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Abstract 

Questions of timing and sequencing in peace processes heavily depend on the nature of the 

conflict. This paper assesses sequencing by international and local peacebuilding actors in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo. Local peacebuilding actors prioritized reconciliation between 

communities and aimed at bringing different ethnic groups together. International peacebuilding 

actors, in turn, mainly sought to rebuild the state first according to the Weberian definition of 

restoring its monopoly over the legitimate use of violence and its legal-rational authority. This 

paper shows that this difference in sequencing presents an opportunity since both sets of actors 

have a comparative advantage in working on their respective priorities and their programmes are 

complementary. However, local and international peacebuilding actors often do not benefit from 

this opportunity since they fail to coordinate their programmes with each other. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Questions of timing and sequencing in peace processes heavily depend on the nature of the 

conflict. This paper assesses sequencing by international and local peacebuilding actors in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). An armed conflict broke out in the DRC in 1996. The rebel 

forces of Laurent-Désiré Kabila with the support of Rwanda, Angola, and Uganda ended the thirty-

two years reign of Mobutu Sese Seko. Kabila replaced Mobutu in 1997. Only one year later, 

former allies of Kabila backed by Rwanda and Uganda started another rebellion, which was the 

beginning of the second Congo war.  

 

The main warring parties signed a ceasefire agreement in Lusaka in 1999. It foresaw a national 

dialogue and a peacekeeping mission Monuc (now Monusco)1 which was deployed the same year 

(Ulriksen et al. 2004). Even though the ceasefire was not respected, the parties engaged in a 

national dialogue. It culminated in the signing of the Global and All Inclusive Agreement by the 

government delegation, the different non-state armed groups, the political opposition, and civil 

society in Sun City, South Africa in December 2002. It decided on a transition with an interim 

government until the elections in 2006. Civilian peacebuilding interventions have been ongoing 

up to this day, with most of the international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and UN 

agencies present for over ten years. At the same time, many local peacebuilding actors have 

been implementing programmes since 1999.  

 

In these endeavours, international and local peacebuilding actors have sequenced their 

programmes differently. Local peacebuilding actors prioritized reconciliation between 

communities and aimed at bringing different ethnic groups together through the creating of 

networks, direct mediation, sensitization activities, involving communities in joint socio-cultural 

activities, and engaging them with the past. International peacebuilding actors, in turn, mainly 

aimed at first rebuilding the state according to the Weberian definition of restoring its monopoly 

over the legitimate use of violence and its legal-rational authority. In concrete programmatic terms, 

this meant that the focus was mainly on disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) 

and elections in the initial stages of their engagement and aspects of inter-community 

reconciliation were relegated to a secondary level of priority.  

                                                
1 United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Monuc); United Nations Organization 

Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Monusco). 
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Despite these manifold peacebuilding interventions peace has remained fragile. The Congolese 

state has not established its authority throughout the country, insecurity is still widespread and 

relations between different ethnic communities remain strained in some parts of the DRC. The 

sole fact that local and international peacebuilding actors have different priorities in sequencing 

is, however, not in itself a cause for this still fragile peace. To the contrary, it is an opportunity 

since both sets of actors also have specific comparative advantages in the areas in which they 

engage the most at a given time. However, this paper argues that had they cooperated more 

closely and adjusted their programmes to one another in a more coherent way, peacebuilding 

could have been more effective.  

 

The paper is based on desk research as well as 135 interviews and focus group discussions 

(FGDs) with local and international peacebuilding actors, former members of armed non-state 

groups, local population groups, local and national political authorities, church representatives, 

local chiefs, and elders. Within the DRC, I place a special focus on one of its districts in the 

northeast, Ituri. The main rationale for doing so is that it allows me to assess how the interaction 

between local and international peacebuilding programmes played out on the ground and over 

time. I gathered most of the data between 2011 and 2013. For the data collection in the villages 

outside of Bunia, the district capital, I had the help of interpreters. The paper will first analyse local 

and then international peacebuilding actors’ sequencing. It will then turn to assess how the 

interaction of these priorities influenced the effectiveness of peacebuilding in the region.  

 

2. Local Sequencing: Reconciliation First 

 

In Ituri, violence had broken out in 1999 between the two main ethnic groups, the Hema and the 

Lendu, around a localized land conflict. It then escalated into full-blown war throughout the district 

at its interplay with national and regional armed non-state groups that exploited the deeply rooted 

local conflicts in the district (Vlassenroot and Raeymaekers 2004; Veit 2010). Local actors mostly 

remember that the conflict divided the population along ethnic lines: different ethnic groups that 

had lived together before the conflict would now move away from each other and everyone was 

forced to choose sides. This led to ethnic homogeneity and even the district capital, Bunia, was 
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divided along ethnic lines (Pottier 2009; Veit 2010). Based on that, the main priority was to bring 

communities back together.2  

 

Therefore, from a local perspective peace is defined in relational terms as reconciliation. It mainly 

means peaceful social cohabitation between ethnic communities but also between family 

members, farmers, and herders or concessionaires and surrounding communities. Peaceful 

social cohabitation is defined as sharing community goods, being on good terms with neighbours, 

going to the market together, and eating, drinking, talking and praying together. Peace is seen as 

being promoted by informing people about social cohabitation, confronting different communities 

with each other, organizing meetings, apologizing, dialoguing, and forgiving.3  

 

One important aspect, probably because it was so restricted during the war, was that peace 

means to be able to move freely again, to go to the fields and markets without fear of attacks or 

rape. Thus, security is also an important aspect of the definition of peace: the security to sleep 

peacefully, not being harassed, being able to conduct activities, and to live without conflicts, 

militias, and arms. However, this security was seen as being contingent upon better relations 

between ethnic groups. Social cohabitation was perceived as a promise of ‘non-recurrence’ as it 

provided a structure of mutual assurance that fighting will not erupt again.4 

 

Such priorities are usually less documented than international ones because peacebuilding is still 

often considered as being mainly conducted by international actors.5 However, local 

peacebuilding actors’ experiences are different from international ones and thus provide important 

insights on local peace processes. The approach and programmes undertaken by local 

peacebuilding actors reflected this definition of peace. Local organizations worked throughout the 

conflict in order to convince people to make peace. Their activities centred around five themes.  

 

                                                
2 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local peacebuilding 

actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 

3 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local peacebuilding 

actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 

4 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local peacebuilding 

actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 

5 Notable exceptions are Vlassenroot and Raeymaekers 2004: 217; Pouligny 2006: 78–79; Nordstrom 

1997: xviii. 
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First, they created networks as most of the local peacebuilding actors were members of either of 

the ethnic groups that were opposed to each other during the war, they had to join forces if they 

wanted to work in the ethnically divided environment. One of the most telling examples is the 

Réseau Haki na Amani (RHA).6 The RHA is a network of different local peacebuilding actors. The 

majority of the member organizations were deeply affected by the war and thus extremely weak. 

If they wanted to travel in Ituri, they needed to go through regions that were dominated by either 

one of the opposed ethnic groups. They could therefore not travel alone since the population 

would be suspicious as each one of them was seen as partisan to one community or the other. 

As one of the founding members said: ‘it was obvious for everybody at that time that it was 

impossible to work by ourselves.’7 Thus, they created a network with the idea of complementing 

the work that each organization could do by itself with the synergies made possible by the RHA 

(Mongo and van Puijenbroek 2009).  

 

Second, local peacebuilding actors mediated to alleviate conflicts within families, between ethnic 

communities, and around land. This not only promoted peaceful cohabitation, it also facilitated 

the return of people once the situation had calmed as there were many conflicts between 

returnees and people who had installed themselves on their territory in the meantime. One 

example is the Fondation pour la Paix Durable, a member of the RHA, but also very active on its 

own accounts during the conflict. They for instance directly mediated between local militia 

members in order to reduce tensions. 

 

Third, peacebuilding actors engaged in vast sensitization activities in order to pass messages of 

peace. They organized peace caravans or days of peace, spread peace messages through radio 

programmes, and conducted training of trainers and workshops with local chiefs, militia members, 

religious actors, eminent actors, women, youth, and civil society. One example is the Forum des 

Mamans de l’Ituri (FOMI). Different women’s associations created this network in 2001. They 

raised awareness for peaceful cohabitation with their initial objective being to fight the increasing 

ethnic polarization and to keep unity amongst women of different ethnic groups. This was a highly 

challenging task as anyone who went to ‘the other side’ was considered to be a traitor in his or 

                                                
6 Réseau Haki Na Amani means Network of Justice and Peace. 

7 Interviews with local peacebuilding actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013; Interview #112 with external expert, 

phone, 2013. 
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her own community and in the other community few people believed in the sincerity of someone 

coming from the other ethnic group.8 

 

A fourth priority was to engage communities in joint (socio-cultural) activities. Local peacebuilding 

actors organized dance, music, and sport events, collective work, accompanied people to go to 

the markets or to visit another village, or worked with children through theatre, movies, or fairy 

tales. The Associations des Mamans Anti-Bwaki (AMAB) had such a project in the realm of 

farming. They asked ten women of different ethnic origins to create an association and to work 

each day on another woman’s field and then also to go to the market together. One observer 

explained it as follows: ‘it is something simple and friendly. You have your manioc and instead of 

carrying it alone to the market, we will carry it together and we will arrive at the market together.’9  

 

Lastly, several activities that local peacebuilding actors implemented also aimed at engaging 

communities with the past. For instance local peacebuilding actors held workshops and meetings 

in which different people asked each other for forgiveness and they assisted them in overcoming 

post-conflict stress and trauma. They worked with youth and child soldiers on peaceful 

cohabitation and on the medical and psychological rehabilitation of victims. They also engaged in 

truth-seeking activities and brought people together to vent their feelings. One example is the 

organization À l’École de la Paix (Ecopaix) working in the domain of reconstituting a ‘culture of 

peace’ and bringing together victims of the war. They work mainly on the psychological impact of 

violence on children. They organized different meetings with children at schools where they 

engaged in creative activities in order to talk about the origins of the conflict and methods for 

resolving it. The students then took the messages home to their families, neighbours, and 

communities through brochures and open days at school where they performed theatres, read 

poems, singed and danced to raise communities’ awareness for peaceful cohabitation.  

 

Local peacebuilding actors based their programmes on their own experiences during the conflict. 

Since they had lived through the conflict and will stay in the area and therefore have to live with 

the consequences of their own programmes, they inscribed their approaches in the long run and 

                                                
8 FGD #1 with local peacebuilding actors, Bunia, 2011; Interview #8 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 

2011; Interview #48 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2012; Interview #54 with local peacebuilding 

actor, Bunia, 2012. 

9 Interview #101 with civil society representative, Kinshasa, 2012. 
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built them on an intimate understanding of the local dynamics. Their main interlocutors were local 

chiefs and communities. As stated, ‘in order to really develop relevant programmes, you need to 

include the communities from the beginning with assessments, you need to visit them and 

exchange with the local chiefs.’10 Before they acted, they most often informed the local chiefs 

because they have a lot of influence on the local level. While this influence can be positive or 

negative, local chiefs play an important role in ensuring that the peace process was ‘rooted in 

local practices, which ensures wider participation by the parties concerned’ (Nsengimana et al. 

2010: 16).  

 

The communities were equally involved in strategy making. Many local peacebuilding actors 

organized barzas for this occasion. The word barza comes from the Swahili word baraza, which 

means a place where the members of a village or community meet in order to exchange views on 

different aspects of community life. Hence, barzas are community gatherings that bring together 

up to 400 people to discuss issues of common concern (Mongo and van Puijenbroek 2009). They 

usually start with an analysis of the issues in a given location. They then discuss these issues 

and everyone can freely express his or her opinion. These discussions indicate the priorities for 

local peacebuilding actors so that they can then shape and adapt their programmes accordingly.   

 

3. International Sequencing: Statebuilding First 

 

International peacebuilding actors’ programmes in the DRC converged around statebuilding 

(Faubert 2006). As stated by Eriksen (2009: 653), ‘at a minimum, state-building involves 

establishing the state’s monopoly over the means of violence with control over the country’s entire 

territory and with an effective administration.’ In line with this definition based on Weber 

(1922[1972]), this statebuilding focus was reflected in international peacebuilding actors’ two 

programmatic priorities.  

 

First, a strong focus on DDR exemplified the focus on the restoration of the monopoly over the 

legitimate use of violence in the hands of the state. All the different non-state armed groups that 

had been created during the war needed to be disarmed, demobilized, and reintegrated either in 

their communities or in the reformed national army. On a national level, the DDR process was 

                                                
10 FGD #1 with local peacebuilding actors, Bunia, 2011. 
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enshrined in the Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement11 signed in 1999 and was also reiterated in the 

Global and All Inclusive Agreement signed in 2003 which stated that former members of armed 

groups could either join the new national army or police or be reintegrated into their communities. 

A Multi-Donor Demobilization and Reintegration Programme had already been established in 

2002 which involved forty national and international partners and aimed to reintegrate some 

350,000 former combatants spread across seven countries, but with the main focus on the DRC 

(Brusset et al. 2011). Thus, DDR was a high priority with some even saying that there ‘was a 

climate of “DDR at any price”’ (Davis 2013: 293).  

 

For the district of Ituri, it was the Dar-Es-Salaam Agreement signed on 17 May 2003 under Monuc 

auspices by the government and leaders of the five main armed Iturian groups, which for the first 

time formally recognized the existence of armed groups operating in Ituri. The agreement 

enshrined the rights for the members of these armed groups to be eligible for either integration 

into the national army or civilian reinsertion (AIP and Fewer International 2006; Van Puijenbroek 

et al. 2008; International Crisis Group 2008). The agreement was reiterated by the Kinshasa Act 

of Engagement signed on 14 May 2004 by all the Iturian militia groups and the government (Bouta 

2005; Ngabu Ngbape 2007; Van Puijenbroek et al. 2008). The Iturian DDR process officially 

started in September 2004 (Veit 2010).12 It had several phases and involved a wide array of 

international actors, such as Monuc and different UN agencies as well as international NGOs.  

 

Second, with regard to the restoration of the legal-rational authority of the state, the international 

focus was exemplified in their overarching priority until 2006 being the organization and 

implementation of democratic presidential and legislative elections (Autesserre 2010).13 Indeed, 

many international actors considered elections as the only legitimate instrument to establish 

government authority (Paris 2003). Not surprisingly, therefore, from the beginning of the peace 

process in the DRC, elections were the priority of international peacebuilding actors. The UN 

Security Council adopted resolution 1234 in April 1999—three months before the signing of the 

                                                
11 It said that ‘there shall be a mechanism for disarming militias and armed groups, including the genocidal 

forces’ (Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement 1999). 

12 Interviews with national politicians and professors, Bunia and Kinshasa, 2011–2012. 

13 Interviews with national politicians, professors, and UN and international organization representatives, 

Ituri district and Kinshasa, 2011–2013. 



CRPD Working Paper No. 35 

 10 

Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement—that stressed the need for ‘the holding on an early date of 

democratic, free and fair elections.’  

 

The Global and All Inclusive Agreement (2002) had created the Independent Electoral 

Commission enjoying by far the biggest moral and financial backing by international peacebuilding 

actors (Faubert 2006; Ngoma-Binda 2008). During the transition, international actors installed the 

Comité International d'Accompagnement de la Transition (CIAT). It was composed of the five 

permanent members of the Security Council as well as Angola, Belgium, Canada, Gabon, South 

Africa, Zambia, the AU, the EU, and Monuc. The CIAT was mandated to ‘arbitrate and make a 

decision in any disagreement that may arise between the Parties’ (Global and All Inclusive 

Agreement 2002). This was obviously a lot of power because despite the establishment of a 

transitional government, an international commission could still arbitrate and make decisions in 

case of disagreement between domestic actors.  

 

Most international actors heavily supported the electoral process. From October 2004 to 

December 2006 the major task of Monuc was to organize and ensure the holding of national 

elections.14 It did so ‘by assisting in planning and implementing national elections and ensuring 

their security, providing logistical support, training election officials, advising and assisting with 

voter education and information’ (Rogier 2004: 260; Faubert 2006: 23; UN General Assembly 

2012: 15). The EU also put ‘strong and continuous political pressure on all political actors in order 

to keep the electoral process on track’ (Tohbi 2008: 30). It provided support, such as its legal 

expertise to advise on the electoral law (Tohbi 2008). They also prepared the transitional 

institutions for the electoral process and sent an important election observation mission (Hoebeke 

et al. 2007). Moreover, the UN Security Council approved sending another EU Force to Congo 

(EUFOR) on 12 June 2006 in order to provide security in Kinshasa during the elections (AIP and 

Fewer International 2006; Ekengard 2009). The United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) also contributed with a substantial programme and was in charge of administering the 

pooled funds of donors to support the electoral commission (UNDP 2006). 

 

Not only in the DRC, but in almost every internationally-sponsored ceasefire or peace agreement, 

there are already provisions on DDR and elections (Daley 2006). Given that international actors 

                                                
14 Interview #27 with external expert, phone, 2012; Interview #28 with professor, Geneva, 2012; Interview 

#84 with professor, Bunia, 2012; Interview #104 with national politician, Kinshasa, 2012. 
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often operate under time pressure and with limited resources, they often recur to both these tools. 

Therefore, even though it is widely acknowledged that one-size fits all measures are not efficient 

and need to be adapted to the context, international actors nevertheless often use such standard 

tools due to three purported advantages (Mac Ginty 2008; Goetschel and Hagmann 2009; 

Autesserre 2010). First, they provide a standard set of measures for which a toolkit is readily 

available, as they have already been implemented in different contexts. Therefore, international 

peacebuilding actors are confident about how to organize them and have clear guidelines and 

regulations to follow to make them successful. Second, they both provide clearly measurable and 

noticeable milestones, much more than other peacebuilding activities whose results will only be 

visible after a substantial amount of time. The holding of free and fair elections or the declaring of 

a specific district ‘weapon-free’ are highly visible events. Finally, both programmes are very useful 

as an exit strategy. DDR ultimately aims to restore the state’s monopoly over the legitimate use 

of violence after which international peacebuilding actors can leave and elections provide the 

state with a supposedly legitimate government and counterpart for international actors.  

 

An additional element determining international priorities was their focus on national elite actors 

as main counterparts (Autesserre 2010). While one could think that since these elite actors were 

Congolese, they would be aware of the more local perceptions of peace, for them national peace 

was more important than local peace as it had the potential to yield more power.15 Especially 

former armed group leaders were well aware of local conflicts around ethnicity and land because 

they had been on the ground, but they focused on building a strong state since it allowed them to 

have access to government posts (Englebert and Tull 2008).16  

 

In sum, international peacebuilding concentrated on a narrow definition of the state by attempting 

to establish security and a democratic political system, however often overlooking the empirical 

aspects of statehood and relegating reconciliation to a secondary level of priority. 

 

                                                
15 This sometimes turned against them in the elections after the transition when they were not elected by 

the population into the parliament (Interview #17 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2011; Interview #104 

with national politician, Kinshasa, 2012; Interview #107 with national politician, Kinshasa, 2012). 

16 Interview #27 with external expert, phone, 2012; Interview #100 with civil society representative, 

Kinshasa, 2012; Interview #104 with national politician, Kinshasa, 2012; Interview #107 with national 

politician, Kinshasa, 2012. 
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4. The Interaction of Priorities  

 

The two sets of local and international priorities were both indispensable to bring the peace 

process forward. However, they were only partially achieved because the different actors did not 

sufficiently cooperate and coordinate their efforts amongst each other in order to align them in a 

way to make the peacebuilding process most effective. This will be shown in the following.  

 

4.1 Reconciliation 

 

With regard to reconciliation, the main priority of local peacebuilding actors, most observers point 

to the fact that although substantial progress has been made with regard to social cohabitation, 

there are also many remaining obstacles (Borello 2004; Byensi Mateso 2009; Anten 2010).17 

Some of the indicators that relations between ethnic groups have generally improved as 

mentioned by local respondents in interviews are that the massacres have stopped, people invest 

in construction, people and goods circulate freely, individual attitudes have changed in the sense 

that there is a reduction of traumas and acts of vengeance, stereotypes are increasingly 

deconstructed, people share mourning, and there is generally more tolerance. At the same time, 

joint activities are taken up again, such as sport events, people go to the same churches, 

hospitals, markets, and schools again, and joke with each other. People also have less fear of 

meeting and visiting each other. Moreover, while during the war the population was complicit in 

the fighting and ‘a bandit was not accused because he was part of a friend’s family,’ nowadays 

any recruitment efforts by armed groups are strongly denounced.18 The population has often put 

in place local conflict resolution structures, which help to prevent an escalation of small conflicts 

into bigger wars.19 People regret the war, which has become sort of a legend, and are hopeful 

that life will continue.20  

 

                                                
17 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local 

peacebuilding actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 

18 Interview #17 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2011. 

19 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local 

peacebuilding actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 

20 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local 

peacebuilding actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 
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Despite these positive accounts, social cohabitation reportedly still faces some obstacles. 

Interlocutors state that ethnic relations are still problematic and that reconciliation has been 

superficial. When asked about how they felt today, some say that they had forgiven, but that it 

was hard to forget. They recount that some people remain traumatized and that ethnic messages 

are still transmitted.21 Moreover, a lot of suspicion still characterizes ethnic relations. This is shown 

in the fact that some communities remain prepared for attacks and have kept their weapons. In 

sum, what makes the situation of social cohabitation difficult is that war fatigue slowly fades away 

while traumatisms might take more time to overcome.22  

 

Observers often ascribe the remaining obstacles to reconciliation to the fact that such a process 

requires a substantial amount of time and needs to be done gradually, but also to the fact that 

truth-telling and justice were not rendered. These two aspects are also congruent with the 

definition Hazan (2009: 261) uses for a reconciliation process. He states that reconciliation 

includes two main concepts: ‘seeking the truth about the crimes committed’ and ‘that justice be 

rendered through a process of stigmatizing the perpetrators, either through the administration of 

criminal justice or restorative justice, or a combination of both.’  

 

With regard to the first, several respondents lamented the lack of truth-telling. While the work of 

local peacebuilding actors has brought communities closer together and generated some truth-

telling, this process was not complemented with a more institutional mechanism on the national 

level. The Global and All Inclusive Agreement established a Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

(TRC). It had the mandate to ‘establish the clear and objective truth on the historical reality of 

facts, crimes and human rights violations’ as well as to promote reconciliation by finding ‘a 

mechanism aiming to re-establish peace, consensus and national unity’ (Loi 04/018 2004). 

However, the TRC did not take any visible action in Ituri. Observers say that the commission came 

once or twice to Bunia, but no follow-up happened, although some Iturians sat on the 

commission.23  

 

                                                
21 FGD #30 with population groups, Bogoro, 2012; FGD #33 with population groups, Nyankunde, 2012; 

FGD #70 with population groups, Fataki, 2012. 

22 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, and local 

peacebuilding actors, Ituri district, 2011–2013. 

23 Interview #6 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2011; Interview #17 with local peacebuilding actor, 

Bunia, 2011. 
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This was partly because reconciliation was not an immediate international priority and hence 

international actors never substantially supported the TRC. From their side, the commission was 

never an end in itself, but framed as means to achieve peaceful elections, which were its main 

priority. A former member of the commission recalled: ‘during the transition the truth and 

reconciliation commission worked on the peaceful cohabitation and pacification of the country 

because elections were to be conducted.’24 Moreover, activities, such as truth-seeking that the 

TRC had in its mandate, were seen as a potential risk on the road to the elections and did hence 

not receive substantial international support (Kuye Ndondo 2004; Kahorha 2009). Therefore, once 

the elections were held in 2006, the activities of the TRC were also suspended (USIP undated).  

 

The failure of the TRC also shows the legacy of the international focus on national elite actors as 

main counterparts. Since the TRC was established based on negotiations between delegates at 

the Sun City peace talks, it was mainly composed of former belligerents (Davis and Hayner 2009). 

This means that any initiative to promote truth-telling ran counter to the interest of powerful actors 

which blocked them.25 It was in fact planned that the TRC would hold hearings for victim 

complaints of massive human rights violations (art. 8 Loi 04/018 2004). Yet, it was never put into 

practice. Because the commissioners came from former warring parties, truth-seeking was not 

their priority (Ngoma-Binda 2008).  

 

Thus, the TRC is largely perceived as a failure and truth-telling has been neglected ever since.26 

This stands against the finding that ‘truth-telling […] is increasingly considered a necessary, if not 

vital, component of the peacebuilding process, as important as demobilization, disarmament or 

the holding of post-war elections’ (Mendeloff 2004: 356). It was also contrary to the priorities of 

local actors. As documented by Borello (2004: 52), ‘the vast majority of Congolese civil society 

groups consider the establishment of a truth-seeking mechanism necessary to help the DRC deal 

with its past and move forward.’ In a survey conducted with a sample of 2,620 individuals in the 

entire eastern Congo by Vinck et al. (2008: 48), 88 per cent of the respondents considered it to 

be important to know the truth about what happened. Also, in Ituri specifically, many observers 

                                                
24 Interview #43 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2012. All the quotes from interviews or focus group 

discussions were translated by the author from French to English. 

25 FGD #24 with international organization representatives (national staff) Kinshasa 2011, professor, 

Kinshasa 2012, UN representative (national staff), Kinshasa 2012, national elite actor, Kinshasa 2012.  

26 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, national politicians, 

professors, local peacebuilding actors, and external experts, Ituri district, Kinshasa and email, 2011–2013. 
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regretted the fact that the two ethnic communities never had the chance to tell each other the 

truth in an institutionalized setting: ‘after the war people were left with so many stories, we should 

work at this level as well, no one has addressed it yet.’27  

 

With regard to the second missing aspect, justice, local peacebuilding actors often based their 

initiatives on restorative more than punitive justice. Restorative justice can be understood ‘as a 

compensation for loss, not as a retribution for offense’ (Zartman 2000: 222). However, many local 

interlocutors also expressed a need for punitive justice. As one observer noted: ‘rituals are good 

for disputes between small groups, but how to respond to large-scale massacres?’28 The answer 

has not been given yet as several persons who committed crimes in Ituri are not being prosecuted 

either by the International Criminal Court (ICC), nor by the national or district courts and are often 

even part of the official security forces or the government (International Crisis Group 2008).29  

 

The DRC had ratified the Rome Statute in 2002, which entered into force on 1 July 2002. In 2004, 

the Congolese government referred the crimes on its territory to the ICC due to pressure from 

domestic civil society and the international community (Davis and Hayner 2009). While it is 

acknowledged that it ended the general impunity in the country (Bueno and Angwandi 2012), 

there remains a feeling that the prosecutions were politicized rather than according to what is 

locally most relevant and conducive to peace.30 The process was very remote from the daily 

realities of most people in Ituri (International Crisis Group 2008; Vinck et al. 2008; Bueno and 

Angwandi 2012). While people are usually aware of the ICC’s existence, only few of them are 

well informed about its procedures and functioning. The presence of the ICC outreach office in 

Bunia which organizes seminars and workshops in the district capital has helped to better explain 

its mandate. However, many people cannot afford to travel all the way to Bunia in order to hear 

                                                
27 Interview #43 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2012. 

28 Informal discussion #133 with local peacebuilding actors, Bunia, 2012-2013. 

29 Interviews and FGDs with local peacebuilding actors, Ituri district and Kinshasa, 2011–2013. 

30 Interview #17 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2011; Interview #25 with external expert, email, 2011; 

Interview #49 with district authority, Bunia, 2012; Interview #98 with UN representative (national staff), 

Kinshasa, 2012; Interview #101 with civil society representative, Kinshasa, 2012. 
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about the process.31 The ICC Trust Fund for Victims (TFV) was supposed to change this. It has 

the mandate to oversee reparation programmes and implement projects for the benefit of the 

victims. However, as demonstrated by Bueno and Angwandi (2012: 16), many of the victims were 

not aware of the existence of the TFV due to its lack of conducting ‘meaningful consultation with 

victims about how scarce resources might be best targeted.’ An evaluation of the TFV comes to 

a similar conclusion by pointing to the importance to ‘work toward greater clarity on this point, to 

avoid misunderstanding and disappointment on behalf of the victim beneficiary communities’ 

(McCleary-Sills and Mukasa 2013: 46). 

 

On the national level, in the absence of a national law specifying the modalities to prosecute the 

crimes in the Rome Statute, only military courts are competent to try such cases (Diku Mpongola 

2007; International Crisis Group 2008). The government had prosecuted a dozen of such cases 

by August 2010 (Tsabora 2011). For crimes falling outside the Rome Statute, the judicial system 

in the DRC continues to suffer from a constant lack of human and financial resources (Tsabora 

2011). For the district of Ituri with approximately eight million inhabitants, there are only four 

judges and even the most basic infrastructure is lacking, such as means to transport arrested 

persons to the prison in Bunia. The prison in Bunia is in a dilapidated state and many of the 

inmates have been denied due process for months or even years. Therefore, observers largely 

agree that the national judicial system is not able to deliver fair and impartial justice (Borello 2004; 

Davis and Hayner 2009; Goodman 2010; UN OHCHR 2010).32  

 

The above shows that the local peacebuilding actors’ programmes of social cohabitation have 

been effective as there are visible advancements in this realm, but at the same time the enduring 

obstacles show that they ultimately remained insufficient. Local peacebuilding actors worked on 

the ground through their different activities of creating networks, conducting mediation, 

sensitizing, involving communities in joint activities, and engaging them with the past. However, 

these efforts were not scaled up and complemented by international programmes in the realm of 

                                                
31 Interview #6 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2011; FGD #69 with population groups, Fataki, 2012; 

Interview #82 with district authority, Bunia, 2012; Interview #91 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2012; 

Interview #101 with civil society representative, Kinshasa, 2012; Interview #102 with professor, Kinshasa, 

2012. 

32 Interview #6 with local peacebuilding actor, Bunia, 2011; Interview #41 with representative of judiciary, 

Bunia, 2012; Interview #50 with representative of judiciary, Bunia, 2012; Interview #55 with representative 

of judiciary, Bunia, 2012; Interview #98 with UN representative (national staff), Kinshasa, 2012. 
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social cohabitation. The TRC’s failure and the ICC’s and national institutions’ insufficiency to 

render justice illustrate this.  

 

In the more recent past, however, international peacebuilding actors have increasingly started to 

focus also on bringing communities together. Yet if they do so, they often engage in direct 

mediation on the ground or involve communities in joint activities and thereby duplicate what local 

actors are already doing at the local level, instead of complementing them at the national level. 

This shows the lack of coordination between the two sets of actors, which has prevented them 

from aligning their respective programmes in a coherent way.  

 

4.2 Statebuilding 

 

Many of the insufficiencies in the realm of social cohabitation also indicate inadequacies in the 

statebuilding programmes, which were international peacebuilding actors’ main priority. Just like 

local reconciliation programmes, these efforts are also valuable but have remained ultimately 

insufficient. The war fundamentally hampered the authority and legitimacy of state institutions. 

During the war, almost all authority was with armed groups and then it slowly shifted to the 

transitional government. This was mainly with regard to control of the use of force, but also the 

legal-rational authority of the state administration. Monuc’s intervention re-established a certain 

level of security in many parts of the country and most importantly in Ituri. For the government, 

Monuc provided the logistics necessary to be able to act and it secured places for negotiations to 

take place. It also helped to pave the way to install the national police and military forces which 

are central for the exercise of authority.33  

 

While these processes are promising, obstacles remain. With regard to the monopoly over the 

legitimate use of violence, politics in the DRC have become highly contested and often play out 

through the use of violence (Englebert and Tull 2013). Therefore, non-state armed groups are still 

present in many parts of the country. This violence causes the state’s monopoly over the 

                                                
33 Interviews and FGDs with district authorities, national politicians, professors, local peacebuilding actors, 

and civil society representatives, Ituri district and Kinshasa, 2011–2013. 
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legitimate use of violence to be constantly threatened.34 Arms also still circulate as many 

demobilized ex-combatants handed in one weapon in the DDR process and buried others (Van 

Puijenbroek et al. 2008).  

 

Both the specific insecurity caused by armed groups and the more general insecurity around the 

persisting circulation of arms are often ascribed to the insufficient DDR process. Indeed, the 

measures taken by international peacebuilding actors were highly technical. This is visible in Ituri. 

Firstly, with reconciliation not being their priorities they almost exclusively focused on armed 

actors rather than communities which are, however, a central actor, in the reintegration phase 

(Van Puijenbroek et al. 2008). Secondly, the reintegration programmes were often insufficient 

which meant that many demobilized ex-combatants did not find a job after the trainings provided 

by UNDP and its partners. Some were helped with motorbikes and became taxi men, others 

received boats and fishing nets and became fishermen, but these posts were limited. Thus, many 

ex-combatants remain unemployed which can pose problems as the return to weapons is 

sometimes easier than enduring unemployment (Anten 2010).35  

 

Local peacebuilding actors included DDR aspects in their programme as a response to the vast 

international programmes. However, they could not influence strategy making, but only fine-tune 

programmes in the implementation stage, if at all. Thus even though local peacebuilding actors 

sensitized communities to reintegrate former combatants and organized seminars and workshops 

on peaceful cohabitation, they did not have the power to substantially change international 

programmes. Indeed, reintegration often confronts people on a daily basis with the suffering of 

the past. As one respondent said ‘there are people that we saw killing our families and now we 

see them in the street. But well, now they don’t do anything, they cohabit normally. But even 

though we are trying to forget, the memories remain.’36 Thus, aligning international DDR 

programmes with local reconciliation programmes would have been central to making the former 

more relevant. This would, however, have required more cooperation between local and 

international peacebuilding actors in order to coordinate their programmes.  

                                                
34 Interviews and FGDs with local population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, national politicians, 

professors, local peacebuilding actors, civil society representatives, and UN and international organization 

representatives, Ituri district and Kinshasa, 2011–2013. 

35 Interviews and FGDs with population groups, local chiefs, district authorities, national politicians, local 

peacebuilding actors, and UN representatives, Ituri district and Kinshasa, 2011–2013. 

36 FGD #33 with population groups, Nyankunde, 2012.  
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With regard to legal-rational authority, the elections in 2006 have not built the legitimacy of the 

government. Elections at the local level, although promised, were never held and thus district 

officials continue to be appointed, rather than elected (Paddon and Lacaille 2011). Moreover, the 

more recent 2011 elections were also heavily flawed (Larmer et al. 2013) and led to a general 

disappointment in the population. In the electoral years, local peacebuilding actors also sensitized 

communities on the importance of political participation and the electoral law. However, they could 

only marginally make the elections more locally relevant since the overall strategy was beyond 

their influence. Their possibilities to adapt international programmes were too limited to 

significantly improve the statebuilding process. As a consequence, government authorities are 

often perceived as remote by the local population who refer more frequently to local chiefs. 

Therefore, local reality is far from a Weberian ideal-type that the international peacebuilding actors 

often had in mind when engaging in statebuilding.  

 

Rather than from this normative and narrow point of view, however, as stated by Hagmann and 

Péclard (2010: 542), ‘states must be seen as historical processes that include and span the pre-

colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods.’ As Bellagamba and Klute (2008: 11 in Hagmann and 

Péclard 2010) note: ‘the prolonged absence of a central government has provided room for the 

formation of societal political orders “beside the state”.’ Such processes of state formation are 

also present in the DRC where different forms of official and traditional authority structures have 

always been present and most communities have created alternative forms of statehood to 

provide for services and security. However, international peacebuilding actors did not always 

integrate these existing or recreated local forms of authority or political orders into the liberal 

structures they promoted. The latter had a narrow view of the state that did take into account 

neither local perceptions and practices nor their historicity. Local peacebuilding actors had a more 

empirical view, based on what existed on the ground.  

 

Therefore, there remains a missing link between the official state structure fostered by 

international peacebuilding actors through statebuilding programmes and the customary state 

structure supported by local peacebuilding actors focusing more on state formation processes. 

As Doornbos (2010: 764) observes with such processes more generally is that ‘while external 

agencies play pervasive roles in coaching incremental state restructuring processes in African 

countries, paradoxically their collective external engagements do not link up with “local” dynamics 

in search of alternative forms of statehood.’ Based on that, one can often see ‘two sets of dynamic 
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processes, one externally driven and the other internal, simultaneously at work on state 

restructuring but without any meaningful contact between them’ (Doornbos 2010: 764). This 

shows again that strengthened cooperation between local and international peacebuilding actors 

could increase the relevance and effectiveness of their programmes by linking different 

peacebuilding processes. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

This paper has shown that the fact that local and international peacebuilding actors in the DRC 

sequenced their programmes differently does not pose a problem in itself. Rather, the challenge 

lies with the fact that they often do not well align their programmes with each other. Thereby, they 

miss an important opportunity to benefit from each other’s insights and programmes. Indeed, 

truth-telling and justice, the two aspects perceived as missing in the reconciliation process which 

was the priority of local peacebuilding actors could have been at least partially promoted by 

international actors. At the same time, the remaining challenges of statebuilding, the international 

peacebuilding actors’ priority, are linked to the lack of rendering these programmes more locally 

relevant and connecting them to wider processes of state formation. Local peacebuilding actors 

would have had unique insights to share in this regard.  

 

While international actors have started to integrate reconciliation aspects in the recent past, it has 

clearly not been a priority before. Moreover, the programmes they implement in this realm 

nowadays often duplicate what local actors are already doing, rather than complementing them 

to make the overall peacebuilding process more effective. At the same time, local peacebuilding 

actors have also included some of the international priorities, such as DDR and elections, in their 

programmes. However, they could not influence the overall strategy making, but merely fine-tune 

these projects in the implementation phase. Therefore, the approach remained a highly 

technocratic one based on a narrow view of the state.  

 

Thus, what is needed is to scale up and complement local peacebuilding programmes of social 

cohabitation at the national level and to make international peacebuilding programmes of 

statebuilding more relevant at the local level. This does not necessarily require a radical change 

in sequencing, but maybe a less exclusive focus and a more open cooperation with other actors 

in order to relevantly align and adapt peacebuilding programmes. This would start with revising 

some of the entrenched perceptions that both international and local actors have of each other. 
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Local actors consider international actors as coming with a lot of financial resources, but often 

lacking contextual knowledge and sometimes also the will to acquire it. International actors, in 

turn, consider local actors as mushrooming as soon as donor money arrives and as lacking 

technical and managerial capacities. If this assessment was done more according to what the 

added value of each of the actors was, both could benefit from the local peacebuilding actors as 

‘the cost-effective locally-sensitive insider’ and the international actors as the ‘impartial well-

resourced thematic experts’ (Anderson and Olson 2003: 38–39; Autesserre 2014: 64–67). Thus, 

a better coordination does not need a radical change in programmes, but in perceptions.  
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