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There are 
numerous 
reasons why 
Uganda should 
celebrate the 
lives of World 
War veterans, 
who stepped 
forward when 
duty called

E
very November 11, for the last three 
decades, I have worn this red poppy 
on my jacket. The red poppy is worn 
in November in Canada, United States 
and throughout Europe to remember 
those who fought in the First and 

Second World wars. I associated the red poppy with 
Canadian veterans of the two wars. It is also used to 
honour those who fought in later wars. The tradition 
of honouring soldiers who fi ght for freedom is a good 
one.  Together, we thank them for their sacrifi ces.  

Yesterday, November 11, I wore this red poppy on my 
coat jacket.  This time it was to honour all soldiers who 
fought in the First and Second World wars.  

That includes Canadians, Americans, Europeans 
and Africans including Ugandans who fought 
courageously for freedom in the two big wars. 
Sadly, Uganda veterans have never received the 
recognition they deserved for their roles in the 
two world wars.  

Many young Ugandan soldiers, mostly men, 
fought, died and were buried far away from 
their homes in foreign lands. They have been 
largely forgotten.  Some fought in German East 
Africa (now Rwanda, Burundi and Tanzania), 
Kenya, Egypt, Ethiopia, Somaliland, Burma, 
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and Europe. 

Thousands never returned home. 
That includes Uganda Corporal 
Sebbi Alijabu and almost all the 
Ugandans in the 8th platoon of 
the King’s African Rifl e (KAR) 4th 
Battalion. 

According to British war 
historian, Robert Asketill, of the 
London Evening Post, the day 
was October 10, 1944 when Cpl. 
Alijabu and his men encountered 
the Japanese enemy on Leik Ridge in 
Burma.  The Japanese were ready with 
their machineguns. 

The Ugandan soldiers, armed mostly 
with rifl es and bayonets, decided to 
charge up the hill.  For one week, in 
cold drenching rain and knee-deep 
mud, the Ugandans fought up the 
hill, only to be cut down by Japanese 
machine-gunners.  

Finally ordered to walk away from the 
fi ght by their superiors, Cpl. Alijabu, 
who spoke fl uent English, requested 
that the “C” Company of 4th Battalion 
be given one last chance.  On the 
afternoon of October 17, 1944, Alijabu 
and his remaining men charged up 
again. 

Despite many losses of lives, the men 
managed to take the high ground from 
the Japanese. Alijabu died with all his 
men, except two who were wounded. 
But they were glorious in victory. 

Cpl. Alijabu and his men were buried 
in Burma. That is the story of many 
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Ugandan soldiers who died in the world wars.  They 
were buried almost where they fell.  Their names were 
the only hints of who they were and where they came 
from in Uganda.  

They came from all over Uganda. Private Tofi li Matovu, 
No. N/2138, 4th (Uganda) Bn., King’s African Rifl es died 
on November 7, 1944 and was buried at the Rangoon 
Memorial. Private Ojok Omee, No. N/24053, 44th 
(Uganda) Bn., King’s African Rifl es died on January 6, 
1945 and buried in Sri Lanka with a memorial at the 
Colombo Liveramentu Memorial Tablet. Corporal Sirasi 
Mukasa Petero Bafi rawala, No. UML/56572, African 
Pioneer Corps (East Africa) died on June 28, 1942 in 
Egypt, and is remembered at the Fayid Memorial, Luxor, 
Egypt. Private Ali Obwoya, No. N/4200, King’s African 
Rifl es died on December 8, 1944 in British Ceylon and is 
remembered at the Kandy War Memorial, Sri Lanka. 

Private Ezera Kakonge, No. 14303, King’s African 
Rifl es died on July 13, 1941 and was buried in Abyssinia 
(Ethiopia) and his memory is honoured at Addis Ababa 
War Cemetery, Ethiopia. Private Yowana Semakula 
No. UML/151093, African Pioneer Corps (East Africa) 
died on August 15, 1945 in Egypt and his memory is 
honoured at the Fayid Memorial, Luxor, Egypt. Private 
Yonasani Obita Lubermoi, No. N/4185, 2/4th Bn., King’s 
African Rifl es died on November 26, 1941 in Abyssinia 

(Ethiopia), and his memory is kept at the Asmara War 
Cemetery.  This is to mention just a few.

There are equally many stories of Ugandans 
recruited as porters, cooks and couriers who also 
lost their lives during the two wars. Consider the 
case of 18 year old Ojok J.  

He was serving as an assistant cook on the 
British navy ship MV Swedru as it made 
its way from the coast of Sierra Leone to 
Liverpool, UK. A German Focke-Wulf, fw200 
bomber attacked the ship on April 16, 1944 off 
the coast of UK. 

The ship was badly damaged and set on fi re. A total of 
37 survivors were saved, but 24 crews lost their lives that 
day including young Ojok.  He was of the lucky 14 who 
were buried at Tower Hill Memorial, London, UK.  

There are numerous reasons why we should celebrate 
the lives of these fi ne young men who stepped forward 
when duty called.  They laid the foundation of courage 
and bravery upon which Uganda soldiers continues to 
serve today in various arenas including Somalia, Central 
Africa and South Sudan.  

Although some did make their way back home, almost 
all are forgotten today when we remember those who 
fought in those two vicious wars.

My call to all Ugandans and, indeed, to all of Africa, is 
to honour the memories of these men on the Eleventh 
Hour of the Eleventh Day of the Eleventh Month, at the 
same time when the rest of the world is honouring their 
war heroes.  

This is the day designated for remembrance of World 
War veterans. To all, wear your red poppies on this day 
next year, November 11, 2015, to commemorate the 
memories of our veterans. They may be gone now but 
their memories remain.  It is the right thing to do.

Opiyo.oloya@gmail.com

Opiyo Oloya, Letter from Toronto

T
he latest World Bank report on “Ease of 
Doing Business in Uganda 2015” has ranked 
Uganda 150th out of 185 countries, an 
improvement by two places compared to the 
2014 ranking. 

This marginal improvement is attributed 
to aggregate efforts of the Government to ease trade 
across borders, resolving insolvency, access to credit 
and extension of electricity to many parts of the country 
especially the rural areas. 

However, the same report also indicates retrogression in 
some of the benchmark indicators and this, cumulatively, 
continues to scale up the cost of doing business in Uganda. 
For example, on starting-business indicator, Uganda’s 
ranking increased from 162nd (2014) to 166th (2015), 
getting electricity 181st (2014) to 184th (2015), registering 
property 120th (2014) to 125th (2015). 

This improvement means that Uganda needs to intensify 
efforts at creating robust and favourable environment – 
especially for small and medium enterprises as a panacea 
for millions of rewarding jobs in Uganda. Recently, a paper 

published by Agency for 
Transformation  and Uganda 
Small Scale Industries 
Association shows that the 
World Bank index is not 
centred on small businesses. 
This must be rectifi ed by 
Uganda launching its own 
SME’s doing business 
perception index. 

Yet, according to the 
Bank of Uganda Sector 
Report (2009), Small and 
Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 
contribute signifi cantly to 
economic development 
through job creation, 
widening of the tax base, 
innovation, and the 
competitive disciplining 

of markets. This justifi es why developed, developing 
and emerging economies like Uganda have continued 
to recognise SMEs as a major economic entity, and 
SME performance as an opportunity for accelerating 
the country’s economic growth. SMEs make up 90% of 
the entire private sector, so any efforts directed towards 
supporting this sector of the economy has both backward 
and forward benefi ts to the overall economy. However, 
most Ugandans either own or manage SMEs either as 
formal or informal enterprises. 

Yet Uganda has one of the highest business mortality 
rates because of the high costs and other attendant rigours 
of starting and later on operating an enterprise to a break-
even point.

Whereas both the Government and non-state agencies 
continue to explore ways of engagement to support 
SMEs through efforts like microfi nance access, business 
formalisation and advocacy, SMEs that form the bulk of 
trade continue to suffer the shocks of high costs because 
they are not insulated by the advantages of economies of 
scale that are enjoyed by the large scale industries. For 
example, Agency for Transformation (AfT), a Kampala-
based Think and Do Tank with support from USAID-
GAPP-RTI is currently engaged in dialogues with SMEs 
owners in the districts of Mityana and Mubende. 

The dialogues are aimed at strengthening the oversight 
role of the local  governments to improve integrity and 
reduce the cost of doing business. 

These dialogues show that it is becoming increasingly 
diffi cult to start and maintain a business especially in the 
rural areas because of escalating costs of doing business 
and the repulsive local government bureaucracy.  

The writer is a programme offi cer with Agency for 
Transformation
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