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Healthcare workers responding to the 2018-2019 Ebola virus disease (EVD) outbreak in the
Northeastern region of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) have been subjected to
targeted violence. The DRC outbreak is occurring amid ongoing political instability and unrest.'
Suspicion and distrust of the national government have carried over to the DRC’s EVD outbreak
response, and numerous attacks on healthcare workers and treatment centers by organized groups
have occurred throughout the outbreak.’

On October 30, 2018, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) adopted Resolution 2439,
demanding all attacks by armed groups stop immediately and that international law be respected
in the DRC.? Unfortunately, the resolution has not been effective. As of June 5, 2019, there have
been at least 174 attacks on healthcare workers or facilities involved in the response. At least five
of them were fatal.* Successful protection of healthcare workers against these violent attacks is
vital to both their safety and to the eventual containment of the outbreak, but underlying political
turmoil complicates security efforts.’
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Many attacks on healthcare workers and facilities are rooted in long-standing distrust of the DRC
government. The attacks have been provoked by rumors that EVD is a scam propagated by the
DRC and/or international governments for political or economic motives. Some believe that the
deaths are caused by intentional poisoning rather than by the Ebola virus. In reaction, organized
groups such as the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) and Mai-Mai militias carry out attacks
against EVD treatment centers and those who work in them. Their extreme distrust was
exemplified by the murder of a World Health Organization (WHO) epidemiologist at Butembo
University Hospital in North Kivu on April 19, 2019. According to witnesses, before he was shot
by a member of an armed Mai-Mai militia,® the militiamen claimed that Ebola did not actually
exist’ and the hospital was spreading rumors for economic gain. Two other healthcare workers
were injured in the attack.®

After the April 19" attack, some 200 doctors and 1,000 nurses in Butembo threatened to strike if
the government did not improve the security situation in one week.’ Subsequent efforts taken by
the United Nations (UN) and DRC government to secure EVD treatment centers and other
healthcare facilities have had an adverse effect. As of May 2019, the United Nations
Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUSCO) deployed
approximately 18,000 armed personnel to protect EVD response efforts in the DRC.'"” While
heightened security presence protects healthcare workers, it has also led to an increase in violent
attacks due to the tendency to associate uniformed security personnel with the DRC government.
Officials are conflicted about sending in more security personnel because they attract more
danger in an already dangerous situation.!' Some healthcare organizations refuse to be protected
by UN peacekeeping forces. Wanting to remain neutral in the DRC’s tense political environment,
the Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontieres (MSF) have chosen not to work with MONUSCO,
as the organization is associated with the national government in DRC."
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The decision to refuse security protection does not come without consequences. On February 24,
2019, an MSF Ebola treatment unit in Katwa was set on fire and a nurse was killed. Three days
later, on February 27, another MSF treatment unit in Butembo was set on fire. Healthcare
workers and patients were subsequently evacuated from the centers and activity was suspended
to ensure their safety.® After the attacks, an MSF official criticized security efforts in the DRC,
saying they cause healthcare workers to be seen as “the enemy.”'* The Red Cross has also had to
limit its activity. On October 2, 2018, in Butembo, two Red Cross healthcare workers were
attacked and wounded by members of the community while they were performing safe and
dignified burials.” After numerous attacks, it became too dangerous for the Red Cross to carry
out burials without security escorts. As of March 2019, about 70% of burials are being done by
DRC government personnel accompanied by armed guards. '

The United States, among other nations, is protecting its healthcare workers and public health
responders by restricting their physical presence where much of the violence is occurring. On
August 22, 2018, four American healthcare workers—three from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) and one from the United States Agency for International
Development—were deployed to Beni. Days later on August 24, the ADF attacked a DRC
military base where the U.S. workers had traveled.'” They were consequently sent back due to
safety concerns and further deployment of CDC personnel to the DRC was limited to about
2,000 miles away from the epicenter in Kinshasa and later to Goma.'® Their absence is thought
by many to be harmful; the CDC took a leading role in the West Africa EVD outbreak response
in 2016 and was vital in ending it.

Comprehensive protection of healthcare workers in the DRC requires a thorough understanding
of the concerns of the community. Such an understanding will enable officials to mitigate the
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widespread distrust that provokes attacks, as well as new approaches to security that do not incite
fear and suspicion."
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Protecting healthcare workers has been a significant challenge in the 2018-2019 Ebola virus
disease (EVD) outbreak in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), with some healthcare
public health responders requiring protection. Community tension, active conflict, and hostility
toward the DRC government have carried over to response efforts as the DRC manages the
first-ever EVD outbreak in a conflict zone. Organized armed groups as well as community
members have violently attacked healthcare workers and facilities, resulting in fatalities, injuries,
and destroyed clinical centers.
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