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As the rest of the country enjoys abundant rainfall, the northeastern Karamoja region has continued to suffer acute drought, putting thousands of people at risk of dying of famine and poor hygienic related diseases.

Since January, food shortages in Karamoja sub-region have stagnated at crisis levels, prompting the able-bodied and the youth to isolate the elderly and leave them to starve.

It has emerged that residents have now resorted to feeding on rats and herbs to survive.

Ms Lillian Nakiru, a resident of Matanyi village in Moroto District, says humanitarian organisations have on several occasion offered them seeds to grow but they end up drying once sowed.

"Because of famine, many of us choose to cook the seeds due to the absence of rain," Ms Nakiru said. Apart from drought, the region is also suffering from other natural calamites such as epidemiologic diseases and floods.

However, the government has earmarked Shs3 billion to supplement relief food efforts by the donor community in the north and northeastern Uganda. The relief will also benefit hunger affected areas of Karamoja, Moroto, Teso, and Elgon areas among others.

But interestingly, some NGOs that operate in the disadvantageous region say food supplements would not help in addressing Karamoja's deepening problems.

Mr Carvalho Savio, Oxfam Country Director UK says the region greatly needs long-term infrastructure investment and modern farming methods to solve challenges facing it.

Mr Savio says as a part of the national planning process, stakeholders in Karamoja should focus on establishing long time investments in order to tackle the recurrent life threats in the region.

"Karimojong have been considered insignificant for quite long in the national development, yet their region has a huge untapped potential that needs exploitation for the benefit of the people," Mr Savio told Daily Monitor recently.

Last week, Fr Simon Lokodo (Dodoth MP) told Parliament that 30 Karimojong died as a result of famine in the last one month. He, however, said the death toll record is a conservative estimate as it is only restricted to those who could be reached, otherwise there are other death reports that could not be got but the number may be more.

But his (Mr Lokodo's) statements were strongly dismissed by two cabinet ministers, who claimed the deaths were largely caused by poor hygiene and not famine.

State Ministers Musa Ecweru, for Relief and Disaster Preparedness and Aston Kajara, for Karamoja Affairs say the Karimojong are eating rats and herbs not because they are famished but because the rodents 'could be a delicacy' in the region.

Despite being rich in minerals, the region is among the poorest and most under developed area in Uganda with the majority of its people under the nationally defined poverty line.

