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Uganda is among the 
countries with the 
highest burden of the 
disease, with an esti­
mated 33,000 babies 
born each year carrying 
the sickle cell trait or 
disease_ 

Ugandans urged to prioritise 
sickle cell testing pro e 

BY MUDANGHA KOLYANGHA 

~
rthousands offamilies across Ugan­

da, the battle against sickle cell dis­
ease is a silent lifelong struggle 
InalXed by pain, stigma, and limited 

access to care. -
Health experts are urging married cou­

ples and those planning to have children 
to undergo sickle cell testing, wanting 
that failing to know their status could 
putfuture generations at risk. 

Sickle cell disease is a serious inherit­
ed blood disorder that affects the shape 
and function ofred blood cells, causing 
them to fonn a crescent or"sickle"shape. 
This can lead to severe pain,frequent in­
fections, anemia, and organ damage. 

Mi Kisembb further einphasised the 
need to mobilise youth and academic 
communities to take ownership of advo­
cacy for improved sickle cell care and ed­
ucation within their communities. 

For 40-year-old Ms Betty Mwagale from 
Budaka District, thejoumey with sickle 
cell began with the loss of her first-born 
son at just two years old. 

"He kept falling sick, had high fevers, 
and cried a lot in pain. We were told it 
was malaria until he died. Only later 
did we find out it was sickle cell," she re-__ 

Her second child, now six, also has the 
disease. Although the diagnosis came 
~ she still struggles to access afforda­
ble medication and transport for her 
son's regular medical reviews. 

"Sometimes I have to choose between 
buying painkillers or feeding the fumily;" 
she says. 

SpeakinKduring a public health aware­
ness campaign organised by Kavule 
My Home (KMH), a youth-foUnded or­
ganisation at Kavule Primary School 
playgrounds in Ikiki County last Sun­
day, Mi Samson Wamani, a health of­
ficer attached to Budaka Health Centre 
Iv, urged couples to seek sickle cell test­
ing to reduce the severity and spread of 
the disease. 

Parents and care givers from across Lango with their children ttend a sickle cell creening and treatment event held 

Uganda's health system is still not fully 
equipped to manage the burden of sick­
le cell disease. Many health facilities lack 
screening equipment and trained per-
sonnel. . 

He emphasised that testing is the first 
step in prevention. 

"When couples know their sickle cell 
• status before having children, they can 
make informed decisions and reduce 
the chances of giving birth to a child 
with the disease,"he explained. 

Health workers say when both part­
ners carry the sickle cell trait, there is a 
25 percent chance that their child will be 
born with the disease. 

In Budaka District alone, there are 420 
registered patients living with the con­
dition, and at least two new cases are re­
ported daily. 

"Following the upsurge of the disease, 
-a sickle cell clinic was established to sup­
port these patients,"Mr Wamani added. 

However, despite the high prevalence 
of the disease in the district, blood short­
ages remain.a major challenge. 

Ms Hellen Wanyenze, the assistant dis­
trict health officer, said the shortage of 
blood has become a serious obstacle in 
the fight against sickle cell disease. 

Mbale Regional Hospital serves sever-

at Lira Mayor's Garden on September 28, 2023. PHOTO/FILE 

. al sub-regions, including Bugisu, Sebei, 
'feso, and BukediHowever,Bukedi regis­
ters the highest number of sickle cell pa­
tients. 

Dr Julian Abeso, the head ofpaediat­
ries at Mbale Regional Referral Hospi­
tal, said the high patient numbers have 
worsened shortages of both blood and 
medication. , 

Ms Eseza NamaIwa, who lost a child to ' 
sickle cell disease and is raising anoth- : 
er who is living with the condition, ap­
pealed to the government to provide 
more support to affected families. 

Mr Geoffrey Mapiri, the KMH youth 
chairperson, said the organisation has 
been mobilising communities to raise 
awareness about sickle cell disease 
through blood donation drives, on-site . 
testing,and community games aimed at : 
supporting affected children. ' 

The Ministry of Health has been roll- : 
ing out awareness campaigns in both ur- : 
ban and rural areas, urging couples·to in- : 
clude sickle cell testing in routine health : 
checks. . 

However,for some couples, stigma and 
limited access to testing remain signifi­
cant barriers. 

Health workers are encouraging all 
people, whether married, engaged, or 

SICKLE CELL ANKING · 
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Globally, the prevalence ofthe 
sickle cell trait is estimated at 
seven percent of the world's 
population, translating to 
300,000 to 500,000 children 
born annually with the disease. 
Africa bears 80 percent of the 
global burden, and 50 to 80 
percent of affected children die 
before their fifth birthday. 
Uganda ranks fourth after Ni­
geri!, the Democratic Repu-
blic of Congo, and Tanzania, with 
20,000 to 25,000 newborns 
diagnosed with sickle cell di­
sease each year. (Source: WHO) 

in.long-term relationships, to make sick­
le cell testing a priority,justlike HIV/Aids 
testing, as part of planning for a healthy 
fumily. 

"Treatment of sickle cell patients can 
be expensive and emotionally draining. 
Testing before starting a family is one of 
~e simplest, most effective steps cou­
ples can take,"Mr Wamani added. 

Despite being one of the most COID-

Although the government launched:-_ -
mon genetic disorders in Uganda, sick- the National Sickle Cell Control Pro-
le cell disease remains under-diagnosed, gramme in 2014, implementation re­
underfunded,andmisunderstood. mains weak due to funding gaps and 

Mr Henry Kisembo, the chief execu- low public awareness. 
tive officer of AMAPH Initiative Africa, "Many children die before they are 
said the prevalence of the sickle cell trait even diagnosed. Every screening, es 
stands at 25 percent in high-burden re- pecially for newborns, can save lives, 
gions, yet stigma, low awareness, and but it is not routine in most parts of 
limited access to early screening contin- the country. We need to integrate sickle 
ue to worsen the situation. cell screening into maternal and child 

"There is need for concerted action to health services,DMr Kisembo says. 
reduce the burden of sickle cell disease Even so, there is hope. Local organisa­
through awareness creation, education, tions such as the Sickle Cell Association 
and community-based engagement,"Mr and development partners like AMAPH 
Kisembo said. Initiative Africa continue to raise aware-

He added that public awareness must ness and advocate f9r improved servic­
be raised on the impact of the disease,its es. They are also pushing for the govern­
mode of transmission, and the impor: ment to make premarital sickle cell test­
tance of early diagnosis and care.Screen- ing more accessible, especially to young 
ing should especially be normalised for people. 
young adults and families. Dr Roseline Achola, a technical officer 

A survey conducted by AMAPH Initia- . at the Ministry ofHealth, said sickle cell 
tive Africa in partnership with Roman ' is becoming a serious national health 
Research, and supported by the Ministry burden. ~ 
of Health, shows that Uganda is among "For those intending to m~screen­
the top four African countries most af- ing for the disease is critical to prevent 
fected by sickle cell disease, with an es- further spread. This is a serious burden 
timated 25,000 children born with the thecountryisfacing,"shesaid. 
condition annually, and a devastating 80 The highest burden is in northern and 
percent mortality rate before the age of eastern Uganda, where 15 to 20 percent 
five. of the population carries the trait . 
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BY JOSEPH OMOLLO 

TORORO. There were ululations in 
Nam Village, Kirewa Sub-county in 

Tororo widow regains her land after protracted battle ---. 
Tororo District after Josephine Abbo, a After facing several threats over the Rampant land 
widow,regained her land, which was at land,Ms Abbo reported the case to Kire- grabbln 
the verge of being grabbed. wa SUb-county early this year. As police, we are now 

Ms Abbo, 64, had been embroiled in a But even after reporting the case, the much more deter-
protracted wrangle with her husband's perpetrators remained defiant because mined to support 
family over a chunk ofland measuring no action was taken against them. widows and orphans 
five acres. However, her turning point was after in seekingjustice, and 

Ms Abbo revealed that her trouble the sub-county authorities referred her we wish to do that 
started wheI). her in-laws began assault- to Redeem International, an organisa- with support from 
ing and chasing her away from their tion partneringwith local law enforce- Redeem International-
family land in August 2024. ment authorities to protect orphans Detective Sgt Omiel Daniel from 

"In less than a year after the loss of my and widows from violence, abuse, and the land desk at Tororo Central 
husband,I started encounteringilireats exploitation. Police Station 
from relatives of my deceased husband, With the organisation intervention, • 
who claimed I cannot own my late hus- police caused the arrest of three perpe­
band's estate because I did not bear him trators, including Okoth Ochola Oboli 
any child,"she'Said. .. , , 64,rtlle brotherto the deceased, Vincent 

Ms Abbo was mamej:i"to her late hus- Ochwo 55, the clan chairpenon, and 
band for 24 ycilrs'untilbis death. -aeoprey Okello 28,the step son. 

The trio, who were charged with 
criminal trespass and malicious dam­
age, were onAugust 28, arraigned and 
charge'd..befOre the Grade one Magis­
trate Courtin Torolliin which the pre-

£ -

siding Magistrate, Eleijah Iradukun- "As police, we are now much more de­
da, ruled in Abbo's favour and ordered termined to support widows and or­
them to refund the money they re- phansinseekingjustice,andwewishto 
ceived from the person the land was do that with support from Redeem In-
sold to. ternational," he said. 

"!fyou had not asked for forgiveness The Bukedi Regional Police spokes-
from this widow, I was going to send person, Mr Moses Mugwe, cautioned 
you back to prison for a longer time widows and orphans to never suffer il:L...,; 
to serve as an example to others who silence or shy away from seeking jus­
want to steal from widows or orphans," tice. 
the magistrate indicated in his ruling. Mr Conrad Sunday, the programme's 

The court ruling also committed the manager at Redeem International 
victims to one month of community Tororo field office, revealed that the or- • 
serviceaftertheypleadedforleniency. ganisation offered free legal services, 

Detective Sgt Omiel Daniel from the which saw the widow recover her land. 
land desk at Tororo Central Police Sta- He also encouraged communities to 
tion said land grabbing is rampant be- write wills and take the initiative of.ti­
cause the community"stilllobk at ,t iling-their land to sruefd-themSeJ.ves 
womeJl as:ha\tingno land rights. againstira1;>bers; 
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