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GENERAL

This is the first report to be submitted by Uganda since the OPAC Report in 2008, very shortly after the activities of the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army in the country had ceased.  Eighteen years have since passed, but many of the issues under the Optional Protocol relate to the aftermath of the time of conflict.
ISSUES

Juvenile Recruitment

Large scale abductions of children stopped when the LRA ceased its operations in Uganda in 2006.
    In 2009, the final year that Uganda was included in her annual report to the Security Council, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General reported that the paramilitary Local Defence Units (LDUs) were being phased out, with their members either formally incorporated into the armed forces, or if too young, demobilised.
   Since these dates there have been no reports of child recruitment in Uganda into non-State armed groups, and armed conflict has consisted only of occasional cross-border raids from the DRC.  Two concerns remain: age verification for voluntary recruitment into the armed forces and the creation of new Local Defence Units, albeit within the structure of the armed forces.  

The State Report
 implies that the age verification issue has been largely resolved.  However any identity verification system is only as good as the information on which it is based, and in this respect, as admitted in para 41, the level of birth registration is still very low, a mere 11%, dropping to 9% in rural areas, where, as explained in para 42, the distances to be travelled in order to register births compound the disincentive effect of the cost of registration.  The result is that the poorest members of the population in remote rural areas, who are probably most prone to juvenile enlistment, are the least likely to have reliable proof of age.  In this respect, reports in recent years of the re-creation of Local Defence Units within the structure of the armed forces, at least sometimes with recruitment devolved to local communities on a “quota” basis
 are disturbing – although the minimum recruitment age still applies, the question arises of whether age verification procedures are as thorough as for normal military recruitment. .

The Concluding Issues on the OPAC report
 recommended that the Ugandan Human Rights Commission be given access without notice to military facilities for monitoring purposes.  It is not reported whether this has been implemented; although there is now less reason to suspect that cases of preventable juvenile recruitment might be revealed, this would still be a useful safeguard.

Criminalisation

The OPAC Concluding Observations recommended explicit criminalisation of the knowing recruitment of juveniles into the armed forces, in order not to “perpetuate an environment of impunity and lack of accountability among the Ugandan armed forces.” 
  There is no indication that such action has been taken.

There is also no explicit response to the recommendation
 that in no circumstances should amnesties cover child recruitment for participation in hostilities.  The State Report indicates that “The Amnesty Commission registered and assisted over 5,677 children that were involved in the Northern Uganda Conflict and government has dropped charges against children who were abducted by rebel forces.”
  It would be interesting to know whether any of the charges dropped related specifically to the abduction of children, or to any offences committed by the former abductee after turning the age of eighteen.   

Prosecutions 

Reference is made in the State Report
  to the “symbolic” ICC trial of Dominic Ongwen, a former child abductee on charges including of himself recruiting and using children in armed conflict Ongwen was subsequently found guilty on 62 counts and sentenced to 25 years imprisonment – the Court having found that his own victimisation justified a mitigation of what would otherwise have been a life sentence.  Both the conviction and the sentence were confirmed on appeal
 (ICC referneces)  A similar case against former child abductee Thomas Kwoleyo in the domestic courts resulted in a conviction on 13th August, 2024.
  However no information is given about how many other proceedings on such counts have been opened against former members of the LRA, nor is there any indication that prosecutions have been launched concerning recruitment of juveniles into the former LDUs, or disciplinary action taken regarding the incorporation into the armed forces of children rescued from the LRA or demobilised from LDUs.

Rehabilitation of  victims

It is estimated
 that “about 35,000 abducted children worked as sex slaves, spies, child soldiers, cooks or porters.”   As no other parties have been accused of abductions it is to be assumed that these were all in the LRA.   Information on the subsequent fate of this 35,000, all of whom must now be adults, is scanty.  We are told that most have now returned to Uganda – this presumably includes the 5,677 assisted by the Amnesty Commission – and that “ex-combatants and other captives” continue to return.  Only very small number can still be associated with the LRA, whose active strength by is now estimated at a mere 200 to 300.
  An unknown number must still be in the various other countries in which it operated – perhaps some have migrated towards the many other armed groups operating in the region.

For a clear understanding of the situation of returnees, it would be necessary to know the numbers returning by year of arrival, gender and age at the time of return, and similarly disaggregated figures for the numbers admitted to any rehabilitation programmes.  In particular the question arises of what rehabilitation assistance – if any – was available to former abductees who were over the age of eighteen by the time of return.

A separate category is that of children born to abductees while they were in the hands of the LRA.  It must be emphasised that these must account for almost all children now returning to Uganda or remaining in the custody of the LRA.  Presumably those now “returning” to Uganda include some who had themselves become directly involved in hostilities.  Does the UPDF Child Protection Unit now concern itself exclusively with such children?  What efforts are made not to separate them from their families?  Are efforts made to identify any other children arriving in Uganda who may have been recruited or used in armed conflicts elsewhere?

The State Report refers to considerable difficulties experienced by many former abductees, especially women and children, in re-integrating into the community.
   Perhaps in this respect the recommendation the OPAC conluding observations
 that care should be taken in the context of customary reconcilation programmes not to revictimise girl victims is relevant.   More information is needed, and indeed it would be helpful in monitoring the success of rehabilitation programmes to have information on the present situation of all who have passed through them.

There is a danger that the juvenile victims of recruitment into LDUs might be forgotten.  It would be useful to have some indication of their total number and subsequent fate.

Lack of response 

Apart from the specific issues covered above, it might be noted that no indication has been given of action taken in relation to the following recommendations in the OPAC Concluding Observations:

“13.  establish a central data collection system in order to identify the number of children who have been recruited or used in hostilities, as well as those children who are still abducted by military groups operating from beyond the border, those who have been released, rehabilitated and reintegrated into  their families and communities and those who continue service in the military.”  (reference has been made above to specific areas in which data is needed).
“29d. Ensure that all relevant laws, military codes, manuals and other military directives are in accordance with the provisions and the spirit of the Optional Protocol.
36.  adopt administrative procedures and a specific prohibition in its legislation with respect to the sale of arms and munitions when the final destination (end use) is a country where children are known to be, or may potentially be, recruited or used in hostilities.
SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

Juvenile Recruitment
The Committee notes that in recent years Local Defence Units have been created anew, within the structure of the armed forces, sometimes with recruitment being devolved to local communities.  Are the members of these units all clearly identified as members of the armed forces, and are they subject to equally stringent age-verification procedures as professional recruits?  Has unfettered access for UHRC to UPDF facilities (Para 15 of the OPAC Concluding Observations) for the identification of possible juvenile recruits now been assured?.

Criminalisation.  

The prosecution of Thomas Kwoleyo for charges including juvenile recruitment  has aroused particular attention as the defendant is himself a former victim of the practice.  How many other prosecutions have been launched with regard to the estimated 35,000 abductions  committed by the Lords Resistance Army?    Are any other former child soldiers liable to such prosecution?  Have any been spared prosecution because of their age at the time of the offence and/or former status of victim?  What efforts have been made to obtain the extradition of alleged perpetrators believed to be abroad?
 Have there been any prosecutions of persons for the recruitment of juveniles into former LDUs?(OPAC 23)   Have any investigations been made into allegations that children rescued from the LRA or demobilised from LDUs were subsequently incorporated in the UPDF, and what disciplinary action has resulted? (OPAC 21)  Has any action been taken to implement the recommendation (OPAC 29) that the knowing recruitment of juveniles into the armed forces be explicitly criminalised?  

Data (para 13 of the OPAC Concluding Observations):   

Please provide as much data as is possible, disaggregated by date of return, gender and age on return of former LRA abductees  who have returned to Uganda, on their subsequent  admission to rehabilitation programmes, and current situation.  

What is known of the current whereabouts and status of former abductees who have not returned?

How many children born to abductees while in the hands of the LRA have now come to Uganda?  How many have themselves been directly used in armed conflict?   Does the Child Protection Unit

of the UPDF now concern itself exclusively with such cases?  Are efforts made to identify any other children arriving in Uganda who may have been recruited or used in armed conflicts elsewhere?

How many juveniles are estimated to have been recruited into the former LDUs?  What is known of their subsequent fate?

Rehabilitation of  victims
What – if any – assistance with rehabilitation has been available to former abductees who were over the age of eighteen at the time of return to Uganda?

Para 224 of the State Report refers to considerable difficulties experienced by many former  abductees, especially women and children, in re-integrating into the community.   Please provide details of the nature of such difficulties, the possible causes, and any attempts methods which have been made to address them.
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