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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, at 
times, involved as many as nine neighbouring states. Close to four million people are 
believed to have died as a result of the conflict which was accompanied by widespread 
human rights violations. Displacement peaked in 2003, with an estimated 3.4 million 
people forced from their homes, most of them in eastern DRC. The UN estimated that 
over 2.3 million people remained displaced as of mid-2005. 
 
Hundreds of thousands of IDPs returned home in the wake of the establishment of a 
transitional power-sharing government in June 2003 and following the strengthening 
of international peacekeeping operations. The situation deteriorated in the second 
part of 2004, however, when clashes among armed groups and against civilians esca-
lated in eastern DRC. Large numbers fled their homes, particularly in Ituri District 
and in the Kivu Provinces, and the return process slowed down. Displacement has 
been accompanied by the killing of civilians, widespread sexual violence against dis-
placed and other women, child recruitment and looting and burning of IDP posses-
sions. Aid organisations have responded to the renewed crisis by bringing assistance 
to the displaced, but fighting and attacks on aid workers and peacekeepers by armed 
groups have prevented access to the most vulnerable. According to the UN Relief Co-
ordinator, Jan Egeland, by the number of lives lost, the humanitarian crisis in eastern 
DRC is the most serious in the world. 
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Background of displacement and 
recent developments 
 
While the eastern province of North Kivu 
was the location of ethnic clashes and the 
displacement of thousands in the early 
1990s, internal displacement spread 
throughout the DRC (Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, formerly Zaire) during 
fighting in 1996 and 1998. The underly-
ing causes of displacement have been the 
disintegration of the state, which started 
long before the 1996 demise of President 
Mobutu Sese Seko’s regime, and the sub-
sequent competition among various eth-
nic groups for political and economic 
power in their respective provinces. A 
series of rebel groups, more or less 
closely linked to outside powers such as 
Uganda and Rwanda, have competed to 
control large areas of eastern DRC. These 
groups have repeatedly clashed among 
themselves, as well as with the Kinshasa 
government and foreign troops.   
 
Civilians have borne the brunt of the vio-
lence, often being targeted for ethnic or 
political reasons. Their meagre resources 
have been seized, children have been 
conscripted into armed forces, and 
women and girls have been used as sex 
slaves by combatants. Displacement 
peaked in 2003, with an estimated 3.4 
million people forced from their homes, 
most of them in eastern DRC.  
 
Following an upsurge of violence by mi-
litias in Ituri in mid-2003, the UN Secu-
rity Council authorised the MONUC (UN 
Mission in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo) peacekeeping force, under 
“Chapter VII” of the UN Charter, to use 
all necessary means to protect civilians 
under imminent threat of physical vio-
lence in Ituri and in the Kivus. MONUC 

was also tasked with monitoring compli-
ance with the arms embargo imposed by 
the UN Security Council in July 2003 on 
armed groups operating in eastern DRC. 
With the establishment in mid-2003 of a 
Transition Government, which included 
the main armed groups and the political 
opposition, violence decreased until mid-
2004.   
 
In the second half of 2004 and in 2005 
however, a series of crises caused height-
ened insecurity and displacement, and the 
Congolese government struggled to af-
firm its authority in the east of the coun-
try, particularly in Ituri and in the Kivus. 
One major problem was that while in 
theory former belligerents who joined the 
transitional government should have 
handed control of their armed groups to a 
new national army, in reality most of the 
combatants were still controlled by the 
same military hierarchies as before the 
transition (ICG, 30 March 2005). Also, 
the looting of DRC's natural resources by 
various armed groups continued, and 
those responsible for their illegal exploi-
tation had not been held responsible 
(IRIN, 3 September 2004; HRW, 2 June 
2005). Weapons continued to be chan-
nelled to various armed groups in DRC 
from neighbouring countries, despite the 
establishment of the arms embargo (AI, 5 
July 2005). National elections planned 
for June 2005 were delayed, notably due 
to insecurity and to the logistical chal-
lenge of registering 28 million voters in a 
country with limited infrastructure 
(Reuters, 1 June 2005). The voter regis-
tration process started on 20 June, 2005 
(IRIN, 26 July 2005). 
 
In March 2005, the UN Security Council 
noted that the situation in the DRC con-
tinued to constitute a threat to interna-
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tional peace and security in the region 
(UNSC, 30 March 2005). The Hutu 
Rwandan Armed Liberation Forces 
(FDLR), Mai Mai factions, and other lo-
cal armed groups were still attacking the 
local population. Unruly and unpaid 
Congolese military personnel were also 
reported to terrorise farmers, steal live-
stock and pillage local plantations (ODI, 
25 May 2005). According to the UN Sec-
retary-General, reports have been re-
ceived of collaboration between 
Rwandan Hutu rebels and Mai Mai mili-
tias, and between Rwandan Hutu rebels 
and elements of the Congolese army 
(UNSC, 22 March 2005). Despite the 
presence of UN peacekeepers, militias in 
Ituri attacked the population, collected 
revenues from gold-mining, and smug-
gled goods and weapons to and from 
neighbouring Uganda.  
 
From February 2004, dissident officers 
from the former rebel movement Ras-
semblement Congolais pour la Démoc-
ratie-Goma (RCD-G) sparked clashes in 
North and South Kivu which resulted in 
the displacement of tens of thousands in 
May/June 2004, particularly of ethnic 
Tutsi (ICG, 30 March 2005). Many also 
fled after the fighting out of fear of ethni-
cally-based reprisals, since the dissident 
commanders were Tutsi (USAID, 20 Au-
gust 2004; MONUC, 4 August 2004). 
Years of war have contributed to hostility 
against the Congolese Tutsis as they are 
increasingly identified as "Rwandan" by 
other Congolese (HRW, 12 June 2004). 
Over 150 ethnic Tutsi refugees from 
DRC were also massacred across the 
border in Burundi in August 2004. Fol-
lowing the targeting of ethnic Tutsi, the 
Rwandan government mobilised its 
troops along its border with DRC, inter-
preting the violence as a threat against all 

Tutsi. The military mobilisation as a re-
sponse to the massacre played on the 
fears of many people in DRC that 
Rwanda might still be planning a large-
scale intervention. In response to threats 
by Rwanda in December 2004 to enter 
the DRC to disarm Rwandan Hutu rebels 
by force, additional Congolese troops 
were sent to North Kivu. Since then, dif-
ferent segments of the Congolese army in 
the region – members of the former Con-
golese Army and members of the former 
rebel group RCD-Goma reportedly 
backed by Rwanda – have repeatedly 
clashed. In December 2004, fighting and 
soldiers’ looting of homes and shops in 
North Kivu caused the displacement of 
more than 180,000 people, many of them 
into forested areas (HRW, 21 December 
2004).  
 
The peacekeeping mission MONUC has 
over 16,000 troops, who are mainly 
tasked to facilitate and assist the transi-
tion process. The main countries contrib-
uting troops are Pakistan, India, Uruguay, 
Bangladesh and South Africa (MONUC, 
15 July 2005). In September 2004, the 
UN and the Congolese government 
started to disarm and reintegrate ex-
combatants in Ituri. Delays and a slow 
disarmament, demobilisation, reintegra-
tion and rehabilitation process, however, 
led to the remobilisation of militias and 
widespread insecurity, according to the 
UN Office for the Coordination of Hu-
manitarian Affairs (OCHA) (OCHA, 23 
June 2005). Still, some 10,000 combat-
ants – 3,000 of them children – had put 
down their weapons, either voluntarily or 
by force, as of April 2005 (OCHA, 20 
April 2005; AFP 19 April 2005). One of 
the biggest clashes involving MONUC 
troops in eastern Congo occurred in early 
March 2005, when peacekeepers killed at 
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least 50 militiamen a few days after nine 
Bangladeshi UN troops were killed in an 
ambush in Ituri.  
 
Most IDPs live with host communities or 
hide in forests. Following massive in-
fluxes of people, IDP camps have also 
been set up, particularly in Ituri, North 
Kivu and Katanga. The latest IDP esti-
mate from OCHA is some 2.3 million. 
This figure is to be taken with caution, as 
the IDP estimates of several provinces 
have not been updated since 2003, and 
while new IDPs figures are usually 
added, those IDPs who return are not al-
ways taken off the lists. About 95 per 
cent of IDPs are in six provinces: Orien-
tale, North Kivu, South Kivu, Maniema, 
Equateur and Katanga (OCHA, 8 June 
2005). 
 
 
While some return, many others 
are displaced in 2005 
 
From mid-2003 to mid-2005, an esti-
mated 900,000 IDPs returned to their 
homes in eastern DRC, particularly in the 
provinces of Ituri, Maniema, Katanga and 
the Kivus, according to OCHA (OCHA, 
8 June 2005). Most of them returned 
home with little or no assistance. The 
pace of returned slowed down in the sec-
ond half of 2004, due to heightened inse-
curity in eastern DRC.  
 
Hundreds of thousands were displaced in 
the region in the first half of 2005. From 
the end of December 2004 to March 
2005, some 100,000 ethnic Hema Congo-
lese fled the attacks of ethnic Lendu mili-
tias in Djugu, a territory to the north of 
Ituri's main town, Bunia. Over 80,000 of 
them are now living in IDP camps. Dur-
ing their attacks, Lendu militias burnt 

down homes, looted food and animals, 
and destroyed crops that were growing in 
the fields (IRIN, 4 April 2005). UN ob-
servers and NGOs reported that the 
Lendu militias' objective was to change 
the ethnic composition of Djugu (IRIN, 
23 March 2005).  
 
Mai Mai militias continued to destabilise 
eastern DRC, despite having signed an 
agreement that incorporates them into the 
new national integrated army. In May 
2005, for example, at least 1,700 people 
fled attacks by Mai Mai in Katanga Prov-
ince, during which the militias raped 
women and girls and burnt houses (IRIN, 
8 June 2005, Mai Mai).  
 
In June 2005, members of the Congolese 
army caused the displacement of 190 
families from villages close to Bukavu, 
South Kivu Province, following looting, 
extra-judicial executions and rapes 
(MONUC, 7 June 2005). The same 
month the Congolese army, supported by 
the Rwandan Hutu militia FDLR, caused 
the displacement of populations in Bu-
kavu, South Kivu, during fighting against 
another Hutu group called Rastas 
(OCHA, 7 June 2005). The FDLR signed 
an agreement at the end of March 2005, 
under which it would demobilise and re-
turn to Rwanda, but it continued to attack 
civilians nevertheless, causing the dis-
placement of thousands in North and 
South Kivu (IRIN, 8 June 2005, North 
Kivu; MONUC, 13 June 2005). In July 
2005, the UN Security Council con-
demned the massacre of some 50 people, 
most of them women and children, who 
were reported to have been burned alive 
by Hutu militias in South Kivu (UNSC, 
13 July 2005; IRIN, 14 July 2005).  
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The International Rescue Committee es-
timates that 3.8 million people have died 
as a result of the war since 1998 (IRC, 8 
December 2004).  
 
 
Physical security 
 
The protection of the displaced and other 
civilians remains a serious concern 
throughout DRC, particularly in the Ki-
vus, Katanga, Maniema and Ituri. In June 
2005, the UN Inter-Agency Internal Dis-
placement Division reported continuing 
widespread human rights violations by 
armed groups, including killings, rape, 
sexual exploitation, abductions, forcible 
conscription of children, looting, plunder-
ing of crops, illegal taxation and general 
harassment of civilians. It also said that 
the illegal exploitation of natural re-
sources (gold, coltan and diamonds), and 
the smuggling of goods and weapons 
added to the violence (OCHA, 8 June 
2005).  
 
Rape has been used extensively as a 
weapon of war by virtually all the forces 
involved in the conflict (HRW, 7 March 
2005; AI, 27 November 2003). 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 popula-
tion into submission, to punish them for 
allegedly supporting enemy forces or to 
provide gratification for the fighters 
(HRW, 7 March 2005; AI, 26 October 
2004). Thousands of women have also 
been abducted and kept as slaves in the 
forces’ camps to provide sexual, domes-
tic and agricultural services. Often the 
combatants take the women’s clothes so 
that they cannot run away (International 
Alert & al., 2005). From 1998 to 2004, 

over 40,000 women were raped in eastern 
DRC, according to a World Health Or-
ganisation representative (IRIN, 8 March 
2004). In July 2004, the UN reported that 
70 per cent of the women interviewed in 
the town of Kalemie, Katanga Province, 
and in neighbouring IDP camps had been 
victims of rape (OCHA, 31 July 2004). In 
the first half of 2005, over 200 women 
and girls were raped in Walungu terri-
tory, South Kivu, mostly by armed men 
(OCHA, 31 May 2005). Men and boys in 
increasing numbers are also reporting 
having been sexually assaulted by com-
batants (HRW, 7 March 2005). The UN 
agency UNIFEM also denounced sexual 
mutilation and cannibalism by various 
armed groups against Pygmy women 
(UN News Service, 4 November 2003). 
Members of the MONUC peacekeeping 
force have also committed abuses against 
displaced women and girls. The highly 
publicised scandal over UN peacekeepers 
and child prostitution led to an investiga-
tion by the UN Office of Internal Over-
sight Services. The office identified a 
pattern of sexual exploitation by uni-
formed personnel involving women and 
girls and asked the concerned troop-
contributing countries to take swift disci-
plinary action. In a report to the UN Se-
curity Council, the UN Secretary-General 
noted that the reputation of MONUC had 
been severely damaged by acts of sexual 
exploitation and abuse committed by 
some peacekeepers against the local 
population (UNSC, 22 March 2005). 
 
Many displaced children have been 
forced into the ranks of the armed groups. 
Although the total number of children 
associated with the armed forces and 
groups is unknown, estimates vary from 
20,000 to 40,000 (UNICEF, 7 May 
2004). Save the Children said in 2003 
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that it was difficult to escape the impres-
sion that the town of Bunia, Ituri District, 
had been taken over by children, who 
were used by local militias to terrorise its 
residents (SCF-UK, 9 June 2003). As of 
mid-2005, according to UNICEF, at least 
3,000 children were still in the hands of 
militias in Ituri and an even greater num-
ber remained in armed groups in the rest 
of the country (IRIN, 5 April 2005). Girls 
too are recruited, and often suffer both 
sexual abuse and forced labour (AI, 9 
September 2003). Up to 12,500 girls 
were estimated to be in armed groups as 
of early 2005 (Save the Children Alli-
ance, 25 April 2005).  
 
 
Humanitarian conditions 
 
Despite the establishment of the Transi-
tion Government, civilians continue to 
live in crisis conditions in many parts of 
the DRC. Millions lack access to basic 
infrastructure (health centres, schools and 
roads), potable water, food, seeds, tools, 
clothes and straw to build houses.  
 
With DRC’s healthcare structures col-
lapsing, displaced people are particularly 
vulnerable to infectious diseases. In Ma-
niema Province, for example, 80 per cent 
of healthcare structures have been de-
stroyed during the fighting or in subse-
quent looting (OCHA, 2 January 2004). 
In Ituri, over a thousand people were be-
lieved to have caught the Bubonic Plague 
in 2004. A DRC Health Ministry official 
attributed the upsurge to incessant popu-
lation displacements caused by the con-
tinued fighting between rebel groups 
(IRIN, 29 July 2004). Also in Ituri, over-
crowding and poor sanitation were killing 
some 25 IDPs every day in just one camp 
in early 2005 (Reuters, 23 March 2005). 

In March and April 2005, aid workers 
were unable due to insecurity to reach 
thousands of displaced in camps in Ituri, 
where cholera had broken out (IRIN, 22 
April 2005). Displaced people are also 
disproportionately exposed to HIV/AIDS 
infection, as they usually lack the means 
to protect themselves and do not have 
information about its transmission. In 
eastern provinces, up to 20 per cent of the 
population may be infected with HIV 
(IRIN, 5 November 2003).  
 
The displacement of farmers, the burning 
of fields and food stocks, and the destruc-
tion of infrastructure have caused wide-
spread malnutrition in eastern DRC, an 
area with considerable agricultural poten-
tial. According to the UN, an estimated 
1.9 million children suffered from acute 
malnutrition as of mid-2004 (UNICEF, 7 
May 2004). Save the Children Alliance 
also reported that in the first four months 
of 2005, 59,000 children died as a direct 
and indirect result of the conflict in the 
DRC, the vast majority of them from eas-
ily preventable and curable causes such 
as diarrhoea, malnutrition and malaria 
(Save the Children Alliance, 27 April 
2005). 
 
Without food, medicines and shelter, dis-
placed people have also been denied a 
range of other essential rights. Few attend 
school in the current war-damaged educa-
tion system, reducing their prospects for 
a more secure future. Only 40 per cent of 
children in eastern DRC are enrolled in 
school, and in some areas, such as in 
North Kivu, only a third of girls go to 
school (UNICEF, 16 December 2004). 
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Inadequate response to the needs 
of IDPs and returnees 
 
At the national level, both the Ministry 
for Solidarity and Humanitarian Affairs 
and the Ministry for Social Affairs have 
responsibility for responding to the needs 
of IDPs. The first focuses on protection 
and assistance during displacement, 
while the second is the focal point for 
return (OCHA, 23 September 2004). 
Other ministries also have some respon-
sibilities towards IDPs, which compli-
cates coordination arrangements (OCHA, 
8 June 2005). 
 
In November 2004, the UN Secretary-
General appointed Ross Mountain, a na-
tional of New Zealand, as his Deputy 
Special Representative for the DRC. In 
this capacity, he also serves as Resident 
Coordinator and Humanitarian Coordina-
tor for the DRC and is responsible for 
ensuring a strategic and coordinated re-
sponse to internal displacement in the 
country (UN SG, 18 November 2004).  
 
UN agencies, national and international 
NGOs and the ICRC are providing IDPs 
with food and non-food items, seeds and 
tools, health care, and emergency educa-
tion. However, according to the Internal 
Displacement Division, while a number 
of agencies are involved in activities re-
lated to return and reintegration, there is 
as yet no overall strategic framework. As 
a result, in most cases humanitarian and 
development actors operate in separate 
worlds (OCHA, 8 June 2005).  
 
Humanitarian activities related to the re-
turn of IDPs have up to now been fo-
cused on transport assistance and the 
distribution of return packages, mainly 
because of lack of funding for other pro-

jects, such as the rebuilding of infrastruc-
ture and basic services in return areas. In 
2005 UNDP launched, in partnership 
with the Congolese Ministry of Social 
Affairs, a Pilot Project on Return and Re-
integration of IDPs in the DRC. Close to 
1,600 IDPs were helped to return to their 
villages in Equateur and Orientale Prov-
inces (IRIN, 23 May 2005). According to 
the Internal Displacement Division, the 
project demonstrated that many IDPs in 
the DRC are ready to return to their 
homes if minimal support is provided. It 
also showed that for returns to be sus-
tainable, improved collaboration between 
a wide range of government authorities, 
humanitarian and development organisa-
tions is needed.  
 
The worsening security situation since 
mid-2004 slowed down assistance to 
IDPs, particularly in Ituri. Armed groups 
in Ituri killed several peacekeepers, and 
repeatedly attacked, looted and took hos-
tage humanitarian staff operating in that 
region (Medair, 17 June 2005). In June 
2005, several humanitarian NGOs sus-
pended their assistance activities in cer-
tain part of Ituri, like Solidarity in the 
IDP camp of Gina (Solidarités, 19 July 
2005). 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.  
 
Funding has also been inadequate. In or-
der to address this question, DRC has 
been chosen as a pilot country for the 
Good Humanitarian Donorship initiative. 
Under this initiative, 18 donors have 
pledged to improve the flexibility of their 
financing, provide funds based on need, 
reinforce local capacities to prevent cri-
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Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in DR 
Congo. The full country profile is avail-
able online here. 

ses, respond rapidly and support the tran-
sition from emergency to development 
through appropriate funding (OCHA, 31 
July 2004). Still, the level of funds com-
mitted to respond to the humanitarian 
needs of IDPs has remained disappoint-
ing. The 2004 UN Consolidated Appeal, 
which requested $163 million compared 
to $268 million for the 2003 Appeal, re-
ceived just 73 per cent of the requested 
funds. For 2005, the humanitarian com-
munity has requested some $185 million 
for essential life-saving assistance 
(UNSC, 22 March 2005). 
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go List of Sources page of our website. 
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25 
million 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 Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in some 50 countries.  
 
It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to 
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for 
durable solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
 
 
Media contact: 
 
Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer 
Database / Communication Coordinator 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 03 
Email: jens.eschenbaecher@nrc.ch
 
 
 
 
 
 

Global IDP Project 
Norwegian Refugee Council 

Chemin de Balexert 7-9 
1219 Geneva, Switzerland 

www.idpproject.org  
Tel:  +41 22 799 0700 
Fax:  +41 22 799 0701 

 13

http://www.idpproject.org/
mailto:jens.eschenbaecher@nrc.ch
http://www.idpproject.org/

	 
	 
	Sources:  
	Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer 
	Global IDP Project 



