Thousands flee as Nkunda's rebels seize Goma 
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Rebel forces advancing from the north in the Democratic Republic of Congo have now reached Goma, with tens of thousands of people desperately fleeing ahead of them. As the rebels advanced from the north towards Goma, they declared a unilateral ceasefire in an attempt to prevent panic from breaking out in the city. A statement from rebel leader Laurent Nkunda said his forces would guarantee "complete security" for the population. However, the statement had little effect. 

	


Goma governor Julien Paluku reported that with refugees from the north pouring into the city, there were scenes of chaos in Goma. 

"People are stampeding and the city is panicking." Forty-five thousand people fled a makeshift camp in Goma's northern outskirts. Goma itself was reduced to chaos, its streets jammed with terrified people. 

There are also reports that rebels have been looting homes and shops abandoned by the displaced population, and that at least five people were killed as rebel forces reached Goma. 

Retreat
The Congolese army and the UN peacekeeping force MONUC were supposed to be protecting the city. UN peacekeepers attempted to stall the advancing forces with helicopter gunships. The Congolese soldiers left the city along with the stream of refugees, commandeering any vehicles they could to make their retreat. 

General Laurent Nkunda says his rebel offensive is aimed at protecting Tutsis in eastern Congo from Hutu violence. He claims the Congolese army is collaborating with Hutu militias. Rwandan Foreign Minister Rosemary Museminali also claims that there is coordination between the UN peacekeepers, the Congolese army and Hutu rebels. 

Artillery
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon warned that the escalating violence in the Congo might have tragic consequences for the entire region. The UN Security Council condemned the Tutsi rebel offensive. It also expressed alarm at reports of artillery fire across the border with Rwanda. Rwanda denies firing on Congo, but says shells have been fired from Congo across the border into Rwanda. UN forces said they could not confirm where the shots were coming from. 

French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner proposed that the European Union should send a 1,500-man peacekeeping force to the area. France currently holds the EU presidency. However Cristina Gallach, a spokeswoman for the EU's high representative Javier Solana, said the union currently has no intention of sending troops and favours a diplomatic solution to the conflict.
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