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HEADLINE: A proxy war the world ignores
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In the eastern Congo, a conflict involving several governments and four militias has displaced hundreds of thousands, yet many European countries refuse to get involved, writes Brian O'Connell
An online photo gallery of Concern's work in the Congo is available at

irishtimes.com

Concern Congo appeal: www.concern.ie

Tel: 01-4177777

AT LUSHEBERE FARM, six kilometres outside the commercial centre of Masisi, in North Kivu in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Muda Hikiamana wraps two rounds of cheese and forensically examines the $5 note I've just handed him. A commercial cheese-maker, he operates his business in the middle of a war zone, surrounded by four different militias and thousands of displaced persons. 

Behind several disused buildings, Hikiamana opens up a large store room where hundreds of rounds of Goude cheese are stored on rusting shelves, ready for shipment all over central Africa. The factory has been here since 1974, and the land is leased from the local clergy, which takes a sizeable chunk of his profits in return. In the late 1990s the factory ceased production, following a large influx of Hutu fighters from Rwanda. Among these soldiers were the perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide in 1994 and some of these militants would later form the Democratic Liberation Forces of Rwanda (FDLR).

The factory re-started in 2001 but last year there were temporary stoppages, when the National Congress for the Defence of the People (CNDP) advanced in the region. CNDP is a band of mainly Tutsi militia under the command of Laurent Nkunda that is sympathetic to the government in Rwanda. A former general of the Congo's armed forces, Nkunda has since rebelled against the government and in November he threatened to topple DRC President Joseph Kabila.

"My grandfather and my whole family worked in this factory," says Hikiamana. "Thankfully the machines have not been stolen following each round of fighting so we have been able to re-start. From here, the cheese goes to Goma, and then on to Rwanda, Kinshasa, Uganda and all over Africa." There are 10 employees working for Goude cheeses, producing 105 rolls a week, which generates revenues of $2,000 a month.

The town is currently under the control of the Congolese army (FARDC), the FDLR and various other local militias, while the UN's Monuc force also maintains a battalion on a hillside overlooking the area. I am waiting to interview General Edmo Gandi from the FDLR. Our driver points to a laneway where three rebels with AK-47s signal for us to shadow them down the narrow path. Before sitting down on a grass embankment, the general asks for a list of questions, most of which he answers in a roundabout way. His forces are fighting to be allowed back to Rwanda and their struggle goes back as far as the 1970s. "The Rwanda government's goal is to come and conquer North and East Kivu. They are interested only in diamonds and gold." However, there were two questions he wouldn't answer: who funds his rebel group, and why did he have to leave Rwanda in 1996?

I am here with Concern, the only NGO in Masisi. The team includes Reka Sztopa, Rachid Boumnijel and our translator Kangele Janvier, who were all returning to the town after being forced to evacuate during fighting in October. The route has become one of the most dangerous passages in North Kivu, with several armed groupings controlling parts of the mountain territory. The road is a glorified dirt track prone to landslides and large mud-filled craters. Drivers pay local rebels to keep guard while they sleep in their vehicles and set up small cooking stoves at the roadside, as they wait for the rains to stop and the roads to become more stable. This is the only way from the capital city Goma to some of the most destitute areas of North Kivu, which makes getting supplies to the estimated 13,500 displaced persons in Masisi so difficult.

The separation of territories is in constant flux, in one case demarcated by an adolescent in an oversized Eminem T-shirt with a Kalashnikov hung low over his shoulder, who demands two dollars to allow us to pass. We leave Goma at 7am and arrive in Masisi at 1.30pm - six and a half hours for a 78km journey. One local UN commander said it took him 22 hours the previous week. "If you can make it in one day, then it is good. In fact, if you make it full stop, it is good," he said.

OUR FIRST MORNING IN Goma is spent surveying the growing humanitarian crisis in the four internally displaced camps (IDPs), which are trying to accommodate the latest influx of people fleeing homes that are under attack. Most people arrived between August and December 2007, but in December, following fighting throughout the region, more people have arrived. The World Food Programme (WFP) last delivered provisions to this town in May; its scheduled October shipment wasn't able to get through. In Eastern DRC, "pendulum displacement" is common, a term used to describe more than one population movement from the same demographic.

Small settlements have set up temporary camps within a few hundred yards of the main camps, and this is worrying aid workers. Temporary camps are not registered by UNHCR and therefore not properly managed or supplied. Concern is here to finish handing out kitchen sets, blankets, tarpaulins, jerry cans, sleeping mats and soap, and to also oversee several livelihood programmes, including a cash for work and agriculture programme. Many of the people we meet in the camps are now afraid to return home. In the Bihiti camp, Nizeimana Bahati from Kalonge describes the CNDP forces arriving in his area: "They were taking children into the army by force and others were being killed. To get a solution to this problem is to chase General Nkunda [the leader of the CNDP] out of Kalonge."

Bangamwabo Semasaka, from an area called Busimba, says he ran away twice in the past year, most recently a few weeks ago, when the CNDP attacked his village. "We were running away and crossed the river. Some of the adults went across first and then we intended to come back for the children. A hand grenade was thrown at them and two of my children, aged 11 and seven, were killed. Now I go to the roads to beg and try and get some money and feed my family that are left."

We ask to take Semasaka's photo inside his makeshift home. As the photographer approaches, one of the children starts crying as the camera is being removed. "I'm dying, I'm dying. My God protect me, he's going to shoot me," she shouts, clinging to her father.

Walking down the hill jammed with muddied tents, we came across Sanzumuhire Amani in a US Aid tent, sleeping on a bed of leaves. He tells us his children sleep in a school and the rest of his family sleeps in the tent. He came from Butari, which is a village near Masisi. "I arrived here one month ago," he says. "The war is a catastrophe. We were living in the bushes. The Pareco [an armed pro-government militia] said we were living in a CNDP area and accused us of living with the enemy so they attacked us. When the Hutu came from Rwanda they were refugees and they won't leave this land because we have riches here."

Even in the designated areas there is no guarantee of safety. Some of these "temporary" camps have been in existence for more than a year, and new groups arriving creates tension. Camps near Goma reported killings in the days before I arrived, which have led to the inhabitants needing to relocate. Masisi itself has been attacked four times in the past eight months and the CNDP has taken up positions in surrounding hills. On our first night, a volley of gunfire went off directly outside our compound, followed by screams from heavy-handed beatings at the nearby police station.

The Congolese Army (FARDC) appears to have little discipline, rank or order, and soldiers are frequently drunk. I noticed several instances where soldiers were forcing locals to carry produce for them, threatening to beat them with belts if they refused.

What's also alarming is the carefree intermingling of FARDC and FDLR soldiers, both of which have gone to great pains to claim independence from each other. The Congolese government is adamant that it is not supporting the rebel group and is doing its best to quell the conflict. However, recent reports presented to the UN clearly demonstrate that the Rwandan and Congolese authorities are supporting opposite sides of the conflict.

The eastern DRC situation has become a cross-border proxy war with a high humanitarian cost, which the international community has tip-toed around. UN figures show that since December 2006 some 834,569 in North Kivu have been displaced, or about one in four people living in the province. Of these, 362,823 fled their homes between September and November 2008 alone.

Meanwhile, European leaders argue over how best to respond to the situation. An EU force has been called for, but several countries don't see this as workable. France won't commit any soldiers because of its past involvement in Rwanda. Belgium, which left the Congolese with a failed colonial legacy, has committed 500 troops to any EU initiative. The current UN force of 17,000 is hugely inadequate for a country the size of Europe. The additional 3,000 soldiers committed to strengthen the force won't arrive until later this year. By that stage, the humanitarian and military situation in towns such as Masisi will inevitably have claimed more lives, adding further despair to an already hopeless situation. Back in a classroom adjacent to the Bihiti camp, three men volunteer to tell us their stories. They have slept here, on top of clumps of straw and strips of tree bark, since arriving a week earlier. None of them has eaten in two days.

Habanabakize Mburame stares at the floor, tracing circles in the dust with his finger as he recalls the escape from his village. "Some of us were strong and could run, others stayed and were killed. My grandfather was killed because he had no strength to run. This is what is happening in this area. But nobody is listening. And we have stopped shouting."
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KINSHASA - Ugandan Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) rebels killed 189 people during three days of raids on villages in northeast Democratic Republic of Congo last week, a UN agency said yesterday, citing local officials.

UN humanitarian agency OCHA said the killings were reported to have been carried out between Thursday and Saturday in Faradje, Doruma and Gurba villages by LRA fighters fleeing a two-week-old multinational military offensive led by Uganda.

"According to local officials, on December 25th the rebels killed 40 people in Faradje. On December 26th and 27th they attacked Doruma and the neighbouring village of Gurba, killing 89 people in Doruma and 60 people in Gurba," OCHA (Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs) said in a statement. 

At least 20 children and an unknown number of adults were abducted during the attacks, OCHA added.

Uganda, Congo and South Sudan launched a joint assault on LRA bases in Congo's isolated Garamba National Park on December 14th after the rebels' leader, Joseph Kony, again failed to sign a peace deal to end his rebellion against the Ugandan government.

Days after the offensive began, UN Security Council member states commended the three neighbours' decision to take on the LRA, whose two-decade bush war has killed thousands of people in northern Uganda and displaced about two million more.

Congo's foreign minister Alexis Thambe Mwamba told reporters in Paris last week that he expected to be "totally rid" of the rebels within days.

However, despite early bombing raids on rebel bases and initial claims of success, the offensive has so far failed to locate Kony, a self-styled mystic whose rebels have a reputation for kidnapping women and children and forcing children to fight.

An LRA spokesman last week said that Kony and his top commanders had survived the bombings and were calling for peace talks to be relaunched with a new mediator.

Kony and two of his deputies have been indicted by the International Criminal Court in The Hague for war crimes.

Ugandan and Congolese soldiers killed 13 LRA fighters in an ambush 20km west of Doruma on Sunday, the Ugandan army said.

But otherwise there has been little to indicate that progress has been made towards rooting out the rebels. Furthermore, with civilian casualties on the rise, the overall effectiveness of the campaign appears increasingly in doubt.

"The fact that there have been so many civilian deaths over the past week raises the question of whether this is in fact an operation to protect the Congolese people," said Anneke Van Woudenberg, a senior researcher with New York-based Human Rights Watch.

Ugandan and UN officials believe Kony's forces splintered into smaller groups following the initial bombing campaign. Some fighters are now moving towards the Central African Republic, which borders Congo and Sudan and where the LRA has conducted raids in the past.

"We are very satisfied with the progress that has been made. We have successfully displaced them from their bases in Garamba. We will pursue them. The LRA is more vulnerable than before," said Captain Chris Magezi, the Ugandan spokesman for the joint operation.

Uganda is deploying more troops to the scenes of last week's killings to prevent further LRA raids.

Congo's 17,000-strong UN peacekeeping mission, MONUC, is also assisting in the deployment of additional Congolese forces but is not participating directly in the joint offensive. - (Reuters)
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Tired of waiting for Ugandan rebel Joseph Kony - leader of the feared Lord's Resistance Army - to come out of the forest to disarm, troops from three African countries this week went into the forest to get him.

The three countries - Uganda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Southern Sudan - are unlikely allies and have nurtured differences among themselves that have occasionally led to war. But this time, the common goal of getting rid of Mr. Kony and the LRA overcame their differences. 

"The goal was so important we made a deal with the Ugandans, even if we have not always been in agreement in the past," said Lambert Mende, a representative for the Southern Sudanese government, on the second day of the joint operation. "Our three governments decided on a joint strike to eradicate this breeding ground of terrorists who take our people hostage, particularly our children."

It is still too early to know if the joint military operation - launched on Sunday in the forested border region of Congo known as Garamba - will be successful in its goal of routing troops loyal to Kony, whose ragtag militia is blamed for abducting more than 20,000 child soldiers, maiming and killing tens of thousands of civilians, and displacing more than 2 million. Many human rights activists and regional experts warn that a military operation against Kony is only likely to spark more war and retaliation by the remnants, but even critics admit that the joint operation is a positive sign for this corner of Africa where common problems are rarely addressed with common solutions.

"This is going to be extremely costly in terms of civilian lives; a containment strategy would have been much more effective," says Francois Grignon, head of the International Crisis Group in Nairobi. "In terms of regional stability, the fact that Southern Sudan, the DRC, and Uganda are working together will be part of any regional peace in terms of dealing with LRA and other armed groups in the region. You can't have peacekeepers forever. Cooperation is a must to solve hostilities."

Attacks cross porous borders

Like the Taliban along the Afghan-Pakistani border, Kony's LRA has long used the porous borderlands between Congo, Uganda, Sudan, and the Central African Republic (CAR) as a base area to launch attacks against the Ugandan government and villagers in all three countries.

Peace talks, started in July 2006, appeared to be making progress, but Kony refused to come out of the bush to sign the peace agreement and disarm his militia.

Kony's terms for surrender - that the International Criminal Court must first lift charges of war crimes against him, so that he could face trial in Uganda instead - were never met.

The joint operation, called Lightning Thunder, had originally been designed as a containment operation to keep Kony's forces within the Garamba forest, according to documents of the UN peacekeeping force in Congo (MONUC). The armies of Southern Sudan and Uganda would block their border areas to Kony's escape, while the Congolese Army and UN peacekeepers move northward to squeeze the LRA's room for maneuver.

That plan appears to have been altered, as Ugandan helicopter gunships and MIG-23s bombed five of the LRA camps inside Congolese territory, including Kony's base camp. Ugandan troops have since crossed into Congolese territory and overrun the camps.

While the operation appears successful in its narrow goal of denying Kony a haven, few military experts believe that the operation will finish off the LRA, even if Kony and his senior command are captured or killed.

"If you look at the LRA, who they are, if they've got 200 supporters, that's a lot, and some of them have probably slipped into CAR by now," says Henri Boshoff, a security analyst with the Institute for Security Studies in Tshwane, as Pretoria is now called.

An estimated 2,200 Congolese troops are involved in Lightning Thunder. "You only really need a special forces unit or well-trained infantry to do this job," says Mr. Boshoff. "So yes, you can destroy the LRA by military means, but not with the Congolese Army. They are not up to the task."

Whither political solutions?

Mirroring the complex military task of defeating the LRA in the jungle is an equally complex political task of addressing their political demands.

The LRA has changed its ethnic makeup over the past 20 years. In the beginning, it was a militia for expressing the grievances of northern Ugandans marginalized by the central government.

Today, the bulk of its members come from Southern Sudan, expressing grievances against the ethnic domination of one ethnic group, the Dinkas, over other tribes.

Many experts suspect the northern Sudanese government in Khartoum of supporting the LRA as a proxy against the separatist government of Southern Sudan.

In Kampala, Ugandan human rights activists have condemned the operation for failing to give the peace process enough time to succeed.

"It is unfortunate," Bishop John Baptist Odama, the Roman Catholic archbishop of Gulu, Uganda, told the IRIN news agency. "The state we had reached was merely to agree and iron out the ICC [International Criminal Court] indictments. We thought that they will wait and then we find a better way forward."

But Ugandan officials say that after 20 years of brutal civil war, they have been patient long enough.

"The operations were also prompted by the LRA's failure to sign the peace deal," Ugandan Army spokesman Paddy Ankunda told IRIN. "As far as we are concerned, the peace was suspended" after Kony refused to surrender.

(c) Copyright 2008. The Christian Science Monitor
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In 2001, I was in a bar in Kigoma, on the Tanzanian side of Lake Tanganyika. As I sipped my beer, I could hear the clipped tones of a South African speaking into a radio transceiver. He was ordering supplies for the United Nations peacekeeping mission known as Monuc, then operating out of Kalemie on the lake's Congolese side. At the time, Monuc's blue berets were just about managing to keep a lid on things in eastern Congo, but already the strain was showing.

Earlier that year Congolese president Laurent Kabila was shot by his bodyguard. He was replaced by his son Joseph, largely as a result of pressure brought to bear by Robert Mugabe. Zimbabwe was one of a number of nations then taking part in the second Congo war (1998-2003). It was allying itself, along with Angola, Namibia, Chad and Sudan, with the Kabilas. On the other side, though sometimes fighting each other, were Uganda and Rwanda. 

All sides in this many-phased conflict, which has claimed more than five million lives during the past decade, have been engaged in extraction of Congo's rich mineral deposits. These have been a cause of bloodshed in the region right back to the 1960s, following Belgium's messy exit from its former colony. These riches are one reason why regional collaborations to end the conflict have so far failed; another is the historical effects of the 1994 Rwandan genocide.

Since the official end of the second Congo war, fighting has been concentrated in the eastern region - the Congolese borders of Uganda, Rwanda and Sudan - with mainly Rwandan proxies fighting a circumstantial alliance of the Congolese army and Hutus. The most recent focus is on the territorial ambitions of "General" Nkunda, a Rwandan-backed warlord accused of massacring 150 civilians in Kivu last month.

Last week Ban Ki-moon, the UN secretary general, wrote to European leaders asking the EU to intervene in Congo. The recent collapse of the Congolese army in the eastern region has caused hundreds of thousands of people to be displaced and an eruption of mass killings and rapes. The letter was an admission that Monuc had failed, having too few troops to deal with a conflict that could potentially again spread over an area as large as the EU itself.

The UN has authorised more troops, but they will not be deployed for at least four months. EU foreign policy chief Javier Solana, who met Ban yesterday in New York, has proposed four options to EU leaders: sending a rapid response "battle group" of 1,500 troops; dispatching within several months a 3,000-strong mission; simply reinforcing Monuc with forces from European countries; or achieving a concrete objective, such as securing the all-important Goma airport and other sites.

The second proposal has already been rejected by France. On Friday, Nicolas Sarkozy said African forces should reinforce Monuc. He also questioned whether an increase in the number of troops was the answer. Britain, too, is adamant the EU should not get involved, and Germany is not keen. These big EU players cite practical or tactical reasons, but underneath the shilly-shallying is a collective failure of moral leadership. The long-term lack of proper response to the scale of this fluid, deadly conflict is part of the same narrative that saw western governments fail to respond to genocide in Rwanda. It is eminently possible that a tragedy of a larger scale could now take place.

Ordinary Africans are already suffering on a scale that dwarfs casualties from terrorist outrages and conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. In particular, the harrowing reports of mass rape in the Congo demand a response - a military one. There are good political as well as human rights reasons why stopping mass rape should be the platform for this intervention. Women are the "glue" in central African society. They are the carers, the food providers. If many in several generations of women are damaged, injured or killed, the chances of a return to civil society are extremely slim.

In the immediate term, pressure should be put on the Rwandan leadership itself to rein in Nkunda; in the short term, Monuc should be supplemented by a large EU force; in the longer term, as eastern Congo seems ungovernable from Kinshasa, I see no option but the creation of a buffer state on the western shores of Lakes Kivu and Tanganyika. This could be achieved by regional forces with Monuc-EU backup.

Geopolitically, the Great Lakes region is a hornet's nest - but unless someone puts smoke in that nest, the world could soon be living with a greater shame than the Rwandan genocide.

Giles Foden is the author of The Last King of Scotland and professor of creative writing at the University of East Anglia

g.foden@uea.ac.uk
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HEADLINE: In Congo, a Test for 'Obama Country'
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The HEAL Africa hospital has a feeling of newness that is rare for this part of Africa, mainly because its previous facility was destroyed by lava from Mount Nyiragongo in 2002. One building holds people with bullet wounds -- shot through the pelvis, the thigh, the jaw. Another ward contains women recovering from fistula repair surgery -- the quiet victims of extreme sexual violence who tend to avoid your eyes.

In another room, families whose children have congenital defects such as clubfoot and cleft lip are gathered. A surgeon at the hospital introduced my group, "These are visitors from Obama country!" Everyone applauded. 

Expectations for the president-elect are high not just in America. And eastern Congo will be an early foreign policy test for the administration -- its suffering not only engages our conscience, it is the most urgent expression of a difficult question: What does America do with failed states and regions?

After generations of mismanagement, the vastness of eastern Congo has become a vacuum of sovereignty. And the chaos has attracted some very bad elements -- Rwandan genocidaires, Lord's Resistance Army terrorists, militias of every ideology and description.

The Congolese government -- corrupt, inefficient and based in the faraway capital of Kinshasa -- is in no condition to exercise effective control. Its army often goes unpaid, turning whole units into armed gangs of looters. One Congolese commander in Goma reported that during recent fighting, he could count on the loyalty of only 50 out of several hundred men.

So the government tries to cling to sovereignty by cooperating with militia groups. Its forces are often based within a few kilometers of FDLR units (a genocidal Hutu group) or Mai-Mai militias (local defense forces also capable of atrocities). It is like a mayor turning to the mob for reinforcements. Adding insanity to incapacity, elements of the Congolese army have fired on U.N.  forces (MONUC). And some government officials have incited riots in Goma against the peacekeepers, attempting to pin their own failures on a scapegoat.

The strategy of the main rebel group -- the CNDP, led by Laurent Nkunda -- is designed to exploit this weakness. In areas they conquer, the rebels establish civil administration, appointing mayors and judges and promising security. Some tribal leaders have switched sides to accept CNDP authority -- motivated by fear but also by a desire for stability. Even Hutus have joined Nkunda's Tutsi-led militia -- where they get regular pay and become part of a working institution.

But this is the peace of Hobbes's "Leviathan." The CNDP is perfectly capable of atrocities -- though its leaders are smart enough to calibrate their violence to avoid much international criticism. Especially in newly conquered areas, there have been rapes, disappearances and massacres. The CNDP has a vision of order -- but that vision does not include human rights.

Another attempt to fill the vacuum of sovereignty in eastern Congo has come from international institutions. The United Nations, in its various expressions, supervises the disarmament of willing militias, runs an airline and a number of radio stations, and attempts to enforce laws against war crimes -- acting in many ways as a substitute for the state. And U.N. peacekeepers are the only reason that Nkunda has not taken Goma.

All this activity is justified under an ambitious legal framework -- the international "responsibility to protect" civilians when a government fails in this duty. But while the United Nations is willing, its instruments are weak. U.N. forces are organized to keep an existing peace, not enforce a nonexistent one. The U.N. force  has about 5,500 personnel in North Kivu, a region the size of Maryland. There is no unified command structure -- 26 nations sit around the military planning table. Before an attack helicopter is used, a form must be filled out and sent to Kinshasa for approval. "We can't fight a war like that," says one MONUC official.

In situations such as this one, President Obama's options will be flawed. He can try to make use of regional organizations such as the African Union -- but its capabilities and will are  limited. He can seek to strengthen international responses -- but institutions such as the United Nations are engineered for inertia. Or he can build a coalition of the willing that is capable of intervening directly. Some might dismiss this as discredited "Bushism." But sometimes there is no alternative -- except watching the slaughter proceed.

This is the dilemma of eastern Congo -- which is also a challenge for Obama country.

michaelgerson@cfr.org

GRAPHIC: IMAGE; Reuters; Rocks are hurled at U.N. peacekeepers patrolling north of Goma in Congo in October.
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A DRAFT UN report has bolstered allegations that the government of Rwanda has been supplying arms and even child soldiers to Tutu rebels whose military surge in the Democratic Republic of Congo has displaced 250,000 people since August.

The deeply sensitive document has been drawn up by a panel of experts appointed by the UN secretary general. Parts of it were presented to members of the 15-nation UN sanctions committee in New York yesterday, sources close to the authors told The Independent. The report's leaked conclusions will be an acute embarrassment for the Rwandan President, Paul Kagame, who has repeatedly denied charges that his government has been supplying arms and soldiers to the rebel faction of Laurent Nkunda, which would be in flagrant violation of a UN arms embargo.

The report, when it is made public, could also prove politically toxic to Western nations that have been taking President Kagame's claims at face value to justify the continuation of financial aid to his nation. Britain is among the leading donors. 

The findings of collaboration with the Tutu rebels by the Rwandan government came on the same day that some of its leaders as well as officials from the Congolese government were meeting in Nairobi to try to negotiate a ceasefire. Those talks, according to the UN representative there, were already faltering. The Tutu rebels are led by General Nkunda, a former Congolese army general, who has said he is trying to protect the Tutu minority.

Additionally, the UN document is said to cite evidence that Congo's army has been at the same time assisting the Hutu-led militia who are part of the chaos, which some 17,000 UN peacekeepers have been unable to quell.

The report, one UN official confirmed late yesterday, will be presented to a full meeting of the UN Security Council on Monday, at which point it will become public. It could lead to a UN resolution seeking to punish the Kagame government for its actions with economic sanctions.

UN sources said proof that Mr Kagame was behind Mr Nkunda's rebellion would be a key step and should enable the international community to put an end to the clandestine support. President Kagame made a low-profile visit to London last week, but it was not known whether government officials confronted him with the findings of the UN panel, which is empowered to investigate breaches of the arms embargo.

President Kagame continued to deny supporting Mr Nkunda during a meeting in Kigali last month with the Foreign Secretary, David Miliband, and the French Foreign Minister, Bernard Kouchner.

Fighting in eastern Congo stems from the 1994 genocide in Rwanda when many of the military forces from the Hutu majority fled across the border. Nearly fifteen years later, however, it is being fuelled by a battle for control of rich mineral resources in the region. It is the illegal exploitation of those minerals that has helped to finance the new Tutu advances.

Most embarrassing for Mr Kagame are the allegations not only that his government has channelled arms to the rebels but also, on at least one occasion, delivered soldiers to him - some of whom have been child recruits.

The UN report also alleges that some of the military bombardments have been launched from inside Rwandan territory.

In Nairobi, the UN envoy Olusegun Obasanjo denied that the peace talks between the rebels and the Congo government had collapsed. But he said that progress has been hampered because rebel representatives have not had the political authority to negotiate meaningfully.

On the ground, the UN force is waiting for reinforcements which have been authorised by the security council. But it is expected to take six months before the additional 3,000 troops arrive. The European Union is divided on proposals for a "bridging force" in anticipation of the additional UN peacekeepers.

"The problem is that we are being asked to carry out tasks that are not feasible," said Hiroute Guebre Selassie, the head of the UN mission in North Kivu province which is struggling to deal with the humanitarian crisis triggered by the rebel advance.

The UN force has come under criticism for failing to protect civilians from rebel attack despite the presence of the largest peacekeeping mission in the world. But Ms Selassie said that the conflict was evolving on such a large scale in dense forest and, "the expectations of the people is one thing, but MONUC (the UN force) has to do things that are feasible."
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It's an axiom of war that when enemy forces are massed outside the gates, rumour and conspiracy become the stuff of every conversation within them. In Goma, a city sealed off by rebels from the rest of the Democratic Republic of Congo, the word on the street is popularly known as "Radio Trottoir'' - pavement radio.

Radio Trottoir went into overdrive on Sunday when a United Nations convoy brought 10 former militia members into town. The men had surrendered and the UN was dealing with them in a routine and proper way. 

By malign chance, soldiers from Congo's shambolic national army happened to stop the convoy. Having found the detained men, they triumphantly declared that the UN had been caught in the act of masterminding a grand conspiracy to infiltrate rebels into Goma. The word spread and gangs soon began stoning UN vehicles.

This episode drove home the impossible task faced by the UN mission in Congo - known by its French acronym, Monuc - and why the Security Council's decision last Thursday to send another 3,000 troops will make little difference.

The truth is that the UN is caught in such a thicket of regulations and constraints - and such a snake-pit of mistrust - that it cannot possibly be effective.

The situation is grim. Rebels led by General Laurent Nkunda have broken out of an enclave established by an earlier deal and advanced in all directions. Their positions are less than eight miles from Goma and their forces control both of the city's main access routes.

The rebels are faced by a motley collection of opponents, ranging from the national army, to the militias who conducted Rwanda's genocide 14 years ago. A ceasefire could collapse at any moment.

What should the UN do? Superficially, the answer is simple. With 17,000 troops - and another 3,000 on the way - it should simply force all the armed groups back to their agreed positions, as specified in the Goma peace accords signed in January.

This would lift the city's siege and allow free access for humanitarian aid. Once all the factions have been pushed back, peace talks could begin in earnest.

Some of this has happened, but only in a very limited way. The UN has slowed Gen Nkunda's advance, killing a few fighters. Meanwhile, Olusegun Obasanjo, the former president of Nigeria, has begun to mediate peace talks. But a general offensive against all the armed groups, designed to enforce the Goma accords, is impossible. For one, UN troops are spread across the entire country, with fewer than 7,000 in the North Kivu province, the epicentre of the conflict.

Far more importantly, the UN's rules of engagement and formal operating constraints seem to have been designed for an exercise in Sweden, not a war in the heart of Africa. In theory, the UN mission was established with a "Chapter Seven'' mandate - the UN's strongest - meaning that it has authority to use lethal force to impose its will.

In practice, UN forces have only been equipped, and only operate - save for their limited actions against Gen Nkunda - like impartial peacekeepers. This means UN troops only open fire after bellowing verbal warnings and shooting over the heads of their foes. In a land of rainforest and verdant bush, UN soldiers must drive vehicles painted bright white - hardly the best camouflage for a fighting force.

Their helicopters cannot fly at night - except for two, which have basic equipment allowing them to take off in a full moon. Even if they could fly at night, they would not be allowed to open fire, thanks to a "collateral damage'' rule, which can be summed up thus: there must be none.

Then there are the civilian contractors who do not work at weekends, and the agreements with troop contributing countries, laying down that their men must only be quartered in proper barracks, with hot and cold running water. How do you move troops quickly when accommodation of this standard must first be prepared? Sending another 3,000 troops will make little difference. Instead, Britain should urge the world's leading powers to review the UN's role from top to bottom. What Congo needs is a proper expeditionary force, capable of enforcing two key demands on all the armed groups.

The first is that the gunmen must stay in whatever locations they presently hold. The second is that they must not harm any civilians. If any group breaks these demands, the UN must have the soldiers and mobility to inflict swift and heavy punishment.

Hardly any of the gunmen who cause such misery in Congo are fighting for a cause. They are not ideologues. Instead, they fight because a gun brings power and security. Change this, and they would probably give up very quickly. The lesson from Britain's intervention in Sierra Leone is that African rebel groups collapse when they receive one heavy blow.

The Security Council should tear up the mission's rules of engagement, transform it into a proper expeditionary force and empower it to start delivering those blows.  
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LEOPOLD, King of the Belgians, actually bought the Congo as his personal property in 1885. The ensuing 123 years haven't been pretty.

Conrad's Heart of Darkness said it all: "The horror, the horror!" It was run pretty much as a slave camp, but eventually, the Belgians gave it the best road and primary school education systems in Africa.

Next came the drum roll of independence throughout Africa in 1960. 

There were eight college grads in the Belgian Congo but Brussels with abandon turned the land, as big as western Europe, over to a small elite there that promised to sustain European mineral rights in rich Katanga province. The Belgians saw to the election a president of a locally based tribal leader named Kasavubu.

But the tide of independence swept to power - as prime minister - the legendary Patrice Lumumba, hitherto a Coca-Cola delivery truck driver.

At one point, Kasavubu deposed Lumumba, whereby Lumumba deposed Kasavubu.

When the Union Miniere, the Belgian-French company that controlled the diamond and other mines of Katanga, saw their interests threatened, and with the possible complicity of the United Nations and the irrefutable collaboration of the CIA, it put him to death early in 1961.

After a couple years of see-sawing between contenders, the UN intervened and tried to stabilise the massive state.

A corporal named Desire Mobutu put guns at a number of heads - including my late colleague Robert West's, who was ordered to run the whole economy - and took over the reins of power.

He renamed the country "Zaire", which stuck until he died 11 years ago. Of course he went up the army ranks rather quickly thereafter, though he didn't declare himself a field marshal.

Now he took it over as his personal property, until he died of cancer. Plus ca change, plus ca la meme chose.

Even his stolen billions were mostly squandered by the time of his death. He'd maintained power by letting the roads go to hell so that his oft-rotated governors couldn't communicate one with another, let alone anyone else. Nothing had really changed except the continual degradation of the huge territory.

I remember how a student of mine in Boston from Goma, on its east, centre of the current fighting, tried desperately to get a simple envelope of penicillin to his dying mother back home. Of course, there was a war then too, and he failed and she died.

In 1994, there was a genocide in next-door (also former Belgian) Rwanda, where the "smaller" and majority Hutu killed off almost a million of the taller Tutsi in a few months, in proportion to population, a genocide worse than Hitler's "final solution".

When the Tutsis came back to power, they also wanted to ensure that it could never happen again. They thus maintained an unofficial army right over the Congolese border.

As the urbane and articulate Rwandan president Paul Kagame put it at a Washington dinner five years ago, "why should we give up our only guarantee that `it' will never happen again!" It was the same argument leading to the creation of Israel.

Things are a bit more complicated. Gold and diamonds were not just the object of European rapacity. Eight African countries became embroiled in what became known as the Great War of Africa, the largest conflict in the continent's history - and the world's deadliest since World War 2. It is five-and-a-half million victims and counting.

A charismatic Congolese general named Laurent Nkunda in 1998 began a rout of the Congolese army, and to this day maintains a vast army - the "security" for Rwanda's still frightened minority (but governing) Tutsis. Not surprisingly, Nkunda is a Tutsi himself. Borders are rather porous in Africa.

With the death of Mobutu after 35 years of misrule, good governance wasn't in the Congolese genes any more, if it ever had been. Coups and counter-coups were the order of the day. The UN tried anew, sending its largest force in the world today, 17,000 troops, to try to restore order.

Monuc, though, is spread so thin it can't even take defensive action, let alone offensive.

Does it sound confusing? Well, try going around in a country with no roads. It doesn't help to try to communicate by plane. Some private companies set up shop to enhance efficiency but they cannibalised the existing air force for spare parts.

In 1962, the German ambassador found it so bewildering he took to swimming in the Congo River in the middle of the capital, Léopoldville (renamed Kinshasa by Mobutu).A crocodile had him for lunch.

Former British and French colonies may resent their masters. But at least London and Paris established sound bureaucratic and educational systems and tried to facilitate politics of a sort. And in Asia, there were sound traditional foundations on which to build. Congo got none of that.

There won't be peace in Congo anytime soon. You don't pull a well-governed multi-ethnic nation out of thin air.

It doesn't make things easier that Congo is surrounded by eight other countries, with ethnic groups all around the border that have larger numbers in the neighbouring states. That makes for nibbling - by the neighbours - which is what the current war is all about, when it isn't about uranium and diamonds, which all the contenders deal in.

This essay isn't going to help you sort out the current mess. At least it tells you that the current crisis, the War for Africa, which is centred in Congo, comes by its roots legitimately.

"Then I saw the Congo, creeping through the black, boomlay, boomlay, boomlay, boom." (Vachel Lindsay, 1917.)
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