M23’s State-Building Project

In Search of Autonomy in the Eastern DRC

Yale Ford and Liam Karr

Key Takeaway

Rwandan-backed M23 has launched a systematic
state-building project to translate its military gains in the
eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) into a de
facto autonomous region.

M23’s comprehensive state-building project, which involves,
economic, defense, and political initiatives, is a notable
inflection from previous Rwandan-backed insurgencies.

Understanding the project is key to international peace plans,
economic engagement, and justice mechanisms.

Political Efforts

Parallel Government: M23 has created and maintained well-
organized leadership structures from the provincial to the local
levels. These include civilian provincial- and district-level
administrations, provincial-level policy offices, and independent
courts, with thousands of civil service employees.

Civil and Cultural Affairs: M23 has issued official civil status
documents, regulated civil society and media organizations,
consolidated control over and reformed youth education, and
systematically implemented certain cultural practices.

Refugee Resettlement and Demographic Shifts: M23—
with Rwandan support— has taken significant steps to forcibly
and voluntarily return refugees, altering demographic and land
dynamics in areas that it controls. The group has allegedly
repatriated thousands of Rwandan Hutu from the DRC to
Rwanda and helped resettle Tutsi in vacated areas.

International Relations: M23 has positioned itself as the de
facto state authority in the eastern DRC in its engagement with
regional and international actors.
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Defense Efforts

* Force Generation: M23 has incorporated thousands of
recruits, conscripts, and seized equipment into its forces.

» Counterinsurgency Operations: M23 counterinsurgency
operations have targeted rival rebel groups in parts of the
eastern DRC. The use of indiscriminate violence and collective
punishment in these operations may violate international law.

* Law Enforcement: M23 has launched police operations to
reduce crime and systematically target suspected criminals
and pro-Congolese government sympathizers.

Economic Efforts

« Parallel Financial System: The group has taken steps to set
up alternative banking and payment systems, systematically
levy taxes, and regular regional economic activities.

* Critical Minerals: M23 has consolidated control over major
global critical mineral supply chains in North Kivu and
expanded access and control in South Kivu.

* Infrastructure: M23 has tried to expand and improve public
services and launched several road rehabilitation projects.

Read the full update with graphics here. Shapefiles are available by request via email to criticalthreats@aei.org.
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