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Mr. President, Excellencies,

I am pleased to be here once again today to share our thoughts on the United Nations Organization Stabilization
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO). My name is Sandrine Lusamba and I am the
National Coordinator of Solidarité Féminine Pour La Paix et le Développement Intégral (SOFEPADI)—a
Congolese organization that campaigns for the defense and promotion of women's rights.

Since my last briefing to the Security Council in 2021, the security situation in my country has further deteriorated
despite the presence of MONUSCO peacekeepers and other national and foreign military forces in the country,
under the helpless and disappointed gaze of the local community. '

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is now at a crossroads. For the first time in about a quarter of a
century, soon we will no longer host a United Nations peacekeeping operation. However, apart from a press
release announcing that the Government of the DRC and MONUSCO had agreed on a plan to disengage the
mission, civil society has little information and is questioning the content of this plan.?

The UN Country Team mapped the protection activities and capacities of UN agencies, which were identified as
part of MONUSCO's mandate. However, this mapping effort was not sufficient in terms of needs analysis and
did not take into account the contributions or participation of civil society and local, national and international
NGOs. This process has failed to allow for the full, equal and meaningful participation of women and the inclusion
of youth, as required by UN Security Council Resolution 2594 when a UN mission is in transition, and the series
of Women, Peace and Security (WPS) resolutions that the Council has adopted since 2000.3

In the run-up to the elections, we are witnessing a further rapid deterioration of the security situation in North
Kivu province, where intense fighting has led to displacement of more than 200,000 people since the beginning
of October 2023, as well as in Ituri province where attacks on civilians and civilian infrastructure have increased.*
Sites for internally displaced persons (IDPs) and schools have been targeted, with more than 550,000 people
forced to flee since the beginning of the year.’

Gender-based violence (GBV) is one of the greatest threats to protection and one of the least resourced sectors in
the humanitarian response—even though the international community's commitment to ending this scourge is at
the center of the WPS agenda.® The Council has adopted several WPS resolutions that commit to ensuring a
"survivor-centred approach" when GBV occurs—but this is not the case for women and girls in the DRC. Very
few GBV survivors in eastern DRC have timely access to medical care and psychosocial support, much less the
possibility to seek legal advice or rebuild their livelihoods for resilience.’

MONUSCO's withdrawal is pushing civil society organizations, including those led by women, to consider both
the opportunities for transferring some of MONUSCO's tasks and the risks of such a withdrawal.?

When it comes to opportunities, some activities of MONUSCO's Civil Affairs Section could be transferred to
local NGOs in accordance with commitments to localize humanitarian assistance.” This transfer would be aligned
with the skills, expertise and areas of intervention of NGOs, and it would require NGOs to receive the necessary
resources and support to take on and carry out these responsibilities in a sustainable and quality manner.

For example, NGOs could carry out social cohesion projects that include the organization of inter- and intra-
community dialogues and action research.

NGOs could take over some of the activities of MONUSCO's child protection section alongside UNICEF and the
UN Country Team. Local NGOs with experience in child protection are the experts in their communities and



should have the means and resources to take on greater responsibilities for monitoring, reporting and responding
to grave violations against children per Resolution 1612.

Similarly, MONUSCO's Gender Section has been an important ally when it comes to fighting impunity for GBV.
They recruited forensic doctors with expertise in GBV for the production of forensic evidence to improve access
to justice for victims of sexual violence. It is essential that this work continues. Local women's organizations with
GBYV expertise, who have the trust of survivors, are a logical partner to take on this role.

There are, of course, many risks associated with the withdrawal of MONUSCO, including:

e The deterioration of protection of civilians and the protection of IDP sites, including in areas not accessible
to the armed forces and the police.!?

e Lack of monitoring and reporting on human rights by the Joint Human Rights Office. This will also have
a negative impact on the early warning system and will lack verified data on GBV that the UN system
uses to report on human rights in the DRC and, more broadly, to monitor violations of women's rights. In
discussions with other women's organizations in the DRC, we are also concerned that human rights
defenders and peacebuilders, especially women leaders in these positions, may also face increased
harassment and other protection threats.

e Increased unemployment as a large part of MONUSCO's civilian workforce from the local community
will lose their jobs.

e Closure of Radio Okapi, which serves as an essential, independent community platform to spread
messages freely and without distinction, and to advance mobilization against GBV.

In light of these observations, I make the following recommendations:

First, in line with the Secretary-General's call, women must be placed at the center of the work of MONUSCO
and the UN Country Team.!! Women must lead decision-making in all areas, including humanitarian action, and
lead decisions on the investment of resources and energies so that the response focuses on the most marginalized
and at-risk groups.

Second, MONUSCO and the UN Country Team should work with local and national NGOs to develop specific
indicators to measure the protection and promotion of women's human rights, including in the areas of GBV,
attacks on women human rights defenders, sexual and reproductive health and rights, and women's meaningful
participation. These indicators should be used to determine whether the security situation is actually improving
or not, and to drive early warning efforts.

Third, the Security Council should require the government and all other actors to integrate a human rights-based
and survivor-centred approach throughout humanitarian action, in order to fulfill their obligations under
international humanitarian law and further ensure that efforts to address the climate crisis and manage natural
resources are gender-responsive.

And finally, the international donor community must not abandon the people of the DRC. The government must
be supported in order to fulfill its protection responsibilities. The humanitarian response plan must be fully funded
and women-led and women's rights organizations must have access to sufficient resources and continuous
funding.

Thank you for your continued attention.
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