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Satisfaction among Carter Center staff and other observers of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo's surprisingly successful July 30 elections soured when results were released and 
rival armies loyal to the two leading presidential candidates clashed, killing 23. Such 
lawlessness risks derailing the most challenging, comprehensive, complex and costly 
United Nations intervention ever attempted to support a democratic transition.  
 
The DRC (formerly known as Zaire) is a failed state the size of Western Europe where 
government is too fractured and feeble to pay for police, sanitation or teachers. To restore 
sufficient safety for the Congolese to vote in their first meaningful national elections in 
more than 40 years has required a U.N. peacekeeping force of 17,000 with an annual 
budget of $1 billion. This is, however, only about 1 percent of what the U.S. intervention 
in Iraq now costs. 
 
The U.N. force being proposed for Lebanon is not much smaller than the one in the 
Congo, a country 200 times bigger. 
 
Three reasons justify what might seem a multilateral mission impossible. The most 
obvious is to finally harness the Congo's vast mineral, hydro-electric and other resources, 
for the benefit of the country's long-suffering population of 50 million and to contribute 
to regional peace and prosperity. Second is the West's belated acceptance of collective 
responsibility for the horific effects of exploitation under Belgium colonialism until 1960 
and by their post-colonial Cold War ally, despot Mobutu Sese Seko. Factional fighting 
following Mobutu's overthrow in 1997 resulted in the deaths of around 4 million people 
in the worst political catastrophe since World War II. 
 
In 2002, South Africa brokered a peace accord and power-sharing arrangement, opening 
the way for the United Nations and others, including the Carter Center, to contribute to 
DRC's long-delayed democratic development, the third justification for continued 
engagement. 
 
The Congo's transition has become a major test for the United Nations. 
 
A few sensational reports of sexual misconduct by some U.N. troops should not obscure 



the agency's huge achievement in implementing an unusually broad mandate, spanning 
development, relief, human rights and democracy support operations. 
 
Last month's latest outburst of violence appears to have been contained. Representatives 
of the two finalists, President Joseph Kabila and Vice President Jean Pierre Bemba, have 
been meeting under the watchful eyes of the United Nations while the rest of the country 
remains calm. 
 
South Africa is printing millions of ballots, which its air force will distribute before the 
Oct. 29 runoff. The Carter Center and its partners remain committed to doing all we can 
to help give the Congolese people the confidence that their votes matter and that a better 
future is possible.  
 
Credible elections alone do not bring democracy, but they are a primary requirement for 
ending misrule. And with sustained international support, they could become the gateway 
to the Congo's long-overdue development. 
 
* John Stremlau is associate executive director of The Carter Center and served as co-
leader of the center's election observation mission to the DRC.
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The afternoon sun catches Yayu Zonveni's face near the 
door of her otherwise shadowy home in Kinshasa, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). She sits in a 
blue plastic chair waiting for customers to buy the soda 
and beer she sells from her house; 200 Congolese francs 
for a Coke, 400 for a beer. It takes her a day and a half to 
sell a case of 24 bottles, for which she receives a profit of 
400 FC, or almost $1US.  
  
If you ask her about life, Yayu, 67, says there have been 
difficult times but faith has pulled her family through. 
Things were easier when her husband, Rimmond, worked. 
Now 70 years old, he retired three years ago after 45 years 
with the district commissioner. His retirement income, and 
that of 500 others, has never been distributed. The money 
Yayu makes selling beverages buys the family food. 
  
The story of their hardship is similar to that of others 
throughout the DRC; and this family, like many others, 
hopes that their lives, opportunities, and general well-
being will improve with the newly elected government. 
Everyone has been affected by the corruption and lack of 
infrastructure plaguing the country. 
  
DRC's five-year war ended in 2003, leaving it in a 
humanitarian crisis. More than three million people died 
in the conflict from fighting, disease, or malnutrition. The 
country recently held its first election in 46 years. That 
elections took place at all makes the Zonveni family 
optimistic. DRC is the size of Western Europe; there were 
50,000 polling stations and more than 25 million 
registered voters in a country with only 300 miles of 
paved roads.  
  
Across the room Rimmond sat down in a faded chair, 
threadbare cushions worn hard. A smile crossed his face 
as he expressed reflected on the relative peacefulness of 
election day in Kinshasa.  
  
"People expressed their will today," he said. "The 
international observers showed us how to run an election 
correctly, democratically."  
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Yayu Zonveni, 67, lives in a small 
house in Kinshasa with her husband 
Rimmond and seven of their adult 
children. To supplement her 
husband's small retirement income, 
Yayu sells sodas and beer from the 
house. It takes her a day and a half 
to sell a case of 24 bottles, for which 
she receives a net profit of 400 
Congolese francs (less than $1 US). 
This money buys food for the family. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Rimmond Zonveni, 70, retired in 2003, after working for the  

 

 
 
Rimmond Zonveni, 70, retired in 2003, 
after working for the Congolese 
government's internal ministry for 45 years. 
His retirement income was stolen, along 
with that of more then 500 other retirees, 
although he hopes that one day he will 
receive his promised compensation. For 
now, Rimmond receives a small monthly 
sum; the equivalent of about $90US a 
month. Rent on their house is about 
$100US a month. 

 
 
Daughter Mamy is a seamstress with a 
small shop in the front of their house. 
She loves sewing and thinks about one 
day having a bigger office, traveling to 
Europe, and getting married. She 
hopes things will get better in DR 
Congo after the election. She is proud 
to be Congolese, but tired of the 
corruption and devastation. 

He wants organizations stay involved in the country to 
develop the infrastructure. He hopes things will get better 
for the family, especially for the children. 
  
Trash and mud grow together along the narrow dirt road 
where the family lives. The street is usually crowded with 
the many people who cram together to live in the cement 
buildings lining the road.  
  
Nine family members live in the small house—seven adult 
children, Yayu, and Rimmond. The couple sacrificed to 
send their children to school; now they depend on them for 
financial assistance.  
  
"Without them we couldn't survive," said Rimmond.  
  
Rimmond is proud of his children. Each studied a career in 
school like English, commerce, and engineering, but finding 
a job in most fields is extremely difficult in the DRC, he 
said. 
  
"The will is there for people to change and succeed but not 
the means," he said.  
  
His daughter, Mamy, walked through the room dressed in a 
colorful African dress with head scarf. She is a seamstress 
who works from a small room in front of their home.  
  
Mamy dreams of having a bigger office, traveling to 
Europe, and getting married. Her eyes light up when she 
talks about sewing, which she has done for 11 years. She 
knows it will take time for things to improve in the country 
but believes a good government is the first step. 
  
"DRC has been the world's most devastating conflict since 
World War II, but also a forgotten conflict," said David 
Pottie, assistant director of the Carter Center's Democracy 
Program. "These elections as a means to select those who 
will run the government give people like this family a 
chance to reforge the social contract between people and 
their government." 
  


