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Host: Dear listeners welcome to this eleventh program of the series Debating for Justice, part of our Interactive Radio for Justice project. During this program, we will debate on the issue of protection of civilians and of victims of armed conflicts. You know that the inter-ethnic conflicts in Ituri, which started in 1999, plunged this region in a deplorable humanitarian situation, leading to displacement, refugees and over 50,000 dead, according to humanitarian organisations. Apart from this Iturian conflict, we also face the war against the LRA, Ugandan rebels of Joseph Kony, which resulted in the death of over 1,000 persons and the displacement of the Congolese population. To discuss this issue of civilian protection, we have invited in our studio Mr. Rustic Avoyeka, District Commissioner in charge of the economy and finance for the Ituri District. He represents the Congolese Government. Mahamadu Guindo, field administrator for the High Commissioner for Refugees for Orientale Province, based in Bunia. Felix Munga, administrator, in charge of protection for UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund, in Ituri. And finally, Florent Mbanzi, antenna chief for CNR, National Commission for Refugees in Orientale Province.

We will start this program by listening to the story, or rather the testimony of this young girl, she is 17 and fled the LRA when she was 16 and travelled over 1,000 kilometres on foot, leaving behind her parents who were killed and her brothers lost.

*
*
*

Host: This young girl was only 16 when she fled the war in Dungu, barely recovered from surgery. She will spend ten months travelling to Bunia, where she expected to find her brothers who also fled the war. She crossed many rivers throughout the region, many paths and dead bodies. She arrived in Isiro, thinking she is already in Bunia and she learns that her family is not there. She then decides to continue on foot. Two months later, swollen feet and torn clothes, sick, she reaches Bunia. She will be welcomed by a woman. Unfortunately, the husband of this woman chased her away. She continued to wander around. Let us listen to her testimony.
· We fled the fighting in Dungu, towards Aba. From there, we fled to Kurubada towards Dendre and Bunia, here. My three brothers have disappeared.

Journalist: Whom did you flee with?
· We were four. Three Dubara and myself. They found their families.

Journalist: Where are your parents? 

· My parents were killed during fighting. 

Journalist: So you fled a year ago exactly? In eight months you reached Isiro-Jiadi. Then, in two months you travelled from Isiro to Bunia. Didn’t you suffer during that trip? What did you eat?

· We suffered a lot! We ate very badly. FARDC soldiers that we found on the way would give us sugar canes and sometimes money. We suffered of a lot of diseases. We had no medicine but God was protecting us. 

Journalist: What is your message now? What lessons can you give?

· I want to study, and if I could find my relatives I could stay in Bunia and resume school.

Journalist: ‘I need assistance. What did I do to deserve all this pain?’

*
*
*

Journalist: You all heard this testimony. Do you have any particular remark? Let us start Avoyekaa, you are District Commissioner ad interim.
· This is a very sad story. I followed it with much emotion; I felt pity for this girl. She is still a minor and having gone through so much to finally reach Bunia after three months. This is a real ordeal. I can relate because six months ago I had just released survivors of the Faraje attack. They were at Bunia hospital, brought in by MONUC. I took care of them and did everything for them to return home in Faraje. They did tell me their story and how they ended up surviving, among the Dead everywhere. So I realise that when there is a conflict, especially armed conflict, you can always expect to see such disaster. I would like to congratulate this girl. She could have become a shege or a prostitute, at anyone’s mercy, but I congratulate her for her courage and for having reached Bunia and in search of a partner to assist her in going back to school.

Journalist: This was only a story among so many others. Mr. Guindo, huh, you heard this story, what touched you the most?

· Well, huh, as the District Commissioner said, huh, everything is summarised there. The story of this little girl is very deplorable and moving. It summarises again all what hundreds of thousands of Congolese people experience or have experienced because of this armed conflict. What is the most touching is that she is a small child, walking for 1,000 kilometres from Dungu to Bunia. It is true that she fled LRA fighting, but during her trip she was also exposed to other dangers and risk of exploitation. To finish, what we must remember that in spite of what she experienced, she still has the will to do something with her life, to study, and that is something that should really be encouraged. If there are means for her to do so, then we should really look into it.

Journalist: And you, Felix, when you hear such stories from children, like that, any reaction?

· Her separation from her gamily, this is something that is particularly painful. Especially the conditions in which we heard she was separated from her family and then they died and she learnt about their death. It is very difficult. But hopefully for the girl, we thank God, because many fled the war, many were abducted by the LRA, many fell, many died. There are also many who survived, including her.

Journalist: Mr. Mbanzi, of CNR.

· I also concur with the District Commissioner. The story of this girl is sad; to see and hear that a girl has travelled thousands of kilometres, knowing all the dangers she came across on her path. She really was under God’s grace because when she met the FARDC on her path, I congratulate their actions, for giving her sugar canes. To finish, I think we should do everything to assist this girl who wants to do something [with her life] in spite of the fact that she lost all her relatives. She wants to study so we should contribute and even approach the school authorities, even if there are costs involved, she should at least be registered and join a class.

Journalist: Indeed, we should congratulate the fact that the FARDC, the Armed Forces of the DRC, for their positive actions, which is a bit unusual. Mr. Avoyeka, you are a government representative, District Commissioner in charge of the economy and finance. What is the responsibility of the State in the face of such an event, a child who travels alone, without family? What can you do?
· The first thing to do would be to welcome such children who present themselves, provide them support and assist them if necessary. If we can find clothes and shelter for these children. It is our responsibility to do so and we often seek the assistance of the city hall, or the city office, in order to provide for the most basic needs of these children.

Journalist: It is not so obvious that the government has a role. People feel NGOs’ presence more. I don’t know if you have noticed that.
· The government’s support is not necessarily systematic. We have a framework in place for these types of cases, which is the Welfare Office, which is in charge of this. But the Welfare Office does not receive direct assistance, except from UNICEF and sometimes from UNDP and it is often earmarked for training, or for street children _ who we refer to as shege _ but for lost children in search of their parents, it is difficult to provide them support. It is all the government can do, they can be referred to host families, who would receive some support and then initiate searches to find the parents. If there are no biological parents, at least we look for relatives. If there is no biological family we then look for a foster family.

Journalist: Of course. At the CNR, you are also government but I am not sure what your organisation does exactly for displaced people. Let’s look beyond this girl and talk about displaced people generally, the thousands victims who flee conflict.
· So, what we do, as a branch of the government emanating from the Ministry of Interior, we first of all report to the local authority and then direct all issues to our international partner, HCR, in order to address problems and provide assistance. If we take the example of this girl, you will also have the Welfare Office that will intervene, in order to find housing for her. As you know, the Congolese government, State services, also have difficulties in getting funding, so the agents of the Welfare Office will find a host family for this girl to have a shelter.

Journalist: Mr. Guindo, the HCR has been here for the past two years. What do you do exactly? Do you really manage to assist the population?
· As you know, displacement in Congo, especially in Orientale Province, is a huge problem. Everyone’s assistance is necessary to resolve problems. It is true that some cases cannot be dealt with but there are others we can take care of. Concerning displaced people, what you have to know, as the Commissioner rightly noted, the primary responsibility lies with the government. NGOs and international organisations only come to support the government. Other than that, at the United Nations level, responsibilities are shared when it comes to displaced people. For in this particular instance, since she is a minor child, it concerns child protection experts, so we address the issue to the relevant authorities or agencies to deal with child protection. I refer to our friends of UNICEF, I would refer the case to UNICEF to find a solution.

Journalist: Felix, what are the rights of the child in general and the challenges you come across when it comes to these rights?
· Thank you very much. Children’s rights concern all, without discrimination based on race, country, religion and so on. Of course, we are here faced with the situation of a displaced child; she is entitled to protection and to life.

Journalist: There is a right to be protected?
· As long as the child is alive, the law of survival was respected and she continued to live with the help of all those that helped her on the path.  Protection is also a very vague domain, because today, that child is somewhere, maybe protected but it might need to be beefed up. A child has a right to be protected but also to education, he has a right to participate, to develop, and in the case of this girl, she also has the right to assist us in finding her parents, for instance. Because the problem is that, in Africa, you talk about biological parents but you also have the larger family. If we cannot find her biological parents then we look for relatives. Now the question is to know where she is now in Bunia, is she staying with relatives or with a host family who spontaneously accepted to help her? In her case, there is a certain vulnerability due to the fact that her parents are already dead and if she is staying in a host family, the search for her relatives would maybe have to be accelerated.

Journalist: And as soon as her relatives are located, does the responsibility of UNICEF stop there, or what?
· In fact, UNICEF’s responsibility as a child protection agency, we work with many partners, governmental partners but also humanitarian partners, national and international NGOs. When we hear about this process, we have to take it to the end. In the case of this girl, she has to be taken care of at the psycho-social level too. She experienced many problems; a lot of work needs to be done to assist her now and then her relatives need to be searched. It might yield positive or negative results, etc. Then we have to complete the process with a [family] reunification and even when we reunify them, we cannot stop there, we have to continue to work with the community to follow up on this child so that the community can accept her and she can also accept to live in the community.

Journalist: Guindo, don’t you think that there always is a problem of communication. Many people ignore what to do in such cases. It seems that you are very quiet and do not manage to sensitise people on your mandate.
· People indeed ignore the mandate of most agencies...

Journalist: Of course.
· …as well as the various referral processes in place. So this is why I said that in the specific case of this girl who is a minor, when her case comes to HCR, we first listen to her story in order to determine how we can assist and orient her. I said it, it is true that we have to sensitise the population to explain our various mandates. This is something that needs to be done. I also said that concerning protection or assistance to displaced people, as you know there have been humanitarian reforms among humanitarian agencies since 2005, whereby each agency has a very specific responsibility. And concerning HCR specifically, we have been told since 2005 that we were in charge of displaced people stemming out of armed conflict. Even in that area, our responsibility limits itself to monitoring and protection, which means that we have to monitor conflict areas, determine whether there are human rights violations, and if there are human rights violations that doesn’t mean the HCR has to come down and resolve these issues, because as I was saying earlier, there are authorities in place whose primary responsibility is to protect the Congolese population.

Journalist: The ball is on your court, Avoyeka. Is it because of negligence or because the demand is overwhelming that we cannot feel your presence?
· All we can do is what we already said, which is to do everything possible to ensure that peace lasts. I said earlier, the ideal situation is not for this young girl, which is what we are debating now, is not for her to not be considered a floating item. Concerning the Ituri situation I have to admit that we are indeed overwhelmed by this insecurity. We are not only faced with these isolated cases of rebellions that spill over, but we are also dealing with a high crime rate, so we have to restore security as a priority. Security everywhere, for the entire population.

Journalist: Some people say that, I don’t want to interrupt you, but some people say that some authorities want the insecurity to continue because, as they say, it gives them a reason to counter-balance the power in Kinshasa, etc.
· No, this is inaccurate; these are rumours that have been roaming around. Nobody can turn a conflict or criminality into a business venture. I will not accept that. It is possible that there are (…inaudible…) in some places, but in this case we take our responsibilities to remind everyone that our primary mission, as the authority in charge, is to first and foremost provide security to people and their property. It is our primary mission and the second is to ensure public order and the rule of law and provide development.

Journalist: We are reaching the end and maybe you can quickly talk about difficulties you are faced with in this mission.
· Our difficulty is that we are basically alone, because, as we said, security is everyone’s business, but people have a tendency to throw their responsibility on the Administration, so…

Journalist: The one that is not there…
· …so we will ask everyone to assist. First of all, people should denounce. We noticed for instance that four or five chiefs of villages and of groupements who never denounce. I went towards Checkele and we discovered elements of the FPJC who came to a groupement and spent the night. The FARDC came later and the chief of groupement said absolutely nothing about the presence of these elements who were staying in one of the houses. And when the FARDC left, these people came out and threatened young people there, killed one and another was injured by a machete and had to be sent to the hospital in Getty. So you see, there are such cases and we are alone and have to work on all fronts. This is the main problem. The second problem is our resources. Our means are rationed, as we say, and we do not have enough resources to conduct our mandate as it should be and we have requested these resources to be given to us, in goods for instance, such as fuel and lubricant. The security fund, we always said, is faced with the problem of mobility which is a major problem and we are trying to plead for assistance. It is a good thing that we are being listened to and as I am speaking to you now, public order forces are being beefed up and we think that, on the short term, we will have a police force capable of responding to criminal acts.

Journalist: The main problem is that of misappropriation. [Resources] will come but it will be misappropriated. You use your vehicle for six months and they are not maintained well and then you can’t use them to move around anymore!
· Yes, there is the zero-tolerance policy, declared by the Chief of State. We are doing everything possible for everyone to be able to do their jobs honestly.

Journalist: Thank you very much. Let me remind the audience that you are the Deputy District Commissioner, in charge of the economy and finance, Avoyeka Rustic. Mr. Mahmadu Guindo, you are field administrator for HCR. What difficulties are you facing concerning protection, and what are the challenges?
· Thank you for the question. I think that Mr. Commissioner summarised everything, everything is inter-linked. Without security, everything else will be difficult. If you haven’t noticed, wherever there are displaced people there is insecurity. And when there is insecurity, there are also obstacles to access those areas. So the impression often is that the authorities, or NGOs, or other agents fail to do anything or refuse to do anything, because they don’t want to. In addition, the physical access can be difficult, the state of the roads make it impossible to access certain areas. As long as security is not restored, as the Commissioner mentioned, it will be difficult to talk of development.

Journalist: Felix?
· Child protection concerns everyone! Families, the government, civil society, the entire community. In any case, we all have to get involved to protect children! There is another difficulty that seems to remain, it is that of communication. Many children suffer because nobody refers them where they can receive assistance. So we are asking the radio to talk about the cases you hear about, but you should also refer such cases to the experts, for them to determine how they can help these children. We have to work together to try to help children who are in the streets, who have no parents. Indeed, children should be with families. Children also need the warmth of a family and the love of parents.

Journalist: Florent Mbanzi, we are now at the end of this program. You have listened to this story and to all the partners present here. Do you have anything to add to this?
· I first want to thank the radio for having invited us. This is a very important problem. But I also want to thank the district’s authorities for their involvement.

Journalist: You feel that they are very much involved?
· In any case, the authorities are really involved. I do not say that because the Deputy District Commissioner is here, but even if you go to Tchomia, if you go to any groupement, local authorities are involved. First of all, they are involved in the relocation of displaced people, the Tchomia local authority, who I am saluting at the same time, provided lands for us to build shelters for the displaced.

Journalist: Avoyeka?
· We are in a post-conflict setting, indeed, and there are lots of consequences and there are still a large number of people roaming around, many displaced. We also have many people responsible for this because they have difficulties finding jobs and so on and they are the ones who put the District in difficulty and cause insecurity. I therefore ask the population to be generous, be hospitable. Concerning displaced people, I first would like to thank all religious groups who often try to be hospitable to these desperate people and all these desperate children who end up in the streets. But what I would also like to ask is for people to be vigilant. Security is everyone’s business and we should not rest one our laurels. When you notice anything, you should call us, you have our number. I encourage people to call, at any time, midnight, two in the morning, to report such situations. You have to denounce such situations, report criminals, military, police or civilians. And I ask the population to organise themselves into Nyumba kumi, which refers to neighbourhood watch groups of ten, which could report any incident to the authorities. I would also ask each family to become host families because we have a large floating population, which roams around. So we have to be able to welcome them and to refer them to the mayor of the city, the District Commissioner and appropriate protection agencies. This is my message.

*
*
*
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Host: Ok, we have now reached the end so we will finish, huh, with UNICEF, especially because we started off with the case of this displaced girl. Felix, what can this girl do? This could also be a message for other girls and boys who are displaced.

· Well, indeed this girl is very courageous and we ask her to continue to be hopeful, because we are what we think. If she thinks she can do great things, she will. But I would also ask her to get in touch with protection experts who will be able to assist her directly by listening to her story. If she could get in touch with us or our partners, so that we can determine how we can assist her and if she is not with her relatives we will help her being reunified.

*
*
*

Journalist: It is with this statement by UNICEF: ‘courage, hope, succeed, contact, help, getting involved,’ that we are reaching the end of this program. The eleventh in the series Debate for Justice, a program that is part of the Interactive Radio for Justice project. We have debated on the topic of the protection of the civilian population and of victims of armed conflict. The story started with this young displaced girl, who was forced to flee, due to a war she doesn’t even understand. 

We invited in our studio Rustic Avoyeka, Deputy District Commissioner, in charge of the economy and finance; Felix Munga, protection officer at UNICEF-Ituri; Mahamadu Guindo, field admnistrator for the High Commissioner for Refugees in Orientale Province; and finally Florent Mbanzi, antenna chief for the National Commission for Refugees in Orientale Province. You can also follow this program on the Internet at www.irfj.org. You can write to us at Canal Revelation Radio, 54 Boulevard de Liberation, in Bunia centre, or by email at canalrevelation2001@yahoo.fr.  Good luck to all displaced children. Peace and justice for our society. Richard Pituwa was presenting.

[Translated and transcribed by Sandrine Gaillot]

