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Stella Sabiiti: My name is Stella Mystica Sabiiti. Stella means star in Latin. Mystic is mystical so
mystical star and my own surname was young Yosi (yoyozi) in my language, which also means star.
So my parents were crazy, yeah. Otherwise Sabiiti is my married name, so Stella Mystica Sabiiti. I
come from Uganda, but I've been working… living and working outside of Uganda for so many
years since the late seventies because of our own political turmoil in my country, although I go back
and forth, back and forth because my family is there. I'm currently working as the United Nations
Women Advisor to the African Union in the peace and security department. The panel of the war
Wise Secretariat where we've just launched a network of women in conflict prevention and
mediation for, on the continent for African women and girls who live on the continent. And we're
also based in the Diaspora.

Sarah: Wonderful. So I’m going to go backwards, so starting with some of the work that you're
doing currently and working back to your earlier career. So I'd like to start by talking a little bit
more about the work that you're doing with the African Union and specifically this network of
women in conflict prevention and mediation. Can you tell us broadly what the mission or the goal
of this group is?

Stella Sabiiti: So that network of women in conflict prevention and mediation in short is FemWise.
And I had... I am the one who named it FemWise because I was contracted by the UN Women and
the African Union to do a study on how to include women in these peace processes. [00:02:00]  So
at the negotiation table or at any other level. So we talk about the levels -- track one, track two,
track three -- and to see how feasible that was. If it can be that kind of a network could be promoted
and created at the highest level possible on the African continent. And that's from the decision of
the African Union.

I did the study and I... I interviewed as many people as possible because my career now in peace
and security is maybe 38 years moving so slowly towards 40 years and I have a wide, wide network
of not only women, but men, and fighters, governments and everybody you name them. I have a
wide network so I cast my net wide and interviewed as many people as possible, including the
Indigenous communities in Canada. I also reached out to them because I felt we had some kind of
similarity, maybe in the way we deal with our conflicts and how we prevent them and so on. The
role of the elders, the role of the children so their ancestors and all that. I just wanted to capture as
much as possible and throw it in there and then hand it over to the heads of state where the members
of the African Union are the ones running that, to see what they would make of it.

And I was asked to choose a name and it was difficult because it's its African, it’s network. It is
mediation, it's conflict prevention, it's everything. And those letters if you're a printer those letters
are very sort of awkward. The Ws, the Ms, the Ns. How do you make an acronym out of that? It's...
it's very difficult so I thought FemWise, since it's going to belong to the panel of the wise of the
African Union and that's how I did that.

And the main objective was to...so once the network is launched, the main objective is to [00:04:00]
bring in as many women as possible from all walks of life. From the decision makers-- the women
are decision making level-- down to the medium level, and then to the grassroots because in Africa
most of our people live in the communities. And yet we know when conflicts start, at no matter
what level, they play themselves out at the grassroots level, that’s where human beings and people
live. And we know that women do a lot of work in there to prevent conflict by building networks
and communication and things like that to build that cohesion the way they bring up the children.



And so we open this network up to those different tracks... track one at the top, track two and track
three. And to make sure that we bring in as many of the women professionals -- because we have
them in peace and security -- but they never find their way to the main negotiation table. They are
always relegated to the background they will do all their hard work but you will never see them -- I
mean the optics, zero -- and we thought we should change that. And then also to bring the voices of
the women that I'm saying are very active on the ground, to make their voices heard where their
voices need to be heard. So that's what we are doing, and to bridge that gap between those three
tracks, so that the work that is done on the ground informs the decisions that are done at the top. A
track one level.

Sarah: And how far along are you with this project? Have you started to see progress or any impacts
already?

Stella Sabiiti: So you know there are similar organizations or networks around now and they’re
springing up like wild fire or mushrooms. I don’t know which analogy to use, but they’re spreading
like fire. So the Nordic countries, in the [00:06:00] Scandinavian region of Europe, have that
network of women in mediation and not most of them talk about mediation and it’s understood
because they’re working at that level, the track one, the highest decision making level. They have
that but they also got the idea from Africa. We hadn't started this network because the African
Union and Africa in general had decided to test it out in South Africa. But, the funding and the
support came from the Nordic countries. So while they absolved these Africans in South Africa
doing that, they thought this is a great idea, let's go and start our own. So they quickly started theirs
and it's at that high level track one.

And now the Mediterranean. So Italy came in and decided we like the idea, so they have the
Mediterranean network of women mediators and now the Commonwealth. So Britain thought it's a
great idea for the Commonwealth, so they also are starting right now as we speak. And we know
that the Arab world -- at least I was in Egypt about two, three weeks ago -- and they said they are
also launching their own for the Arab women. In the Asia region, Asia-Pacific region, they're trying
to do the same, in Latin America they’re also trying to do the same.

So I was...we launched it in July last year 2017 between the African Union and what we call the
peace and security council, which is equivalent to the Security Council of the U.N. and then the
U.N. Security Council as well. So it was launched in July last year and it's open to every woman,
every young woman, and woman of any age, every age. But then we decided we should make it a
bit more formal so that the women feel they belong to something not, not something just fluid, but
some of them, it [00:08:00] feels good to belong to this organization. The African Union and the
regional economic blocs, the regional economic communities and so we launched an accreditation
process.

So we throw the information out there and women apply at leisure. And we ask them to fill in a
very simplified accreditation form and we ask them to write a letter of motivation why would they
want to be members of FemWise-Africa and to include either a bio or a CV and talk about their
strengths and the skills that they already have they would like to share with others. Other great
creative things, their views to promote peace and cohesion, and then any area they would like to
have their skills beefed up or new skills to be given to them. And so now we've… we launched this
about two months ago, and we have more than one hundred and fifty women who have been
accredited. And every day we keep receiving so many women. We have more women, but now
we're saying please be accredited formally.

Sarah: It’s wonderful to hear that there is so much interest.



Stella Sabiiti: There is so much. And once we have them registered, then we follow up with an
induction program because we want them to accompany all these high representatives, former heads
of state and others. I mean, the bigtime-like blockbusters in negotiation and mediation. We want the
women to be there as well, so we're practicing what we are saying on paper. And we bring in the
women whom we've just accredited to train them or to induct them into the system that the African
Union uses, or the U.N. uses, or the regional economic communities use. So they know how it is,
[00:10:00] and then they enrich that. So every woman who is accredited has to go through an
induction process.

Sarah: You talked about this a little bit but why do you think it’s so important for women to be
more involved in mediation and conflict prevention?

Stella Sabiiti: My background is not in gender. My background is not in feminism. I felt things
myself as a woman. Things happened to me as a woman. But I wasn't like schooled in that so I
could never explain things through that gender, using the gender lens. And the first… whenever I
was asked that question “why should women be at the table?” I wouldn't use the usual arguments
that now you find academically, I would say “why not?” They're there. They exist, so why shouldn't
they be in those processes?

Just by the simple fact, for the simple fact that they exist, and for the simple fact that they are
targeted in conflict situations. So men and women are targeted for different reasons. So if they are --
if they all experience conflict and are targeted differently, that means they also experience the same
conflict differently. So if you leave them out, then you're leaving out part of the story, part of the
reality, and your solutions that you work out will be skewed. So why not bring them? It's as simple
as that. They have their own perspective.

Sarah: That’s a great way to say it. So I know we could keep talking about the work you're doing
with the African Union but in order to move to different parts, I want to turn now to some of the
work that you've done in South Sudan. So I know that you were working, you were facilitating
some groups of women in South Sudan in around 2014. Can you tell us a little bit about what that
work was?

Stella Sabiiti: [00:12:00] Oh, I don't remember which particular one because I work there very
often. Yes.

Sarah: Just tell us generally. What do you do in South Sudan?

Stella Sabiiti: Yeah. We've been engaged… so I come from Uganda. So we are neighbors. My
country is neighboring South Sudan. So whatever happens in South Sudan affects Uganda,
whatever happens in Uganda affects South Sudan. And as a girl, as I was growing up then -- until
recently actually -- it was one Sudan. And what is South Sudan now was known as Southern Sudan,
it was a southern part, a southern region of Sudan. But now it’s an independent country. As a young
girl I grew up seeing Sudanese -- South Sudanese -- communities as refugees, and my parents used
to take us to refugee camps to visit them, and take them things, and chit chat with them. And so I
grew up seeing refugees. And when I was an adult working on these issues, I was very much
interested and I was wondering when will this story end. It's been centuries. I mean it's, it's been so
many decades.

So I come in either... So more recently as a woman in peacebuilding but before it would be either
with parliamentarians or students, male or female, government representatives and so on. More
specifically maybe the groups that you're talking about, some of them we go to train them on 1325.
And I remember one woman in the audience in South Sudan in Juba stood up and said “Yeah, what



is this animal 1325?” And I thought, you know, where we are we think everybody hears about the
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325. [00:14:00] But no, not everybody has heard that,
and I don't know if they need to know the number, but it's a very easy number to remember that
1325. Others call it 1,325 others 1 3 2 5.  So they are free to call it anything including that animal,
but it's a nice animal not a bad wild one. And so we go to help them understand that 1325 and the
other resolutions, as well as, related ones -- decisions, the African Union they are called decisions --
at the U.N. levels, resolutions. So the African Union and the regional economic communities also
have the equivalent, and we talk about that.

It's, what is it saying. It's acknowledging the fact that women are targeted during conflict situations,
but it also goes beyond that and says they don't sit down because of that, they don't sit down and cry
forever. They get up and they use that negative situation as a launchpad into better things, so to
transform the negative situation into a positive one. And women are doing a great job in that and
they've been doing it very well. But some of them... the voices are not heard where they need to be
heard at decision making levels so we can do as much as we want on the ground but as long as
policy makers are not influenced or brought on board, you know, it's like that glass ceiling they talk
about. So you can work on them, but you bubble up and you find… there is a ceiling you can't go
beyond that and we want that opened so that there is information flowing up and down.

Sarah: So well said. When you tell these women about 1325, what are you hoping that they can do
with that information or what do you hope that your work can encourage them to do?

Stella Sabiiti: Yeah because I’m  [00:16:00] privileged. I would call it that because I know many
women on the continent -- on the African continent -- would like to reach decision makers. So
happy that for many years I’m part of that decision making group of people. And I’m a woman and
I’ve experienced war and conflict  and I also know life in the villages. So I try to bridge that gap to
bring women along and to bring the decision makers along. Sometimes it’s a struggle, but I have to
say that the African Union is doing very well right now and also the member states on the continent
in Africa, that they have decided that women should be part and parcel of all these processes.

The trick is how do we bring them in. We have more than, I mean, the women are the majority on
the continent, in any country in Africa. What does that mean? You are going to collect all of them in
buses and planes, what does it mean? And we are saying you know you can turn some of these
things upside down. Take the peace processes to the women. You don’t have to destabilize their
lives. They have their children, they have their families, they have...so yes, open that pathway to the
decision makers but also let the decision makers come to the women. Bring the peace process down
to the village level or the nearest community as much as possible then the women will be able to
participate.

Sarah: So just one last question about South Sudan. I've heard a lot of people say that women in
South Sudan are fragmented around a party or ethnic or different lines. Do you find that the women
of South Sudan understand that they share some commonalities in terms of their experience and are
unified in that? Or do you find that the women have yet to come together?

Stella Sabiiti: Oh the women know.  [00:18:00] And I can say people know. People all over the
world know in these situations is just that conflict...I like to describe conflict, especially violent
conflict, as being alive and being very strategic. It knows how to plan. It looks...if you watch videos
of lions hunting in a national park or in the wild, see how they look and they strategize. I think
violent conflict does the same. It's...and I’m calling it “it.” I'm not saying that people who carry out
the violent acts, no I'm talking about conflict. It's really, it's out there. It's alive. It just works
through the people so it can look around and strategize and look at them.. like the points of
weakness and so on and it knows how to do that.



In Africa, it's easier for the women to play the peaceful role or the role to bring about peace.
Especially like our relationship through marriage. I know that in the western world if a woman were
to marry in a certain family her relationship is directly linked to the husband and she is free to link
up with the in-laws if she wants or not. For us, it's mandatory. Once you marry someone in that
family you're related to everybody in that family and the other family and the other family. So it's a
whole chain of relatives in there and it has its rules of engagement. Once you're married in that
family, there are certain things that family can’t do to your family and your family can't do to that.

So it's like a clan -- 2 clans coming together. And so the communities know they can use that,
including the role of the children, many times in the wars of Africa before colonization and even
now in some rural, [00:20:00] really rural communities especially the pastoralists. Once a woman
stands in between warring tribes, they have to put their spears down or bows and arrows down. If a
child does the same also they have to do the same. So the women know that.

In fact when South Sudan caught fire in December 2013, 2012? I'm having my years a bit mixed up.
But when it caught fire the -- biggest fire that it has caught in recent, recent history -- UN Women
invited me as a consultant to bring women from the two conflicting -- that is simplifying it -- but
two conflicting tribes to sit together and talk. And when I was invited, I said you know they know
that they need to talk with each other. They do that all the time. And some of them are intermarried.
But what we need to do is to help them cry. So you invite me, please get ready. I have to make the
ladies cry. And that's the first step. The obstacle they have to overcome.

And once we did that... we were in Kenya --another country in the region, Nairobi -- and the women
who were receiving reports from their communities villages while the country was at war. And oh
and each woman would say “Oh my cousin has died. Oh my God they have attacked me. Oh my
God.” It was live, they were getting on their mobile phones. And here we had them in one room
what do you do? And I thought if I help them cry, I've seen this I've done that in Rwanda as well,
after the genocide. I thought the first obstacle is for them to cry. When you cry you are actually
acknowledging that it's happening.

But then next what do I do about it? And I watched on TV yesterday in my room at the hotel where
you've booked us. They were talking about tears. They were talking about the role- they were
talking about the role [00:22:00] of tears and what crying does it releases hormones and things
which I don't understand in the body. And you sort of after an outburst of crying and screaming you
calm down. It's not because it's your choice. That's the way the chemistry works. The biology
works. So we made the women cry. I made them cry, and then they were able to talk. And they were
even sharing pictures of “ahh”!

By the way, there were also weddings going on in South Sudan while the killings were going on.
The fights and the fire and so on. There were weddings happening, and the women were exchanging
pictures of marriages across the line, the tribal lines. So it's not for us to say women you know
forget your tribes or what. They know already, it’s just they want to hear you say it or be in
conversation with them about it and let them be the ones to lead that conversation.

Sarah: I can tell you have so many tactics and tools as a mediator. I had never considered the role of
crying, but I must squirrel that away. So I know we could talk about your work in South Sudan, we
could talk about your work in Rwanda, but I do want to take us to your work in Uganda. And I
think some of the folks that are going to watch this won't know much of the history, much of the
context. I know it's very complicated, but can you just give us a quick overview of what the conflict
was between the UNRF2 (Uganda National Rescue Front 2) and the government so that people can
understand what some of the other parts are.



Stella Sabiiti: OK. The easiest way I can put it is go and watch the movie “The Last King of
Scotland”. It's about President Idi Amin Dada of Uganda in the 1970s. He came to power in 1971
and he ruled [00:24:00] for eight years. He was overthrown in 1979. And during that time the
national army, which was composed mainly of soldiers from his area which is neighboring South
Sudan, they did so many things. So many things happened to Ugandans at that time at the hands of
the military and Idi Amin was overthrown in 1979 by the by a group of Ugandans and then there
were elections organized in 1980. And the president whom he had overthrown in 1971 came back to
power -- was called Milton Obote and he ruled also with an iron hand. And things were getting
from bad to worse. We had a lot of refugees and a lot of people running out from our beautiful, very
wonderful country, and so on and so forth. And then another president overthrew Obote in another
one and another one came to power and was himself overthrown -- it’s just very very crazy.

But sticking to the Uganda National Rescue front (UNRF2) in 1979 when Idi Amin was
overthrown, the soldiers who came from his home area also had to lay down their arms and run
away. And that was the first time that Uganda, especially the northern part of the country, was
heavily armed because the soldiers abandoned the armories and the people just overran them and
helped themselves to the weapons. So many of them ran into Southern Sudan at that time because
they had relatives there or into eastern Congo. They had relatives there. These borders and
boundaries are artificial for us because we have families on all of the sides of the borders and those
soldiers of Amin felt it was unfair that they had been kicked out unfairly because they saw
[00:26:00] themselves as a national army. They picked up new guns from wherever. If you follow
the debate on Small Arms and Light Weapons, you will know where all these things the guns and
weapons and ammunition come from. They rearmed themselves.

And from 1979-80 they kept trying to come back to Uganda and take over power. But up to now
they've never managed to do that since 1979. But while they were -- we call it the bush, so they're
armed then they are not a national army but they are armed and wanting to fight to come back to the
country -- there were other groups also. We call them rebels, they were also armed. So armed
non-state actors. They were also armed trying to overthrow all these governments that I've talked
about, all the governments that came to power.

And while they were outside -- and this is very informative for anyone who is working on
disarmament and resettlement and so on -- when they were outside of the borders of Uganda all
these different groups from even other countries were fighting their own countries wherever. They
were moving freely and meeting. Even at some point they even had one one bank account in certain
corner somewhere which shall remain unnamed, and so they armed together, they trained together
and so on.

And now the current president of Uganda, President Museveni, at that time he and his group were
outside as rebels as armed rebels trying to come back, to come into Uganda and overthrow the
government of the day and take over. But they were in talks with the Uganda National Rescue Front
2, and they all agreed when they come back... when they managed to oust whoever President was in
power then... then they would share the leadership of the country. [00:28:00] So in 1986, the current
president came to power overthrew the government of the day and all these other rebel groups also
came in together. They came holding hands now to form a government of national unity and so on.

But I think things didn't go well between the current government and the former soldiers of Amin.
So some of them were arrested for whatever reason and others managed to go back to the bush. So
outside the borders and to continue the struggle as they saw it.



So the Uganda National Rescue Front-UNRF, now some of their fighters went back outside of
Uganda. They call themselves Uganda National Rescue Front: UNRF 2. So they became the second
version of the previous one and they continued their incursions into Uganda. I mean, many horrific
things were happening but it's the communities that said to the government, you know, we are tired
of suffering. It's us who are suffering.

The rebels are coming to us because those rebels were from their own area from their own region.
They all look the same. They spoke the same language and so on, said we are now invoking our
own traditional way, the indigenous way of dealing with violent conflict. We forgive them. They are
our husbands, they are our sons, they are our nephews. All that, we forgive them, come back, let
them come back. And the government said no, they can't, they can't come back because they've
been committing all these atrocities and the communities insisted.

At the same time, we had the Lord's Resistance Army: the LRA of Joseph Kony. All those guys
were together in the bush outside. So, when the people of Northern Uganda that area where the
conflict was playing itself out, when they forgave the fighters, [00:30:00] eventually there was a bill
debated in Parliament and then it became law. The amnesty law in 2000. Strangely enough it
coincides with 1325, the United Nations Security Council resolution 1325. So the government of
Uganda had to say okay fine the people have spoken, so let them come back.

But the issue was how do these fighters come back with their guns. Put your guns down. So there
had to be a ceasefire agreed, but then it was violated. Then eventually, it's a long process, as you've
said, but eventually it was agreed the government gave a chunk of land to the fighters. OK. The
fighters said we don't trust you, you've betrayed us before. That's why we’re UNRF 2. In other
words, so will we feel secure if we come back with our arms, and the government said okay. So
they negotiated that, and the government said fine come back with all your weapons but you are not
allowed into the public sphere with your arms. So we'll give you a chunk of land and stay there. It
will be like your country inside our country, and we promise never to come to you without you
knowing.

And that went on for a short time until I think the government thought the rebels had forgotten or
something? Complacency. And they came to attack them in that piece of land they had given them,
and the rebels say, the rebels said “you thought we were asleep. Look what we have.” And they
were training their guns on the communities, so it was a standoff. And that's how I was brought in
to help unlock this. Of course I came in kicking ass. No of course not, I'm not a military person. I
just don't want to have any part of that. They said no. If there is [00:32:00] anyone who can do it,
it's you. And that was 2002 in December.
So that time I was working with former combatants in Mozambique in the southern part of Africa.
But I came because just like by order of government or something. So I came and I worked with
those various groups until they were able to sign a peace agreement in December. It was on
December 24th, so Christmas Eve of 2002.

The interesting part of this story is that those soldiers of Idi Amin were the ones who had come to
our university in 1976. I was 23 years old and I was put out of my hall of residence. I was newly
married, pregnant expecting our first baby. And I was tortured by the soldiers, and then it is now 26
years after that I was called in to help them negotiate with the government. And so when I'm
training groups, I'm always saying you know it helps to be focused because you never know when
you're called upon to play a role. Always be ready to play any role that you're called upon to play. It
would have been a very difficult thing to do, confronting people who have done so many bad things
to you, but they are ready for peace. So do you say “no I don't want”? No no no. You come in and
you do a job and you do a very good job. And up to now that peace agreement hasn’t been violated
since 2002.



Sarah: So how did you get them to a peace agreement? How did you get them from this standoff to
agreeing to peace?

Stella Sabiiti: So thank God  [00:34:00]  this was a process that was started not with me. But over
the years, my organization and I had identified that area as needing support so we were coming in --
when nobody wanted to go there because there was war -- but we're coming in as my organization,
the Center for Conflict Resolution (CECORE). And we had identified women as a catalyst for peace
which... When we talk about rebels in Africa most of the rebels you can't access them anyhow
unless they want to be accessed, unless they come visibly with their guns and then you really don't
want to access them. You are running away from them. But we knew that these men, although
they're in exile and they keep coming secretly and then causing chaos in their communities, they
still have connections with their wives. We just knew it. And if you go to an internally displaced
peoples’ camp, IDP camp, you will find mainly women and children and the very old and sick and
so on. So those are people displaced from their home areas because of war, but they don't cross the
border into the neighboring countries. But they are displaced to other sections usually nearby near
their homes or something.

Whenever you visit those camps, you will see the women and you see children of all ages. And you
also see pregnant women, so you know common sense should tell you. But where are the men who
are making these women pregnant? Then how come they have little babies of all ages? So common
sense says that these women are in touch with men and which men are those? Most likely it's their
husbands. So we just used that calculation and we thought let's reach these women, train them, give
them as many skills as possible without saying anything. Without saying “we know you are in touch
with your husbands,” [00:36:00] without saying anything like that and teaching them etiquette and
reminding them of nice things, of taking care of their kids.

Why were we doing that? So that the husbands, when they come in in the night to visit their wives,
they see oh my god these children...our babies are healthy, our wives, I want, all the food they've
cooked is so nice. What am I doing in the bush there? In rain and mosquitoes and malaria and
snakes. We have snakes, we have all sorts of things going on in our bushes in Africa. You have a
nice home, even if it's in a camp or wherever, it's peaceful. So we wanted to do that. We used that
psychology and at the same time we knew if we give these skills to the women they would go ahead
and use those skills according to whatever circumstance that they were presented with, and they
would attract the men in.

So when it came eventually to that peace process, it was the government of Uganda, it was the
military of Uganda, and it was the international community. The international community played a
major role there. The different embassies in Uganda, it was the US government, it was the UK, it
was Denmark. I remember very well it was the Irish embassy and others. They all got together and
they pushed for the peace process. And they asked...so the international community, from what I
understand -- because I wasn't part of that part of the work -- I understand the international
community and the government, the military and itself as well. And then the communities under
rebel group UNRF 2 to suggest names of possible mediators, possible people to take them through
the peace process. So they had already accepted to go through the peace process.

The question was who [00:38:00]  should run this for them. And I understand. I never saw the list,
but I heard that in all the five categories -- so the government, the military, the rebels, the
international community, and the communities -- all those had a number of names that were
suggesting. I know big names, maybe names of people from outside of Africa; Mandela and WHO
and others... the U.N. Well the names are being thrown about, but one name was consistent in all the
categories and that was my name.



And I was pushed to say no, but the rebels don't know me. I don't do anything with the rebels. I'm
working with the communities with the local government officials, with the religious leaders and so
on and so on. I don't know the rebels, but then when I arrived on the scene all the different actors
I've named them were in different places standing outside waiting for the process to start. And I
looked to the side of the rebels and I saw my best student. “But that's my best participant! What are
you doing?” They're going “Stella, Stella!” with rasta and so on. I said, “but I thought you were part
of the community”. They said “no, we used to infiltrate your trainings”.

So while I was busy working with the communities, the women, the youth and so, it was many
years... parts of the participants were actually rebels and I didn't know. And thank God I didn't
know, maybe I would have been scared. I don't know. I really don't know. But we'd had a good time.
And so they were spying on what I was doing with the communities and going back to their
headquarters in the bush somewhere in neighboring countries and they would report what they have
seen, what has been going on in these workshops. (And I bet they were playing given those role
plays.

[00:40:00] We were carrying out because it was always very vibrant and very interesting) ? And at
some point after now, like recently, now long, long after the peace process was being implemented,
the decisions were being implemented... they told me at some point “you were our enemy number
one because of all the things you're training the communities in about peace. No, we didn't want
anything like that. We wanted to be the ones to defeat the government in that area.” It was really
very interesting.

Maybe one thing which sort of clicked it, for especially the rebels, was that they asked for separate
sessions without the government. Because I would be running the sessions with everybody in the
room. I mean this is like 200. So at this point I'm saying bring the peace process as close to the
ground as possible really makes sense because you get all the people you would miss if you took it
to New York or London or wherever. So Nairobi, for instance, or Johannesburg, it was taken there.
It wasn't me who suggested, but it was taken there and all these communities were there.

And so at some point the rebels asked “no, but when we came in the government was high up here
in. It had the strength, it had the power. We were just rebels here. But then as you worked with us,
we were...our skill and everything was raised so we are more or less at par. But guess what?
Because you're training us and facilitating us together -- there was training as well and analysis
skills of the real world -- That's it. Okay now we're here. But guess what? Because we are together
with the government, the government now has been pushed even higher. So [00:42:00] we want to
bridge that gap. And we'd like you to have us separately.” So I had to negotiate that with the
government and the government agreed.

So it was in one of those sessions alone with the rebels that, I would call it a miracle. And if anyone
doesn't believe in the power of that other power out there, which we usually call God, then I don't
know what it is but it's good to walk into these difficult situations believing that there is another
power accompanying you and I felt that power even when I was being tortured those many years
ago. So one evening, one of the rebels was saying goodbye to me and he shook hands with me and I
could feel there was something in his hand. So I knew this must be something he doesn't want
anyone else to know. So I just shook his hands and took the thing he was giving me and I just. Well
enough. And I'm not dressed African today but you know African clothes you know you have
clothes flowing all over you and all that. So I managed to hide it in my dress and in my room I
opened. It was a piece of paper and it had demands, like I know what demands look like from
fighters. And I looked at that list of demands, but where are these demands coming from? Because
the ones we are working on during the day are not the same as this list.



So in the morning, and I didn't sleep well, I thought if these are really their demands then we are in
trouble, the government would never accept this. It has to go through another long process. So the
following morning I went to this person and I said. What you gave me so. “Oh yeah. Those are the
real demands.” “How about the ones we are working through with the government?” “Oh no. Those
are false. We just want to to, [00:44:00] like, blindfold them, and when it comes to the real day of
negotiation we pull out this list and we slam it on the table and they will… oh my god They will
tremble and because we've built this trust something, they will give us what we want.” And I said it
doesn't work that way. Not with a government with so much power. I told them that it won't work.

So we worked through that list, the real list. And just to summarize it was the first one. The first
demand was to change the constitution of Uganda, and I had been lucky enough to observe and
participate in the creation of the Constitution at that time. In 2000, I'd seen it being created in 1995
on my return from Europe, living in Europe. And it was a long process and extremely expensive,
and I was wondering will... by the time I looked up these fighters, many of them were very old
really. And for them, it's like, making a new constitution, it’s just write it now, draft and sign and it's
done. So I asked them, I said “Do you know how long it takes to change the constitution of a
country?” They were all wondering, you know, it's like yeah it's a piece of cake you know
something very simple.

So that one that was demand number one. And they knew the terminology, these are our demands.
Change the constitution, the leadership, and they knew the ministries that were juicy. It's the
minister of defense, or of the economic affairs or the equivalent of the finance, and of defense I've
mentioned.. and they have for the military but also internal security and so on. They went down,
down, down and the last demand was [00:46:00]  we are tired of fighting. We want to come back to
the country and join our fellow Ugandans to rebuild our beautiful country. That is our last demand,
they put it. But at the end of each demand change the constitution or we’ll never come back, we’ll
continue with the armed fight. Then we want this ministry. If you don't give it to us we'll continue
with the fight. We'll continue the fight and then comes we are tired of fighting. We want to come
back and rejoin and join our fellow Ugandans to rebuild our beautiful country.

So for all of you, for yourselves and the viewers, we use a lot of triangles in training, either the
ABC triangle or whatever triangle, we use it when we're training people. So I ask them “OK,
remember those triangles we've been drawing?” They said yes. I said “okay please draw in a
triangle around these demands of yours”. So you see, you know, you have to be creative. Sometimes
you're stuck and you say what do I do. And you look to creativity.

So I asked them and they got up, got a marker and they drew a triangle around their demands. And
they drew the triangle this way: The widest base was up and the shorter base was down, so it was
like a pyramid upside down. And I asked him, “why have you done this? Is it exactly like the
triangles we've been doing?” And they said “no this is the opposite. This is an upside down
triangle.” And I said, “describe it to me. Why have you drawn it upside down? Why didn't you do it
the usual way round like a pyramid?” And they said “Well the toughest demands we have are on
top. So that's the heaviest but the simplest things are at the bottom.” “Great. Yeah. Very good
[00:48:00]   logic. Okay. So analyze it for me, what will happen to your pyramid?” And do you
know what they said themselves? They looked at it, and looked and looked and in the end they said
this triangle will collapse. It will fall down because it's heavy at the top and very light at the bottom.
Said “and then what will happen”

“Oh my God there will be no peace. We won't ever realize all the things we want.” I mean we were
free now, we had become friends and it was a very nice atmosphere. I said “OK help your triangle
properly.” So they drew another one and they put their demands and they didn't try to squeeze in



“we want the constitution change at the top of the triangle.” No, the top of the time they kept that
order. But they did it the other way round and demand number one was “we're tired of fighting” we
want to come back to Uganda to help our young fellow Ugandans to rebuild our beautiful country
and it all went up. To down was the... last demand now was to change the constitution.

I can assure you. By the time we walked through this it was no longer this business of saying “or we
will stay out fighting.” No. Number one they are actually making an offer. They're saying “we want
to come back, what do we do?” So we did all sorts of creative things, we drew things and we
mapped things and we did all that. And in the room there were two or three young guys forever in
dark shades too with some heavy set. And they would only sit at the back of the room and I was
wondering what's going on with these young guys. They never talk. They never share. They never
ask questions, they never move. They're just...Sitting like statues. But I was wondering what was
going on behind the shades. But I decided to ignore them and said “Let me move with the rest of the
group.”

Eventually I came to know that they were coming from a different rebel group and [00:50:00] they
were there to make sure one, to listen for themselves because remember there was that amnesty, and
two to maybe make sure something that was not serving their own interest wasn't going to be
passed, something like that. But I remember when now for every demand to ask like the Five W's --
who, what, where, when, how and all that -- and when I said who will be the beneficiary? Who will
benefit from this demand if it is satisfied? They would put ourselves then our friends and then so
when we come back. So who was the first beneficiary? They said “it's ourselves.” And then they
said “but we feel uncomfortable because the whole country will think we are selfish, we are starting
with ourselves. We should be starting with the whole country and then we narrow it down to
ourselves. That's why the thing was like this.”

So you see sometimes behind these demands and other things, the reasoning is different. It's not
what you might think. So then I discovered that they actually wanted to come, but someone or
something was preventing them. And then alongside we will be the first beneficiary who is the
secondary beneficiary, it was our friends. And I was asking who are these, “our friends?” They said
“yeah our friends”. I said “no but you need to know we're doing analysis because we have to call a
spade a spade. Give everything its name.” So we put them on and they were saying “No. Yeah. So
our friends.” But I insisted, and then they put the Lord's Resistance Army in that area and I saw the
head of the rebel group of the UNRF 2 rebel group is… He's a general but now... He died about two
years ago. It's not that long ago. I saw him get up and pick [00:52:00]  one of the plastic chairs --
the white plastic chairs you have outside in the garden -- he just picked and threw it up. And he was,
there was an uproar.

They were all throwing chairs up and down all over the place but it was in celebration, that at last
someone has been able to help them articulate the thing they didn't want to say: that there was
another force somewhere pushing them to do things in a way that they didn't want because they
were tired, they wanted to come back. So those guys could see that these… all these old gentlemen
wanted to come back to lay down their arms and work for peace.

Sarah: Well again, I could keep asking questions all day. I know that I’ve taken up an hour of your
time. Is there anything else you'd like to add before we end the interview. I think we have so much
on tape about why it's important for women to be mediators and have these rules and it's interesting
to hear the specific tactics that you used in your own mediations.

Stella Sabiiti: You know, I think all the actors broke the rules when they brought me in because I
was alone. They didn't... It wasn't like the usual mediation process where you have the chief
mediator and then all the others and it's a group and there is consultation. I was alone and I don't



know why it was done that way. And I knew I was breaking the rules by accepting but I thought
why not.

And maybe I will quickly say something. One day my mother -- she is now 91 so she was like 87 or
something -- she asked me to take her to a wedding, to her relatives. So my relatives and I took her
to that wedding. They invited her on the stage to [00:54:00] give a speech. She did. So the MC, the
master of ceremonies, handed her the microphone and she greeted everybody and she spoke her
whole speech. The MC just left her there to go and consult with the bride and groom on the side.
And my mom finished her speech and then she, she did like this to give the microphone to the MC
but the MC was not there. She looked around,  she paused, the MC was busy with the bride, with
the new young couple. What she did she didn't just fix it and walked down or limped down the
stairs, the steps. Once she did she just broke out into a song. She led the song and the whole group,
everybody all the guests they sang they did.

And for me that describes what I also did. I was brought into this peace process alone without a
team of people to consult. It was really very difficult. And I thought OK so what do I do? I've been
thrown in this thing like this. Of course nobody knew that I'd been a survivor from this. Nobody
knew, only my family and friends. I said OK, I'll do it in the way I want, not the usual way that is
done by all these mediators whom you I'm sure you have in your books and you can Google. No,
no, no. I had to be creative, that's it. If I had co-mediator or maybe a chief mediator or something, I
wouldn't have been able to do it the way I did it.

I did it because I was alone, I was thrown in with the rebels on my own and I was able to be as
creative as possible. So don't fear to be creative is what I would say. Don't allow anyone to kill your
creative spirit, because we are all human beings. Really, we are the same. Even those who do harm
to others cry, they have their moments of tears, just remember that.

[00:56:00]  And maybe if I can leave everybody with an analogy, I like to use the mango tree, the
African mango tree. For us, at least in Uganda, the mangoes grow wild. You don't have to plant a
mango, maybe in your compound, but they did. Just there in the bush. Wonderful fruits. When it's
the ripe mango season, the whole ground is yellow, especially in the northern and northwestern
parts, the north eastern part of Uganda. To get a mango you don't have to struggle to climb in the
tree and maybe risk falling down and breaking your limbs. You just look up. Identify a ripe mango
and just stand under it. Put your hands out, in a few seconds it will drop in your hands. So that
means it's so simple, but it takes a lot of planning and strategizing and knowing exactly. And tactics
and things, and all that's the timing, the positioning. So I think in our life we need to do that because
you never know,  it's simpler than it actually sounds. But life is easier than we take it.

Sarah: So great words of wisdom to leave us with. Thank you so much.

Stella Sabiiti: Thank you very much Sarah.

End: 00:57:23


