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To the Editor:
Re “4-Day Frenzy of Rape in Congo Reveals U.N. Troops’ Weakness” (front page, Oct. 4):

United Nations peacekeepers are the only force in the Democratic Republic of Congo that prioritizes the protection of millions of civilians at risk. Horrific acts of violence have been endemic for decades in Congo; the article does not mention the hundreds of thousands of civilians whom United Nations peacekeeping protects every day.

The expectations on the blue helmets are often unrealistic given our limited resources. Yes, some 18,000 peacekeepers are deployed in Congo, but there are more than 60 million people in an area the size of Western Europe. If all 18,000 peacekeepers were in eastern Congo alone, there would be just 18 peacekeepers per 10,000 civilians.

The United Nations peacekeeping mission has pioneered a number of measures to protect civilians. Its troops are deployed in more than 70 small bases in remote and vulnerable areas. The mission created mixed civilian and military protection teams to better understand threats and to build closer links with communities. It is also using technology to strengthen early warning systems.

Protecting civilians in Congo requires effective security forces and rule-of-law institutions. The Congolese security forces bear primary responsibility for the population’s safety, but the international community must enhance its collaborative efforts while addressing underlying problems like a culture of impunity and illegal exploitation of resources.

United Nations peacekeepers will continue to do their utmost to protect as many people as possible. The strong commitment of the Congolese and the international community is crucial to this endeavor.

Alain Le Roy U.N. Under Secretary General for Peacekeeping Operations New York, Oct. 5, 2010

•

To the Editor:

The brutal attacks that shattered Luvungi are horrifying, but the failure to protect the women of Congo is not the United Nations peacekeepers’ responsibility alone. Local communities are crying out loud for a reform of the national army and police and for impunity to end. This call needs to be answered.

The United States has steadily increased its commitment to reforming security in Congo and, along with other United Nations member states, has linked the peacekeepers’ withdrawal with proven success in reform.

Yet even the best-designed programs will not lead to improvements unless the Congolese government demonstrates a real commitment to transform its security sector into an accountable army, police and judiciary. Until then, the United Nations peacekeeping force is the best bet that civilians have for protection.

The United States and other donors must work with Congo to seriously reform and build the capacity of its security forces or ordinary people will continue to fear violence on a daily basis.

Marcel Stoessel Kinshasa, Congo, Oct. 5, 2010
The writer is the country director for Oxfam in Congo.
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To the Editor:

The brutality described in your article is almost unfathomable. Continued sexual violence in eastern Congo not only demonstrates the United Nations peacekeeping mission’s failure to protect civilians, but also reveals its failure to protect especially vulnerable groups, including women, girls and the elderly, from widespread sexual violence.

For United Nations officials to place primary responsibility for these crimes on the fragmented Congolese Army is cowardly and unconscionable.

After witnessing decades of sexual violence in multiple countries and regions during times of war and political instability (including Rwanda, Bosnia, Liberia, Darfur, Guinea and eastern Congo), I can’t help but wonder when the United Nations will mobilize effectively in response to this crisis.

Gender-based violence can be stopped. But as Jan Egeland, a former United Nations emergency relief coordinator, said at a 2009 United Nations colloquium, there is a “conspiracy of silence” and tendency to “leave conflict-related sexual violence to humanitarian agencies, and all they do is offer a rape survivor a blanket and some food. They can document it and provide for victims, but cannot stop it.”

It’s time the United Nations did.

Elizabeth Arend Washington, Oct. 4, 2010
The writer is programs coordinator for Gender Action, an advocacy group.

