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UGANDA

Indigenous peoples in Uganda include the traditional hunter/
gatherer Batwa and Benet communities and pastoralist groups 
such as the Karamojong. They are not recognized as indigenous 
by the government. 
 The Karamojong are transhumant pastoralists who live in 
the neglected Karamoja region of north-eastern Uganda. They 
number around 955,2451 people, out of a total population of ap-
proximately 26 million. The Benet, who number around 20,000 
people, also live in the north-eastern part of the country. They 
are former hunter/gatherers. The 6,700 or so Batwa who live 
primarily in the south-western region of Uganda are also former 
hunter/gatherers.2 They were dispossessed of their ancestral 
land when the Bwindi and Mgahinga forests were gazetted as 
national parks in 1991.3 
 The Constitution has no express protection for indigenous 
peoples but provides for affi rmative action in favour of margin-
alized groups. The Land Act of 1998 and the National Environ-
ment Statute of 1995 protect customary interests in land and 
traditional uses of forests. However these laws also authorize 
the government to exclude human activities in any forest area 
by declaring it a protected forest, thus nullifying the customary 
land rights of indigenous peoples.4 

Main developments in 2006

A landmark truce between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the 
government in an effort to bring an end to some 20 years of fighting in 
northern Uganda was signed in Juba, southern Sudan on 26 August 
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2006 and took effect on 29 August 2006. Rebels were given until 12 Sep-
tember to have safe passage to come out of hiding. Despite these efforts, 
fighting and rebel activity reportedly continued throughout late 2006 in 
some areas. While the national peace process moved forward, interna-
tional efforts to bring to justice the perpetrators of international war 
crimes and crimes against humanity continued in parallel. In May 2006, 
Interpol issued the first wanted persons notices on behalf of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC). Despite requests from the Ugandan gov-
ernment and some sectors of civil society that an amnesty be granted in 
order to facilitate the peace process, the ICC has insisted that LRA lead-
er Jospeh Kony and four other LRA leaders must face justice. 

Uganda also remained susceptible to the instability in neighbour-
ing DRC. In December 2006 between 12,000 – 20,000 people from east-
ern DRC entered south-west Uganda after fleeing fighting in the vola-
tile eastern province of North Kivu.

During 2006, the United Organization for Batwa Development in 
Uganda (UOBDU)5 continued its work for the Batwa, addressing land 
and housing issues, education and adult literacy, and income genera-
tion, including agricultural support activities. Many Batwa are still com-
pletely landless. Access to health, education and other social services is 
also extremely low among Batwa communities, and their housing con-
ditions are extremely dire and precarious, characterized by overcrowd-
ed makeshift huts of sticks and mud which leak when it rains and have 
no proper sanitation. Batwa childhood mortality is more than double 
that of the general population.6 The Batwa also suffer inordinately low 
rates of primary and secondary school attendance. In 2004, there were 
only five Batwa children in secondary school in the three districts of 
Kabale, Kanungu and Kisoro, where an estimated 70 percent of the Bat-
wa population in Uganda resides.7 In Kisoro, only 30 percent of Batwa 
children attend primary school, and in Kabale the figure is around 40 
percent.8 Ninety-eight percent of Batwa adults of working age living in 
south-west Uganda were reported to be unemployed in 2004.9 To sur-
vive, many Batwa work merely as casual labourers on the farms of 
neighbouring communities and receive as compensation only the right 
to stay on the landlord’s property, cultivate a small piece of his land and 
receive handouts of food and old clothing.10  
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UOBDU also launched a new legal and human rights programme 
in collaboration with the British NGO Forest Peoples’ Project (FPP), in 
order to increase the knowledge and use of legal and human rights 
norms and mechanisms to claim and defend indigenous rights. Com-
munity consultations were conducted in March and May 2006 on land 
rights issues, and the organisation began developing a land strategy 
that includes both the facilitation of private land acquisitions and ad-
vocacy initiatives with government agencies. In September 2006, UOB-
DU and FPP hosted a training session for Batwa representatives on 
national and international law and mechanisms and, in November 
2006, representatives from UOBDU attended FPP’s regional training 
on the African human rights system. 
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In November 2006, with the support of FPP, UOBDU participated 
for the first time at the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights, attending and delivering written and oral interventions to the 
Commission and its Working Group on Indigenous Populations/Com-
munities at the 40th Ordinary Session of the Commission. In collabora-
tion with FPP and IWGIA, UOBDU submitted a supplementary report 
to Uganda’s first periodic report to the African Commission, describ-
ing the situation of indigenous peoples in the country. This led the 
African Commission to direct specific questions about the Batwa to the 
Ugandan state delegation. 

In 2006, the Karamojong people experienced a number of negative 
state interventions. For instance, the Karamoja Integrated Disarma-
ment and Development Programme 2005-2008, which sought to pur-
sue a holistic bottom-up approach to disarmament, in which commu-
nities are participants in the entire disarmament process, was aban-
doned in 2006. It was abandoned soon after it was launched, when the 
main donor, DANIDA, pulled out citing frustration with the state. As 
a result, a punitive disarmament strategy was pursued by the state in 
2006, with consequent human rights violations meted against the Ka-
ramojong. The state also sought to appropriate the Pian Upe National 
Park through compulsory acquisition, without consulting the Karamo-
jong, an attempt that communities resisted successfully in particular 
through a campaign mounted by Advocates Coalition for Develop-
ment and Environment (ACODE), the East African Leadership Centre 
and the Karamoja Cultural Trust.

The Benet successfully prosecuted a law suit in 2005 against the 
Uganda government, where the High Court ruled that they were the 
“historical and indigenous inhabitants” of the land around Mt. Elgon 
and thus were entitled to “stay and carry out economic and agricul-
tural activities including developing the same undisturbed”. However, 
by 2006 the Benet had yet to enjoy the fruits of this judgement as the 
Uganda Wildlife Authority had not taken any action in compliance 
with the orders of the court.

The African Commission’s Working Group on Indigenous Popula-
tions / Communities conducted a country visit to Uganda in July 2006, 
and its final report on the visit is expected to be released in 2007. 
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In November 2006, the Ugandan Human Rights Commission was 
granted affiliate status at the African Commission on Human and Peo-
ples’ Rights, thereby opening the door for better collaboration and 
consistency between the work of the Commission and its Working 
Group on Indigenous Populations/Communities and that of Uganda’s 
national human rights institution.                  ❑
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