
The next food disaster in Karamoja will 
be worse - expected in early 2023. 

According to our estimates based on 
recent patterns and trends, this food 

security crisis is only four months 
away, when the lean season is 

expected to end. Some of these policy 
interventions are short term – needed 
now to avert what may be a disaster 

already in February 2023. 

 Livestock provides US$10.9 million in traction value 
alone to Karamoja crop farmers on an annual basis 
;and an annual contribution to the national GDP of 
US$444 (KRSU 2019). It continues to remain the 
biggest potential for the transformation of 
Karamoja, yet government interventions have fallen 
short of expectations of the largely pastoralist 
community. 

 Among others, the government must undertake the 
following to optimize Karamoja’s livestock-based 
food security systems:

• Invest in community-based & sensitive security 
services through the Ministry of Defense;

• MAAIF must take lead in investing in the livestock 
value chain through:

• Building community-based livestock diseases 
surveillance and response mechanism;

• Livestock fattening and market development; 
• Investing in milk and meat processing in the region;
• Vet product stores & laboratories – provided in 

partnership with the private sector

 Insecurity problems since 2019 interfered with Karamoja’s 
resilience, in particular its potential to convert livestock to 
household food through direct consumption or exchange. 
Moreover, the insecurity made it impossible to grow crops in 
many locations, resulting in reduction of total acreage and 
consequently low yields over four seasons. Dealing with insecurity 
means household stocks are safe, and that cropping is possible 
and the government needs to:

• Ensure enough resources are devoted to the  ongoing 
disarmament exercise, and that the UPDF and Uganda Police 
Service conducts it in a manner that mitigates exacerbation;

• And that the human rights institutions of government and 
non-state actors increase observation of the human rights 
problems related to the disarmament; 

• Commit to fund and initiate a dialogue process within Karamoja 
especially targeting young people, supported by local leaders and 
traditional leaders;

• The Ministry of Education must undertake consultations to devise 
and implement a context-specific and context-sensitive 
mechanism for compulsory universal primary education in 
Karamoja. 

1. Invest in the livestock value chain

 While it boasts an elaborate institutional arrangement, the Office 
of the Prime Minister is poorly prepared to deal with disasters, in 
particular in Karamoja. Where information has been provided by 
government’s partners in good time, the government has not 
used such early warning information to mitigate disasters. 

Investing in a multi-stakeholder bottom-up approach, the OPM 
needs to:

• OPM must develop and implement a mechanism for disaster 
surveillance and response;

• Establishment and functionalize the national disaster 
commission;

• Undertake diverse, context-specific and multi-pronged 
approaches to disaster-response for sustainable outcomes.

2. Improve disaster surveillance and response

3. Fix Security Issues

 Almost always, government and other stakeholders provide 
farm inputs to crop growers at a wrong time. In 2022, seeds 
have been distributed in September and October, which is 
obviously off-season. Crop growing in Karamoja could 
succeed, especially at its wetter zones in Nakapirpirit, Napak, 
Abim, Karenga, Kaabong and Kotido. 

 Here’s what government MUST do NOW to make sense of the 
sub region’s cropping potential – and enhance our sub region’s 
food cropping hopes:

• Revamp the Uganda National Meteorological Authority – and 
increase capacity to generate and disseminate quality 
information to communities to reduce climate-change related 
losses of crops;

• Investing through MAAIF, OPM into the mechanization of crop 
growing in Karamoja’s wetter regions especially by providing 
traction equipment;

• MAAIF, OPM, UN Agencies should provide farm inputs in a 
timely manner, especially in the month of February 2023.

4. Support food cropping – wherever possible

 KDF estimates Karamoja has lost over 800,000 livestock between 
2019 and 2022 to livestock raids, hemorrhaging the region of at least 
800 billion UGX in economic value. In the districts of the Kidepo 
basin, problem animals have further decimated thousands of acres 
of food crops worsening the food security situation in district of 
Abim, Kaabong, Karenga and Kotido. In nearly every district it is 
expected that without government intervention it will take 10 years 
for communities to restock to 2018 levels.

In consideration of the government’s mandate to protect, the need to 
avert recurrent food crises and the political commitment to combat 
household poverty, the government needs to urgently:

• Develop and implement a framework towards restocking of livestock 
while maintaining the necessary security conditions;

• Compensate through cash transfers households which lost crops to 
problem animals in the Kidepo basin and take measures to prevent 
recurrence in the 2023 season.

5. Undertake compensation of victims of cattle raids and problem animals

 With food scarcity imminent, food distribution at a 
reasonable scale is an inevitable option. In 2022, 
food scarcity and starvation found government 
flat-footed, without food reserves of its own, 
triggering a chaotic distribution of whatever food 
existed – as OPM emptied stores, witnessed by 
leaders and the press.  

 
 This urgently needed short term solution must 

focus on:
• Establishing and stocking a national food store. In 

the short term, use partner and government 
facilities in the region for storage;

• Apply crisis surveillance data to target those most 
in need, with the focus on elder-run households;

• Integrate food distribution with public works 

7. Prepare to equitably distribute food to stressed households

 Enormous differences exist between government 
commitments expressed in cabinet pronouncements 
and actual implementation, with very limited actual 
financing towards disaster responses. Moreover, 
responses have been seen to fall short of equitable 
response to the several disasters in Uganda – and 
often, to the disfavor of Karamoja. The OPM, having 
little financial capacity of its own to respond still relies 
heavily on Ministry of Finance and donor support to 
carry out its mandate.  

 Here’s how the government can walk the talk:
• Admit disasters have occurred, as a way to mobilize 

resources instead of focusing on deflection strategies; 
• Allocate resources towards the implementation of the 

Karamoja Integrated Development Plan III;
• Quickly establish transparent mechanisms to manage 

disaster – comprising of community representatives, 
victims, local government leaders and central 
government actors.

6. Show government commitment to combating household poverty
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Karamoja sub-region which lies 
in the northeastern part of the 
country, falls in a semi-arid ar-
ea, covering approximately 

27,900 square kilometers with a popu-
lation estimated at 1.6 million people.

Its inhabitants live in 11 different clus-
ters, eking a living through pastoralism, 
with sedentary farming as a backup.

A comprehensive look into Karamoja 
indicates that unlike other parts of the 
country, it purely relies on one rainy sea-
son.

 However, the failing season patterns, 
from 2020 down into 2022, presented 
one of the worst challenges ever wit-
nessed as people watched their ani-
mals die not only through raids, but al-
so due to the failed weather.

Its limited survival mechanism, al-
ways means during the worst of times, 
the people in Karamoja are at the mer-
cy of humanitarian agencies and the 
government which came to a test this 
year, as the majority of the people ran 
short of food.

According to Mr John Loumo, a civil 
society activist, it was a matter of time 
before the Karamoja experienced a 
food crisis.

  To Loumo, this year’s food crisis was 
foreseeable, and that timely response 
should have averted the human loss 
but the signs were underemphasized, 
and when everything was laid bare by 
the failed crops, coupled with insecuri-

It was a matter of time before Karamoja 
region would experience a food crisis
The months between 
February and July 2022 
presented the hardest 
time for Kotido, with an 
estimated death toll of 
700 people. And that 
is just one of the nine 
distrcts that make up 
Karamoja. 

ty that continues to whittle Karamoja, 
some people had already died.

“People were dying but there was to-
tal silence. It was only one or two lead-
ers from Karamoja who rang the alarm 
bells as it became clear that people 
were dying,” he states.

Mr Loumo asserts that the limited sur-
vival options for Karamoja and its un-
derdevelopment nature triggered back 
the old survival habits of raids, as it be-
came inevitable that those in authori-
ty were not arresting the hunger situa-
tion.

Fatalities  
With the country joining the rest of 

the world on October 16 to commemo-
rate World Food Day, under the theme 
“Safe Food today for healthy tomorrow,” 
a report by WFP,  Unicef indicates that 
the Karamoja sub-region this year reg-
istered 2,465 fatalities as a result of star-
vation.

The same report details that 518,000 
people who needed food assistance; 

428, 000 at a fair case level while 90,000 
were at an emergency level. As a result, 
91,600 children and 9,500 pregnant 
mothers became malnourished.

Mr Loumo says, the times have even 
been made worse by the replacement 
of Karamoja’s old seed bank with im-
proved cereal seeds, which are not com-
patible with the semi-arid climate.

“In the name of improved 
seeds, we have witnessed 
gardens fail,” he narrates.

Mr Mike Onyang Ki-
don, the Moroto dis-
trict service commis-
sion chairperson, 
notes that Karamo-
ja remains weighed 
down by poverty be-
cause of the drastic re-
duction in the number of 
animals. 

The people have turned to the 
vegetation cover for survival because of 
the prevailing lucrative charcoal busi-
ness.

A woman  in 
Rupa, Moroto 
District won-
dering where 
her next meal 
will come from 
.PHOTO SIMON 
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department report, indicates that on-
ly 23percent of the arable land in Tapac 
was put into use, 6 percent in Katikekile, 
24 percent in Nadunget and 47 percent 
in Rupa sub-counties.

Listening to Mr Jino Meri, the Kaabong 
district boss, it will be foolhardy to peek 
this year’s food shortages to the effects of 
drought, adding that failure by the gov-
ernment to arrest the insecurity robbed 
hundreds of animals which ideally have 
been the mainstay for Karamoja.

In Kaabong alone, over 50,000 animals, 
including cows, goats, and sheep have in 
the last two to three years been lost due 
to drought and raids.

 “This livestock is not the only source of 
wealth, but equally cushioned the Kara-
mojong people during times of crop fail-
ure,” Mr Meru says.

 To this day, Mr Meri says the Shs135b 
released as a contingency for the starv-
ing Karamoja people has not had any 
impact.

 “We only received a little fraction of 
food relief, which was handed to a small 
category of people”, he says.

 Mr Paul Kodet, the Napak District  
chairperson says although there is a 
semblance of ease after small harvests 
were registered, the food crisis left sever-
al families broken after the loss of their 
dear ones.

On record, Mr Kodet says, about 150 
people lost the battle to starvation as a 
result of failed crops. 

“There was intervention from the gov-
ernment, to the tune of Shs135b, but as 
a district, the relief that was delivered to 
us basically would only serve 640 per-
sons out of the over 163,000,”

At the height of the raids, the LC5 chair-
person, says, the cattle markets where 
locals would find grain to survive after 
the sale of their livestock, became even 
much-dreaded places to be as security 
forces would pounce on people during 
the search operations.
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 experts on how to avoid future food crises
 From the onset of 2022, the 

state of insecurity across the 
nine districts of Karamoja had 
degenerated from usual raids to 
a state of anarchy with several 
lives lost to gun-wielding warriors 
which in the process affected 
the agronomical communities 
that depend on farming and 
pastoralism. 

The net effect of insecurity has 
been, mothers can no longer visit 
their farmlands during the rainy 
spells.

Mr Mohammed Ismael, the 
Moroto Municipality mayor says 
it is sad to note that the killings 
have continued to water down 
the efforts by the government 
and other development partners 
aimed at bringing Karamoja to the 
same development level as the 
rest of Uganda.

To address the state of insecurity 
that has made accessibility to 
the green belts a nightmare, the 
mayor believes the government 
has to ensure that the security 
apparatus keep an eye on the 
porous border points where illicit 
guns pass.

Mr Mohammed says Nabuin 
Zardi, under National Agricultural 
Research Organization (NARO) 
which is based in Moroto, should 
take lead in the research of 
seed crops with genes that are 
adaptable to the semi-arid climate 
of Karamoja.

 “Everything about that research 
station is silent, yet the people 
need to have basics on the 
smart agricultural practices,” he 
explains.

Mr Ambrose Onoria, the 

RDC Kotido District says, as 
government, they continue 
to execute their mandate in 
returning peace and ensuring 
services reach the common 
Karimojong.

According to the Food and 
Agricultural Organisation country 
representative,  Mr Antonio 
Querido, to end the food crisis, 
there is a need to address the 
root causes of food insecurity and 
undernutrition in Karamoja.

To attain this shift, he says, 
intentional investments in 
strengthening early warning 
efforts at the national and 
community levels to capture 
real-time evidence to monitor 
an evolving risk with practical 
indicators should be put in place.

 “By doing so, trees have been de-
stroyed more than what the soil can re-
generate, so we are poised to have even 
worse weather patterns,” he explains.

Mr Kidon opines that as much as the 
drought could have had its toll on food 
security, the insecurity caused by raids 
aggravated the already fragile situation 
as communities couldn’t have access to 

the green belts.

Chairpersons cry out
The LC5 chairper-
sons assert that the 
relief aid from both 
government and hu-
manitarian agencies 
never reached the 
entire distressed pop-

ulation, adding that as 
the media coverage on 

the state of food insecurity 
fizzled out, government inter-

vention stopped.
Mr Paul Komol  Lote,  the Kotido Dis-

trict chairperson says though some 
harvest from the crops that were se-
verely damaged by drought has been 
made, that harvest will not last the test 
of time. He narrates that February to 
July 2022 presented the hardest time 
for Kotido, with an estimated death toll 
of 700 people.

Mr Robert Kennedy Okuda, the Koti-
do District production officer indicates 
that out of the 165,466 inhabitants of 
the Kotido district, half barely had a 
meal daily. 

He says in the period between Janu-
ary and August 2022, about 77 percent 
of the people needed relief.

 According to Mr Okuda, a series of 
factors ranging from skyrocketing pric-
es, insecurity, and the fall armyworms 
activated the food crisis.

The annual report on the agricultur-
al performance of the Moroto district 
shows that much of the arable land in 
the district remained underutilized 
due to poor rain patterns and insecu-
rity.

Dr Francis Inangolet Olaki, the Mo-
roto district production officer, in his 

91,600
children 

who became 
malnourished 


