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African Powers Must Support  
Democracy in DR Congo
African leaders meeting in Luanda this week 
got part of the way to solving the Democratic 
Republic of Congo’s (DRC) political crisis, 
endorsing a proposed sixteen-month delay for 
the DRC’s presidential election. But to ensure 
the frustration of the DRC opposition and 
popular anger does not spill over into more 
violence, they must do much more to make sure 
the elections actually happen this time.

The DRC Constitution stipulates that the 
election should take place by 19 December, but 
the lack of preparation means this now can-
not happen. This has sparked a political crisis 
over the future of President Joseph Kabila, who 
appears determined to defy the constitution’s 
ban on him standing for another term and stay-
ing in power beyond that date.

Since September, the African Union has me-
diated a Congolese dialogue in which some but 
not all domestic DRC parties discussed how to 
deal with what should happen after December. 
They reached a political agreement on 18 Octo-
ber. This is what was endorsed by the leaders in 
Luanda, meeting under the auspices of the fol-
low-up mechanism of the Peace, Security and 
Cooperation Framework (PSCF) for the DRC.

But the political agreement lacks domestic 
consensus and has controversial elements. 
Its call to monitor (“control”) the activities of 
NGOs in the election process is worrying at a 
time that Kinshasa is clamping down on civil 
society. It places the election date at the end of 
April 2018, but says nothing about the presi-
dent not standing again, even if the preamble 

underlines the need for a change of regime 
through democratic elections. And it says noth-
ing about any limits on presidential or govern-
ment powers after the 19 December constitu-
tional deadline.

The agreement has been signed by the rul-
ing party and its allies, the ‘moderate’ opposi-
tion and those civil society organisations that 
participated in the dialogue. It “remains open” 
to other signatories. This reflects the weakness 
of the dialogue itself, which did not include the 
biggest parties and personalities of the opposi-
tion, Etienne Tshisikedi and Moise Katumbi. 
The Catholic Church, the strongest moral arbi-
ter in the country, has criticised the agreement 
and called for a new dialogue.

The DRC authorities have barely tried to 
disguise their satisfaction regarding the soon-
to-be-formed transitional coalition govern-
ment as a price worth paying for such generous 
breathing space. Meanwhile the Constitutional 
Court, which back in May supported Kabila 
staying in power beyond the end of his mandate 
in December, has seemingly validated the new 
electoral timeline, although serious questions 
remain as to whether the requisite number of 
judges were present to do so.

Civil society groups have criticised the 
agreement, focusing on the overly generous 
timeframe for the elections and the failure to 
clearly state that President Kabila should not 
stand in future elections. Some have simply 
continued to call for him to stand aside in 
December. The Rassemblement opposition 
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group has condemned the agreement and 
called for a fresh dialogue. Previously, on 
4 October, it had called for a “special regime”  
to be put in place following 19 December, 
rather than for President Kabila to stay on  
with full powers.

The government and opposition remain 
miles apart, pointing to a dangerous political 
polarisation which contains serious risks of 
continued urban violence. To make matters 
more complicated, the international commu-
nity is reflecting this division back at them.

Western powers have become increasingly 
strident in their criticisms of the government: 
in a recent statement the European Union (EU) 
took its hardest line yet against the govern-
ment’s strategies for delaying the elections, 
moving its position closer to that of the U.S. By 
contrast, Angola, the host of this week’s meet-
ing in Luanda, had already effectively endorsed 
the agreement before delegates had arrived. 
Foreign Minister Georges Chicoti said it should 
be accepted and the proposed new election date 
in April 2018 supported, otherwise “everyone 
would make up their own calendar”.

This situation presents three immedi-
ate dangers. The first is the evident distance 
between the government and the opposition. 
Suspicions that some politicians may enter 
government to refill their electoral war chests 
will fuel anger, while the opposition will feel 
emboldened by Western backing and by 
popular support apparently evident in recent 
polling.

The second danger is the ever-widening 
gap between Western and African positions, 

playing out in a context of anti-Westernism 
expressed through growing hostility on the 
continent to the International Criminal Court. 
This will only encourage the hardliners in the 
government and opposition alike to camp on 
their positions, and make resolution harder.

Finally, the rapid and almost unconditional 
acceptance of the agreement by leaders assem-
bled in Luanda means that Kinshasa will feel 
under little pressure to implement it and actu-
ally stage the elections. The government, which 
has spent two years perfecting ways of slowing 
down preparations for polls, may simply repeat 
for the April 2018 deadline what it has already 
done for the one in December 2016.

If African powers, especially the key players 
Angola and South Africa, are to rally round this 
agreement, they need at the same time to seize 
this vital opportunity to put real and sustained 
pressure on the government in Kinshasa to 
get to elections – no excuses this time. African 
powers should demand clear timetables, agree 
upon benchmarks (including a commitment to 
the provision of funding for the elections by the 
national government, as well as the opening of 
political space) and clarity of responsibilities 
between the independent electoral commission 
and other relevant government institutions to 
ensure polls are held by April 2018.

This will mean close, hands-on supervi-
sion of the implementation of the agree-
ment through the follow-up committee of the 
dialogue, which has been given a regionally 
constituted role for international support. But 
most of all it will need sustained, fully coor-
dinated diplomatic pressure, particularly by 
those African powers that have contributed to 
the agreement. Any weakness or division will 
be taken by Kinshasa as a signal to again slow 
down preparations for any election.

As for Western powers, they may have 
reasons to be unhappy with the agreement. 
But faced with a choice between working to 
brace and to implement the African position 
and ploughing their own furrow, they should 
choose the former.

“  The government and opposition 
remain miles apart, pointing 
to a dangerous political 
polarisation which contains 
serious risks of continued urban 
violence.”


