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CONGO CONFLICT
Muzong Kodi, CONVENER, BRITISH-CONGO FORUM, CHATHAM HOUSE, RECENTLY IN KINSHASA

The shocking images which have brought the 
long-lasting conflict in eastern Congo back 

to the attention of the international community, 
uncannily resemble those of the hundreds of thousands 

of Hutus fleeing the 1994 Rwanda genocide. 
This after world leaders vowed never to allow 

such horrors to be repeated. 
Now is the time to act.
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iT IS SAD TO NOTE THAT MORE THAN FIVE MILLION

people have died in eastern Congo since 1996 as 
a result of the mismanagement of the consequences
of the Rwandan genocide. The seeds of the current
conflict were sown by the unjust war imposed on the
Congo by Rwanda and Uganda from 1996 to 2002.

The international community could play a decisive role
and has substantial leverage on governments which heavily
depend on it for aid. But there has been a lack of resolve and
sustained engagement by leaders in the Great Lakes
countries of central Africa. 

The latest round of fighting that started in August has
added at least another two hundred and fifty thousand
innocent civilians to the estimated one million internally
displaced people in north and south Kivu, some of whom
have been on the run since the 1990s. An unknown number
of others have been killed and wounded, and tens of
thousands more have flocked to refugee camps in Uganda. 

The latest fighting has pitted renegade General Laurent

Nkunda’s forces against the Congolese army and local 
self-defence Mai Mai militias. The army has proved
incapable of stopping the advances of Nkunda’s rebels, 
who have continued to conquer territory, despite 
repeated unilateral ceasefires. 

The United Nations Mission to the Congo – better known
by its French acronym, MONUC, has been discredited, as it
has been reluctant to fight, even when civilians were
attacked. It is stretched to the limits, with only six thousand
of its seventeen thousand troops deployed in the area.

The international community, focused on the global
financial crisis and the United States presidential 
elections, reacted two months late, after Nkunda’s 
troops threatened to overrun the town of Goma. The
uncoordinated response showed a lack of resolve and only
served to embolden the rebels. 

The lethargic African Union sprang into action only after
British Foreign Secretary David Milliband and French
Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner paid a visit. The 
French government, backed by Belgium, proposed to 
send immediately a small but robust unit of about two
thousand European Union (EU) soldiers to stop the 
killing and stabilise the situation. This was opposed by
Britain and Germany. Berlin preferred to give priority to
diplomacy and a political solution. France and Belgium
cannot put together an EU force on their own because of
difficult relations with Rwanda in the past. 

In November, yet another conference was hurriedly
convened in Nairobi. It ended with the usual calls for an
immediate ceasefire which was not headed by the
belligerents. Former Nigerian President Olesegun Obasanjo
was appointed the UN Secretary-General’s special envoy.

INVASION
In late 1996, on the pretext of pre-empting attacks by

their respective rebels who had found refuge in eastern
Congo, Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi invaded the Congo –
then called Zaire. Within six months, their troops had
literally walked the whole breadth of the vast country and
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toppled Mobutu Sese Seko, the ailing dictator who had been
in power for more than three decades. 

However, by August 1998, Laurent-Désiré Kabila, who
had been made president by the occupying forces, fell out
with his allies and asked them to leave. Rwanda and Uganda
reinvaded the country and created rebellions in the north
and east, led by proxy warlords. 

The resulting conflict which brought another four
countries to the side of Kabila, officially ended with a 
2002 peace agreement. This put in place a power-sharing
government which included all the belligerents and 
led to elections in 2006. Since then, new institutions 
have been created. 

The Congolese hoped they could rebuild their country
which had been devastated by several decades of neglect and
bad governance, followed by ten years of conflict. However,
the underlying causes, especially in eastern Congo, were not
properly addressed in any of the negotiations.

ILLEGAL WAR ECONOMY
In the densely populated provinces of north and south

Kivu, issues relating to land tenure, access to wealth,
exploitation of natural resources and nationality pitted
communities against one another. The tense situation was
exacerbated by the arrival of more than a million Hutu
refugees from Rwanda in 1994. 

While they occupied northern and eastern Congo from
1996 to 2002, Rwanda, Uganda and their proxy warlords
put in place a war economy based on the illicit exploitation
of natural resources. Looting continued after the war
officially ended, thanks to entrenched networks of
Congolese, Rwandan and Ugandan traders. 

The numerous militias in eastern Congo have 
been fighting ever since for control over the mining areas –
coltan, cassiterite and gold – and the borders with 
Rwanda and Uganda through which goods are smuggled.
Ethnicity and nationality have been manipulated by 
the warring parties and their external backers as a
smokescreen for economic agendas.

MANY MILITIAS
Several armed groups, including the Congolese army 

and local and foreign militias, are fighting in north Kivu. 
The main rebel militia is the Congress for the Defence 
of the People (Congrès National pour la Défense du Peuple,
CNDP) led by Nkunda, a former commander in the army 
of the proxy rebel group supported by Rwanda during 
the 1998-2002 war. 

A Tutsi born in North Kivu, Nkunda refused to join 
the Congolese national army (Forces Armées de la
République du Congo, FARDC) at the end of war and
created his own rebel movement aiming to protect
Congolese Tutsis against the remnants of the Rwandan
Hutus who fled to the Congo after the genocide. Some of
them are said to have taken part in that genocide. 

These Rwandan Hutus have settled in north and 
south Kivu, and created an umbrella organisation called 
the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda 
(Forces Démocratiques pour la Libération du Rwanda,
FDLR). They exploit and trade minerals, and are said
sometimes to form tactical alliances with the Congolese
army and other militias.

A number of self-defence local Mai Mai militias operate
throughout north and south Kivu. Their declared aim is 
to defend the local people against Nkunda’s forces, whom
they see as surrogates for the Rwandan army. They allegedly
collaborate with the Congolese army and sometimes with 
the FDLR, controlling mining areas and participating 
in the illegal mineral trade.

The Congolese army is made up of troops from armed
groups that fought each other during the 1998-2002 war.
They have not been properly integrated, and are poorly
trained and equipped. Security sector reform launched in
2004 has been rather slow and disorderly.

MANY AGREEMENTS 
An initiative driven by the UN, the US and the EU

resulted in the November 2007 Nairobi Agreement between
Congo and Rwanda. The Congolese government committed
to disarm the Rwandan Hutus of the FDLR, while Rwanda
undertook to end its support for Nkunda. This agreement
has not been implemented by the Congolese government
whose army lacks the capacity and the political will to disarm
embattled and well organised militias. 

According to recent evidence from MONUC and 
other independent observers, Rwanda has continued 
to support Nkunda.

The second attempt at ending the conflict in Eastern
Congo came after the heavy defeat of the Congolese national
army by the CNDP in December 2007. The UN, the US and
the EU again brought to a negotiation table the Congolese
government and 22 militias, including Nkunda’s CNDP. The
resulting agreement committed warring parties to a
ceasefire and withdrawal of forces. A buffer zone was to be
created between the belligerents and monitored by
MONUC. However, just like the previous agreement, this
one has not been implemented. 

APPLYING LEVERAGE
Scenes of thousands of displaced people fighting for

biscuits in a land considered the breadbasket of the whole
region are outrageous and unacceptable. It is therefore
urgent for the EU to agree to the request by the UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon to deploy a ‘bridging force’
in north Kivu to restore peace and stabilise the situation.
Although the Security Council has finally agreed to reinforce
the UN forces with three thousand additional troops, this
will take several months.

A robust force would not only deter further killings 
but also help strengthen the mediator’s hand. Without 
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such a presence, the warring parties may continue to 
occupy lucrative mining and border areas, to negotiate 
from a position of strength.

Unlike in other crises around the world, the international
community has a great deal of leverage over all the players in
this unending tragedy. The US and Britain have close
relations with Uganda, Rwanda and the Congo which are all
heavily dependent on international aid. This leverage must
be used to put sustained pressure on governments to refrain
from supporting their neighbours’ rebels. 

It is hoped that the appointment in US President-Elect
Barack Obama’s administration of figures, such as 
UN Ambassador designate, Susan Rice, who have 
been involved in initiatives to resolve the conflict, will result
in new efforts from Washington.

The illicit exploitation of natural resources and 
their smuggling through neighbouring countries must end,
with legitimate trade promoted. Taxes must be harmonised
across the region and militias persuaded to leave the 
mining and border areas they control. Failing that, they
should be removed by force. 

The Congolese army does not have the capacity to do 
this, so the international community should explore 
ways to assist. MONUC should control the airstrips 

and border areas from which looted minerals are smuggled. 
All governments must encourage dissidents to use 

non-violent and legal means to settle disputes. Rwanda
should allow the rank and file of the FDLR, who were 
too young to participate in the genocide, to return 
without fear of prosecution. 

Security sector reform must be jumpstarted in Congo 
to create well trained, equipped, disciplined, forces 
capable of protecting civilians and their property and
defending the national territory. 

Land ownership issues and access to natural resources
must be addressed through negotiations. When the 
security situation allows, the resettlement of displaced
people on their land must be encouraged. War crimes 
and crimes against humanity committed in Congo by
nationals and armies of Rwanda and Uganda should 
no longer go unpunished. 

A monitoring mechanism guaranteed by the international
community must be put in place to impose sanctions on
non-complying governments and individuals.

All these measures, which could bring about peace and
stability, will only be possible if the international community
remains engaged for the long term in the Great Lakes
region. The time to act is now.

PAGE 23

UNHCR/P.TAGGART

THEWORLDTODAY.ORG JANUARY 2009


