
 
 
New York, October 2, 2013 

 
Open Letter to the UN Security Council from Human Rights Watch 

on Human Rights Abuses in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
 
Dear Ambassador, 
 
We write to highlight the alarming human rights situation in eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo and ask that you use your visit to the region 
to help end human rights abuses and impunity for the worst crimes. 
 
For the past year and a half, the Rwandan-backed M23 armed group has 
summarily executed and raped scores of civilians in eastern Congo, and 
forcibly recruited men and boys to join its ranks. Those who have spoken 
out against the M23’s abuses have been threatened or killed. Women 
remain at risk of sexual violence. A woman from Rutshuru told Human 
Rights Watch researchers just this week how she was raped by an M23 
fighter who said to her: “We also had wives, but they stayed in Rwanda. So 
that’s why we rape you.” After the woman was raped, the fighter shot her 
twice in both thighs. A man accused of “collaborating with the enemy” said 
he and other prisoners were detained in tiny cells crawling with insects, 
beaten, and forced to stand in human waste while M23 officers poured 
urine on them.  
 
The M23 is led by some of Congo’s most notorious war crimes suspects. In 
the past the Congolese government has granted them amnesties or offered 
them senior ranks in the army, sending the message that killing and raping 
would be rewarded with power and wealth. This time, the government has 
stated that M23 leaders responsible for serious abuses will not be 
integrated.  
 
Like other abusive armed groups in eastern Congo in the past, the M23 
since its inception has received significant military support from Rwanda, 
including the deployment of Rwandan army troops to Congo to fight 
alongside them; weapons, ammunition, and other supplies; training for new 
M23 recruits; and the forcible recruitment of men and boys in Rwanda, who 
were then sent across the border to fight for the M23.  
 
Our research indicates that Rwandan support continues. Throughout 
September, Human Rights Watch received credible accounts from witnesses 
near the border that armed troops and recruits from Rwanda were moving to 
Congo to support the M23. The M23 today probably has no more than 
several hundred Congolese fighters, but it will remain a significant threat to 
Congolese civilians as long as Rwanda provides military support. 
 

 
350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor 
New York, NY 10118-3299 
Tel: +1-212-290-4700 
Fax: +1-212-736-1300; 917-591-3452 

 

AMSTERDAM   · BEIRUT   · BERLIN · BRUSSELS · CHICAGO  · GENEVA · JOHANNESBURG  · LONDON · LOS ANGELES · MOSCOW ·  NAIROBI  · NEW YORK · PARIS   ·    
SAN FRANCISCO · SÃO PAULO  · SYDNEY  · TOKYO   · TORONTO · WASHINGTON  · ZÜRICH 

 

Kenneth Roth, Executive Director 

D e p u t y  E x e c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r s  

Michele Alexander, Development and Global Initiatives  

Carroll Bogert, External Relations 

Iain Levine, Program 

Chuck Lustig, Operations 

 

Dinah PoKempner, General Counsel 

James Ross, Legal and Policy Director 

D i v i s i o n  a n d  P r o g r a m  D i r e c t o r s  

Brad Adams, Asia 

Daniel Bekele, Africa 

Alison Parker, United States 

José Miguel Vivanco, Americas 

Sarah Leah Whitson, Middle East and North Africa 

Hugh Williamson, Europe and Central Asia 

 

Joseph Amon, Health and Human Rights 

Shantha Rau Barriga, Disability Rights  

Peter Bouckaert, Emergencies 

Zama Coursen-Neff, Children’s Rights 

Richard Dicker, International Justice 

Bill Frelick, Refugee 

Arvind Ganesan, Business and Human Rights 

Liesl Gerntholtz, Women’s Rights 

Steve Goose, Arms  

Graeme Reid, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Rights 

A d v o c a c y  D i r e c t o r s  

Philippe Bolopion, United Nations, New York 

Maria Laura Canineu, Brazil 

Kanae Doi, Japan 

Jean-Marie Fardeau, France 

Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia 

Tiseke Kasambala, Southern Africa 

Lotte Leicht, European Union 

Sarah Margon, Washington DC, Acting 

David Mepham, United Kingdom 

Wenzel Michalski, Germany   

Elaine Pearson, Australia 

Juliette de Rivero, United Nations, Geneva 

B o a r d  o f  D i r e c t o r s  

James F. Hoge, Jr., Chair 

Susan Manilow, Vice-Chair 

Joel Motley, Vice-Chair 
Sid Sheinberg, Vice-Chair 
John J. Studzinski, Vice-Chair 

Hassan Elmasry, Treasurer 

Bruce Rabb, Secretary 

Karen Ackman 

Jorge Castañeda 

Tony Elliott 

Michael G. Fisch 

Michael E. Gellert 

Hina Jilani 

Betsy Karel 

Wendy Keys 

Robert Kissane 

Kimberly Marteau Emerson 

Oki Matsumoto 

Barry Meyer 

Aoife O’Brien 

Joan R. Platt 

Amy Rao 

Neil Rimer 

Victoria Riskin 

Graham Robeson 

Shelley Rubin 

Kevin P. Ryan 

Ambassador Robin Sanders 

Jean-Louis Servan-Schreiber 

Javier Solana 

Siri Stolt-Nielsen 

Darian W. Swig 

John R. Taylor 

Amy Towers 

Marie Warburg 

Catherine Zennström 

 



The Congolese army has also been responsible for serious abuses. As soldiers fled the 
M23’s advance on Goma in November 2012, they went on a rampage, raping at least 76 
women and girls in and around the town of Minova, South Kivu. In the town of Kitchanga, 
North Kivu, soldiers from the 812th Regiment, allied with a Tutsi militia they had armed, 
clashed with a primarily ethnic Hunde armed group from February 27 to March 4, 2013. At 
least 25 civilians died in the fighting. Most of the civilians killed were Hunde, and many 
appear to have been targeted by army soldiers because of their ethnicity. To date, no senior 
army officers have been arrested or prosecuted for these abuses.  
 
As the Congolese army redeployed to focus on the M23, other armed groups, including the 
FDLR and allied Congolese Hutu militias, filled the vacuum and attacked civilians. Some of 
the worst abuses in recent months have been by the Nduma Defense of Congo (NDC), a 
militia group led by Ntabo Ntaberi Sheka, who is wanted on a Congolese arrest warrant for 
crimes against humanity. Sheka’s fighters have killed, raped, and mutilated dozens of 
civilians since May 2013. Just last week, on September 27, they attacked villages in Masisi 
territory, killing several children, raping women, and burning homes. In 2010, Sheka’s troops 
were part of an alliance of armed groups responsible for the mass rape of nearly 400 men, 
women, and children in Walikale.  
 
We urge that Security Council members take the following actions: 
 

• Ensure that any agreement with the M23 or other armed groups does not provide 
amnesty or allow for integration into the army of individuals responsible for serious 
human rights abuses. 
 

• Adopt a Security Council resolution requiring that Rwanda end all support to the M23, 
and imposing sanctions on senior Rwandan officials responsible for such support.  
 

• Call on MONUSCO and the Congolese government to respond to threats to civilians 
posed by the M23 and other armed groups. Particular attention should be given to 
Sheka’s NDC rebellion, and efforts should be made to arrest Sheka.  

 
• Urge the Congolese government to appropriately prosecute security force officials 

found responsible for war crimes and other abuses, including those responsible for 
the mass rapes around Minova and the violence in Kitchanga.  

 
• Support the Congolese government in the establishment of a vetting mechanism to 

remove and exclude those responsible for serious human rights abuses from the 
Congolese security forces.  
 

My colleagues, including those based in Congo, would be happy to discuss these issues 
further with you or members of your staff. 
 
Yours sincerely, 

  
Kenneth Roth Philippe Bolopion 
Executive Director United Nations Director 


