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A group of non-governmental organisations described, on 27 November 2008 in New York, the humanitarian situation in the east of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) as still horrific and called on the United Nations Security Council to take action in order to put an end to the conflict and to come to the aid of civilian populations.

At a joint press conference held at the UN headquarters, Oxfam, Refugees International, World Vision and Human Rights Watch joined Security Council members in calling for reinforcing the United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUC), modifying its mandate to allow it to concentrate on the protection of the civilians, and calling for taking account of the economic dimension of the conflict.

"The humanitarian situation is still as terrible. People are hungry; they have no access to health care; women and young girls continue to be the victims of terrible acts of sexual violence by all the warring parties ", said Georgette Gagnon, Africa Director at Human Rights Watch.

Discussing the reasons for the persistence of this situation, Mrs Gagnon cited the support being received by the belligerents from parties external to the DRC, pointing out in particular the role of the government of Rwanda, of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), and of "companies involved in mining activities that fuel the conflict". Secondly, she spoke of "the impunity which prevails" within the ranks of the Congolese regular army, which she described as "one of the biggest violators of human rights".

Mrs Gagnon suggested deploying immediately a "relay force pending a reinforcement of MONUC" to the DRC. She also called for redefining MONUC's mandate, especially regarding those aspects relating to its mission to support the Congolese regular army. "It is evident that this poses problems when these forces themselves commit abuses" against civilian populations, she said, stressing the need to end the impunity that some soldiers enjoy.

For her part, Carina Tertsakian, of Global Witness, urged the international community to take account of the "economic dimension" of the conflict. "We have gathered documents that reveal how the illicit exploitation of the natural resources in the east of Congo fuels this war," she said, recalling that the provinces of South and North Kivu are rich in minerals, notably gold. "All the main armed groups, as well as the Congolese army, are directly implicated in mineral trade" she said, adding that "this trade seems to have become an end in itself".

For his part, Charles Mampasu, Oxfam Emergency Programme Director in Goma, reported that "horrible things are going on in Goma" and that "the number of people compelled to leave their villages has been increasing". He called on the Security Council "to give MONUC the resources" necessary for it to fulfil its mandate, and, pending a possible increase in the UN Mission's military strength, "to set up a force capable of protecting civilians in the east of the Democratic Republic of Congo".

Stephen Crawshaw, of Human Rights Watch, advocated "a reinforcement of MONUC's manpower", arguing that the core of the problem is not the formulation of the UN Mission's mandate but "the reality on the ground". "Some European governments could, with enough concerted political will, provide the relatively small number of troops required on the ground" but "we haven't seen that political will", he said.
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