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Lokwii Nakuro lives close to the town of Kotido. The old Karimojong women lost her husband during an attempted cattle raid, when he was shot in front of his hut. Photograph: Marc Hofer/Sipa Press Marc Hofer/Sipa Press Marc Hofer .


Lokwii Nakoru's husband was killed as he clambered out of his hut. The raiders came at one in the morning to the women's manyatta, a clutch of thatched structures huddled behind barricades of brushwood and thorn, outside the town of Kotido in the Karamoja region of north-east Uganda.

"The old man heard some noise outside," she explains, sitting close to a conical wickerwork granary, a rubber fanbelt worn as a necklace above her bare breasts. "As he came out of his hut he was shot dead."

Before the raid in March 2009, Nakoru's manyatta had surrendered two Kalashnikov assault rifles to the troops of the Ugandan People's Defence Force (UPDF). Nakoru does not disagree with disarmament in principle. However, she is convinced that if her community had still had its guns last year, her husband would be alive today. "I believe they would not have attacked," she said. "Our boys would have been out protecting the animals."

Karamoja, a rough, dry rectangle of almost 28,000 square kilometres buttressed against Kenya and Sudan, has long been bandit country. In the colonial period, the British authorities largely ignored the area. After independence in 1962, successive Ugandan regimes, distracted by insurrections elsewhere, took a similar attitude to the "Wild East", even as an influx of automatic weapons transformed the region's endemic cattle rustling into a much more violent undertaking.

Today, however, following the improvement of the security situation in the north of the country – where the Ugandan government fought a lengthy war against Joseph Kony's Lord's Resistance Army – both the administration in Kampala and foreign aid groups have shifted their attention to Karamoja.

They have met with both success and failure, and their experiences – in an area that has long functioned as a graveyard for good intentions – illustrate the need for outsiders to understand the mechanics of a conflict to avoid inadvertently making the situation worse. A failure to pursue a so-called "conflict-sensitive" approach can lead to deaths such as that of Lokwii Nakoru's husband.

"If you just analyse needs, you're missing the social dynamics, divisions and relationships that underpin what's going on in that society," explained Hesta Groenewald, the head of the Sudan and Great Lakes Programme for Saferworld, an NGO that works to prevent and reduce violent conflict. "You need to talk to communities, to get them involved in a way that strengthens peaceful relationships and helps to address tensions."

By far the most dramatic recent intervention in Karamoja is the disarmament effort implemented by the Uganda government, which began in 2001. At first the programme was ostensibly voluntary, but commanders later switched to forcible disarmament, running cordon and search operations out in the bush.

The Ugandan military claims it has recovered 29,000 weapons, and, according to Lieutenant Colonel Felix Kulayigye, an army spokesman, the number of soldiers who have lost their lives – 56 – is higher than the total number of Karamojong dead. However, local human rights group argue that UPDF used excessive force and that the civilian death toll is much higher. The fact that in wider Ugandan society the Karamojong have long been perceived as backward, wild and stubborn, and beholden to the cow and the gun, may have contributed to the behaviour of the army too.

But beyond the question of brutality, the UPDF intervention has shown a broader lack of sensitivity towards the workings of the conflict. The disarmament process was uneven, shattering the rough detente that saturation gun ownership created, and leaving villages that had surrendered their weapons vulnerable to those that had not.

"When we handed over our guns, other communities still had theirs," explained Karamojong youth Akonya Miling, squatting in the scrub outside Kotido, his forehead marked with the raised dimples of ritual scarification.

Foreigners have repeatedly voiced criticism of the behaviour of the Ugandan authorities. As one international researcher who has worked in the area puts it: "The biggest obstacles in Karamoja are the policies of the government." Yet, the experience of international organisations in the region – and the unintended consequences of their own interventions – is an equal indication of the importance of a conflict-sensitive approach.

The World Food Programme's experience is a particularly salutary one. The organisation has been active in Karamoja for four decades and by 2008, in the third year of a drought, was feeding 80% of the population. However, the huge operation was chaotic. The lists of recipients included non-existent "ghost names", distributions were mobbed, and even when the Karamojong received their rations, they risked being robbed on the way home. "In a way, food distribution made some of the beneficiaries targets," admitted Gilbert Buzu, the WFP's head of office in Kotido.

Realising the scale of the problem, the organisation radically overhauled its methods. It gave food to individual family groups rather than manyattas, purged the "ghost names", and introduced a "sensitisation" programme, talking to local communities to explain their intentions.

According to Buzu, the new methodology is successful. "The distributions are very calm," he explained. "There is no reported grabbing."

Advocates of conflict-sensitive approaches to development say it can be difficult for organisations to find internal political will to mount a "conflict analysis" before beginning an intervention. The process – which to be effective requires grassroots canvassing – takes time and money and is hard to justify in a funding climate increasingly focused on easily quantifiable results.

The lesson of Karamoja, where many well-intentioned efforts have gone awry, would seem to be that such investments are money well spent.

However, there is another moral too. There is now an abundance of NGO activity in the area. Many of the NGO workers – off the record at least – are starkly critical of the behaviour of the Ugandan government. Nonetheless, their head offices have allowed many of them to operate in Karamoja due to the reduction in violence – particularly road ambushes – that the UPDF has achieved.

So, paradoxically, the very presence of NGOs in Uganda's "Wild East" underlines the brutal efficacy of the government's security measures that these organisations  deplore.
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