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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The 25 year-old Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) 
conflict has left a terrible legacy in Africa’s Great 
Lakes region. Military action and local, national, 
regional and international diplomatic attempts to 
end this war have all failed. Although considerably 
weakened in recent times, the LRA continues to 
ruthlessly attack civilians in remote areas of the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Central 
African Republic (CAR) and Southern Sudan. Its 
fragmented rebel forces roam the forests in search 
of food and supplies, enduring disease, starvation, 
wild animals, hostile militias and government 
forces. Some LRA abductees and fighters have 
managed to escape and return home. Many, 
however, remain in ‘the bush’.

This 2010 regional study carried out by 
Conciliation Resources (CR) in the DRC, Southern 
Sudan and Uganda builds on previous research 
undertaken from 2006-2007 in northern Uganda, 
which examines the return process for ex-LRA 
combatants.1  It offers an insight into what 
influences LRA middle-ranking commanders in 
their decision to either escape or remain with the 
rebellion. It identifies a range of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ 
factors, and analyzes the implications of these 
findings for local and international actors working 
to end the LRA conflict. Finally, it recommends 
a multi-pronged approach for interventions 
attempting to address such challenges.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

In the current conflict context, little is known about 
why LRA middle-ranking commanders choose to 
defect or keep fighting. This regional study aims 
to fill an information gap in the existing body of 
research on the LRA and help inform policymaking 
on LRA return. The findings will be used to develop 
messages that can encourage more LRA fighters 
and their commanders to return home and better 
prepare communities to assist in their return and 
reintegration into society. The study also aims to 
increase understanding of cross-border relations 
in LRA-affected areas and encourage a ‘rethink’ of 
how regional and international actors can promptly 
address emerging issues in intra-state conflicts. 

KEY FINDINGS: WHY DO  
COMMANDERS LEAVE THE LRA  
AND WHAT PREVENTS THEM?

No single factor influenced LRA middle-ranking 
commanders in their decision-making. Instead, the 
interplay of complex ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors was 
a key determinant. ‘Push factors’ are those events, 
incidents, trends and feelings that influenced a 
decision to escape and return home; ‘pull factors’ 
are factors that discouraged the LRA from the 
decision to return home and at the same time 
strengthened their stay in their operational bases  
in the ‘bush’.

1.  Moment of Return An analysis of the Lord’s Resistance Army fighters’ experiences of returning from the bush (Conciliation  
Resources, 2007)

U
N

C
H

C
R

/D
. 

B
en

th
u
 N

th
en

g
w

e

IDPs flee attacks in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, January 2009.
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Our research and interviews with 39 returnee 
commanders found that the push factors outlined 
below often centred around concerns for their 
personal security:

Military pressure: intensive military operations by 
security forces in the region continuously weakened 
LRA cohesion, thereby facilitating the desire, and 
ability, to escape and return home.

Constant risk of harm: frequent military 
engagement in the bush meant more casualties. 
Many LRA members feared being hurt and the 
injured had few options but to surrender or perhaps 
face LRA execution. 

Military fatigue: frequent military engagement with 
different regional security groups exhausted LRA 
fighters, leaving few options but surrender.

Irrelevance of LRA mission: LRA activities in 
foreign countries (DRC, CAR and Southern Sudan) 
where they are considered aliens and their 
objectives, goals and mission deemed  
irrelevant, discouraged some from remaining  
in the rebellion. 

Conflict with host communities: the LRA’s 
breathtaking brutality against local communities 
was counter-productive because it increased 
security threats to its members.

Good reception by the UPDF: the presence of the 
Ugandan army in the DRC facilitated the return 
process as it treated LRA escapees better than other 
security forces or militia. Returnees felt safer in  
their hands.

Meaningful radio communication flows: a  
positive flow of messages from local FM radios  
on safe return and amnesty issues increased 
decisions to return home and helped counter  
LRA propaganda that returnees would be killed  
or arrested.

Internal conflicts: conflicts within the LRA rank 
and file caused serious insecurity and ‘purges’, 
prompting some survivors to flee. 

Family relationships: missing relatives and home 
comforts led some to abandon fighting.

The (largely) internal pull factors identified below 
pulled together the LRA and made it more difficult 
for its soldiers and abductees to escape and  
return home:

Constant fear: fear of what would happen if they 
escaped, ranging from torture by the LRA if caught, 
to reprisal attacks on family. LRA commanders also 
feared the remoteness of their position from home. 

Hostility of foreigners: the presence of hostile 
foreign soldiers, militias and civilians also 
discouraged escape while in foreign countries. 
The strategy of committing atrocities among local 
populations reinforced LRA cohesion by creating 
enmity between rebels and civilians. 

LRA manipulation: Joseph Kony’s perceived 
spirituality was a source of fear and loyalty, 
constantly manipulated by the LRA leadership.

Restriction of communication flows: LRA  
leaders filtered the information received from 

Mothers waiting for news on the return of their abducted children.
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outside to ‘contain’ and control its lower ranks  
and subordinates.

The International Criminal Court: the ICC’s 
indictment of the LRA leadership was politicized – 
LRA leaders claimed it would be extended to all  
LRA members. 

Failed peace talks: the collapse of the Juba 
peace talks saw many LRA lose hope in a peaceful 
settlement and their eventual return home – it was 
considered ‘safer’ to stay in the bush.

Peer pressure and fringe benefits: benefits 
enjoyed by some LRA soldiers through looting and 
stealing influenced some to remain in the bush 
rather than returning home to uncertain livelihoods.

Community response: perceptions of community 
hostility and unfavourable welfare conditions 
strongly discouraged those interviewed from 
returning. Children born in LRA captivity face the 
same dilemma. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE LRA 
COMMANDERS’ RETURNING HOME

Our research identified various challenges that need 
to be better understood and addressed. The return 
of LRA mid-level commanders has implications for 
the community they are returning to, the state and 
non-state actors. More information may need to be 
collected and updated about the status, and how 
appropriate intervention strategies can be put in 
place or adapted to address the emerging issues of 
the LRA return. 

Once home, LRA returnees continue to face 
stigmatization and a ‘cold reception’ – even among 
their families – and although those from Uganda 
receive limited support from international NGOs 
and local government bodies, organizations seem 
to have little interest or capacity to deal with their 
needs, rehabilitation and reintegration. In CAR 
and DRC there are no facilities to rehabilitate and 
reintegrate ex-LRA fighters into their communities. 
In Southern Sudan, such facilities exist but 
their capacity is very low. Lack of reintegration 
programmes causes the returnees much stress. 
Those interviewed said the facilities, training and 
reintegration packages provided were inadequate in 
many cases. Returnees’ families and communities 
of origin, on the other hand, often experience 
short-lived relief at their loved ones’ escape 
because they fear reprisal attacks. The presence 
of former LRA combatants may also constantly 
remind communities of past atrocities. As a result, 
returnees are becoming increasingly isolated. 

For the LRA, news of successful escapes by middle-
ranking commanders might trigger waves of 
defections, a drop in fighter numbers and more 
discussion on the future of its struggle. It may 

jeopardize its security further as escapees become 
conduits for leaking classified information about  
the organization. Defections also challenge the 
notion of the effectiveness of the LRA’s divine and 
spiritual protection, thus weakening control over its 
forces. Against this backdrop, the LRA leadership 
might consider alternative coping mechanisms to 
sustain its struggle, for example, reaching out for 
regional allies to intervene to mediate for negotiated 
settlement, or joining other militant groups for 
survival. Those involved in peacebuilding will need 
to understand the coping mechanisms that could be 
used as a peace dividend to end the conflict.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
IMPLEMENTING THE STUDY’S FINDINGS

1.  Civil society organizations, researchers and 
governments in the LRA affected countries 
should continue with efforts to understand the 
contemporary dynamics of the LRA conflict and 
their implications for stability in the region.

2.  Civil society groups working for peace need to 
employ greater advocacy efforts with the United 
Nations, European Union, United Kingdom, 
France, USA and regional governments on issues 
of civilian protection and return from the LRA. 

3.  Preparation for return of more LRA middle-
ranking commanders in newly affected 
communities in Southern Sudan, DRC and CAR 
should begin, with improved contacts and 
communication, led by civil society that can 
communicate alternatives and incentives to the 
LRA commanders. Such a strategy should be 
closely coordinated with governments in the 
region and the UN missions. 

4.  Local leaders and governments should be 
engaged to strengthen their positive role in 
creating a better environment for return in DRC, 
Southern Sudan and CAR.

5.  A new approach to conflict resolution is urgently 
needed to avoid a prolonged low-level military 
campaign that causes extreme insecurity for 
civilians and fails to end the LRA campaign. 
A consistent and inclusive political process 
across the regional borders is necessary to 
bring regional peace and security. Such a 
strategy should be underpinned by civil society 
participation.

6.  Avenues for talks should also be left open in case 
substantial communication channels open again 
in the near future.
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CHOOSING TO RETURN

INTRODUCTION

The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) conflict that 
began in northern Uganda in 1986 has continued 
for nearly 25 years without any end in sight. 
Originally part of wider guerrilla activities in the 
country’s east and north-west, the LRA rebels 
succeeded other fighting forces in 1987. Its conflict 
continued unabated in Acholiland, displacing over 
1.6 million people at its peak. More recently it has 
assumed regional dimensions across the Sudan, 
Central African Republic (CAR), the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) borders and beyond. 

It has had the dubious honour of being the first 
warring party indicted by the International Criminal 
Court in The Hague. It is characterised by extreme 
barbarity and human rights violations against 
civilians, including massacres. Despite attempts 
to address the LRA conflict, durable peace in 
Africa’s Great Lakes region remains an illusion. 
Governments in LRA affected areas have tried both 
military action and diplomacy with limited success 
for two decades. Military offensives that ended with 
disastrous consequences for civilian populations in 
the region include: Operation North (March 1991); 
Operation Iron Fist (March 2002); Opération Rudia 
I (Operation Return, launched September 2008); 
Operation Lightning Thunder (December 2008);  
and Opération Rudia II (March 2009). 

On 26 May 2010, US President Barack Obama 
signed an unprecedented LRA Disarmament and 
Northern Uganda Recovery Act calling for an 
international effort to disarm the LRA and greater 
response to the humanitarian crisis in northern 
Uganda and central Africa. Scepticism over how 
the US government intends to implement this Act 
is growing, given it has blacklisted the LRA as a 
terrorist group. In June 2010, some civil society 
organizations expressed concern in an open letter2  
to President Obama, advocating for this conflict 
to be resolved non-violently and emphasizing the 
importance of dialogues already tested with positive 
impact during the 2006-08 Juba peace talks. 

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

This report seeks to provide an in-depth 
understanding of the contemporary dynamics 
that either aid or prevent the Lord’s Resistance 
Army (LRA) middle-ranking commanders from 
returning ‘home’ or motivate them to continue with 
the rebellion. It was carried out in LRA conflict-
affected areas in northern Uganda, Southern Sudan 
and the DRC. The research participants were 39 
recently returned middle-ranking LRA commanders. 

Although the research unearthed much information 
about events, activities, circumstances, strategies, 
and the state of the LRA conflict, specific focus 
was geared towards identifying the ‘pull and push 
factors’ that motivate LRA fighters to remain in the 
bush or defect and return home.

The need for such research was identified in 
a previous study carried out by Conciliation 
Resources in Gulu district, Uganda, between 2006 
and 2007. Despite an existing body of research on 
the LRA rebellion, the following questions remained 
unanswered: why is it so difficult for the LRA to 
abandon fighting and return home? Why have some 
LRA returned but others have not? What are the 
most important factors that facilitate or hinder the 
LRA return process? Do policy frameworks exist 
for the safe return of the LRA to their countries of 
origin? What are the obstacles in implementing such 
policy options? And how can they be improved? 
These fundamental questions provided the pillars 
for a new study. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The main objective of the study was to explore the 
factors influencing the LRA mid-level commanders’ 
desire to end the war peacefully by returning home.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This research is timely and important in addressing 
emerging issues in the ongoing LRA conflict in 
Africa’s Great Lakes region. Its outcomes are not 
only significant for the research community, but 
vital for informing policy guidelines for all regional 
stakeholders in the LRA conflict transformation 
process. Previous similar research conducted by 
Conciliation Resources in Gulu from 2006 to 2007, 
was context specific with limited geographical 
scope. The regional focus of this research offers 
broader understanding of the current dynamics 
influencing LRA commanders’ decisions to continue 
fighting or leave the LRA. 

Other studies indicate unwillingness by the LRA 
affected communities, to forgive and create a 
conducive atmosphere for the return of LRA mid-
level commanders and other abducted persons still 
trapped in the rebellion. This research therefore, 
is intended to influence policy formulation and 
implementation strategies aimed at tackling 
current dilemmas facing those LRA middle-ranking 
commanders who wish to return home. 

Thus, it will aid understanding of the contemporary 
regional dynamics, cross-border community 
relations and a rethinking of the regional and 
international actors’ roles in promptly addressing 
emerging issues in intra-state conflicts.

2. On 15 June 2010, the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI), a Gulu based NGO authored an open letter addressed to the U.S. 
President Obama. 50 other CSOs, NGOs, INGOs and religious based institutions signed the letter.
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

•	 	The	unbalanced	gender	selection	of	respondents	
affected the results to some extent. Some 
LRA commanders are female, however most 
respondents were men – making the results 
biased towards male behaviour. 

•	 	The	influence	of	organizations	working	with	
formerly abducted persons in Uganda, Southern 
Sudan, and DRC could have affected the 
responses. However, when responses from 
the three countries were triangulated during 
workshops that peer-reviewed the preliminary 
research findings, there was no evidence of any 
systematic effect. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study targeted 39 LRA middle-
ranking commanders from northern Uganda, DRC 
and Southern Sudan over a period of six months, 
using purposive and convenience sampling 
strategies. The study team conducted explorative 
insights into the network of organizations that 
engage with returnees and assist in their reunion 
and resettlement in the community, in order to 
identify and trace prospective research participants. 

Here, the researchers focused on a specific 
and known group – former LRA middle-ranking 
commanders who had returned home.

The researchers gained entry into the field by 
formally contacting various local authorities 
and organizations working with LRA returnees. 
They held preparatory meetings with officials of 
agencies involved in the reception, rehabilitation 
and reintegration of formerly abducted persons 
and ex-LRA soldiers. With the support of research 
assistants, the researchers collected primary data 
using digital voice recorders, structured interviews 
and focus group discussion guides. Respondents 
who participated in the study were free to 
determine the venues for interacting with the 
research team. Venues included reception  
and rehabilitation centres where some 
ex-commanders still live, and some returnee 
commanders’ homes, where they were reunited  
with family.

The primary and secondary data were qualitatively 
analysed using computer aided software (Nvivo) 
and content codebook respectively. The preliminary 
research results were peer reviewed to correct 
errors that might have occurred due to data 
omission or in its interpretation. 

Soldiers from the Sudan People’s Liberation Army are engaged in fighting the LRA.
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RESEARCH FINDINGS  
AND ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION

From the analysis of the data, several issues 
emerged that showed no single factor is  
responsible for LRA middle-ranking commanders 
making a decision to either return home or 
continue with the rebellion. Indeed, some factors, 
as will be shown later, are complex, multifaceted 
and unpredictable. The research suggests that  
any interventions attempting to address such  
challenges should employ multi-pronged 
approaches if they are to be effective. 

1. Several factors determine LRA decisions to 
return home 

“No single factor is responsible for any decision 
that the LRA middle- ranking commanders make 
to defect and return home or continue with the 
rebellion.” Conciliation Resources, July 2010.

RECRUITMENT INTO THE LRA

Most respondents said they were forcefully 
conscripted into the LRA. However, their 
recruitment and subsequent trainings depended on 
a number of variables – physical fitness, personality, 
age, gender and prior (military) skills. Many of the 
abducted people had no or low levels of education 
and/or military skills. The LRA middle-ranking 
commanders were abducted at different times and 
their period in captivity lasted lasted from a few 

weeks to many years. At the point of return, the 
ex-LRA interviewed had various ranks ranging from 
private secretaries to the military high command, 
sergeants, sergeant majors to lieutenants. The 
majority of the interviewees were lieutenants.

PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THE LRA WAR

The research found little consensus on the LRA 
rebellion. Different perceptions are held by 
individuals, agencies, institutions and governments 
about the LRA and its leadership. Such disparities 
have implications for the nature of responses aimed 
at curtailing its activities. The perceptions that 
characterize the conflict narratives may influence 
the middle-ranking commanders’ decision on 
whether it is safe to return home or not. This and 
pervious research has unearthed the following 
perceptions:

The Lord’s Resistance Army: a cult?

To-date, the existence of Joseph Kony‘s spiritual 
powers, their sources, functionality and efficacy 
remain a mystery. The LRA relies on its consistent 
claims that its war is driven by supernatural 
powers. Although some respondents subscribed 
to this view, others did not. Those who believed 
in the spirituality of the LRA leadership claimed 
Joseph Kony possessed supernatural powers that 
no one understood and that his soldiers “proved 
hard to defeat” throughout the rebellion. They 
based their admiration and acceptance of the LRA 
fighting forces on the perceived strength of the 
cult. However, others dismissed the claim such 
spirits existed or worked. Instead, they argued that 
the LRA used various rituals, prayers and sacrifices 
as psychological tactics for containment of its 
members. They did not believe or identify with the 
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UNHCR staff take part in a joint assessment mission to an area of north-eastern Democratic Republic of the 
Congo hit by LRA attacks.
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LRA spiritual powers and when opportunities arose 
they opted out of the rebellion despite the deterrent 
measures put in place to stop them.

The LRA: a foreign invading force 

The LRA in Africa’s Great Lakes region is perceived 
as a foreign occupation that host countries believe 
must be resisted by all means and destroyed. 
Political will to curb the rebellion exists, but 
continued LRA attacks strongly suggest that 
regional governments have failed to end the war 
militarily or otherwise. Because of LRA security 
threats, some community security initiatives have 
emerged. Voluntary paramilitary groups such as 
the Nyarango and the Arrow Boys, defend their 
communities. Whether such groups have been more 
effective than regular security forces against the 
LRA needs further inquiry.

Ineffective regional security

The borders of the countries affected by the LRA 
conflict are porous and fragile, thereby threatening 
regional security. The LRA took advantage of 
security loopholes at the boundaries and criss-
crossed them. The military response to the LRA 
threat by governments in the Great Lakes region 
leaves much to be desired. The joint military 
‘experiments’ have created a humanitarian 
catastrophe for civilians in LRA affected countries 
with the latest reported casualties in Southern Sudan, 
DRC and CAR. 

The lack of success by regional military forces has 
created an impression that governments seem 
unwilling to accept their inability, or lack of capacity, 
to defeat or expel the LRA from their respective 
countries. Despite choosing the military option as 
the only ‘viable’ way to end the conflict, it appears 
as if each country held different political ideologies 
on the LRA’s future and could not trust each other. 
The difference in national priorities and political 
ideologies of these governments may require critical 
analysis to determine how the politicization of 
security and securitization of politics affects the 
regional effort to end the LRA war.

Ineffectiveness of state and non-state actors 

Various actors have responded to the need to 
peacefully end the LRA conflict. However, the 
international community, state and non-state actors 
(governments, agencies and NGOs) seem to not be 
doing enough to translate the decisions of Uganda’s 
Amnesty Commission and the International Criminal 
Court into action against the LRA and its leadership. 
For instance, many respondents revealed there was 
limited knowledge about amnesty and how the 
LRA could benefit from it. Instead, many believed 
the LRA leadership, who called it a “government 
propaganda to trick the LRA” so they could be 
arrested and prosecuted for suspected war crimes 
and crimes against humanity. 

Limited and ineffective use of the media

FM radio stations have proven the most reliable 
way to reach the LRA leadership at various 
levels. Yet respondents perceived as limited the 
attempts at media coverage, publicity and other 
communications designed to reach the LRA fighters, 
to communicate on the future of their struggle and 
raise awareness of how and why they should return 
home. Another dilemma was not all LRA middle-
ranking commanders had access to mass media 
such as radios, internet, newspapers or phones 
because of internal LRA controls. 

One can conclude that the perceptions outlined 
above may have a major bearing on the push/pull 
factors of the ‘moment of return’ for abductees  
and commanders.

2. Radio communication is very important in 
reaching out to the LRA

“ There is restriction of listening to the radio, 
at times only top-ranking officials alone are 
allowed to. The fear is that the lower ranking 
combatants can easily develop escape mentality 
if they are left to attend too much to radio.” 
Male, 32, who spent 18 years in the LRA.

“ We were dispersed in various groups. One of 
the Acholi songs played on radio – ‘The children 
of other people have returned home, mine has 
never surfaced’ – appealed to our hearts, and 
we decided to plan to escape and return home 
to Uganda.” Male, 28, who spent 9 years in 
the LRA.

“ There is a need for continuous radio 
programmes that encourage those still in  
the bush to come out.” Male, 28

WHY DO COMMANDERS LEAVE THE LRA? 

The factors influencing LRA members’ decision-
making on their fate have been analyzed using 
the concept of push and pull factors. To some 
extent, these factors overlap with each other. The 
term ‘push factors’ in this research is used to 
describe the conflict dynamics that exert pressure 
on the LRA to return home. Table 1 and Table 2 
summarize the factors influencing the LRA’s 
decision to return home.
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Push Factors

The push factors that make the LRA middle-ranking 
commanders abandon rebellion and return home 
centred on personal security as illustrated in  
Table 1 below. These include, but are not limited 
to, the following:

Intense military pressure

Intensive military operations by security forces 
in the region put LRA fighters under constant 
pressure. The forces include the Ugandan army, 
UN peacekeepers in the Congo (MONUC) and 
paramilitary forces in the region like the Nyarango 
in the DRC. Consequently, this pressure weakened 
cohesion within the LRA and its forces separated 
into smaller factions making the LRA soldiers and 
abductees more vulnerable to casualties. It also 
became easier to escape although not safe to  
return home.

Constant risk of harm

Frequent military confrontation in the bush, also 
meant the LRA continue to risk incurring casualties. 
When injured in battles, incapacitated LRA are often 
forced to surrender or face the risk of being killed 
by their comrades. 

Military fatigue

Ongoing engagement by the different security 
groups exhausts LRA combatants, as does a war 
that has brought them little gain. Hence they 
become tired and discouraged, and so surrender. 
This further weakens LRA forces as their number 
dwindles. The smaller the size of the fighting 
forces, the more vulnerable they are to frequent 
attacks as they wander from one place to another 
for survival.

3. Military pressure and fatigue

“Realizing our vulnerability and incapacity to 
fight anymore, because at every engagement the 
LRA would be running away constantly, I decided 
to surrender to UPDF. Together with my friend…
we concluded to go to the detach of the UPDF  
from where they were launching their attack  
and pursuit of the LRA.” Male, 25, who spent  
14 years in the LRA.

Irrelevance of the LRA mission

When the LRA rebellion started, its stated aim was 
to overthrow the Ugandan government. As LRA 
soldiers continue to fight in foreign countries their 
objectives, goals and mission become irrelevant 
and unacceptable to those countries that consider 
them aliens. This places them at greater risk of 
harm should they dare escape. Interestingly, some 
respondents indicated they envisaged a better 
future outside the rebellion as opposed to a lack  
of progress while remaining with the LRA. 

Conflict with host communities

With its continued incursion into foreign countries 
and breathtaking brutality against civilians, the LRA 
has created more battlefronts than it can manage. 
This may be an internal security strategy to 
strengthen cohesion among its fighting forces and 
create enmity with local populations. Nevertheless, 
the impacts of such strategies remain counter-
productive as they increase security threats for  
LRA groups and have not inhibited its soldiers  
from escaping.

Table 1: Push factors

0  20 40

MONUC in DRC

LRA internal conflict

UPDF deployment in DRC, 

Injuries

The role of Radio Mega and Radio Uganda

Separation from the rest of the LRA

Fighting/military pressure and fatigue 

Southern Sudan and CAR
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Good reception upon return

The presence of the Ugandan army (UPDF) in the 
DRC was perceived to markedly help the return 
process. Respondents noted the UPDF was relatively 
friendlier to rescued LRA abductees or escaped 
soldiers than other security forces outside Uganda. 
Nevertheless, some returnees reported that other 
paramilitary groups and some civilian communities 
were very hostile and that this strongly discouraged 
some abductees from escaping.

Useful communication flows

LRA members accessed a positive flow of 
messages with local FM radios. Testimonies aired 
through local radio stations by returnee ex-LRA 
soldiers prompted some LRA to return home. 
Conversely, others believed these radio messages 
were just military propaganda by enemy groups. 
Nevertheless, the persistent and consistent positive 
messages conveyed through programmes such 
as Dwog Paco (return home) on Radio Mega, and 
the regular positive interpretations of radio talk 
shows on amnesty, yielded positive results as 
many LRA returned home. A challenge remains 
however in helping more LRA soldiers in the bush 
to access transistors.

4. The most reliable way to reach LRA

“Many people listen to radio; especially Radio 
Uganda. In the past radio Juba could be picked 
[up], but was no longer the case. The best radio 
... is UBC [Uganda Broadcasting Corporation], 
Mega [a local FM station in Gulu, Uganda] no 
longer can be heard in the location where LRA 

are”. Respondent, 20. 

Internal conflicts

Conflicts within the LRA rank and file caused 
serious insecurity, with members purged from 
the group. Some survivors decided to defect and 
successfully returned home. 

Family relations

Family attachments motivated some commanders  
to escape. Homesickness was compounded by a 
lack of personal benefits and professional growth 
while in the bush and a lack of basic human needs 
for survival.

Pull factors

‘Pull factors’ may be understood as the internal 
factors that pulled the LRA together and made it 
more difficult for its soldiers and abductees to 
escape and return home. See illustration in Table 2 
overleaf. 

Fear of the ‘unknown’ 

The respondents revealed a fear of the ‘unknown’ – 
that is, what would happen to them as they return. 
This fear ranged from being tortured by the LRA if 
caught, to reprisal attacks on family members. 

Hostility of foreigners

The presence of hostile foreign soldiers/militias and 
civilians was another security risk that discouraged 
LRA abductees and commanders from escaping 
while in foreign countries. The LRA’s strategy of 
committing atrocities against civilians also created 
enmity between locals and LRA soldiers, reinforcing 
cohesion among LRA members. LRA commanders 
feared the remoteness of LRA positions from 
Uganda – too far a distance to cover easily if one 
dared to escape.

Kony’s manipulation of followers

Joseph Kony’s perceived spirituality was a source 
of fear and loyalty. His manipulative skills and 
confidence in claiming to provide protective 
spiritual powers along with his prophetical 
pronouncements, made LRA followers very 
submissive. 
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5. LRA indoctrination hinders ideas of 
an y other life

“The indoctrination by the [LRA] leaders makes 
it hard for anyone to believe there can be any 
opportunity for us outside there.” Male, 24, who 
spent 13 years with the LRA. 

Regulation of communication flows

The restriction and regulation of communication 
flows within and from outside the LRA served as 
a way of containment. The LRA high command 
regulated communication flows and interpreted 
any external information source as incredible and 
mere propaganda. Respondents considered the 
persistent propaganda from LRA leadership and 
lack of alternative information very disempowering 
for lower commanders. Sometimes the respondents 
received disheartening news of the demise of 
escapees and were initially discouraged from  
risking the return home. This may have also been 
LRA propaganda.

The International Criminal Court indictments

The indictment of the LRA leadership by the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) was believed to 
extend to all the members of the organization. 
Thus respondents considered this an obstacle to 
returning home. LRA middle-ranking commanders 
also feared prosecution in the courts because of 
atrocities they had committed.

The failure of peace talks

The collapse of the Juba Peace talks led many 
soldiers in the LRA to lose hope in peaceful 
settlement of the conflict, hence they felt staying  
in the bush was ‘safe’. Conversely, it prompted a 
few to defect. 

6. The risk of escape

“Realising that [Kony] has flopped the peace 
talks, I decided to take the risk of return to 
Uganda, come what may. I left with three  
others, but unfortunately, we entered into UPDF 
ambush around 11:00 pm. None of us was 
killed, except I was shot on my legs and thigh, 
but we managed to escape”, Male, 24, who  
spent 11 years with the LRA.

Peer pressure

Peer pressure and the fringe benefits enjoyed by 
some LRA soldiers through unlawful means –looting 
and stealing – influenced some to remain in the 
bush. Such short-term enjoyments discouraged 
them from returning back home to an uncertain 
livelihood.

Community response

Another factor that affects LRA commanders’ 
decision to return is the unpredictable community 
response, particularly from those who experienced 
LRA atrocities. Apart from community hostility, the 

Table 2: Pull factors

Children born in captivity

Communcation restriction

Distance from home

Confidence in Kony’s spirit

Fear of ICC indictments

Benefits of being an LRA soldier

Propaganda and a lack of alternatives

Protection of family/fear of reprisals

Fear of hostile communities 
in foreign countries 0 10 20 30 40
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perception of unfavourable welfare conditions upon 
return acts as a strong pull factor. Such dilemmas 
are also faced by children born in LRA captivity who 
do not know their next of kin and know only the 
bush as ‘home’. 

THE LRA RETURN PROCESS

When the commanders decide to return home, they 
experience various challenges in the process.

Box 7 shows what an abducted person who escapes 
may go through. 

Our research revealed that for LRA abductees to 
successfully escape, certain windows of opportunity 
usually prevailed. These included: 

•	 	when	they	are	keeping	guard	during	attacks	
or while in operation, some may escape or 
be rescued

•	 	moving	from	one	place	to	the	other	when	going	
to the toilet or out on a mission for example 
washing, collecting food, collecting firewood or 
on hunting raids

•	 late	at	night	when	everybody	is	tired	and	asleep

•	 	when	wounded	or	unable	to	cope	with	the	
changing pace of war

ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES POSED 
BY THE RETURN OF LRA COMMANDERS

When LRA middle-ranking commanders escape and 
return home, new emerging challenges need to 
be understood and addressed. These challenges 
may be experienced by the escapees, the LRA, civil 
society organizations that receive and reunite them 
with their community, and the governments in 
regions where the LRA operates. 

Challenges faced by the escapees 

•	 	Many	returnees	receive	a	cold	reception,	even	
from their own families, because of their 
association with the LRA.

•	 	They	enjoy	limited	publicity	and	other	benefits	
only among the international NGOs. Local 
organizations and government establishments 
seem not to have the interest or capacity to 
address their needs when they are reunited with 
their families. Limited effort and resources are 
allocated for their counseling, rehabilitation, 
integration and capacity building after escaping 
the LRA. This caused stress for mid-level 
commanders who returned.

People in Acholiland, northern Uganda march for peace.
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7. Escaping from LRA: a personal story

“One evening on our way back to our camp 
inside DRC, we were 20 in number and we fell 
in an ambush laid by the UPDF. Fifteen of our 
members got killed and five of us shot our 
way through and managed to escape. At the 
rendezvous point we discover[ed] that one of us, 
a close friend of mine, was wounded. The leader 
decided to terminate his life. This made me 
get very angry, lose my head and start running 
away. They shouted at me to stop [...] and go 
back. An idea came to me to turn around and 
face them squarely to put an end to everything, 
their life or mine if they could. At that moment 
my gun was well loaded with safety catch on. 
But then I hesitated for a while and instead I 
decided not to turn back but to continue. When 
I realized their noise has disappeared I came 
out of the water. I crawled and pull myself 
under a big tree for a cover. It took me time to 
empty my stomach from the water I took while 
submerged in the river. After resting for a long 
time I regained my energy, and I noticed that 
there was no sign of their presence anymore 
near me. I stood up, let go my gun, removed 
my LRA clothes/uniform and just walked away 
from the LRA. It took me three days to reach a 
deserted home and I sat there to wait for the 
owners. In the evening they came and found me. 
They treated me well. They then took me to the 
UPDF camp not very far away from their house. I 
was well received, given food and clothes. After 
two days I was flown … for medical examination 
and later brought back … by helicopter and from 
there flown to … Southern Sudan and later I 
joined my family ….” Respondent, Male, 16

Experiences of families and communities  
of origin 

Abductees and ex-commanders who escape are 
received with mixed reaction:

•	 	Families	are	relieved	their	loved	ones	have	
escaped but this may be short-lived because they 
fear possible LRA reprisal attacks.

•	 	Members	of	the	communities	that	experienced	
LRA atrocities may remain unhappy with the 
returned mid-level commanders because of the 
apparent absence of accountability for the war 
crimes and crimes against humanity, that they 
are suspected to have committed in the areas to 
which some of them have returned.

•	 	Need	for	their	own	security	considerations	
regarding the LRA. The ex-commanders may carry 
the burden of counselling, rehabilitation and 
reintegration alone.

Implications for state and non-state actors 

Governments, agencies and NGOs are affected 
directly or indirectly by the return process of ex-LRA 
combatants in the following ways:

•	 	The	return	of	the	LRA	middle-ranking	
commanders shows another window of 
opportunity that could be exploited for 
the peaceful resolution of the LRA conflict. 
Appropriate messages could be developed 
and sent to the remaining commanders and 
abductees, and intervention strategies could  
be adapted to address emerging issues related to 
the reintegration of LRA commanders into  
the community;

•	 	More	research	and	situational	analysis	into	the	
LRA conflict needs to be conducted, updated 
and disseminated to relevant stakeholders for 
appropriate considerations.

•	 	There	are	challenges	associated	with	meeting	the	
expectations of the ex-commanders in providing 
facilities, training and reintegration packages. 
In many cases, respondents said these are 
inadequate.

•	 	The	return	of	the	LRA	middle-ranking	
commanders may pose another security dilemma, 
especially when they perceive that they are unsafe 
in their community of origin or if they were born 
in the rebellion and do not have knowledge of 
their next of kin.

8. Implication of escape to the LRA

“When the LRA found out I had escaped,  
they vacated that place immediately,” 
Respondent, 14.

Implications of escape for the LRA organization 

The LRA is affected by defection of its members in 
the following ways: 

•	 	News	about	the	escapees	will	steer	discussion	
inside and outside the LRA. It might trigger waves 
of more escapees and more discussion about the 
future of the struggle. Alternatively, discussions 
may centre on security threats as escapees 
become conduits for leaking classified security 
information about their organization.

•	 	Defection	indicates	internal	weaknesses	within	
the LRA, thus challenging the notion of its divine/
spiritual intervention.
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•	 	Regular	drops	in	the	number	of	LRA	weaken	the	
strength of its fighting forces.

•	 	The	LRA	might	start	exploring	alternative	coping	
mechanisms to sustain its struggle, for instance 
by reaching out for regional allies to help mediate 
for a negotiated settlement; or joining other 
militant groups for survival. Those involved 
in peacebuilding will need to understand the 
coping mechanisms that could be used as peace 
dividends to end the conflict.

•	 	Community	self-defence	groups	are	expected	to	
multiply and grow more effective.

•	 	Regional	governments’	military	cooperation	
against the LRA will remain desired though 
less effective in some parts due to war fatigue, 
financial constraints and conflicting interests in 
line with their geopolitical interest.

•	 	The	international	agencies	and	NGOs	will	need	to	
continue raising funds to meet the humanitarian 
and relief needs in the region.

CONCLUSIONS
The research set out to investigate the decisive 
factors that influence the LRA middle-ranking 
commanders to return home. The research 
participants were targeted from three countries - 
Uganda, Sudan and the DRC. Being a qualitative 
study, the research relied on secondary and primary 
data. Primary data was collected through interviews 
and focus group discussions.

Our major findings revealed multi-dimensional 
factors that influence a commander’s decision 
to abandon rebellion. These were categorized 
into push/pull factors. Among the push factors 
discussed were military pressure; positive flows 
of information through local FM radios; internal 
conflict within the LRA; the draw card of family 
attachment; future prospects outside the rebellion 
as opposed to lack of progress while with the LRA; 
limited or lack of personal benefits and professional 
growth while in the bush; and, lack of basic human 
needs for continued survival.

On the other hand, the factors that pulled the LRA 
together and made it more difficult for its soldiers 
and abductees to escape and return home included 
fear of being tortured by the LRA if caught or 
reprisal attacks on family; the presence of hostile 
foreign soldiers, militias and civilians; fear of  
Kony’s spirits; remoteness of LRA positions; 
restriction and control of communication flows 
within the rebel organization; the International 
Criminal Court’s indictments; and, the failure of  
the Juba peace talks. 

Other factors that discourage LRA middle-ranking 
commanders from escaping include a negative 
perception of the home community’s response; 
hostile welfare conditions upon return and the 
dilemmas faced by LRA members born in the 
bush. Therefore interventions aimed at addressing 
the challenges that the LRA middle-ranking 
commanders face must tackle each of these issues.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Civil society organizations, researchers and 
governments in the LRA affected countries 
should continue with efforts to understand the 
contemporary dynamics of the LRA conflict and 
their implications for stability in the region.

2.  Civil society groups working for peace need to 
employ greater advocacy efforts with the United 
Nations, European Union, United Kingdom, 
France, USA and regional governments on issues 
of civilian protection and return from the LRA. 

3.  Preparation for return of more LRA middle-
ranking commanders in newly affected 
communities in Southern Sudan, DRC and CAR 
should begin, with improved contacts and 
communication, led by civil society that can 
communicate alternatives and incentives to the 
LRA commanders. Such a strategy should be 
closely coordinated with governments in the 
region and the UN missions. 

4.  Local leaders and governments should be 
engaged to strengthen their positive role in 
creating a better environment for return in DRC, 
Southern Sudan and CAR.

5.  A new approach to conflict resolution is urgently 
needed to avoid a prolonged low-level military 
campaign that causes extreme insecurity for 
civilians and fails to end the LRA campaign. 
A consistent and inclusive political process 
across the regional borders is necessary to 
bring regional peace and security. Such a 
strategy should be underpinned by civil society 
participation.

6.  Avenues for talks should also be left open in case 
substantial communication channels open again 
in the near future.
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