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Why 2026 is a critical 
year in the FGM fight 

To de-escalate political tensions, 
give young men something to do ' 

N 
ow that elections are be­
lUnd us,it is time to refo­
cus our energy on an is­
sue that continues to af­
fect women and girls in 
the Sebei and Karamo­

ja sub-regions: female circum­
cision. 

Among the Sabinyin Sebei,cir-
. cumCisionceremonies tradi­

tionallyfollow an even-year cul­
tural calen~while practices in 
Karaploja occur more irregular­
ly.This means in 2026,the num­
hers are likely to go up,as expe­
rience shows that the nUmber 
of women and girls subjected to 
cutting tends to rise during cer­
emonialseasons when com­
munities seek~ preservethis 
long-standing tradition. 

Itistherefore no surprise that 
civil society organisations and 
government agencies intensify 
theiI;prevention and protection 
efforts duringsuch years. 

Promisingl)r,national data 
show that FemaIe GenitalMuti­
lation (FGM) has declined over 
time.Theproportionofwomen 
aged 15-49 who have everun­
dergone FGMfell from 0.6 per­
centin 2006 to around 0.3 per- ' 

The progr~ss 
madesofar 

, gives reason­
for hope, but 
lasting change 
will require 
persistence 
and coHective 
action. 

centin 2016,areduction of­
ten attributed to theAnti-FGM 
law and sustalled community 
awareness efforts. 

In some sub-counties such as 
Kabeywaand Gamogo inKap­
chorwaDistrict,iocalleadersre­
port thatthepractice has nearly 
disappeared.HoWeve;because 
FGMhasin~goneun­
derground sincethe law came 
into forcein 2010,this is not the 
timeto relax.Hidden practic-
es and sporadic resurgencesre­
mind us that progressisfragile. 

They also mean many cases go 
unrecorded,since routine sys­
tems such as the DistrictHealth 
Information Software 2 (DHIS2) 
depend onfucility-basedreport­
ing and, therefore,captlll'e only a 
small :fraction of incidents. 

Recentincidentshighlightwhy 

continued vigilanceis needed. A decade ago,I spent several days in 
In December 2018,and January Majengo,a densely populated slum 
2019,reports pointed to aresur- on the fringes of Nairobi City. The 
gence of open cutting in Sebei af- al-Shabaab terror attack on West-
teryears in which the practice gate Mall a year earlier, in September 
had largely beencon~ed.A 2013,had dealt a body blowto Nairo-
joint civil societystatement by bi's middle-class lifestyle and national psy-
Chapter Four Uganda andKap- ' che generally, and had raised many ques-
chorwa Civil Society Organi- tions about what drove young (mostly) men 
sationsAssociation (KACSOA) to join te.rror groups. 
notedthatatleast 100 girls and , TheansWerswefOlllldinMajengoweresur-
women were reportedlymuti- · prising.Forinstance,although al-Shabaabwas 
latedinKweenDistrictduring anIslamicgroup,someofitsyoungrecruits 
December 2018 alone. In con- wererecentlyconvertedChristians'andeven 
trast,odd-numbered years sUch agnostics. In addition, while the group is So-
as 2021 generally recorded far malia-based,manyrecruits werenot Somali 
fewer reported incidents. butfromdifferentcommunities across Kenya, 

At the sametime,social and includingLuo,Kikuyuandot4er& 
cultural preSsures continue The question of what drove young people in-
to weigh heavily on women to violent religious extremist groups wasn't 

. and girls.Stigma,expectations local.ISIS,or the Islamic State, was reorder-
aroundmarriage,andfearofex- ingthepolitical and religious order across the 
elusion comIJ!elsometo undergo Middle East andreaching as far aWcrf as in the 
FGM despite legal protection. Sahel for support andnewmembers. Under-

Evidencefromhigh-preva- ' standingtheincentives for recruitment was 
lencedistricts,especiailyin animPortantfirststepinstemmingthevio-
Sebei,suggests that older wom- lence and stymyingradical movements. 
en are still more likely to be cut A populartheoryatthetimesuggested that 
than younger girls,reflecting . - many of these young male recruits were sim-
both historical exposure and on- ply sexuallyfrustrated.Boris Johnson, who 
goingpressure in adulthood. was then Mayor ofLondon,captured this sen-

T4e2021 United Nations Pop- , timentipaninterviewwiththe Sun after a 
ulationFund (UNFPA) fuel: sheet visit to Iraq, where he proclaimed that the ISIS 
highlighted that 26.7 percent of "Jihadis areporn-watchingwankers,. 
women aged 15 to 49 practiced Popular as it was andremains,the "sexual 
FGM in key districts,compared frustration" theory was not new.In Europe in 

. to eight percent among young- the MiddleAges,scholarGeorgios Karras not-
er girls aged 15 to 24.For·many ed in 1998,it was believed that male sexu-
women,thedecisionisless alneedscouldbuildupand,ifunmet,lead 
aboutpreservingtradition and men to "commit seduction, rape, adultery 
more about avoiding stigma,re- and sodomy". This was,of course, a self-serv-
jection,or social exclusion with- ing and verynanuw argument . 
intheircommunities. This com- SUbsequentresearchfolmdthatsexualfrus-
plexitymakes eradication chal- tratioIiwasmostly a proxyfor and perhaps 
lenging: even those who avoid even a byproduct of socioeconomicfrustra-
FGMinchildhoodmayfacere- tion.These,andtheyo~menwefoundbe-
newed pressure laterin life. 

.. po1icymak~,rs should 
think very intentional­
lyabout how to ensure 
that young men are 
not left behiild. 

• 

ingrecruitedinM~engo,werenotgettingany 
because they didnothave anything. 
. SUbsequent research has found evidence of 
acomplexandintertwinedrelationship be­
tween political unrest and sexual frustration ' 
amongyoungmen,which leads to extremism, 
aggression and "militant masculinity" . 

Anyone looking at the data from Uganda's 
recent electoral process,the census,and oth­
er datasources - even unscientificanecdota,l 
analysisof socialmediasentiment - can see 
the silhouette of angryyoungmen who feel 
~economically and politically excluded. 

We'vemadetl)isargumentinthesepages 
before,butitisimportant enough to revisit. 
Between 2016 and 2024,an estimated 317,555 
Ugandans migrated to the Middle East,most­
ly aslabourers.Ofthese,official data show, al­
most eight out ofevery 10 were women. 

This means 218,871 more Ugandan women 
got jobs than men in the Middle East in that 
period.The numbers might varyfrom source 
to source,but the trend analysisholds,as does 
the anecdotal evidence from the longexport 
lines atEntebbe InternationalAirport. 

Theimpacts are beginning to emerge in in­
terestingwaYs.First,as a friend told me re­
cently,ithas become much harder to find 

domestic help around Kampala - usually a 
young woman who's dropped out of school, 
never had the chance to go, or is waiting on 
a betterjob. 
Atfacevalue,this is a good problem. Scarce 

labour means higher wages for the fewwom­
en willing to do aomesticwoIkManyyoung 
women who previously drifted into the city to 
provide domestic labour are now expatriates, 
doing the same worl< but for better-paying cli-
ents in the Middle EastMany are still here 
physically but mentally are in the departure 

_. lounge waiting for their passports and worl< 
permits. 

This has created an arithmetic gend~irn­
balance, but with other complexities.Th~ av­
erageyoungUgandan woman with exposure 
to externallabourJllaltets is Jikelyto have a 
higher income and a more refined worldview 
than the boda boda-riding boyfriend she left 
behindinLukaya. 

One possible result is a surge in domestic and 
gender-based violence as these young men . 
struggle to come to terms with changed p0w­

er dynamics within relationships onaccOllllt 
ofeconomicinequalities.Anotheriscrime,as 
the youngmenfind alternativeways to patch 
uptheirmasculini~oranincreaseinmilitant 
rhetoric and political aggressienas they seek 
to find W'irfS to deal 
If this weren't a God-fearing and morallyup­

right country,one would suggest that more re­
laxed social mores would reduce the politi­
cal (and other) tensions among angryyoung· 
men.Instead, we advise that policymakers 
should thinkveryintentionally about how 
to ensure young men are not left behind We 
can't sleep SOlllldly or avoid political unrest 
if angry and hungryyoung men are tossing 
around in their empty beds. We can't arrest 
them all. 

I Mr Kalinaki is ajoumalist and pocr man's ' 
freedom fighter. 
write2ka1inaki@gmail.~; @Kalinaki ' 

The 2018/2019 resurgence al­
so spmeddebatewithincom­
munities and on local media, 
with some arguingthat ending 
FGM would mean losing cultur­
alidentity.Such viewshighlight 
why the practice persistsreflect­
ingthe social pressures that sus­
tainit. 
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. Government and develop­
ment partners have investedin 
enforcementofthelaw,commu­
nity dialogues,education,safe 
shelters,andalternative liveli­
hoods.Theseeffortsshowthat ' 
change is possible when com­
munities are engaged and sup­
ported. 

Whatremains at risk is mo­
mentum Reductions in fund­
ingfor gender equality and child 
protection wom,incluclingFGM 
prevention,coUld easily reverse 
hard-won gains. This yearmust, 
therefore,be about staying the 
cOurse: maintaining consistent 
funding,strengtheningcommu­
nityengagement,andsustaining 
prevention efforts throughout 
theyeru;not oilly dtiringpeak 
seasons. 

The progress made so far gives 
reasonfor hope,butlasting 
chaI!gewillrequirepersistence 
andcollective action. 

PLE results: Beyond gender cOlllparisons 
to .llleaningful education refoflll for all 

T
he release of the 202$ Primary Leav- . 
ing Examination (pLE) results has 
once again sparked public debate, 
particularly around how the boy­
child performed in comparison to the 
girl-child. While such comparisons 

are inevitable, they must be approached 
with caution, depth, and a clear under­
standing of what examination results tru-
ly represent 
Accordingto the Uganda National Examina­

tions Board (Uneb),more girls than boys sat 
for the PLE,reflectingimproved enrOlment 
andretentionofthe girl-child in primary edu­
cation.HoweveI;asubject-bysubject analysis 
reveals notablepatterns.Girls performed bet­
terin EnglishLanguage,.while boys showed 
strongerperformanceinMathematics,Inte­
grated Science,andSocial Studies with Reli­
gious Education,especially athigher achieve­
mentlevels. . 

While such comparisons · 
are inevitable, they must 
be approached with cau­
tion, {iepih, and a 
understanding 

boys may receive more reinforcement and' 
confidence-building in analytical and prob­
lem-solving subjects. 

requires deliberate·action.St'rengthening 
foundational literacy and numeracyinlow­
er primary is critical Teachers must be con­
tinuously supported with trainingthat ena­
bles them to address diverse learning needs 
and build learner confidence,particularly in 
Mathematics and Sciente.Schools should al­
so use assessment data to design targeted . 
interventions instead of applying uniform 
solutions. 

Parents, too,have an important role to play. 
Examinationresu1ts should never be used to 
label a child's ability or predict ~eir future 
success.PLE captures petformance at a sin­
gle.pointin time; it does not measure creativ­
ity,resilience,leadership,or problem-solving 
skills that are equally important in life. Chil­
dren thrive best when parentsfocus on ef­
fort,growth,and emotional support rather ' 
than comparison and pressure. 

illtimately,the conversation should move 
beyond who petformed bette!: The real ques­
tion is how Uganda can create an education 
system that recognises diverse strengths,sup­
ports every learne;and prepares children. 
not just to pass exams, but to succeed in life. 

'I Ms Miriam Cherukut is a social scientist and .women's rights 
activist. 

These differences should not be interpret­
ed as a measure of intelligence or capability 
between genders.Rathe; they point to vari­
ations inlearning experiences, teaching ap­
proaches,confidence levels,and social ex­
pectations.Language subjects often benefit 
from consistent practice,readiilg culture,and 
expressive engagement areas wheremany 
girls are encouraged early.On the other hand, 

As an educationist and consultant, I ob­
serve that these results highlight systemic 
issues within our education environment 
Teaching methods still lean heavily toward 
exammation performance instead of con­
ceptual understanding.In addition,gen­
der-responsive pedagogy remains limited, 
leaving some learners unsupported in sub­
jects where they require encouragement 
ratherthan comparison. 

Improvingpetformance across subjects I Ms Gloria Gbk Betslgireki - Senior 
educationist and consultant 
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