I. INTRODUCTION

1. At the conclusion of its third UPR cycle in 2019, the DRC accepted 239 of the 267
recommendations made to it. The DRC assured the Human Rights Council that it would ensure
that the human rights and fundamental freedoms guaranteed to and recognized by citizens were
respected.! It expressed particular concern about the following, which are relevant to this
submission: the prosecution and conviction of alleged perpetrators of human rights violations;
impunity of human rights violators; access to justice and reparations for victims; and the
imperative need to restore peace and security in areas under attack by armed groups.?

2. We submit that in the five years since then, these pledges have not materialised into meaningful
improvement of the human rights situation. Our submission concerns two distinctive aspects of
the human rights situation of Christians in the DRC, through which we will engage with the
following themes:

A47 Good governance

B51 Right to an effective remedy

B52 Impunity

D21 Right to life

D42 Freedom of thought, conscience and religion
H1 Human rights defenders

1. THE DRC AND ITS INTERNATIONAL COMMITMENTS

Acknowledgement of some progress

3. We commend the achievement of some progress since the last UPR, notably:

e |nroads in tackling impunity, with a growing number of prosecutions for human rights
violations by members of the defence and security forces, and armed groups.?

e The adoption of Law No. 22/065 on protection and reparations for victims of conflict-
related sexual violence and Law No. 23/027 on the protection and responsibilities of
human rights defenders.

e The introduction of the use of mobile courts in conflict-ridden areas.

4. However, each of these has shortcomings. The actions taken against perpetrators are so
small a drop in the ocean of criminality as to be inconsequential. Furthermore, the
achievement is marred by ongoing weaknesses in the justice sector: for instance, in 2020, Islamist
gunmen from the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) stormed Kangbayi prison in Beni, North Kivu,
freeing some 1300 prisoners.* The cases cited as progress were tried are in military courts, as the
civilian courts do not have jurisdiction over serious crimes. The law on reparations is limited to
victims of sexual violence. The law on defenders contains provisions that observers consider
contrary to international standards.> And the mobile courts are not acts of sovereign
responsibility but have been designed, funded and supported by external entities such as the
United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the DRC (MONUSCO) and NGOs. We agree
with the UN’s team of international experts on the DRC that there is a correlation between the
absence of an adequate judicial system and the proliferation of armed groups and increased
violence, and that the security situation is a major obstacle to combating impunity.®



Concerns about the weakness of State measures to prevent and protect

5. We have previously condemned ADF violence against Christians and also the DRC's failure to
meet its obligations of prevention and protection.” We note that the Catholic bishops of the
ecclesiastical province of Bukavu have also complained about the State’s dereliction of duty: ‘The
security forces are showing themselves incapable of containing the violence of the several armed
groups which aim to control entire swathes of Congolese territory’.® Other credible complaints
have been made about the government’s priorities, with appeals for it to give ADF violence the
same attention as is given to that of the armed group known as M23.°

6. The aforementioned Bukavu bishops accused the government of failing to protect civilians from
ADF violence.'® The Archbishop of Bukavu has deplored the fact that ‘almost all the attacks are
occurring close to the places where the forces of law and order are stationed’ and the ‘the
absence of any genuine government authority throughout our territory’.!! The detrimental
absence of the State has also been noted by the UN’s group of international experts, something
particularly worrying in the light of the gradual disengagement of MONUSCO.*?

7. We share these concerns.

. CONCRETE EXAMPLES OF HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS FACED BY
CHRISTIANS IN THE DRC

8. In a situation where large swathes of the country have long suffered assaults from a variety of
armed groups, Christians have experienced two distinctive types of human rights violation:
attacks on the clergy for speaking out about the situation in the country, and lack of protection
for Christians from those seeking to set up an Islamic caliphate as part of the Islamic State.

A. Political violence and threats against the Church
9. We consider clergy who speak out about human rights issues to be human rights defenders.

10. The Catholic Church has traditionally been outspoken about the situation in the DRC.!® Faced with
a weak State presence in the Bukavu region, ‘the Catholic Church is one of the few bodies
speaking out against the injustice and violence’ and has consequently come under attack.** The
National Episcopal Conference of Congo (CENCO) complained about how the Archdiocese of
Kinshasa and its clergy were targeted:

a) Places of worship including tabernacles, Marian grottoes, altars and sanctuaries in the
Diocese of Mbujimayi were desecrated.®

b) On 31 July 2021, Augustin Kabuya, General Secretary of the Union for Democracy and
Social Progress, the country’s ruling party, accused Cardinal Fridolin Ambongo and Fr.
Donatien Nshole the Secretary General of CENCO, inter alia, of politicizing the church.*®

c) The next day, 1 August 2021, a group of people was able to vandalize the headquarters of
the Archdiocese of Kinshasa in Limete and the residence of Cardinal Fridolin Ambongo.
They also yelled insults and chanted offensive songs at the Cardinal.?’

11. We are not aware of any investigations or prosecutions undertaken, nor additional protection of
places of religious significance.



B. ADF attacks

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

The UN’s statistics since 2020 show that the ADF has been the deadliest of the non-State actors
operating in the DRC, and the level of its violence has been increasing year on year.'® The ADF has
been under international sanctions for several years.’® In 2015, the ADF started speaking about
its ideological alignment with Islamic State (IS) and the vision of a caliphate, and increased its
attacks on non-Muslim civilians.? In 2016, we warned about the ADF, arguing that it should be
seen as an Islamist threat ‘because of its Islamist imprint, the forced conversion of Christians, and
the presence of foreign recruits.”?! By early 2019, IS officially recognized the ADF as part of its
global structure by designating it one-half of its Central Africa Province.?

The ADF attacks State targets such as the armed forces and prisons as well as international
forces?® and also carries out summary executions, abductions, burning, looting, extortion and
sexual violence against civilians.?* Since declaring allegiance to IS, its attacks on Christians have
increased dramatically, along with its deployment of IS practices such as suicide bombings and
beheadings, some of which are captured on video and used as propaganda.?> These attacks have
a religious dimension and the DRC has consequently been in the top fifty countries in our World
Watch List global rankings for persecution of Christians every year since the last UPR.?®

In April 2021, CENCO condemned ADF’s violence, highlighting ‘attempted Islamisation, the forced
conversion of prisoners and the deaths of thousands — including children.””” The Bishop of
Butembo-Beni Diocese denounced the many human rights violations and terror attacks that
targeted Christians in his diocese, lamenting ‘not a day goes by without people being killed” and
what he called ‘a large-scale project [that] is underway to Islamize or expel the indigenous
populations.’”® Escaped Christian captives always relate how the ADF making them choose
between death and converting to Islam.?® The Bishop decried the government’s indifference to
the ongoing carnage and spoke of locals feeling abandoned: ‘The people here simply don’t count.
They have the feeling that the government doesn’t even exist here.’?°

We acknowledge that the government does appear to be trying to deal with the ADF, but these
efforts have not been sufficient. For instance, in May 2021, President Tshisekedi declared a state
of siege in North Kivu and Ituri, granting special powers to the army and the police to combat the
ADF and other armed groups.®* The DRC’s latest authorization of Ugandan anti-ADF military
operations on its territory began on 30 November 2021 and is continuing.®* Yet, military
operations and security measures such as checks, patrols and sharing of intelligence have not
been robust enough to stop the ADF’s growing attacks on the Christian civilians of North Kivu and
lturi.

The following are just a few representative examples of the many ADF attacks which the DRC
failed to prevent, protect from or respond to in an adequate way.

Bukavu Archdiocese, North Kivu, 2021

17.

Speaking in 2021, the Archbishop of Bukavu lamented that attacks on Christians were on the rise:
‘There have been around ten separate attacks by armed men on our Parishes, Rectories, and
Convents just in this year’ . These included seven parishes, a school, a health center and a
convent in the towns of Karhale, Ciherano, Burhiba, Cahi, Nyamugo, Kadutu, Kanyamulande,
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Mugogo and Cirirri, all attacked between March and October 2021.3* ‘The consequences of all
these attacks are enormous, not to speak of the trauma and the physical and psychological scars
they have left’.3> The Archbishop stressed that many of the attacks occurred close to where the
forces of law and order were stationed.®

Attacks in Beni town, North Kivu, 2021

18. On Sunday 27 June 2021, an improvised bomb exploded in Beni’s Catholic church, killing one
person and badly injuring two others, and damaging the church.3” On 30 June 2021, Beni’s
Christians were attacked again, this time the compound around the 3e Communauté Baptiste au
Centre de I'Afrique. Our local partners visited the scene: the attackers killed, wounded, abducted,
looted, vandalized and burned properties.® A pastor told how he heard his attackers talk about
how he and the local Catholic priest were deliberately targeted for abduction.*® Another
interviewee complained that the Army did not intervene despite being based nearby, and it was
left to the local Police to take on the large number of heavily armed gunmen: ‘if it were not for
the intervention of the police all this neighborhood would have been exterminated that day.”*

Villages in North Kivu, March 2023

19. In March 2023, ADF was able to launch a wave of attacks on villages in North Kivu. A
representative example is the 8 March 2023 attack on the village of Mukondi. At least 40
Christians including 15 children were killed in the overnight attack.** According to the local chief,
the attackers killed with machetes and set fire to homes; a victim spoke of many people having
their throats slit.*? Survivors blamed the Army for not doing enough to protect them: ‘The area is
not covered by soldiers of the Congolese armed forces [. . .] That’s why the enemy took
advantage of coming to massacre us’.*® The Islamic State claimed responsibility.*

V. RECOMMENDATIONS

20. We recognize that there is no easy solution to the long-running vortex of violence and suffering
in the DRC. Our recommendations must however be limited to what we have raised in this
submission, and we therefore call on the DRC to:

e Acknowledge that the objectives of the ADF require it to tailor its responses accordingly (for
example, to counter extremist propaganda, introduce de-radicalisation programmes for
captured members of the group and provide armed security at churches);

e Restore its authority in areas that are destabilised due to ADF and other non-State violence
and provide security and protection to civilians in the context of and parallel to military
operations;

e Strengthen early warning mechanisms for more effective prevention of, and response to,
attacks by the ADF and other armed groups on civilians;

e Protect human rights defenders such as members of the clergy who speak out about the
situation in the country;

e Equip and enable law-and-order institutions to carry out criminal investigations into crimes
such as those described in this submission, and bring suspects before the competent courts;
and



e Ensure that victims of all serious human rights abuses receive psycho-social care, and have
access to justice, truth and reparations.
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