UN accuses Congolese troops of human rights abuses

Thijs Bouwknegt

12-11-2008
[image: image1.jpg]


UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon warned that the perpetrators of recent killings of civilians, looting and rape in the war-torn east of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) will face justice. Meanwhile the humanitarian crisis is getting worse. 
Recent weeks have seen an rise in hostilities in North Kivu between Congolese government troops and a rebel militia (CNDP) led by renegade general Laurent Nkunda, resulting in as many as 252,000 displaced Congolese, on top of the existing 800,000 forced from their homes by previous fighting. 

Human Rights Abuses
The UN accuses government troops of widespread looting and human rights abuses against civilians in several towns in eastern DRC. A spokesman for the UN peacekeeping mission MONUC said on Tuesday that violence against civilians had spread and was continuing.

"Congolese soldiers have been engaged since yesterday evening in looting and acts of brutality against the civilian population in the Kanyabayonga area," 175km north of regional capital Goma," Lieutenant-Colonel Jean-Paul Dietrich said. The pillaged towns are strategically located in the north of North Kivu province, where Nkunda's rebels control much of the territory following an offensive launched on 28 August. MONUC, the UN Mission in the DR Congo, confirmed reports of looting by the Congolese army.

Ban called upon all parties to respect human rights. "I want to remind all parties that when the laws of war are violated, personal criminal responsibility may ensue, particularly for those in positions of command and control," Ban said. The UN has accused both sides of war crimes during the latest violence. The International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague says it is closely monitoring the situation.

Humanitarian crisis
The Secretary-General also reiterated the call for a ceasefire to allow humanitarian assistance to reach some 100,000 "increasingly desperate" internally displaced persons (IDPs) cut off by the fighting north of Goma and who have not been able to receive any aid. 

First and foremost, "we must stabilise the situation on the ground and end this needless violence and suffering," Ban says. UN agencies are delivering food, medicine, fresh water and sanitation supplies to areas where they can operate, most particularly in Goma. The situation in the refugee camps is calamitous. Doctors have said they are battling an outbreak of cholera in a 50,000-strong refugee camp near Goma.

Peacekeeping
The head of UN peacekeeping, Alain Le Roy, has asked the UN Security Council for more than 3,000 extra troops to protect civilians in the eastern DR Congo. He said current peacekeeper numbers were not enough to protect civilians from violence perpetrated by rebel groups and the Congolese army. 

MONUC has reconfigured its force deployment in response to the spiralling violence and the growing number of IDPs in the east of the country. MONUC now has the vast majority of its 17,000 troops in the east of the DRC with over half of them stationed in North and South Kivu, which have a combined population of around 10 million people. "We still consider that although we have almost 10,000 troops in the Kivus, it's still insufficient. It means we have 10 peacekeepers to protect 10,000 civilians in the Kivus," said the Under-Secretary-General. Le Roy said, however, it could take a minimum of two months for more troops to arrive on the ground even if the Security Council agreed to it. 

International war 
Rebel leader Nkunda who claims to be fighting to protect his Tutsi community from attacks by Rwandan Hutu rebels, who fled to DR Congo after Rwanda's 1994 genocide, sparked the recent fighting between the Congolese army and a dozen of rebel groups. The Congolese government has often promised to stop the Hutu forces from using its territory, but has not done so. 

Meanwhile, Congo's neighbouring Angola is mobilising troops to send to DR Congo. The presence of Angolans in the volatile region could be seen as a provocation by neighbouring Rwanda, raising fears that the fighting could spread and bring back the regional war that ended in 2003.
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