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DRC, GOMA: A FATAL PAUSE IN THE 
CARE AND PROTECTION OF CHILDREN

WHy
War Child is issuing this Child Protection Alert 
to highlight the acute and ongoing threat to 
the lives of children and young people due to 
the current humanitarian crisis in North Kivu. 

WHERE
Spontaneous camps for the Internally 
Displaced, north of Goma town.

WHO
Over 275,000 children affected - and 
an estimated 26,5001 children (including 
those unaccompanied)without the means 
for survival and protection in spontaneous 
camps.

WHEN
Immediate and urgent action needed for the 
rainy season.

WHAT
Food, water, shelter, medical services and 
Child Protection mechanisms are urgently 
needed in the camps: 
-  Donors must ensure the crisis response 

is fast and efficient by providing urgent 
funding to the humanitarian appeal. 

-  Vulnerable children must be identified and 
registered in order that they can receive 
life-saving aid.

-  Sufficient trained UN staff and police must 
be deployed to the spontaneous camps to 
help prevent acute Child Protection risks.

-  Close monitoring of needs and long term 
planning for reintegration services must 
be prioritised.
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THE HERE 
AND NOW

Since April 2012, the eastern region of DRC has seen a 
rampant escalation of violence owing to clashes between 
a new rebel movement called the ‘M23’2  and the National 
Congolese Army. Confrontations between the two warring 
parties and their attempts to seize and maintain areas of 
control have devastated whole communities. 

Almost a quarter of a million people have been displaced 
by the conflict in North Kivu alone3 since April this year 
and the area is now home to well over half a million IDP’s.4  
Local families have fled the fighting and an estimated 
50,0005 people are now living in spontaneous camps for 
Internally Displaced People (IDPs) around Goma. A further 
57,000 people are estimated to have fled into neighbouring 
countries.6 DRC has a predominantly young population 
that have been severely impacted by renewed clashes: the 
UN emergency response cluster for education has found 
that, “275,606 primary school-aged displaced children 
have been affected”7  by the recent violence.

DRC has experienced crisis upon crisis which has created 
ongoing displacements. Due to the risks of impending 
violence and insecurity, the majority of those that have 
been forced to flee their homes years ago are still not in a 
situation in which they can return home. As a result, official 
IDP camps run by the United Nations and its partners are 
already beyond manageable capacity, forcing families 
of the more recent conflict to go into ‘spontaneous’ or 
unofficial camps.

WE HAvE RECEIvED NO FOOD, 
NO SHELTER, WE’vE bEEN IN THE 
CAMP ALMOST 1 MONTH.....WE ARE 
EATING jUST A LITTLE, ONCE A DAy
...I THINk WE HAvE FOOD FOR jUST 
ANOTHER FOUR DAyS. I DO NOT 
kNOW WHERE My FAMILy IS, WE 
ARE ALONE HERE IN THIS CAMP.’ 

Young girl in the spontaneous camp

275,606 
PRIMARy SCHOOL’AGED 
DISPLACED CHILDREN HAvE 
bEEN AFFECTED
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Despite the swelling in size and population of the 
spontaneous camps, their location – having close proximity 
to areas of violence and no water sources nearby – means 
they do not meet international guidelines. The UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR) is not able to officially recognise camps 
until they have existed for three months. Instead, those 
that ran away with nothing, including children on their 
own, and who are based only 20 kilometres from the 
frontline, are without any reliable access to food, water 
and shelter. The designated mechanism responsible for 
meeting the needs of IDP’s8, in the period before UNHCR 
recognises official camps, is underfunded by donors and 
has been consequently slow to respond. Comprehensive 
help is not yet on its way and people’s personal supplies 
are depleting rapidly. Individuals must be registered as a 
matter of urgency in order that aid reaches those in need 
and UNHCR must continue to monitor the situation closely 
to ensure their response is commensurate to the level of need.  

The rainy season is already beginning to set-in, bringing 
with it high risks of endemic diseases breaking out and 
spreading rapidly through the camps, where families sleep 
on the ground that will soon turn to mud. Children face 
immediate health risks from lack of food, unclean drinking 
water and insecure living environments. This is an all-out 
emergency in a country that was already deemed to be 
one of, if not the, worst humanitarian crises the world has 
seen “in terms of both intensity and magnitude”.9 

CHILDREN FACE IMMEDIATE 
HEALTH RISkS FROM LACk 
OF FOOD, UNCLEAN DRINkING 
WATER AND INSECURE LIvING 
ENvIRONMENTS
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THE STATISTICS

The number of displaced children in North 
Kivu alone could fill the Olympic stadium 
almost three times.10

There are over 275,000 children affected by 
the current crisis11 and an estimated 26,500 
children12 at acute risk in the spontaneous 
camps. 

60, 000 children are at risk of losing out 
on their education due to the current crisis.13  

Half of the overall 2.2 million14 displaced 
population of DRC are children15  

1 million children are now suffering from 
Severe Acute Malnutrition.16 
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THESE 
STATISTICS ARE 
ALIvE

On the 16th August, War Child DRC staff travelled to the 
spontaneous camps near Goma to make an assessment of 
the situation for IDP children and identify the main gaps 
in provision. These can hardly be called camps – there is 
little to no provision being made for people in the areas 
where those fleeing the violence have gathered. From an 
initial assessment that War Child conducted with other key 
actors, over 250 separated children were identified  – who 
have been lost, abandoned or orphaned as a result of the 
recent violence. The true scale of this problem is likely to 
transpire to be a lot greater than is currently known once 
formal registrations begin from UNHCR. 

War Child staff were shocked to hear the stories young 
children and what they experienced before reaching the 
camp:17 

FRANCINE
Francine is 10 years old. 

At this point Francine could no longer speak. She opened 
her mouth to speak but no sound came out. 

ONE EvENING THERE WAS A LOT OF GUNFIRE AND WE RAN AWAy. GUN SHOTS 
AND bOMbS WENT OFF AND My MOTHER FELL DOWN IN FRONT OF ME. A 
bULLET HAD GONE INTO HER CHEST.  SHE TOOk My HAND ’STILL LyING ON THE 
GROUND’ AND TOLD ME TO RUN.  WE HAD TO LEAvE My MOTHER THERE   THEy 
TOLD ME SHE WAS DEAD.  WHEN I THINk OF HER I CRy, I HURT.’
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jEANETTE is 17. Her father died when she was ten 
and she was brought up by her mother. She fled from 
the village of Rugari after witnessing the bombing of her 
aunt’s home:        

 
When Jeanette reached the spontaneous camp, she knew 
no one. “Without a family, in a displaced people’s camp 
with no food, I will go with the first person to offer me a 
family life. I am not really old enough to get married.  But 
really I do not know what to do. I have no tent, no family, 
nothing.”

WE FOUND TWO bURNT bODIES IN 
FRONT OF THE HOUSE ’ IT WAS My 
AUNT AND My GRANDFATHER THEy 
WERE ALREADy DEAD.  IT WAS THE 
FIRST TIME I HAD SEEN A PERSON 
COMPLETELy bURNT.’

WE DID NOT HAvE TIME TO LOOk 
AFTER THEM OR bURy THEIR 
bODIES bECAUSE THERE WERE 
MORE bULLETS WHISTLING PAST 
AND bOMbS FALLING’ jEANETTE 
HAS LOST HER WHOLE FAMILy AND 
LIvES WITH THE TRAUMA OF WHAT 
SHE SAW, ’I LEFT My AUNT AND 
My GRANDFATHER LyING IN THE 
OPEN AIR WITHOUT bURyING THEM.  
MAybE THEy WERE NOT EvEN DEAD 
WHEN WE LEFT THEM’. 

I NEvER WANT TO GO THROUGH 
WHAT HAPPENED AT RUGARI EvER 
AGAIN.  NOW I UNDERSTAND WHAT 
DEATH IS.  WHEN My FATHER DIED I 
DID NOT kNOW WHAT THAT REALLy 
MEANT.  NOW I kNOW WHAT IT IS TO 
DIE.  My GOD SAvE ME FROM SEEING 
SUCH THINGS AGAIN.
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bELLE
Belle is 10. She lives in a camp with her little brother after 
escaping with her family from Rugari. 

Belle’s pregnant mother went back to the house to collect 
their belongings so they could escape but, “As my mother 
was coming back we saw tanks with soldiers behind her.  
They started firing and I saw my mother fall from the 
motorbike. My father pulled us away and we ran away 
leaving my mother on the ground”.

Their mother eventually returned and found them in the 
camp, but she was no longer pregnant: “She had a wound 
on her chin.  She told us that a bullet hit her chin and she 
fell off the bike - the fall made her lose the baby.  She told 
me that she had seen the bodies of my two older brothers 
along the road.  She could not stop for them but she knew 
that they were already dead.”

Two days after being reunited with her mother, Belle’s 
father, mother and three of her little brothers disappeared. 
Belle and her brother are now on their own: “If I am lucky 
they will come and look for us.  If I am unlucky they will not 
come back.  I will stay in the camp with [my brother] Remi.  

Maybe God will send good people to give us food and 
clothes. When I think of the war I feel bad in the stomach 
and my heart beats very fast. I am scared. Remi says he 
wants to see our dead brothers again and our parents. I tell 
him ‘you will see them in heaven’”. 

’
EACH DAy SOLDIERS CAME INTO 
OUR vILLAGE TO bEAT PEOPLE 
AND STEAL.  I DON’T kNOW IF 
THEy WERE M23 OR GOvERNMENT 
SOLDIERS.  ONE DAy WE SAW LOTS 
OF SOLDIERS MOvING ON FOOT.  

THERE WERE A GREAT MANy OF 
THEM AND THEy WENT OFF INTO 
THE bUSH.  My MOTHER STARTED 
SAyING, ’IT IS WAR, IT IS WAR!!! 

THEN WE HEARD GUNFIRE AND 
FALLING bOMbS.  THERE WERE LOTS 
OF bULLETS AND WE COULD NOT 
MOvE.
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HIGH CHILD PROTECTION RISkS

As well as the lack of basic service provision and daily needs 
for survival on top of what they have experienced before 
even entering the camps, children are desperately lacking 
the support structures needed for their protection and 
they are being put at risk of yet more violence, neglect and 
trauma once they have arrived in the spontaneous camps.

Years of conflict has created a web of human rights abuses 
perpetrated against children and young people in the DRC. 
In times of acute crisis and emergency, they are increasingly 
vulnerable and unprotected and risks to their safety and 
security are heightened significantly.  Without sufficient 
trained police or UN presence around the unofficial camps, 
these include:

• Sexual violence, abuse and rape
• Entering into early or forced marriages
•  Being recruited by armed forces or armed groups to be 

used as soldiers or carry out other military duties
• Becoming permanently homeless and displaced
•  Missing out on an education, unable to catch up into 

their adulthood
•  Becoming involved in dangerous and exploitative 

livelihoods (such as sex work) as a means of survival

In addition to these immediate and serious threats, there 
is an added dimension of complexity which prevents 
children and young people receiving the care they need in 
the result of any of these atrocities taking place. Only 28% 
of the population of DRC are registered at birth19  – this 
means that almost three-quarters of those seeking any 
form of service from medical to social, may be unable to 
get access in the aftermath of disease and trauma. This is 
extremely pertinent to the current crisis in which children 
have been separated from family and care structures and 
- if unregistered - there is no official record of the child’s 
existence. This presents a real challenge that may prevent 
their reunification with family members. 

HELP IS NOT AT HAND

What has gone wrong? Although the camps have been 
developing since May, and have swelled rapidly in numbers 
during July and August, response from UN actors and the 
International Community has been slow and patchy at 
best. War Child staff have met young children who have 
been in Kibati camp since 7 July 2012 but have received 
no aid at all from any source, for over one month: “we 
have received no food, no shelter, we’ve been in the camp 
almost 1 month.....we are eating just a little, once a day...I 
think we have food for just another four days”, a young girl 
told us. She said, “I do not know where my family is, we are 
alone here in this camp”. 

Many children like this girl are sleeping out in the open air 
and surviving on the food which they managed to bring 
with them as they fled their village in the darkness under 

’
CONFLICT’RELATED DISPLACEMENT 
DESTROyS CHILDREN’S LIvES

“Children may be separated from those who care for 
them and put at risk of sexual abuse and exploitation 
and recruitment into armed forces.

Their entire childhoods may be disrupted, with little 
access to education and few opportunities as they grow 
older to take on the usual roles and responsibilities of 
adulthood. While all these issues also affect refugees, 
research shows that internally displaced women and 
children usually fare even worse.” 18 

’
WE HAvE RECEIvED NOTHING FROM 
NO ONE; WE ARE NOT SURE HOW WE 
WILL SURvIvE... I DO NOT kNOW IF 
My PARENTS ARE STILL ALIvE.’ 

Young girl in the improvised camp talking 
to War Child20 
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gunfire. UNHCR’s formal mandate means that that they will 
not be able to meet the basic needs of the newly displaced 
population in spontaneous camps until October, by which 
time the rainy season will have begun in earnest and food 
stocks in the camps would have run out.

The worst part is; this situation is avoidable.  

With adequate forward planning, coordination of efforts 
and commitment to acting fast regardless of camps being 
official or unofficial, much of the escalation of need that  
results from a slow response could have been avoided as 
well as the onset of starvation, disease and violence which 
we are already seeing happening on mass.

In its own words, the UN says: “The need for robust 
OCHA support is crucial in 2012 to ensure that targeted 
humanitarian protection and assistance strategies are 
developed and implemented; that the appropriate 
coordination, information and pooled-funding mechanisms 
are effectively managed; and that humanitarian action 
is dovetailed with stabilization, development and 
peacebuilding efforts.”21  OCHA have been advocating for 

increased funds and for recognition of the severity of this 
situation,  Valerie Amos, UN Under-Secretary-General for 
Humanitarian Affairs stated that; “While it is clear that 
there are competing humanitarian demands around the 
world, we must not forget the people of the DRC, they 
are in the midst of one of the most complex humanitarian 
crises in the world and deserve our continued support.”22  
But few signs of progress have been made in triggering 
an international response – meanwhile IDP’s are left to 
fend for themselves in the chaos that has wracked their 
young lives. The lethargy with which this situation has 
been approached, represents a fatal pause in care and 
protection. 

’
HERE IN THE CAMP, I DO NOT 
kNOW ANyONE AND HAvE 
NOTHING TO EAT..NObODy HAS 
COME TO US TO GIvE US FOOD.
OTHER CHILDREN ARE WITH 
THEIR PARENTS, I’M ALONE. 
I’M AFRAID TO GO bACk HOME 
ALONE, EvERyONE SAyS A 
WAR IS GOING ON.’ 

Young girl in the spontaneous camp
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THE bIGGER 
PICTURE

"THE FIGHTING IN EASTERN DRC 
IS CONDUCTED WITHOUT ANy 
RESPECT FOR THE SAFETy 
OF CIvILIANS AND IN CLEAR 
vIOLATION OF INTERNATIONAL 
HUMANITARIAN AND HUMAN 
RIGHTS PRINCIPLES.23" 

IRONIC TRENDS 

DRC has some striking paradoxes:
•  It is one of the most resource rich countries in the 

world24  and yet it is also the least developed.  
•  It is home to the largest UN Peacekeeping force on 

earth and the largest humanitarian coordination office 
(UN OCHA)25 and yet it has some of the highest levels of 
violence and humanitarian need in the world.

•  The urgent needs of the population of the DRC have 
been rising, yet DRC ranks as the 5th most underfunded 
emergency in the world.26 

Each of these factors demonstrates the need for a thorough 
assessment of current policies and practices related to DRC.  

Figure 1: DFID budget and spend DRC 2006-2014

Money is not the magic bandage that can mend the fabric 
of a broken society. However, funding is a core issue for 
DRC.  Even if the political context, corruption and lack of 
transparency, means that channels for aid are limited - the 
absence of social welfare structures and weak governance 
makes it even more vital that citizens can access life-saving 
assistance from the humanitarian community when they 
need it in time such as this. 

Without state-led responses, the international community 
has a critical role to play in terms of meeting immediate 
needs. Yet, the Humanitarian Action Plan is only 41% 
funded, and as the situation deteriorates once more and 
needs mount, donors need to respond more quickly and 
comprehensively.  

In contrast to the increase in humanitarian needs in DRC, 
for the past 4 years DRC has been victim to ‘donor fatigue’ 
and contributions (both current and planned) have seen a 
steady decline. 

Figure 1 shows a significant reduction in DFID’s planned 
budget over the next two years.  DfID is not the only donor 
hoping to reduce the DRC’s burden on its budgets: this 
graph is reflective of a broader trend recognised by the 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA). Plans to reduce aid to DRC in the medium-term are 
looking inappropriate in light of the resurgence in violence 
in the eastern part of the country.  Unless these planned 
reductions are revised such drastic reductions in aid flows 
will have a dangerous impact on affected populations.

In sum, regardless of DRC currently being the 8th largest 
global recipient of humanitarian aid,27  the structures in 
place seem to be unable to respond quickly to emerging 
needs on the ground and do not sufficiently tackle the root 
causes and drivers to conflict.
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INTO ACTION

Donors and agencies should hasten their response to 
this crisis and recognise its level of severity by fulfilling 
funding requirements for the Humanitarian Appeal 
Process (HAP).

Child protection measures must be put in place by UN 
actors with immediate effect to prevent further risks to 
children and young people, including the deployment of 
police/MONUSCO staff in and around the camps that are 
trained in Child Protection, to provide security.

Unaccompanied and vulnerable children must be 
proactively and quickly identified in order that they can 
receive the vital services required for their survival and 
protection.

Needs must be comprehensively assessed in order to 
ensure adequate food and water supplies, durable and 
appropriate shelter, sanitation facilities and education 
provision. 

UNHCR must closely monitor the situation for children in 
IDP camps and recognise the camps in order that individuals 
are registered and included in urgent aid distributions.

Longer-term planning for this crisis must be prioritised 
in order to provide reintegration services for separated 
children in the camps.

DFID have a very significant budget for their work in 
DRC, but must have a specific and substantial budget line 
towards Child Protection work that supports their broader 
priorities.

DFID must adopt a Child Protection policy on order 
that they and their partners can carry out their work in 
consideration of best interests of the child and drawing on 
the established best practise in this area.
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AbOUT THE 
WAR CHILD ’
CHILD 
PROTECTION 
ALERT ’
(CPA) SERIES

War Child has almost two decades of experience working 
specifically with children and young people in some of the 
worst conflict affected areas of the world.

This new series is designed to alert international actors and 
decision-makers, the media and the general public to issues 
acutely affecting the protection and survival of children 
and young people in emerging situations of concern at a 
given time and place. 

We hope that highlighting specific emergency situations 
for children when their rights are being violated and 
needs being neglected will trigger a response from the 
international community and a resolved attitude not to 
accept the ongoing abhorrent treatment of children in 
particular situations across the globe.

When you see this symbol, please pay attention and help 
us spread the word:

WAR CHILD is on the ground is North Kivu in some of the 
worst affected areas, providing support and assistance to 
separated and unaccompanied children.

For more information on this alert and to be put in touch 
with our staff in the field, please contact the War Child 
London office on:

020 7916 9276
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END NOTES
1This figure is based on UNICEF estimates of the Child Population 
of DRC (under 18’s) being 53% and the total number of IDP’s in 
spontaneous camps at 50,000 persons. See: UNICEF West and Central 
Africa Factsheet (2011) for statistical table.p.2 - http://www.unicef.org/
hac2011/files/HAC2011_4pager_DRC_4pager.pdf. 
2M23 stands for the ‘March 23rd Movement’. 
3UNOCHA (article 9/8/12) - http://www.unocha.org/top-stories/all-
stories/drc-un-humanitarian-chief-calls-international-community-not-
forget-congolese.
4UNICEF (4/8/12), ‘Humanitarian Action Update: Democratic Republic 
of Congo’, p.2 - http://www.unicef.org/hac2012/files/UNICEF_DRC_
Humanitarian_Action_Update_2012.pdf.
5See: UNOPS Refugee update 15/8/12 - http://www.dc4idp.org/
htdocs/documents/camps/stats/120815_Statistiques_IDPs__North_
Kivu.pdf
6http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/North%20
Kivu%20Situation%20Report%20-%2015%20August.pdf.
7UN Valerie Amos: ‘DRC Education Cluster briefing note’, July/August 
2012, p.1.
8This is the the Rapid Response for Population Movements, RRMP. See 
recent RRMP report from 20/8/12: http://www.rrmp.org/contenu/
rapports/689.pdf.
9See IRIN News: http://www.irinnews.org/printreport.
aspx?reportid=1187, accessed 27/8/12. 
10This is based on the fact that the Olympic Stadium holds 80,000 
people and almost a quarter of a million people have been displaced 
by the conflict in North Kivu, an estimated half of which will be 
children. UNOCHA (article 9/8/12) - http://www.unocha.org/top-
stories/all-stories/drc-un-humanitarian-chief-calls-international-
community-not-forget-congolese.
11UN Valerie Amos: ‘DRC Education Cluster briefing note’, July/August 
2012, p.1.
12This figure is based on UNICEF estimates of the Child Population 
of DRC (under 18’s) being 53% and the total number of IDP’s in 
spontaneous camps at 50,000 persons. See: UNICEF West and Central 
Africa Factsheet (2011) for statistical table.p.2 - http://www.unicef.org/
hac2011/files/HAC2011_4pager_DRC_4pager.pdf. 
13See: http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/drcongo_65575.html - 
accessed 27/8/12. 
14See: http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e45c366.html. 
15UNICEF (4/8/12), ‘Humanitarian Action Update: Democratic Republic 
of Congo’, p.1 - http://www.unicef.org/hac2012/files/UNICEF_DRC_
Humanitarian_Action_Update_2012.pdf.
16UNICEF (4/8/12), ‘Humanitarian Action Update: Democratic Republic 
of Congo’, p.4 - http://www.unicef.org/hac2012/files/UNICEF_DRC_
Humanitarian_Action_Update_2012.pdf.
17These case studies have been collected by War Child UK staff in DRC. 
They have been edited by staff in the London office. Children’s names 
have been changed to protect their identities.
18Dale Buscher and Carolyn Makinson; FMR Brookings/Bern Special 
Issue: ‘Protection of IDP women, children and youth’, p. 15: http://
www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/FMRpdfs/
BrookingsSpecial/09.pdf.

19See: UNICEF (May 2012), ‘DRC country profile: maternal, newborn 
and child survival’, p. 4. http://www.childinfo.org/files/maternal/DI%20
Profile%20-%20Congo,%20Democratic%20Republic.pdf
20First-hand data and eye-witness accounts taken from War Child staff 
in the field, visiting camps on the 16th August 2012.
21See: http://www.unocha.org/where-we-work/democratic-republic-
congo-drc.
22OCHA article (accessed 27/8/12): DRC: UN Humanitarian Chief calls 
on the international community not to forget the Congolese people.
23See: http://www.unhcr.org/50126d3d9.html.
24See for example, Tearfund Submission to UK parliament, point 8: 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/
cmintdev/130/130vw25.htm.
25See: http://www.unocha.org/where-we-work/democratic-republic-
congo-drc.
26See: OCHA (August 2012), Situation Report for DRC, p.3.
27Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2012, pp.34-35: http://
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/
cmintdev/130/130vw25.htm. 

 


