June 2, 2004  

The President George W. Bush

The White House

Washington, DC  20500

Dear Mr. President:

We applaud your invitation to the leaders of six African countries to meet with the G-8 at Sea Island, Georgia.  It is a significant step toward placing the challenge of development in Africa on the agenda of the developed world.  The topics you propose to discuss are critical for the future of Africa as a whole.

We write with particular concern for the situation in Uganda.  During your meetings with President Museveni, we urge you to raise the humanitarian crisis in northern Uganda.  Over the past 18 years, there has been a severe deterioration in the humanitarian situation in northern Uganda because of continued conflict between the Government of Uganda and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA).  More than 1.5 million people, the majority of whom are women and children, have been uprooted from their homes.

As the LRA continues its brutal quest to overthrow the Government of Uganda, one of its most deplorable tactics has been to abduct children to serve as soldiers in their ranks.  It is estimated that over 80 percent of the LRA is made up of children.  More than 20,000 children have been abducted over the course of the conflict.  Between June 2002 and May 2003, at least 10,000 children were abducted.  Children abducted by the LRA are forced into hard labor, sexual slavery, and armed combat; they are cruelly treated and live in constant fear for their lives.
Fear of abduction by the LRA has caused children from rural areas to flee their homes at night and travel miles by foot to town centers to sleep in bus stations, churches, storefronts, and on the streets.  An estimated 50,000 “night commuters” make this journey every night and return home at dawn – ripping apart their families and communities.  For women and girls this journey is especially perilous because, while traveling at night, they are vulnerable to harassment and rape.  At least 80 percent of the population of the affected sub-region has been displaced and many were moved by the Ugandan Government into internal refugee camps that often lack food, clean water, sanitation, and a basic level of healthcare and education. These camps are frequent targets for LRA attacks.  

Incidents of abduction and civilian attacks by the LRA have increased since the 2002 launch of  "Operation Iron Fist," a military campaign by President Museveni’s Government aimed at permanently eradicating the LRA.  This campaign has been devastating for the people of northern Uganda.  It has tripled the number of displaced people from 500,000 to its current toll of over 1.5 million.  

The death and suffering in the north threaten to unravel the gains that President Museveni’s government has achieved in the southern part of the country, notably in reducing HIV/AIDS and lowering poverty rates.  The United States has been generous in supporting these initiatives.  Perhaps as important for the United States, this conflict threatens to undermine and destroy the fragile stability that has been achieved in most of Uganda since President Museveni’s accession to power, and in turn to destabilize an already turbulent part of Africa.   It is therefore all the more appropriate that you urge President Museveni to take steps that will address the needs of the north and thereby preserve his legacy of achievement.

A series of three inter-connected processes is required:

First, all parties must recognize that there is no purely military solution to this conflict.  President Museveni is to be commended for his recently stated willingness to seek a peaceful resolution with the LRA.  He should continue on that course and include leaders of the Acholi community, the largest group in the north, in this dialog. He should be encouraged to adopt a long-term approach, and avoid the use of ultimatums and deadlines.

Second, President Museveni should invite international human rights and military monitors into the northern and eastern areas, to ensure civilian protection.  Of particular concern are children, “night commuters”, and displaced women.  Even though the most egregious human rights violations are being made by the LRA, such monitors should also be authorized to investigate human rights allegations made against the Ugandan People’s Defense Force. This will help correct the common perception among many people in northern Uganda that the government is biased against them.

Third, the Ugandan government with help from the United States and others should plan now for a reconciliation process and the restoration of law and order in the north so that displaced people who return to their homes can be integrated into their communities and assisted with reconstruction in a secure environment.

Again, Mr. President, we commend you for inviting the leaders of six African countries to the G-8 meeting, and we wish you a successful summit, including a constructive session with President Museveni.
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cc: Dr. Condoleezza Rice, National Security Advisor

      Honorable Colin Powell, Secretary of State
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