Relief and Rehabilitation for the Umu-Ode Community, Enugu state, Nigeria

Analysis of the Conflict Situation and the Need for Action

1.1 Preamble: The number of internally displaced persons especially in the war-torn Sub-Saharan Africa is on the increase. Some of the affected persons such as the ill-fated ones in the Dafur region of southern Sudan attract world attention and relief when their plight appears on television screens and makes head-lines on the pages of newspapers. The Umu-Ode community of Enugu State in Nigeria is not as lucky as the people of Dafur; although the situation of the two groups differ in some ways. 

For more than 9 years now, the Umu-Ode community has been abandoned to their fate. Neither the federal government nor the state government is doing anything meaningful to alleviate their countless problems. They languish in abject penury and untold hardships in silence in Akpuoga-Nike and Nchetenche-Nike where many of them are taking refuge. Their friends who accommodated them are getting tired of them and even envy them and compete with them as they struggle to irk out a living. Their children are malnourished, some of them fall sick and die; a good number of their girls become pregnant prematurely; many cannot send their children to school and some who are lucky to go to school drop out on the way as a result of the lack of necessary financial and psycho-social support. While the government and the parties to the conflict argue and negotiate a way forward, something has to be done in the immediate to lessen their plight.

1.2 The Oruku-Umu-Ode Conflict: Historical Background
Pre-colonial history indicates that the Oruku people wandered and came to their present abode after many trials and wars. There are five hamlets in Oruku, namely, Ishienu, Ameke, Ohuani, Ezi-Obodo and Obunegu. These hamlets are broadly grouped as Ihu-Nnam made up of Umu-Chiani/Umu-Ode and Onuogo-Owo. As it is the case in almost all towns in Nkanuland and else where, the primus and secundus settler factional divide popularly known as Ohu and Amadu, tore the town apart. Although the two groups had shared many things in common, intermarriage between them was rare and officially forbidden. There was relative peace and harmony until tussle over chieftaincy stool triggered off serious and apparently irreconcilable positions and opinions among the feuding parties.

1.3 Remote Cause
This social stratification is the remote cause of the present conflict in Oruku. Colonial administration in principle abolished slavery and forbade any form of tutelage or subjugation of any group. The result was that what was characterised as primus and secundus settlers lived side-side without any land demarcation. Pre-colonial administration in Oruku was entrusted to the village council which was composed of village heads of all kindreds. The oldest man in the town known as Ishi Ani presided over the Council. Issues of common interest were deliberated upon by the Council. As was the case in other parts of Igboland, there was no clear-cut separation of powers with regard to the main organs of governance. As a result, Legislative, Executive and Judicial matters were undertaken by the Ishi-Ani and the village Council.

Proximate cause
When the colonial administration came to Oruku in 1919, Chief Nnamene Nwogbu (born c. 1865) was appointed Warrant Chief. He was succeeded by Okenwa Nwadenyi (born c. 1890) who ruled till 1958. Thereafter, Warrant Chieftaincy was abolished until 1976 when the then Anambra State government enacted an Edict making it mandatory for every autonomous community in the State to elect, select or appoint a traditional ruler. Sequel to this Edict, Igwe Nwatu Okenwa ascended the throne in 1981. However, his reign was short-lived; he died in 1983. After his death, there was disagreement between the conflicting parties over succession procedure. In 1995 this disagreement led to violent clashes which resulted in the Umu-Ode kindred fleeing their homes and taking refuge in the neighbouring towns. Many lives were lost on both sides. After a brief sojourn in the Diaspora, the then Military government tried to resolve the problem and they returned to their homes. However, the contentious issue was left unresolved. A Care-taker committee selected from both groups was formed to coordinate the activities of the town. Regrettably, symbiotic existence between the two groups did not return to normal.

1.4 Immediate Cause
Unfortunately, the acrimony, rancour and deep-seated hatred and mistrust which led to the sudden flight of Umu-Ode kindred deepened. In 1999, it became increasingly impossible for the conflict parties to cooperate in any communal activity. As a result of this, the Umu-Ode community became basically a quasi-autonomous community as they no longer feel safe and secure in the midst of the other group. They demanded that some sections of the town be given to them. The two groups began to watch over their own purported boundaries. Violent clashes ensued, leading to killings on both sides. Consequently, the Umu-Ode community fled once again to Akpuoga, Nchetenche and Obunegu. There were some efforts to bring the feuding parties to a negotiating table to resolve the impasse. The matter even featured in the famous Oputa Panel but all this yielded no result. The impasse continues with devastating consequences for the Umu-Ode refugees.

1.5 Impacts of Refugee Status on the Umu-Ode Community
As mentioned above, the flight to safety is taking a heavy toll on the Umu-Ode community. Barely four years after the 1995 traumatic experience, has the current refugee status hit them like a sledge-hammer. They lost most of their belongings painstakingly acquired over a long period. Having lost their means of livelihood which is subsistent farming, they are basically without any income. Consequently, finding shelter and food became very difficult. Many sleep in the open with attendant exposure to criminals and miscreants. They hire themselves out for all kinds of menial jobs to make both ends meet. Poor sanitary conditions and malnutrition aggravate the already deplorable health conditions in their new abode. Infant and adult mortality rate in the Umu-Ode community has risen very sharply in the last nine years. There is great temptation for their young girls to succumb to sexual exploitation in the hands of unscrupulous persons. It is needles to mention that this situation exposes them to the danger of being infected with the deadly HIV/AIDS virus and other venereal diseases. This development has long-term consequences. In this excruciating circumstance, going to school becomes a luxury which many families can no longer afford. As it is the case with all refugees, women, children and the youths are the hardest hit. For the children normal growth and socio-economic integration into the society is greatly retarded. For instance, most of the children born in refugee camps hardly speak their dialect. The consequences of all these are manifold: they will certainly lose a large aspect of their traditional and cultural heritage which is enshrined in their dialect. This frustrating situation also brutalises the youths, leads to disillusionment and a high rate of criminality, delinquent and deviant behaviour.

4
2

