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Protecting Civilians and Children in Eastern Democratic
Republic of the Congo: A Call for Urgent Action in North
Kivu

Introduction: A Deepening Crisis in North Kivu

The eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo stands at a critical breaking point. Despite
renewed diplomatic efforts and high-level regional agreements, the security and humanitarian
situation in North Kivu — particularly in and around Goma — has rapidly deteriorated. Armed
violence, forced displacement, economic collapse, and the systematic erosion of protection
mechanisms continue to define the daily reality for civilians, particularly women, children,
and internally displaced persons (IDPs).

This written statement is submitted by the Organisation Internationale pour les Pays les
Moins Avancés (OIPMA) in collaboration with a volunteer-run organisation operating a
children’s home in Mugunga District, near Goma. Based on direct observation and field
experience, this organisation has reported the resurgence of the Mouvement du 23 mars
(M23) armed group, the collapse of public services, and the absence of effective international
protection. Despite a bilateral agreement between the Democratic Republic of the Congo and
Rwanda in early 2025 — intended to end cross-border support for armed actors — conditions
for civilians have continued to worsen.

Organisation Internationale pour les Pays les Moins Avancés welcomes the forthcoming
report of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
Fact-Finding Mission on the situation in South and North Kivu provinces (OFFMK),
established under Human Rights Council resolution A/HRC/RES/S-37/1. The Mission's
work to investigate serious human rights violations, including those affecting women,
children, and displaced persons, is critical. As its findings are presented at this session,
Member States are urged to respond with urgency and to ensure that its recommendations are
implemented.

Children Caught in the Crossfire

Since 2019, the collaborating NGO has operated a residential home for children in Mugunga,
caring for individuals who have been orphaned or displaced. Until recently, those under care
attended school and lived with a degree of normalcy. That normalcy has now been disrupted.

In early 2025, members of the M23 armed group reportedly entered a local school compound
in what appeared to be an attempted forced recruitment operation. In response to the security
threat, the children under the organisation’s care were withdrawn from formal schooling, and
basic education is now being provided within the residence for their safety.

In January 2025, the residential facility itself was exposed to nearby armed clashes, leading
the children and their caretaker to flee on foot. One youth was injured during the incident and
required medical attention. A local community leader assisted in their evacuation to
temporary shelter in Goma but was killed shortly thereafter during related events. This loss
was deeply felt by the local community.

Erosion of Protection and the Rise of Impunity

Since late 2021, M23 has re-emerged as the dominant armed actor in North Kivu, occupying
strategic territory and repeatedly threatening urban centres. Despite international mediation
and the 2025 Rwanda— the Democratic Republic of the Congo agreement — which included
commitments to cease support for M23, deploy neutral observers, and reopen humanitarian
corridors — implementation has not materialised.

M23 continues to entrench its control, imposing illegal taxes, conducting forced conscription,
and perpetrating widespread human rights abuses, including summary executions and
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conflict-related sexual violence. Local trust in both the Congolese authorities and
international peacekeeping mechanisms has significantly eroded.

Following the withdrawal of the East African Community Regional Force in late 2024 — due
to the expiration of its mandate and widespread public dissatisfaction — a protection vacuum
has emerged, now exploited by multiple armed actors operating with impunity.

Humanitarian Collapse and Deteriorating Conditions

Essential services in affected areas have all but ceased. Armed checkpoints, arbitrary
taxation, and home raids have become routine. Financial services have collapsed, with both
banks and mobile money platforms shutting down, reportedly due to insecurity and
regulatory decisions by the national government that prohibit operations in M23-held
territories.

As formal employment vanishes and food prices for basic goods soar, affected families face
rising hunger and displacement. Local civil society groups continue operating under extreme
conditions to provide essential services — often at personal risk and without external support.

Violations of International Law
The violations outlined above constitute breaches of several key international legal
instruments, including:

» The Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols, which prohibit attacks on
civilians, forced recruitment, and collective punishment;

» The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which guarantees the protection of
children from violence, exploitation, and armed conflict;

» The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which prohibits the
recruitment of child soldiers and affirms the right to education and healthcare;

» The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which commits the international
community to act when a State fails to protect its population from mass atrocities.

The Human Rights Council must act in line with these obligations by supporting not only
monitoring and reporting mechanisms but also concrete protection and assistance measures.

Recommendations

Organisation Internationale pour les Pays les Moins Avancés urges the Human Rights
Council and Member States to implement the following measures:
Protection of Civilians and Children

+ Deploy independent human rights monitors, including child protection specialists, to
North Kivu.

« Provide financial and technical support to local organisations operating under duress.

Accountability for Human Rights Violations
+ Act with urgency on the findings of the OHCHR Fact-Finding Mission (OFFMK).

« Support independent judicial mechanisms — domestic and international — to ensure
accountability for perpetrators.

» Engage regional actors to facilitate cooperation with investigations and monitoring
missions.
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Support for Community-Based Resilience

» Expand flexible, multi-year funding for local civil society, including faith-based
groups.

* Prioritise initiatives that keep youth engaged in education and shielded from
recruitment.
Restoration of Services and Economic Life

« In cooperation with relevant UN agencies, establish mabile schools and safe learning
environments in areas of displacement.

« Deliver emergency food and cash assistance to families affected by conflict and
displacement.

Inclusive Accountability Mechanisms

* Ensure that affected communities, including youth and women’s organisations, are
involved in designing and participating in post-conflict justice mechanisms tied to
OFFMK outcomes.

Conclusion

North Kivu stands at a precipice. The situation facing children and civilians in and around
Goma illustrates the urgent need for robust international protection and accountability.

The killing of a community leader while assisting displaced persons, and the forced
withdrawal of children from schools due to insecurity, are clear indicators of state failure.
The Human Rights Council must not remain silent. The time for urgent, coordinated
international action is now.
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