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Dear Reader

As the year 2018 comes to an end, allow me to wish you a 
merry Christmas and a prosperous near year. Twenty eighteen 
has no doubt been hectic and busy, but we also made some 
great strides in restoring the social functionality of ex-prison 
inmates as well as the community we engage in. This has all 
been made possible owing to our practical strategy, great 
management team and the hard work of all our staff and 
stakeholders whom we have made an impressive progress in 

building credible relationships with. We also want to highlight the plight of ex-offenders who seek 
employment in the formal sector. You may be aware that our work is strong on youth empowerment 
and entrepreneurship but, truth be told, not everyone is cut out for business and, therefore, others 
would like to secure formal employment as they raise resources to cater for their welfare. However, 
this has been a great challenge for ex-offenders as most employers explicitly ask for the criminal 
records of those who seek employment in their companies or businesses to assess their suitability for 
the available positions. Whereas some are only interested in the relevance and circumstances of the 
offence, most people still do not believe in the ability of ex-offenders to change and they thus view 
them as criminals, which affects their prospect of finding employment. 

In this issue of Imagine Uganda Magazine, we feature the story of Wilfred Ojwiya whom we met at 
Gulu Main Prison. He was serving the last year of his 16-year jail term for aggravated robbery. Owing 
to the nature of his offence and long sentence, Wilfred spent most of his jail term in Luzira, where he 
used his time in prison to reflect and build himself up. He enrolled in school and completed both his 
primary and secondary education. He went ahead to pursue a certificate in business studies offered 
by Makerere University Business School, but couldn’t complete owing to his being transferred back 
to Gulu. Wilfred started farming as soon as he got out of prison in 2015. He has now settled down 
with one wife, is the proud father of three children, has three other dependents, children to his 
deceased sister. He practises mixed farming. He is also a lead farmer in his village, a trained 
volunteer tractor operator, a volunteer business mentor who supports other youth ex-prison inmates 
in Nwoya district to work hard and become self-reliant and a farm manager in our moringa farm in 
Awach, Gulu district.

Also in this issue, we bring you responses from people regarding the employment of ex-prison 
inmates in their organisation or business since that poses a challenge for several ex-offenders. Do 
feel free to share with us what you too, feel because, together, we can change this trend and enable 
everyone to live a meaningful and dignified life.

We continue to remain indebted and grateful to everyone who has supported us to fulfil our vision of 
a safe and free society where young people live with dignity and realise their full potential. 

Merry Christmas and a prosperous new year

RWANKANGI RONALD
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
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I am Emmanuel Rubangakene, a 26 
year old resident of Senior 
Quarters in Gulu town and a 
graduate of Microfinance from 

Kyambogo University. I served a 
six-month jail term for failure to pay 
back money I had borrowed to clear 
the bride wealth for my wife.

After finishing my degree in 
Microfinance from Kyambogo 
University, I came back home and 
started working with Pride 
Microfinance in Gulu district. I had 
only worked for a few months when 
my in-laws starting pressuring me to 
clear bride wealth for my wife. So I 
borrowed 7,000,000 shillings from a 

MUSIC ACADEMY

friend to top up what I had and paid 
what my in-laws were demanding. 
While borrowing, we had agreed on 
a time frame within which I would 
pay back the borrowed money.  
However, I managed to pay back 
only 4,000,000 shillings within the 
time frame. Getting the balance 
became a challenge, so I ended up 
violating the terms of borrowing. My 
friend reported me to the police and 
I was immediately arraigned in court 
and asked to pay the balance or go 
to jail. I didn’t have the money and, 
therefore, had to serve a six-month 
sentence.

Life in prison life was very difficult. 
However, as luck would have it, 
Advance Afrika donated a 
brand-new set of musical 
instruments to the Gulu Main 
in-prison band for prisoners, and 
because I had a little background in 
music, I expressed interest and I was 
allowed to join. I played the bass 
guitar and drums. 

If you are in jail, you are always 
preoccupied with thoughts about 
home, and sometimes regret for the 
offence you committed. My case was 
no different. I was constantly 
worried about life in prison. 
However, as a member of the band, 

Pressure from my In-Laws 
to Pay Dowry resulted in my 

Imprisonment
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Reintegration of Youth Ex-prisoners 
project. The in-prison band, 
comprising both male and female 
prison inmates, was officially 
launched by Ms. Brigitta Grossinsky, 
a representative from the German 
Embassy in Uganda, accompanied 
by Ms. Elizabeth Nanfuka, the 
commissioner in charge of Social 
Rehabilitation and Reintegration, 
Uganda Prisons Service, as well as 
Mr. Rwankangi Ronald, the Chief 
Executive Office of Advance Afrika, 
during a performing arts gala at 
Gulu Main Prison on 28 November 
2017. 

The Music Academy brings together 
youth ex-prison inmates, school 
dropouts and youth affected by the 
LRA insurgency. Music gives them 
the opportunity to express 
themselves, and to build their 
identity and self-confidence. It 
potentially reduces delinquency and 
contributes to improved community 
receptiveness of ex-inmates. All this 
is part of an effort to complement 
the efforts and enhance the 
component of rehabilitation through 
the performing arts as well as 
nurturing talent in music for 
vulnerable youths within the 
community.

I have always been 
curious about 
music right from 
childhood and 
joining the in-prison 
band is one of the 
best things that ever 
happened to me.

as well do a professional set-up of 
the drums, among others. However, 
my biggest takeaway, which is 
helping me up to now, is learning to 
be part of a team because in a band 
there are many instruments, such as 
the keyboard, acoustic, bass and 
electric guitars, drums etc. and no 
single person can play all the 
instruments at a go.

Currently I am clearing land for 
farming. I also make bricks besides 
playing drums at my local church 
(Life Line Ministries, Gulu). I am also 
searching for a job because I would 
love to practise what I learnt in 
school (Microfinance). Christopher 
Odong, who was our lead trainer in 
the academy, also invites me from 
time to time to play whenever they 
have an event and their drummer is 
not available. I would love to be able 
to earn a living from this as well 
besides the professional job that I 
am searching for.

Advance Afrika Music 
Academy and in-prison 
band
In September 2017, the German 
Embassy supported the 
establishment of an in-prison and 
community band that was equipped 
with selected instruments. This 
initiative complements the two 
performing arts centres that were 
established at Lira and Gulu Main 
Prisons in March 2016 under the 
Economic Empowerment and Social 

the practice sessions helped me to 
calm down and focus all my energy 
on learning this new skill. It 
practically took my mind off the four 
walls which had become my home 
for those six months. So I always 
looked forward to the training days 
or the functions inside prison 
because we would be invited to 
perform for guests and our fellow 
inmates.

I have always been curious about 
music right from childhood and 
joining the in-prison band is one of 
the best things that ever happened 
to me. Thus when I was released, I 
felt sad, knowing that I wouldn’t 
have the same opportunity to play 
like I had had in prison. However, our 
music trainer, Sebastian Matthews, 
invited me to the Advance Afrika 
office where there was another 
group of youths from within the Gulu 
community also learning in what I 
came to know as the Advance Afrika 
Music Academy.

Benefits of the music 
academy
 While I had had some practical 
lessons on how to play the drums 
before, this time around they taught 
us a lot of theory. It is from here that 
I learnt that there are different notes 
in drums. I also discovered that 
drums are arranged in numbers, i.e. 
16 and 18, and learnt the notes in 
drumming. I further learnt to play 
flames and micro-second rolls, and 
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When I was released from prison 
in April 2015, I returned home 
in Nwoya. My family members 
allocated to me some land to 

start farming because that was the only 
thing I could do at the time. I immediately 
cleared two acres of land with support from 
my brothers, but before I could plant 
anything on it, a team from Advance Afrika 
visited me and gave me 200,000 shillings 
as start-up capital for my farming business. 
This enabled me to clear an additional one 
acre to make three acres in total and on it I 
planted rice. Afterwards, I was given an 
additional 200,000 shillings and I used it to 
plant one acre of maize and two acres of 
groundnuts. With all this, I harvested 30 
bags of rice, five bags of maize and 24 bags 
of groundnuts. We sold most of the yield 
from that season and managed to get a 
total of 4,400,000 shillings and a portion 
was reserved for home consumption as well 
as the next planting season.

The following season, I hired an additional 
10 acres of land and I planted only 
groundnuts. Unfortunately, the weather 
conditions were not favourable and that 
affected my harvest. During that season, we 
harvested a paltry 13 bags from the 10 
acres.
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When I was released from prison in 
April 2015, I returned home in 
Nwoya. My family members 
allocated to me some land to start 
farming because that was the only 
thing I could do at the time. I imme-
diately cleared two acres of land 
with support from my brothers, but 
before I could plant anything on it, a 
team from Advance Afrika visited 
me and gave me 200,000 shillings 
as start-up capital for my farming 
business. This enabled me to clear 
an additional one acre to make three 
acres in total and on it I planted rice. 
Afterwards, I was given an additional 
200,000 shillings and I used it to 
plant one acre of maize and two 
acres of groundnuts. With all this, I 
harvested 30 bags of rice, five bags 
of maize and 24 bags of groundnuts. 
We sold most of the yield from that 
season and managed to get a total 
of 4,400,000 shillings and a portion 
was reserved for home consumption 
as well as the next planting season.

The following season, I hired an 
additional 10 acres of land and I 
planted only groundnuts. Unfortu-
nately, the weather conditions were 
not favourable and that affected my 
harvest. During that season, we 
harvested a paltry 13 bags from the 
10 acres.

While I continued with farming, I was 
invited to train as a business mentor 
owing to my exemplary life and work 
after release from prison. I fully took 
part in the one-week training which 
took place in Lira district. During the 
training, I met some of my 
colleagues who, like me, are also 
ex-prison inmates and were already 
out making a difference in their 
communities. After the training, I 

started meeting with ex-inmates in 
my community, especially those who 
were into farming, to guide them. I 
also regularly went back to prisons 
during the training of youth inmates 
to talk to them about life outside 
prison.

Joining Advance Afrika as 
an employee
Around July 2017, I learnt of a plan 
by Advance Afrika to venture into 
moringa farming when I was taking 
part in training organised by 
Advance Afrika and Africrops for 
farmers of moringa. After the 
training, I was approached by the 
Advance Afrika Director of 
Programmes. We held a 30-minute 
meeting and I later realised that the 
meeting was an interview for 
someone to join the moringa project 
as a Project Assistant (Farm 
Manager). This came as a surprise to 
me because I am an ex-prison 
inmate and, ordinarily, very few 
people would trust someone with 
my background. But I think this was 
possible first because of my faith in 
God and also because of the way I 
conduct myself, which the organisa-
tion had witnessed over time. 

I assumed my new role as Project 
Assistant in charge of the moringa 
farm on 1 October 2017 on probation 
and I was confirmed three months 
later as a full-time employee of 
Advance Afrika. The moringa farm 
sits on a 50-acre piece of land and 
so far we have utilised half of it – 10 
acres for leaves and 15 acres for 
seeds. As the caretaker of the farm, I 
have a lot of responsibilities. I ensure 
that the farm is safe and the 
properties on it is well taken care of. 

I supervise the casual workers on the 
farm to ensure that seeds are 
planted properly, weeding and 
pruning as well as any other work 
they are mobilised to do are done at 
the appropriate time. All these are 
people from the neighbourhood. 
What we are trying to do is to 
involve them in the moringa 
business so that with time they will 
also join as outgrowers and supply 
us. But for now, it is about 
empowering them to appreciate 
moringa as a plant and all the health 
benefits one can gain out of it.

The impact of working for 
Advance Afrika
Working for Advance Afrika has 
changed my life. The love, support 
and care all the other employees 
have shown me are exceptional. As 
an ex-prison inmate I would expect 
people to judge me or discriminate 
against me based on my 
background, which they all know, 
but nothing of that sort has ever 
happened. On top of that, I earn a 
monthly salary, which complements 
what I get from my farming business 
at home. My wife is in charge of the 
farm now and I just visit them over 
the weekends when I’m not engaged 
in Awach.

I have also been able to secure my 
own land in Anaka (Olwiyo) and I 
want to build for my family a home 
on it one day. I have also committed 
to changing my life and never 
repeating or involving myself in any 
criminal activity which can see me 
back behind bars. I will also do 
subsistence farming and I also plan 
to go back to school and do some 
short course to build me up. 
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Challenges of formal 
employment and 
overcoming them
This work was challenging in the 
beginning. For the first time I had to 
report to someone above me, and to 
write reports and account for every 
shilling given to me for use on the 
farm. It felt awkward to do that at 
first. Also dealing with the casual 
labourers when their payment has 
delayed or when there is no work in 
between; they would all come to me 
and ask me questions I couldn’t 
respond to until I learnt how organi-
sations work. What helped me, 
however, was the habit of consulting 
my colleagues, which is how I coped 
with work. They also involved me in 
a lot of activities such as staff 
retreats for all members and capaci-
ty-building training. The organisa-
tion has been very patient with me 
and guided me through my work; 
and I always strive to do my best for 
the organisation to achieve its goal 
and desired output in the work we 
do. 

Reflecting on prison days
While I was in prison, I used that 
time to study. I sat for the Primary 
Leaving Examination, joined 
secondary, sat O levels at Lakeside 
Senior Secondary School, which was 
our examination centre, and got 
division II. I also sat the Uganda 
Advanced Certificate of Education 
exams but I did not pass well. After 
that I enrolled for a certificate in 
entrepreneurship from Makerere 
University Business School that ran 
the programme inside prison. Before 
I could finish it, however, I got a 
transfer back to Gulu where I 

completed my prison sentence. It 
was here that I got to know about 
Advance Afrika and also enrolled for 
their entrepreneurship and life skills 
programme.

Our Chief Executive Officer, Mr 
Ronald Rwankangi, is so caring. He is 
more like a parent. He does not treat 
people like a boss. He treats us like 
human beings. He interacts with all 
the staff members equally, 
regardless of their status, position or 
educational level. I am personally 
inspired by him.

I am so glad to have joined this 
organisation and am proud of my 
fellow staff members who are always 
moving throughout the communities 
in northern Uganda and reaching out 
to fellow ex-prison inmates like me 
and for loving me, guiding me and 
helping me cope with life after 
prison. I forgave myself for the 
wrongs I committed in the past, 
which led to my imprisonment. I 
have released all that anger and am 
now focusing on my future.

Who is Wilfred?  
Ojwiya Wilfred is a 33-year-old 
resident of Nwoya district. He was 
arrested in 1997 for aggravated 
robbery using a fake gun. He stayed 
on remand for two years before 
being convicted and sentenced to 16 
years behind bars and transferred to 
Luzira Prison. While serving his 
sentence, he enrolled for studies. 
This saw him finish primary and 
secondary school and later a certifi-
cate course in business studies. 
Wilfred was transferred back to Gulu 
Main Prison a year before his prison 
sentence was to end. At Gulu Main 
Prison, we met him and he again 

expressed interest in our Youth 
Prison Inmates Economic Empower-
ment Programme, then known as 
Advancing Youth Entrepreneurship. 

Wilfred regained his freedom on 16 
April 2015. Upon returning home, he 
was warmly welcomed by family 
members, who not only supported 
him to ease his reintegration 
process, but also offered him part of 
the family land and seeds to begin 
farming. With the education, 
knowledge and the need for hard 
work he gained while in prison, he 
was able to start farming. His 
determination enabled him to 
become a source of inspiration and 
encouragement, and an example 
among his peers. 

Wilfred is currently married to one 
woman and is the proud father of 
three. He practises mixed farming, 
and is also a lead farmer in his 
village, a trained volunteer tractor 
operator, a volunteer business 
mentor who supports other youth 
ex-prison inmates in Nwoya district 
to work hard and become self-reli-
ant, and a farm manager in our 
moringa farm in Awach, Gulu 
district.

Our Chief Executive 
Officer, Mr Ronald 
Rwankangi, is so 
caring. He is more 
like a parent.
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Wilfred has a strong character 
and is passionate about 
farm work. He appreciates 
transformation and is a good 
mentor, an example of a 
change agent for others with 
no hope. 

Comments

I met Wilfred while he was still in jail at Gulu Main Prison. 
I visited him twice at his home after he was released from 
prison and the transformation I have witnessed over the 
time that I have known him is inspiring. Wilfred has been 
able to transform his life by getting involved in rehabilitative 
activities as well as seeking education while serving his 
sentence. He interacts well and consults his colleagues at 
work and is always in search of knowledge. This gives me 
great joy and reminds me of why we started this organisation. 

I’m impressed by the personal strength Wilfred shows in 
taking up the challenge to manage the moringa farm. As part 
of his work, he has to handle the relationship and potential 
conflicts with community members on a daily basis. The 
fact that he does his work well and against all odds with a 
high level of motivation shows how committed he is, but also 
portrays his courage. As a colleague, I experience him as very 
kind, open-minded and calm. 

He is an awesome person. I like 
his enthusiasm and the zeal he 
has for his work at the moringa 
farm in Awach. 

Wilfred is a reformed citizen 
committed to his work and 
ready to achieve better goals in 
life. 

from staff members

SHARON ATUKUNDA GERALD NALODA

RWANKANGI RONALD

IRENE MUKASA (PEACE ADVISOR)

NANCY ACEN
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PAUL MUTANGA I don’t mind employing an 
ex-inmate, but I would be interested in 
knowing their criminal history, like what 
kind of offence they committed, because 
there are people who are hardcore criminals, 
repeat offenders and first-time offenders or 
even people who ended up in prison for 
crimes committed accidentally. In the cases 
of accidents and first-time offenders, 
depending on the crime they committed, I 
would definitely hire them. With the 
hardcore criminals and repeat offenders, I 
wouldn’t because I don’t have confidence in 
the rehabilitation capability of the Uganda 
Prisons Service.

ACIRE GEORGE Most people have negative thoughts about any ex-prison inmates. They think that they are bad 
people because they are from prison. So why I would give them work is to show them that no matter what they have 
done there is still someone who doesn’t mind what they did but gives them another chance and loves them.

ACHIE ANYIRA KITGUM 
Being an ex-prison 
inmate doesn’t mean you 
are actually a criminal. 
There are people who 
have ended up in prison 
for crimes they have not 
committed. Secondly, 
usually prison is for 
reformatory purposes, 
not a condemnation.

NONO DENIS Hiring an ex-prisoner empowers, strengthens and 
rebuilds resilience in the families of the ex-prisoner. Prisoners, 
like any person, have both intrinsic and extrinsic skills and 
abilities that can be explored. They can be hired and trained. I am 
sure they can perform to the expectations of the project or task(s).

OCHEN P’LALUR I hire 
people who can deliver. On 
that score, I hire someone I 
am able to train, who 
should be willing to learn. 
Most importantly, the skill 
core to me is 
communication. I have 
never really asked for 
academic papers.

PETER ROCK OKWOKO If he 
has qualifications for 
the job, I would employ 
him/her. Recruitment 
should be on merit.

LAKER KEKE If they 
have reformed and 
been recommended

COLO COLLIN 

Would you 
hire Mandela 
Nelson or 
Sevo?

KAHILL KUTEESA 
Ex-cons, just like 
anyone else, deserve 
a second chance.

KAHILL KUTEESA 
Ex-cons, just like 
anyone else, 
deserve a second 
chance.

OKANO EMAR Yes, not every 
ex-prison inmate served their time in 
jail because they committed crimes 
they were jailed for and, besides, the 
prison system is a rehabilitation 
institution which moulds even the 
most hardened criminals into 
someone fit for society. Imagine 
prisoners of conscience, people 
who have been jailed for their 
beliefs; would you deny them jobs 
because they were jailed?

N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 8I M A G I N E  U G A N D A      I S S U E  0 8 9



N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 8  I S S U E  0 8    I M A G I N E  U G A N D A1 0

KOMAKECH MORRIS Yes, I would hire as long as he brings and 
adds value to the business. There are presidents who were 
prisoners. Besides, people learn from their mistakes and once 
given the chance they can rediscover their potential and become 
productive members of society. The only reason that they may get 
to live their past lives is when society denies them rewards by 
sidelining them from employment opportunities.

TA HYLDA I can do 
that because I’m 
trying to give him or 
her another chance to 
live. And of course 
you make sure that 
the position isn’t 
tempting for him or 
her.

LAKER KEKE If they 
have reformed and 
been recommended

GEORGE STANLEY 
NSAMBA I believe in 
second chances 
because life has 
given me more 
than one more 
chance.

BESWERI GUSANGO Yes, because it’s 
not one of the prerequisites for 
hiring someone...chances are high I 
will not know and even if I 
knew...it’s wrong to punish 
someone twice. They deserve a 
second chance.

ALEX OTTO Yes, 
with the hope 
that he has 
reformed and 
would not like 
to go to 
prison again.

JILDO LULUGA MARTIN Depends 
on the case and the frequency in 
and out of prison. There are some 
personalities that might not 
change easily. Not everyone who 
got out of prison is reformed. And 
some people get out of prison 
through other means but ideally 
are real convicts. A thorough 
background check can determine 
that. Or else, for specific jobs, 
quick fixes.

TSIKARARI NELLY LIONEL Ex-prison inmates are welcome 
everywhere because they are already ex. Failure to accept 
them in the community…social fabric may radicalise them 
and make them hardcore criminals. In Africa not everyone 
who is in prison is supposed to be there; some are there 
because there has been miscarriage of justice… so why 
disassociate yourself from them?

DON MUZAPHAL KIMBUGWE 
This is entirely dependent on 
why they were in jail and I 
must admit it limits the 
scope. If one was in jail for 
activism, for example, it is 
okay for me but if one was 
in prison for theft, I would 
not hire them

ADONG ANYIRA AGORO I have to be honest. I don’t want to say what you want to hear but what I feel. I feel the 
survey is too general. That said, for me it depends on a lot of factors and on a case-by-case basis. I have trouble 
hiring those who haven’t gone to prison, so those who have gone to prison...hmmm. Yeah, it depends on lots of 
factors. But I must add, political prisoners are the exceptions for me because usually political prisons like 
Mandela, Besigye, Bobi Wine and the like are arrested for the wrong reasons, so I would hire them without 
reservations. Studies/science say only 15% of people ever truly change and usually after very traumatic 
experiences that force them to look deeply inward. And this does not apply to hardcore criminals.

JOAN COMFORT AGAZU I 
would do so with no 
hesitation for as long as they 
prove themselves worth the 
job. My reason is explained in 
this write-up. Never judge 
people by their past. People 
learn. People change. People 
move on.
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On 12 December 2013, I was 
arrested by the police for 
causing an accident. I had 
knocked down a child while 

riding a motorcycle. When I was 
arraigned before court after 
spending one year on remand, I was 
convicted on 17 December 2014 to 
serve a three-year sentence at 
Kitgum Central Prison. The child I 
knocked down has since then 
remained mentally challenged. In my 
second last year of confinement in 
2015, I learnt of an organisation that 
was training youth inmates in skills 
development and entrepreneurship 
to help them start and build a 
meaningful life once released from 
prison. I wanted to register, but the 

Anywar Earns a Living from 
Skills Learnt in Prison

social worker informed me that they 
had already registered enough 
inmates for the training. He 
requested me to wait for the 
following year since I still had two 
years left to be in prison, which is 
contrary to the eligibility criteria for 
participation. I ended up helping my 
colleagues who were trained that 
year. I cleaned the hall for the 
training, kept food for them and 
made myself available to assist them 
in any way so that they could 
concentrate on the training. 

In 2017, I registered early enough 
and took part in the training. 
Everyone with one year to go was 
asked what they were interested in 

In my second last year of 
confinement in 2015, I learnt 
of an organisation that was 
training youth inmates in 
skills development and 
entrepreneurship to help 
them start and build a 
meaningful life once released 
from prison.
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doing as a source of income after 
release and I chose mechanics. Prior 
to my imprisonment, that is the work 
I was doing because I had dropped 
out of school in Senior One because 
I lacked school fees. I made up my 
mind that early in life to start doing 
something hands-on. That was when 
I joined Kitgum Technical Institute to 
learn simple engine mechanics and I 
specialised in motorcycle repair. 
Other skills I learnt on the job. So 
with the mechanic background I 
already had, the skills training 
helped me to improve and acquire 
more knowledge, especially in 
business management, savings and 
customer care, among others. While 
in prison, I used to repair all 
motorcycles for prison officers. One 
day, I was even photographed riding 
a prisons motorcycle and my picture 
was published in the newspaper, but 
I was only repairing it.  

When I regained my freedom on 17 
October 2017, I looked no further 
than putting the knowledge and 
skills I had acquired from the 
training into practice. I was 
supported by Advance Afrika with a 
toolbox that contained mechanic 
tools such as a set of spanners and 
pliers, among other items. I set up a 
motorcycle garage at East Ward A in 
Kitgum Town in northern Uganda in 
front of my uncle’s motorcycle spare 
parts shop.

Trainer
At the workshop, I also train other 
youth to repair motorcycles. I am 
also a farmer at Palabek Gem village 
where I hail from. I started training 
other youth in February 2018 and 
each one of them paid me 150,000 
shillings for a six-month training 
course. I have retained some of 
them, depending on their behaviour 
and attitude towards work. I don’t 
want to do anything that will 
jeopardise my future, so I stay away 
from crime and I always caution my 
trainees about actions that can lead 
them to prison. I came to understand 
that when you are imprisoned, your 
life changes for the worse. 
Everything in life comes to a 
standstill. It becomes hard to begin 
something for yourself once released 
because the community already has 
a different perception and attitude 
towards you. This is something I 
experienced first-hand.

Recently, I was told that the father of 
the kid I knocked down is looking for 
me. I know he is not happy that I am 
out of jail, because this showed even 
when I was still in jail. I am afraid of 
what will happen when he finds me, 
because I don’t know his intentions 
and that worries me a lot.

Odong, Anywar’s Uncle
Anywar is my nephew. He works 
here in front of my shop. Even 
though he was in jail for some time, I 
have seen a lot of changes in his life 
upon returning home. The good 
example he is showing to his fellow 
youth and the commitment he puts 
into his work tell me that he loves 
the work he is doing. Generally, his 
life has improved and I don’t have 
any doubt about his future, although 
I can’t predict it. I suspect that his 
life in prison enabled him to learn a 
big lesson and also to acquire new 
skills which are helping him now. He 
handles his customers well and 
there’s no single time when you’ll 
find him idle. He is either attending 
to a customer, repairing a 
motorcycle or training these youths 
you see here today. He trains them 
in motorcycle repair. They are mostly 
school dropouts who come here to 
learn hands-on skills. I am happy 
with what he has been able to turn 
this place into because it has even 
boosted my sales in this shop. Most 
customers who come here to repair 
their motorcycles buy spare parts 
from here. Or if someone came for 
spare parts and they wanted it to be 
fixed, Anywar and his trainees will 
do it for a small fee.

Anywar is one of the 1,195 young 
ex-inmates who received skills and 
entrepreneurship training as inmates 
from 28 prison units since 2016 
under the Economic Empowerment 
and Social Reintegration of Youth 
Ex-Prisoners in the Acholi and Lango 
sub-regions. The project is 
supported by the European Union 
and Caritas Switzerland and 
implemented by Advance Afrika in 
partnership with the Uganda Prison 
Service (UPS). The project aims at 
curbing youth unemployment, 
rehabilitation and reintegration of 
ex-prison inmates to help them 
develop skills to ease re-entry into 
society, providing start-up kits to 
ex-prison inmates to start small 
businesses or improve already 
existing ones, among others.



N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 8I M A G I N E  U G A N D A      I S S U E  0 8 1 3

Before I was arrested, I had 
a shop where I did phone 
repair and also sold 
phones as well as spare 
parts plus a video library 

section. Upon arrest, I asked a 
colleague who used to operate a 
mobile money business in front of my 
shop to watch over my business since 
he helped me from time to time 
whenever I wasn’t around. While in 
prison, I got the information that he 
had closed down the business and 
disappeared with my stock. They said 
the landlord had asked him to either 
pay the rent arrears or move out. He 
instead packed up my things and 
disappeared.
When I was released, I tried to search 
for him and it took me quite some 
time. But I eventually found him. He 
confessed to having sold off my 
property and he asked for some time 
to pay back. But I forgave him and 
decided to get on with my life.
At first, life was a difficult. I didn’t 
have what to do. I stayed home day in 
and day out, but one day I asked my 
parents for some help with capital to 
buy tools for phone repair since I had 
the knowledge. They offered me 
300,000 shillings, which I used to 

rent a small space in front of a 
lock-up shop in Koro trading centre, 
and also purchased some basic tools 
such as screwdrivers and extension 
cables and other things with the 
balance and I started earning my 
own money. It was at this place that I 
received a call from Advance Afrika 
to go and receive a start-up package. I 
was given an assortment of phone 
batteries, screens, housings, 
mouthpieces and earpieces as well as 
screwdrivers, which complemented 
what I had already bought.
After discovering that there was no 
phone repair shop in Acet trading 
centre, I shifted my business from 
Koro to Acet. Here I also tried 
dealing in charcoal, but the charcoal 
business did not work out, so I left it 
and concentrated on phone repair, 
selling spare parts and downloading 
music to people’s phones.
Currently, I am based in Bobi trading 
centre along the Kampala highway 
where I have this shop. I still engage 
in phone repair, music duplication, 
and phones and accessories sale. I 
also have a salon in Palenga centre as 
well as a mobile photography 
business in Opit trading centre.

To do this business, I did not need 
much capital. All I needed was simply 
to utilise my creative skills and good 
customer care. I treat my customers 
well. For instance in the music 
business, I give bonuses for every five 
songs that a customer pays for. That 
way, they keep coming back for new 
songs. I have also been reinvesting 
my profits to expand and open 
smaller branches.
The knowledge I got in 
entrepreneurship and life skills while 
in prison has helped me to enhance 
my business mindset as it upgraded 
what I knew before. I learnt to plan 
for my business, how to save money, 
how to treat my customers and also 
the importance of leading a decent 
life by working hard as well as 
forgiveness. That is why I forgave the 
colleague who sold off my stock when 
I was in trouble. I could easily have 
had him arrested to recover my 
property, but instead I decided to let 
go.  
The writer is Opio Colbert, an 
ex-prison inmate

Opio ColbertOpio Colbert
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“Sarah is a prison inmate – but she is also a woman, a 
wife, a community member and a mother. She spent 
several years in prison as she had burnt down the house 
of her parents. She fears going back to her home, as her 
family is still angry at her. At the same time there is no 
other place she could go to and she also wishes to stay 
with and take care of her children. Now she is soon to be 
released – she wants to start a business of selling clothes 
to earn money for herself and her family – but how will 
her family react when she comes back?” 

Many prison inmates and ex-inmates share 
similar stories. Through prison they changed 
their character and wish to start a new and 
changed life – but not only is the start into a 

new life without resources and livelihood difficult, but 
they also face stigmatisation and challenges in seeking 
reconciliation with their communities.

Peace and Prosperity are friends – if one is missing, the 
other can’t properly develop. Based on years of 
experience and achievements in empowering vulnerable 

ex-inmates economically, Advance Afrika decided to 
venture into a new field and strengthen the impact 
created. Communities and individuals affected by crime 
do not only need economic empowerment, but have a 
strong urge to re-establish peace and positive 
relationships. 

This even more so in areas where the population is still 
affected by the aftermath of violent conflicts, such as 
West Nile, and the Acholi and Lango sub-Regions in 
northern Uganda. In communities where conflicts 
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frequently escalate 
into violence and crime, 

where the traditional methods of dealing with 
such fail, processes of listening, understanding 

each other and eventually healing become more 
important. 

In this respect, Advance Afrika and the Welfare and 
Rehabilitation Department of the Uganda Prisons 
Service together seek to accompany and support 
ex-inmates on their journey of reintegration into their 
home communities. The organisations formed a task 
force of community staff and prison social workers who 
are trained to facilitate mediations and counselling 
sessions with (ex-)inmates, their families and community 
members. The team provides counselling to inmates and 
their family members, visits ex-inmates and victims of 
crime in their homes, offers counselling and facilitates 
discussions and mediation processes. Ex-Inmates in 
Acholi, Lango and West-Nile have been supported to 
reconcile with their families and coexist peacefully and 
with mutual respect with their communities.

Community dialogues and radio campaigns have been 
launched to reach out to communities in northern 
Uganda, discuss the reintegration of ex-inmates and 
reduce stigmatisation. Through advocacy and 
community engagements, we hope to address not only 
knowledge gaps but also open up spaces for discussions 
around what justice is, what it should look like and how 
society can deal with crime in a constructive way that 

both safeguards its members and allows for change and 
development. 

As a way forward, Advance Afrika and Uganda Prisons 
Service jointly seek to develop a Training Manual on 
dealing with conflicts that are specific to the situation of 
(ex-)inmates. Through this, prison staff, inmates and 
community members will be trained in how to address 
conflicts in a positive way. As a first step, an assessment 
was done on which conflicts lead to crime and how they 
are dealt with in communities. It became clear that many 
conflicts escalate into violence, that alcoholism is a 
problem leading to even more violence and that land 
issues as well as domestic violence are key components 
of conflicts in homes and communities. 

Advance Afrika hopes to take this project further to 
create a link and a strong task force of Civil Society, 
Judiciary and Community Members – transforming 
conflicts into positive societal change, supporting 
ex-inmates in their reintegration, reducing re-offending 
and eventually reducing violence and crime in our 
communities. This can only be achieved if we link 
counselling and mediation with advocacy and economic 
empowerment and thus support ex-inmates and the 
community at large in a holistic way. For a life in dignity 
– for Sarah and for everyone in our communities.

Irene Erben Mukasa, Advance Afrika Civil Peace 
Advisor

Community 
dialogues and radio 

campaigns have been 
launched to reach out to 

communities in northern 
Uganda, discuss the 
reintegration of ex-
inmates and reduce 

stigmatisation.
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VISION:

MISSION:

VALUES:

A safe and free society where young people live 
with dignity and realise their full potential  

We address the root causes of vulnerability 
by developing opportunities for economic 
empowerment and transforming the social 

functionality of communities

Courageous leadership, Passion, 
Appreciation and Professionalism


