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Despite these improvements, 
however, the extent and brutality 
of these crimes has remained 
largely unchanged. The stream 
of new victims coming to Panzi 
Hospital continues unabated, with 
women appearing in waves each 
time there is a new outburst of 
militia violence in the region. 

How can protection be improved?
Dr Mukwege has said that in addition 
to a political response to the violence, 
he would like to see real protection 
for the women once they leave the 
hospital. While he can treat them and 
surgically reconstruct them, there is no 
guarantee that they will not be raped 
again, and he has often seen repeat 
cases where women return to the 
hospital, considerably more damaged 
than the first time they appeared. This 
underscores the need, now more than 
ever, for a multi-faceted approach 
to combat sexual violence in the 
DRC. This approach must include:

Enforcing existing laws and ending 
impunity: DRC has an established 
legal framework to hold perpetrators 
of sexual violence responsible for 
their crimes. The government must 
work to enforce those laws to ensure 
that aggressors are no longer able 
to act without fear of punishment. 

Additionally, an actively working 
legal system might encourage 
more victims to come forward.

Integrating education on civilian 
protection and sexual violence 
into military training: Compliance 
with international humanitarian 
law should be enforced among 
all members of the armed forces. 
Both officers and lower-ranking 
soldiers should receive regular and 
comprehensive training on civilian 
protection, including protection 
of women and girls. This training 
should be evaluated regularly 
to determine its impact, and 
modified according to the results.

Creating new protection 
interventions specifically for South 
Kivu: Aid organisations should work 
with local communities to devise 
protection interventions which are 
specific for the area and based on 
evidence of typical patterns of attack.

Working to change the culture: 
Cultural awareness and re-education 
are crucial to both encouraging 
victims to come forward and helping 
them to heal. A key step in this 
process would be clear and audible 
condemnation of the violence by 
the Congolese government, which 

Dr Mukwege complains is too often 
silent on the issue: “The problem 
is known but the government is 
inaudible. …It doesn’t need money to 
condemn the rape – they would need 
only a microphone and the will.”

When Dr Mukwege accepted the 
African of the Year award in 2008, 
he stated that he would accept it 
only “if it will highlight the situation 
of women in eastern DRC.”  

Jessica Keralis (jmkeralis@gmail.
com) is a Public Health Surveillance 
Specialist with McKing Consulting, 
working with the Texas Department 
of State Health Services in Austin, 
Texas. This article is written in a 
personal capacity and does not reflect 
the views of McKing or Texas DSHS.

See FMR 27 ‘Sexual violence: 
weapon of war, impediment to 
peace’, online at http://www.
fmreview.org/sexualviolence.htm
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The humanitarian community 
has faced enormous challenges in 
trying to protect women and girls 
in DRC. Civilian-based prevention 
strategies traditionally implemented 
by humanitarian actors are critical 
to addressing the underlying 
causes of sexual and gender-based 
violence, as well as providing some 
measure of physical protection 
and accountability. However, real 
change in the shocking level of 
sexual violence against women and 
girls in eastern DRC will require 
changes that go beyond the mandate 
of humanitarian agencies and civil 

society organisations. Real change 
will require substantial political will 
and action by national authorities, 
with concrete and sustained support 
from the international community.

DRC is struggling with both 
gender-based violence in society 
and conflict-related sexual violence. 
These will require inter-dependent 
yet distinct solutions. While the 
cases of sexual violence being 
documented across the country, 
including in non-conflict areas, 
indicate that a significant percentage 
of reported cases are perpetrated 

by armed groups, there is no doubt 
that women and girls are also being 
sexually assaulted by civilians. 
Traditional gender roles and the 
already low status of women in 
Congolese society exacerbate 
their vulnerability to violence and 
exploitation. However, in eastern 
DRC women’s and girls’ greatest 
risk of sexual assault comes from 
the war, the armed bodies involved 
in the conflict, and consequent 
breakdown of state entities such 
as the judicial system and police 
force that might otherwise provide 
some measure of security. 

Women and girls are being 
targeted by all armed groups with 
unparalleled levels of brutality. 

While service provision for survivors of sexual violence is the  
top priority, protection for women and girls can also be improved  
in DRC.

Protection from sexual violence 
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Over the past year, the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC) has seen 
mutilation and torture become 
more common in relation to acts of 
sexual violence and more children 
among the survivors. Unfortunately, 
undisciplined members of the 
Congolese armed forces are also 
committing acts of sexual violence.1

Traditional preventive 
strategies are not enough
Humanitarian actors have 
traditionally responded to 
violence against women either 
with programmes that increase 
protection in a particular physical 
space where women are most at 
risk, or with programmes that 
focus on changing negative or 
violent behaviour of men. 

Arguably, these approaches are not 
sufficient in eastern DRC where 
56% of women reporting to IRC 
are being attacked by members of 
armed groups while conducting 
their everyday activities. The IRC 
has found that women and girls 
are potentially at risk in many 
settings, some of which are far 
beyond the reach of the protection 
capacity of humanitarian and 
civil society organisations. Sexual 
assaults in these settings will 
not be prevented unless there 
are national or international 
security forces able and willing 
to protect the local population. 

Various actors in DRC are 
implementing programmes focusing 
on preventing sexual assault by 
changing attitudes and behaviour, 
including of security forces. While 
training in human rights, gender 
and conduct of war has a place, 
the assumption that changes in 
knowledge and awareness will in 
fact lead to changes in behaviour 
is under-researched. Ensuring that 
these types of training become an 
integral part of the standard training 
package of Congolese security forces 
is an important and necessary step 
in the professionalisation of the 
national army and police. However, 
a real shift in behaviour is only 
likely when military command 
and control are instated, military 
personnel are regularly paid and 
provided adequate lodging and food, 
and members of the armed forces 
are consistently held accountable 
for acts of sexual violence. 

Both conflict-related sexual 
violence and societal gender-based 
violence will require a security and 
judicial system capable of ensuring 
accountability of sexual offenders. 
Impunity for sexual offenders in 
DRC is widespread. Few sexual 
criminals are brought in front of a 
court of law and even fewer actually 
spend time in prison for their 
actions. Corruption, a fee-for-service 
system (under which the survivor 
has to pay to press charges) and 
length of trial are only some of the 
many factors discouraging survivors 
from seeking justice. As a result, 
despite the fact that survivors are 
offered legal services free of charge 
through IRC’s programme, fewer 
than 5% of the women assisted by 
IRC seek support for judicial action 
following a sexual assault and an 
even smaller percentage take their 
cases to court. Fear of retaliation, 
stigmatisation by the community 
and spousal rejection can prove 
insurmountable obstacles for 
survivors when considering legal 
action. Safety and security concerns 
compound the issue, with police 
forces unable or unwilling to ensure 
arrest and incarceration of convicted 
perpetrators or those awaiting trial. 

The problem of impunity 
unfortunately extends to members 
of the Congolese security forces 
– the same forces who are tasked 
to protect women and girls from 
crime, including sexual violence. 
The lack of accountability within 
the command structures of the 
Congolese army allows combatants 
to continue to carry out grievous 
human rights abuses with few 
or no repercussions. Sexual 
offenders among the national 
army and police are often not 
prosecuted, and middle- and 
senior-level personnel are not 
held accountable for the actions 
of men under their command.2 

While the Congolese government 
declared a laudable zero tolerance 
policy for such violations by 
members of its armed forces in 
July 2009, there is still a great 
discrepancy between the policy 
and its implementation. 

The UN’s peacekeeping mission in 
DRC has outlined responses to these 
issues in its Comprehensive Strategy 
to Fight Sexual Violence,3 in which 

it has designated agency leads and 
activities for five thematic areas: 
security sector reform; prevention 
and protection; combating impunity; 
multi-sectoral assistance; and data 
and mapping. The Comprehensive 
Strategy is a new tool, which should 
be seen as an important pilot for 
how the international community 
can assist countries in addressing 
this issue. However, the strategy 
may be inadvertently promoting a 
fragmented approach by dividing 
different prevention activities – 
such as security sector reform 
and combating impunity – into 
separate pillars of response. It is 
particularly important to capture 
any key lessons identified and to 
modify the Comprehensive Strategy 
accordingly if this pilot effort is 
to be adopted as an international 
model for a unified UN-supported 
approach to sexual violence. 

Practice is still slow to catch up 
with the new protection framework 
created for women and girls by UN 
resolutions 1820 and 1888. Unless 
political authorities elaborate 
security-oriented solutions and 
institutions are developed to 
implement them, sexual violence in 
DRC will continue to be treated as an 
unfortunate side-effect of war, not as 
a security problem which requires 
and deserves a security response. 

Political will, national and 
international, must be generated 
and applied to all elements of 
security and justice sector reform 
– and reform of the military, 
police, penitentiary and judicial 
systems carried out – if we are to 
hope for an end to conflict-related 
sexual violence in eastern DRC. 
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