January 27, 2009

Looking for Peace Openings in Congo 

After helping to fuel the horrific war in eastern Congo, Rwanda has created a potential opening for ending the conflict by arresting Gen. Laurent Nkunda, the rebel leader who once seemed untouchable. It is a surprising and positive move. But it is only a start.

Now the international community must keep the pressure on the Rwandan and the Congolese governments to take other steps that could eventually stabilize this traumatized region. That includes continuing to withhold aid to Rwanda and insisting that United Nations peacekeepers be allowed to operate in eastern Congo to discourage fighting and bear witness to atrocities on all sides.

Mr. Nkunda, whose troops have been accused of massacres as far back as 2002, was arrested on Thursday. It was a stunning turnabout since he had long been supported by Rwanda, which twice invaded Congo in pursuit of Hutu rebels who fled there after taking part in the 1994 genocide. We hope his arrest means an end to the proxy war between Rwanda and Congo. 

It would be chilling if an even more brutal leader, Jean Bosco Ntaganda — who is wanted by the International Criminal Court for war crimes — succeeds him as leader of the rebel forces. (At some point, Mr. Nkunda must be brought to justice. The court is believed to be considering the case against him.) Some experts fear the two countries have struck a deal that would allow Rwandan commandos free rein to go after Hutu militants in eastern Congo. That is extremely risky.

A political settlement is the only hope for a durable peace. African leaders, the United Nations, the United States and China (a major new regional investor) must exert more pressure on all parties — starting with the Congolese president, Joseph Kabila, and the Rwandan president, Paul Kagame — to implement such an accord.

Over the past decade, as many as five million Congolese have died and one million have been displaced because of the fighting. It is past time for the suffering to end.
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