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Despite successful elections held in the second half of 2006 and an overall increase in 
the level of stability, over a million people remained displaced in the east of the the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) as of March 2007. Operations by Congolese 
armed forces to disarm militias, as well as human rights violations committed by both 
these forces and the militias, continued to cause frequent displacement in eastern 
provinces. But overall the scale and intensity of conflict have considerably decreased 
over the last few years, and far more people are returning home than are fleeing. 
Upon their return, however, IDPs often find their villages completely destroyed, and 
most of them receive little or no assistance to rebuild their lives. According to 
UNHCR, there is an urgent need for a national strategy outlining the rights of return-
ing IDPs and refugees, and facilitating their reintegration. 
 
Since the mid-1990s, millions of Congolese have fled their homes to escape fighting 
between rebel groups and the national government in a complex conflict which has 
involved neighbouring states as well. Close to four million people are estimated to 
have died as a result of the conflict which has been accompanied by widespread hu-
man rights violations, including the killing of civilians, widespread sexual violence 
against displaced and other women, child recruitment and looting and burning of IDP 
possessions. Displacement peaked in 2003, with an estimated 3.4 million people 
forced from their homes, most of them in the east.  
 

www.internal-displacement.org 
 



 

 
 
More maps are available on http://www.internal-displacement.org/
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Background of displacement and 
recent developments  
 
In 1996, and again between 1998 and 
2003, the DRC suffered two major wars, 
in which millions died and large-scale 
displacement occurred. A number of re-
bel groups, more or less closely linked to 
outside powers such as Uganda and 
Rwanda, competed to control large areas 
of eastern DRC. Civilians have borne the 
brunt of the violence, often being targeted 
for ethnic or political reasons. Displace-
ment peaked in 2003, with an estimated 
3.4 million people forced from their 
homes, most of them in the east of the 
country. The International Rescue Com-
mittee estimates that 3.9 million people 
have died as a result of the latest war 
(IRC, 6 January 2006).  
 
In mid-2003, a power-sharing transitional 
government was set up following the 
withdrawal of foreign armies. Made up of 
former enemies who frequently quar-
relled openly, the national government 
was not able to bring security to eastern 
DRC, where local militias continued to 
cause massive displacement. In 2006, 
millions of voters took part in the coun-
try’s first multiparty vote in over 45 
years, in order to replace the transitional 
government. The majority of IDPs were 
reportedly not able to vote due to insecu-
rity, or because they had lost their elec-
toral cards during their flight, or had 
them confiscated by armed men (OCHA, 
15 August 2006; NRC, April 2006).  
 
Around 1,000 EU troops and more than 
17,000 UN peacekeepers protected the 
elections, which were won by Joseph 
Kabila. Authorised to use all necessary 
means to protect civilians under immi-
nent threat of physical violence (“Chapter 

VII” of the UN Charter), MONUC – the 
UN Mission in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo – plays a crucial role in provid-
ing security in the country. It is also 
tasked with monitoring compliance with 
the arms embargo imposed by the UN 
Security Council on armed groups oper-
ating in eastern DRC. In July 2006, the 
UN Security Council extended the scope 
of possible sanctions in the DRC to indi-
viduals committing serious violations of 
international law – including forced dis-
placement – involving the targeting of 
children in situations of armed conflict 
(UNSC, 31 July 2006). Despite the arms 
embargo, weapons continue to be chan-
nelled to various armed groups in the 
DRC from neighbouring countries.  
 
One cloud on the horizon is that the main 
defeated candidate, Jean-Pierre Bemba, 
slipped out of the country in April 2007 
after violent clashes in the capital Kin-
shasa between his armed supporters and 
the security forces. 
 
A major challenge for the Congolese 
government is the need to integrate over 
78,000 troops from different belligerent 
factions (in a process known as bras-
sage), as well as to disarm and repatriate 
foreign armed groups (MONUC, 8 March 
2007). Until the reform of the army is 
complete, the DRC will experience at 
best a fragile peace (AI, 19 January 
2007). The integration process has been 
marred by corruption and by conflicts 
between soldiers, often reflecting local 
ethnic divisions, particularly in North and 
South Kivu (ActionAid, 17 November 
2006). Failings in the disarmament and 
demobilisation programme, administered 
by the Congolese commission 
CONADER, have resulted in an undisci-
plined national army, which has taken on 
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the characteristics of the rebel groups it 
was supposed to be integrating (CFR, 16 
February 2007). Congolese soldiers, 
themselves ill-equipped, unpaid and un-
fed, are often in no position to defend 
themselves – or any civilian in their care 
– against armed groups. In addition, they 
continue to harass civilians and extort 
their goods (MONUC, 8 March 2007). 
As a result, thousands of people flee their 
homes in eastern DRC every month, due 
to attacks by armed groups such as local 
militias, the Hutu Rwandan Armed Lib-
eration Forces and Mai Mai factions, as 
well as operations by the Congolese army 
against such groups, and violations by the 
army against civilians. In 2006, over 
500,000 fled their homes in eastern DRC 
(OCHA, 30 November 2006).  
 
 
New displacement and return 
movements   
 
The UN estimated that over one million 
people remained displaced in the DRC as 
of March 2007 (OCHA, April 2007). 
Over half of them are in North Kivu, fol-
lowed by Ituri, South Kivu and Katanga. 
Most IDPs in eastern DRC live with host 
communities or hide in forests. Following 
massive influxes of people, IDP camps 
have also been set up.  
 
Displacement per region: main actors and pat-
terns  
 
North Kivu: battles between rival army factions, 
attacks by Rwandan Hutu rebels and Mai Mai 
militias, as well as violations committed by Con-
golese armed forces against the population con-
tinued to cause displacement. Some 100,000 
people were displaced in the province before the 
national elections of 2006. Another 113,000 fled 
their homes in late 2006, following clashes be-
tween soldiers close to dissident General Laurent 
Nkunda and other troops in territories close to the 
main town of Goma (OCHA, 15 August 2006; 

MONUC, 8 March 2007). Over the following 
months, brigades made up of former Tutsi militias 
loyal to Nkunda were deployed in the province 
rather than being sent to other regions and inte-
grated with other soldiers (“mixage” process), 
which brought further insecurity and massive 
displacement (AFP, 7 April 2007). In January 
2007, both Congolese troops and Mai Mai com-
batants were responsible for looting and other 
violations, causing widespread displacement in 
areas where they were fighting each other 
(MONUC, 20 February 2007). In February and 
March 2007, clashes between the Congolese army 
and the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of 
Rwanda (FDLR) Hutu rebel group caused the 
displacement of at least 25,000 villagers (DPA, 
23 February 2007; IRIN, 14 March 2007). 
 
Ituri: civilians continued to flee attacks by mili-
tias, as well as operations by the Congolese army 
and MONUC against those militias. Some 
150,000 people found refuge in mid-2006 in 
camps such as Gety and with host families, in 
what was described as the largest displacements 
in the region in over two years (OCHA, 15 Au-
gust 2006; WFP, 25 July 2006). In 2007, tens of 
thousands of villagers fled to the forest, after their 
villages were reportedly burned down by Congo-
lese troops, in the context of army operations 
against local militias (MONUC, 19 March 2007). 
 
South Kivu: large portions of South Kivu are 
controlled by Rwandan Hutu militias, which con-
tinued to cause internal displacement in the prov-
ince (MONUC, 8 March 2007; IRIN, 13 April 
2007). Fighting between government troops, 
some loyal to a dissident colonel, also caused 
thousands of displacements in early 2007 (IRIN, 
2 February 2007). 
 
Katanga: in 2006, over 130,000 people were 
temporarily displaced by fighting between Mai 
Mai and Congolese troops. Many of them had 
their homes destroyed and their crops burnt 
(ECHO, 14 February 2007). Later in the year, 
Mai Mai attacks caused the displacement of tens 
of thousands in the north of the province (OCHA, 
31 August 2006, “humanitarian situation”; 
OCHA, 15 August 2006). 
 
Still, overall, the scale and intensity of 
conflict have considerably decreased, and 
far more people are returning home from 
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displacement than are fleeing their homes 
(ECHO, 14 February 2007). Nearly half a 
million IDPs went back to their places of 
origin in 2006 (UNHCR, 13 February 
2007). However, there seems to be a real 
gap in terms of addressing critical return 
and reintegration needs of IDPs in DRC, 
mainly due to lack of funding.  The ma-
jority of returning IDPs do not receive 
assistance, despite the fact that fighting 
and looting have led to a complete break-
down of services, and returning IDPs of-
ten find health centres, schools and their 
houses destroyed upon their return. Also, 
land and property rights disputes have 
been identified as a major obstacle to re-
turn, and as a potential source of renewed 
conflict in the East (UNHCR, 13 Febru-
ary 2007). 
 
 
Physical security  
 
The protection of the displaced and other 
civilians remains a serious concern in 
eastern DRC. Unruly and unpaid Congo-
lese military personnel, as well as the na-
tional police, have become the largest 
threat for civilians, as they have been re-
ported to rape and abduct IDPs, terrorise 
farmers, steal livestock, and pillage local 
plantations (MONUC, 8 March 2007; 
ICG, 9 January 2006). In September 
2006, nine IDPs, initially reported ab-
ducted, were believed to be among at 
least 32 civilians summarily executed by 
government soldiers in Ituri (MONUC, 
30 November 2006). According to 
MONUC, the Congolese army, as well as 
armed militias, has been responsible for 
increased human rights violations in 
North and South Kivu in 2007 (MONUC, 
20 February 2007).  
 

Armed groups are committing grave hu-
man rights violations, including killings, 
rape, sexual exploitation, abductions, 
forcible conscription of children, looting, 
plundering of crops, illegal taxation and 
general harassment of civilians. The ille-
gal exploitation of natural resources 
(gold, coltan and diamonds) and the 
smuggling of goods and weapons add to 
the violence. In early 2007 for example, 
several thousand people in Kasai Oriental 
province fled their villages, which were 
burned down following a conflict linked 
to a diamond mine in the area (OCHA, 
27 February 2007). In Lubero territory in 
North Kivu, Rwandan Hutu militia are 
reported to regularly force the civilian 
population to carry exploited minerals for 
one to two weeks at the time, causing 
many to flee their villages (MONUC, 19 
March 2007).  
 
Despite all initiatives undertaken to 
counter sexual violence and the adoption 
of two Laws on Sexual Violence in July 
2006, rape continues to be widespread 
throughout the country (MONUC, 8 
March 2007). Soldiers and rebel fighters 
have engaged in acts of sexual violence 
in the context of fighting, to attack the 
fundamental values of the community, to 
scare the civilian population into submis-
sion, to punish them for allegedly sup-
porting enemy forces or to provide 
gratification for the fighters (HRW, 7 
March 2005; AI, 26 October 2004). Gov-
ernment forces have emerged as the main 
perpetrators of sexual abuse (OCHA, 31 
March 2007). Thousands of women have 
also been abducted and kept as slaves in 
the forces’ camps to provide sexual, do-
mestic and agricultural services (Interna-
tional Alert & al., 2005). According to 
the UN Special Representative on Chil-
dren in Armed Conflict, 54,000 victims 
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of sexual violence had been identified 
since 2004, of which 16 per cent were 
children (DPI, 16 March 2007). This is 
likely to be only the tip of the iceberg, 
with many sexual violence survivors 
ashamed or otherwise unable to come 
forward to seek help (UNICEF, 24 July 
2006). In South Kivu, some 4,000 dis-
placed women were reported to have 
been raped in a few months in 2006 
(IRIN, 2 August 2006). In Ituri, IDP 
camps, which are often located in close 
proximity to military camps, are inhab-
ited mostly by women and children who 
easily become victims of rapes by sol-
diers (MONUC, 8 March 2007). Men and 
boys have also been sexually assaulted by 
combatants (HRW, 7 March 2005).  
 
Many displaced children have been 
forced into the ranks of the armed groups, 
and thousands of them remain in militias. 
In June 2006, the UN Secretary-General 
reported to the UN Security Council that 
violations against children in the DRC 
continued to a large extent with impunity, 
including the recruitment and use of chil-
dren in armed forces and groups, abduc-
tion, sexual violence, killing and 
maiming of children and attacks on 
schools (UNSC, 13 June 2006). Recruit-
ment of child soldiers by militias were 
reported by local and international ob-
servers – including by the UN Special 
Representative on Children in Armed 
Conflict – to continue in 2007, particu-
larly in North Kivu (MONUC, 14 Febru-
ary 2007; DPI, 16 March 2007). Amnesty 
International reported in October 2006 
that some 11,000 children were still with 
the armed forces or groups, or were oth-
erwise unaccounted for in the demobilisa-
tion programme (AI, 11 October 2006). 
 
 

Humanitarian conditions  
 
IDPs in eastern DRC generally suffer 
from food insecurity, according to a 
comprehensive WFP/FAO assessment. 
Indeed, most people cannot access their 
field while they are displaced, and find 
their crops, food stock and tools looted 
upon return. Among them, female-headed 
households are estimated to be the most 
vulnerable (WFP, 31 October 2006). In 
camps in Ituri, at least ten displaced peo-
ple – many of them children – were dying 
each day in 2006 due to appalling sani-
tary conditions and food shortages. At-
tacks on humanitarian workers by armed 
groups in the area prevented the delivery 
of basic services and food (IRIN, 1 Sep-
tember 2006; RI, 25 August 2006). 
 
The vast majority of IDPs and returnees 
lack access to basic infrastructure (health 
centres, schools and roads), potable wa-
ter, food, seeds, tools, clothes and straw 
to build houses. With DRC’s healthcare 
structures collapsing, displaced people 
are particularly vulnerable to infectious 
diseases. Every day, 1,250 people die in 
DRC above what is considered a “normal 
level” for the country. Over 70 per cent 
of these deaths are due to easily prevent-
able and treatable diseases (IRC, 6 Janu-
ary 2006).  
 
Epidemics of cholera, measles, bubonic 
plague and other diseases broke out 
among IDPs in Ituri, North and South 
Kivu, Katanga and Maniema in 2006, due 
to their precarious living conditions and 
lack of access to clean drinking water 
(MONUC, 5 March 2007; IFRC, 5 Sep-
tember 2006). Malaria remains the num-
ber one cause of mortality in the DRC. 
Displaced people are also exposed to 
HIV/AIDS infection, as they usually lack 
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the means to protect themselves and do 
not have information about its transmis-
sion (WHO, 31 May 2006). They may 
even be more at risk of HIV than the gen-
eral population in the DRC, but more in-
formation and data are needed before 
conclusions can be drawn (UNHCR/IDD, 
January 2006). 
 
 
Humanitarian access  
 
In 2006 and early 2007, access to IDPs 
and other vulnerable populations in east-
ern DRC improved in many areas. But in 
parts of the Kivus, Katanga and in Ituri, 
access remained difficult, due to military 
operations against uncontrolled armed 
groups and related attacks on civilians by 
militias and undisciplined Congolese 
troops. Armed groups have repeatedly 
attacked, looted and taken hostage hu-
manitarian staff, making it one of the 
most dangerous places for aid workers. In 
North Kivu, since the deployment of 
“mixed brigades” in 2007, at least five 
humanitarian vehicles have been at-
tacked, and some areas of the province 
have become inaccessible due to insecu-
rity. Other factors hampering the re-
sponse to the needs of displaced people 
and returnees include the sheer size of the 
country, the absence of roads and the 
high degree of geographical dispersal of 
IDPs. WFP had to resort to food drops 
and airlifts to reach IDPs in areas of Ka-
tanga, Maniema and South Kivu where 
road and rail transport is virtually non-
existent (IRIN, 6 April 2006; WFP, 26 
September 2006). 
 
 
 
 
 

National and international re-
sponse  
 
On a provincial and national level, the 
Congolese government has so far played 
little role in responding to the needs of 
IDPs and returning IDPs (RI, 17 October 
2006). Nominally, the Ministry for Soli-
darity and Humanitarian Affairs has the 
primary responsibility for responding to 
the needs of IDPs. Local observers say, 
however, that the ministries of the inte-
rior and defence are also involved in pro-
tecting IDPs and returning IDPs, but their 
role in practice is far from clear. Accord-
ing to UNHCR, there is an urgent need 
for a national framework or strategy for 
tackling displacement which outlines the 
rights of returning IDPs and refugees and 
facilitates their reintegration (UNHCR, 
13 February 2007). 
 
UN agencies, national and international 
NGOs and the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC) are providing 
emergency assistance to IDPs as well as 
transport assistance and return packages 
to returning IDPs. In February 2007, 
UNHCR launched an appeal for $15 mil-
lion to carry out protection-monitoring 
mechanisms in the areas of displacement 
and return, and to conduct early-warning 
and prevention activities. Security per-
mitting, UNHCR will also support the 
establishment of mechanisms to settle 
land and property disputes, provide hu-
manitarian assistance to returning IDPs 
and promote inter-ethnic coexistence 
(UNHCR, 13 February 2007). At the 
same time, UNHCR is planning to assist 
some 100,000 Congolese refugees to re-
turn, out of a total of 400,000 (UNHCR, 
February 2007). In North Kivu, the Nor-
wegian Refugee Council is carrying out 
an innovative project linking rapid recon-
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struction of village infrastructure, provid-
ing work for returning IDPs, with meas-
ures to protect them from violence in a 
still-volatile area (RI, 17 October 2006). 
MONUC patrols in IDPs’ areas of origin 
have given them enough confidence to 
leave their temporary camps and rebuild 
their lives in their villages (OXFAM, 16 
February 2007).  
 
In 2006, the DRC was selected as one of 
the pilot countries where the UN intro-
duced its new “cluster” approach, aimed 
at increasing accountability and predict-
ability by designating lead agencies for 
humanitarian sectors. Each cluster in-
cludes UN agencies and international 
NGOs, which coordinate their actions in 
a specific sector. Of particular relevance 
to IDPs in the DRC are the clusters on 
protection led by UNHCR and the early 
recovery cluster led by UNHCR/UNDP 
which focuses on return/reintegration. 
According to OCHA, the protection clus-
ter has been one of the most active in the 
DRC, for example by working with 
MONUC to reverse army decisions to 
force IDPs to return home, or carrying 
out training of Congolese troops on the 
Guiding Principles on Internal Displace-
ment, humanitarian principles and gen-
der-based violence. The Early Recovery 
Cluster, established in May 2006, carried 
out a mapping of UN and non-UN reinte-
gration/post-conflict/poverty reduction 
programmes to identify gaps (OCHA, 9 
March 2007). Also, a Rapid Response 
Mechanism, managed by UNICEF and 
OCHA, provided emergency assistance 
to some 500,000 IDPs in 2006 (OCHA, 
21 July 2006).  
 
In order to strengthen the response to the 
crisis in the DRC, the humanitarian 
community has requested over $686 mil-

lion through its DR Congo 2007 Humani-
tarian Action Plan. One of the main 
objectives of the plan is to support the 
return towards self-sufficiency for IDPs 
and refugees (OCHA, 30 November 
2006). The main funding source for this 
plan is a mechanism called the “Pooled 
Fund”, a multi-donor humanitarian fund. 
DRC is the country getting the largest 
amount of money – $36.6 million out of 
some $85 million for the first half of 
2007 – from the Central Emergency Re-
sponse Fund, as part of its grants for un-
der-funded emergencies (OCHA, 7 
February 2007). According to local ob-
servers, it is too early to know whether 
the cluster approach and the new funding 
mechanisms have made an impact for 
IDPs and other vulnerable people.  
 
Note: This is a summary of the IDMC’s 
country profile of the situation of internal 
displacement in the DRC. The full coun-
try profile is available online here. 
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About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian 
Refugee Council, is the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal 
displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international capaci-
ties to protect and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been displaced 
within their own country as a result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Centre runs an online database 
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 
countries.  
 
Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable 
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to en-
hance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people. 
In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil 
society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the 
database at www.internal-displacement.org. 
 
 
Media contact: 
 
Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer 
Head of Monitoring and Advocacy Department 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 03 
Email: jens.eschenbaecher@nrc.ch
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Norwegian Refugee Council 
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1219 Geneva, Switzerland 

www.internal-displacement.org  
Tel:  +41 22 799 0700 
Fax:  +41 22 799 0701 
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