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The 17th National Book Week Festival held on 14-19 September 2009 stood out as the most important and exciting literary celebration of books and reading and their contribution to the development of Uganda culturally, socially, economically and politically. The theme of the festival was, “a reading parent, a reading child.” Parents were reminded of the important role that they play in teaching culture values including reading to their children. This was the first time that the book week was focusing on a constituency outside of the formal book sector and government.

The book week planning committee had noted that NABOTU’s reading campaign risked failure to scale into the public domain if no immediate measures were taken to utilise high impact events like the book week to rally national support to books and reading. A special programme targeting 200 media houses countrywide which included newspapers, radios and television stations was initiated to enable the reading campaign ride on the powerful influence of the media. The media is powerful in building perceptions and improving visibility of institutions and their programmes. The initiative was a huge success and helped to carry messages about books and reading into millions of homes, offices, cars and all living spaces in Uganda. Several radio stations notably Sanyu FM, Ssese radio, Bunyoro Broadcasting Services, Radio West, Central Broadcasting Services, UNESCO Nabweru offered free air time to feature authors, educationists, members of NABOTU etc on weekly programmes. This was the first time that we had many voices speak out in unison about a culture of reading. Newspapers notably Daily Monitor, New Vision and the Independent offered columns which NABOTU populated with articles on a weekly basis or assigned writers to do special features and articles. Television stations notably Wavah Broadcasting Services and NBS tv provided feature interviews, co-sponsored spot adverts, news coverage and special programmes such as Kidz events. The media blitz is partly responsible for the improvements in the number of people turning up for book week events countrywide. Building on the book week success with the media, NABOTU is now working on a media strategy to keep messages about books and reading within the public domain.

Still related to the thinking about scaling the reading campaign into the public domain, NABOTU working with the Ministry of Education and Sports launched the schools book week programme. The programme covered all 15,000 primary schools across Uganda and potentially brought on board 7.4 million children taking part in the book week. This was the first time that all schools heard about and celebrated the national book week. The Ministry of Education and Sports through its Pre-primary and Primary School Department issued circulars containing instructions on suggested book week activities for schools to all 86 districts in Uganda. The programme was implemented through the district education offices and their inspectorate staffs who liaised with head teachers from different schools. This experience taught NABOTU that the reading campaign ought not be limited by NABOTU’s limited membership but create alliances such as with the Ministry of Education and Sports to ensure that the campaign is carried countrywide. The Commissioner for Pre-primary and Primary Education, Dr. Nkaada speaking at one of the book week official ceremonies pledged continued cooperation. There is ongoing dialogue within NABOTU on new ideas to improve the programme for the benefit of school children and their teachers and to improve on the reporting structure for the programme. Support will be required for this new programme that has opened a new dimension in NABOTU’s reading campaign.

Local fiction works have traditionally fetched publishers and authors low sales. This book week, a forum for publicising fiction authors and their books was conducted on radio Sanyu. In addition, a public reading was organised by the Uganda Women Writers Association (FEMRITE) at the National Theatre. The reading featured the best of Ugandan novelists and poets and attracted a crowd of enthusiasts who included writers, literary critics, academics, book reviewers, publishers, librarians and students. The highly billed event provided a forum for showcasing the best of Uganda’s literary talent and created a platform for direct interactions with the audience. High sales of fiction works on display were reported which implies that public readings create a good market environment for works of fiction. Activities like public readings would probably help to improve market chances for such works.

The Kampala Book Fair organised by the Uganda Publishers Association (UPA) was held on 16th-19th September 2009. It was held at Railway grounds, Kampala and featured publishers, booksellers, research organisations and NGOs. The book fair was the ultimate destination for many people who visited the stalls. It was reported that some of the exhibitors registered high sales. The National Library of Uganda (NLU) coordinated library exhibitions which were held in 40 public and rural libraries in different parts of Uganda. The NABOTU Literary Awards attracted over 200 entries and have continued to grow in importance. 
