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== Painful reality of Uganda’s
teenage pregnancy

g ek kit teenage pregnancy Crisis

and into motherhood
toosoon.

BY SYLIVIAKATUSHABE

"

eenage pregnancy continues to
disrupt the lives and education of :

thousands of girlsand BuikweDis- @

trict in eastern Uganda is among

the most-prone districts..

The vice, which is quite prevalent in

rural areas,has been egged on by cultur- | #

al and patriarchal prejudices,which ob- -

Jjectify teenage girls.

“Our mother had alot of children and :
our father had abandoned us. We used :
to go to school barefoot, and people :
would laugh at us. We could lack what :
to eat, and our young siblings could :
not understand the situation at home, :
so we, the older ones, had to find what
the younger ones could eat,’revealeda :
young teenage mother in Buikwe Dis- | -

trict, whose identity was concealed.

Most communities in Buikwe live in-
abject poverty. Children do chores, in- :
cluding tilling land, and those who'are :°
not in school work for a pittance across

its lush-green sugarcane plantations.

According to the 2022 Uganda Demo- :
graphic and Health Survey, one out of :
five women in Uganda engages in sexu- : : ol 3 o ok = ,
amﬁgfggﬁg@eﬁ“ﬂm _ Young mothers carry their babies in Teobia B Villags in Kole District in 2020. Early pregnancy rates remain high, espe-
‘while 34 percent of women aged 25-49 :

years are married before the age of 18

3 9

years, and 7.3 percent before the age of
15years.

Teenage pregnancy is one of the major !
factors that inhibit continued education :
for girls in Uganda. For instance, itis es-
timated that 28 percent of school-aged :

girls are engaged in sexual activity, re-
sulting in 80.1 percent of them becom-

ing pregnant, and 97 percent of those
arediscontinued from their studies. The
perils of teenage pregnancy is visiblein :

this community.

At her humble hamlet of Nkokonje- :
ru, Buikwe District, a young girl, is six :
: schooling or joi- head-teachers

“I got pregnant when I was still in
school, I did not intend to get pregnant :
butIwas defiled by aboy, Thad fearsol :
did not tell my Dad, they realised Iwas

months pregnant.

pregnant after seeing my bump. My fa-

ther went to the boy’s father and he :
promised to to offer me treatment and
after giving birth I would go back to

school.”
She was previously studying at this Is-

lamic Primary School, which is adja- :
cent to her homein Buikwe. In this class- :
room crammed with teenage girls, a :
teacher conducts classes. It is a privilege
. Labila Sumayah
i Musoke, whois

i a human rights

: activist and

: Lawyer at ISER
lescent mothers and pregnant girlsin
completing their school cycles,aswellas
to provide schools with guidance on the

to be in school, and it keeps these girls
occupied with their studies, away from
thepryingeyes.

The Education ministry has rolled out
revised guidelines of 2022 to assist ado-

prevention and management of teen-
age pregnancyin school settings.

“We have disseminated the policy,and :
we have engaged the schools, especially :
the head-teachers and the school man- :
agement committees, tohandlecases at :
the school level. We have also engaged
the community, through the local lead- :
ers to ensure that they disseminate this

information totheschools:and even to

cially in sub-Saharan Africa. PHOTO/FILE

Ray of hope. Policy guide.
“Asmall - “We have

. fraction of disseminated

. them [teenage the policy [for
mothers], adolescent
about seven mothers],
percent, are and we have

: seenretur- engaged
ning to school, the schools,
whether formal especially the

ning a vocatio- and the school
nal institution. 'management
That should committees, to

: worry all of handle cases

. us.Weshould atthe school
look at teenage  level. We have
pregnancyas  alsoengaged
adevelopment the community,

: issue.Once through the

¢ children and local leaders
adolescents to ensure that
are out of they disse-
school,wélose minate this
manpower,”’Ms information to

the parents,”
Mr Julius Kizito,
the District
Education Offi-
cer for Buikwe

the parents in the community;” says Ju- :
lius Kizito, the District Education Of- :
. ficer, Buikwe district.

cases and also counsel the parent, and

even counsel the learner. And as are-
sult, we have seen some positives com-

ingup”
However, the policy has drawn am-

¢ bivalence from head-teachers and isre- :
¢ luctantly implemented atsome Islamic

. Lawyer at ISER, opines
“We have even provided booklets at :
the school level where they record these :

¢ and Catholicleaning schools. :
¢ “Soif we could accept them to be at !
: school, we would maybe get useful .
¢ mothers in the future. But in most cas- :
: es, pedple say it will be a bad example
© to other girls at school to be pregnant.
: That’s the reason why some schoolsdo :
: notaccept. Sowe canforegothelawand :
¢ say, no, let’s be humanitarian and the :
- child be kept,” says Hassan Odeng, the
- head-teacher of Lweru UMEA Primary :
: School.
. The guidelines place limitations and :
. conditions on teenage mothers tore- :
: turn to school. They provide foraman- :
: datory leave of one year from the time :
. afemale learner is three months preg-
: nanttoallowhertolook :
: _ after the baby for a period of about six : - ,
¢ months. : amoral argument of protecting the
¢ Incaseitis amalelearnerresponsible °

. for the pregnancy, he will also be sub- |
. jected to the same period of leave. How-
. ever, the rules provide for exceptional :
- circumstances. if a girl is just a month :
. or fortnight away from sitting her pro-
: motional exams, permission should be :
. granted to sit for the exams before tak- :
. ingthemandatoryleave.
. A2024 study conducted by the Initia-
. tive for Social and Economic Rights (IS- :
- ER) warns that this policy position is :
. counterproductive in facilitating there- :
© turn of such learners, and the majority
¢ end up dropping out of school.
Ms Labila Sumayah Musoke, whoisa :

4h

human rights activist and

that, “the way they

out of the'system with

SCHOOL DROP OUT RATE
Eachyear, millions of Ugandan
children start Primary One,
yet over 60 percent leave
before completingprimary
school. By the end of secondary
education, a further 25 percent
have dropped out, with girls
disproportionately affected.
These are not just statistics;
they represent lost potential,
reduced life chances, and
diminished national productivity.
-~ Teenage pregnancy isamajor -
- driver of this crisis. Uganda has
one of the highest adelescent
birth ratesin Africa.

non-pregnant learners.”

Ms Musoke further argues: “We see
- school nurses and administrators ex- :
pelling these girls, but no one pausesto :
askher, what happened toyou? Why did
you get pregnant? Who is responsible :

for this pregnancy? And these are the
critical questions which anyone, letit be

. afaith leader, a school founding leader,

must pause and question.”
Teen pregnancy carries a sting of stig-

ma, and often the victims are blamed
and framed as indisciplined. But hu- :
¢ man rights advocates postulate that :
: framing teenage pregnancy from the

lens of moralityis flawed.

“There are some communities where |
the girl has clocked like maybe about
14 years, or 15 years, they see phys- :

are handling these ical changes, they feel the girl is
girls is also abu- rﬁdyformagli(a%e,” s?g Frt.]Ron- :
ive thri hu- Reagan Okello of the Ugan- -
man righe tens, @REITRY TN o Episcopel Catholic Educaton
- where th Commission. :
ge:tri;g tﬁz gai;fs SEX BEFUHE Formstallliz,someofﬂlevictims
and pushing them AGE 18 of teenage pregnancy carry the :

stigma of being defiled by their own

. relatives.

At this school, based in Bukunju,

Buikwe district, we interact with an-

other young girl who gave birth dur-

ingthe Covid-19 pandemic. Shereveals
. that she will continue to pursue her ed-
. ucation.

Her identity was concealed during

i the interview. “I got pregnant during
. the Covid-19 pandemic. I later gave
. birth. Istarted looking after him, but
> after giving birth, I had the dream-.

of going back to school. I have just sat

. for the Primary Leaving exams. I got
¢ many good things from school because
. you cannot be well in life if you have
¢ notgonetoschool”

Annet Nassuna, the head-teacher of

. Nsanganzira UMEA Primary School,
- revealed that, “The girl got pregnant

during the Covid-19 pandemic, be-

cause she was not at school. She told us
. thatone day, when she was at home,

someone defiled her, and after the de-

filement, she conceived, and after giv-
. | ingbirth, we advised her to return tc:

school”
Agnes Basakana, Youth Advisor, Cen-

tre for Reproductive Rights says the

fight against the scourge of teenage
pregnancy should be commumty—cen

tred. “Out of every fpur of these adoles-

cents, you'll find oneis pregnant orisa
mother. Sothat speakstoalot of mater-
nalissues surrounding this younggirl.”

Despite the Penal Code Act provi-
sions that call for life imprisonment
for those who have been convicted for
offenses such as rape and defilement,

- which have aggravating circumstanc-

es, the vice is amplified by the complic-
ity oflaw enforcement officers and par-
ents.

This girl shares a harrowing ordeal.
She became pregnant through a per-
son who was meant to be in a place of
responsibility.

“I want to go back to school and be-
come a well-behaved woman once I
grow up, and then after getting mon-
ey to look after my:parents, I want to

- beaDoctor,”said the victim who spoke

anonymously. Bakasana proffers that

. thereis a need to have a holistic ap-
¢ proachinresolving this crisis.

“In the span of our work, we use stra-
tegic litigation. We call for legal reform
and research and movement build-
ingin a bid to ensure that we are able
toprotect, to enhance the protection of
reproductiverights.”

Teenage pregnancy is worsened by
by income inequalities and the col-
lapse of law enforcement, resulting in
asystemic exclusion that favours those
in the upper rungs of society.

“A small fraction of them, about sev-
en percent, are seen returning to
school, whether formal schooling or
joining a vocational institution. That
should worry all of us. We should look
at teenage pregnancy as a develop-
ment issue. Once children and adoles-
cents are out of school, we lose man-
power,” says Ms Musoke.

The fight against teenage pregnancy
remains weak and fragmented, result-
ingin disjointed interventions that fail
to address the multifaceted nature of
teenage pregnancy. As aresult, adoles-
cent girls are left vulnerable to system-
icneglect in environments that should

. beenabling and protective.



