Note for the File – Meeting with Gulu district LCV Chairperson Mr. Norbert Mao: 15. 04. 2009

Present:  All the humanitarian, and Development Organisations Operating in Gulu.(UN, agencies, ICRC, INGO, and National NGOs), OCHA Kampala, IRC Kitgum, USAID & groups (NUMAT, NUT, SRPING, ACDIVOCA) staff from CAO’ office, DDPRC and the local press.
Objective: To clarify on the recent statements by some local authority in Gulu regarding camp closure and its implications on humanitarian action on the ground.
Items discussed: Return process and camp status in Gulu (CAO’s office) Statement by district Chairperson (Mr. Norbert Mao) Discussions/Comments/ way forward (Plenary)
1) Camp status in Gulu 
1. At the peak of displacement in 1995, Gulu hosted approximately 500,000 IDPs in 65 Gazetted IDP camps.
2. When the present day Amuru district was curved out of Gulu in 2006 only 31 camps remained in Gulu with 320,232 IDPs.
3. The Signing of CHA in August 2006 marked the beginning of return process in Gulu.

4. In November 2006, Gulu District declared and supported the voluntary return process of IDPs initially to decongestion/return sites. In 2007, this resulted in a shift in humanitarian programming with emphasis on recovery activities within the framework of the parish approach guided by the district authorities.
5. By March 2009, nearly 80% of the IDPs had moved out of the original camps either to return sites within parishes or directly to villages of origin.

6. The camp phase out process was declared by the DDMC and a committee, DCPC formed with mandates to assess the camps and return status with recommendations to the DDMC for either decommissioning or other appropriate course of action.

7. So far 6 camps have been assessed recommended by the DDMC for closure and now awaits the decision of the DEC. Assessment also completed in another set of 10 camps and awaits the next sitting of the DDMC in May for discussions and actions.
Emerging issues
1. Noted in a number of occasions, individual authorities within Gulu District Local government of have made statements that contravene the provisions of the National IDP Policy and particularly on voluntary return process through declaration of deadlines for IDPs to leave the camps; Most recent being march31st deadline declared by the RDC and reported in the New Vision of April 5th 2009.

2. These declarations has greatly undermined the voluntary return process and negatively impacted on the protection aspects of the IDPs; resulting into cases of eviction in Palenga and Ongako IDP camps, abuse and exploitation of IDPs by the land lords/host community in terms of rental charges on land. 
2) Statement by Mr. Norbert Mao Chairperson LCV
I. The chair acknowledged and accepted as true the uncoordinated remarks on camp closure by his Deputy including the Resident District Commissioner. Statement such as “IDPs must leave the camps by March 31st” and “The IDPs that refuse to move will remain at the mercy of the land owners after March 31st” were made by the RDC and vice LCV respectively.
II. The chair also recognised and espoused the use of guidelines on camp closure as issued by OPM and maintained it as a standard to be practiced in the case of Gulu. 
III. Maintained that Policy of IDP return remain a central government policy directed to lower local government for implementation and Gulu district will act within the requirements of the policy directives
IV. Stated return process far surpassed government preparedness to support while the humanitarian partners remained closer and keen on the movement process as well as providing the necessary impetus for its sustainability.
V. While approximately 80% of the IDPs have moved out of camps, the chair believes not all of them have made it to the final home destinations, but rather within the transit sites.
Next steps/course of action by the District Chairperson
a. The chair declared that at the political level, only the Chairperson of the district will make statements regarding camp and IDP return related issues.
b. The RDC will be advised by the LCV chairperson to tone down on any such declarations relating to IDP issues.
c. Encourage and support voluntary return process in the district.
d.  Advocate for core programmes e.g. water and sanitation, livelihoods, education and health programmes to the returning communities.
e. Seek advice and opinion of the District Camp phase out committee on procedures before declarations can be made
f. Planning of old camps; asked how the DCPC and other partners may support the local government in planning and re-development of the old camp sites to avert the possibility of them turning into rural slums. Gave the example of Opit IDP camp where 20 Million shillings was used to plan the trading centre into an urban centre with support from Makerere University faculty of technology. 
3) Final points
Chairman made the following final remarks

a) Gulu district will remain proactive and provide a sense of direction in all partners’ activities in the district. Urge all organisations to be relevant and pro-active in the changing context while programming and providing assistance. 
b) Radio talk show; on Saturday 18th 8:30 pm by the chairperson to once again reassure the listeners and IDPs in Gulu that the District will not force any IDPs out of camps but rather support the activities of the District Camp Phase out committee.
c) Pull out in the New Vision of Tuesday 21st within the famous Column “Letter from Gulu” an article depicting the district position relating to the camp closure process.  

d) Promised there will never be any deadlines set by the district for IDPs to leave the camps. IDPs that are not able to move immediately now-mainly EVIs will be assisted  within appropriate means and programmes 
e) Disagreements; important to understand where there may be disagreements- not possible to agree on everything. Need to build trust and confidence between the district and partners, but the level of trust should give room for disagreements and shed light where clarity is required.
f) Flexibility versus organisational mandates: urges agencies to remain flexible despite different mandates and provide timely and appropriate response to emerging situation

g) Duplication; organisations  should aim at complementing the district development plans and benefit from advice form the technical heads of departments in filling available gaps.
h) Information sharing; all agencies and organisations should endeavour to share as much information as possible with the office of the CAO regarding their activities in the district.

i) Partnership- A responsibility for each organisation to make meaning of their partnership with the district by acting responsibly and professionally. 
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