DRC on 23 June 2015. (Image 
courtesy of CDJPR)

Talking: the first step to treatment
Stigmatisation and depression often get swept 
under the carpet. But it’s high time we bring 
them out in the open so they can be widely 
acknowledged and addressed head-on.
In a recent study by major media houses in Gulu, 
out of over 120 returnees interviewed in Gulu 
and Amuru districts, more than half (54%) were 
suffering from depression, resulting mainly 
from stigmatisation. The study also noted that 

people suffering from depression do not have 
access to the mental healthcare they need. It 
recommended stronger psychosocial support for 
former abductees. 

Local civil society organisations have an 
important role to play, encouraging open 
discussion about these problems, changing 
community perceptions of abductees and 
providing psychosocial support to the likes of 
Grace and Paul.
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One stitch at a time: reintegration in CAR 
In southeast CAR, the Lord’s Resistance Army 
(LRA) has caused many frightened families 
and whole communities to leave their villages. 
Former abductees are also struggling to restart 
their lives. One of the biggest challenges they 
face is psychological trauma.
The Amen Cooperative (La Coopérative Amen, CO-
AMEN), a local Central African NGO, works with 
these people and host communities to ensure they 
find ways to overcome these personal and shared 
problems to live and work together. It conducts 
sensitisation campaigns to encourage LRA victims 
to take part in community activities.  
Mbolingba, a young girl, was captured by the LRA 
in Rafai and spent a year in captivity. During that 
time she gave birth to a baby boy. She managed to 
escape with her five-month-old son near Djemah 
where a family took her in and looked after her. 
It was here that the CO-AMEN sensitisation team 
visited her and invited her to take part in their 
group activities. 

Mbolingba was given new confidence to restart 
her life so that she can look after her child. Along 
with other young girls and with the support 
of CO-AMEN she learnt how to sew clothes. 
Mbolingba impressed her teacher and fellow 
students and won their respect. At the end of 
each lesson, one of the girls invited her to spend 
the day with her. 

She doesn’t want to return to her hometown of 
Rafai, where she thinks she has lost everything, 
but prefers to stay at Djemah with her new family. 

Mbolingba has now joined the CO-AMEN 
sensitisation team and helps other LRA victims, 
especially women returnees, to overcome their 
trauma, learn a trade, rebuild their lives and 
contribute to the development of the community.

Realising the critical role it played in the life 
of Mbolingba, CO-AMEN is now increasing 
the number of sensitisation meetings and the 
psychosocial activities for LRA victims.

Former LRA abductees take part in a tailoring training session in Djemah, CAR. (Image courtesy of Co-AMEN)
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The United Nations is under fire. Around the 
world its peace support operations have been 
criticised on various counts, not least for failing 
to fulfil their mandate. The UN mission in DRC 
has been called up for not protecting civilians 
and has faced popular protests, including in 
Dungu, Haut Uele province. In Mali, the UN has 
been the target of militia attacks. Its loss of 
neutrality has hindered its ability to protect. 
These uncomfortable realities are making  
policymakers at the highest level review the 
theory and practice of peace support operations.
Conciliation Resources (CR) and its partners have 
been contributing to the debate. CR is a London-
based peacebuilding NGO that works with civil 
society groups in conflict-affected areas including 
those that produce the VOP (see www.c-r.org). By 
strengthening these organisations and feeding 
their insights into policy debates, CR aims to 
shape more inclusive, legitimate and durable 
peace processes. 
In May, CR published “In New Light: protection 
of civilians, the Lord’s Resistance Army and the 
African Union Regional Task Force”. Drawing 
on the insights of local partners, the report 
assesses how the AU RTF mission deployed in 
DRC, South Sudan and CAR is affecting civilian 
security and well-being. The report recorded 
successes and shortcomings, especially the scant 
external oversight by the AU or other institutions. 
It also recommended that the mission deploy 
civilian protection officers so that it could better 
understand locals’ concerns and its intended and 
unintended impact on their lives.
Advocacy in Kampala, Addis Ababa, Juba, 
Kinshasa and Brussels focused the attention of 
troop contributing countries, the AU, US and EU 
on the need to close the gap between the mission 
and the people it is intended to protect.
CR staff also shared their experiences and 
thoughts with the High-Level Panel on UN Peace 
Operations and welcomes its report “Uniting 
our Strengths for Peace: Politics, Partnerships 
and People”. The report recommends that UN 

missions work closely with local communities 
“to monitor how the local people experience the 
impact of peace operations, to ensure the mission 
does no harm, and to design better protection 
strategies” (recommendation 39, page 10). These 
are sound words but pressure must be kept up to 
ensure they are followed with changes in practice.
Meanwhile CR has continued to strengthen the 
conflict analysis and advocacy skills of partner 
organisations. As a result they are better able 
to gather and articulate community needs to 
peacekeepers, security forces and local and 
national authorities. A training in Bangui in 
early July focused on interview techniques while 
another in Juba integrated local and national  
level conflict analysis. 
In August at a joint analysis workshop in Faradje, 
DRC, partners, local peace committees, state and 
traditional leaders, UN peacekeepers and security 
forces will develop shared analysis of insecurity 
and build consensus on how to mitigate the risks 
for civilians and tackle underlying drivers. 
Through this potent combination of high-level 
engagement with policymakers and direct support 
to community-level peacebuilders, Conciliation 
Resources and its partners are striving to shape 
more effective responses to conflict. 

Bringing peace operations closer to the people: 
Conciliation Resources and partners shape the debate

A soldier in the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), 
part of the African Union Regional Task Force (RTF), among 
residents in Ezo, South Sudan. The RTF has contributed to 
and undermined civilian protection. © Trevor Snapp/Corbis
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CAR  tatiana_viviane@yahoo.com
DRC  ernestsugule@yahoo.fr
South Sudan  frkumbomark@yahoo.com 

Uganda  dixon.odur@gmail.com
UK  ktumutegyereize@c-r.org

CAR 
Radio Zereda, Obo
Radio Berassa, Zemio
Radio Nyemuse, Djemah

DRC
RTK, Aru
Radio Rhino, Faradje
RTK, Dungu
Radio Bomoko, Dungu

South Sudan
Yambio FM

Uganda
Radio Maria, Gulu

We want to hear from you, so call in or SMS with your thoughts, questions and 
feedback or send us an email.

Tune in and tell us what you think
Listen out for VOP programmes on these radio stations: 

About The Voice of Peace
The Voice of Peace is a quarterly newsletter that 
provides grassroots reporting and analysis from 
conflict-affected areas of CAR, DRC, South Sudan 
and Uganda. It gives local civil society a voice 
on problems that have a profound impact on the 
lives of their communities and an opportunity to 
inform the solutions. 
It aims to increase understanding of conflict 
dynamics among those who live in these areas 
and national and international policymakers and 
demonstrate the essential role that local level 
initiatives play in resolving and preventing conflict. 
It is written and produced by civil society groups 
with support from Conciliation Resources, a UK-
based peacebuilding organisation. 

Contributing civil society organisations:
 3  Solidarité et Assistance Intégrale aux 
Personnes Démunies (SAIPED), DRC
 3  Commission Diocésaine de Justice, Paix et 
Réconciliation (CDJPR), DRC
 3  Réseau des Organisations Féminines des Uélés 
(ROFU), DRC
 3 Femme Homme Action Plus (FHAP), CAR
 3 La Coopérative Amen (CO-AMEN), CAR
 3 Inter Church Committee (ICC), South Sudan
 3  Self Help Women’s Development Association 
(SHWDA), South Sudan
 3  Justice and Peace Commission, Gulu (JPC-
Gulu), Uganda
 3  Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative 
(ARLPI), Uganda
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