Women’s messages for action

in the DRC and the Great Lakes region
Date – 23 July 23, 2013
Time – 1:15 – 2:30 pm
Place – Conference Room 7, North Lawn Building
Concept Note

Background

Although conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) officially ended in 2003, violent armed conflict persists in the country’s eastern provinces and continues to have devastating effects on the lives of the civilian population, in particular on the lives of women and girls. Brutal and strategic campaigns of sexual violence targeted at women of all ages characterize the ongoing conflict in the East. Rape in the DRC is often referred to as a “weapon of war”: armed groups systematically rape women with the aim not only of hurting and humiliating their victims, but of humiliating, dominating, instilling fear, dispersing and/or forcibly relocating entire communities or ethnic groups. A poll by TrustLaw
 ranks DRC second on the list of the worst places to be a woman.

Recently, there have been significant developments in policy and programming for the advancement of peace and security in the DRC. For instance, in February 2013, 11 African countries signed a new Peace, Security and Cooperation Framework (PSCF) for the DRC and the region—a framework that aims to secure peace and stability in DRC and the Great Lakes region. The African Union, the International Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR), the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and the United Nations act as guarantors, while former Ireland president Ms. Mary Robinson has been appointed as the UN Secretary-General’s Special Envoy to support the Framework's implementation. The visit of Ms. Zainab Bangura—the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict—to DRC in April of this year constitutes another important achievement, as it resulted in the signing of a joint communiqué with the DRC Prime Minister calling for the end of violence targeted against women. Also in April 2013, the G8 countries, under the leadership of the UK, adopted the Declaration on Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict and pledged £34 B to curb the scourge of sexual violence in conflict. The Security Council debate on sexual violence in conflict, held on 24 June, and the adoption of Security Council resolution 2106 (2013), amongst others, affirmed “that sexual violence, when used or commissioned as a method or tactic of war or as a part of a widespread or systematic attack against civilian populations, can significantly exacerbate and prolong situations of armed conflict and may impede the restoration of international peace and security” (…); and stressed “women’s participation as essential to any prevention and protection response” (operative paragraph 1).

However, despite these numerous efforts and the considerable resources being spent on securing peace and stability in DRC and the Great Lakes Region, the incidence of violence against women, in particular mass rapes, continues. This has been further aggravated by the continued proliferation and availability of arms.  Despite a UN arms embargo imposed by the Security Council in 2003, which was relaxed in 2008, weapons, ammunition and other military equipment continue to reach armed groups in the DRC, In addition, a lack of transparency, accountability and security enable theft and illegal transfers to  armed groups.

Rationale for the event

The Global Network of Women Peacebuilders (GNWP), a program of the International Civil society Action Network (ICAN), has been closely monitoring the situation on the ground in liaison with its Congolese members and other civil society partners. Concerned with the escalating incidence of violence in the region and the urgency of acting and uniting as women's activists to lobby to end violence in the country, GNWP convened women leaders, peacebuilders and human rights activists from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Rwanda, Uganda, Burundi, Liberia, and Sierra Leone for a Women’s Peace Dialogue and Women Peace Delegation in Kinshasa, DRC from April 5-10, 2013. This meeting resulted in an outcome document—Kinshasa Call to Action—a list of specific demands targeted at the DRC government, member countries of the African Union and signatories to the Peace, Security and Cooperation Framework, UN agencies, the donor community, as well as civil society. The Kinshasa Call to Action has the objective of spurring immediate actions to address the root causes of the conflict and end the violence in the DRC and the Great Lakes region and to protect women and girls from the widespread forms of sexual and other forms of violence. 

With the same concerns in mind, Amnesty International Germany launched a postcard campaign to push the Security Council to action to curb violence against women. In thousands of postcards addressed to the Security Council people from around the world call on this body to tighten the arms embargo on the DRC so all future shipments of weapons will be checked in accordance with international human rights standards. In addition, activists demand that the Security Council take effective measures, together with the DRC government, to protect women and girls from sexual violence and to provide the survivors of such violence with adequate medical and psychological care. 

GNWP and Amnesty International are jointly organizing the presentation of the DRC postcard campaign and the Kinshasa Call to Action to the Security Council on July 22 or 23, 2013. This will be complemented by an interactive panel discussion where representatives from Congolese women’s organizations, UN (DPKO, UN Women) and Member States will present their views on the issues at hand.

The event will take place just a few days before the Security Council’s debate on the situation in DRC and the Great Lakes, to be chaired on 25 July by US Secretary of State John Kerry. The event will hence provide an important opportunity for Security Council member states and others to receive updated information on the situation of women’s political participation, access to justice for victims, and the impact of arms on sexual violence, including from the perspective of woman human rights defender from the DRC.  

The objectives of this event are:

· To present the outcomes of the WPD to generate further support from the Security Council and the international community 

· To draw attention to the increasing proliferation of arms in the DRC as one of the factors that  aggravates the conflict

· To draw further attention to the alarming rates of sexual violence in conflict and other human rights violations in the DRC, fuelled by the arms trade

· To discuss how the Security Council and the UN can increase efforts to address these issues, including by calling on Member States to be accountable to their citizens’ security as well as law and order.
* * * 
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