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Urban Violence and Exclusion in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo
In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), different forms of exclusion and 
unequal access to resources, services, and power are at the centre of ongoing 
violent political and social conflicts. These conflicts have contributed to destroying 
the economic fabric of the country, particularly with the pillaging of means of 
production in Kinshasa and the bankruptcy of the Société Minière de Bakwanga in 
Mbuji-Mayi in the 1990s. This has had two major consequences: massive poverty in 
both cities and a rise in urban crime.

In rural areas, unbearable misery and insecurity are driving masses of people to 
the outskirts of cities. This exodus has contributed to an irregular and unplanned 
urban sprawl and to marginalization, poverty, and insecurity. Without government 
support, children from impoverished households, many of whom are uneducated, 
are adding to the number of street youth, commonly known as “Shegues.” In recent 
years, mounting frustration among Shegues and millions of other marginalized 
youth has led to the birth of a new, unprecedented form of violence: “Kulunism” or 
“suicidal” violence, which sees violent gangs, often armed with machetes, operate in 
cities like Kinshasa and Mbuji-Mayi. 

Key messages
 • The negative impact of inequalities 

is increasing social and   
economic exclusion. 

 • Economic marginalization, 
particularly of youth, is contributing 
to violence in Kinshasa and Mbuji-Mayi. 

 • Uncontrolled population growth 
and the negative aspects of politics, 
culture, and religion are fuelling crime. 

 • Without public safety services, people 
have developed ways to protect and 
defend themselves, some of which  
are illegal. 
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The goal of this study was to identify the dynamic interplay among 
poverty/exclusion, violence, and urbanization to find lasting solutions 
that would make cities in DRC safer and more inclusive. 

What did we learn?
The violence seen in Kinshasa and Mbuji-Mayi is the result of a com-
bination of political, economic, cultural, religious, and demographic 
factors. The inequalities and extreme economic marginalization of 
households teeming with idle youth have become the main driving 
force behind the shift to violence in these cities. Children are seen 
as wealth, which explains the very high birth rate: an average of 10 
children per woman. 

The explosive and uncontrolled population growth in these two cities 
has led to urban sprawl, giving rise to insecure and poorly-planned 
neighbourhoods. Social and criminal violence has developed in these 
neighbourhoods plagued by extensive consumption of drugs and 
adulterated liquor, a proliferation of bars, and revivalist churches, with 
some leaders taking advantage of the poor by promising miracles. 
The lack of public lighting and access points to water exposes girls to 
sexual assault, including rape. The exclusion of people, often youth, 
from family circles due to cultural beliefs — particularly witchcraft — 
is also a scourge.

Shegues and Kulunas, aged 10 to 35, make up a large proportion 
of criminals. Viewing themselves as “socially dead” and lacking any 
legal means of expressing their frustration and concerns, they 
turn to several forms of crime, including gangsterism, theft, illegal 
prostitution, and rape. As opposed to boys/men, who outnumber 
them and prefer crimes of a physical nature, girls/women follow and 
lure victims. Each group has its own membership and initiation rites, 
its own way of doing things, and its own code of conduct, which is 
often impossible for outsiders to understand.

Moreover, the anarchic construction and topography of insecure 
neighbourhoods make them natural havens for criminals. Ravines, 
narrow streets, and a lack of pathways mean the ill-equipped and 
unmotivated national police are unable to implement any public 
initiatives to secure these areas.

This violence has serious consequences for the public. Some 
neighbourhoods, deemed violent, are stigmatized and deserted, 
forcing entire families to abandon their homes. Physical violence 
often leads to death or disability — resulting in costly care for people 
who are already poor — loss of employment, or termination of 
education. Sexual assaults lead to unwanted pregnancies, serious 
injuries, or sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV. 

The elimination of small, informal activities, held mostly by women, 
causes even greater insecurity. 

At the moment, public authorities are responding to urban violence 
and crime in a largely repressive way, which reflects their limitations. 
Some political leaders and municipal officials are admitting their 
powerlessness by agreeing to negotiate peace with gangs in return 
for compensation, something that is in the politicians’ and officials’ 
interests. These negotiations happen behind closed doors, and 
the youth who honour them are rewarded in kind, in cash, or with 
promises of employment. Attempts at collaboration between police 
and the public are beginning to emerge, which could evolve towards 
an inclusive approach to making cities safer. However, these efforts 
are so far limited to only four cities, including Kinshasa. 

To offset the lack of public safety services, people have developed 
ways to protect and defend themselves, including restricting urban 
mobility, avoiding certain places, reporting problems, making houses 
more secure, establishing self-defence committees, and enacting 
instant and swift public vigilante justice. Often acting outside the law, 
these communities increase insecurity and exclusion in their cities.

This ongoing insecurity speaks to the weakness of police services 
and the judicial system. Due to their poverty and negative 
perceptions of the judicial system, people rarely pursue formal justice 
against perpetrators of violence. Rare attempts to seek justice are 
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What did we do?
A multi-disciplinary team made up of University of Kinshasa 
researchers affiliated with the Chaire de Dynamique Sociale and the 
Congolese Institute for Development Research and Strategic Studies 
conducted this study.

Combining a number of techniques and methods, the researchers 
collected quantitative data from 1,939 respondents. An adapted 
Participatory Assessment of Development (PADEV) technique made it 
possible to conduct in-depth qualitative interviews with both victims 
and perpetrators of violence, scientists, political decision-makers, 
opinion leaders, and social actors. 

What are the policy implications?
• The government and local communities should take drastic 

action against unemployment, particularly youth and female 
unemployment, focusing especially on the development of the 
industries that employ them the most: periurban agriculture and 
market gardening. At the national level, poverty reduction policies 
that reflect the needs of rural areas should be promoted. Job 
training and a policy for decent work and pay would help reduce 
unemployment and insecurity. 

• The government should ensure that police have more staff and 
resources. A national toll-free number would provide the public 
with a permanent lifeline to the police and build trust between 
them. Police should cooperate with judicial authorities in a sincere 
and effective manner to keep crime from going unpunished.

Stories of change
The study, a first in DRC in terms of its themes and scope, made 
it possible to obtain specific data on the impact of anarchic 
urbanization on violence and crime. It provides a portrait of the 
nature and perpetrators of violence and of how criminals operate 
in the country and will therefore be of great use to future studies 
on similar themes. 

The researchers involved, particularly the younger ones, 
have become more skilled at conducting solid analyses of 
urbanization, poverty/exclusion and violence. These skills will be 
of value in future studies. 

The researchers were also able to teach social and municipal 
actors how to use the data to develop their programs against 
violence and crime.
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unsuccessful because cases are inadmissible, among other reasons, 
which reinforces the impunity of violence, especially rape and 
murder.

 “In our neighbourhood, a police officer was arrested for rape,” one citizen 
reported. “The family hired a lawyer to sue him. Unfortunately for them, 
the lawyer began to extort money from them. They were forced to drop 
the lawsuit.”
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• The government should also improve the conditions of prisons, 
which need to revise their rehabilitation methods. 

• The Ministry of Health, supported by social actors including NGOs 
working in health, should implement an effective family planning 
policy for the well-being of households. Since demography and 
housing go hand in hand, a coherent housing policy would mean 
fewer people in houses and less uncontrolled construction.

• The Ministry responsible for education should develop a policy 
requiring children to go to school until at least the age of 15, to 
limit the risk of desocialization or exclusion and thereby end this 
systemic process of social deviance in youth. 

• Local communities, the government, and technical and social 
partners should eliminate the isolation of certain neighbourhoods 
and make cleaning up poor neighbourhoods a priority. They 
should plan urban spaces and develop infrastructure such as 
roads and areas for play and socialization.

• Local communities, the government, and service providers 
should improve the delivery, quality, and fair access to basic social 
services in under-served areas, including potable water, electricity, 
health, education, and community facilities.

• The Ministry responsible for public safety should further regulate 
revivalist churches.

What next? 
• Further research is needed to develop an in-depth picture of the 

interplay between exclusion, poverty, and crime in urban areas to 
find lasting solutions that can be scaled up to make cities in DRC 
safer and more inclusive.

• The government, municipalities, and development actors should 
work together to develop more inclusive economic and social 
infrastructure and guide youth who are not in school.

• A partnership between urban planners, municipalities, and 
researchers could help explore the best planning options for 
Kinshasa and Mbuji-Mayi. 

• A stronger partnership is needed among government, munici-
palities, citizens, and security services to develop joint strategies 
to fight urban insecurity in DRC, particularly by implementing an 
accountable community safety structure.

Looking for more information?
Contact Prof. Sylvain Shomba Kinyamba: cdscongo2001@gmail.com.

For other project descriptions and research publications, visit the Safe 
and Inclusive Cities website: www.idrc.ca/cities. 

Have more questions about the program? Email cities@idrc.ca. 

Safe and Inclusive Cities  
International Development Research Centre 
PO Box 8500, Ottawa, ON 
Canada K1G 3H9 
Phone: +1 613-236-6163 
Fax: +1 613-238-7230  
Email: cities@idrc.ca | www.idrc.ca/cities  

idrc.ca

The Safe and Inclusive Cities initiative is a global research effort 
jointly funded by the United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development (DFID) and Canada’s International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC). Launched in 2012, it supports 15 multi-
disciplinary teams working in 40 cities across sub-Saharan Africa, 
South Asia, and Latin America to build evidence on the connections 
between urban violence, poverty, and inequalities.   
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