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The Obama Administration announced on March 
23 that additional U.S. forces and assets will 

be deployed to reinforce the joint U.S. and Afri-
can Union Regional Task Force (AU-RTF) track-
ing Ugandan warlord Joseph Kony and his Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA).

There is no question that Kony and the LRA have 
committed terrible atrocities and that purging Afri-
ca of Kony and the LRA is a worthwhile endeavor. 
However, the President also has a duty to inform 
Congress and the American people about why these 
additional forces are required, their objective, their 
responsibilities, and how long he expects them to be 
deployed in the region.

Kony and the LRA. Kony’s LRA is a violent gang 
of murderers, rapists, and kidnappers. For nearly 
three decades, the LRA has terrorized central Africa, 
killing and enslaving tens of thousands of people from 
multiple nations and forcing millions more to flee 
their homes. According to the United Nations Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, over 
326,000 people remain displaced from their homes in 
areas that are still threatened by the LRA in the Cen-
tral African Republic (CAR), the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC), and South Sudan.1

The LRA operates primarily in the ungoverned 
spaces spanning Uganda, the CAR, the DRC, and 
South Sudan. Regional instability has been severe 
enough to require recent or ongoing U.N. peacekeep-
ing operations and observer missions in the DRC, the 
CAR, Chad, Sudan, and South Sudan. LRA activities 
complicate these operations and have led the Secu-
rity Council to instruct missions to cooperate with 
efforts to protect civilians from the LRA.

The territory where the LRA operates is some of 
the most challenging terrain in Africa, which—com-
bined with political instability and the limited mili-
tary capacity of regional governments—helps to the 
LRA move covertly, establish temporary bases, and 
cache materiel.

According to an LRA crisis tracker, since the coup 
in the CAR in 2013, LRA fighters have abducted 
more than 200 people in a “quiet surge of violence” 
in isolated areas of the country.2 This activity is a 
reversal of more recent trends that have seen LRA 
leaders killed and LRA forces diminished, and it is 
a worrying sign that sectarian and militia violence 
in the CAR, ongoing instability in the eastern DRC, 
and internal conflict in South Sudan may allow the 
LRA an opportunity to rebound.

A Worthwhile Effort. While the LRA does not 
present a direct threat to the U.S., America has an 
interest in supporting the efforts of African coun-
tries to end the LRA threat. This was acknowledged 
by the Bush Administration as early as 2001, when 
the LRA was included in the State Department’s 

“Terrorist Exclusion List.”3 In 2008, Kony was added 
to the Treasury Department’s list of “Specially Des-
ignated Nationals and Blocked Persons.” The Bush 
Administration also supported other measures to 
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increase regional coordination to eliminate the LRA, 
such as planning and logistical support to Ugandan 
Defense Forces.

The Obama Administration has maintained this 
commitment to ending the LRA atrocities in cen-
tral Africa. In May 2010, President Obama signed 
into law the Lord’s Resistance Army Disarmament 
and Northern Uganda Recovery Act of 2009. In 2013, 
the Administration announced that Kony would be 
added to the “Rewards for Justice” program.

Congress has broadly supported Bush Adminis-
tration and Obama Administration efforts to end the 
LRA threat. It has held numerous hearings, issued 
statements, and written letters to the President 
expressing support for U.S. efforts or advocating 
additional action. Congress passed the Department 
of State Rewards Program Update and Technical 
Corrections Act of 2012.

Military Efforts. To bring more pressure on the 
LRA, in October 2011, President Obama announced 
the deployment of 100 U.S. special operations forces 
to Uganda. U.S. forces were directed to work close-
ly with local African troops, help to gather intelli-
gence through a radio communication network and 
satellite imagery, and train tracking dogs to accom-
pany the African troops on their raids.4 They also 
coordinated with nongovernmental organizations 
and philanthropists helping to support the capture 
of Kony.

American assistance seems to have had a posi-
tive impact. Since 2010, abductions attributed to 
the LRA have dropped by 50 percent, and the num-
ber of LRA killings has dropped by 75 percent.5 
There has also been a significant increase in the 

number of LRA defections since the deployment 
of  U.S. troops to the region. However, the U.S.-
supported AU-RTF has yet to capture Kony and his 
remaining LRA core of about 250 fighters.

President Obama announced on March 23 that 
the U.S. would increase its support for an AU-RTF 
counter-LRA mission by adding at least four CV-22 
Osprey aircraft, refueling aircraft, and about 150 
special operations forces and other airmen to fly and 
maintain the aircraft. As detailed in the War Powers 
Act notification, this would increase the total num-
ber of U.S. forces in Uganda from 100 to approxi-
mately 300 troops.6

The Department of Defense (DOD) has said the 
Ospreys will be used for troop transport. The rules of 
engagement for the new additional troops will remain 
the same as for the first 100 deployed in 2011: They 
will be combat ready but prohibited from engaging 
with the LRA unless it is for purposes of self-defense. 
The U.S. forces are authorized to provide information, 
advice, and assistance to partner nations.

Congress Should Exercise Oversight. There is 
no question that ridding Africa of Kony and the LRA 
is a worthwhile endeavor. However, Congress should 
exercise its oversight role to expand public informa-
tion of the mission by:

nn Seeking a detailed account of U.S. and AU-RTF 
actions since deployment and a current assess-
ment of the strengths and capabilities of Kony 
and his remaining LRA forces;

nn Clarifying why, given the success of existing U.S. 
forces in combating the LRA through increased 
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regional coordination and the fact that the 
Administration has stressed that this is an AU-
led operation, additional troops and equipment 
are necessary;

nn Requiring the Administration to state explicit-
ly the specific objectives of the new deployment, 
particularly clarifying whether the new deploy-
ment signals a shift to a more aggressive mission 
and when it believes that those objectives will be 
achieved;

nn Ascertaining how the U.S. deployment will coor-
dinate with ongoing humanitarian initiatives 
and programs;

nn Identifying the types of military enhancement 
and capacity-building efforts that are being used 
to ensure that regional forces can complete the 
mission without direct U.S. military engagement;

nn Establishing the Administration’s broader strat-
egy to address the regional instability that has 
allowed Kony and the LRA to operate so long 
with relative freedom;

nn Assuring the American people that U.S. troops 
will not be drawn into a wider conflict, given the 
LRA’s history as a militia for hire and the increas-
ing number of internal conflicts in the region; and

nn Ascertaining how the Administration plans to 
conduct operations in the CAR—where Kony is 
reported to be hiding out—which is experiencing 
internal conflict and political turmoil.

Clarification Needed. The effort to eliminate 
the LRA threat is a worthy one. However, Americans 
deserve a solid explanation as to why the anti-LRA 
mission is being expanded and how the mission’s 
objectives will be achieved within a realistic time 
frame. Congress should also press the Administra-
tion for a broader regional strategy. U.S. troops and 
military assets will go only so far to build up a region 
that has been ravaged by war for decades. A compre-
hensive approach to addressing the governance vac-
uum that has allowed Kony to operate with relative 
impunity for nearly three decades is necessary.
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