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Spike in Health Care Attacks in Early 2023 in DRC Linked to
M23 Rebels in North Kivu

GENEVA – At least 115 incidents of violence against or obstruction of health care were
reported in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in 2023, according to a report
(available in English and French) by the Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition. At least
41 health workers were kidnapped and health supplies were looted 34 times.

Conflict plagued the DRC throughout 2023, with over 100 armed groups active in the
eastern provinces of North Kivu, Ituri, South Kivu, and Tanganyika. The M23 rebel group
expanded its control in North Kivu following a 2022 offensive against the national army
(FARDC). Violence caused severe civilian casualties, including over 1,200 deaths in Ituri
province from January to October. Nearly seven million people were displaced, mostly in the
east. In the west, intercommunal violence in Mai-Ndombe led to hundreds of deaths. The
humanitarian crisis worsened with cholera outbreaks and severe flooding, especially
toward the year's end before the December national elections.

Attacks on health care in the DRC were at their highest in the first four months of 2023,
driven by increased armed violence from the M23 rebel group in Rutshuru territory, North
Kivu. In addition, most incidents of violence against or obstruction of health care in the DRC
were reported in eastern DRC where 37 health workers, including 16 nurses, were
kidnapped from health facilities, homes, or while travelling and often in small groups or
alone. Ransoms were frequently demanded, suggesting health workers were targeted for
their perceived wealth. While most victims were released unharmed, an M23 rebel group
executed a nurse in North Kivu for alleged collaboration with the Collective of Movements for
Change/Self-Defense Force of Congolese People (CMC-FDP). In other attacks, vital
medicine, solar panels, and equipment were taken from health centres and pharmacies. In
some cases, health facilities were vandalised during lootings, including Birambizo Reference
Hospital in Rutshuru, which was looted and vandalised twice on the same day.

Explosives were used in five attacks on health care in the DRC in 2023. In North Kivu,
shelling damaged two hospitals and killed a nurse during fighting between the FARDC and
M23 rebels in Rutshuru territory, and rebel ADF fighters planted a homemade bomb inside a
health centre in Beni territory. In Ituri, a hand grenade was planted at a health centre in
Bunia city by an unidentified armed group. The psychological impacts of attacks affected
staff and patients in profound ways, resulting in a reduced-skilled workforce and barriers to
people seeking health care, with wide-ranging consequences for individuals and public
health.

The DRC’s health system, already under immense strain, faced further challenges due to
these violent incidents. Approximately 7.4 million people required external assistance to
access health care in 2023. A study conducted by Insecurity Insight, the International
Rescue Committee, the Researching the Impact of Attacks on Healthcare project, and the
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University of Bukavu documented the immediate and long-term impacts of these attacks on
maternal and child health services in the Kivus. Key findings included considerable drops in
assisted deliveries, compromised preventive services, worsening nutritional status among
children under five, and disruptions to vaccination activities. The psychological impact on
health care workers and the community was profound, leading to a long term decline in the
quality of care. Health facilities also struggled with reduced operating budgets.

In one site, vaccination activities were severely compromised after the stock of
vaccines and the refrigerator used to store them had been destroyed during the

attack.

Communities attempted to cope with the lack of access to health care by seeking alternative
health centres, visiting health staff in hiding, or resorting to traditional medicine and
self-medication.

Among the report’s recommendations are:
● The International Criminal Court and national courts, through principles of universal

jurisdiction, should, at long last, initiate prosecutions for war crimes and crimes
against humanity involving attacks on the wounded and sick and on health facilities.

● Governments should cease arms transfers to parties to conflict that engage in grave
breaches of international humanitarian law.

● Ministers of Health should engage with their own military and security forces and
armed groups to protect health care from violence and strengthen mechanisms to
mitigate the impacts of attacks on communities, health workers, and the health
system.

● Regional bodies and the UN humanitarian cluster system should expand initiatives to
protect health care in conflict and mitigate the impact of violence against it.

In its 11th annual report, Critical Condition: Violence Against Health Care in Conflict, the
coalition documented 2562 incidents in conflicts across 30 countries, or regions within
countries, or territories in 2023, a 25% increase from 2022, representing 500 more attacks
than documented last year, and the highest ever since the Coalition began reporting
“Violence against health care reached appalling levels in 2023, said Leonard Rubenstein,
Chair of the Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition (SHCC) comprising more than
40 nongovernmental organisations. “Whether a product of recklessness, indifference, or
intentional targeting, fighting forces’ contempt for the law brought catastrophic harm to those
in need of care and the health workers and systems intending to aid them. The world fails to
ensure accountability for this violence at its peril.”

Methodology Note: The data in this report is compiled from open sources and
partner-agency contributions of information, date, time, and location of incidents of violence
and obstruction of health care in 2023 and is based on the WHO definition of attacks on
health care. Due to this methodology, there are some differences between SHCC’s
numbers and other reports. Explore the incidents visually on this interactive global map.

###

The Safeguarding Health in Conflict Coalition is a group of more than 40 organisations working to
protect health workers and services threatened by war and civil unrest. It has raised awareness of
global attacks on health and pressed United Nations agencies for greater global action to protect the
security of health care. The SHCC monitors attacks, strengthens universal norms of respect for the
right to health, and demands accountability for perpetrators.
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