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Many Batwa children
are discouraged from
attending school be-
cause of stigmatisation
from fellow learners and
members of the com-
munity.

BY ALEXASHABA

n Bundibugyo District, along the
Uganda-DRC border, the Batwa com-
munity now live in Ntandi Town :
Council after they were evicted from
Semuliki National Park in the 1000s fol-

lowing its gazettement.

‘The Batwa, who traditionally lived as
forest dwellers, had migrated from the :

PRC to hunt and gather in the forest.

Since their eviction, the Batwa arc a :

hiphly marginalised community,facing |
challenges such as extreme poverty and : ¢

limited access (o basic services, includ-

ing education.

Currently;tisestimated thatjustabout i .
47 Batwa children are enrolledin both : ; 4z

irimnry and secondary education, ac- :

rding to Cross-Cultural Foundation : !

of Uganda (CCFU),an organisation sup- :

porting the Batwa in the district.

One of the institutions supporting the 3
education of Batwa children is Our La- :
dy of Annunciation Bugombwa Nurs- :

eryand Primary School,a private Catho- :
i SrCharik Juliana (centre, back), the head teacher of Our Lady of Annunciation Bugombwa Nursery and Primary
i School in Bundibugyo District and officials from CCFU with Batwa pupils last weok. PHOTO/ALEX ASHABA

licfounded school.
Sr Juliana Charik, the school head

teacher, said the school began enrolling :
Batwa children after they were identi-
fied within the community in 2016.She :
said at the time,there was no school spe- :
cifically for Batwa children and they :

faced significant discrimination from
surrounding communities.

“At first,it was hard to believe that Bat-
wa children could attain education. My

colleague, St Angelica Tumwesigye, first
encountered the Batwa during field- :

work in Ntandi,”Sr Charik said.

She said a parish priest at Bugombwa : ]
: years of persistence, the efforts began :
! to yield results. The children gradual- :
: lyadapted to school routines, their con-
with formal school settingsand manyof : fidence grew, and their willingness to :-

rovided a church social hall where the
(@ group of Batwa children were en-
ed. However, they were not familiar

the children would frequently runaway : learnimproved.
and return to their communities. :

They werelater transferred tothenear-  Infrastructureandholistic support
by government-aided Bugombwa Pri- :  SrCharik said the church later provid-
mary School. i ed land where CCFU constructed a dor- :

The head teacher said this approach : mitory,a three-classroom block and a ;
was unsuccessful, as the Batwa children : toilet facility. :
feared interacting with other members |  “Beyond physical infrastructure, CCFU
of the community because theywereof- : supported the children both academi-
ten stigmatised. ¢ cally and culturally. They helped estab- :

“Some people labelled Batwa chil- : lish cultural clubs where children could :
dren as manneriess,dirty,orunwillingto : perform traditional dances and recon- :
learn. We brought them to study at the : nect with their heritage,’she said
primary school,but when wetookthem :  She added that CCFU developed learn- :
there to learn alongside other children, : ing materials in the Batwa local lan- :
they refused.Because oftheirnature,the : guage, including charts, storybooks, :
Batwa children are shy,so they werenot : and reading materials, making learning :

comfortable studying in that environ-
ment,”she said.

She explained that the largest num- :
ber of children then were in Primary :
One and Two, which forced her tostarta
nursery section at the church premises, :

despite the structure being temporary,

“So I'was forced to start a Primary One
class for the Batwa in 2016.At that time, :
the government was closing schoolsthat :
did not meet the required standards.] :
went to the District Education Officer’s :
(DEO) office to report myself because] :
expected to be imprisoned for teaching :

in such poor structures,”Sr Charik said.

She noted that upon learning that she
was teaching Batwa children, the DEO :
1 atabout 300 people. Today, howe-

provided her with the official curricu-
Tum for Primarv One and Two.

sion.

i district leadership.

: munity,also became actively involved.
She further explained that after three

: moreaccessible and meaningful.

ers moved to the next level, a new class
wasintroduced tosupport their progres- :

Sr Charik said educating Batwa chil- :
i dren soon became a collective respon- :
: sibility,adding that they partnerced with :
¢ the CCFU,with strong backing from the :

Other stakeholders, including district :
officials, the police,and the local com- :

: school altogether;Sr Charik said.

The head teacher said since the estab-

arein Senior One.

She added that six pupils (four boys :
and two girls) are set to be registered for :
i the2026 Primary Leaving Examinations
(PLE). Overall, the school currently has :
32 Batwa pupils in the primary section :
: outof a total enrolment of 172 learners, :
i which also includes children from the :

surrounding community.

She further noted that CCFU bought :
3.8 acres of land where livelihood pro- :
grammes were introduced at the school.
: At first, the children were too young to :
: take partin farming, but over time, each :
¢ child has started growing their own ba- :

nanaplants.

Ongoingchallenges

i “After spending months in structured :
: settings at home during holidays, they :
: often come back changed, less disci- :
plined, disengaged, and sometimes de- :
structive. Uniforms are lost, property :
is damaged, and some lose interest in :

She appealed to the government t
consider deploying government teach:

erstothe school. Currently the school re-
lies on Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) :
¢ funds to pay teachers, which she said is :

How Bundibugyo’s Batwa
are fighting for education

s : insufficient.
lishment of the school in 2016, eight stu- :
: dents are currently enrolled in Senior :
Three, nine in Senior Two, while seven :

wa children.

and later on education.

hesaid.

However, he noted that they later real- :
ised the Batwa community’s most im- :
mediate needs were not cultural, but :
¢ rather centred on survival, particular-
¢ lylivelihood and education. As a result,
: they initially invested in livelihood pro-
grammes before gradually shifting focus

©_inthe boarding section,”she said.

to educational infrastructure.

“We shifted our focus toward infra-
structure development. We constructed :
classrooms and dormitories primarily :
for Batwa children,although these facili- :
! ties arealsoused by learners from neigh- :
bouring communities such as the Bam- :
¢ ba,Babwisi,and others,"he said.

He added that currently, CCFU sup- :
portsall the 47 Batwa learners by provid- :
ing scholastic materials, paying school :
¢ such as bee-keeping and the processing

CHANGING TIMES

The 2024 National Population
and Housing Census report indi-
cates a sharp decline in the Batwa
populationin Uganda, dropping
from 6,200 peoplein 2014 to
3,857in2024.

In Bundibugyo District,the
Batwa cultural leader, Mr Geof-
frey Nzito, said when the commu-
nity crossed into Ugandain the
1990s and settled in Semuliki Na-

ver, only about 160 individuals re-

tional Park, their populationstood  :
: cases ofintermarriage and aban-
donment are common, with some

{ mainin the district.

He attributes this decline largely

tointermarriage with non-Batwa
: communities, particularly the
i Bambaand Bakonzo.

“As their cultural leader here, |

- i encourage my people to marry fel-
: low Batwa. |, myself, have one wife,
i aMutwa. Butin other areas like Ki-
: soro, many of our womenare mar- :
: ried offto non-Batwa, whichis why
: you see changes evenin physical
: appearance,” he said.

He added that in Bundibugyo,

{ menfrom neighbouring communi-
: ties fathering children and later di-
: sappearing.

Mr Nzito further expressed

i concern over the gradual loss of

: Batwa cultural practices, noting

: that changes in diet and lifestyle

: are also contributing to the com-
{ munity’s decline.

“We no longer strictly follow

our culture. We now eat foods we

: never used to eat. Traditionally, we
i depended on bush meat. Whenwe
: abandon our culture, our numbers
: keep reducing. It pains us to see

i our population declining,” he said.

! ing programmes are planned in areas
¢ such as motorcycle repair, hairdressing
: and salon services, carpentry, tailoring,
: and bakery. Unlike earlier phases, these
! upcoming training sessions will be fol-
: lowed by direct material support to en-
: sure beneficiaries can immediately ap-
i ply the skills they have acquired,” she
: added. .

fees, and ensuring they are accommo-

o datedinboarding facilities,

The orpanisation also supplies essen-

¢ tialiterns stich as bedding, mattresses,

antd heds,

Mr Msibambi explained that in a bid to
enstire long term sustainability,CCFU in-
tmduced a cocoa farming project at the

i school. The project involves cultivating
: eocnaom appreimately 3.8 acres of land
i acquired bry the orpanisation.

“The crop is progressing well, and %70 -

i expect harvesting to begin within the

next oneto two years, The goal is for pro-
ceeds from eocoa prchuction to support

i the edueation programme, As an NGO
¢ dependent on donor funding, we rec-
. ognise the risk of funding fluctuations.
: Cocoa farming is, therefore, intended to
i serve asasustainable source of income.”
¢ hesaid.

He added: “We hope, resources permit-

ting, to see them through to universi-

* ¢ ty.We believe education is key to trans-

¢ forming the community. If we can nur-

: ture even 10to 15 educated individuals, |
. they can return and help change mind-

: sets and uplift the entire Batwa popula-

¢ tion”

‘The Batwa cultural leader, Mr Geoffrey

i Nzito,said three of his five children are

She also called for additional scholas- :
tic materials and more classroom struc-
tures,emphasising that it is one of the :
¢ only schools specifically supporting Bat- :

enrolled studying in secondary schoo) ,

while the other two remain at home.
“Those studying at Bugombwa are be-

ing supported by CCFU, but more than

i 20 others remain at home in our com-

Mr Fredrick Nsibambi, the deputy ex-
ecutive director of CCFU,explained that :
they began working with the Batwa in :
2013, focusing on cultural preservation :
i al Park, Ms Norah Mbubi, explained that
“We recognised that the Batwa had :
: been disconnected from their cultural :
heritage due to displacement, and we :
sought to help reconnect them withit,” :

munity. We lack the money for fees and
transport to take them to school,” he
said.

The Chief Warden of Semliki Nation-

the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) -
supports education for Batwa children
by providing free transport to school at
the beginning of each term.

“We collect the children from their
community and transport them to
school. Without this support, many of
them would remain at home. At the
end of each term, we also pick them
from school and take them back home.
We have done this consistently over the
years,and all their children are enrolled

She added that they have also extend-
ed support to the community through
various capacity-building initiatives
aimed at improving livelihoods. These
include training in energy-saving cook-
ing technologies and rainwater harvest-

ing. =
Ms Mbubi further noted that commu-

nity members have been trained in a

range of income-generating activities

: of bee products, including wax, candles,
shoe polish, perfumes,and jewelry.

Additional skills training has covered

¢ hand-crafting basket weaving,mat mak-
¢ ing,wood carving, mushroom growing,
: and vegetahle farming.

“In addition, new vocational train-
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