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[bookmark: _Hlk27467166]Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
Palais Wilson
52 rue des Pâquis
CH-1201 Geneva, Switzerland
										             January 20, 2020

[bookmark: _Hlk30162517]RE: Democratic Republic of Congo’s review during the Pre-Sessional Working Group 66 of the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

Dear Committee members,

I write on behalf of the Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (GCPEA)* in advance of the upcoming Pre-Sessional Working Group 66 of the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR), scheduled from the 9th to the 13th of March. We would like to share with you GCPEA’s report “‘All That I Have Lost’: Impact of Attacks on Education for Women and Girls in Kasai Central Province – Democratic Republic of Congo”, which highlights how the right to education and other economic, social and cultural rights have been severely impeded in the DRC, particularly for females. We kindly request that you raise this issue at the Pre-Sessional Working Group and make a recommendation to the government of the Democratic Republic of Congo to implement the Safe Schools Declaration to better protect education, including by taking immediate steps to account for the specific needs and experiences of women and girls in the process of implementation. 

In July 2016, the Democratic Republic of Congo endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration. The Declaration outlines various common-sense actions that countries can take to reduce the negative consequences of armed conflict on education, including using the Guidelines on Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use with respect to protecting schools from military use. It is also an important tool for preventing sexual violence perpetrated by parties to conflict at education institutions or en route to them.

[bookmark: _Hlk30404877]Attacks on schools and school personnel have been a prominent feature of the conflict in the Kasai region of Democratic Republic of Congo in 2016-2017. In the report “‘All That I Have Lost’: Impact of Attacks on Education for Women and Girls in Kasai Central Province – Democratic Republic of Congo”, GCPEA has documented extensive attacks on students, teachers, and schools, and the use of schools for military purposes, in particular attacks directed at female students and their teachers. The Congolese army (Forces armées de la République Démocratique du Congo, FARDC) attacked at least 38 schools in the Kasais and committed other serious violations, including unlawfully targeting civilians and committing summary executions, rape and other abuses. FARDC, as well as the Kamuina Nsapu militia, used schools for military purposes, thereby compromising the civilian status of the schools and exposing female students and teachers to a heightened risk of sexual violence. 

Based on 55 interviews with victims and witnesses, the report describes how militiamen raped female students during attacks on schools or while students were fleeing an attack. In other cases, armed groups abducted female students and teachers from their schools, and some were then raped or forcibly “married” to militia members. 

At the upcoming Pre-Sessional Working Group 66, we encourage the Committee to make the following recommendations to the Congolese government related to articles 13 and 14 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: 
· Urge the government to implement the Safe Schools Declaration and to ensure full enforcement of the Ministerial Directive N° VPM/MDNAC/CAB/0909 of 2013, which prohibits the use of schools for military purposes. Immediately vacate any education institutions used for military purposes and restore such buildings to their intended users; 
· Take immediate steps to prevent abductions and sexual violence against female students and education personnel and ensure that this priority is translated into effective military and civilian policies; 
· Investigate and prosecute perpetrators of sexual violence and other abuses documented in the Kasais, including high-level officers, and train national defense and security forces on the prohibition of sexual violence, and on ending the use of educational institutions for military purposes.  Anyone convicted of sexual violence should be prohibited from remaining in or re-joining the security forces in any location in the country; 
· Address and remedy the disproportionate harm to girls’ access to education as a result of attacks on and military use of schools. Adopt measures to increase girls’ access to safe education and secure spaces for non-formal and formal education, especially accelerated programs for girls and women who have missed out on education; 
· Enforce the Child Protection Act of 2009 (Article 48) which sets the legal age of marriage at 18 for both men and women in all regions of Congo and expand measures to mitigate the harms caused by early marriage, including by expanding efforts to encourage and support continuation of education after marriage or, where that is not possible, economic empowerment programs and skills acquisition initiatives. Enforce ministerial directive guaranteeing that young mothers can continue with their education after childbirth; 
· Develop systematic early warning systems and provide school administrators, students, and teachers, Ministry of Education personnel, and local communities with accurate and up-to-date security information, including specific information on the risks of sexual violence. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]According to GCPEA’s research, women and girls continue to suffer from a wide range of harmful repercussions long after the attacks in the Kasai region. Attacks on education often result in devastating consequences such as loss of education, child and forced “marriage”, early pregnancy, and stigma associated with sexual violence and children born from rape, all of which can dramatically affect female students’ futures. Many female students who were interviewed by GCPEA had reported stigma and social exclusion that they suffer as victims of sexual violence, as well as their perceived association with militia groups. Those who attempt to go back to school face terrible bullying and ridicule.

We hope that your Committee will consider making the above recommendations to the government of Democratic Republic of Congo during the Pre-Sessional Working Group 66. Should you require further information, you may contact my Geneva – based colleague, Ms. Nevena Saykova, via email at: nsaykova@protectingeducation.org.

Pending your response, please accept assurances of my highest consideration. 

Sincerely, 
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Diya Nijhowne, Director
Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack

* The Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (GCPEA) was established in 2010 by organizations working in the fields of education in emergencies and conflict-affected contexts, higher education, protection, international human rights and humanitarian law who were concerned about ongoing attacks on educational institutions, their students and staff in countries affected by conflict and insecurity. GCPEA is an international coalition of organizations that includes: CARA (Council for At-Risk Academics), Human Rights Watch, Institute of International Education/IIE Scholar Rescue Fund, Education Above All Foundation (EAA) through its program Protect Education in Insecurity and Conflict (PEIC), Plan International, Save the Children, Scholars at Risk Network, UNICEF, UNESCO, and UNHCR.
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