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FOREWORD
In 2008, I was proud to launch Caritas Australia’s first 
report on conflict and sexual violence in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC). With the Forsaken Voices 
report, Caritas engaged thousands of Australians in a 
campaign which saw the Australian Government commit 
to peacebuilding and long-term development in the DRC. 

Since then, Australians have offered their time, prayers and gifts to support our 
programs in the DRC. I am proud to work on behalf of such generous supporters and 
accompany our local Caritas partners in their tireless pursuit of peace. 

Each time I return to the DRC, I witness the host of tragedies that years of 
conflict have exacted upon the most vulnerable communities in the country’s East. 
The greatest tragedy is undoubtedly the rape and sexual abuse of millions of women 
and young girls. 

In May 2013, I met a girl who had been abducted and forced into prostitution. For more 
than a month, she was raped by her abductors and forced to cook and care for them. 
She eventually escaped, pregnant, with no family and with no support. Her perpetrators 
were never charged; they remain free to commit the same atrocities in a country that 
tolerates prolific sexual abuse. 

With your support for Caritas Australia, women and girls have the chance to escape 
this nightmare and increasingly, the perpetrators of sexual violence are held to 
account. Harnessing the strength of local communities, we empower Congolese 
children, women and men to promote dignity and create opportunities in their rich and 
vibrant communities. 

Twenty-five years ago, I fled my home in Zaire (now the DRC) with my babies in my 
arms and all I could carry on my back. Back then, my country would not tolerate a 
woman speaking out for truth and justice. Today, with your support, Congolese men 
and women are sounding their fearless voices for peace, equality and justice. 

In this report we share the words of courageous woman and girl survivors of rape and 
sexual violence. The silence has been broken. Now is the time to end impunity and join 
our Congolese sisters and brothers in their call for strong action. 

Lulu Mitshabu 
Program Coordinator for the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Caritas Australia

“I WAS A VICTIM OF VIOLENCE BUT I AM NOT DAMAGED. I AM A HUMAN BEING. 
WE ARE NOT ANIMALS, WE ARE WOMEN. TODAY I AM STRONG, PROUD AND PASSIONATE 
ABOUT SHARING MY EXPERIENCE WITH OTHER WOMEN. THROUGH MY STORY, 
I HELP WOMEN STAND UP AND SAY: ‘THIS IS NOT MY FAULT!’

 PLEASE CONTINUE TO PRAY AND LOBBY FOR US AND FOR PEACE. 
HELP US SHOW THE WORLD THAT THE IMPUNITY MUST STOP SO THAT 
ALL WOMEN WILL BE SAFE TO LIVE IN THE CONGO.”
- Pascaline, 37 years old.
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A decade since parties to the Second 
Congo War agreed to work for peace, 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC) is still racked by conflict that has 
displaced around 2.6 million people and 
subjected millions of women and girls to 
brutal sexual attacks that go unpunished. 
In 2008, Caritas Australia published a report entitled 
Forsaken Voices: Desecration and Plunder in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. With this report, Caritas 
Australia initiated the first campaign engaging Australians to 
confront and challenge systematic sexual violence against 
Congolese women and girls. 

Six years on, Fearless Voices does not merely report on 
the state of war, law and justice in Congolese communities. 
It depicts the reality of systemic rape and the deplorable 
culture of impunity in North Kivu Province as told by woman 
and girl survivors themselves. With this report, Caritas 
Australia lends its voice to support the call for peace, 
equality and justice that resounds from the African Bishops, 
The Episcopal Conference of the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (CENCO), Bishop Theophile Kaboy of Goma, 
Caritas Goma and the international Caritas network.

In this report, we share the fearless voices speaking 
up for peace, justice and equality in the DRC. 

Under colonial rule, Congolese dictatorship and 
democracy, the DRC has been plundered for its wealth 
while communities face intractable poverty and unrelenting 
violence. While corruption and decades of conflict 
has excluded all Congolese people from equality and 
development, systemic rape and violence against women 
has become the gravest consequence of war in the DRC. 

In a country where women are often treated as unequal 
members of their families and communities, violence 
against women thrives. In a 2011 study, it was estimated 
that 48 women are raped in the DRC every hour. 
For almost two decades, rebels, police and members of 
the Congolese armed forces have treated women as the 
‘spoils’ of conflict and used rape as a weapon of war. 

In the DRC, sexual violence against women is not only 
endemic but also cruel and inhumane. Millions of women 
and girls suffer severe physical and psychological trauma, 
and many are exposed to the risk of HIV infection. In a 
society that shames the survivors of rape and people living 
with HIV, stigma and discrimination can force the strongest 
agents for change to the margins.

Though rape and sexual violence is endemic in the DRC, 
it is not inevitable. It is the pervasive culture of impunity that 
has made rape a reality for millions of women and girls. 
A porous legal framework, an underfunded justice system, 
and society’s distrust of the law sees too few perpetrators 
punished for their crimes and very few survivors achieve 

redress. In this culture of impunity, civilians increasingly 
perpetrate rape and sexual violence crimes in their families 
and the community. 

With almost 15 years’ experience working in the DRC, 
Caritas Australia believes that women’s social, economic 
and political empowerment is integral to lasting peace. 
As Caritas Australia and Caritas Goma work with men to 
uproot systemic gender inequality in the DRC, we empower 
women and girls to overcome discrimination, access health 
and legal services, and become fearless agents for peace 
and sustainable development in their communities. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
In solidarity with our local partners and the communities 
we serve, Caritas Australia wants to harness your voice for 
peace, equality and justice in the DRC. 

We call on the Australian Government to lend its 
voice to:

 › Publicly condemn sexual violence and gross violations 
of human rights and international humanitarian law that 
continue to go unpunished in Congolese communities 
and at all levels of armed groups and the military.

 › Urge effective monitoring and compliance with UN 
Security Council Resolutions 2122 (2013), 2016 (2011) 
and 1325 (2000) to assure accountability for the 
perpetrators of sexual violence in conflict and ensure 
women’s leadership and participation in peacebuilding 
and post-conflict recovery. 

 › Bolster the efforts of UN agencies and regional 
organisations to communicate and implement the 
Peace, Security and Cooperation Framework in the 
Great Lakes Region. 

 › Bolster the global effort to ensure total disarmament and 
an arms embargo; wide-ranging security sector and 
justice system reform; effective democracy based on 
respect for the Constitution of the DRC; transparency 
and accountability in public administration; and human 
rights protection in the DRC. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 “I ASK THE PUBLIC AUTHORITIES TO LEAVE 
NO STONE UNTURNED TO PUT AN END TO 
THE SITUATION OF WAR... I APPEAL TO THE 
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY, INVOLVED IN VARIOUS 
DEGREES IN THE SUCCESSIVE CONFLICTS 
THAT YOUR NATION HAS KNOWN, TO MOBILIZE 
ITSELF IN ORDER TO CONTRIBUTE EFFECTIVELY 
TO RESTORING PEACE AND LEGALITY TO THE 
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO.”1

- Pope Benedict XVI, 
Address to the new Ambassador of the DRC to the Holy See, 2010.
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 › Ensure that Australian mining companies operating in the 
DRC are accountable and transparent in their ventures to 
ensure that the DRC and its provincial governments can 
harness their resources for development. 

 › Enact domestic legislation requiring all companies 
registered in Australia to report income and expenditure 
on a country-by-country basis, and urge all G20 nations 
to do the same. 

We call on the Australian mining industry to use its 
voice to:

 › Champion corporate responsibility to respect human 
rights as articulated in the UN Guiding Principles of 
Human Rights and Transnational Corporations, and 
demonstrate compliance with those principles. 

 › Be open, transparent and accountable in regards to 
contracts and payments between all official and 
non-official actors in the DRC.

 › Consult with civil society organisations to establish 
and maintain robust transparency and accountability 
standards regarding investments in the DRC.

 › Consult with communities to determine their development 
needs, commit to long-term development partnerships, 
and ensure the training and fair employment of local 
DRC citizens.

We call on the Australian community to raise its 
voice to:

 › Show solidarity with the woman and girl survivors of 
sexual and gender-based violence and communities 
marginalised by decades of inequality, conflict and 
injustice in the DRC. 

 › Encourage the Australian Government to demonstrate its 
commitment to achieve peace, end impunity and ensure 
sustainable development in the DRC. 

 › Join the Enough Project campaign and tell the world’s 
largest technology companies: “make my products fully 
conflict-free with minerals from the Congo!”

We call on the Government of the DRC to give its 
voice to:

 › Restore peace in the DRC and Great Lakes Region by 
ensuring transparency and accountability in government, 
public institutions, the military and police forces. 

 › Condemn rape and sexual violence in the DRC, 
strengthen the national Law on Sexual Violence, and 
ensure the laws are understood and fully implemented 
throughout Congolese communities, the security sector, 
the police force and amongst armed groups. 

 › Sanction judges, judicial officers and police officers who 
require the payment of additional fees to report and 
prosecute the perpetrators of sexual violence. 

 › Ensure the justice sector is resourced appropriately 
by increasing justice sector spending to at least 
2.7 percent of the national budget; improving survivors’ 
access to courts and tribunals; establishing a national 
compensation scheme for survivors; and implementing 
an objective, merits-based framework for the recruitment 
of Judicial Police Officers involved in prosecution of 
sexual violence crimes.

We call on the Congolese community to sound its 
voice to:

 › Be community champions of peace, equality and justice 
by raising awareness of the causes and consequences of 
conflict and sexual violence in the DRC. 

 › Denounce all forms of ‘amicable’ settlements for sexual 
violence crimes and help build community understanding 
that rape and sexual violence are unacceptable and 
punishable crimes.

 › Require accountability and transparency in government 
and public institutions based on respect for democracy 
and the Constitution of the DRC. 

Supporting each other through their physical and psychological recovery, Congolese women and girls are strong agents for change.
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Sources used for statistics: UNDP Human Development Report 
2013, UNAIDS DRC Update 2013, WHO 2008 statistics.

COUNTRY SNAPSHOT

186 OUT OF 187, HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT INDEX 2013

147 OUT OF 152, GLOBAL GENDER 
EQUALITY INDEX 2014

67,510,000 
POPULATION, 2013

87.72% POPULATION LIVING BELOW 
US$1.25 PP PER DAY, 2012

49.96 LIFE EXPECTANCY AT BIRTH, 
2013

146 PROBABILITY OF DYING UNDER 
FIVE (PER 1,000 BIRTHS), 2012

74% POPULATION UNDERNOURISHED 
(OF TOTAL POPULATION)

66.8% ADULT LITERACY RATE 
(AGED 15 AND OLDER), 2012

54% POPULATION NOT USING AN 
IMPROVED WATER SOURCE

24.2% CHILDREN UNDERWEIGHT FOR 
AGE (UNDER AGE 5), 2013

760 MATERNAL DEATHS 
IN EVERY 100,000 LIVE BIRTHS

1.1 NUMBER OF PHYSICIANS PER 
10,000 PEOPLE (2003-2012)

1.1% HIV PREVALENCE 
(AGED 15-49), 2012

It has been said that the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) is the most dangerous 
place in the world to be a woman.2 But for the 
survivors of rape and sexual violence, fear 
has no place in their future.

In 2008, Caritas Australia published a report entitled Forsaken 
Voices: Desecration and Plunder in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. At a time when incessant conflict racked 
communities in the DRC, the report and Caritas Australia’s 
campaign engaged Australians to confront and challenge 
systematic sexual violence against Congolese women and girls 
perpetrated within a culture of silence, impunity and corruption.

In Fearless Voices, we look at the lives of women and girls 
more than a decade since parties to the Second Congo War 
agreed to work for peace. This report makes space for the 
fearless voices who speak up for peace, equality and justice 
in communities plagued by centuries of exploitation and more 
than two decades of war.

“THE STORY OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN THE DRC IS FAR 
FROM OVER BUT WORKING TOGETHER WE CAN END 
WHAT HAS LONG BEEN CALLED HISTORY’S GREATEST 
SILENCE AND WRITE THE FINAL CHAPTER ON THIS 
DEHUMANISING AND DEGRADING VIOLATION”3

- Mary Robinson, Special Envoy of the UN Secretary-General for 
the Great Lakes Region.

Women and girls are strong agents for peace and sustainable 
community development. Yet they are routinely excluded 
from peace negotiations and undervalued in post-conflict 
reconstruction.4 Just as widespread and systemic attacks 
on women have characterised conflict in the DRC, so must 
the broad and inclusive participation of women in family, 
community, economic and political life characterise this next 
chapter in our enduring pursuit of peace.5

“DOUBLY POOR ARE THOSE WOMEN WHO ENDURE 
SITUATIONS OF EXCLUSION, MISTREATMENT AND 
VIOLENCE, SINCE THEY ARE FREQUENTLY LESS ABLE 
TO DEFEND THEIR RIGHTS. EVEN SO, WE CONSTANTLY 
WITNESS AMONG THEM IMPRESSIVE EXAMPLES OF 
DAILY HEROISM IN DEFENDING AND PROTECTING 
THEIR VULNERABLE FAMILIES.”6

- Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, 2013.

INTRODUCTION
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PROVINCES
1. BAS-CONGO
2. KINSHASA
3. BANDUNDU
4. ÉQUATEUR
5. ORIENTALE
6. KASAI-OCCIDENTAL
7. KASAI-ORIENTAL
8. MANIEMA
9. NORD-KIVU
10. SUD-KIVU
11. KATANGA

 
The African Great Lakes are part of the Rift Valley 
lakes around the East African Rift. Four countries 
make up the Great Lakes Region: the DRC, 
Burundi, Rwanda, and Uganda.
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OUR WORK IN THE DRC
Caritas Australia has been working in the DRC since 2001. 
In North Kivu Province, we partner with Caritas Goma, 
a diocesan Caritas agency, who has been working with 
communities marginalised by poverty and injustice in the 
province for 52 years. In partnership with Caritas Goma, 
our programs promote peacebuilding and sustainable 
livelihoods and provide psychosocial and medical 
support for thousands of woman and girl survivors of 
sexual violence. During times of crisis, Caritas Australia 
works with Caritas Goma, the Church in the DRC and 
our international Caritas partners to provide urgent 
humanitarian assistance to communities uprooted by war. 

Harnessing local resources, networks and knowledge, 
Caritas empowers communities to mobilise their strengths 
for peace and sustainable development. With a focus 
on protection, economic empowerment, education, 
advocacy and engagement with men and local leaders, 
our programs ensure that the children, women and men 
most vulnerable to injustice are the most powerful agents 
for change. 
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OUR PARTNERSHIP FOR PEACE, 
EQUALITY AND JUSTICE 
Since our first report in 2008, Caritas Australia has 
supported Caritas Goma to:

 › Build 10 listening houses and one education 
centre in North Kivu. Staffed by local counsellors 
and mediators, the centres are a hub of support for 
women, girls and their families, and bridge the divide 
between communities, the legal system and health 
service providers. 

 › Provide medical support and ongoing counselling 
for 3,300 women and girls. As they recover 
their physical and mental health, these survivors 
challenge the stigma of sexual abuse in their families 
and communities.

 › Provide skills and business training for 2,750 
women and girls. With opportunities to generate 
income, provide for their families and send their children 
to school, these women are now strong agents for 
change in their communities. 

 › Support 100 female-headed families to use less 
expensive and sustainable agricultural techniques. 
This program empowers survivors to rebuild their lives 
and be agents for long-term development and peace. 
These families have increased crop yields and enjoy 
food security for 9-12 months of the year. 

 › Provide training for 140 health professionals. These 
staff and their peers have the knowledge and skills to 
provide urgent and compassionate care for survivors of 
sexual violence and people living with HIV and AIDS. 

 › Train 50 local counsellors and mediators. These 
men and women provide individual and group 
counselling, coordinate skills training, conduct family 
mediations, and stand as strong ambassadors for 
women’s empowerment, peace and justice. 

 › Improve sexual violence reporting mechanisms 
and data collection in 10 health centres in 
North Kivu. Here women are empowered to safely 
report rape and sexual violence, seek counselling, and 
access health and legal services. 

 › Build a maternity ward at Minova General Hospital to 
care for women who would otherwise give birth alone, 
in remote and unsafe conditions with little recourse to 
assistance when things go wrong. Since 2013, the 
ward has helped more than 500 women.

 › Reach more than 10,000 people through a 
community awareness campaign conducted 
by peer-educators in schools and parishes. 
As champions of peace, human dignity and the 
common good, students and community leaders 
produce newsletters and run regular sessions on issues 
such as sexual and gender-based violence, HIV and 
AIDS, voluntary counselling and testing for HIV, risky 
sexual behaviour and early marriage.

 › Facilitate 10 workshops for mens’ groups. 
As local champions for peace, these men confront 
violence in their communities and challenge the 
prevailing culture of impunity.

 › Organise annual soccer matches and community 
debates to promote peace, equality and justice. 
Through sport and peaceful dialogue, these activities 
promote the common good in communities divided by 
conflict, poverty and discrimination. 

 › Provide training to 120 members of the police, 
military and civil society organisations. With 
knowledge of the law and protection policies for 
survivors of sexual and gender-based violence, these 
local authorities are equipped to tackle violence, stigma, 
discrimination and impunity in their communities. 

 › Translate the Law on Sexual Violence into the 
local language. Legal information distributed through 
health centres, listening houses, parishes and schools 
has improved community understanding of the law and 
empowered survivors to access their legal rights. 

 › Represent 50 woman and girl survivors of sexual 
violence in legal proceedings since 2011. To date, 
Caritas advocacy has resulted in 15 convictions, with 
many cases ongoing. Given the complexity of cases, 
substantial barriers to justice and incidence of official 
corruption, these 50 cases represent a momentous step 
forward for communities in North Kivu. 

 › Provide psychosocial support, skills training, and 
family tracing and mediation services for 560 
former child soldiers. Caritas Australia works alongside 
Caritas Goma and our international Caritas partners to 
support some of Congo’s youngest survivors of war.

“VIOLENCE, WHEREVER IT OCCURS, NOT ONLY WEAKENS INDIVIDUAL VICTIMS BUT THREATENS THE 
DIGNITY OF ENTIRE FAMILIES. THE CONGOLESE PEOPLE WILL ONLY ACHIEVE STABILITY, DEVELOPMENT 
AND FULFILMENT WHEN THEY HAVE PEACE IN THEIR HEARTS AND PEACE IN THEIR SURROUNDINGS.”
- Father Oswald Musoni, Director, Caritas Goma, 2014.
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CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING IN ACTION
In the DRC, the Catholic Church is a hub of safety, refuge and humanitarian assistance. Harnessing the existing presence 
and capacity of the Church, local partners and the international Caritas network, our programs in the DRC exemplify the 
strength of long-term development guided by the principles of Catholic Social Teaching. 

DIGNITY OF THE HUMAN PERSON
Every human being is created in the image and likeness 
of God. No human being should have their dignity or 
freedom compromised.

“For a long time, living with HIV was a taboo in Congolese 
society. I have lived with discrimination, rejection and 
distrust. But today, thanks to Caritas, there are women 
here who openly discuss issues related to HIV. I’m very 
proud to see that.” 

- Francoise, 39 years old. 

PROMOTION OF PEACE
Peace demands respect for human life and requires us to 
safeguard the dignity and freedom of people. 

“This centre has made a difference for a lot of women. 
We talk to each other, we advise each other, and we 
help each other as we help ourselves. The work here is a 
message of peace: when you work together, you’re not 
fighting anymore.”

- Faila, 36 years old. 

PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR
We must show preferential care to the children, women and 
men most vulnerable to extreme poverty and injustice who 
are rich in the eyes of Jesus. 

“I want to thank everyone for helping us. 
You are helping girls like me who are poor, who are 
orphans, and who have been sexually abused. Through this 
program, I have friends, I am working, and I am hopeful.”

- Georgette, 18 years old. 

SUBSIDIARITY AND PARTICIPATION 
All people have the right to participate in decisions that 
affect their lives. Subsidiarity requires that decisions are 
made by the people most affected by them. 

“After my parents died, my uncles tried to sell our land. 
My brother and I went to the children’s parliament and 
the police, but they wouldn’t help us. Caritas said: ‘be 
courageous!’ They helped us secure our land, and thanks 
to that we’re alive.”

- Kampi, 19 years old. 

SOLIDARITY  
Everyone belongs to one human family. We have an 
obligation to promote the rights and development of all 
peoples irrespective of national boundaries.

“Every time I see someone from Caritas, I feel like 
I am in my own family. I am an orphan. But with this group, 
I feel like I am part of a big family.” 

- Bienvenue, 28 years old. 
 

THE COMMON GOOD
Every person should have sufficient access to the goods 
and resources of society. Working for the common good is 
working together to ensure a full life for all. 

“I am happy to provide sewing training for this group of 
girls because I know they will benefit from the opportunity 
to practise. We work together and share the load. The girls 
have learnt a lot – I know they will flourish.”

- Mme. Verdiennes, sewing trainer and mentor. 

With the skills to start a business and generate income for their families, Caritas supports women and girls to break the cycle of violence, poverty, and inequality.
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A TROUBLED HISTORY
The DRC is a rich and beautiful country in 
the heart of Africa. But this vibrant nation 
has a long and devastating history of 
exploitation and war.

Following independence and a period of internal power-
struggle, the DRC (then Zaire) experienced sustained 
corruption and exploitation under the rule of 
Joseph-Desire Mobutu. Against the backdrop of the Cold 
War, and with the backing of the military and foreign 
anti-Communist interests, Mobutu held power for 32 years.7

In 1994, the genocide in neighbouring Rwanda saw 
a massive flow of refugees into the eastern provinces 
of Zaire. Regional instability fuelled yet another struggle 
for power, and in 1997 Mobutu was toppled by a rebel 
movement backed by Rwanda and Uganda, and fronted 
by Laurent Kabila. Rather than ushering in a new era of 
peace for the country, what followed was the Second Congo 
War, involving the military forces of 25 nations as well as 
irregular militia.8 

From 1998 to 2003 the war ravaged the country’s 
infrastructure, food distribution networks and health 
services.9 The conflict was characterised by ethnic rivalries, 
a scramble for control of the DRC’s natural wealth, forced 
recruitment of child soldiers and the systematic use of 
sexual violence, enslavement, and rape as a weapon of 
war.10 It is estimated that the war claimed 5.4 million lives.11 

1885 – 1908
Congo Free State, governed as sole property of 
Belgian King Leopold II.

1908 – 1960
The Belgian Congo.

1960
Republic of Congo gains independence.

1965
Mobutu seizes outright control.

1994
Rwandan genocide. 
Hutu militias flee to Zaire.

1997
First Congo War.

Laurent Kabila becomes President.

Zaire is renamed the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo.

1998
Second Congo War begins.

1999
Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement is ratified in July by 
Angola, the DRC, Namibia, Rwanda, Uganda, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe.

THE STORY OF A NATION 
STRIVING FOR PEACE

In the DRC thousands of children miss out on the opportunity to study. 
Caritas Australia supports women and girls to generate income and send 
their children to school.
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2000
UN Peacekeeping force (MONUC) is established in 
the DRC.

2001
President Laurent Kabila is assassinated.

Joseph Kabila becomes President.

2002
Sun City, Pretoria and Luanda ceasefire agreements 
are ratified by the DRC, Uganda and Rwanda.

2003
End of the Second Congo War.

Interim government is installed.

2005
Constitutional referendum.

2006
National elections are held for the first time in 40 years.

Joseph Kabila retains Presidency.

2007
Rwanda and the DRC agree on a policy to disarm 
the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda 
(FDLR) militia.

2008
Goma Agreement is ratified in January declaring a ceasefire 
between the DRC and numerous militias - the FDLR is 
not included.

2010
MONUC is renamed the UN Organization Stabilization 
Mission in the DRC (MONUSCO) to reflect a new phase 
in the peacekeeping mission.

Violent clashes continue between militia and the 
DRC armed forces in North Kivu, South Kivu and 
Orientale Provinces.

2012
The Mouvement du 23-Mars (M23) militia is formed by 
defectors from the DRC armed forces. 

Conflict and sexual violence ravages eastern DRC 
and internal displacement soars. M23 takes Goma, 
retreating in early December.

2013
The UN Security Council passed Resolution 2098 
establishing a specialised intervention brigade to 
address the escalating conflict.

On 24 February, 11 African countries signed a Peace, 
Security and Cooperation Framework for the DRC. 

2014
The UN Security Council passed resolution 2147 
extending the MONUSCO mandate and intervention 
brigade until March 2015. 

Harnessing local resources, strengths and knowledge, Caritas empowers communities in North Kivu to mobilise their strengths for peace and  sustainable development.
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A DECADE OF CONFLICT 
AFTER THE WAR (2003-2013)
In 2003, a series of agreements led to the official end 
of the Second Congo War. A transitional power-sharing 
government was formed and in December 2005, the 
DRC held a successful constitutional referendum. In 2006, 
Joseph Kabila was returned as President in the first 
post-conflict democratic elections.12 

Despite the peace agreements, and subsequent elections, 
the following years saw little progress to advance the 
rule of law and promote respect for human rights. Many 
irregular military forces were still armed and fighting for local 
resources, crimes against humanity were commonplace, 
and a culture of impunity was rife. For communities in the 
DRC, war was far from over.

In January 2008, the DRC Government and 22 armed 
groups agreed to a ceasefire.13 The signatories to the 
Goma Agreement committed to maintain human rights and 
protect civilians, but hostilities resumed within months.14 
Following further peace talks in 2009, the National 
Congress for the Defence of the People (CNDP) militia 
agreed to become a political party and its armed wing was 
integrated into the Armed Forces of the DRC (FARDC).15 

Despite efforts to strengthen democracy and disarm 
militia in the DRC, clashes between the Government, rebel 
groups and other irregular forces flared up again in 2010. In 
November 2011, national elections were held in a climate of 
increasing instability. Reports of intimidation during polling 
saw the newly-elected parliament, led by Joseph Kabila, 
govern without legitimacy16 and steady violence continued 
in the country’s east.

By April 2012, two former members of the CNDP 
defected from FARDC and formed an armed group called 
the Mouvement du 23-Mars (M23). Backed by foreign 
powers, M23 captured the city of Goma in North Kivu, and 
contributed to a dramatic increase in violence in the eastern 
provinces of the DRC, leading to restricted humanitarian 
access, deterioration of infrastructure, increased sexual and 
gender-based violence and the displacement of hundreds 
of thousands of civilians.17 

On 22 November 2012, the Bishops of Africa launched 
an appeal to the international community and global 
extractives industry to address the causes of recurrent 
violence and bring the perpetrators to justice.

“We are outraged and shocked by the escalating armed 
violence in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo which is 
causing again a major human tragedy. We are convinced 
that the time is no longer for war or conquest, but rather 
to promote cooperation between peoples and that the 
territorial integrity of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
must be protected and respected by all. 

We implore the Almighty God, the Lord of Peace, to inspire 
Peace to those who wage war, plan and program it, and 
to let grow in the hearts of the people who live in the 
Great Lakes Region brotherhood and mutual respect.”18

That very month, the UN Security Council condemned 
M23’s actions and demanded that “any and all outside 
support cease immediately”.19 In early 2013, 11 countries in 
the region, along with the UN and the African Union, signed 
the Peace, Security and Cooperation (PSC) Framework for 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo.20 

The global community also agreed to deploy an 
unprecedented intervention brigade, within the MONUSCO 
mandate, to “neutralize and disarm” the M23 and other 
armed groups in eastern DRC.21 With MONUSCO working 
alongside FARDC, the M23 rebellion was significantly 
weakened and eventually defeated in November 2013, 
following a 19-month insurgency.22

MONUSCO AND THE 
UN INTERVENTION BRIGADE

In 2000, the UN deployed a peacekeeping force 
to the DRC. Now known as the United Nations 
Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO), the mandate 
is charged with protecting civilians, overseeing the 
arms embargo, and supporting national judicial 
processes and security sector reform.23 MONUSCO 
and its specialised intervention brigade is the 
largest and most expensive peacekeeping mission 
in operation worldwide.24 The mandate is due to 
expire in March 2015.25

In the DRC, thousands of children are forced into armed conflict. The 
international Caritas network provides psychosocial services, mediation 
and family tracing to support the Congo’s youngest survivors of war.
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THE ENDURING CRISIS
The DRC continues to face significant challenges as it 
strives for peace and stability. Armed groups continue their 
attacks in the east of the country, political corruption is 
rife, and the security situation in the Great Lakes Region 
remains volatile.26 In 2014, fighting over land, minerals, 
politics and race continues to uproot communities, limit 
essential services, stunt communities’ development, and 
undermine justice. In 2014, sexual and gender-based 
violence remains a widespread part of war and children are 
systematically recruited and used in ongoing conflicts.27 

THE RESOURCE CURSE
In the DRC, mining is an opaque industry of war. Since 
the colonial era, competition to secure the country’s 
vast natural resources has fuelled a ‘war of partition and 
plunder’.30 It is a cruel irony that the DRC’s abundant 
natural wealth lies at the heart of enduring inequality, 
poverty, conflict and violence against women. 

The Second Congo War was a war for resources. This 
struggle for natural wealth and control of the country’s East 
was the genesis of many armed groups.31 And the link 
between the illegal resources trade and the proliferation of 
arms trafficking is one of the major factors fuelling conflicts 
in the Great Lakes Region today.32

Central to the enduring conflict is a struggle for the DRC’s 
vast reserves of gold, diamond, cobalt and coltan – 
a mineral used in electronics such as smartphones and 
tablets.33 As international demand for the resources 
soars, foreign investors, multinational corporations, 
and the world’s governments must play a key role 
in the search for peace.34 Since 2010, multinational 
organisations, international donors and private investors 
have implemented a range of frameworks to increase 
transparency and reduce trade in conflict minerals.35 But 
to date the supply chains continue to support illegal trade 
in conflict minerals, and rob the Congolese people of their 
resources for development.36

“THOUSANDS OF MEN, WOMEN AND CHILDREN, THE 
VICTIMS OF THIS WAR WHICH IS IMPOSED ON THEM… 
WE ARE AWARE OF THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE 
EXPLOITATION OF NATURAL RESOURCES TO THIS 
SITUATION, AND WE THEREFORE URGE A FAIR, JUST 
AND TRANSPARENT EXPLOITATION OF NATURAL 
RESOURCES AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE PROCEEDS 
OF SUCH AN ACTIVITY TO BENEFIT ALL.”37

- Bishops of Africa, 2012.

MINING TRANSPARENCY, PEACE 
AND DEVELOPMENT
In 2013, 98 percent of gold produced in the DRC 
was smuggled out of the country, costing between 
US$7.7 million and US$8.2 million in foregone tax 
revenue.38 Illegal gold exports, primarily destined for the 
United Arab Emirates, transit through Uganda, Burundi and 
the United Republic of Tanzania while these States do little 
to enforce the law.39 Within the ranks of the DRC’s security 
sector, many officers are involved in the illegal production 
and trade of gold, and the governments’ failure to 
prosecute smugglers reinforces impunity for illegal trade.40 
Local armed groups control the DRC’s ‘gold towns’ deriving 
huge profits from exploitation, illegal trade and taxation. 
Gold is then a double-edged sword, motivating conflict and 
funding the bottomless war chest.41 

As of September 2014, an estimated 2.6 million 
people are displaced in the DRC. Of those, 
almost half are living in North Kivu Province.28 
The conditions inside many Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDP) camps are shocking. Internally 
Displaced Persons have been victims of grave 
human rights abuses committed by all factions 
engaged in fighting and by other civilians. 
And there has been widespread looting and 
burning of IDP possessions, plundering of 
crops and destruction of infrastructure and 
healthcare facilities.29 
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In 2014, The UN Group of Experts to the DRC confirmed 
a continuing and extensive pattern of illegal coltan trade to 
Rwanda.42 Rivalries between traders and illegal smugglers 
continue to fuel conflict in the North and South Kivu 
provinces, although involvement of FARDC and police 
officers is less pronounced.

The majority of State revenue from formal mining is derived 
from cobalt and copper mines: the DRC is home to 
47 percent of global cobalt reserves, producing 51 percent 
of the world’s cobalt supply in 2010.43 In 2010, a UN panel 
of experts to the DRC stressed that the government lacked 
transparent and effective control over the mining sector.44 
And an investigation into five mining concessions sold 
between 2010 and 2012 estimated that the DRC lost at 
least US$1.36 billion from deals with offshore companies 
and multinational corporations.45 The international 
community has repeatedly called upon the DRC 
Government to repeal any mining contracts that deprive 
the Congolese people of their country’s resources for 
development and to employ all natural resources revenue to 
improve infrastructure and basic services.46 

Since June 2014, the DRC has become a compliant 
country under the Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative (EITI) validation process. While compliance with 
EITI requirements does not ensure transparency, it indicates 
that the DRC has developed satisfactory levels of disclosure 
in the management of natural resources and a process 
to oversee and improve transparency.47 The International 
EITI Board has recognised that “the DRC still receives 
shockingly little for its mineral resources… but it is making 
progress and generating important debate.”48 

THE ENDURING PURSUIT 
OF PEACE
The DRC has an abundance of natural resources, fertile 
farmland and a population with the willingness and capacity 
to rebuild their country. By mobilising local men and 
women to participate equally in their communities’ recovery 
and development, Caritas Australia and our partners are 
contributing to the global pursuit of peace in eastern DRC.

Since February 2013, leaders within the region and the 
international community have recognised an historic 
opportunity to secure lasting change. In signing the PSC 
Framework, 11 countries of the Great Lakes Region 
have committed to working together to strengthen 
regional cooperation and to neither tolerate, nor provide 
assistance to armed groups.50 The DRC Government has 
also committed to undertake significant internal reforms, 
including deepening security sector reform; consolidating 
State Authority; progressing towards decentralisation; 
expanding infrastructure; strengthening economic 
development and furthering reform of public institutions.

In July 2013, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon told the 
Security Council that the prospects for durable peace in 
the eastern DRC are better than they had been in years.51 
One year since the signatories adopted a plan of action for 
implementing the PSC Framework, Mary Robinson, Special 
Envoy of the UN Secretary-General for the Great Lakes 
Region, expressed her confidence in the achievements so far.

“IN THE NAME OF GOD, LET US LIVE. WHY BETRAY 
THE ASPIRATIONS OF AN ENTIRE PEOPLE IN THE 
NAME OF FALSE IDEOLOGIES AND AMBITIONS?”49

- Bishop Theophile Kaboy of Goma, 2013. 

The city of Goma in North Kivu Province is home to around 1 million people. Situated on the border with Rwanda, Goma has been wracked by conflict and 
unrest for almost 2 decades.
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“So much has happened in the past 12 months that the 
prospect for lasting peace in one of the world’s most fragile 
areas is no longer the pipe dream of idealists, but a reality 
almost within our grasp.

For the first time in years, Eastern Congo’s people, 
especially women and children, have the tantalizing 
prospect of being able to live and work without the ever 
present fear of conflict, sexual violence and rape.

The progress made since those 11 countries… signed 
the accord, is undeniable. In the last year, we have seen a 
gradual building of trust and consensus in the region and 
witnessed a stronger resolve by the leaders in the region 
to find solutions to the problems confronting the DRC and 
the region.”52

On 28 March 2014, the Security Council extended 
MONUSCO’s mandate, including the intervention brigade, 
until 31 March 2015.53 In his quarterly reports to the Security 
Council, the UN Secretary-General notes encouraging 
progress to weaken armed activities, protect civilians and 
support the judicial process in the DRC.54 But consistently, 
the Secretary-General has expressed deep concern for 
enduring instability and the slow and tenuous gains in the 
implementation of a national disarmament program.55

In 2014, The Episcopal Conference of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (CENCO) called upon President 
Kabila to uphold his commitment to strengthen democracy 
and reform in public institutions. Amidst concerns that 
President Kabila will push to amend the Constitution, 
which limits presidential mandates to two five-year terms, 

and seek reelection for a third term in 2016, the CENCO 
statement called for adherence to the rule of law in the 
fragile nation.56

“For us, the happy future of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo lies incontestably in maintaining respect for the 
Constitution, the laws of the land, and ensuring that these 
continue to act as the bedrock for our young democracy… 
To seek to violate these provisions would set a dangerous 
precedent on the long road to peace (and) national unity.”57

Along with their call for a commitment to a transparent and 
accountable democratic process, our partners and the 
DRC Catholic Bishops urge the international community 
to extend the MONUSCO mandate beyond 2015. In light 
of ongoing security concerns and contention surrounding 
the 2016 Presidential elections, a continued role for 
MONUSCO would provide much needed support for 
the PSC Framework and the Lusaka agreement. Caritas 
Goma believe that an extended mission would enhance 
police and justice system reform, increase democratic 
process, support the enforcement of legal trade and 
mining practices, and fulfil the objectives for disarmament 
and neutralisation.58

“In a country where reforms are moving at a snail’s pace, 
MONUSCO has an ongoing role to play in improving 
security, human rights, the rule of law, and restoring 
accountable governance in North Kivu Province and 
the DRC. We support an exit strategy that would see 
MONUSCO withdraw one year after the Presidential 
elections in 2016”.59

At Caritas Australia’s listening houses in Goma, women and girls support each other to be champions of peace, equality and justice.
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“Women’s dignity has often been 
unacknowledged and their prerogatives 
misrepresented; they have often been relegated 
to the margins of society and even reduced 
to servitude. This has prevented women from 
truly being themselves and it has resulted in a 
spiritual impoverishment of humanity.

When it comes to setting women free from 
every kind of exploitation and domination, the 
Gospel contains an ever relevant message 
which goes back to the attitude of Jesus Christ 
himself. Transcending the established norms 
of his own culture, Jesus treated women with 
openness, respect, acceptance and tenderness. 

In this way he honoured the dignity which 
women have always possessed according to 
God’s plan and in his love.”68

- Pope John Paul II, Letter to women delivered on the eve 
of the historic Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995.

“SEXUAL VIOLENCE HOLDS ENTIRE 
COMMUNITIES HOSTAGE: WOMEN CANNOT 
ACCESS WATER-POINTS AND CHILDREN 
CANNOT GET TO SCHOOL SAFELY.”
- Blandine, 34 years old.

FEARLESS VOICES FOR 
PEACE, EQUALITY AND JUSTICE

RAPE: A TOKEN OF CONQUEST AND A WEAPON OF WAR
A CULTURE OF INEQUALITY
Sexual violence has been a defining 
feature of the enduring conflict in 
the DRC. But the rape crisis associated 
with war cannot be viewed in isolation 
from the structural violence and 
discrimination women have traditionally 
experienced as unequal members of their 
families and communities.60 

Violence against women and girls is perpetuated within the 
context of deep seated cultural norms and social structures 
that limit women’s participation in business, property rights, 
politics and peace.61 All too often, women are treated 
as property and expected to uphold standards of purity 
and obedience.62 Despite her major contributions to the 
household and welfare of her family, a woman’s value is 
closely linked to her virginity, her prospects of marriage, 
and her ability to bear children. For many women in the 
DRC, it is her honour, and not her capacity to contribute to 
development, that will determine her wellbeing, govern her 
opportunities, and control her livelihood. 

The situation is not unique to the DRC. Nowhere in the 
world do women share equal social and economic rights or 
equal access to productive services.63 However, the DRC 
ranks 147 out of 152 countries on measures of gender 
inequality, according to the United Nation’s 2014 Human 
Development Report.64 Today, just 10 percent of Congolese 
women have a high school education; women occupy just 
8 percent of the country’s parliamentary seats; and the 
widely accepted practice of men paying a bride price to 
marry continues.65 

In 2009, the government developed a National Strategy 
on Gender-Based Violence and in 2013 signed a joint 
communiqué with the United Nations outlining steps to 
eradicate violence against women.66 While these initiatives 
move the country towards gender equality, they are yet to 
create meaningful change.67 Without tackling the gendered 
inequality that pervades Congolese communities, and 
empowering men to be champions of change, violence 
against women will thrive, sexual violence will remain a 
tactic of war, and entire communities will miss out on 
opportunities for sustainable development and peace. 
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WAGING A WAR ON WOMEN AND GIRLS
In cultures that link sexual violence to notions of fragile 
female morality and masculine strength and pride, rape 
can become a norm of war.69 Instability, armament 
and widespread displacement see a dramatic rise in 
opportunistic sexual attacks. And rape is routinely deployed 
as a strategy of warfare to terrorise families, destablise 
communities, punish and humiliate opponents, reward 
combatants, and forcibly displace populations.70

Since rape was recognised as a weapon of war during 
conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda, 
international law has increasingly characterised rape and 
sexual violence in conflict as crimes against humanity, 
war crimes, or acts of genocide.71 In today’s wars, the 
scourge of sexual violence inflicts unimaginable suffering 
on survivors, impedes peace and contributes to enduring 
poverty and insecurity.72 

“THIS GRAVE HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSE IS AS 
DESTRUCTIVE AS ANY BOMB OR BULLET.”73 
– Ban Ki-moon, UN Secretary-General, April 2014. 

There is perhaps no clearer example of the nexus between 
poverty, conflict and sexual violence than in the DRC. 
Throughout two decades of conflict, women and girls 
have been the targets of deliberate, systematic and brutal 
attacks by security forces, militia, and police alike. Studies 
on the patterns of rape in eastern DRC show that while 
prevalence is higher in rural areas and many women are 
targeted on the basis of their ethnicity, age, virginity and 
political affiliation, all women are vulnerable to targeted and 
opportunistic attacks during times of war.74

In 2008, the UN Population Fund reported almost 16,000 
cases of sexual violence in the DRC. Of those, more than 
10,000 were children and 10 percent were younger than 
10 years old. In 2011, a study found that, every hour, 
48 women were raped in the DRC.75 Over the course of the 
conflict, it is estimated that anywhere between 200,000 and 
2.8 million rapes have been committed against women and 
girls in the DRC.76  

“IT IS NOW MORE DANGEROUS TO BE A WOMAN THAN 
TO BE A SOLDIER IN MODERN CONFLICT.”77

– Major General Patrick Cammaert, Former UN Peacekeeping 
Operation Commander in the DRC, 2008.

JUSTINE‘S VOICE
“In 2013 I went with my neighbour to fetch water. 
We left at about 4am. It was very early but I thought 
I would be safe travelling with a man. 

Two men in uniform stopped us along the road. 
They asked where we were going, laughed, and told 
us we were stupid to think that it was safe. They tied 
up my friend so he couldn’t run away and then they 
took turns to rape me. When they were finished, 
they just left me there, unconscious. 

When my husband found out he packed up and 
left. He doesn’t want anything to do with me or our 
four children. 

With nowhere else to go, Caritas has helped me 
a lot. I was able to access medical treatment, to 
negotiate with my landlord and now I am learning 
new skills and hope to start a small business. 

Talking to other women has helped me to cope. 
Today I am not ashamed. Now I know that what 
happened to me wasn’t my fault.”

– Justine, 26 years old.
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GEORGETTE‘S VOICE
“When I was seven, my dad died and 
my mother sent me to live with friends 
in Rwanda. When I was 16, the father 
of that family wanted me; I had to run 
away. When I found my mother again, 
she was remarried. Her new husband 
didn’t want me and he chased me from 
the house. I decided to leave Goma 
in search of my Grandmother. That’s 
when I was attacked. 

There was a lot of trouble and conflict 
in this area when it happened. I was 
travelling between Goma and Masisi 
when a military man grabbed me and 
raped me. I was devastated. I couldn’t 
continue but I had nowhere to go. 

Through Caritas, I was able to receive 
medical care throughout my pregnancy 
and I began learning to sew. When 
I graduate, I’m going to start my 
own workshop.

I have many reasons to cry. But now 
I have friends, I am working, and I 
am hopeful.“ 

– Georgette, 18 years old.

Between 2012 and 2013, fighting between M23 forces, 
rebel groups, MONUSCO soldiers and national defence 
forces collapsed security in eastern DRC and exposed 
thousands of women and girls to the torture of rape and 
sexual violence.78 At the height of conflict in the first half of 
2013, reported cases of military rape peaked at six times 
higher than the same period in the previous year.79 Of 
approximately 44 armed groups operating in the DRC,80  
almost none are exempt accusations of rape or enforcing 
sexual servitude.81 Alarmingly, government security forces 
are an increasingly significant source of sexual violence, 
notably against minors.82

“WHILE THE ROAD AHEAD TO ERADICATE SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE IN CONFLICT REMAINS LONG AND HARD, 
THERE IS SOME LIGHT ON THE HORIZON. NEVER 
BEFORE IN HISTORY HAVE WE SEEN SUCH A LEVEL 
OF POLITICAL WILL AND MOMENTUM.”83

- Zainab Hawa Bangura, UN Special Representative on sexual 
violence in conflict, April 2014. 

Since 2011, the incidence of sexual violence has declined 
overall in the DRC and international political pressure and 
regional cooperation is making gradual progress towards 
disarmament, demobilisation, prosecution and prevention 
of sexual violence programs in army and police units.84 
From January 2010 to December 2013, the UN Joint 
Human Rights Office (UNJHRO) recorded 3,636 cases 
of sexual violence perpetrated by government forces and 
rebel groups.85 And between January and September 
2014, MONUSCO has recorded another 651 cases of 
abuse.86 It should be noted that unreported or unverified 
cases, and cases of sexual violence within the community 
are not represented in these statistics. 

The scale and systematic nature of sexual violence 
remains a major human rights concern in the DRC.87 
With 45 percent of UNJHRO-recorded cases occurring 
in North Kivu,88 it is clear that women and girls in the 
conflict-affected eastern provinces continue to shoulder the 
burden of ongoing sexual abuse. So as the nation ambles 
towards peace and stability, fearless men and women are 
speaking up to wage a peaceful campaign to end the war 
on women. 
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FAILA‘S VOICE
“It happened in late 2011, when the trouble was 
starting. I was travelling between Goma and 
Rotshuru when a group of men in uniform stopped 
our car. They took all the women and raped us. 
I was raped by nine men. 

When it happened, I had no family to support me 
but I knew Caritas could help. They took me to the 
hospital and covered my medical expenses. After 
the treatment they invited me to join the centre for 
women in my parish. 

Through this program, I have benefited from a lot 
of counselling and have been given the opportunity 
to start my life again. Today I work in the flourmill 
with other women from the centre, I have learnt to 
sew, and I can send my children to school. 

If this has happened to you, don’t be ashamed. 
Speak up. Together we will bring peace here and 
reduce poverty to nothing.”

– Faila, 36 years old.

Caritas Australia     17



SURVIVING SEXUAL VIOLENCE: 
PHYSICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA
In the DRC, sexual violence against women is not only 
endemic but also cruel and inhumane. In her 2008 report 
to the Human Rights Council, the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Violence Against Women said the situation in eastern 
DRC was “the worst crisis of violence I have encountered in 
my work.”89 

Gang rape, genital mutilation, rape involving rifles, knives, 
wood and other physical objects, kidnapping and sexual 
slavery typify the disturbing sexual atrocities perpetrated 
against women and girls during conflict in the DRC.90 Using 
sexual violence as a token of conquest, it is not unusual for 
women to be raped in front of their family members or for a 
civilian to be forced to rape another. 

Prolonged sexual attacks and extreme bodily assault 
often lead to severe physical trauma. Almost all survivors 
experience medical or reproductive problems as a result 
of being raped.91 Miscarriages, fistulas, bleeding from the 
vagina, lumbago, and incontinence are commonly reported 
problems that require urgent and ongoing care.92 While an 
increasing number of survivors receive medical treatment, 
remoteness, insecurity, the fear of retaliation, and a poorly 
funded national health system still prevent most women 
from accessing adequate care.93 

Brutal sexual attacks, and sexual enslavement, also inflict 
severe and long-lasting psychological trauma on both the 
survivors and their families. As most assaults take place 
in the home, and frequently occur in the fields where 
women work,94 day-to-day tasks and simply being at home 
becomes a daily reminder of abuse. 

Physical and psychological trauma can severely undermine 
a woman’s ability to generate income, provide for her family, 
and participate in social and political life. It is only through 
access to counselling and proper medical care, as well as 
opportunities for social and productive roles in community 
life, that the fearless survivors of sexual violence in the DRC 
will achieve peace. 

“THE WAY I WAS, IS NOT THE WAY I AM TODAY. 
TODAY I HAVE A DRIVE IN ME.

MY CARITAS FAMILY DRIVES ME TO CONTINUE ON. 
I MAY NOT HAVE PHYSICAL STRENGTH BUT I HAVE 
THE COURAGE TO SURVIVE.”
- Elisabeth, 31 years old.

ELISABETH‘S VOICE
“In 2007 my family was forced to flee the violence 
in Goma and take refuge in a camp. While we 
were there, nine men in uniforms came into my 
home. They raped me and then set fire to the tent. I 
suffered severe burns and one of my children died in 
the fire. I thought I was going to die. I had no hope 
at all. 

But the way I was, is not the way I am today. Today I 
have a drive in me. 

Caritas helped me to build a new home where I 
feel protected, and I received training and a small 
loan to start selling avocados and pineapples. But 
it is hard to keep earning enough to care for my 
seven children. 

My hands give me the most trouble. Because of my 
burns I have trouble lifting things and it’s become 
too hard to work in the garden. I want to start a 
small business selling things that people here need, 
like soap and sugar. Then maybe one day I can 
afford to pay someone to work a small garden for 
me and we would never lack food. 

I can see the solidarity around me. My Caritas family 
drives me to continue on. I may not have physical 
strength but I have the courage to survive.”

– Elisabeth, 31 years old.
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SURVIVING SEXUAL VIOLENCE: 
LIVING WITH HIV AND AIDS
An insidious consequence of rape in the DRC is the spread 
of HIV and AIDS. While prevalence varies dramatically across 
the country, the national rate is estimated at 1.1 percent.95 
This represents significant progress since the prevalence of 
HIV and AIDS reached an alarming 4.4 percent in 2006.96 
But in absolute numbers, it is estimated that almost half a 
million people are living with HIV in the DRC.97  

While rape accelerates the spread of HIV during times of 
heightened conflict in the DRC, the risk of transmission 
during violent sexual attacks is increased due to physical 
trauma and bleeding.98 This risk is exacerbated by the 
heightened level of HIV infection among militia, soldiers 
and police.

Transmission can also occur from mother to child when 
breastfeeding. Recently, the government has taken steps to 
reduce the risks of mother-to-child transmission, launching 
a new initiative to achieve a 90 percent reduction in new HIV 
infections among children under the age of 15 by 2017.99 
Despite these developments, national healthcare remains 
severely underfunded and few people living with HIV and 
AIDS have reliable access to the antiretroviral treatment 
they need. And as fear and discrimination loom large in 

the community, hospitals and medical centres, people 
living with HIV and AIDS have routinely been denied 
compassionate care. 

“WE EXPRESS OUR SOLIDARITY WITH THE PEOPLE 
AFFECTED BY HIV AND AIDS, ESPECIALLY 
CHILDREN, AND WE EXPRESS OUR CLOSENESS TO 
THE MANY MISSIONARIES AND HEALTH WORKERS 
WHO WORK IN SILENCE. WE PRAY FOR EVERYONE, 
ALSO FOR PHYSICIANS AND RESEARCHERS. MAY 
EVERY SICK PERSON, WITHOUT EXCEPTION, HAVE 
ACCESS TO THE CARE HE OR SHE NEEDS.”100

- Pope Francis, Message for World AIDS Day, 2013.

With HIV and AIDS infecting 220,000 women, claiming 
around 30,000 lives, and leaving 350,000 children without 
parents in 2013 alone,101 the consequences of sexual 
violence will be felt throughout communities long after 
the DRC secures peace. Programs that provide Voluntary 
Counselling and Testing, increase access to medicine and 
care, and work with men to tackle stigma and discrimination 
ensure that women and girls don’t suffer in perpetuity from 
the consequences of decades of war. 

JOSEPHINE‘S VOICE
“I remember it clearly. It happened on 14 July 2007. I 
was going to the field where I was working. Ten soldiers 
surrounded me. They rushed towards me, grabbed me, 
pushed me to the ground, and took turns to rape me.

After they raped me they covered me with leaves that 
itch and left a rash on my skin. As if the rape was not 
enough. It was like an extra punishment. I had to crawl 
back home; I was in so much pain I couldn’t even sit 
down. I was pregnant at the time when I was raped 
and I was forced to give birth. 

My husband left the very same day. So I travelled 
80 kilometres with my ten children to reach Caritas 
and I am so grateful for their support. At the time 
I was only using traditional medicine, so they took 
me to the hospital. They also provided counselling 
that encouraged me to be strong and put my trauma 
behind me.

Today I work in the flourmill with other women from 
the program and have received a loan to start a small 
business. Now I am eating well, I can feed my children 
and I can afford to send some of my children to school. 

There are so many women like me. We felt like we were 
nothing, but today we know what we can achieve.”

– Josephine, 45 years old.
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NATHALIE’S VOICE
“In 2010, I went for a prenatal consultation and 
was tested for HIV. Within a few minutes I knew 
that I was HIV positive. 

I had no one. My father died in 2004; my mother 
and my husband died in 2006. It was very difficult 
to stand. I couldn’t open myself up to anyone and 
I felt that I was going to die. 

When I arrived at the hospital to deliver my twins, 
the staff welcomed me. But once they knew I was 
HIV positive they started talking about me and 
making frantic phone calls. They wouldn’t treat 
me. I was desperate and alone. 

The next morning a doctor who worked with 
Caritas came to see me. She said, “don’t fear, 
we’re coming to help you.” I had surgery to 
deliver my babies and felt lucky that we all made it 
through alive. 

Soon after that, I started bleeding a lot. I could 
see that the nurses were too scared to touch 
me – the discrimination started all over again. I 
am so grateful that one doctor stood up for me 
and did everything to save my life. I had a blood 
transfusion and Caritas covered the fees I could 
never afford. 

Once I returned home, there was total rejection. 
People would come and see me just to share their 
discouraging words. They said I was no good, and 
as my health deteriorated I lost hope again. 

I was very weak – I weighed just 25 kilograms. 
And although I gradually regained my health, I 
was advised to stop breastfeeding my twins. They 
had fallen sick and for almost a year I lived in the 
hospital with my four children. 

During this time, it was only Caritas; no other 
person helped me. 

In time, I felt strong again and I was ready to work. 
I used to be a pharmacist but as soon as the boss 
knew I was HIV positive he wouldn’t take me. 
Through Caritas I have received a loan to start a 
small business and I am part of a cooperative of 
women who make and sell soap. 

I am not afraid anymore. I have friends I can talk to 
and I know if I die, it will be a normal death. Now I 
feel like life is good.“

– Nathalie, 28 years old.
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SURVIVING SEXUAL VIOLENCE: 
STIGMA AND ABUSE

In the DRC, survivors of rape and sexual violence are 
routinely blamed for the grave human rights violations 
perpetrated against them. In a culture that values women for 
their honour and obedience, women who are raped lose their 
worth and bring misfortune into the home.102 Men, whose 
wives or daughters have been raped, lose their pride.103 
By shaming survivors and allowing men to prioritise pride 
over peace, communities perpetuate a cycle of structural 
violence against women that stunts development and forces 
the strongest agents for change to the margins of society.

The stigma of rape and discrimination against survivors of 
sexual violence continue to see many women, girls and their 
children abandoned by their families and shunned from their 
communities. Discrimination leaves survivors homeless, 
feeling helpless and with nowhere safe to turn. It interrupts 
schooling, excludes women from economic opportunities, 
and perpetuates systemic inequality for women and girls. For 
the fearless survivors of sexual violence and their children, 
unchecked stigma is one of the greatest barriers to justice 
and a powerful determinant of enduring poverty.  

In the DRC, women have a vital role to play in the peace 
process and post-conflict reconstruction.104 When stigma 
and discrimination exclude women and girls from education 
and the economy, it undermines their strength in politics, 
peacebuilding and reform.105 When husbands, uncles, 
fathers, brothers and sons are empowered to stand alongside 
women and fearlessly challenge the stigma of sexual 
violence, equality, development and peace will endure. 

To achieve peace, and end the war on women and girls, 
women must be empowered to participate equally in 
education, community decision-making, family life and 
economic development. While security sector and judicial 
reform are essential for the elimination of rape and sexual 
violence, attitudinal change and cultural transformation must 
be at the centre of the peace process.106

DIVINE’S VOICE
“Some soldiers lived in an empty school near my 
house. One of the soldiers used to talk to my brother, 
so he knew when I was alone. 

When my aunty died, everyone went to the funeral 
but I stayed at home to look after my three younger 
siblings. That night, the soldier knocked on my door. 
I told him to leave but he said he had an urgent 
message from my brother. When I opened the door, 
he jumped at me, locked the door and held my mouth 
so I couldn’t scream. He pushed me down, raped me 
and left. I never saw him again.

I was so afraid to tell my parents. I thought if they found 
out, they would kill me.

I didn’t say anything for months but I had to tell them 
when I realised I was pregnant. They beat me up and 
chased me away from home. I went to my brother’s 
house, but I was not welcome there either. I had 
nowhere left to go. 

While I was living in the street, I heard that Caritas was 
helping girls who had been raped. Caritas supported me 
and helped me to reconcile with my family. It took three 
months, but today they accept me and they accept that 
it wasn’t my fault.

If I could speak to an Australian girl my age, I would 
tell her to have empathy. Learn, don’t take things for 
granted and please stand up for girls like me however 
you can.”

– Divine, 15 years old.

LYLIANNE’S VOICE
“In the last five years, I have seen a change. 
Before, when someone was raped, everyone in 
the community would point their finger at her. 

In our work with survivors, their families and the 
community, we see that there is more tolerance now 
when people hear about sexual violence. 

In the past, many husbands would simply leave their 
wives and go far away where we could not find them. 
Today there are more men who stay in their homes, 
are willing to receive us, and will go through the 
reunification process with their wives. There was one 
man who came with his wife to the centre!

When women come to our group they discover how 
to be part of the community again. They learn to live 
without fear.”

- Lylianne (right), Counsellor and Mediator, Caritas Goma.
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PASCALINE’S VOICE
“It happened at night time. I was travelling to 
Rotshuru to sell beans and flour when some men 
stopped us, picked me from the group and took 
me into the bush. After they had finished with me 
they let me go. 

By the time I returned home my husband already 
knew what had happened. He didn’t want me 
anymore; he chased me away. 

Thanks to Caritas, I found a place that welcomed 
and embraced me. Over seven months, Caritas 
helped me reconcile with my husband. And now 
he respects me and my work with other survivors. 

Today I am strong, proud and passionate about 
sharing my experience with other women. 
Through my story, I help women stand up and 
say: ‘this is not my fault!’

I was a victim of violence but I am not damaged. 
I am a human being. We are not animals, we 
are women.”

– Pascaline, 37 years old.
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IMPUNITY: 
CYCLES OF VIOLENCE BEYOND THE REACH OF THE LAW 

THE SPIRAL OF VIOLENCE
Though rape and sexual violence is endemic in the DRC, 
it is not inevitable.107 Instability, poverty, conflict and 
displacement create the conditions for sexual violence to 
occur, but it is the pervasive culture of impunity that has 
made rape an inescapable and recurring reality for millions 
of women and girls. 

Under international scrutiny and with support from 
MONUSCO, the Church and international NGOs, the DRC 
has made some progress towards ending impunity for 
sexual violence crimes. But in 2014, most cases of rape 
and sexual violence in the DRC will never be investigated 
and the perpetrators never punished.108 Indeed, one study 
showed that armed actors fear the risk of contracting HIV, 
and the risk of losing community support above the risk of 
arrest or punishment for rape.109 

Whereas millions of women and girls have been subject 
to grave violations of human rights and international 
humanitarian law over the course of the conflict, only a 
handful of perpetrators have ever been brought to justice. 
Impunity for the perpetrators of rape and sexual violence 
is now recognised as one of the greatest impediments to 
peace and development in the DRC.110 While these crimes 
go unpunished, the spiral of inequality and violence against 
women may gain pace. 

The unprecedented scale of systematic and opportunistic 
sexual violence crimes must now be addressed through 
comprehensive legal reform, institutional capacity building, 
and community education. By ensuring justice and 
upholding the rule of law, women and girls have a chance 
to participate more fully in peace and recovery. 

THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK
In the DRC, impunity prevails due to inadequacies of 
the law. Though the DRC is party to a range of binding 
international treaties and regional human rights instruments 
that create a State duty to investigate and prosecute sexual 
violence crimes, these are rarely invoked to strengthen 
domestic law or punish crimes at the national level.111 

Since the end of the Second Congo War, the government 
has taken a number of reform measures to strengthen 
criminal liability for sexual violence crimes. In 2004, the DRC 
invited the International Criminal Court (ICC) to open an 
investigation in the country. Over the course of a decade, 
the ICC has issued arrest warrants against six individuals 
and recorded two convictions.112 In 2006, the government’s 
Law on Sexual Violence introduced ‘major improvements’113 

by creating a new legal framework for advocates and 
judges, building greater community awareness of sexual 
violence crimes and victims’ rights, and by aligning 
national law with the definition of rape and sexual violence 
established by the ICC.114 Despite this, significant gaps in 
the legal code allow impunity to continue. 

“IT WOULD NOW BE RIGHT TO USE ALL POLITICAL AND 
HUMAN MEANS TO PUT AN END TO THE SUFFERING. 
IT WOULD LIKEWISE BE RIGHT TO MAKE AMENDS AND 
TO DO THEM JUSTICE, ACCEPTING THE INVITATION 
OF THE WORDS ‘JUSTICE AND PEACE’ IN THE 
NATIONAL COAT OF ARMS.”115

- Pope Benedict XVI, Address to the new Ambassador of the DRC  
to the Holy See, 2010.

Sexual and gender-based violence may form part of military 
strategy, may be crimes of opportunity, or may take place 
in a domestic setting.116 In its current state, Congolese 
law does not ably mitigate tolerance of sexual violence 
and impunity for these crimes in any context.117 At present 
there is no law criminalising domestic violence; no law 
under which to prosecute families who facilitate ‘amicable’ 
arrangements with the perpetrators of sexual violence; no 
definition of rape within the Military Criminal Code; and no 
Military Criminal Code provision under which to prosecute 
rape as a war crime.118 

While the Law on Sexual Violence defines rape in 
accordance with international humanitarian law, it has 
limited applicability within the military justice system that 
has exclusive jurisdiction to prosecute members of the 
army, armed groups and the police.119 As a consequence, 
Congolese law severely limits the possibility of prosecuting 
sexual violence as war crimes or crimes against 
humanity.120 This reality stands in stark contrast to evidence 
that sexual violence is routinely used as a weapon of war, 
and the most grievous violations of human rights since 
1993 could be characterised as war crimes and crimes 
against humanity.121 

Since 2010, there has been steady progress to increase 
prosecution for sexual violence crimes.122 In September 
2013, the DRC enacted legislation creating a National 
Human Rights Commission. In March 2013, the former 
leader of the CNDP and a key figure in M23, was taken into 
custody by the ICC. And in late 2013, arrest warrants were 
issued against 39 FARDC soldiers and 13 alleged members 
of M23. But in absolute numbers (and relative to the 
incidence of abuse) arrests, investigations and convictions 
remain abysmally low. Between July 2011 and December 
2013, military courts recorded just 187 convictions, 
predominantly against low-ranking members of FARDC. 
Over that period just four convictions were made against 
members of armed groups.123 

Since the DRC ratified the Rome Statute in 2002, advocates 
in less than 20 cases have successfully imported international 
definitions of rape and consent when prosecuting war 
crimes and crimes against humanity under domestic military 
law.124 But amidst confusion over the hierarchy of national 
and international law, these achievements have been made 
possible only through the sophisticated legal reasoning of 
individual lawyers and judges.125
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VUMILIYA’S VOICE
“It happened for the first time in 2005. It was night, I 
was at home with my husband and we woke up to a lot 
of noise outside. He went to see what was happening 
but it was too late – they charged into our house. 

They grabbed my husband, wrapped him in a blanket 
and threw water on him. Then two men in uniform 
grabbed me and raped me. When they finished with me 
they took me and a few other women to the National 
Park. They threatened to kill us if we tried to run away.

I lived there as slave to one of the rebels for six months. 
By the time I could escape, I was already pregnant. 
There were 12 women in our group when we escaped. 
It took us two days walking to reach a village; 10 of us 
made it, two died along the way. 

When I arrived home no one could believe it – they 
thought I was dead. My husband had already left 
and two of my children were living there without 
any support. 

When I gave birth to triplets I couldn’t even believe that 
they were mine. They were like three rats, one for each 
man who had raped me. I couldn’t understand what 
had happened to me; I felt like I had lost my mind. 

Caritas helped me a lot during my pregnancy and after 
I gave birth. They supported my medical care, began 
counselling, and invited me to be part of a micro-credit 
program so that I was able to buy food, care for my 
family and send the children to school. 

But it didn’t end there. 

The second time I was raped was in 2013. When M23 
was advancing on Goma they looted everything along 
the way. I ran away before they reached my home but 
the trouble was everywhere. 

The day it happened, they raped so many women. I 
was staying in a house with my husband’s sister and 
my daughter. A soldier came into the room and he 
raped all of us. My sister-in-law was seven months 
pregnant; after the rape, she lost the baby. 

I have no family and my husband blamed me for 
the rape of his sister and my daughter so he chased 
me away. Today I live with my eight children, my 
sister-in-law’s children, and two orphans in a camp 
for people who have been displaced by the war. 

When this happened I felt like I had nothing in the 
world – it felt like heaven and earth didn’t want me. 
Caritas has helped me a lot to regain my spirit and be 
in control of my mind. They also covered an operation 
to help me recover from my physical injuries. 

Today I help other women who have had the same 
experience. When I’m sharing with other women, I feel 
strong – this is what keeps me going. 

Congolese women have suffered for a long time. I 
think that there is a breeze that’s blown around to the 
men in this country – they think it’s ok to rape. 

If we know someone has committed a crime, we will 
take the matter to the police but most of the time 
these men face no consequences. Even if they are 
arrested, they will be released. 

Those who commit these terrible crimes against our 
women should face the consequences. 

If those men are allowed to live in the community, it is 
the women who will suffer over and over again. They 
will suffer physically and they suffer inside their hearts. 
They can’t keep going on like that and we can all play 
a part to make sure they don’t have to.”

– Vumiliya, 41 years old.
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In 2014, the international community is calling upon 
the DRC to create a Mixed Chamber for Prosecuting 
International Crimes.126 As a hybrid tribunal comprised 
of domestic and international lawyers and judges, the 
Chamber would investigate and prosecute crimes against 
humanity and war crimes. Though legislation to create a 
legal framework implementing the Rome Statute at the 
national level has been put before the Government on five 
occasions since 2003, it remains an open question.127 In 
May 2014, the Parliament rejected a second Bill to establish 
the Chamber on Constitutional grounds. 

As fearless voices continue to campaign for peace, equality 
and justice in the DRC, significant legal reform is required 
to end the perception that women and girls are the spoils 
of war. Without strong legal protections that uphold human 
dignity in the context of conflict, communities and family 
relationships, the spiral of violence continues and the 
culture of impunity will prevail. 

“TO EFFECTIVELY ERADICATE CONFLICT-RELATED 
SEXUAL VIOLENCE WE MUST END IMPUNITY AND 
SEND A STRONG MESSAGE THAT THIS MOST 
EXTREME AND PERVASIVE ABUSE OF POWER WILL 
NOT BE TOLERATED. WE MUST BE LOUD AND CLEAR: 
IT WILL BE PROSECUTED. IT WILL BE PUNISHED.”128  
- Zainab Hawa Bangura, UN Special Representative on sexual 
violence in conflict, 2011.

INSTITUTIONALISED INJUSTICE
If the DRC remedies its porous legal framework, the culture 
of impunity for sexual violence will continue to thrive in a 
broken justice system that lacks the capacity, resources 
and independence to handle even the few cases that reach 
it. While most countries dedicate between 2-6 percent 
of their national budget to the justice sector,129 the DRC 
devotes approximately 0.3 percent.130 Consequently, courts 
and police departments are severely underfunded and 
many people ‘employed’ by the Ministry of Justice and 
Ministry of the Interior never receive a salary. The result is 
an inaccessible and dysfunctional justice system rife with 
corruption, intimidation and delay. 

In cases of sexual violence perpetrated by members of 
the security sector, armed groups or the police, military 
tribunals shoulder the burden of exclusive jurisdiction and 
are overrun with a backlog of cases.131 Military tribunals rely 
heavily on MONUSCO to conduct investigations and have 
recently made use of mobile courts to institute proceedings 
in remote and rural areas where most rape and sexual 
violence crimes occur. Beyond resourcing constraints, 
political interference with military justice is pervasive and 
significantly undermines the independence of courts.132 
So long as military judicial officers remain loyal to and 
financially dependent upon their chain of command, 
high-ranking soldiers, militia and police officers remain 
beyond the reach of the law. 

Throughout the criminal justice system, judges, police 
officers and other officials are highly disposed to accept 
bribes.133 By requiring survivors and their assailants to 
pay for favourable treatment in criminal investigations, bail 
hearings, prosecutions, and decision-making, courts create 
a system in which justice is served to the highest bidder. 
Without pro bono legal services and the support of NGOs, 
justice comes at too high a price for most women and girls. 

Although in 2013 the Senate adopted a five-year law 
on police reform,134 this transformation is impeded by a 
US$173 million shortfall in the 2014 budget.135 Without 
funding for law enforcement, investigations are subject 
to excessive and deliberate delays, police can be bought 
to protect the interests of perpetrators, and hundreds 
of prisoners can purchase their way out of custody. 
Corruption and apathy within the justice system not only 
sanctions a culture of violence against women but also 
exposes survivors to significant risks of retaliation and 
further abuse. 

“JUSTICE IS SLOW AND ELASTIC. SOMETIMES THERE 
ARE DELAYS DUE TO THE BACKLOG OF CASES, 
SOMETIMES COURTS AND POLICE LOSE FILES, AND 
SOMETIMES IT’S SIMPLY THE LONG DISTANCES 
BETWEEN COURTS AND COMMUNITIES THAT CREATE 
PROBLEMS. BUT WE SEE DELIBERATE DELAYS TOO. 

WITHOUT PAYMENT, POLICE TAKE THEIR TIME TO 
INVESTIGATE COMPLAINTS AND REFUSE TO MAKE 
ARRESTS. MAGISTRATES TOO WILL ELONGATE THE 
PROCESS JUST TO INCREASE THE CHANCE OF 
RECEIVING A BRIBE FOR A FASTER RESULT.”136

- Jean Claude Chito, Lawyer, Caritas Goma. 

While the 2006 Law on Sexual Violence requires that 
cases move from arrest to conviction within three months, 
most view this provision as aspirational.137 In some cases, 
delay in arrest means a perpetrator may never be caught; 
in others, the accused will spend a year in prison before 
ever going to trial. With too few courthouses outside 
major centres, and many lacking basic infrastructure like 
electricity, justice is out of reach. And for those who start 
proceedings, decisions are rarely enforced and redress 
remains elusive. 

Achieving peace, equality and justice for the survivors of 
sexual violence relies upon the political will and funding 
to implement widespread security sector and justice 
reforms. Pro bono legal services, effective data collation 
and monitoring, and support for innovations like the mobile 
court program and the specialised police unit for the 
protection of women and children (PSPEF) are crucial to 
ending impunity in the DRC. 
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CUSTOM, COMMUNITIES 
AND DISTRUST OF THE LAW
So long as the DRC’s legal framework and formal justice 
system allows perpetrators of sexual violence to remain at 
large, legal structures will fail to inspire public confidence 
and reinforce the cultural determinants of impunity. 

A 2014 survey conducted in the DRC’s eastern provinces 
found that while 85 percent of people think it is possible to 
achieve justice, half describe the justice system as corrupt; 
40 percent think it enables impunity; and 35 percent believe 
it works only in favour of the rich.138 While distrust of police, 
judges and courts runs high, communities, and especially 
women, report knowing little about the formal justice 
system. And while there have been a number of successful 
and high profile prosecutions, there are too few cases 
where justice is seen to be done. 

With poverty as a powerful motivator and few opportunities 
to access reliable formal or transitional justice programs, 
many people settle cases of rape and sexual violence 
through an ‘amicable’ arrangement between the 
perpetrator and the victim’s family. By accepting a small 
payment from the perpetrator and sometimes forcing the 
survivor to marry her assailant, these arrangements violate 
victims’ rights, do nothing to ensure community safety 
and further entrench a culture of impunity in the face of 
abhorrent crimes.139 

Retaliation is also a reality for many, and the fear of further 
violence is a powerful motivator to do nothing.140 Unless 
survivors, witnesses and their families support each other to 
come forward, communities may never accept the value of 
criminal accountability for sexual and gender-based crimes. 

“WE ARE WORKING TO ARREST AND SUBMIT 
PERPETRATORS TO JUSTICE, BUT ON THE 
WHOLE THERE ARE NOT MANY CONSEQUENCES 
FOR THESE CRIMES. WE WANT TO MAKE JUSTICE 
ACCESSIBLE TO EVERYONE. WE ARE WORKING 
VERY PROFESSIONALLY HERE BECAUSE WE 
HAVE THE SUPPORT PROVIDED BY CARITAS. 
WE DON’T WANT TO BE BRIBED, WE WANT A GOOD 
WORKING PARTNERSHIP.”141

- Captain of the PSPEF, Goma.

Through community education and sensitisation programs 
with men and women, decades of impunity may be 
replaced by the community’s conviction that rape is an 
unacceptable and punishable crime. Measures to restore 
public trust in the justice system must ensure quick and 
transparent hearings, create secure environments to report 
crime, and support communities to abandon traditional 
practices that further marginalise women from peace, 
equality and justice. 

MARCELINE’S VOICE
“The man who raped me lives just next door. He 
asked me to bring him some of the beer that my 
grandma makes and sells. 

The first time I went to his house there was no 
problem. The next time I went, he put a cloth in my 
mouth and he tied my hands. He took me to the 
bedroom and raped me. I was crying, but I couldn’t 
scream because of the cloth in my mouth. 

Later that day, my aunt came looking for me. 
She came next-door and found me just collapsed 
there, crying. 

My aunty and grandma went looking for the man. He 
was hiding. He tried to run away before the police 
came, but his wife told us he was hiding inside. So 
the man finally came out, but he said he didn’t know 
anything. Eventually the police came to arrest him 
before he could run away.”

– Marceline, 14 years old.

Marceline’s case is an exceptional example of justice in 
action. With advocacy from Caritas, the man was interviewed 
by police, evidence was presented before a tribunal and 
within days her attacker was sentenced to 10 years in jail. 

Caritas Australia and our partners are supporting the police in Goma to 
improve data collection and monitoring of sexual violence crimes.
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“I am representing a young girl in a case against 
the man who raped her. But that man is not behind 
bars. Too frequently perpetrators are allowed free 
on provisional release. This man is now free in 
the community and threatening the girl’s family. 
Her father has withdrawn his support for the 
case; under our law, families can withdraw their 
support and the trial stops. Intimidation within the 
community is very closely linked to impunity.”142

- Jean Claude Chito, Lawyer, Caritas Goma. 
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IMPUNITY AND THE RISE 
IN CIVILIAN CRIME 
While the most recent statistics of sexual violence in conflict 
provide some hope for women and girls in the DRC, they 
don’t capture the reality of sexual violence in Congolese 
families and communities. According to the Ministry of 
Gender,143 there were 15,654 cases of sexual violence 
reported in 2012 – a figure more than four times the total 
number of cases reported against rebels and security 
forces since 2010. 

“IT’S VERY DIFFICULT TO ASK PEOPLE TO 
CHALLENGE WHAT THEY BELIEVE ABOUT WOMEN 
AND MEN IN SOCIETY. WE HAVE TO TRY TO CHANGE 
THE MENTALITY. IF WE ARE GOING TO CHANGE 
ATTITUDES, WE NEED BOTH MEN AND WOMEN TO BE 
INVOLVED IN THE PROCESS TOGETHER, WITHOUT 
ANY SENSE THAT THESE TOPICS ARE TABOO.”144

- Captain of the PSPEF, Goma.

As the war on women rages in the DRC and impunity for 
rape and sexual violence prevails, more and more survivors 
report a rise in civilian crimes. While civilian assaults don’t 
conform to the patterns of brutality often seen in militarised 
sexual attacks, “men from local communities often join 
the military on rape raids or exploit conflict to sexually 
assault women without fear or punishment.”145 Without 
meaningful legal protections, and entrenched in a culture 
of pervasive gender inequality, violence against women 
is rapidly becoming a reality of family and community life. 
Comprehensive legal reform, institutional capacity building, 
and community education for women and men must 
underpin efforts to tackle the burgeoning rape culture.

MELODIE‘S VOICE
“When we met Melodie, she didn’t speak. She 
was terrified and in pain. Four days earlier this tiny 
11 year-old girl was raped by her neighbour. He 
grabbed her, took her into his house and raped 
her. Then he sent her back onto the road without 
her clothes. 

Another neighbour found the girl and took her 
inside. She patched her up with natural medicines 
and told her to keep the ordeal a secret. When she 
took Melodie home to her grandma, she lied and 
said Melodie had fallen from a tree. 

It was two days before Melodie’s grandmother 
took her to the hospital. She had been bleeding 
ever since and eventually lost consciousness. 
Once Melodie’s grandmother learned the real 
cause of her injuries, Melodie opened up and told 
her what had happened. 

Melodie’s family is extremely poor. Her 
grandmother cares for many children and she 
wanted to approach the man to seek payment for 
his crime. 

During this time, Caritas Goma was investigating 
the assault. The lawyers needed to quickly gather 
sufficient evidence to go to the police and apply for 
an arrest warrant – which would come at a price. 

The team worked hard to ensure that Melodie’s 
grandmother didn’t settle the matter and allow the 
perpetrator an opportunity to escape. Two days 
later they obtained the warrant and made transport 
arrangements to facilitate the arrest. 

A couple of weeks later, we met Melodie and her 
grandmother again. Both the perpetrator and 
the woman who had lied about the assault were 
in prison. Angry at their arrests, their family and 
friends had resolved to take the law into their own 
hands. They intimidated Melodie’s grandmother, 
and threatened to burn down her house. She 
feared for her life and had no means of protection. 

Fortunately, Caritas was able to facilitate a move. 
Today, the family is living safely in another village 
and Caritas continues to represent Melodie in the 
case against her assailant. While she waits for 
justice to be done, Melodie will receive counselling 
and her grandmother will be supported to build a 
new future through small business skills training 
and a microfinance program.”

- Lulu Mitshabu, DRC Program Coordinator, 
Caritas Australia.

BERNADETTE’S VOICE
“I was raped by a man who lives near to me. He is a 
civilian, married with two children. 

I was walking to school and the man asked me for a 
book. When I tried to give it to him, he pulled me inside 
his house and raped me. He did whatever he wanted 
to me. 

I was so afraid to tell anyone. But I was getting very 
sick so my parents took me to the hospital for some 
tests. That’s when we found out that I was pregnant. 
My parents asked me what happened and now I’ve 
told them the truth.

My parents called Caritas and I have started 
counselling here. I’m going to try to raise the baby and 
my mother is trying to help me. I want to learn to sew 
and I would like to go back to school. That’s my wish.” 

– Bernadette, 13 years old.
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JOELLE’S VOICE
“Today, rape and sexual violence continue in Congo. 
War is a factor that creates more violence against 
women but rape is not just a problem in the military. 
Many people in the community are committing these 
violent acts against women. 

But there has been some positive change. Once, 
people would hide their experience. Today women are 
courageous enough to come and denounce what has 
happened to them. 

When these perpetrators are arrested and submitted to 
the justice process it will help to reduce sexual violence. 

One day, I hope I will have contributed to eradicating 
sexual violence and creating a peaceful community here.”

– Joelle, Counsellor and Mediator, Caritas Goma.
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32     FEARLESS VOICES



DISPLACED BY CONFLICT THREE TIMES IN THE SPACE OF 10 YEARS, VUMILIYA 
(RIGHT) HAS BEEN THE TARGET OF TWO BRUTAL ATTACKS, WAS KEPT BY MILITIA 
IN SEXUAL SERVITUDE, AND WAS ABANDONED BY HER HUSBAND AND  FAMILY.
But with faith, courage and the support of Caritas Australia and Caritas Goma, Vumiliya has 
been able to rebuild her life and become a guiding light for other women in her community.

“I felt as if the world had abandoned me. But Caritas opened a door for me and my life has 
changed for the better.

“Every time I think of the people who supported me and believed in me – when other 
people didn’t see that I had value –  I want to do more for other women. I want to show 
them the love that Caritas showed me.”

Elisabeth (left) is another fearless survivor of the Congo’s war on women. In 2007, Elisabeth 
was raped by nine men. Her family’s home was set alight and she suffered severe burns. 
Elisabeth lost her youngest son in the blaze, and was abandoned by her husband.

“Vumiliya is like my mum. I’m so thankful for her and I want to say thank you to Caritas. 
Before I met Vumiliya I didn’t have any hope at all. Today I see solidarity around me. 
My Caritas family drives me to continue on.”

Caritas Australia and Caritas Goma rely on your solidarity, prayers and generous gifts to 
work for peace, equality and justice in Congolese communities.

Visit www.caritas.org.au/donate to show your support 
for our Caritas family in the DRC.
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