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“”
Sustainable development is a long-term proposition, 
and progress depends importantly on the choices 
of  political leaders and the quality of  institutions 
in developing countries. Where leaders govern 
responsibly, set in place good policies, and make 
investments conducive to development, sustainable 
outcomes can be achieved. Where those conditions 
are absent, it is difficult to engineer sustained 
progress, no matter how good our intentions  
or the extent of  our engagement.

Office of  the Press Secretary, US Office of  the President 
“Fact Sheet: U.S. Global Development Policy” (2010) 

www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2010/09/22/fact-sheet-us-global-development-policy
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The 2006 elections in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) presented the  
Congolese government and its international partners with a historic opportunity. 
The interstate wars and internal political struggles that tore DRC apart from the 
mid 1990s onward had ended. Although the conflict and humanitarian catastrophe 
in the country’s eastern provinces continued, newly elected President Joseph 
Kabila had a mandate from the Congolese people—as well as support from key 
donors and the United Nations’ largest peacekeeping force in history—to enact  
the reforms necessary to overcome obstacles to lasting peace and stability.1

President Kabila’s task was daunting. Devastated by decades of misrule and the 
deadliest war since World War II, DRC was ranked 141 out of 143 countries on the 
Brookings Institution’s 2008 “Index of State Weakness in the Developing World;” 
only Afghanistan and Somalia ranked lower.2 Of the myriad challenges facing 
the new government, many observers identified security sector reform (SSR) as 
the most pressing. (See Box 1, “What is security sector reform (SSR)?”) This was 
nothing new. At least in part purposefully, DRC’s rulers have not forged the neces-
sary institutions to sustain a professional national army and police force, let alone 
forces that are focused on the protection of the country’s civilians and that adhere 
to the laws and principles governing international human rights and the laws of 
war. (See Box 2, ”What is protection of civilians and how does it relate to SSR?”)

SSR: “The set of  policies, plans, programs, and activities that a government 
undertakes to improve the way it provides safety, security, and justice. The 
overall objective is to provide these services in a way that promotes an effec-
tive and legitimate public service that is transparent, accountable to civilian 
authority, and responsive to the needs of  the public.”

SSR programs: “From a donor perspective, SSR is an umbrella term that 
might include integrated activities in support of: defense and armed forces 
reform; civilian management and oversight; justice; police; corrections;  
intelligence reform; national security planning and strategy support; border 
management; disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR); and/or 
reduction of  armed violence.”

Box 1. What is security sector  
reform (SSR)?

Source: US Agency for International Development, US 
Department of  Defense, and US Department of  State, 
“Security Sector Reform” (2009).
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This institutional weakness within DRC’s security sector has had two deleterious 
effects on the Congolese state. First, the government’s failure to effectively secure 
Congolese territory has allowed armed groups (both foreign and domestic) to 
fill this vacuum, contest state authority, and prey upon civilian populations with 
impunity. Second, Congolese security forces themselves have become a significant 
threat to civilians. In 2007, Oxfam described the situation as follows:

Underpaid, underfed, ill-equipped and badly led, [Congolese] soldiers in 
all of the eastern provinces remain the single biggest cause of insecurity in 
DRC, responsible for committing more than 80 per cent of all human-rights 
abuses against civilians. Similar accusations of abuse are also leveled against 
other arms of the security forces (including police) and “demobilised”  
ex-combatants who continue to rely on violence as a means of survival.3

Recognizing the weakness and abusiveness of large sections of the DRC military—
Forces armées de la république démocratique du Congo (FARDC, or Armed Forces of the 
Democratic Repubic of Congo)—and the police—Police nationale congolaise (PNC, 
Congolese National Police)—and wanting to see improvement in the security  
and lives of the Congolese people, in the early 2000s donors began to engage in 
activities designed to support SSR in DRC. The link between SSR and protection  
of civilians, on the one hand, and development, poverty reduction, and democracy, 
on the other, is strong. According to the Organization for Economic Co-Operation 
and Development (OECD), the leading institution in developing global SSR norms, 
the primary objective of SSR is to “create a secure environment that is conducive  
to development, poverty reduction, and democracy.” OECD continues:

This secure environment rests upon two essential pillars: i) the ability of the 
state, through its development policy and programmes, to generate condi-
tions that mitigate the vulnerabilities to which its people are exposed; and  
ii) the ability of the state to use the range of policy instruments at its disposal 
to prevent or address security threats that affect society’s well-being.4

“Protection of civilians” encompasses all “efforts that improve the safety 
of  civilians exposed to widespread threats of  violence, coercion, or deliberate 
deprivation.” These efforts include actions to reduce the threat itself, people’s 
vulnerability to the threat, or the frequency of  their exposure. Violence includes 
killing, wounding, torture, sexual violence including rape, and the threat of  any 
of  these. Coercion includes forced prostitution, sexual slavery, forced labor, 
forced displacement or return, forced recruitment into armed forces, and being 
forced to commit acts of  violence against others. Deliberate deprivation 
includes deliberate destruction of  civilian homes, wells, crops, and clinics; pre-
venting delivery of  humanitarian assistance; and demanding illegal payments. 

How are SSR and protection of civilians related?

• When done correctly, according to the best practices developed by the  
international community, the reform of  a country’s security sector so it is  
more professional, trained in human rights and the laws of  war, accountable 
to civilian authority, etc. improves the government’s ability to protect its  
citizens from both external and internal threats.

• When handled poorly or when the recipient government has a history of  
human rights abuse and/or is not genuinely interested in reform and civilian 
protection, donor government efforts at SSR can lead to further abuse  
rather than protection.

Box 2. What is protection of civilians 
and how does it relate to SSR?

Source: Marc J. Cohen and Tara R. Gingerich, “Protect 
and Serve or Train and Equip? US Security Assistance 

and Protection of  Civilians,” Oxfam America (2009).
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The US was among the donors pledging support for SSR in DRC. In 2005, then- 
Senator Barack Obama introduced legislation that spelled out US policy objectives  
in DRC. These included support for SSR by “assisting the [g]overnment of the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo to establish a viable and professional national 
army and police force that respects human rights and the rule of law, is under effec-
tive civilian control, and possesses a viable presence throughout the entire country.”5

Former President George W. Bush signed the bill into law in December 2006, 
and in the ensuing three-and-a-half years the US—alongside Angola, Belgium, 
the European Union, France, South Africa, and other bilateral donors—steadily 
increased its commitment to SSR in DRC. Over the same period, the UN Security 
Council expanded the mandate of the UN peacekeeping force in DRC—called the 
UN Organization Mission in the Congo (MONUC)—giving it greater responsibility 
over SSR, particularly in planning and coordinating the work of donors.6 The 
mandate of the new iteration of MONUC—the UN Organization Stabilization 
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO)—has shifted  
from peacekeeping to stabilization, although SSR remains a high priority.

Yet despite these efforts, which have taken place against a backdrop of continued 
military actions in eastern DRC designed to disarm militia groups by force,7 nearly 
four years after the 2006 DRC elections this international effort has largely failed to 
deliver genuine improvements in the professionalism, accountability, and respect 
for human rights of FARDC or the PNC. Irregularly and poorly paid, and with 
no provisions made for their dependents (who often travel with them), soldiers 
frequently resort to looting the very populations they are charged with protecting. 
The soldiers by and large have minimal education and little or no formal military 
training. Sections of the military and police forces routinely commit grave human 
rights violations. The “2009 Human Rights Report” for DRC issued by the US 
Department of State (State) recounts numerous abuses by FARDC and the PNC, 
including extrajudicial killings, rape, torture, and looting.8 Women, in particular, 
have borne the brunt of the abuse from FARDC and the PNC; Oxfam’s 2010 pro-
tection assessment in North and South Kivu found that once FARDC had gained 
control of an area from militia forces, women were markedly more likely to say 
that their safety had declined.9 According to former UN Special Representative for 
DRC Alan Doss, “The Rule of Law has disappeared [in DRC].”10 Few violators are 
prosecuted for their crimes, although the UN Joint Human Rights Office had noted 
a welcome, if slight, upward trend during the first few months of 2010.11 Those few 
who are sent to prison rarely serve their full sentences, in a penitentiary system 
that has inhumane conditions and often cannot contain the inmates.12 With the 
Congolese government raising the possibility of a MONUSCO withdrawal as early 
as the end of 2011,13 and little evidence to suggest that the government can protect 
its citizens from either external or internal threats, the international strategy on 
SSR in DRC demands an urgent rethink.

Efforts in support of SSR have failed in DRC for two primary reasons. First, and 
overwhelmingly, the Congolese government has not demonstrated a commitment 
to building the basic institutions—the ministries of defense, interior, and justice, 
among others—that would support a professional security sector. Like other 
Congolese leaders before him, President Kabila is believed to consider the 
heightened potential for a military coup posed by a strong national army as 
one of many threats to his authority. “[President] Kabila doesn’t want a strong 
army,” is a common refrain among Congolese observers, western diplomats, 
and military professionals working on SSR.14 The DRC parliament is similarly 
weak, lacks an autonomous role in policymaking and oversight, and is fraught 
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with corruption and routine scandal. Although it has shown some willingness to 
call for much-needed reforms in the mining sector and other politically sensitive 
areas, the parliament has thus far failed to provide effective civilian oversight over 
the security sector and the government (e.g., drafting and passing laws on SSR, 
holding the defense ministry and other ministries involved in SSR to account, 
critiquing budgets, and otherwise contributing effectively to policymaking).

Second, international donors have failed to coordinate their SSR efforts (e.g., 
sharing information about programs, funding, successes, and lessons learned), 
instead allowing bilateral agreements guided by the self-interests of donors and 
the government of DRC (GoDRC) to predominate. Donors have also failed to put 
adequate pressure on the Congolese government to enact genuine reforms in the 
security sector. The immensity of the SSR challenge in DRC and donors’ predilec-
tion to pursue narrow self-interests there—from strategic interests in the region  
to ensuring their access to Congo’s lucrative mineral deposits—have counteracted 
any will to challenge the lack of institutional progress at the national level. Instead, 
donors—including the US—have treated SSR as a technical exercise and have 
failed to build the political strategy needed to overcome the internal resistance to 
sustainable change. A senior US official put it bluntly: “There’s not a single donor 
doing real SSR in the Congo. The will simply isn’t there…on either side.”15

Genuine SSR would actually benefit the GoDRC in several tangible ways, including: 
(a) a decrease in abuses against Congolese citizens by the army; (b) an increase 
in the domestic popularity of the GoDRC as the security institutions come to be 
viewed as a positive rather than negative presence, and the government is per-
ceived as being able to secure its own borders and protect its own citizens without 
international assistance; (c) an effective, well-trained, professional army operating 
under a command and control structure and implementing government policies; 
and (d) increased international respect with the concomitant opportunity to go 
from being a country supported by foreign peacekeepers to a stable country with 
a solid human rights record that can actually contribute to other peacekeeping and 
stability operations on the continent. 

In view of the scale of the challenge and the vested interests that will need to be 
overcome to achieve meaningful change, however, the Congolese government will 
not likely make significant advances in SSR without strong pressure to do so. In 
the absence of strong internal pressure, the US and other concerned actors must 
generate coordinated external pressure on the Congolese government to consult 
with its citizens and act in the best interests of the Congolese people.

This paper, based predominantly on field research in DRC,16 examines how US 
security assistance in DRC contributes to civilian protection. US-funded efforts  
to train and equip FARDC and the PNC, to provide instruction on military justice, 
and to refurbish training centers and border posts in eastern Congo are profes-
sionally run and designed to help curb the abuses committed too frequently by 
sections of the Congolese security forces against the people they are supposed to 
protect. But this is simply “train and equip” SSR. There is little evidence that the 
efforts are part of a more comprehensive government-wide strategy by the US to 
encourage and facilitate SSR in DRC, or that the US government has taken steps to 
measure the impact and assess the results of its DRC security assistance programs, 
although a recently concluded multiagency review is a promising start. (Table 1 
indicates how US programs are performing in support of SSR in the DRC.) The  
US efforts also appear to focus single-mindedly on the training programs, without 
a political strategy—closely coordinated with other donors—to convince the  
Congolese government to enact top-down institutional reform. Such reforms 

A senior US official put 
it bluntly: “There’s not a 
single donor doing real 
SSR in the Congo. The  
will simply isn’t there… 

on either side.”
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would include curbing corruption within the military and police, separating  
the chain of payment from the chain of command, providing for the welfare  
of soldiers and their dependents, depoliticizing the judiciary and separating the 
responsibilities of military versus civilian courts, removing individuals known  
to have committed grave human rights abuses from positions of authority, and 
creating an independent parliament capable of providing oversight of security 
organs. In essence, SSR in DRC must take a multipronged approach for it to  
stand a chance at success.

Best practices Grade

SSR should prioritize protection  
of civilians and should be based  
on human rights principles.

Incomplete

SSR should incorporate principles  
of good governance and civilian control  
of the security sector, including account-
ability, transparency, and oversight.

Incomplete

SSR should be locally owned. 

Host country ownership: 

Incomplete 

Civil Society engagement: 

Fail

SSR should link security and justice  
and promote the rule of law.

Pass

SSR should do no harm. Incomplete

SSR should begin with a comprehensive 
assessment of the range of security 
needs of the particular people and state.

Fail

SSR should be guided by a  
country-specific approach. 

Incomplete

SSR should integrate a gender  
perspective. 

Fail

SSR program design should be based  
on the realistic assessment of institutional 
capacity, resources/ affordability, and  
sustainability, on the part of both the  
donor country and the host country. 

Incomplete

SSR should be conducted as part  
of a multinational, multi-sectoral  
strategic approach.

Incomplete

SSR should be conducted by the  
best-suited US government agency,  
with minimal use of contractors.

Pass

Table 1. Abbreviated assessment  
of US programs in support  
of SSR in DRC 

Sources: US Department of  State, “Congressional  
Budget Justification: Foreign Operations, Fiscal Year 
2010”: www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/cbj2010/.  
US State Department, “Congressional Budget  
Justification: Foreign Operations, Fiscal Year 2011”:  
www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/cbj2011/.
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This paper is a follow-up case study to Oxfam America’s 2009 report on US  
security assistance and the protection of civilians. In that report, Oxfam America 
examined the importance of SSR and the evolution of US policy and doctrine 
and then surveyed US practice. DRC is an important and useful case study of US 
implementation of SSR because the US government has committed to improving 
the security of the Congolese and to helping promote development and democracy 
in DRC, and SSR is crucial to solving the problems in the country. The US has 
provided tens of millions of dollars in support of armed forces and police reform 
in the DRC, yet the impact of the US efforts has not been measured and thus is not 
actually known. Moreover, notwithstanding these and other donor efforts, it is 
clear that true reform in the DRC security sector has yet to occur: “No progress at 
all,” according to one senior MONUC official.17 True reform, including the training 
of all security forces in civilian protection and human rights principles and the 
implementation of that training in field operations, plus effective application of 
military justice and measures to remove known human rights abusers from the 
army and the implementation of a judicial system based on the rule of law,18 is 
crucial to improving the humanitarian situation in DRC and moving DRC to  
a position of stability, economic development, and robust democracy.

Oxfam America believes that the US is in a unique position to support an inter-
national effort for reform that represents modest but tangible improvements in 
the performance of FARDC and the PNC and, by extension, improvements in 
the safety and security of the Congolese people. The following measures—which 
should form the basis for future US engagement with SSR in DRC—will have  
a much greater chance to succeed if the US works closely with other donors to  
establish complementary policies in DRC:

1. The US should use its voice and vote at the UN to establish realistic  
benchmarks on SSR that the Congolese government must meet prior to  
MONUSCO’s withdrawal, and should support the Congolese government  
in this endeavor.

2. All US government agencies involved in efforts to bring about SSR in DRC—
with the Office of Regional Security Affairs within State’s Bureau of African 
Affairs as the lead—should develop with other donors and MONUSCO a 
coordinated strategy for mobilizing the full range of their resources and politi-
cal influence toward effecting comprehensive SSR in DRC, including working 
with the GoDRC to address the obstacles it faces in achieving that goal.

3. All involved US government agencies should consult with Congolese civil 
society, including women’s organizations, to ensure that the programs reflect 
the security interests of the citizens.

4. All involved US government agencies should take the necessary steps to 
include a gender perspective beyond programs focused on sexual and 
gender-based violence, including pressing for female participation in training 
programs, recruiting female trainers, and ensuring that training covers issues 
that are of particular importance to women.

5. The US should take a multipronged approach to ensuring that human rights 
abusers within FARDC and the PNC are removed and brought to justice. This 
includes (a) working with the GoDRC to establish vetting and more-effective 
and more-consistent investigation and prosecution of crimes committed by 
the security services, and (b) using the US voice in the UN Security Council 
to ensure improved independent monitoring of FARDC conduct under  
MONUSCO’s conditionality policy.
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6. State should condition additional FARDC training on senior-level Congolese 
government participation in Training Strategy Conferences (TSCs) and the 
government’s establishment, with donor support and input from Congolese 
civil society groups, of an updated training doctrine for FARDC. 

7. State should encourage other donors to participate in and contribute funds to 
the TSC process and work with them to ensure that their own SSR programs 
in DRC are consistent with FARDC’s updated training doctrine.

8. The Department of Defense (DoD) should use its Defense Institution Reform 
Initiative to build capacity within FARDC’s newly established training  
command. DoD officials should establish close mentoring relationships with 
Congolese partners inside the training command to help them implement  
the updated training doctrine consistently across FARDC.

9. Congress should repeal the legal restrictions on US Agency for International 
Development (USAID) participation in police training in Section 660 of the 
Foreign Assistance Act and insert a positive authorization enabling the agency 
to participate in police training programs according to the best practices of 
good governance, the rule of law, community-based policing, respect for  
human rights, and accountability of police to citizens.

10. Pending congressional repeal of legal restrictions on USAID participation  
in police training, USAID’s Office of Democracy and Governance and State’s 
Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (State/INL) 
should work jointly with the Congolese government and civil society to estab-
lish an updated training doctrine for the PNC that clearly defines its role as 
crime prevention and not as an adjunct of FARDC. State/INL should suspend 
its police training activities pending the establishment of this new doctrine, and 
USAID should coordinate any assistance to the PNC closely with State/INL.

11. USAID should expand its judicial-sector reform programming and support 
the training of Congolese magistrates, judicial infrastructure rehabilitation, 
increased access to legal research materials, and prison system reform.

12. As recommended in a forthcoming State Department Office of the Coordinator 
for Reconstruction and Stabilization assessment of US SSR in DRC, DoD and 
State should promptly conduct assessments of all existing SSR training pro-
grams in DRC. All future programs should include plans for monitoring and 
evaluation, including measurable objectives and tangible outcomes by which 
the impact of the training programs on the security of Congolese citizens can 
be measured. 

13. Congress should request that the Government Accountability Office conduct 
an investigation into the effectiveness of US-funded SSR programs in DRC, 
with specific attention to their impact on the protection of civilians and their 
adherence to global best practices.

14. The US government should increase its civilian capacity and resources to 
carry out SSR activities worldwide, which should greatly reduce the role  
of private contractors in DRC and elsewhere. 
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