101201 Call for action to end decades of rebel brutality 
The international community must act this Christmas to prevent almost daily killing sprees in Central Africa 

The world must get serious about providing real solutions for remote villages attacked almost daily by the most brutal and long-running rebel group in Africa says a new report released today. 
New figures show that over the past two years the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) has become the most deadly militia in Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). In the last year alone more than 1,000 people have been killed or abducted in nearly 200 separate attacks in two remote districts of Congo – almost four attacks a week across an area approximately the size of the UK.   

On Christmas and Boxing Day 2008 in a neglected corner of Congo, 620 women, men and children were savagely beaten to death and hundreds more were abducted by the LRA. Last Christmas, between 14 and 17 December 2009, LRA commanders oversaw the killing of more than 300 people. Some of the massacres meted out against remote communities in Sudan, Central African Republic (CAR) and DRC over the past year have been among the worst in the LRA’s 20-year history. 
“It is unbelievable that the world continues to tolerate brutal violence against some of the most isolated villages in Central Africa and that this has been allowed to continue for more than 20 years,” said Marcel Stoessel, Head of Oxfam in DRC. “This Christmas families in north-eastern Congo will live in fear of yet another massacre, despite the presence of the world’s largest peacekeeping mission.” 

A new report, ‘Ghosts of Christmas Past’ launched today by [insert agency names] says the safety and welfare of women, men and children across the vast LRA-affected area must finally be given the decisive attention it demands.   

Continuous and rampant insecurity has meant humanitarian agencies are unable to reach all the affected people with life-saving aid. In Bas-Uélé, where some 50,000 people are unable to return home because of LRA violence, almost half have received no assistance at all in 2010. There is also a dire need for psychological support for people who have been attacked and traumatised by the LRA, as well as for civilians who have escaped the militia. 
“Most of the LRA are abducted or coerced children who have been forced to commit horrific acts in order to 'overcome their fear'”, said [insert spokesperson from partner agency]. “Boys are forced to kill and girls are used as ‘sex slaves’." 
“This must not be allowed to continue. The international community must work harder to encourage abducted LRA members to escape or return to their families and they must be supported to reintegrate fully into daily life.” 

Previous efforts to apprehend the LRA have failed, the report says. In December 2008 Operation “Lightning Thunder”, a military offensive against the LRA, failed to capture any senior rebel commanders. Instead, the offensive prompted brutal retaliations against communities and pushed the LRA further from their native Uganda across an area 20 times larger than before. 

Recent signs of diplomatic commitment from the AU and US must shift up a gear and provide tangible answers that protect the population from violence and find peaceful solutions, agencies say. That should include focusing on the realities of national armies' capacity to keep civilians safe from the LRA, one of the major weaknesses in efforts to date. 

“As a regional problem the LRA is no one government’s responsibility,” [insert spokesperson from partner agency]. “The United Nations Security Council has long neglected to put the LRA on its agenda and has failed to respond effectively to atrocities.” 

“The devastating impact of military operations on ordinary people cannot be allowed to happen again. Protection of civilians, provision of humanitarian assistance and peaceful solutions must be the most urgent and critical prioritkes for regional governments, the AU, the UN Security Council and the wider international community.”   
End 


For more information, contact Anna Ridout at Oxfam on aridout@oxfam.org.uk  or +44 (0)7766 443506 

Notes to editors 

1. Since September 2008, the LRA has killed more than 2,300 people and abducted more than 3,000 across the region.   

2. It is estimated that 20% of the children abducted are forced to fight, 80% are used to do forced labour and 100% of the girls are raped. 

3. Oxfam is currently assisting over 120,000 people affected by LRA violence in Haut-Uélé.
