
“Special Mission”
Recruitment of M23 Rebels to Suppress Protests 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo

H U M A N 

R I G H T S 

W A T C H







Maps ..................................................................................................................................... i 

Glossary .............................................................................................................................. iii 

Summary ............................................................................................................................... 1 

Recommendations ............................................................................................................... 4 

Methodology ........................................................................................................................ 8 

I. Political Context ............................................................................................................... 10 

II. December 2016 Crackdown ............................................................................................. 17 

 

 

 

III. Background on the M23 ................................................................................................ 30 

IV. M23 Recruitment and Role in December 2016 Crackdown ............................................. 38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V. M23 Recruitment for “Special Operations” ..................................................................... 51 

VI. Congolese Officials Implicated in the M23 Recruitment ................................................ 52 

VII. Response from Government Authorities and the M23 Leadership ................................. 55 

VIII. Domestic and International Law ................................................................................... 57 

Acknowledgments .............................................................................................................. 62 

Annex I: Letter from the Ugandan Minister of Defense and Veteran Affairs to Human Rights 
Watch ................................................................................................................................. 63 





















 



 

• 

• 
 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

  

 

• 

• 

  



 











































  



 











 











































  



 

 



 

























hrw.org

Congolese police drive past a fire barricade
during demonstrations in Kinshasa, the
capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo,
December 20, 2016. 

© 2016 Reuters/Thomas Mukoya

Security forces in the Democratic Republic of Congo killed at least 62 people and arrested hundreds of others during protests across
the country between December 19 and 22, 2016, after President Joseph Kabila refused to step down at the end of his constitutionally
mandated two-term limit. 

In the lead-up to the December protests, and as pressure on Kabila escalated, senior Congolese security force officers had mobilized
at least 200 and likely many more former M23 rebel fighters from neighboring Uganda and Rwanda to protect Kabila and help quash
the anti-Kabila protests. M23 fighters were integrated into Congolese army, police, and Republican Guard units and given explicit orders
to use lethal force, including at “point-blank range” if necessary. 

With more protests planned in the coming weeks – nearly one year past the end of Kabila’s constitutional mandate – the findings in
this report raise concerns about further violence and repression. 

“Special Mission”: Recruitment of M23 Rebels to Suppress Protests in the Democratic Republic of Congo is based on over 120 interviews,
including with victims and witnesses of abuses, 9 Congolese security force officers, and 21 M23 combatants, commanders, and political
leaders. Research was conducted in Kinshasa, Goma, and Lubumbashi in Congo, and in Rwanda and Uganda from December 2016 to
November 2017.

Human Rights Watch calls on President Kabila and other senior officials to end all unlawful and excessive use of force and other forms
of repression against protesters, activists, and the political opposition, and to cease all recruitment of M23 fighters to participate in
such repression. Congo’s international partners should increase the pressure on Kabila to step down as required by the constitution
and support a peaceful transition and credible elections.
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