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BACKGROUND

The All Party Parliamentary Group on the Great Lakes Region of Africa (APPG) has produced a regular series of reports on the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and other countries in the Great Lakes Region. This document is intended as a summary of key issues and recommendations arising from the mission by a delegation of APPG members to the DRC in April 2008, and related meetings and research. It is one part of the wider follow-up to the visit, and a fulfilment of the commitment made to those whom the delegation met (as well as those who funded the visit) that the mission would produce concrete outcomes. It has already generated a parliamentary debate and a dedicated meeting on policy points with the DFID minister responsible for Africa, and it is intended that further follow-up will include ministerial contacts, letters, parliamentary questions, and other measures. The report should not be taken to represent the views of other individual members of the APPG. 

During the 5-day mission, three UK members of parliament (APPG Chair Eric Joyce, Judy Mallaber, and Jeremy Corbyn), visited the town of Goma in north Kivu, a province heavily affected by conflict in the east of the country, and the capital of Kinshasa. They met with government ministers, the Presidents of the Senate and National Assembly and a wide range of Congolese parliamentarians, representatives of the belligerent parties in the Goma peace process, many international and Congolese civil society actors, diplomatic representatives from the UK and other countries, and MONUC and other agencies. The APPG coordinator, Stephen Carter, also accompanied the visit. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has made significant progress since the start of the transition, notably with the elections of 2006, which were broadly free and fair, and the start of work to implement the government’s Poverty Reduction Strategic Paper (PRSP). However, it is also clear that most of the underlying challenges facing the Congo remain unresolved, and progress has to be set against the grave threat they pose. Among these challenges are the conflict in the east, the lack of meaningful security sector reform, the slow progress on education and protection of children, the ongoing wave of violence against women, the need to improve democratic accountability and protection of human rights, and the problem of corruption and poor governance – particularly of natural resources. 

The Congo is of critical significance to the future of Africa, and is the scene of human suffering on a scale unparalleled since the Second World War. The conflict has cost more than 5.4 million lives since 1998, mainly through disease, poor nutrition, and lack of healthcare: most of these are children under 5. This is a considerably worse disaster than the one affecting Darfur, but commands a fraction of the international attention. It demands concerted, long-term and effective engagement by the UK and the whole world. Time is fast running out before the approach of the next election cycle, and perhaps disillusionment among the Congolese people, will make it more difficult to act. Both the Congolese government and its international partners face a difficult task, and their efforts so far have not been insignificant: Congo has its best chance in decades. But if greater progress is not made on the big underlying issues, there is a risk their investment will count for little.  

2. ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1 Conflict in eastern DRC

Without peace, all other development goals are undermined. There is still a serious low-level conflict in the east, which has considerable potential to break into open warfare again, continues to exact a heavy cost from the civilian population, and has a negative effect on the political landscape. Arguably it justifies much stronger intervention than is currently the case. 

Despite the agreement of the Goma accords after the unsuccessful government military campaign of late 2007, armed militias still control large areas and all sides (including the government army, the FARDC) are implicated in violence, use of child soldiers, widespread rape, and robbery. Ceasefire violations are numerous, and there are 1.2m Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) across the country. The ongoing effects of conflict – especially on women and refugees – were clearly visible in the Mugunga 2 IDP camp the APPG visited in Goma, and in stark testimony from the ANAMAD women’s group and other civil society organisations. Bringing an immediate halt to attacks against civilians is one of the most important current measures of the parties’ commitment to the peace process. 

The implementation of the Goma accords through the Amani programme is the best chance for peace the east has known for years, but that chance is extremely fragile. The APPG calls on all parties to the agreement to fulfil their commitment without fail. For their part, the UK and other international partners must do everything possible to support the accords.  

One of the major blocks to the Goma process is the absence from the agreement of one of the major actors in the conflict, the former Interahamwe FDLR. Resolving the FDLR problem is crucial to unblock disarmament of other parties. The Nairobi communiqué between Congo and Rwanda setting out a timetable of measures against the group is a positive step which should be built on, but it is worth stressing that a military solution would be difficult and very likely involve a huge cost to the civilian population. As with the CNDP, credible military pressure (which would demand the reform of the army, or a build up of UN forces) may be important at some point, but this must be firmly within the context of a political effort to get a resolution. Military action should be a last resort: carefully planned, proportionate, and accompanied by credible measures from MONUC and the FARDC to protect civilians from reprisals. 

Efforts to push the FDLR towards peace by alternative means involve a number of elements, including allowing those not involved in genocide to re-integrate into Rwanda, and re-settling those unwilling to return in third countries or in areas of the DRC far from the Rwandan border. Pressure from the Congolese side is important: a clear statement that the FDLR are not welcome (and that FARDC commanders dealing with the FDLR, as a number have been, would be punished) would send a useful message. A proposed meeting in Kisangani between the DRC government and FDLR leaders could also be a step forward, but is months overdue. It is worth noting that even peaceful pressure must anticipate and plan for a rise in violence. 

Rwanda for their part have run a programme to re-integrate FDLR militia men for some years (in conjunction with MONUC’s demobilisation and repatriation programme), and there has been significant success in attracting them to return. However, it is important to keep up the momentum and to look for new ways of reassuring those not involved in the genocide, for example through radio broadcasts. There were widespread concerns that a recent list published by the Rwandan government of 6,900 people thought to be involved in the 1994 killings would encourage the belief that any FDLR who returned would face justice through the gacaca courts, when many of them were children in 1994. A negotiated solution to regional tensions and the problem of both the FDLR and the CNDP appears possible, but concrete initiative is needed to ensure that potential is realised. 

2.2 Security sector reform

Rebuilding the functioning elements of the state is a core challenge in the DRC. Reform of the security sector is vital to secure peace, allow MONUC to leave, and stop predation by the FARDC against its own people. Political will on the Congolese side is vital, and could be more in evidence. But there is a widespread view that coordination of the international approach could also be improved. The obvious means for this is the EU security coordination mission to the DRC (EUSEC), but it has had less active support than it should in Brussels. The UK has itself supported EUSEC, but should now redouble its efforts to push for EU aid to the security sector, including from individual member states, to be within a coordinated framework. In particular, the UK should work for an agreement within the EU Political and Security Committee (PSC) that European SSR efforts should be channelled through EUSEC. 

Within SSR, there is a strong case for practical quick-impact measures which address the impact of security forces on the local population and which can be carried out independently of progress on wider issues. Specific examples are building barracks, the extension of systems to ensure payment of soldiers, and the provision of food and logistical support. In addition, donors and the DRC government must include an effective vetting programme within security sector reform efforts, to ensure candidates who have a past record of human rights abuses, including crimes of sexual violence, are denied positions in the army, police or other security services. It is important renewed efforts are made to revitalise DDR and support the long-term, community-based reintegration of those who demobilise – the package of US$50 million promised by the World Bank has yet to come through and may not for some time. 

Another major point that emerged from the Group’s recent work is the importance of improving the capacity of the police. The Congolese government must take the first responsibility, notably by rapidly adopting the police reform legislation, but it must also be a greater priority for international engagement. 

2.3 Vulnerable children

Children have suffered particularly from the troubles of the past decade and are greatly vulnerable now. More than half of the 5.4 million deaths attributable directly or indirectly to the conflict in the DRC are of children under 5. It is vital that the interventions of DFID and other agencies give adequate weight to child protection and target the most vulnerable children who make up so much of the mortality figures. For his part, President Kabila should follow up on his agreement in principle (made to APPG member Andrew Mitchell during a War Child visit to DRC) to establish a high level commission to plan the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

The problem of child soldiers – many of them abducted by force – is another pressing issue: it is estimated between 3,000 and 5,000 remain in armed groups, and an estimated 30,000 have been directly associated with the armed groups and forces over the whole period of the DRC conflict. The renewed fighting in the Kivus earlier this year saw a huge upsurge in the recruitment and re-recruitment of children. Thousands of others are still to be demobilised, including many under-age girls kept as virtual slaves as ‘camp wives’ and servants. Support for their re-integration is often only short-term: better and more reliable provision needs to be integrated into donor programmes. The leaders of all armed groups must immediately release all children from their ranks, in accordance with the Goma accords. 

On education, the significant UK engagement is greatly to be welcomed, though of course there is some way to go to translate this into progress on the crucial aim of lowering barriers to education. The APPG saw for itself the thirst for education – and the scarcity of decent, accessible provision – in visits to both a community school supported by Save the Children and to a War Child centre for vulnerable children. The laudable £50m UK investment in education will apparently begin to show some results in the coming school year, but is aimed at stable areas, and cannot be used to get children in conflict affected areas back to school. Donors need to find ways to fund emergency education programmes in the east, where schools will help keep children safe and allow them as normal a life as possible. Gordon Brown himself has recognised the importance of education in humanitarian emergencies. 

2.4 Sexual violence

Violence against women is an epidemic of horrific proportions, one which demands action from the UK and other governments. The APPG saw for itself the effects in visits to the ANAMAD women’s group and to the HEAL Africa hospital. It is not only women who are affected: research by Save the Children Fund found that a third of assaults – some 17,624 cases in the last year – are against minors, and children in the DRC report that sexual violence is the biggest current threat against them. While there is now increasing international awareness, and some (very much inadequate) provision for victims, there is a desperate need to tackle the challenge of reducing the number of attacks. That is above all a call for effective intervention to end the conflict in the east and eliminate the presence of armed groups. But beyond this, ending impunity is widely seen as the most important priority. Specific proposals include specialised mobile courts, training and capacity-building for prosecutors and judges, and effective SSR and judicial sector reform. But political will is the essential element, especially for any action against high-ranking military perpetrators. This must be as much on the international as the Congolese side: consistent reports of a continued lack of coordination among donors and UN agencies are deeply concerning and demand urgent action. For further recommendations, see the APPG’s upcoming report on sexual violence in the DRC. 

2.5 Democracy and accountability

The members of the APPG mission were greatly struck by the potential of the Congolese parliament: this is effectively the first time there has been an active and legitimately elected legislature, and that is a very significant development. The APPG was honoured to meet with Presidents of both Senate and National Assembly, and many parliamentarians from a wide range of parties. The standard of the debate was high, a number of individual MPs were very impressive, and there are several promising initiatives, such as the senate’s inquiry into the finances of the mining sector. There are of course limitations, and the institution is still finding its feet, but there seems a powerful argument for significant support to enable it to play its part in democratic accountability. This should include (non-partisan) support for parties as well as capacity-building within the institution itself. For its part the APPG was greatly pleased to take part during the mission in the re-launch of the Congo-Britain Friendship Group (Groupe D’Amitié), and will endeavour to build further links. It is particularly important in all these efforts to support women parliamentarians.  

In a country the size of a continent local democracy is also essential, helping to bring the structures of government and the accountability of elected officials to the local level for the first time. Support must be given to the challenging decentralisation programme and to local structures like the provincial assemblies, but local elections are of particular concern. They will help governance, accountability, transparency, and greater citizen participation in the management of natural resources. However, there is concern the target of late 2008 or early 2009 for elections is unlikely to be met unless there is concerted effort by the international community to support this process and to maintain diplomatic pressure on the Congolese government to move it forward. The Congolese government must itself also act to establish conditions for the polls to take place. 

Civic education and support to civil society – the demand side of democracy, as DFID refer to it in their business plan – are vital to improving democratic accountability. They must be supported in advance of the polls, but must also be a priority beyond the elections. There are concerns over the UK’s decision to channel most of its funds for this through the UNDP, when there are serious questions about its ability do the job efficiently. 

2.6 Human rights

Human rights in the Congo are of strategic as well as a moral concern, given their political impact and implications for accountability. Many abuses are linked to illegal armed groups in the east, but the government has also been criticised by human rights NGOs. A number of specific cases were highlighted during the mission and subsequently:  

• Political prisoners: There are thought to be about 300 people detained without due process, many of them linked to the opposition. Human rights NGOs report recent kidnappings and disappearance of civilians, military and policemen especially from the province de l’Equateur, allegedly by the Republican Guard and military intelligence. Many of those kidnapped are alleged to have been subjected to extra-judicial executions. Human rights NGOs themselves have also been targets. 

• Serge Maheshe – the APPG coordinator recently met figures associated with the trial of those accused of the murder of the UN Radio journalist killed in June 2007, and confirmed the numerous reports of abuses of due process in the original trial and the appeal. The acquittal of the two men wrongly accused or ordering the killing is welcome, but the case against others accused of actually carrying out the crime is equally unsound, and should not be allowed to drop. The murder Maheshe and the similarly case of human rights activist Pascal Kabungulu await proper investigation. Impunity in these and similar cases should be a serious issue for the UK relationship with the DRC. 

• Bas Congo: the government has a legitimate claim to an unchallenged monopoly of force in the DRC. However, the reaction to recent protests by the Buda dia Kongo movement in Bas Congo appears to have been disproportionate.  

The decision at the recent Great Lakes contact group meeting to support the creation of a Special Human Rights Advisor for Eastern Congo was a positive step.  However, it is not clear who will make this happen, who will be appointed to the post and who they will report to.  A balance needs to be struck between Congolese ownership and independence. The eventual post-holder must be able to be critical and independent, which would appear to militate in favour of an international, although certainly one from Africa, who would advise both Abbe Malu Malu and the international facilitators. The DRC and international community should move quickly to make the appointment, finalize its mandate and finance the position. In addition, the UK should take a lead in implementing the EU guidelines on human rights defenders and encouraging a unified commitment among other EU states to do the same. 

The work of the International Criminal Court in Congo has also been of great value. But the possible collapse of the Thomas Lubanga trial risks undermining its impact. It is to be hoped a way can be found to try Lubanga in accordance with due process: failure to do so would have a particular impact on efforts to deter use of child soldiers. The court must also make special efforts to cover charges of sexual violence, given the almost total impunity surrounding these crimes. A successful prosecution would be a powerful symbol that rape matters.

2.7 Natural resources

The Congo’s natural wealth has fuelled corruption, state collapse and conflict: the better regulation of the sector is a strategic rather than simply a development issue. There are signs of increasing investment in natural resource extraction in the DRC (in particular a multi-billion dollar Chinese investment, much of it in return for natural resource contracts). But governance is poor, there is very little transparency, and receipts to the budget from mining activities have actually been declining. Given the scale of UK aid, this rather raises a question as to why UK taxpayers should be subsidising large-scale corruption and mismanagement. Political will on the Congolese side will again be essential to reform the sector, but there are other measures that can help. The UK should take a lead in supporting reform and in generating the coordinated international engagement to ensure it succeeds.

Among specific issues of concern is the ongoing process to review contracts agreed during the years of conflict. This should be a crucial issue for the international community: the process must be fair but it must also be transparent and deliver an equitable result for the people of the DRC. While the process has proceeded better than many expected so far, the key test is now, with the re-negotiation of the agreements, and there is a worrying lack of transparency in the procedure and timetable for this stage. The UK government and its international partners must press the DRC government to be as open as possible, and offer support so that they are able to negotiate the best possible deal. In his meeting with the APPG, deputy mining minister Victor Kasongo specifically assured the Group of the government’s commitment to transparency, and that the revised contracts would be published in full. 

The minister also expressed the DRC government’s interest in the rapid implementation of the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative. The UK should help remove any remaining obstacles to its operationalisation. The Congolese government should ensure data published includes dis-aggregated figures by mine or project rather than just by company or sector.

There has been much discussion of the agreement on Chinese investment in infrastructure in return for mining concessions. In principle the APPG welcomes the involvement of China or any other county: if China can get infrastructure built, and built fast, it will have done more than the West has so far managed to do. But it is essential this involvement represent genuine value and support good governance and accountability. In this regard there are some serious and legitimate questions about whether the Chinese deal has adequate governance controls and represents a fair exchange, even given the difficulties of doing business in the Congo. It should also be kept in mind that the Chinese money is an investment, not a development grant. The UK government and its partners should make it a strategic priority to engage the Chinese government at the highest levels to press for their involvement in Africa to support good governance, accountability, and transparency. 

There is of course also a question also about how the UK regulates its own companies working in the DRC. The response to the UN panel reports on the illegal exploitation of mineral resources in the DRC was entirely inadequate: it is deeply regrettable that we should still be awaiting the conclusion of the OECD Guidelines process in relation to those cases. Despite a good start (following an APPG investigation into the issue), the reform of the OECD Guidelines mechanism in the UK must be pursued with greater rigor. Other means must also be sought – for example the bringing of cases under UK anti-bribery legislation. 
2.8 Forests 

The future of the Congo rainforest is an environmental issue of global importance. The forests are under threat from uncontrolled exploitation, still embryonic DRC regulatory capacity, and in the east the continued presence of armed groups In addition, there is a major question mark as to whether the rights of local communities (including minorities like the Twa pygmies) will be respected. 

There is strong evidence (partly from other countries in the region) that industrial logging will not bring significant economic or development benefits. Nonetheless, there is a legitimate expectation from the Congolese side that there should be some compensation for leaving the forests intact, and creating means to do this must be a priority. In this regard current proposals for a so-called REDD mechanism under the Kyoto protocol favour countries with high historical rates of deforestation and need to be modified to provide an incentive for non-exploitation in countries like the Congo where the forests are still relatively intact. The APPG warmly welcomes the UK’s investment of £50m through the recently-launched Congo Basin Fund, but the government must ensure the mechanism offers practical and political support to community rights and management of forests and alternatives to industrial exploitation. 
A moratorium on new concessions has been in place since 2002, but more than 100 concessions have been granted since then. Rather than simply cancelling these, the government has undertaken a controversial review process, during which logging has continued. There are fears that the legality review will legitimise dubious concessions and trample on the rights of forest-dependent populations who have seen little benefit from logging. The international community should press the Congolese government to ensure the review is transparent and effective and to rescind concessions granted under the moratorium. The Congolese government for its part should extend the moratorium until proper land-use planning is in place, carried out in consultation with indigenous populations and local communities, and there is capacity to manage, monitor and control forest activities. 

2.9 Funding mechanisms
The UK contribution to development and humanitarian aid in the Congo is far from insignificant, and the APPG was greatly pleased to take part in DFID’s official announcement in Kinshasa of a US$60m donation to the UN Pooled Humanitarian Fund. However, concern was independently expressed by a range of NGOs during the mission about some of the key funding mechanisms in the country. CAFOD for example expressed some concern over the decision to channel all humanitarian funding through the Pooled Fund, which it saw as an inadequate way to support grassroots recovery: it provided only one-year funding, was difficult for local CAFOD partners to access and was limited to existing humanitarian "clusters" that did not cater for long-term planning of recovery needs. These weaknesses in the pooled fund are widely recognised, and efforts are being made to address them, but these must be followed through. Funding should be able to support the transition phase between humanitarian and development work – the medium and long-term projects (like emergency education, reintegration of former combatants and agricultural improvement) needed to consolidate peace and strengthen the capacity of communities to help themselves. Save the Children stressed similar concerns about CERF (the Central Emergency Humanitarian Relief Fund), and in particular the requirement that money be distributed only via UN agencies, adding considerable administrative delay and expense which mechanisms without this requirement (including the Pooled Fund) showed was unnecessary. 

There seem to be similar problems with civic education funding through the UNDP, whose APEC project at the time of the 2006 elections was widely criticised for inefficiency and failing to support local civil society. The APPG was not able to meet with the UNDP to discuss the issue, but there seems a clear case for a thorough review of the APEC project, something on which DFID should take a lead. The same standards of accountability should apply to the UNDP as do to civil society organisations it funds. DFID explained the legitimate issues of capacity and project management behind their decision to channel its funding for civic education through UNDP, but if it is to do this it must be contingent on effective changes to improve the work of the agency. In the meantime, DFID should consider holding back at least a portion of its funding for bilateral projects.  

Overall, efforts are needed to ensure funding mechanisms are suited to the conditions of the DRC: flexible, fast-acting, not overly bureaucratic, able to effectively translate money into work on the ground, and providing funding over the time time frames to effectively tackle the problems facing the Congo. 
3. CONCLUSION

The APPG’s mission to the DRC, and the wide range of related meetings and discussions, provided an invaluable opportunity for the Group to inform itself on the situation in the country 18 months after the end of the transition. At the time of the elections, an APPG report* stressed that the polls should mark a beginning rather than an end of international engagement in the Congo. That engagement has in fact not been absent, and 18 months is not long given the scale of the task. But the fundamental challenges remain, and satisfaction at the limited progress in some areas must be tempered by this. That is not to say these challenges cannot be met, but doing so will require a real test of political will and material engagement from both the UK and the DRC. It is a test that must be passed. 

* The DRC Elections: APPG Monitoring Report – see APPG website for details
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THE ALL PARTY PARLIAMENTARY GROUP ON THE

GREAT LAKES REGION OF AFRICA
Chair: Eric Joyce MP
The All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) was founded in 1998 by Oona King MP after a visit to Rwanda by the House of Commons Select Committee on International Development. Since then, the APPG has increased its focus to cover the whole Great Lakes region: Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, and Uganda. Its current Chair is Eric Joyce MP. 

Today, the APPG has more than 200 members from both Houses, and is the leading forum in Parliament for discussion and critical analysis of policy issues affecting the people of the Great Lakes region. The aims of the Group are: 

• To ensure that the Great Lakes region is on the political agenda of the UK government, and is a policy priority;

• To promote conflict resolution and sustainable development in the Great Lakes region;

• To encourage discussion of regional issues;

• To coordinate parliamentary activity on the Great Lakes, including the lobbying of ministers, and ensure that Parliamentarians are fully briefed on Great Lakes issues; 

• To provide a channel for NGOs and academics to direct recommendations and information;

• To support and develop genocide prevention initiatives, within both the UK government and the international community, and warn UK parliamentarians about potential future genocides. 

The APPG exists for its members and is entirely independent of party or any other affiliation. It receives funding for its core work from a range of NGOs, including Christian Aid, Oxfam, Save the Children, War Child, Tearfund, WorldVision, the Rainforest Foundation, CAFOD, and International Alert. For more information on the APPG, see: www.africagreatlakes.org
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