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Registered in France as a public interest entity, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) is an independent               
non-governmental organization that has consultative status with the UN, UNESCO, the Council of             
Europe, the International Organization of the Francophonie and the African Commission on Human             
and Peoples’ Rights. Headquartered in Paris, it has bureaux, sections or representatives in 17 cities               
(Berlin, Brussels, Geneva, Helsinki, Istanbul, Karachi, Kiev, London, Madrid, Mexico, Rio de Janeiro,             
San Francisco, Stockholm, Taipei, Tunis, Vienna and Washington), correspondents in 130 countries            
and 15 local partner organizations. 
 
Created in 1998, Journalist in Danger (JED) is a Kinshasa-based independent non-profit organization             
that defends and promotes freedom of the press in the Democratic Republic of Congo. JED is a RSF                  
partner. 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
The Democratic Republic of Congo is ranked 154th out of 180 countries in RSF’s 2018 World Press                 
Freedom Index. Its journalists are exposed to a hostile environment that includes violence,             
intimidation and arbitrary arrest. Local radio stations that give voice to dissent are often shut down,                
attacked or ransacked. Internet cuts and the blocking of social networks limit the freedom to inform                
online. The intelligence services are often used to close media outlets arbitrarily and to silence               
journalists who criticize the government. The DRC is the country where RSF registers the most press                
freedom violations in sub-Saharan Africa, with a total of 62 cases registered in the first eight months                 
of 2018. The prospect of a presidential election on 23 December 2018 has fueled an increase in threats                  
to journalists. 
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2. Little change in repressive legislation 
 
In the absence of a political desire for legislation that gives media and journalists more protection, the                 
DRC continues to use its repressive 1996 press law. Adopted under the Mobutu dictatorship, it makes                
reference to the Penal Code, under which “treason” is punishable by death. Media offences such as                
defamation and insult are punishable by prison sentences and heavy fines. The definition of what               
constitutes defamation takes no account of the accuracy of the facts reported.  
 
The National Assembly has yet to pass a press freedom bill dating back to 2015. As it stands, this                   
proposed law provides for significant improvements, including the decriminalization of media           
offences and the abolition of prison sentences for such media offences as defamation and insulting the                
president. It would also facilitate the creation of new media outlets; its provisions would cover online                
as well as traditional media; and it would require judges to try to establish the “truth or falsity of the                    
alleged facts” in defamation cases. These improvements, especially the abolition of prison sentences             
for media offences, would need to be effectively incorporated into the Penal Code, or else they would                 
be no more than illusory. 
 
Some of the bill’s wording could give rise to press freedom violations. For example, article 4 defines                 
information as a “truthful message.” While journalists should seek the truth, they are not its keepers                
and they have a right to make mistakes and to use extravagant language, exaggeration and caricature.                
The bill also fails to define media offences and, for online media, would give the High Council for                  
Broadcasting and Communication (CSAC) the power to define both offences and penalties – a              
prerogative that should be reserved for the legislator. 
 
Despite repeated promises, the national assembly has yet to consider the proposed law on access to                
public information. Communication minister Lambert Mendé nonetheless declared himself to be a            
“fervent advocate of this principle” in November 2017. 
 
Finally, a law on the “Fundamental Principles Applicable to Radio and TV Communication” that              
would allow the broadcast media to carry pluralistic content and to organize debates in which the                
public could participate, was adopted by both parliamentary chambers and submitted to the president              
for ratification in June 2011. But the law was never ratified although, under article 136 of the                 
constitution, the president must ratify laws within 15 days. 
 
 
 

3. Impunity, violence and intimidation 
 
The range of press freedom violations in the DRC continues to be disturbingly broad. RSF regards                
President Joseph Kabila as one of Africa’s worst press freedom predators. Ten journalists have been               
killed in connection with their work since he became president in 2001. RSF is particularly worried                
about the impunity enjoyed by those responsible for the worst crimes of violence against journalists in                
the DRC. 
 
The level of violence against the media and journalists is particularly high. RSF registered more               
abuses in the DRC in 2017 than in any other sub-Saharan county and there was no sign of                  
improvement in the first eight months of 2018, when RSF tallied 22 acts of aggression against                
journalists and a total of 35 arrests, most of which were carried out in a completely illegal manner. 
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The Nation Intelligence Agency (ANR) and the police do not hesitate to use heavy-handed methods to                
prevent journalists from producing sensitive news reports about the authorities, local governance and             
the management of natural resources. Several ANR agents tried to kidnap the secretary-general of              
Journalist in Danger (JED), RSF’s partner organization, on 29 December 2017, shortly after JED              
published a report on press freedom in the DRC. In February 2018, two journalists from two TV                 
stations in the southern province of Kasaï-Central were summoned by local ANR representatives and              
were threatened with arrest or with closure of their TV stations if they continued to cover Catholic                 
Church protests calling for President Kabila to stand down. 
 
More recently, two journalists had to flee their homes in July 2018 after receiving death threats in                 
connection with a documentary about villagers being evicted from land claimed by President Kabila.              
After being duly notified of the existence of threats against them, the authorities provided them with                
no protection. At the time of writing, the two journalists were still unable to return home because of                  
continuing threats and a lack of protective measures guaranteed by the authorities. 
 
 

4. Censorship and media closures 
 
The violent environment for journalists is compounded by persistent censorship. ANR agents often             
carry out raids on media outlets in order to shut them down in a completely illegal manner, as RSF                   
reported in March 2018, when the ANR disconnected the broadcast signal of RTVGL, a TV channel                
based in the eastern province of Sud-Kivu. 
 
Three journalists with the state-owned national radio and TV broadcaster, RTNC, were fired at the start                
of September 2018 for covering a press conference and rally by a political opponent of the president                 
although the report they produced was not broadcast. The grounds given for their dismissal was “not                
respecting editorial policy” and covering a politician who “threatened institutions.” Their arbitrary            
removal, which RSF condemned, was indicative of the difficulties that journalists, especially those             
working for the state media, face in the run-up to the presidential election when they fail to toe the                   
government line. 
 
There is no indication that free, independent and pluralist media coverage will be guaranteed during               
the elections. Five opposition media outlets have been closed for the past several years. They include                
Radio-Télévision Lubumbashi JUA (RTLJ), which is owned by a former ally of President Kabila, and               
two TV stations, Nyota TV and Radio Télévision Mapendo, that are owned by Moïse Katumbi, a                
former Katanga province governor and now Kabila opponent living in exile, who has been prevented               
from returning to the DRC to register as a presidential candidate. The failure to allow these opposition                 
media outlets to resume operating violates the principle of media pluralism and the right to a                
democratic debate before any democratic election. It also violates the so-called “New Year’s Eve              
Accord” of December 2016 that provided for the reopening of opposition media prior to the               
presidential election. 
 
Finally, RSF continues to be concerned about online censorship. The Internet has been cut and access                
to social networks has been blocked on several occasions in recent years, preventing news from               
circulating and preventing journalists from doing their job. Such cuts occurred during opposition             
demonstrations on 31 December 2017, 21 January 2018 and 25 February 2018, and were condemned               
by RSF at the time as violations of article 24 of the DRC constitution enshrining the right to                  
information. 
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5. Recommendations  

 
● Respect the Congolese state’s obligations under national and international law as regards press             

freedom and the protection of journalists, pluralism and media independence; 
● Conduct impartial and independent investigations with the aim of identifying and prosecuting            

those responsible for crimes of violence against journalists; 
● Order provincial governors to refrain from further threats and verbal violence against            

journalists and ensure that there is no further physical violence against journalists by the              
security forces; 

● End arbitrary closures of media outlets, abusive criminal proceedings against journalists, and            
all forms of harassment and pressure on journalists, media owners and media employees,             
including by the National Intelligence Agency (ANR); 

● Quickly adopt the proposed press freedom law pending since 2015, which would abolish             
prison sentences for media offences; 

● Adopt a law guaranteeing access to state-held information. 
● Allow journalists to cover official events safely; ensure that journalists are protected while             

working, including while covering demonstrations and elections; bring those responsible for           
police violence against journalists to justice; 

● Put a stop to Internet cuts and arbitrary censorship of social networks and guarantee              
unrestricted Internet use throughout the country, in accordance with international law. 
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