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The Landscape of Armed Groups in Eastern Congo  

Conflict and insecurity continued to plague populations in the eastern Congo in 2020. Amidst a global pan-

demic draining humanitarian funding – only 34% of requested annual aid had reached the Congo in 2020 

– conflict continues to simmer, with a record high of 5.5 million displaced across the country. Recent Kivu 

Security Tracker data also indicates a steep rise in killings, violent deaths and other forms of violence since 

the end of 2019, compared to previous years  (see graph below). 

Nonetheless, compared to previous years, we observe a decrease in the number of belligerents. Whereas in 

2019, roughly 130 armed groups existed in the Kivus alone, our 2020 inventory counts around 120 across the 

entire eastern Congo, including North Kivu, South Kivu, Ituri and Tanganyika. 

This briefing dives into the key dynamics of armed mobilization and insecurity in the eastern Congo in order 

to better contextualize the 2020 edition of Kivu Security Tracker’s armed group mapping. It distills key trends 

by looking at several geographical hotspots and analyzing some of the broader political and social develop-

ments that shape the contours of violence and conflict. 

OVERVIEW

https://reports.unocha.org/fr/country/democratic-republic-congo
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A few developments stand out. There has been an uptick in regional involvement in the eastern Congo in recent 

years, in particular in hotspots such as the Hauts Plateaux of South Kivu, where Burundi and Rwanda continue 

to wage some of their power struggles – both internal to each country and between each other. Here, as in 

North Kivu, where Rwanda has intervened more forcefully to target Rwandan rebels since President Felix Tshise-

kedi came to power in January 2019, these regional dynamics compound local conflicts over land and resources 

– mixed with political and customary power struggles. 

While regional interference is less pronounced elsewhere, other factors have entrenched insecurity: in the 

Grand Nord area (Lubero and Beni territories), activities of around two dozen smaller armed groups have been 

compounded by the misguided international response to the 2018–20 Ebola outbreak, which through its prof-

ligacy and hiring of armed escorts inadvertently fueled violence. In the Petit Nord area (Masisi, Walikale and 

Rutshuru territories), the rise and fall of the Nduma Defense of Congo–Rénové (NDC-R) fostered numerous 

realignments of alliances among local armed groups, triggering violence. In Ituri, the Coopérative pour le dével-

oppement au Congo (CODECO) armed group, which emerged in 2017, has undone years of precarious peace, 

raising fears that Ituri – which hosts 1.7 million displaced people alone – will slip back into protracted instability. 

 

In general, however, it is perhaps more important to highlight the inertia of the conflict rather than to speak of 

new causes or triggers. Much of the violence in the eastern Congo is driven by the need of armed groups, most 

of whom have existed in their current or previous incarnations for many years, to survive by extracting resourc-

es and fighting for their turf. Outside interventions to disrupt this inertia have not been successful. President 

Tshisekedi has not focused much of his attention on conflict in the East, and political shadow-boxing between 

him and his coalition partner, former President Joseph Kabila, has stymied any impetus for reform in the secu-

rity sector. Meanwhile, the UN peacekeeping mission is being downsized and in the absence of functioning de-

mobilization programs, the surrender of dozens of armed groups over the past two years has had little impact.

  

Overall, as we have argued in previous years, the conflict continues to be characterized by its dramatic frag-

mentation and inertia. Many of the 120 or so armed groups have either existed themselves for many years or 

are splinter factions of other longstanding groups. This longevity pertains in particular to the largest groups and 

their leadership, many of whom have been involved in violence for decades. Leaders such as Amuri Yakutumba, 

Guidon Shimiray, Michel Rukunda, Janvier Karairi, and Katembo Kilalo, as well as all of the leaders of foreign 

armed groups, are longtime veterans of armed conflict. 

KEY TRENDS IN ARMED (DE-)MOBILIZATION

https://riftvalley.net/publication/its-not-all-about-land
https://riftvalley.net/publication/its-not-all-about-land
http://congoresearchgroup.org/tshisekedi-kabila-la-bataille-autour-des-services-de-securite-aura-t-elle-lieu-en-rdc/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/tshisekedi-kabila-la-bataille-autour-des-services-de-securite-aura-t-elle-lieu-en-rdc/
https://riftvalley.net/publication/recycling-rebels-demobilization-congo
https://riftvalley.net/publication/recycling-rebels-demobilization-congo
https://academic.oup.com/afraf/article/117/469/695/5074537
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SHADES OF PREDATION 

Despite the fragmentation, some armed groups dominate the conflict. Four armed groups – the Allied Demo-

cratic Forces (ADF), the Forces démocratiques pour la libération du Rwanda (FDLR), the Alliance des patriotes 

pour un Congo libre et souverain (APCLS), and the NDC-R – along with the national army account for over a 

third of all incidents and half of all civilians killed. The ADF is a particular threat, responsible for more killings 

of civilians (37%) by far than any other armed group. In the meantime, other armed groups that had long for-

med nexuses of conflict, such as the Rwandan FDLR and the Burundian Front national de libération (FNL), have 

diminished somewhat in importance, although regular incursions by the Rwandan and Burundian armies have 

contributed to (counter-)mobilization by Congolese.

https://blog.kivusecurity.org/foreign-troops-enter-drc-why-the-goma-meeting-failed/
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Killings, however, do not necessarily correlate with the amount or intensity of violent confrontation in between 

armed groups or between them and government forces. The tables above provide an overview of violent dea-

ths (see graph #1) and armed clashes (see graph #2) that KST has recorded for the period of June 2017 to Octo-

ber 2020. Doing the same exercise for the same period, limited to Beni territory, we see that one single territory 

drives much of the overall trend across the Kivus in terms of violent deaths (see graph #3) but not necessarily 

when it comes to armed clashes (see graph #4).
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However, if Beni is on paper the “deadliest” area in the Kivu provinces, a look at dynamics of violent taxation 

shows a different picture, with a high concentration in areas such as Masisi or Kalehe territories. This is also 

reflected by statistics concerning incidents other than killings and clashes. Going a step further, both the density 

of belligerents and the proportional areas under their influence is higher in Uvira, Kalehe, Shabunda, Masisi – 

confirming trends dating to 2017.

The Kivu Security Tracker produces two graphic products: a map of armed groups and an online tracker of vio-

lence. Each of these provides a different way of portraying the conflict, each with its flaws. Mapping “zones of 

influence” tells us little about which groups commit the most violence, can exaggerate the importance of small 

groups that occupy large areas, and omits government security forces. In contrast, plotting incidents can lead 

to the omission of actors who do not commit abuses. Neither approach tells us much about the context of or 

the motives behind the violence.   

Other challenges involve the tracking and identification of activities difficult to record by either mapping or 

tracking. A prime example here is taxation, nowadays the main source of income for a majority of belligerents 

in the eastern Congo. Most belligerents resort to roadblocks, a long-standing feature of Central Africa’s political 

topography, and token (“jeton”) systems, poll taxes to extract revenue. These kinds of taxation form one of the 

most pervasive forms of violence against the rural population. Only a combination of mapping exercises, inci-

dent-plotting and other types of field-based political, economic and social analysis of conflict can bridge these 

gaps. 

HOTSPOTS OF WARFARE  

Specific hotspots of conflict and violence have also shaped mobilization patterns. Adding to the aforemen-

tioned case of Beni, the NDC–R has formed one such conflict nexus, attracting allies but also galvanizing rivals 

against its main opponent, the Coalition des mouvements pour le changement du Congo (CMC), and against the 

various Mazembe groups in South Lubero. The group’s implosion, which began in 2020 as it split and Congolese 

army support declined, may set off an opposite dynamic. In Ituri, which we include in this exercise for the first 

time, the evolving Djugu crisis gave birth in 2017 to a new, elusive belligerent known as CODECO, which is now 

disintegrating into various smaller factions. Lastly, in the first of four regional areas, the Hauts Plateaux of South 

Kivu, we observe a steep escalation of violence – which is not accompanied by a significant fragmentation: 

while conflict actors have multiplied to some extent, key protagonists also managed to gather belligerents into 

broader and seemingly – even if fairly decentralized – stable coalitions. The following sections take a look at four 

geographic hotspots of conflict from south to north.

https://ipisresearch.be/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/171021_NKivu_RB_typeoperateur_mn.png
https://ipisresearch.be/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/171021_SKivu_RB_typeoperateur_mn.png
https://riftvalley.net/publication/raia-mutomboki
https://riftvalley.net/publication/raia-mutomboki
https://kivusecurity.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/reports/3/Armed%20Actor%20Area%20of%20Control%20Map%20Eng%20Dec%202017.pdf
https://ipisresearch.be/publication/everything-moves-will-taxed-political-economy-roadblocks-north-south-kivu/
https://www.gicnetwork.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GIC_Proxy-Wars-and-Godfathers-1.pdf
https://www.gicnetwork.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/GIC_Violence-and-Instability-in-Ituri.pdf
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Minembwe: At the crossroads of the local, national, and regional    

Portrayed as a sudden crisis by most international media in late 2019, the war on the Hauts Plateaux of South 

Kivu has been in the making since at least 2015, as local conflicts over customary power merged with regional 

power struggles, especially in the slipstream of Burundi’s 2015 political crisis. Regional involvement, coupled 

with opportunism by politicians on all sides, fueled renewed debate over the purported “balkanization” of the 

Congo in late 2019, laying the groundwork for more violence throughout 2020. Yet despite the widespread 

framing of the crisis as either ethnic conflict among so-called autochthonous and allochthonous populations or 

foreign usurpation, the underlying reasons for violence on the Hauts Plateaux are complex and diverse. 

In most recent incarnation of violence, stakeholders from all ethnic communities can be found in equal measure 

amongst victims and instigators. While armed groups recruit along ethnic lines – the Gumino mobilizing among 

the Banyamulenge, the Mai-Mai Yakutumba and the Biloze Bishambuke drawing on Bembe, Fuliiro and Nyin-

du support – this is a consequence, not a cause of conflict. As in other places marked by contested authority, 

political and military leaders in the Hauts Plateaux build on ethnic framings and histories of belonging to rally 

populations and combatants. Explanations privileging an “ethnic grid become self-fulfilling prophecies,” 1 com-

plicating our ability to unearth the multiple causes of conflict and violence.

A closer look at the Haut Plateaux reveals that intracommunity tensions are as common as intercommunity 

ones. Skirmishes occur between armed groups purportedly defending the same (Banyamulenge) communi-

ty, such as between the Twigwaneho – now backed by renegade Colonel Michel Rukunda – and the Gumino, 

while succession conflicts within customary entities have pitted Fuliiro or Bembe against each other. Moreover, 

and despite high levels of insecurity, numerous places of cohabitation between Bembe, Fuliiro, Vira, Nyindu, 

Banyamulenge and Mbuti still exist – even though it has ended in specific localities. Complex coalitions, often 

based on the logic of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” have triggered a concatenation of alliances and 

contributed to antagonizing and militarizing communities and their associated armed groups. 

The military involvement of Rwanda and Burundi has complicated this further. As parts of the Burundian armed 

opposition chose Uvira and Fizi as rear bases for organizing resistance, they entered into alliances of conve-

nience in the sprawling landscape of armed groups in the Ruzizi Plain. At the same time, the Burundian army 

(and its imbonerakure proxy forces) intensified their incursions on Congolese soil, often working with militia 

in the Ruzizi Plain. Rwanda then backed the anti-Bujumbura forces, such as Résistance pour un état de droit 

(RED)-Tabara or the now defunct Forces républicaines du Burundi (FOREBU), while Rwandan opposition actors 

such as the Rwandan National Congress (RNC)/P5 formation or the Conseil national pour le rénouveau et la 

démocratie (CNRD) and its armed wing, the Forces de libération nationale (FLN), were suspected to have affin-

ities with the government in Bujumbura. 

1  See Verweijen, Judith et al. (forthcoming): Mayhem in the Mountains. How violent conflict on the Hauts Plateaux of Fizi, Uvira and Mwenga   
    became intractable. Insecure Livelihoods series, Governance in Conflict network, Ghent University.

https://blog.kivusecurity.org/atrocities-populations-under-siege-regional-tensions-what-is-happening-in-minembwe/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/atrocities-populations-under-siege-regional-tensions-what-is-happening-in-minembwe/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/balkanization-regional-tensions-or-state-weakness-the-real-threats-to-stability-in-the-kivus/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/why-violence-in-the-south-kivu-highlands-is-not-ethnic-and-other-misconceptions-about-the-crisis/
https://riftvalley.net/publication/banyamulenge
https://riftvalley.net/publication/mai-mai-yakutumba
https://riftvalley.net/publication/contesting-authority
https://riftvalley.net/publication/microcosm-militarization
https://www.gicnetwork.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/GIC_The-Ruzizi-Plain.pdf
https://www.undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F2016%2F466&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop
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The implosion of the NDC–Rénové  

For the past five years, the security situation in large parts of Walikale, Masisi, Lubero and Rutshuru – where 

almost half of all KST-recorded incidents took place – depended on the evolution and expansion of the Nduma 

Defense of Congo–Rénové (NDC–R), the armed franchise that the self-styled general, Guidon Shimiray Mwissa, 

created when he defected from Sheka Ntabo Ntaberi’s NDC militia in late 2014. Between 2015 and mid-2020, 

the NDC–R emerged as the Kivus’ largest armed group in terms of territorial influence, with a vast track record 

of human rights violations.

It also constituted a formidable threat to the weakened FDLR and most of the scattered Nyatura groups in Ma-

sisi and Rutshuru (in particular Dominique Ndaruhutse’s CMC, a fierce ally of the Rwandan rebels). Indirectly, 

military pressure by the NDC–R and the Congo’s and Rwanda’s armies contributed to the assassination of the 

FDLR’s historic commander, Sylvestre Mudacumura, as well as to the definitive dislodging of the CNRD toward 

South Kivu. Yet while Guidon Shimiray – a former army officer – is in several ways a product of the FARDC’s poli-

tics of using certain armed groups as proxies against others, he and his group have increasingly become a liabil-

ity for the army leadership and the Kinshasa government. In early July 2020, the NDC–R’s second-in-command 

announced the removal of Guidon Shimiray, leading to the breakdown of the strikingly well-organized group, 

followed by waves of internecine fighting throughout the rest of 2020. 

While the removal of Guidon Shimiray neatly followed the playbook of Sheka’s fall in 2014 – both faced an arrest 

warrant and UN sanctions – it resulted in neither his total isolation nor capture: while Sheka had lost literally all 

his troops in 2014 and surrendered to UN troops shortly after, Guidon retained control over significant numbers 

of his officers and troops. However, much of the broader alliance that Guidon had built quickly fell apart, leading 

to greater volatility. Some NDC–R allies dwindled into insignificance and the group’s erstwhile enemies began 

second or even third lives, as reinvigorated Mazembe factions in South Lubero, or the FDLR, APCLS and CMC 

in Masisi and western Rutshuru illustrate. Meanwhile, a range of other small armed groups – some older ones 

joined by new groups made up of NDC–R members who did not align with either Guidon or Gilbert Bwira, his 

former deputy turned rival – are competing to fill the resulting power vacuum. 

Beni: ADF, Ebola and other threats 

When counted exclusively in recorded cases of violent death, Beni territory remains the most violent area of the 

eastern Congo. Since the beginning of the “Beni massacres” in 2014, the region has had little respite except for 

a lull between late 2016 and mid-2017. Most recently, after a series of deadly attacks in late 2019, a resurgence 

of massacres and killings occurred throughout 2020. While media and local authorities attribute a majority of 

these events to the formerly Ugandan ADF rebellion, investigations into and prosecution of specific cases are 

rare. In the absence of seriously triangulated evidence, UN and academic specialists continue to caution that 

other armed groups also contribute to the violence, that the ADF has internal divisions, and that connections to 

the Islamic State should not be exaggerated.

http://congoresearchgroup.org/report-nduma-defence-renove-guidon-for-the-army-with-the-army-like-the-army/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/report-nduma-defence-renove-guidon-for-the-army-with-the-army-like-the-army/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/20/dr-congo-wanted-warlord-preys-civilians
https://www.gicnetwork.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GIC_Proxy-Wars-and-Godfathers-1.pdf
https://www.gicnetwork.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/GIC_Proxy-Wars-and-Godfathers-1.pdf
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/guest-blog-general-mudacumura-the-death-of-a-most-wanted/ 
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/guest-blog-general-mudacumura-the-death-of-a-most-wanted/ 
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/movements-of-rwandan-rebels-in-south-kivu-raise-fears/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/guest-blog-the-ndc-renove-kicks-out-guidon-who-kicked-out-sheka/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/guest-blog-the-ndc-renove-kicks-out-guidon-who-kicked-out-sheka/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/after-the-death-of-at-least-77-civilians-the-congolese-armys-strategy-against-the-adf-is-called-into-question/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/09/30/closer-look-congos-islamic-rebels/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/09/30/closer-look-congos-islamic-rebels/
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Nonetheless, the ADF remains the central prism through which we can analyze insecurity around Beni. In the 

early 1990s, in a bid to undermine his rival Yoweri Museveni, former President Mobutu Sese Seko offered the 

Semuliki valley as a rear base to the National Army for the Liberation of Uganda (NALU) rebellion that later 

merged with another Ugandan group, the ADF, which had been born out of a dispute within Uganda’s Muslim 

community. Over the years, the group tied itself increasingly into local socio-economic life, intermarriage be-

came frequent and local trade flourished. This merger ended in 2007, when the NALU demobilized. The ADF 

subsequently radicalized, although it initially remained reclusive.  

Mass violence began in response to operations launched against the group by the FARDC in January 2014. The 

ADF’s links to local society – particularly among the Nande and a range of smaller communities such as the 

Vuba, Tangi and Pakombe – help explain some of this violence. Finding itself under FARDC and UN pressure, 

the ADF reacted with violence by massacring civilians, possibly as a means of retaliating against informers and 

to show the government’s inability to protect the population. However, it was not alone. Quickly, ADF satellite 

groups (e.g. Feeza’s “mobile group”), other local militia and networks around former Rassemblement congo-

lais pour la démocratie–Kisangani/Mouvement de libération (RCD–K/ML) stalwarts (some within, others out-

side the FARDC) got involved. Free-rider groups reproduced the ADF’s tactics while Mai-Mai self-defense group 

mushroomed to fight back against the killers, often called “égorgeurs” (throat-slitters). This proliferation of 

armed actors has made it difficult to properly attribute responsibility for attacks, while entrenching violence. 

There were half a dozen armed groups, including the ADF, in our 2015 mapping, but by 2017 there were over 

15 in the same area, and we counted a similar number in 2020.  

In addition to this violence, Beni and Lubero were the territories most affected by Congo’s tenth and deadliest 

Ebola outbreak, which lasted from 2018 to 2020. While the virus killed almost 2,300 people, the Riposte, the hu-

manitarian operation co-led by the Ministry of Health and the World Health Organization, was attacked at least 

231 times during this period. This was due, on the one hand, to deep-rooted suspicions of and defiance towards 

external intervention, but was also because of the Riposte’s hiring of government security forces as well as 

armed groups, which made it a target.2 Up to a dozen armed groups are directly linked to the ways in which the 

Riposte has been rolled out, how it has militarized healthcare in the Grand Nord, and how it has attracted armed 

groups. This violence involved networks made up of existing and newly emerging armed groups, urban brokers 

and Riposte members, and thrived on the perception of the Riposte as a mere business for Kinshasa-based and 

foreign elites and on its dismantling of the existing Congolese health system. 

2  See Congo Research Group (forthcoming): Rebels, Doctors and Merchants of Violence. How the fight against Ebola became part of the   
    conflict in eastern DRC. Center on International Cooperation, New York.

http://congoresearchgroup.org/report-who-are-the-killers-of-beni/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/report-who-are-the-killers-of-beni/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/report-who-are-the-killers-of-beni/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/new-crg-investigative-report-mass-killings-in-beni-territory/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/new-crg-investigative-report-mass-killings-in-beni-territory/
http://congoresearchgroup.org/essay-the-landscape-of-armed-groups-in-eastern-congo-2/
https://kivusecurity.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/reports/5/Landscape%20of%20Armed%20Groups%20Essay%20KST.pdf
https://kivusecurity.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/reports/5/Landscape%20of%20Armed%20Groups%20Essay%20KST.pdf
https://radlyant.github.io/Ebola-Map/ebolamap.html
https://radlyant.github.io/Ebola-Map/ebolamap.html
http://congoresearchgroup.org/ebola-in-drc-perverse-effects-parallel-health-system-report/
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Beyond the Kivus: the situation in Ituri

Perhaps the largest uptick in violence since 2017 has taken place in Ituri Province. Rooted in historical conflict 

and deep-seated contestation over land, local power, and identity, Ituri was a major scene of armed struggle 

during the Congo wars, when powerful armed groups such as the Union des patriotes congolais (UPC), the 

Front nationaliste et intégrationniste (FNI) and the Force des résistance patriotique de l’Ituri (FRPI) confronted 

one another, spurred on by governments in Kigali, Kampala, and Kinshasa. While violence petered out in 2007, 

the underlying instability was never fully addressed, despite military intervention by the European Union, large 

amounts of humanitarian spending, and numerous prosecutions by the International Criminal Court. At the 

national and local levels, demobilization and reconciliation efforts remained incomplete, paving the way for 

mobilization and a series of killings beginning in late 2017. Even as the last of the Ituri’s historical belligerents, 

the FRPI, was demobilizing, a series of events triggered the emergence of CODECO, a complex of loosely orga-

nized militia in the Djugu area.

Throughout 2018 and 2019, armed factions operating under the CODECO label went on a rampage across nu-

merous Bahema chieftaincies and Walendu sectors, first concentrating on Djugu territory and slowly branching 

out to neighboring Mahagi. CODECO can trace its origins back several decades to an agricultural-religious col-

lective led by Bernard Kakado, a local Lendu strongman and erstwhile supporter of the FRPI. Since early 2018, 

the label CODECO has become a trademark for a variety of Djugu groups that drew on unemployed youths and 

ex-combatants, many of whom are believed to hail from ex-FNI networks. 

The movement initially chose to conceal its leadership and assume a low public profile, in contrast to many 

armed groups in the Congo but copying a strategy by belligerents in Beni and, to some extent, in the Kasai 

area during the 2017 crisis. Subsequent leaders Mambo Mukwake and Justin Ngudjolo, however, tried to form 

a more coherent movement, increasingly targeting FARDC units after a first wave of violence had focused al-

most exclusively on civilians. But owing to internal disagreements – and probably also outside manipulation 

– CODECO broke apart into around half a dozen identifiable factions, questioning each other’s legitimacy and 

engaging in a reciprocal blame game of “press release”–type communiqués attributing responsibility for killings 

and attacks. 

In late 2020, violence subsided to a certain degree as several CODECO factions engaged in negotiations with 

the army and the provincial government. Nonetheless, a serious peace process or demobilization effort has not 

started, and tensions remain high, as the September 2020 incursion of a CODECO faction into Bunia illustrated. 

In a similar fashion, the FRPI peace process – which is more advanced and has benefitted from significant gov-

ernment and MONUSCO backing – remains unfinished. While it has the potential to become a blueprint peace 

deal with strong engagement by various stakeholders, thorny questions around army integration and amnesty 

remain.

https://riftvalley.net/publication/upc-ituri
https://riftvalley.net/publication/fni-and-frpi
http://congoresearchgroup.org/guest-blog-whats-happening-in-ituri/
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/publications/all-publications/reigniting-ituri-towards-a-reading-of-the-2018-djugu-violence
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A BROADER LOOK AT INSECURITY

An exclusive focus on armed groups, however, would be misplaced. The Congolese army is perhaps the most 

important actor in the violence, based on its abuses, its complicity with some armed groups, or simply its inac-

tion when faced with insecurity.3 While the army did carry out some large-scale operations in Beni (Sukola I), 

Ituri (Zaruba) and South Kivu (Sukola II), these were short-lived and triggered violent backlash. Beyond these 

brief bursts of activity, the army took largely a defensive posture. As in recent years, neither the Congolese gov-

ernment nor its battlefield rivals seem to have grandiose ambitions. This has led to the perpetuation of what 

has been called “stable instability”. 

Given this somber outlook, the lack of a comprehensive vision to solve the crisis is worrisome. Partly due to 

infighting within the government coalition, security sector reforms have not advanced in 2019 and 2020. 

There is, however, one particular but limited example of sustained foreign-backed reform efforts: Virunga Na-

tional Park. The lessons are, however, ambiguous. Here, the targeting of armed groups with a well-equipped, 

foreign-trained military has helped protect wildlife, while the jobs generated by the park have helped reinte-

grate hundreds of ex-combatants into society. These operations, however, have at times rankled the local popu-

lation, resulting in human rights violations by park guards and violent counterattacks by armed groups including 

the FDLR; in April 2020, 12 park guards were killed by an armed group near the park’s Rutshuru headquarters, 

in January 2021, another six were killed. 

Any solution to the violence will require the creation of alternative livelihoods for the thousands of combatants 

in the eastern Congo through a demobilization program. There was some momentum in this direction during 

the early days of Tshisekedi’s presidency in 2019, when significant numbers of combatants in the Kivus and 

Kasais came forward to volunteer for demobilization, motivated by the promise for political change under the 

new president. Along with other factors, this led to a momentous drop in the number of armed groups active 

in the Kivus. 

And yet this wave of surrenders has thus far not been followed by reviving the national demobilization program 

– one of the eastern Congo’s biggest missed opportunities in a long time. Combatants regrouped in the Kivus’ 

two main transit centers – Mubambiro in North Kivu and Nyamunyuni in South Kivu – ended up either being 

sent to the Kamina and Kitona FARDC bases for army integration, returning en bloc to their former fiefdoms, or 

defecting one-by-one to try to make a living in cities, often as motorcycle taxi drivers or security guards. Other 

armed groups or individual combatants did not even reach Mubambiro or Nyamunyuni but simply hid or sold 

their weapons and returned to civilian life. This kind of self-demobilization has always been a widespread phe-

nomenon, even if largely ignored by key donors. Toward the end of the year, in a bid to overcome the void left 

by the stalled third national DDR program, donors and government institutions began discussing a new, decen-

tralized, and community-centered approach. 

3 UN Joint Human Rights Office (2020): Human rights violations documented in provinces affected by conflict. United Nations, Kinshasa. 

https://riftvalley.net/publication/stable-instability
https://riftvalley.net/publication/stable-instability
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/fr/les-divisions-entre-tshisekedistes-et-kabilistes-paralysent-letat-dans-lest-de-la-rdc/
https://blog.cartoonmovement.com/2020/11/making-ends-meet-around-virunga.html
https://blog.cartoonmovement.com/2020/11/making-ends-meet-around-virunga.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347576730_Conflicts_around_Virunga_National_Park_Grassroots_perspectives
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/why-were-the-virunga-national-park-rangers-killed/ 
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/laying-down-arms-one-day-to-take-them-up-again-the-next-why-the-disarmament-of-rebels-is-at-a-standstill/
https://academic.oup.com/jrs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jrs/feaa048/5902023
https://academic.oup.com/jrs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jrs/feaa048/5902023
https://riftvalley.net/publication/recycling-rebels-demobilization-congo
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These debates are ongoing, with numerous competing ministries and government agencies vying for funds, 

complicating the process. 

Finally, the main peace broker in the Congo, the UN peacekeeping mission (MONUSCO), finds itself on the mar-

gins of the conflict. Today, in contrast to its critical role from 1999 to 2006, the mission is politically marginalized 

and largely confined to providing military support to the government and reporting on human rights abuses. 

Within the security sector, its impact is largely limited to its deterrence effect, particularly in and around major 

urban centers. Despite the aggressive mandate under which its Force Intervention Brigade operates, 

MONUSCO has not been willing or able to carry out large-scale counterinsurgency operations. 

CHANGES AND CONTINUITIES OF THE CONFLICT

As the eastern Congo completes a quarter century of conflict, armed mobilization is undergoing a calibration 

effect at multiple levels. Society has become increasingly militarized, with military elites deeply invested in the 

conflict and the economies that it produces. These economies are varied and often very sophisticated, ranging 

from poll taxes to roadblocks to the racketeering of palm oil, gold, and cacao. Meanwhile, the number of armed 

actors seems to be stabilizing, albeit at a very high level of fragmentation. Regional interference has decreased 

from its peak during the 1996-2003 and 2006-13 periods; while neighboring countries still intervene, they do so 

in order to maintain influence, not to foment secession or coups, and in much less obvious fashion.  

Armed groups themselves display a great diversity of interests and objectives. While most of them still recruit 

along ethnic lines and have few ambitions to extend their influence outside their core zones of interest, they all 

articulate a variety of motivations for their actions, ranging from economic survival, to the pursuit of dignity and 

respect, to self-defense and ethnic antagonism.  Some armed groups make a point of broadcasting themselves 

on social media, while others excel in camouflaging themselves and hiding their traces. This highlights the op-

erational and political flexibility of conflict actors, but also stresses the dogged challenges ahead for President 

Tshisekedi’s administration and its international and civil society partners.

https://blog.kivusecurity.org/divisions-between-tshisekedists-and-kabilists-paralyze-the-state-in-eastern-drc/
https://blog.kivusecurity.org/can-monusco-really-withdraw-from-the-drc/
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE

Mapping non-state armed groups is, like many other illicit phenomena, a sensitive task and will inevitably in-

volve imprecisions. New armed groups pop up every month, and their deployments are in constant flux. Our 

aim is to stimulate a conversation about the complexity of the conflict and armed group activity in the eastern 

Congo. We welcome comments and criticism; indeed, this will help us improve the next, updated version. 

This map is the result of extensive fieldwork conducted by a network of researchers based throughout eastern 

Congo, triangulated with the continuous mapping of violence by the Kivu Security Tracker team. Moreover, the 

map has benefited from several rounds of internal and external reviews by experts on conflict dynamics in this 

region. 

The map depicts “areas of influence” rather than absolute control. While some armed groups exert effective 

control over an area, others may be able to exert substantial influence over larger zones but lack full control 

over those areas. Influence consists of the frequent deployment of troops and the ability to carry out significant 

attacks. Hence the size of an armed group’s area does not necessarily correspond to that group’s strength.

Moreover, we do not include all armed actors. The groups included in this mapping have the following qualities: 

a) they have a differentiated organizational structure and an identity, b) they seek to assert some form of con-

trol over a geographic area, c) they refer to some – genuine or pretended – ideology, and d) and they employ 

violence regularly as a technique of governance.

While banditry continues to thrive in parts of the Kivus, we do not consider such gangs armed groups. Nonethe-

less, we included actors ranging from micro-militias with no more than 20 combatants to large, sophisticated 

groups such as the FDLR.

 

For short biographies of each group, see annex below, for the interactive version of the 2020 map, visit the Kivu 

Security Tracker website or the interactive version of the 2020 map.

https://kivusecurity.org/about/armedGroups
https://kivusecurity.org/about/armedGroups
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The Kivu Security Tracker (KST) is a joint project of the Congo Research Group, 
based at New York University’s Center on International Cooperation,

 and Human Rights Watch.
The goal of the Kivu Security Tracker is to map violence by state security forces 

and armed groups in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo to better under-
stand trends, causes of insecurity and serious violations of international human 

rights and humanitarian law. 

You can contact us at info@kivusecurity.org

@KivuSecurity
        www.kivusecurity.org
        www.congoresearchgroup.org
        www.cic.nyu.edu

Center on International Cooperation
726 Broadway, Suite 543

NY 10003, New York

This report was prepared by Christoph Vogel, Giovanni Salvaggio, Pierre Boisselet, Jason Stearns and the entire KST team. 
Kivu Security Tracker furthermore thanks the 12 external reviewers for their help in triangulating and verifying the data.

Cover photo: Minembwe area, 2020. (c) Pierre Boisselet.  

http://www.congoresearchgroup.org
https://www.hrw.org/fr
mailto:info%40kivusecurity.org?subject=
https://twitter.com/kivusecurity?s=21
http://www.kivusecurity.org
http://www.congoresearchgroup.org
http://www.cic.nyu.edu
https://www.instagram.com/pierreboisselet

