
“ Measured in human lives lost, I think that 
Congo is the number one problem in the  
world today.

”
     

Jan Egeland, UN humanitarian chief, 2003–6

According to Egeland, casualties in Congo amount to “a tsunami 
every month, year in and year out, for the last six years.” Yet 
since Egeland made this statement in 2005 about the crisis in 
Congo, the situation remains grim, and the Congolese people  
are being subjected to unrivaled brutality.

One of  the largest countries in Africa, with an area the size of  
western Europe, Congo borders nine nations and every major 
region of  the African continent. Abundant in natural resources, 
it has vast deposits of  diamonds, oil, and gold. Despite these 
riches, Congo’s more than 60 million people remain among the 
poorest in the world. The UN ranks it 168 out of  177 countries  
on its human development index—a measure of  health,  
education, and standard of  living.

A long history of violence
Since 1994, when the Rwandan genocide drove more than a 
million refugees into Congo, its eastern provinces of  North and 
South Kivu have suffered almost constant violence at the hands 
of  various armed groups linked to horrific human rights abuses, 
including widespread rape. 

To fathom the violence in Congo, one must understand its history. 
Many outsiders have dismissed violence in Africa as unavoidable, 
but this verges perilously close to a fatalistic form of  racism.  
It is difficult to separate recent events in Congo from centuries  
of  misrule and colonial misconduct.

As early as the 15th century, Congo was caught in the pincers  
of  competing slave traders. The Portuguese came from the west; 
Muslim Africans, from the east. Trafficking in humans meant the 
destruction of  villages, the murder of  the old and young, and the 
chaining and removal of  strong men and women.

It was under the banner of  humanitarianism that Belgium’s King 
Leopold II stepped in to “save” the Congolese from predation  
by slave traders. Most historians agree, however, that Leopold’s 
interests lay elsewhere. The king’s militias demanded rubber and 
ivory from villagers. Those who did not pay tribute were tortured or 
killed. The British consul in Congo from 1901 to 1904, described 
Leopold’s reign as “legalized robbery enforced by violence.” In 
1908, Leopold’s Congolese militias were reorganized as the Force 
Publique (FP). According to officials, Congolese men and women 
were beaten and raped by the paramilitary FP, and there are stark 
photographs to support claims that the FP took human hands as 
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trophies—reportedly on Leopold’s orders. While Leopold amassed 
a fortune, historians say he was responsible for the deaths (from 
overwork and violence) of  10 million innocent people. 

In 1908, Belgium annexed Congo. Although the people fared better 
after Leopold, their country still served primarily as a source of   
European wealth. When Congo gained independence in 1960, 
there was hope of change, but in 1965 Mobutu Sese Seko seized 
power. During the course of his corrupt 32-year dictatorship, Mobutu 
bled the Congo for his own gains. Through it all, the violent methods 
inherited from the colonial era persisted to varying degrees.

War and steps toward peace
In 1996-97, rebel leader, Laurent Kabila joined forces with 
Rwanda and Uganda to overthrow Mobutu. The end of  Mobutu’s 
kleptocracy was an occasion of  great optimism for central Africa. 
But in 1998, fighting resumed when Rwanda and Uganda backed 
new groups to oust then-president Kabila from power. Other 
African nations joined the fray—Zimbabwe, Namibia, Angola, and 
Burundi, launching what has been called Africa’s First World War. 
In the crossfire, as always, many Congolese died. 

International pressure led to negotiations for a cease-fire and, in 
turn, to talks in South Africa in 2002. The talks produced the Sun 
City Agreement, which outlined a political solution to the conflict. 
The UN was called upon to provide peacekeeping forces to imple-
ment this solution. By July 2002, the so-called Pretoria Agreement 
was signed to remove Rwandan troops and militias. Several months 
later, Uganda signed an agreement to withdraw its troops as well.
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Women, like this one in Goma, are particularly vulnerable to the widespread sexual violence in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo.
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Working together to end poverty and injustice

What can you do? 
Tell Congress to protect women vulnerable  
to violence, like those in Congo, through  
bipartisan support of the pending International 
Violence Against Women Act. To send  
a simple email to your legislators, go to  
www.oxfamamerica.org/vaw. 

Support US funding for a continued  
peacekeeping presence in Congo to  
reduce threats to civilians. 

Urge continued US diplomatic engagement  
in the implementation of the Goma Peace 
Agreement and Nairobi Communiqué to  
ensure lasting peace in the region. 

Raise critical awareness in the US about what’s 
happening to the Congolese people by hosting 
an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet® event.  
For resources and more information, go to 
www.oxfamamerica.org/fast. 
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Children playing in the village of Lubao, Maniema, near the 
site of a new community water source that Oxfam and local 
partners are helping the community to build.
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Life in Congo now
In 2006, the government reached an important crossroads when it held its first presi-
dential and parliamentary elections in 40 years. Yet history is not overcome overnight. 
Instability still plagues the eastern provinces, and this has deprived the region of  almost 
all modern infrastructure, leaving it with virtually no industry. Opportunities for education 
and jobs are limited, making recruitment of  young people easy for armed militias. The 
government’s authority in the region remains weak, and armed groups take advantage  
of  the vacuum. And with porous borders, weapons still flow into the region with ease, 
fueled in part by the illegal exploitation of  mineral wealth.

In late 2007, there was progress. Congo and Rwanda issued a communiqué from Nairobi 
that proposed a joint effort to ensure peace and stability in the region. Their focus was  
to disarm and send home Rwandan fighters, known as FDLR (Forces Démocratiques  
de Libération du Rwanda), some of  whom had participated in the genocide of  1994.  
The UN hailed the communiqué as a landmark in resolving the region’s conflicts. And  
in January 2008, warring parties in the eastern provinces signed the Goma Peace 
Agreement, which represents the region’s best hope for ending the conflict. Implementation 
of  these two agreements is key to ensuring a lasting peace in eastern Congo.

Facts about the crisis in Congo
•  Since 1998, an estimated 5.4 million people have died in Congo as a consequence of  

conflict and its hardships, such as malnutrition and disease. Each month 45,000 people 
continue to die. 

•  A total of  1.3 million people are now displaced across Congo, and 300,000 others have 
fled as refugees to nearby countries. 

•  Rape and other sexual violence have become standard weapons of  war in the country. 
There were 14,200 cases of  rape reported in South Kivu between 2005 and 2007. 

•  The world’s largest UN peacekeeping force is stationed in Congo. Known as MONUC 
(Mission of  the United Nations in the Democratic Republic of  Congo), its more than 
17,000 members play a crucial role in bringing security to the country’s eastern  
provinces. MONUC has reduced violence against civilians, increased access for aid  
workers, and encouraged the stability that allows some economic activity to continue. 

•  Rather than basing operations for the eastern provinces 2,000 miles to the west in 
Congo’s capital of  Kinshasa, the US government recently took an important step in 
support of  the peace process when it opened an office in Goma, the capital of  North 
Kivu. Oxfam America hopes that US staff  will be stationed in Goma for the longterm.

Oxfam America
Oxfam America is an international relief  and development organization that creates last-
ing solutions to poverty, hunger, and injustice. Together with individuals and local groups 
in more than 120 countries, Oxfam saves lives, helps people overcome poverty, and 
fights for social justice. To join our efforts or learn more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org. 

What is Oxfam doing?
•  Oxfam is providing emergency assistance—including water, sanitation, and public 

health outreach—to more than 300,000 displaced people in eastern Congo. 

•  Through local partner organizations, Oxfam is helping internally displaced people  
(so-called IDPs), including former combatants, to return to their homes. In addition, 
Oxfam is assisting in the rehabilitation of  livelihoods for people living in rural areas. 

•  In North Kivu, Oxfam is working with local groups to reintegrate former child soldiers 
into the community and to advocate for women who have suffered, sexual violence.


