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A Brief History of Armed Conflict and Attempted Peacebuilding in the 
Eastern DRC

It is widely understood that the DRC experienced a two-phased rebellion between 1996 and 2003. The �rst 
phase, which began in September 1996 and ended in May 1997, was described as a “war of liberation” by its 
initiators. This war ended the Mobutu dictatorship, which had lasted 32 years, and saw Laurent Désiré Kabila 
take over as president. The second phase started in August 1998 and ended in April 2003 with the signing 
of the Comprehensive and Inclusive Agreement on Inter-Congolese Dialogue and the establishment of 
institutions to lead the country’s political transition. Both phases of the rebellion have been well researched 
and assessed by multiple studies.4 

The period after the 2003 agreement has been characterized by persistent violence across the eastern 
DRC, especially in the fragile Kivu region. The most culpable armed groups in the violence include the 
National Congress for Development (CNDP, 2003-2009); the March 23 Movement (M23, 2012-2013); the 
Forces of Defense and Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR, 1996-present); and, the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF, 
1996-present). Hundreds5 of local militias known as “Mayi-Mayi” were also dragged into the con�ict. 

These post-2003 con�icts deeply undermined the exercise of central power from the capital, Kinshasa. The 
DRC’s national army (FARDC) has continually had to confront various forces, including the regular armies of 
Rwanda and Uganda alongside proxy rebel groups6 they sponsor, external armed groups,7 and the numerous 
Mayi-Mayi militias. 

To put an end to these con�icts, the Congolese government and the United Nations, with massive support 
from the international community, undertook several peace initiatives, some of which are ongoing.8 The �rst 
was the International Conference for Peace and Security in the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR). Its major early 
achievement was the Dar-es-Salam Declaration that was signed and adopted in June 2004 by the region’s 
heads of state during a troubled period marked by the beginning of the CNDP rebellion. Signatories to the 
declaration pledged to:

 “Fully support the national peace processes in the region and refrain from any acts (…) to negatively  
 impact them (…) Strengthen bilateral and regional cooperation, through the adoption and e�ective 
 implementation of Non-Aggression and Common Defense Pacts; Establish an e�ective regional  
 security framework for the prevention, management and peaceful settlement of con�icts (…) Fight  
 genocide in the Great Lakes region and hereby undertake to neutralize, disarm, arrest and transfer to  
 relevant international tribunals the perpetrators of genocide, including the forces that committed  
 genocide in Rwanda in 1994, and any such other forces that may occur in future (…) Strengthen  
 cooperation in the area of defense and security and promote con�dence building by establishing  
 policies, measures and mechanisms aimed at enhancing good neighborliness and multi-sectoral  
 cooperation (…)”9  

When the ICGLR process began to falter because of a new wave of CNDP operations, the DRC government 
convened a second peace initiative, the Goma Conference in 2008. This was an important and innovative 
initiative that included broad representation of local communities.10 The Goma Conference launched two 
years of negotiations (2008-10) between the government and the CNDP. However, like the earlier ICGLR 
process, the Goma process was also unable to de�nitively end the con�ict. 
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A third peace initiative centered on the San Egidio meeting in Rome (2005) and the “Tripartite–Plus-One” 
mechanism convened by the U.S. government in Nairobi (2007). These e�orts attempted to �nd a solution 
to the presence in the eastern DRC of an ex-Rwandan army group, the FAR,11 who had �ed into Congo after 
the 1994 genocide in Rwanda.12
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(…) Elections cannot guarantee institution building. What’s more, ending the power struggle in the  
capital is unlikely to automatically address the ‘poverty, unemployment, corruption, criminality, and 
poor access to land, justice, and education’ that I argue are at the root of Congo’s problems.”22    

She further argued there was no guarantee that elections would help in building peace. However, she 
concluded her response with a more nuanced stance proposing a simultaneous bottom-up and top-down 
approach to peacebuilding in the DRC: 

 “The massive national and international peace e�orts of the past two decades have clearly failed
to end the violence. What Congo needs is bottom-up peacebuilding in addition to the current   

                 top-down approach: foreign interveners should not end their current focus on Kinshasa 
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For a set of policy options and recommendations related to peacebuilding in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC), see the accompanying Africa Program Policy Brief No. 20 by Rigobert Minani Bihuzo.

Rigobert Minani Bihuzo, S.J., was a Southern Voices Network for Peacebuilding (SVNP) Scholar during the spring 
2020 term.  He is a Ph.D. candidate at the Catholic University of Paris (Institut Catholique de Paris) and a Research 
Director with the Centre d’Etudes pour l’Action Sociale (CEPAS), a member organization of the SVNP  in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo.
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The Africa Program works to address the most critical issues facing Africa and U.S.-Africa relations, build 
mutually bene�cial U.S.–Africa relations, and enhance knowledge and understanding about Africa in the 
United States.

The Program achieves its mission through in-depth research and analyses, including our blog  Africa Up 
Close,  public discussion, working groups, and brie�ngs that bring together policymakers, practitioners, and 
subject matter experts to analyze and o�er practical options for tackling key challenges in Africa and in U.S.-
Africa relations.

The Africa Program focuses on four core issues:

i. Good governance and leadership

ii. Con�ict prevention, peacebuilding, and security

iii. Trade, investment, and sustainable development

iv. Africa’s evolving role in the global arena

The Program maintains a cross-cutting focus on the roles of women, youth, and technology, which are critical 




