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Ignace Murwanashyaka and Straton Musoni suspected of 'carrying out crimes against humanity' in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
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Ignace Murwanashyaka smiles during a news conference in 2005. Photograph: Andreas Solaro/AFP/Getty Images

German police today arrested two leaders of a Hutu rebel group on suspicion of committing war crimes and crimes against humanity in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Ignace Murwanashyaka, the 46-year-old head of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda, and his 48-year-old deputy, Straton Musoni, were arrested in Karlsruhe, German prosecutors said in a statement.

The pair are "suspected of carrying out crimes against humanity and war crimes" as members of the group, known by its French acronym FDLR.

Their arrest follows years of pressure from the UN for the arrest of Murwanashyaka as well as Musoni, one of two vice-presidents of the FDLR. Murwanashyaka has served as the leader of the group since 2001, prosecutors said.

A UN group of experts investigating illegal armed groups in eastern Congo made a specific request in March to the German authorities asking for their cooperation in investigations of Murwanashyaka.

Formed in 2000, the FDLR is composed of remnants of Hutu militias which fled into eastern Congo after the 1994 genocide of at least half a million Tutsis in Rwanda.

Monuc, the UN peacekeeping force in Congo, is currently supporting a much-criticised Congolese army offensive to disarm the FDLR in the east of the country. Human rights groups have urged Monuc to stop its support of the offensive because of alleged army atrocities against civilians.

Monuc says the offensive that began in March is essential for the restoration of state authority in an area that has been ravaged by years of conflict.

"As part of this armed conflict, the FDLR militias are believed to have killed several hundred civilians, raped numerous women, and plundered and burned countless villages, forcing villagers from their homes and recruiting numerous children as soldiers," German prosecutors said.

UN officials said the arrest is important as Murwanashyaka is the highest-ranking leader of the FDLR.

"This is a sign that the activities of the FDLR are being paid attention to by the international community, that they are seen as crimes against humanity," Gregory Alex, a UN official in eastern Congo, told the Associated Press.

The FDLR is believed to number about 5,000 men and has been accused of widespread atrocities, including rape, in eastern Congo, along with other militias who terrorise civilians in the region.
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