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WHAT’S WRONG?
AN INSIDE LOOK AT THE DRC // 
BY SARAH KATZ-LAVIGNE

What’s wrong in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC)? This is a question journalists, 
academics, and many in the policy arena have 
been asking themselves for years now, due to the 
intensely destructive bouts of war from 1996-97 
and 1998-2003. The tendency in the media is to 
label the eastern region of the DRC, depicting it 
as an epidemic not only of war but also of rape, 
famine, and disease. The DRC is seen as one of 
the most stricken countries in our world today. 
This is not inaccurate, of course. Yet it is shame-
fully easy to buy into the belief that that is all 
there is in eastern DRC.
  
My job with a non-governmental organisation 
working in the field of justice requires me to 
travel to eastern DRC – specifically the Ituri Dis-
trict, in Orientale Province, and the city of Goma, 
the capital of North Kivu province – every few 
months. Before accepting the job, I hesitated due 
to the fact that I would have to travel to North 
Kivu, which at the moment is the epicentre of 
the conflicts still ongoing in eastern Congo. I had 
been studying the region for months, but the 
thought of actually going there scared me more 
than I wanted to admit. Was my visceral fear a 
dread that eastern DRC might leave a very real 
mark upon me? Not too long ago two foreigners 
were raped in Goma. No one is immune, though 
many of us make every effort to be dropped into 
eastern DRC and then lifted out again, wholly 
unscathed.
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Throughout my travels in Ituri District, and later 
during two weeks spend in Goma, I was surprised 
to find how very liveable these places were and 
how stable they seemed. Beyond the first few 
nights, I didn’t feel myself to be in any danger. 
I met interesting, intelligent, lively people who 
were striving for journalistic integrity and to re-
port on the side of justice in a context where jus-
tice is often little more than a farce. I met a group 
of talented young men – musicians known as the 
Clever Boys – who met three times a week to play 
rap music and sing along to the keyboards with 
a level of intensity and natural enthusiasm I’ve 
rarely seen. One of the most enjoyable half-hours 
of my trip was spent in their company, listening 
to them sing about the need for the Congolese 
to unite under a common banner. I met women 
who had been raped and abandoned who found 
the time to speak with me about justice.   

I fully recognise, of course, that my experience as 
an international NGO worker in eastern DRC is a 
highly sanitised version of what the conflict zone 
is actually like. With the exception of one field 
trip – which I made in a convoy during daylight 
hours – I did not travel outside of Goma, and 
while I made several trips outside of Bunia, I was 
not permitted to travel to areas where insecurity 
is still a problem. The fear of being in eastern 
DRC that I felt in passing – and soon discovered 
to be unjustified – can be nothing compared to 
the experience of the inhabitants of the ravaged 
villages of eastern Congo; waking to find in a ter-
rifying instant that the shifting, flowing violence 
has come to them and they will be forced to run. 
The point I’m trying to make is that the news 

A crowd of young people gathered to watch a football 
match in the town of Bunia, eastern DRC.

A group of young men, known as the Clever Boys, perform 
music about the need for the Congolese to unite.
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coming out of DR Congo shouldn’t be all bad. 
Just last week, a potentially hopeful turn of 
events came with the arrest by German authori-
ties, on 17 November, of Ignace Murwanashyaka 
and Straton Musoni. The leaders of the Demo-
cratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) 
movement were arrested on suspicion of war 
crimes and crimes against humanity in eastern 
DRC. 

What’s wrong in the DRC isn’t a nameless, face-
less amalgamation of evils. It has names. It has 
faces. It has a politics: there is legitimate griev-
ance, certainly, but also the politics of extremism, 
the refusal by some to live together and build a 
common future as Congolese (or, for that matter, 

as Rwandans). This destructive politics has had 
terrible consequences for the bulk of the popula-
tion, and there’s no denying that this is going to 
continue. As recently as 2003, however, a Human 
Rights Watch report referred to Ituri District as 
being “covered in blood” during the 2002-2003 
peak of violence there. This is the district where 
I now travel freely, where trouble spots remain 
but where tremendous progress has been made. 
What were the political processes that led armed 
groups in Ituri to lay down their weapons? How 
durable is the peace that now reigns in much of 
the district? Can the lessons learned in this dis-
trict be replicated for other areas of DRC? These 
stories of progress, of reconciliation, I believe, 
should at least be given a fair shot at front page. 
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