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Overview and Purpose

estimate to be as high as $24 trillion worth of untapped

Conflict has ravaged the Democratic Republic of the Congo

ridden regions in the world. Because of the presence of

(DRC) for almost two decades. Scholars have proposed

deposits.4 It is also home to some of the most conflictboth resources and violence in the same place at the same

a number of theories to explain the role that mineral
resources have played in this ongoing conflict. Some claim
that natural resources play a leading role in providing

time, scholars and practitioners have questioned whether they
are related. If so, their relationship is a complicated one.
This brief preliminarily addresses the relationship between

funding for rebel operations, and others argue that the
presence of resources in the DRC is incidental to a conflict
that has other origins.2,3 In fact, both of these narratives

resources and conflict in the DRC and its bordering states.
The Minerva Initiative team at the University of Texas has

may be correct but under different sets of circumstances.

created a new database to examine the role of natural

The DRC is home to an abundance of resources that some

Geological Survey (USGS), along with geo-location tools

resources in Central Africa. Using information from the U.S.

This material is based upon work supported by, or in part by, the U.S. Army Research Laboratory and the U.S. Army Research Office through the
Minerva Initiative under grant number W911NF-13-0332
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available from www.geonames.org, the team coded the
locations, values, and sizes of mineral deposits in the DRC

Violence in the Congo

and bordering states since 2003.

The postcolonial history of the DRC is largely the history of

The resulting dataset provides new opportunities

to 1997. Mobutu may have been able to hold onto power

Mobutu Sese Seko, the President of the country from 1965

to compare natural resources to other phenomena
including violence both across space and time while also
controlling for variables such as commodity type, price,
ownership, ethnic makeup of the local population, and
location in reference to transportation sites. In this brief,
we find preliminary evidence that mineral resources are
more highly correlated with violent conflict in border

into the new millennium had the Rwandan Civil War not
spilled into the DRC, effectively signing his death warrant.
The postcolonial history of Rwanda revolves around ethnic
tensions primarily between the Tutsi majority and the Hutu
minority.
In April 1994, the plane of Rwandan President Juvenal
Habyarimana, an ethnic Hutu, was shot down over the

areas than they are in the interior of the countries

Rwandan capital of Kigali.5 Immediately, the Presidential

located in Central Africa. We speculate that, among
other reasons, this occurs because it is easier for a rebel
group to export a resource across a border to a friendly
ethnic or political group than to challenge state power

Guard, the Forces Armees Rwandaises (FAR), and the
Hutu militia Interahamwe began calling for the murder of
all Tutsis. Over the next three months, these forces and
regular civilians engaged in the genocide of nearly one

directly by doing so through channels within the DRC
itself.

million Tutsis.6 Concurrently, the Rwandan Patriotic Army

The finding both affirms and contradicts existing theories

political party, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), steadily

that posit a general relationship between resources and
conflict. It shows that the ability of resources to play a
critical role in ongoing conflicts fundamentally depends
upon the political context in which the resources exist.
While perhaps not surprising, this result has important
implications for the role of state power in the control
of resources and the scenarios in which resources
contribute to violence.

(RPA), the armed wing of the country’s premier Tutsi
advanced on Kigali, conquering the capital city by the end
of July.7
Ethnic Tutsis, known as the Banyamulenge, had been
living in the eastern part of the DRC for over two hundred
years.8 After Kigali fell to the RPF, 2 million Rwandans
fled to Zaire.9 Many of these were the genocidaires, those
Hutu responsible for committing the genocide. In the spring
of 1996, Hutu militias regrouped in the refugee camps
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in Kivu, a province in eastern Zaire, forcing thousands

who they believed was supporting the National Union for

of Banyamulenge to abandon their homes. From this

the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), an Angolan

newly conquered territory, the Hutu militias, including the

rebel group fighting on Mobutu’s side. This hodgepodge of

Interahamwe, launched attacks across the border and into

actors created a diverse, powerful alliance. Consequently,

Rwanda for more than two years.

the ADFL and its allies made rapid progress and Mobutu

10

fled the country on May 16, 1997. The next day, Kabila

The Banyamulenge, with the support of the Rwandan

entered Kinshasa and was sworn in as president of the newly

government, organized and fought back against the

named Democratic Republic of the Congo on May 20.14

Interahamwe and the Zairean army, the Forces Armees
Zairoises (FAZ), who were thought to be supporting the

Although the civil wars officially ended in 2003, the DRC

Hutu militias. The RPA, taking advantage of the fact

has been plagued with violence since. While the central

that Mobutu was out of the country for medical treatment,

government has asserted control over most of the country,

invaded in October, citing concerns for the ethnic Tutsis in

the DRC’s eastern region and other small border areas

Zaire and for its own security, as they believed Mobutu was

have remained embroiled in violence.

11

supporting the Hutus against Rwanda.12

In 2004, Laurent Nkunda, one of Kabila’s former allies,

To lend credibility to their invasion, the Rwandan and

was promoted to general in the Congolese army.

Ugandan governments supported the rise of Laurent-Desire

However, he soon rebelled and led his own militia,

Kabila, a long-time opponent of Mobutu and supporter of

the National Congress for the Defence of the People

Lumumba. In October 1996, several rebel groups came

(CNDP), against the Hutu rebel group, the Democratic

together under the banner of the Alliance of Democratic

Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), who he

Forces for the Liberation of Zaire-Congo (ADFL), led by

claimed were attacking Banyamulenge.15 Nkunda,

Kabila.13

allegedly backed by the Rwandan government, engaged

The Rwandan and Ugandan governments offered material
support and the use of army regulars. The Tutsi-led Burundi
government offered material and organizational support.
Angola joined ADFL’s cause in order to overthrow Mobutu,

in heavy fighting against both the FDLR and the
government through 2008 as he attempted to assert
control over the eastern region of Kivu.
In 2009, the Rwandan and Congolese governments agreed
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to participate in joint military operations to fight against the

increased in the east over the last few years. In April 2012,

FDLR.16 As a part of this agreement, Rwandan authorities

some former members of the CNDP who had joined the

arrested Nkunda and placed him under house arrest in

Congolese army rebelled and formed the Tutsi rebel group

Rwanda, and the Congolese government allowed members

M23, which went on to fill the gap left by Nkunda and his

of the CNDP to join the Congolese army.

militia.18 Even more problematically, the UN reported that

17

Although this agreement offered the prospect of peace
between Rwanda and the DRC, violence has again

the M23 received support from both the Rwandan and
Ugandan governments, ensuring the continuation of this
cycle of violence.19
In March 2013, M23 leader Bosco Ntaganda, who had
been wanted by the International Criminal Court, turned
himself in. In March, the government had announced that
the M23 had been defeated, with the help of additional UN
forces and a decrease in Rwandan support for the rebels.20
It is unclear if the defeat of M23 will lead to a decrease
in violence, or if another militia will come to replace it.
Similarly, it remains to be seen if Rwanda and Uganda are
content to allow the DRC have control over the resources
within its borders.

Methodology
The three key variables of interest in this brief are natural
resources, transportation sites, and conflict events. The
first two required significant manual coding, whereas we
obtained the third from the Armed Conflict Location & Event
Data Project (ACLED).21 For events of conflict, we used the
Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED).
The ACLED data provided specific location information,
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including the geographic coordinates for each reported

Geological Survey (USGS). While the USGS maintains a

event. ACLED places event types into broad categories that

large database, which includes sites for all countries, their

include battles, rebel activities, non-violent events, protests,

individual country reports contain far more detail, which

riots, and violence against civilians.22 Additionally, types of

we coded. Our analysis finds that, on average, using the

actors fall under eight categories: government forces, rebel

country reports more than doubles the number of known

forces, political militia, ethnic militia, rioters, protesters,

sites over the continent-wide reports. In addition, the

civilians, and outside forces. ACLED also defines each

continent-wide databases are for 2008 only. Our analysis

event type and actor category.

covers all years available from 2003-2012.

For natural resources, the Minerva Initiative team at the

The team coded each location for the site name, the type of

University of Texas gathered its data mainly from the U.S.

material located there, the owner of the site, the longitude

23
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and latitude of the facility (with a measure of precision

database is comprehensive, it does not include geographic

when the exact site is difficult to locate precisely, given the

coordinates for most transport sites. The team went

available information), and the production capacity of the

through this database for the countries of Central Africa and

location. The team then combined this data with available

coded their longitude and latitude using www.geonames.

price information on a yearly basis. The result is a dataset

org. This website contained exact longitude and latitude

that covers indications of changes in value, ownership,

for most transportation facilities, but where the site was not

and capacity. These inclusions expand our ability to make

listed, the team coded the longitude and latitude of the city

inferences based on change over time.

in which the site is located.

Second, the team gained access to a database from the

We used DIVA-GIS to obtain GIS shapefiles of the region.

United Nations of commercially significant transportation

By obtaining the necessary shapefiles, it was then possible

facilities. The dataset includes all locations that the UN

to upload the acquired data pertaining to resources and

considers potential hubs of even small-scale international

conflict. We examined the possible correlation between

commerce, and this definition encompasses airports,

resources and conflict at the district level.

seaports, rail depots, train stations, and more. Although the
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Lastly, the team obtained data on ethnic divisions from

all of those variables to produce a corrected correlation

the International Conflict Research group at ETH. This

between resources and conflict fatalities.

group publishes a dataset on Geographically Referenced
Ethnic Groups (GREG), which shows geographic

Analysis and Conclusions

locations of key ethnic divisions. This dataset was
included as a control for to understand possible ethnic

Despite the general decline in violence in the DRC since

dimensions of violence.24

its height, the country has seen simmering and persistent

The team then merged these databases together with

conflict since then. In 2014, ACLED coded over 1,000

the ACLED dataset of conflict events in ArcGIS. The

separate violent events in the country, with the vast majority

data was restricted to Central African states, which

of events in border regions.

for the purposes of this study include the DRC and all

The main finding within this report (the geographically

bordering states. In ArcGIS, the team then estimated
geographically weighted regression (GWR) models using

weighted regression controlling for ethnicity, value,

Weidmann, Nils B., Jan Ketil Rød and Lars-Erik Cederman (2010). “Representing Ethnic Groups in Space: A New Dataset”. Journal of Peace
Research, in press.
24
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and location) casts some doubt on the treatment of the

Without these safe zones nearby, simply having access to

Democratic Republic of the Congo as an altogether failed

resources is not enough to benefit a rebel group. Those

state. Rather, the country appears to be suffering from a

groups would still have to transport the minerals across

dynamic of border violence and smuggling that is familiar to

hundreds or thousands of miles of difficult terrain in order

many states, including developed and industrial ones.

to reach market. Even for objects as small and valuable as

The data within this report indicates that there is no general
relationship between natural resources and rebel violence
within the DRC and bordering countries. There are many

diamonds, the costs of this transportation are prohibitively
high, especially when compared to the amount of money
necessary to finance a sustained rebel movement.

incredibly resource-rich areas in the interior of the DRC,
especially in the central part of the country (diamonds) and
in the southeast (copper, zinc, cobalt, and silver), where
there is no correlation between resources and violence.
Rather, the general correlations suggest that to understand
the resource-violence connection one would need to

Conclusion
In conclusion, there appears to be no general correlation
between resources and conflict in this region. The
relationship between minerals and rebel conflict in Central

consider interrelationships between resources, border

Africa fundamentally depends upon political context. Only

areas that provide “safe zones” by which to smuggle the
looted material, and the ease of transporting the particular
resource.

in border areas with easily transported resources, where
rebels find easy access to safe zones for the transportation
and marketing of extracted minerals, does there appear to
be a significant correlation. While perhaps not surprising,

This dynamic is particularly clear when examining the

this study finds that the key driver of conflict in these areas

relationship between gold exports in the DRC’s eastern

is a combined political-resource explanation, and a solution

province of Sud Kivu and neighboring Burundi. When

to the ongoing tensions may lie in the realm of political

exports from Sud Kivu decline, Burundi’s exports of gold
increase by a nearly identical amount. This suggests that

dialogue rather than resource management.

the materials were simply smuggled into Burundi and
exported from more friendly territory across the border.
This relationship is particularly significant along the DRC
borders with Rwanda and Uganda, where the previously
discussed relationship between rebels within the DRC and
support from the governments of Uganda and Rwanda
has a direct impact. Other border areas see much lower
correlations between resources and conflict. It is precisely
because rebels do not find proximate and semi-official
“safe areas” across the borders into Angola, Zambia, and
Tanzania that the correlation does not exist there.
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