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1. Introduction

The civil war between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the National Resistance
Army (NRA) has remained fresh in the minds and hearts of people because it was
one of the most ruthless civil wars fought in Uganda. The LRA insurgency began in
1988 with the goal of overthrowing President Yoweri Museveni’s government. This
longest-running brutal war resulted in one of the worst humanitarian crises in the
world. The LRA planned to rule Uganda based on the Ten Commandments, which
was immediately rejected by the larger Ugandan community. This caused the LRA to
lose support and in retaliation turned their wrath on innocent civilians, especially the
Acholi ethnic group and later the neighbouring Madi, Lango and the Teso. The LRA
committed widespread human rights violations including the massacre of unarmed
civilians, torture, abduction of civilians, the use of child soldiers, rape, mutilation, and
slavery allegedly as a punishment for reporting on LRA activities to government sol-
diers (Branch, 2005; Dolan, 2009; Laker, 2019).

The LRA abducted more than 20,000 children and killed an estimated number of
100,000 civilians and more than 1.8 million civilians were displaced and most of them
were conscripted in Internal Displaced Peoples Camps (IDPs). During this period,
Uganda was hosting a significant refugee population in the western and northern re-
gions, estimated by UNHCR to be over 162,000 mainly from the Democratic Republic
of Congo and Sudan. The central and northern regions of Uganda were hit by floods,
affecting an estimated 50,000 households or over 300,000 individuals. There were
periodic outbreaks of epidemics, including hepatitis E, cholera, meningitis and Ebola
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(Steets & Griinewald, 2010). In addition, north-eastern Uganda was regularly affected
by drought, and Karimojong cattle raids regularly wreaked havoc in neighbouring
districts, adding to the already exhibiting crisis (Esuruku, 2011; IDMC, 2008).

At the peak of the civil war, the Acholi cultural leaders, religious leaders and peace-
building organisations mobilised themselves to talk to the communities about peace,
reconciliation, and development. Radio Mega in the heart of Gulu became the ful-
crum of such initiatives. They turned to the radio so that they could be heard near and
far away by the fighting forces, government, and international organisations. North-
ern Uganda was isolated; there were no local newspapers and the organisations that
could afford to buy newspapers would wait for a full week for it to be delivered to
them. The only way of reaching the population was through Radio Mega as well as
Radio Uganda which was received in most parts of the country. Since the launch of
Radio Mega, the civil war in Northern Uganda became visible and attracted the atten-
tion of the international community to its resolve.

This paper attempts to recount the open-ended, ad hoc anti-war activism conduct-
ed in Northern Uganda in order to find a solution to the deadly war. The main fo-
cus of the paper is the Dwog Cen Paco (“Come Back Home”), Lok Atyer Kamaleng
(“Straight talk”), and Teyat (“Stakeholders Dialogues”) programmes of the commu-
nity-based radio called Mega FM during the height of the brutal war as well as the
post-war period in the sub-region. The main focus of the paper is the open-ended,
ad hoc anti-war strategies which called on LRA members to abandon the rebellion
and give themselves up for amnesty. The article also focuses on post-war develop-
ment and peacebuilding programmes addressed through Radio Mega. This research
highlights the importance of community-led initiatives in peacebuilding, challenging
top-down approaches. It explores the role of community radios in promoting peace,
demonstrating the potential of local media in conflict transformation. The study em-
phasises the importance of amplifying local voices and agencies in peacebuilding and
development. It provides insights into the specific context of Northern Uganda, high-
lighting the need for context-sensitive peacebuilding approaches. Through focusing
on community radios, this research highlights alternative forms of peacebuilding be-
yond traditional state-centric approaches. It contributes to understanding the role of
community radios in empowering local communities and promoting social change.

2. Socio-political Context of Northern Uganda

Northern Uganda has experienced over two decades of virulent armed conflict be-
tween the Government of Uganda (GoU) and the LRA which mainly affected Acholi,
Lango, Teso and West Nile. The other rebel groups that have operated before in dif-
ferent parts of Northern Uganda include the West Nile Bank Front (WNBF), Uganda
National Rescue Front (UNRF) and the Uganda People’s Army (UPA) in Teso. In Kar-
amoja subregion, inter-clan and inter-tribal armed cattle raids which spread to other
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neighbouring subregions have also resulted in insecurity, deaths, and low develop-
ment (Esuruku, 2011). The mayhem caused by the LRA and the National Resistance
Army (NRA) resulted in the total destruction and retardation of the Northern Ugan-
da region and more specifically Acholi sub-region and the neighbouring districts of
Apac, Lira, Katakwi and Soroti. More than 1.8 million people were forced into Inter-
nally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps throughout Northern Uganda - including parts
of West Nile - as well as in eastern Uganda for more than two decades. Women and
young girls were abducted and taken as wives and sex slaves for the LRA command-
ers. Some of the serious crimes widely documented are murders, abductions, forced
marriage, sexual assault, and horrific mutilations such as amputating limbs, cutting
off ears, noses and lips (Esuruku, 2011; Pham et al., 2007; LRP, 2004).

At the root of this conflict lie issues of inequality, exclusion from state mechanism and
development opportunities, which have marginalised a large proportion of vulnerable
groups in the northern region (Lomo & Hovil 2004). Explanations for the conflict are
complex and intertwined and go back to Uganda’s colonial history; a tradition of po-
litical mobilisation along ethnic and regional lines since independence; and the LRA’s
religion- and identity-driven agenda (Allen & Schomerus, 2006; Behrend, 1999). Inse-
curity in the Karamoja sub-region was partly rooted in the proliferation of small arms
and the problematic disarmament programmes have partly hampered administration
of central government services — factors that have resulted in a chronic breakdown of
law and order and underdevelopment of the region (Esuruku, 2019).

Since the signing of the cessation of hostilities between the GoU and the LRA in 2006,
relative peace has returned to Northern Uganda, and nearly all the formerly internally
displaced persons have returned to their home areas and are rebuilding their lives.
However, new dimensions of insecurities have continued to manifest themselves in
different ways and many communities in Northern Uganda appear to be in a state of
overt conflict. This frequently manifests itself in the form of collisions between com-
munities and government officials, violent community disputes over land and wide-
spread sexual and gender-based violence (Esuruku, 2019). The legacies of the civil
conflict, driven by new and long-standing grievances such as the perceived historic
marginalisation of Northern Uganda and a weak sense of national identity keep the
communities in Northern Uganda in a state of latent conflict where trigger events can
lead to a rapid escalation of violence. There is deep-seated anger about the pervasive
impunity during the over two decades of armed conflict for the numerous cases of
crimes against humanity and war crimes, as well as torture, extrajudicial executions
and enforced disappearances by the LRA and the government forces (Esuruku, 2019).

Today, Northern Uganda is relatively peaceful, and the war-affected communities are
rebuilding their lives. Although the armed conflict has come to an end, hostilities con-
tinue to explode into violence intermittently derailing the gains made in post-conflict
recovery, development and peacebuilding. Conflict drivers such as land grabbing and
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rivalry over natural resources affect the region. Many of the grievances that led to the
outbreak of the civil conflict in the past continue to be raised by community leaders
today (Esuruku, 2019). Politically engineered violent clashes over land are common
in Northern Uganda and the most recent was in Apaa in Adjumani district that left
6 people dead, 3 critically injured, and over 200 houses burned. The area is also af-
flicted by a decade-long dispute between the government and the communities dur-
ing which authorities have forcibly evicted communities who were settled in the East
Madi Wildlife Game Reserve (HRW, 2023).

The aftermath of displacement and resettlement, psychological trauma, reintegration
of former combatants, children born in captivity, land conflicts and sexual and gen-
der-based violence (SGBV) continue to worry communities. The region is afflicted by
unexplained severe neurological disorder that manifests as seizures, head nodding,
cognitive impairment, multiple disabilities and affects only children called nodding
syndrome. The region further exhibits the lowest indicators in the country in terms of
poverty, economic and social opportunities, and human development (UNDP, 2015).
Poverty rates in Northern Uganda are far higher than those in the rest of the country,
while key development indicators such as infant mortality, maternal health, or the
incidence of Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome
(HIV/AIDS) also remain significantly worse in the Northern Uganda (GoU, 2014).
Poverty breeds despair, disgruntlement, and potential conflict, especially if coupled
with a sense of deliberate marginalisation and neglect when others within the country
are becoming wealthier. This dynamic is often dangerously manipulated by commu-
nity and political leaders to strengthen their support base.

Currently, Northern Uganda is the largest refugee-hosting region in Uganda. The re-
gion has closed to 30 refugee settlements mainly in the West Nile and other parts of
the region. This unprecedented mass influx of refugees in the region has put enor-
mous pressure on resources, particularly land, basic services, the capacity of human-
itarian and development partners to respond to the crisis, and the ability to maintain
Uganda’s generous good practice refugee policy. The local communities hosting ref-
ugees are themselves in a precarious socioeconomic situation, impacted by food in-
security and malnutrition, suffering from limited access to basic social services and
economic infrastructure, as well as scarce livelihood opportunities (UNHCR, 2017).
The presence of refugees has exacerbated the situation of host communities by in-
creasing competition over limited social services, livelihood opportunities, and nat-
ural resources.

In order to address the specific reconstruction and recovery needs of conflict-affected
Northern Uganda the GoU and Development Partners over the last 12 years imple-
mented the Peace Recovery and Development Plan (PRDP 1, 2, and 3) and other special
programmes. These development programmes include the Development Initiative for
Northern Uganda (DINU), Operation Wealth Creation (OWC), Project for the Resto-
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ration of Livelihoods in the Northern Region (PRELNOR), Northern Uganda Social Ac-
tion Fund (NUSAF), The Social Assistance Grants for Empowerment (SAGE) Scheme,
The Regional Pastoral Livelihoods Resilience Project (RPLRP) and Refugee Settlement
Transformative Agenda (STA) and Refugee and Host Population Empowerment (Re-
HoPE) in refugee-hosting districts.

However, there are challenges regarding the implementation of the development pro-
grammes, especially the PRDP. The ‘one-size-fits all’ approach is blind to the hetero-
geneity of the war-affected region. For example, even the clustering of the districts
in the PRDP region into three mutually exclusive sub-regions suffers from the same
defects.' The impact of the civil war was felt differently by communities in Northern
Uganda. For example, in Acholi sub-region, which is the epicentre of the conflict, has
an exceptional case of nodding disease syndrome. It is also important to note that the
government’s efforts to rebuild the region through development programmes such as
NURP, NUSAF and PRDP were driven by elite socioeconomic and political interests
and succumbed to massive corruption.

3. Theorising Peacebuilding and Post-war Recovery

This study has adopted everyday peace to understand how collective norms and the
use of radio programmes resulted in effective sanctions on the warring groups and
the realisation of peace in Northern Uganda. Everyday peace refers to the practices
and norms deployed by individuals and groups in deeply divided societies to avoid
and minimise conflict and awkward situations at both inter- and intragroup levels
(Mac Ginty, 2014; Richmond & Mitchell, 2011; Chandler, 2014). In this sense, everyday
peace can be conflict-calming, providing enough social glue to prevent society from
tipping from sustained tension to all-out war (Mac Ginty, 2014). However, everyday
peace activities can also be conflict-provoking, especially when members of a group
find the contact cross-community threatening (Mac Ginty, 2014; Mac Ginty & Rich-
mond, 2013). In the case of war in Northern Uganda, when the Dwog Cen Paco pro-
gramme was introduced on Radio Mega, some rebel commanders perceived it to be
against LRA and even threatened to find and kill the radio programmers. Everyday
peace involves unwritten and constantly evolving systems of governance that apply
to inter- and intragroup relations (Hejnova, 2010). In the case of the Dwog Cen Paco
programme, it was open-ended, ad hoc anti-war strategies.

Everyday peace is not formally taught, instead, it relies on sensitive perception and
intuitive responses (Heyd, 1995). The principles are implicit, embedded within and be-
tween communities but rarely explicated (Cecil, 1989). Therefore, it is highly context-,
location- and time-specific and relies on well-honed interpersonal skills. The Dwog

1 PRDP districts were clustered as severely affected by civil war, sporadically affected and spillover
districts which experienced the impact of the civil war.
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Cen Paco programme was introduced to attempt to talk to the LRA, the UPDE, gov-
ernment officials, civil society, and communities to end violent conflicts and embrace
peace in Northern Uganda. The programme managers had no formal experiences
in anti-war as well as peace journalism, but most of them had experienced war and
were living in war-affected environments. This exploration of bottom-up and com-
munity-level approaches to peace challenged the usual concentration on top-down
approaches to peace advanced by governments and international organisations. Un-
like most who focus on top-down processes, the strategy of the Dwog Cen Paco was to
demonstrate that what mattered was a productive interaction between top-down and
bottom-up in an ideal scenario of the war in Northern Uganda.

Everyday peace is dialogic in the sense that it relies on interaction, social recognition,
and social responses (Mac Ginty, 2014; Skeggs, 1997). The strategies used by individ-
uals and groups and rely on reciprocity, or an unspoken pact whereby actors agree
to abide by the same ground rules and operate within broadly shared parameters.
Such ‘conversational contracts’ are social practices that are simultaneously ad hoc and
scripted (Papacharissi, 2004). They are ad hoc in that the precise details may change
according to the circumstances and individuals involved but scripted in the sense that
mutually recognised boundaries pertain. In this way, individuals and groups are con-
stituted as both agents and subjects (Holland, 1998). In the case Dwog Cen Paco, radio
presenters and the community leaders acted as mediators and agents of peace between
the LRA and the UPDE. This was possible in the case of Northern Uganda where com-
munities and the LRA used the same language and were in a physical proximity that
allows mutual observation.

The intragroup dimension of everyday peace reflects the variety in intensity of affilia-
tion likely to pertain within a group. To engage in such, requires skilful manoeuvring,
a highly attuned emotional intelligence, ability to pick up on multiple signals, act upon
them, and calibrate responses to a particular audience (Donnan & McFarlane, 1989).
Given the sometimes violent intragroup policing and gatekeeping roles adopted by
some community members as strongmen or rebel leaders, intragroup everyday peace
skills can be crucial for self-preservation. Indeed, journalists in Northern Uganda
sometimes had a tough time explaining themselves to authorities especially whenever
information was perceived to be unacceptable (Laker, 2019). Here, the structural and
long-term nature of communal fissures might mean that people and groups have sen-
sitised alertness or awareness that misjudgement and misunderstanding could have
dire consequences (Hughes et al., 2008). As a result, people may go out of their way
to avoid offending and to be deliberately polite to out-group members during periods
of calm. Self-restraint is almost subliminal, part of their collective consciousness but
unspoken (Bailey, 1996).

Everyday peace also offers a robust framework with a range of innovations that fit
very well with community development practice. Everyday peace can only be enact-
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ed from the bottom up, so community development’s focus on locally led initiatives,
active participation and subsidiarity provide theory and tools that support the fur-
therance of everyday peace practices (Eversley et al., 2023). Layering everyday peace
with community development offers deeply divided societies a realistic ‘real- world’
approach that addresses issues of conflict and attempts to ameliorate them gently, in
a way that does not cause further harm. Everyday peace strengthens people’s agency
and celebrates the small, everyday peaceful actions that people take to promote peace
(Eversley et al., 2023). Over time, these small, micro-solidarities may accrue into a
situation where deeply divided societies can coexist non-violently side-by-side, if not
as friends, at least as functioning neighbours. A key advantage of this approach is
that it builds on the pre-existing social practices of a majority of people, and through
consciousness-raising, allows ordinary people to potentially act for peace with greater
agency via everyday activities.

4. Research Methodology

This study on anti-war activism prioritised local voices, perspectives, and experiences,
and examined the role of community radio in peacebuilding and postwar develop-
ment in Northern Uganda. Radio Mega was chosen because its programming ad-
dressed issues relevant to the war, displacement, peace talks, and postwar trauma and
development challenges. The choice of Radio Mega enabled the researcher to explore
the complex experiences and perspectives of individuals and communities affected
by war in Northern Uganda. Radio Mega’s interactive programmes and call-in-shows
facilitated community engagement and discussion, providing a unique opportunity
for the stakeholders to exchange experiences and perspectives on war, its impacts,
and their appeals for peace. Radio Mega’s programming reached government offi-
cials, armed forces, and the LRA. It also reached the marginalised groups, including
internally displaced persons, returnees, and ex-combatants. Radio Mega’s Dwong Cen
Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat programmes enabled the researcher to capture
the nuanced experiences and perspectives of participants, providing rich and contex-
tualised information.

Through in-depth interviews, the researcher collected information from the commu-
nity radio station managers and staff, the local peacebuilding organisations, and ac-
tivists, and the war-affected community members. The researcher asked specific ques-
tions about what was discussed on Radio Mega during the war and post-war events,
incidents and their impacts. The researcher emphasised personal experiences, rather
than opinions or generalisations such as how individuals’ or communities’ daily lives
were affected during and after the war in Northern Uganda. During the Focus Group
Discussions (FDGs) in Gulu City and Amuru district, we discussed the experience of
war, displacement, reconciliation, forgiveness and post-war experiences in Northern
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Uganda that transpired in Radio Mega’s Dwong Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and
Teyat programmes.

The researcher also talked to journalists who observed the operations, programming,
and interactions at Radio Mega during the war and its aftermath. The researcher an-
alysed radio programme contents, especially Dwong Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng,
and Teyat to enable him to gain deep insights into the role of community radios in
peacebuilding and post-war development. The interviews with Radio Mega staff,
community leaders, and experts helped the researcher to understand the context of
the war, displacement, peace talks, and post-war trauma and development challeng-
es in Northern Uganda. By using the observation research method, the researcher
gained a nuanced understanding of how community radios contribute to peacebuild-
ing and post-war development in Northern Uganda, and how these efforts impact
local communities.

5. Establishment of Mega FM and its Objectives

Mega FM is one of the leading radio stations in Northern Uganda and it is bubbling
on the frequency 102.1 and 103.1 FM. It became the successor to Radio Freedom as
the primary radio station operated by the Uganda People’s Defense Forces (UPDF) and
the community. After reorganising the contribution made by Radio Freedom, there
was a real need for well-trained media practitioners as well as radio programmers as a
way to promote peace during the civil war and later in the post-war recovery period.
Whereas Radio Freedom could broadcast only in the current Gulu city area, Radio
Mega’s signal strength covered the entire Northern Uganda, the eastern Democratic
Republic of Congo and parts of southern Sudan. Radio Mega retained most of the
trained and experienced radio presenters who were working for Radio Freedom to
enable it to immediately start its operation. Although Radio Mega was no longer as-
sociated with the military, the staff that had stayed on from Radio Freedom had con-
nections with the military that gave Radio Mega access when it came to featuring rebel
returnees’ voices on air to encourage demobilisation (Ross, 2016).

Radio Mega was established to bridge the information and communication gap with
the view of enhancing the peace process and encouraging development in the re-
gion. The radio station was initiated as part of a 5-year joint initiative by the Unit-
ed Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID) and the GoU. The
objective of the radio is to provide the populations of Northern Uganda, especially
the Acholi sub-region with information to help increase opportunities for the public
to address conflict, peace, and development issues. The station carries a wide range
of programmes featuring news, drama, and cultural events, as well as other specific
programmes covering themes in development, human rights, and conflict reduction.
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Today the transmission tower of Radio Mega still rises from the centre of Gulu town,
transmitting talk shows and the latest Ugandan music to listeners across Northern
Uganda. But it also serves as a memorial of peace, transitional justice, and post-war
development for the brutal war between the LRA and NRA which totally destroyed
Northern Uganda and killed hundreds of civilians (Green, 2012). The station has
played a major role in encouraging the LRA to abandon rebellion and embrace peace
as well as development. The LRA leadership reportedly listened to the station, and on
a number of occasions joined radio phone-in talk shows and held follow-up discus-
sions with government and civil society representatives (Green, 2012). For example,
on 29 August 2006, the deputy leader of the LRA called Mega FM and used this plat-
form to declare an end to hostilities following the signing of an agreement between
the GoU and the LRA in Juba.

As a community radio, Mega FM provides access to relevant, timely and accurate
information aimed at increasing opportunities for engagement in peacebuilding and
development. It broadcasts programmes on human rights abuses, justice, corruption,
and reconciliation. It has linked community leaders, government officials and reli-
gious leaders to dialogue on a range of issues resulting in forthright conversation on
peace and post-war recovery. The community radio has played a significant role in
averting violence between the Lango and Acholi by broadcasting peace messages and
giving airtime to the authorities to appeal for calm following the killings at Barlonyo
by the LRA (Ginifer, 2006). By playing Acholi music, which traditionally contains
commentaries on social issues and conflict, Radio Mega has contributed to reflection
on the causes and consequences of the civil war in Northern Uganda (Mega FM, 2011).

Since the establishment of the community radio, there was an attempt to engage the
rebels in a peace dialogue, to offer a forum for communities to discuss peace, and
justice so that family members whose children were kidnapped by the LRA could
plead for their release. Radio Mega was useful in mobilising and appealing to those
abducted by the LRA to return to their reception centres and their villages. Members
of Northern Uganda’s radio fraternity took their role as peacemakers very seriously.
They frequently draw contrasts between their response to the conflict in their com-
munity and the Rwandan genocide, where radio was used to incite murder. The pri-
mary message of the community radio was that Northern Uganda needed peace, and
the target audience was not necessarily the community, but the rebels as well as the
government soldiers who were within reach of the station’s signal. Radio Mega devel-
oped programmes to discuss amnesty and traditional justice, sometimes with support
from NGOs, and they invited people from all walks of life to record messages of peace.
These included the traditional leaders, parents, and even schoolchildren.

During the height of the conflict in December 2002 two months after the station was
launched, the leader of the LRA, Joseph Kony, called during a talk show programme
and people heard his voice after a long — and for some, it was the first — time. He was
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perceived by listeners to be friendly, but he blamed the government for being realistic
about peace in Northern Uganda. That marked the beginning of Kony and his agents
using local radio stations to communicate with government officials and communities
directly until the government perceived the communication of the rebels to be prop-
aganda and prohibited radio stations from running interviews with the rebels with-
out the authority of the government. During this period, Mega’s flagship programme
Dwag Paco became very popular; communities used it to communicate with the rebel
leaders to return their children who were forcibly conscripted by the LRA. The host of
the programme, John Lacambel, would bring former child soldiers to the programme
to describe their return and how communities have received them to encourage the
LRA to set them free. The Dwag Paco programme was not only promoting peace and
reconciliation, but it encouraged many rebels to defect and return to their commu-
nities.

Following the signing of the Cessation of Hostilities agreement between the GoU and
the LRA, communities started to return to their villages. Radio Mega and other ra-
dio stations in Northern Uganda have played a central role in the demobilisation
and resettlement of the Internal Displaced Peoples (IDPs) in their villages. Today, the
northern region especially Gulu City is booming, and Northern Uganda is now in
the process of recovery and stability. Therefore, Radio Mega and other radio stations
have played their roles during the transition from civil war to peace. Other important
issues addressed in the talk shows include amnesty for the rebel forces, transitional
justice and reconciliation and post-war recovery and development. Together with the
local government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the community, Ra-
dio Mega has continued to address post-war issues such as land grabbing, food secu-
rity, education, and basic health.

6. Broadcasting Peace, Reconciliation and
Development

In 1986 when the civil war in Northern Uganda started, various options to pursue
peace were explored but with limited tangible results. Barely six months into the civil
war, the Acholi elders with the support of President Museveni signed a peace accord
(Bainomugisha & Tumushabe, 2005). This was followed by the Betty Bigombe-led ini-
tiative of 1993-1994, the Kacoke Madit, A Diaspora Peace Initiative in 1998, the Nairobi
Peace Agreement of 1999 and the Carter Centre-led peace initiative. These various ini-
tiatives demonstrated that there was a longing to end the civil war and restore peace
in Northern Uganda and the Acholi sub-region in particular. These earlier initiatives
to search for peace were followed by the Juba peace talks in Southern Sudan which
started in July 2006, and negotiations were concluded in February 2008. However, the
final peace agreement was not signed by the LRA leader, Joseph Kony, who requested
further clarifications about the provisions of the annexe on the implementation of the
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accountability and reconciliation agreement. This annexe provides for the creation of
a special branch of the High Court to try rebels for serious crimes, while lesser crimes
will be dealt with by traditional justice mechanisms as part of a broader reconciliation
process. Kony’s failure to sign the peace agreement created uncertainty about the state
of the peace process.

During these delays, the cessation of hostilities agreement between the GoU and the
LRA expired, and the government declined to extend it. President Museveni instead
authorised his forces to resume military operations against the LRA. In April 2008, the
LRA was sighted by Sudanese officials to have moved to the Central African Republic
(CAR), fuelling speculation that the LRA may have forged links with Sudan-backed
rebels operating in CAR. There was also speculation that that the Sudanese govern-
ment was interested in ensuring that the LRA survives as a potential proxy militia in
Southern Sudan should the Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the govern-
ment of Sudan and the southern Sudanese collapse. In April 2008, LRA strength was
reported to be 1,200 fighters, almost half of which were civilians from CAR, Sudan
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo who had been abducted in the preceding
three months (HRW, 2009).

Radio Mega played a central role during the entire peace negotiations by providing
feedback to the communities and encouraging the communities to remain hopeful for
the return of peace. Religious and community leaders who participated in the Dwog
Cen Paco, Teyat and Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme urged the government and the
LRA to give peace a chance. They maintained that the greatest achievement of the Juba
peace talks between the government and the LRA was the signing of the Cessation
of Hostilities Agreement which resulted in substantial improvements in the security
conditions and in humanitarian access. In February 2008, five other agreements were
signed, and these were an annexe on the implementation of the accountability and
reconciliation agreement; an annexe on the implementation of comprehensive solu-
tions; a permanent ceasefire; an agreement on disarmament, demobilisation and re-
integration, and an agreement on implementation and monitoring mechanisms. The
discussion of the contents and the application of the agreements were the main part
of Radio Mega’s legendary Dwog Cen Paco programme. Below, I discuss into detail the
Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat programmes.

6.1 Dwong Cen Paco (Come Back Home)

Dwog Cen Paco is one of Radio Megas classic programmes that persuaded the LRA to
abandon rebellion and embrace peace in Northern Uganda. Dwog Cen Paco, meaning
“Come Home” in the Acholi language, was a groundbreaking programme on Radio
Mega that played a significant role in promoting peace and reconciliation in North-
ern Uganda. Launched in the early 2000s, Dwog Cen Paco was a pioneering radio
programme aimed at encouraging the LRA rebels to abandon their armed struggle
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and return home (James, 2004; Ross, 2016). The programme was hosted by local pre-
senters who spoke the Acholi language, making it accessible to the target audience.
Initially, the show focused on broadcasting messages of peace, forgiveness, and rec-
onciliation from community leaders, religious leaders, and family members of those
in captivity. Over time, the programme evolved to include testimonials from former
LRA combatants who had defected, sharing their experiences and encouraging others
to follow suit.

At the height of the conflict in Northern Uganda, various methods were employed
to reach out to LRA fighters, urging them to abandon rebellion and return home.
John Oryema Lacambel was the face of the Dwong Cen Paco programme. Lacambel,
through the radio programme, persuaded hundreds of LRA combatants to abandon
rebellion. He played traditional Acholi music and persuaded many LRA fighters to
surrender. He also involved prominent Acholi elders, like Abur, Purudi, and Yutiko
Okello to appear on the programme to persuade the LRA to abandon rebellion and
return home (Ogora, 2018). He was popular with the LRA and government soldiers
and sometimes acted as a mediator. He travelled numerous times to meet the LRA and
convey critical messages from the government. Whenever ex-combatants returned
home, Lacambel welcomed them and reoriented them into the community (Otim,
2009; Ogora, 2018). For example, senior ranking officers like Daniel Hillary Lagen
and Kenneth Banya appeared on the Dwog Cen Paco radio programme to persuade
others to return.

Dwog Cen Paco was instrumental in creating a culture of peace and promoting di-
alogue between the LRA, the government, and the affected communities. The pro-
gramme helped to demystify the LRAs ideology and encouraged rebels to question
their motives and actions. Through sharing stories of hope, forgiveness, and reintegra-
tion, the programme inspired many LRA combatants to surrender and return home.
Dwog Cen Paco played a crucial role in supporting the Juba Peace Talks (2006-2008)
and the subsequent amnesty process, which led to the release of thousands of former
LRA combatants. The programme’s impact extended beyond the LRA, contributing to
a broader culture of peace and reconciliation in Northern Uganda.

6.2 Lok Atyer Kamaleng (Straight Talk)

Lok Atyer Kamaleng, also known as “Straight Talk” is a programme that specifical-
ly focuses on Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH), HIV/AIDS prevention, and
life skills in war and post-war environments. Lok Atyer Kamaleng targeted youth in
Northern Uganda, particularly those affected by conflict and living in IDP camps. The
main objectives of the programme were to equip youth with accurate SRH informa-
tion, promote healthy behaviours and decision-making, reduce HIV/AIDS and STIs,
and support psychosocial well-being. During the war in Northern Uganda, the situ-
ation in internally displaced persons camps was quite dire, especially for women and

JRCAAE, Vol. 2 (2026), No.1 | 55



Robert Senath Esuruku

girls. The most common gender-based violence was rape, forced marriage, sex slavery,
physical and emotional abuse, and stigma and shame surrounding sexual violence
(Kinyanda at al., 2010).

In conflict contexts, SRH is often severely compromised, leading to increased vulne-
rability and health risks for individuals, especially women and girls (Hedstrom, 2023).
In Northern Uganda, there was disruption of healthcare services, limited access to
reproductive health commodities, increased sexual violence and exploitation, forced
marriage and childbearing, trauma, stress, and mental health issues, displacement and
loss of social support networks, increased risk of HIV/AIDS and STIs, and pregnan-
cies complicated by malnutrition and poor healthcare. In the context of the war, GoU,
international organisations, and CBOs were involved in addressing gender-based vi-
olence, sexual slavery and human trafficking, forced abortions or pregnancies, child
marriage and early pregnancy, and access to menstrual hygiene and sanitation.

The Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme demonstrated the importance of culturally re-
sponsive programming in achieving effective and sustainable outcomes in SRH ed-
ucation among the Acholi people. The programme involved peer education and
mentorship, community outreach and engagement, and radio broadcasts and media
campaigns. Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme worked with local leaders and organ-
isations to improve SRH knowledge and awareness, increase condom use and HIV
testing, reduce teenage pregnancy and STTs, and enhance youth empowerment and
confidence. Lok Atyer Kamaleng was supported by the GoU, UN agencies (UNICEF,
UNFPA), NGOs (e. g., Straight Talk Foundation), and local community organisations.
For example, UNFPA provided a Minimum Initial Service Package (MISP) for SRH
following the WHO'’s Guidelines for Reproductive Health in Humanitarian Settings.
There was community-based distribution of reproductive health commodities and
capacity building for local healthcare providers in the IDPs.

The Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme has been culturally sensitive and responsive to
the needs of the Acholi community in Northern Uganda. The programme materials
and sessions were conducted mainly in Acholi language. The programme encouraged
traditional values such as respect for Acholi customs, norms, and beliefs. The local
leaders, elders, and cultural institutions were involved in teaching the Acholi tradi-
tional values to the youth. The Acholi elders used Acholi proverbs, stories, and folk-
lore to convey SRH messages. The Lok Atyer Kamaleng also incorporated tradition-
al music and dance, and drama in outreach activities. However, the challenges were
balancing cultural sensitivity with universal SRH principles, addressing cultural and
social norms hindering SRH progress, and ensuring community ownership and sus-
tainability.
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6.3 Teyat (Stakeholders Dialogues)

Radio Mega’s Teyat programme played a crucial role in promoting everyday peace in
Northern Uganda by providing a platform for dialogue and reconciliation between
the LRA, the GoU, and the affected communities. Teyat provided a neutral platform
for stakeholders to engage in constructive conversation, helping to build trust and
understanding. The programme empowered community members to share their ex-
periences, concerns, and ideas, ensuring that their perspectives were heard and val-
ued. Through sharing stories and experiences, Teyat encouraged empathy and un-
derstanding among stakeholders, helping to break down stereotypes and mistrust
(Aciro, 2017). Teyat brought together diverse stakeholders, including former comba-
tants, community leaders, and government officials, to work towards a shared vision
of peace. The programme mobilised stakeholders to work together on joint initiatives,
promoting collective action for peace and development. Through Teyat, Radio Mega
demonstrated the power of everyday peace in transforming conflicts and building
more just and peaceful societies.

Teyat programme played a significant role in promoting peacebuilding and post-war
development in Northern Uganda. Teyat facilitated community discussions, fostering
dialogue and encouraging collective action towards peace and development. The pro-
gramme addressed local conflicts, providing a platform for resolution and promoting
peaceful coexistence. Teyat supported reconciliation efforts, helping to heal wounds
and rebuild relationships within communities (Otim, 2009). The programme educat-
ed listeners about peacebuilding, conflict resolution, and human rights, empowering
them to become agents of change. Teyat provided a platform for local voices, stories,
and concerns, ensuring that community perspectives were heard and addressed. The
programme brought together local leaders, organisations, and stakeholders to work
towards common goals, promoting collaboration and cooperation.

Teyat addressed post-war challenges, such as rehabilitation, reintegration, and eco-
nomic recovery, supporting communities in rebuilding their lives. The programme
celebrated local culture, promoting cultural heritage and identity, and helping to re-
build community pride. Teyat supported community-led initiatives, empowering lo-
cal communities to take ownership of their peacebuilding and development processes.
The programme allowed communities to hold leaders and organisations accounta-
ble, ensuring that their concerns were addressed and their voices were heard (Aciro,
2017). The Teyat programme played a significant role in promoting peacebuilding and
post-war development in Northern Uganda. The programme broadcasts messages of
peace, forgiveness, and reconciliation, promoting a culture of peace. It supported rec-
onciliation initiatives, bringing together former combatants, victims, and community
members. The programme fostered social cohesion by addressing issues affecting the
community, such as land rights and cultural heritage
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Teyat facilitated the reintegration of former combatants into their communities, pro-
moting social acceptance. For example, honest conversations between communities
and ex-rebels encouraged trust-building, reconciliation, and forgiveness. Teyat am-
plified a programme that was begun by the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative
(ARLPI) and the Acholi Cultural Leaders known as wan acel pi kuc (“we are one for
peace”) which persuaded the government to grant a blanket amnesty to all former
rebels who wilfully come back without fear of prosecution. In a memorandum to the
GoU, ARLPI declared that LRA should be given total amnesty as opposed to a par-
tial one because it reflected the concerns of the Acholi people. The Acholi cultural
leaders have played a pertinent role in ensuring that those who return are reinte-
grated into the community through traditional justice mechanisms of reconciliation
(Ojok, 2014). Teyat programme encouraged community-led initiatives, empowering
local communities to take ownership of peacebuilding and development. It facilitated
partnerships between local organisations, government, and international stakehold-
ers, enhancing coordination and resource mobilisation. The programme monitored
and evaluated peacebuilding and development efforts, ensuring accountability and
informed decision-making.

In reporting and informing the general public, radio Mega shaped public opinion and
framed a narrative that in a way influenced directly and indirectly the peace processes
by relaying information directly to those involved in the negotiations. Communities
during the Dwog Cen Paco and Teyat programmes raised sensitive issues about ac-
countability and reintegration of the former rebel fighters into their communities. In
order to address these questions, Radio Mega from time to time invited experts on
transitional justice matters to respond to technical community questions. While it
is true that media cannot create peace, they can contribute to an environment where
people can more easily communicate, understand current situations, visualise the im-
plications of their actions, and understand each other’s points of view. Therefore, the
contribution made by Radio Mega should be considered as an investment in peace
and the overall post-war development agenda.

7. Return, Recovery and Post-war Development

Return, recovery, and development concerns of the communities affected by over two
decades of civil war can be daunting. This was one of the major concerns addressed by
the Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat programmes. Defining post-war
recovery and development is not a straightforward task. Civil wars cause momen-
tous changes in the structure of the economy. Recovery is a process of socioeconom-
ic transformation and not the mere restoration of past structures and dynamics, or
a simple return to pre-war levels and trends (UNDP, 2008). Therefore, recovery is
multidimensional and takes time. Post-war recovery policy must begin with a robust
understanding of the indigenous drivers of recovery. Civil war also undermines the le-
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gitimacy of the state, and the post-war leadership must work to re-establish legitimacy
by including all major stakeholders in social and economic processes. In particular,
it must strive to bridge inequalities between different groups. Similarly, it needs to
rebuild its authority by re-establishing a social contract and regaining the ability to
introduce and implement the required policy regime.

Since the signing of the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement, about half of the more than
1.8 million IDPs returned to their villages or have moved to transit locations nearer
to their villages. However, the return and resettlement were faced with a number of
obstacles. Many IDPs were reluctant to go home in the absence of a final peace agree-
ment and lack of basic services such as schools and health centres. Radio Mega pro-
vided a platform for policy designers, implementers, and post-war communities to
candidly discuss. Some of the concerns raised by the communities were the lack of ac-
cess to basic services and security guarantees as a major obstacle to the return process.
Concerns about crime and the insufficient capacity of the police and the judicial sys-
tem to respond to the needs of the communities also affected the return process. There
were worries about landmines and other unexploded ordnance which were intact in
villages. In areas neighbouring Karamoja, communities feared attacks by Karamojong
warriors who had guns and were cruel.

In Teso sub-region unlike in the Acholi sub-region there where about 36,000 people
(29 %) returned to their villages, 76,000 people (61 %) remained in camps, and 21,000
(17 %) were in transit sites. In Lango sub-region, the last remaining IDP camp was de-
gazetted, and officially there are no more IDPs in the sub-region. However, thousands
of people remain in former IDP camps, including 669 people who are considered ex-
tremely vulnerable (IDMC 2008). A survey conducted by Action Against Hunger in
Lira immediately after the return of the displaced people indicated that the mortality
rate in the sub-region was higher than in the Acholi sub-region where the majority
of people were still in the IDP camps. Although the high number of child mortality
could have been due to a lack of basic social services in return areas, communities
accused the government of negligence.

The overall impact of the conflict on young people in Northern Uganda has been
acute. The LRA largely consists of abducted children who have been forced to become
child soldiers or sex slaves to commanding officers. Since the beginning of the conflict
in 1988, an estimated 25,000 children have been abducted and the LRA resisted inter-
national calls to release all the women and children in their custody (UNICEEF, 2008).
Radio Mega and other community radios continued to encourage the LRA leader-
ship to release the abducted children and women in their custody. In relation to this
discussion, there were fears the population of Northern Uganda is young and many
young people have no memories or experience of rural life and have grown used to
living in IDP camps with relatively easy access to services. There was uncertainty that
if no adequate provision was made for these young people, some of them may drift
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back to those camps that would continue to exist as trading centres, or to towns such
as Gulu, Kitgum, and Pader. The failure to address the problem of the youth could lead
to rapidly increasing levels of crime and a deteriorating security situation, as returnees
become the victims of estranged youth gangs.

After having lived in the IDP camps for many years, most returnees had almost noth-
ing to take to their villages. They had to build homes and clear their land for plant-
ing, and few had alternative livelihood plans. The returns process was generating new
protection concerns, in relation to the elderly and people living with disabilities. It
was also noted that extremely vulnerable individuals, such as the elderly and people
with disabilities were unable to return to their village. Some of the vulnerable groups
of people said that they were unable to build houses for themselves in their original
villages or even provide for themselves in the new setting. Humanitarian conditions
in the IDP camps remain very poor, while conditions in some transit sites are even
worse, with very little access to clean water and sanitation. There was an urgent need
for early recovery, development, and institutional capacity building to be scaled up
in the north. The long-awaited launch of the Peace, Recovery and Development Plan
(PRDP) in October 2007 represented a first step, but there were significant uncertain-
ties about its implementation which was planned to start on 1 July 2008.

Another major apprehension discussed by the communities on Radio Mega was the
voluntary nature of the return of the IDPs to their villages. Some of the landowners
on which the IDP camps were located put pressure on IDPs to leave the camps, and
in some cases forced evictions have been reported in Koro, Gulu district. In Atiak
in Amuru district, the local government initiated evictions of IDPs on the grounds
that the land was needed for staff houses. However, section 3.4 of the National Policy
for Internally Displaced Persons gives IDPs the right not to be forcibly returned, and
to choose freely whether to return or to settle in another part of the country (GoU,
2004). These issues pushed the government to develop guidelines and conditions for
phasing out IDP camps.

Radio Mega has continued to broadcast educational content, including formal school-
ing, adult literacy classes, vocational training, and life skills development, enabling
individuals to acquire new skills and improve their employability. It has provided en-
trepreneurs and local businesses with a platform to showcase their products and ser-
vices to a wider audience. It has also promoted local tourism, handicrafts, and other
economic activities, thus stimulating the local economy. Together with NGOs and
development partners, Radio Mega broadcasted awareness raising in the areas of pre-
ventive health measures, family planning, immunisation programmes, and hygiene
practices in the post-war environment. It has also connected rural communities to
healthcare experts and specialists through interactive shows.
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8. Conclusions

Community radio can play an impact role in conflict mitigation, peacebuilding
and post-war recovery and development. Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and
Teyat programmes of Radio Mega centred around these issues as well as providing
entertainment for the post-war communities in Northern Uganda. Community ra-
dio can be an important player and indeed an essential part of the transition and
preservation of peace in war-affected areas. It offered an alternative methodology of
conflict prevention and peacebuilding by offering platforms where people could talk,
clear misunderstandings, and identify issues of mistrust. Radio Mega’s flagship pro-
gramme Dwog Cen Paco has immensely contributed to resolving the civil war as well
as post-war recovery in Northern Uganda by bringing the warring parties and the
war faceted to address their concerns. Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat
programmes helped to cast a light on societal inadequacies, structural imbalances,
poverty, resource or land disputes, and corruption during the civil war and the post-
war era. During the resettlement period of the IDPs, Radio Mega and other commu-
nity radios raised signals to potential conflict triggers, growing misinformation, the
upsurge of specific disagreements, and escalation of tensions, especially around land
ownership and boundaries.

By allowing diverse voices to be heard, supplying credible information, and reach-
ing a large audience, Radio Mega earned the trust of warring parties as well as the
war-affected communities. Overall, broadcasting has the potential to bring positive
social change and accelerate post-war development by empowering communities
with knowledge, information, and resources necessary for sustainable progress. Pro-
fessional independent radio thus strengthens democracy and provides the foundation
for sustainable peace. The Northern Uganda experience teaches us that well-designed
anti-war programmes involving trained professionals can contribute greatly to pre-
venting and ending violent conflict.
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