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1.1 Background and context
Gender-Based Violence (GBV) remains a major human rights, public health, and development concern in Uganda, disproportionately affecting women and girls. The Uganda Demographic and Health Survey (UDHS) 2022 found that 44% of women aged 15–49 had experienced physical violence since age 15, 17% had experienced sexual violence, and 54% of ever-married women had experienced physical, sexual or emotional violence from their current or most recent spouse/partner. Only 32% of women and 31% of men who had experienced physical or sexual violence reported seeking help to stop the violence. Administrative data also demonstrate the continuing burden: The Uganda Police Force recorded 14,073 domestic violence cases and 14,425 sex-related offences in 2024. These figures point to a persistent national GBV crisis, while under-reporting means that recorded cases are unlikely to represent the full magnitude of the problem.
The situation is particularly concerning in Karamoja Sub-region, where poverty, food insecurity, limited access to public services, harmful social norms, early marriage, alcohol abuse, insecurity and long distances to justice and health services increase the vulnerability of women and girls. UNFPA data recorded 1,848 GBV cases in Karamoja in 2019 and 2,256 cases in 2020, indicating a 22% increase over the period. In 2021, regional leaders and UN Women reported that more than 5,000 cases of domestic violence, including rape, had been reported in Karamoja. The region has also experienced persistent harmful practices and gender inequalities. Research on Kaabong and other parts of Karamoja documents intimate partner violence, early marriage, poverty, food insecurity and attitudes that discourage girls' education as interconnected challenges affecting women and girls.
Within Kaabong District, the GBV situation is of particular concern given the district's large child and female population and limited access to essential services. The 2024 National Population and Housing Census recorded 264,631 people in Kaabong, including 137,710 females and 155,857 children aged 0–17. The same census indicates that 26,556 children aged 13–17 were out of school, although available data do not establish GBV as the sole cause of school exclusion. 
According to statistics from the District Community Development Officer’s (DCDO) office, extracted from the National Gender-Based Violence Data Base (NGBVDB) in 2025 under the initiative to strengthen district and institutional capacity in GBV data collection, analysis and documentation, evidence from Kaabong District indicates that 362 GBV victims were recorded, comprising 297 females and 65 males. The findings show that females, particularly women and girls, were disproportionately affected. The commonly reported forms of GBV included physical assault, beating, forced marriage, psychological abuse, denial of resources and services, child marriage, defilement and rape, with physical assault being the most frequently reported form of violence.
The distribution of reported cases also varied across the sub counties. Sidok (Kopoth) recorded the highest number of victims (56), followed by Kathile Town Council (55). Notably, both areas have police posts, which may facilitate reporting, referral and follow-up of GBV cases. In contrast, Morungole and Kakamar, which lack police posts, still recorded substantial numbers of cases, suggesting that limited access to justice and protection services may contribute to underreporting and incomplete documentation of GBV.
Previous interventions in Kaabong demonstrate the seriousness of the problem: AWARE-Uganda has reported rescuing more than 50 girls from various forms of violence, including GBV and forced marriage, and linking survivors to counselling, health and protection services. Kaabong has also been included among districts receiving GBV prevention and response interventions, including community, health and justice-sector support.
Against this broader context, Karamoja Girl Education Initiative (KAGEI), in collaboration with Action for Awakening in Rural Environment (AWARE-UG), works with girls, schools and communities to keep girls and vulnerable children, youth and women in school through Sports for Development, Menstrual Health Management and community sensitization. Through direct engagement in Morungole and Kamamar Sub-counties, the organizations have observed a worrying increase in reported cases of defilement, domestic violence, forced and early marriage, and sexual harassment over the past 12 months. Girls reportedly experience violence at home, in their communities and while travelling to and from school. These community-level observations are not yet supported by a complete district administrative dataset, and the number of cases documented through KAGEI's dialogues and school visits reached 200 pupils as illustrated in the table below
The emerging evidence also points to a significant culture of silence and barriers to justice. Stigma, fear of retaliation, the perception that violence is a private family matter, limited knowledge of girls' rights and inadequate access to police, health, psychosocial and legal services can discourage survivors from reporting cases. The GBV challenge therefore has implications beyond immediate physical and psychological harm. Violence, early and forced marriage, sexual abuse and harassment can disrupt girls' education, increase school absenteeism and dropout, expose girls to early pregnancy and undermine their future economic opportunities. 
In Morungole and Kamamar, KAGEI and AWARE-UG's community experience suggests that the combination of poverty, alcohol abuse, harmful cultural norms, limited awareness of rights, weak protection and justice structures, and inadequate survivor support is creating an environment in which girls and women remain highly vulnerable. The absence of reliable, regularly published GBV data at sub-county and district level further makes it difficult for government and partners to adequately plan, budget and monitor interventions. 
This position paper therefore calls for urgent, coordinated and adequately funded action by Kaabong District Local Government, security and justice institutions, schools, health facilities, communities, CSOs and development partners to strengthen prevention, reporting, survivor protection, access to justice and accountability for GBV.
2.0 Key issues and recommendations for consideration 
2.1 Absence of Police Services in some Sub counties such as Morungole and Kamamar Sub-counties
The absence of police posts and personnel in Sub-counties is a major barrier to preventing and responding to Gender-Based Violence (GBV). Survivors may have to travel more than 40–60 km to access the nearest police services, making it difficult to report cases, obtain timely protection, record statements, investigate incidents and apprehend perpetrators. The cost and difficulty of transport also prevent survivors and their families from following up reported cases, resulting in abandoned case files and increased impunity. This situation undermines confidence in the justice system and exposes girls and women to repeat violence, trauma, early pregnancy and school dropout.
Recommendations:
1. Establish and fully staff police post in Morungole and Kamamar Sub-counties among others that do not have them, with officers trained in GBV, child protection and survivor-centred case management.
2. Need for Kaabong District to increase budget allocations for GBV prevention and response.
3. Provide police and probation officers with motorcycles and operational facilitation to enable timely follow-up and investigation of cases in remote villages.
2.2: Weak Case Follow-up and Referral Mechanisms
The distance to police services, limited communication and weak coordination between community structures and formal justice institutions contribute to delays and abandonment of GBV cases. Survivors are often unable to travel repeatedly to distant police stations, while serious cases may not receive the timely response required.
Recommendations:
1. Introduce mobile justice and legal aid services through regular visits by police, magistrates and legal aid providers to remote communities to receive complaints, provide legal advice and support case follow-up.
2. Provide LC I offices with basic resources, including transport facilitation, communication devices, stationery and record-keeping materials, to strengthen documentation and referral.
3. Expand free legal aid services for survivors and vulnerable community members who cannot afford legal advice or representation.
2.3: Limited Capacity of Local Community Structures
LC I leaders and other community structures are often the first point of contact for survivors, yet most of them have limited knowledge of human rights, management of sensitive cases such as victims of rape, legal procedures, documentation and appropriate referral mechanisms. This results in inappropriate mediation of serious criminal cases or delays in referring survivors to formal justice institutions and at worst poor management of crucial evidence that would be important to the case.
Recommendations:
1. Train LC I leaders on GBV, human rights, child protection, legal procedures, record keeping and referral mechanisms.
2. Ensure LC I leaders understand the limits of their authority and promptly refer criminal cases, particularly defilement, rape and serious domestic violence, to the police and appropriate justice institutions.
3. Strengthen collaboration between LC I leaders, police, probation officers, health workers, schools and CSOs to improve survivor protection and case management.
2.4: Low Community Awareness and Trust in GBV Reporting Mechanisms
Limited knowledge of GBV laws, reporting procedures and available services, combined with stigma and fear of retaliation, contributes to under-reporting. The lack of visible police services further weakens community confidence in formal justice mechanisms.
Recommendations:
1. Institutionalize community sensitization and dialogue sessions involving CBOs, CSOs, local leaders, police and schools on GBV prevention, legal rights and reporting mechanisms.
2. Strengthen community policing initiatives to build trust between communities and law enforcement and promote early reporting of violence.
3. Promote legal awareness among women, girls, parents and community leaders on their rights and available justice and protection services.
4. Introduce toll-free reporting lines, for reporting and other technology-enabled complaint mechanisms to facilitate timely reporting.

3.0 Conclusion
Gender-Based Violence remains a serious human rights, protection, and education challenge in Kaabong District and mainly in rural Sub counties like Morungole and Kamamar, where the absence of accessible police services, weak case follow-up and referral systems, limited community awareness, and long distances to justice institutions leave women and girls vulnerable to violence, repeat abuse, school dropout, early pregnancy, and trauma. Urgent action is therefore needed to establish accessible police services, strengthen community policing and referral systems, expand legal aid and mobile justice services, and improve community awareness and coordination among duty bearers. Ensuring timely access to protection and justice is essential to ending impunity, restoring confidence in the justice system, preventing GBV, and creating safe environments where girls and women can live, learn, and thrive.
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