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The Genesis
of M23 rebels,
Banyamulenge
and Congo’s
conflict

By Richard Mgamba

Few could give it even a passing
glance when it first rose against the
Congolese regime in early April

last year. But its impact was soon to
shake the Kinshasa regime, forcing both
President Joseph Kabila and UN’s
Secretary General Ban Ki moon,
separately, to ring President Museveni in
July 2012, requesting him to intervene as
the M23 rebels were rapidly advancing
to capture Goma.

The emergence of M23 rebels, and
practical considerations including a fixed
reporting deadline and restricted word
count, prompted the UN’s group of
experts to investigate the source of its
power.

First, the Kinshasa regime and the
international community thought it was
led by Jean Boasco Ntaganda, the former
rebel leader who manned CNDP, but
only months later, it was established that
his military Czar was Sultan Emanuel
Makenga, 40, who has fought four wars
over the past 23 years -- and is still
counting.

M23, the continuation of the fighting
that has dominated the North Kivu
Province since end of the Second Congo
War in 2003, is a reincarnation of the
National Congress for Defence of the

People (CNDP).
In April, 2012 up to 700 ethnic

former CNDP soldiers mutinied against
the DRC government supported by the
peacekeeping contingent of the UN
Organization Stabilization Mission in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo
(MONUSCO).

These Mutineers formed a rebel
group called the March 23 Movement
(M23), also known as the Congolese
Revolutionary Army, composed of
former members of the rebel National
Congress for the Defence of the People
(CNDP), allegedly sponsored by the
government of neighbouring Rwanda.

Its full name is the March 23
Movement, referring to the date peace
accords were signed in 2009 between the
DR Congo's government and CNDP, a
rebel militia comprised mostly of ethnic
Tutsis.

Under the accords, former CNDP
fighters were to have been integrated
into the national army; but some say they
weren’t  treated fairly, and that the peace
treaty was never fully put into effect -
ostensibly because they defected from
the army to form the M23 movement.

But who are these M23? Are they
really a rebel faction fighting historical
injustices, and the corrupt regime of the
Democratic Republic of Congo? Or are
they a Rwandese proxy army supported

and backed by President Paul Kagame’s
regime to protect Rwandan interests
inside the Congo?

During my investigation to
understand the roots, causes and strength
of the M23 -- which I started officially
on 18 December last year -- the day I
met, chatted and had lunch with the
rebels’ military head, General Sultan
Emanue Makenga, I have had to face
two conflicting truths.

On the one hand, the M23 is accused
by the UN Group of Experts of being a
military stooge of the Rwandese regime,
financed, trained and tactically backed
by the Kigali government through its
Defence Minister, James Kabarebe.

General Kabarebe is the former Chief
of Defence Forces and the current
Minister for Defence in Rwanda. He was
Laurent Kabila’s Chief of Staff during
the battle to topple the late Mobutu
regime between 1996 and 1997; he is
also an uncle to President Joseph Kabila.  

This claim though vehemently
denied by the Rwandese government is
widely accepted within the UN, some
western countries and some African
countries, including Tanzania and the
DRC itself.

There’s also another theory: M23 is
the outcome of the injustices against
Banyamulenge that dates back to the
colonial era during the 18th century; it’s

a struggle of the so-called stateless
people, mainly Tutsi from Rwanda
whose ancestors migrated to the DR
Congo between the 17th and 18th
centuries in search for greener pastures.
As it stands now, it is a struggle against
the injustices committed by both the
Mobutu and Kabila regimes; at once, it is
also a struggle against the so-called
“politics of exclusion” for which the
M23 rebels put full responsibility
squarely on the shoulders of the current
Kinshasa regime.

But whether measured by its impacts
in the current situation in Eastern DRC,
the volumes of reports produced by UN
groups and a Western backed Human
Rights Watch, or the magnitude of the
denials by Rwandan regime, it seems the
world has chosen to settle in the first
theory -- that M23 is a rebel faction
backed by Rwanda, nothing less.

To understand the M23 in detail, I
decided to investigate the origins of the
so-called Banyamulenge people, their
history, struggle and origin. It took me
some months of perusing various
research volumes written by both
African and international scholars, books
and interviews with people familiar with
the Banyamulenge.

Banyamulenge: stateless people or
Congolese?

In November 2012, Katy Lindquist, a

researcher and coordinator of the Central
Africa Conflict Education, has described
the Banyamulenge as “a stateless people
from South Kivu in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo on the Congo-
Rwanda border.”

According to Katy, the
marginalization and displacement of the
Banyamulenge, a Tutsi minority group,
from their home in eastern Congo has led
to decades of violence in the region.

“The Banyamulenge have faced
extreme processes of marginalization
due to complex historical struggles,
political motivations from both inside
and outside the Congo, surrounding
catastrophes in central Africa, and a lack
of coherent leadership and organization
from the Banyamulenge themselves.”
She further writes that the
Banyamulenge have continually
exercised a remarkable amount of
agency and have refused to succumb to
the role of “victim” that is often ascribed
to them. 

In his research titled, “ The
Banyamulenge of the Democratic
Republic of Congo: A cultural
community in the making”, a Congolese
scholar, S L Rukundwa from the
Department of New Testament Studies at
the University of Pretoria, wrote, “The
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The Genesis of M23 rebels, Banya   mulenge and Congo’s conflict
name Banyamulenge is derived from the
word ‘akarenge’ and ‘uturenge’ (in its
plural form), which mean small
mountain(s). 

In Kinyarwanda, ‘Umurenge’ means
a village. According to Rukundwa,
historically, in the Kivu Province, the
mountain dwellers mainly Tutsi from
Rwanda were called bene-turenge or
abanyaturenge. These villages
constituted an area or a location known
as imurenge – and those living in such
location were called Abanyamurenge.

Historians disagree on the actual date
at which the Banyamulenge ancestors
entered Congo territory. But it is
believed that the migration took place
between the 17th to the early 19th
centuries. In his findings, Rukundwa
summarises that Banyamulenge
migration took place before the arrival
(in the region) of western exploration
(1857-1858) and well before the
partition of the African continent in
1885.  

The Banyamulenge people live in
South Kivu Province, in the eastern
DRC. Other tribes that inhabit the
province include, inter alia, the
Babembe, Bavira, Bafuliru, Banyindu,
Barega, Batembo, Bahavu, Bashi,
Babuyu, Banyindu, Barundi,
Babangubangu, Babwari,
Banyamulenge, et cetera. 

The term Banyamulenge became
more popular in the 1990s when the
Tutsi militias who had fought together
with Laurent Kabila’s rebel faction
launched a rebellion against their ally
after the latter denounced and expelled
them, just months after ousting the then
Zaire regime.

When I met the M23 military chief,
General Makenga, I asked what led him
to fight the same regime he had
supported, what he said was quite
revealing: “When the war ended in
Rwanda, I decided to fight for my
country, the Democratic Republic of
Congo … I moved from Rwanda and
relocated to Burundi … and that’s where
I met Mzee [Laurent] Kabila. Mzee and
I shared the same goal … to liberate the
Congo from the brutal, corrupt
leadership of Mobutu, which had almost
destroyed the country. That was 1996
when we launched the liberation struggle
for the Congo with Mzee Kabila.”

“The Banyamulenge is a term that
historically describes the ethnic Tutsi
concentrated on the High Plateau of
South Kivu, in the eastern region of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo,
close to the Burundi-Congo-Rwanda
border. 

The ambiguous political and social
position of the Banyamulenge has been a
point of contention in the province,
leading to the Banyamulenge playing a
key role in the run-up to the First Congo
War in 1996-7 and Second Congo War of
1998-2003.” 

However, most researchers agree on
some key issues regarding the
Banyamulenge people: They were good
entrepreneurs -- whose main activities
combined cattle herding and crop
cultivation. They arrived or migrated in
to the Congo before the coming of the
colonialists who divided Africa into
spheres of influence following the Berlin
Conference of 1884-85 chaired by
Chancellor Bismark. Their origin is

Rwanda; but they have since lived in
Congo’s Kivu Province for 300 years.

In his research, Rukunda wrote, “The
relationship between the Banyamulenge
and their neighbours was generally good
at the beginning. All tribes had
developed a system of economic
exchange and good neighbourliness …
The Banyamulenge were cattle herders,
while their neighbours lived on
cultivating the land and on hunting.”

According to Rukunda, the
Banyamulenge introduced barter trade
with their neighbours under which they
gave cows, milk or meat in return for
other forms of food like cassava, banana,
maize and beans which their neighbours
farmed.

Rukunda further writes, “This
exchange developed into proper
economic ties and friendship (ubgira)
with the person offering the goods being
called umwira (a friend). Bafuliru and
Bavira would bring goods (food or salt
for cows) to their Banyamulenge friends
and this operation was called gushegura
in local language”.

When this form of trade matured, it
became friendship as often happening in
many African tribes; to avoid possible
betrayal, the two sides entered into a
‘blood’ covenant, under which both
parties drunk each other’s blood together
using the same vessel as a third party
stood there as witness.

In the local Eastern DRC language,
this process, according to Rukunda was
known as, “Kunywana igihango”, where
families involved in this process became
one family bonded by a shared ‘cup’ of
blood.

“And so no one would harm or even
run into conflict with the other. However,
in the event of domestic or localized
conflicts arising between Banyamulenge
and their immediate neighbours, elders
from the conflicting communities would
sit together and settle issues as they
shared a drink (inzoga) … penalties were
charged according to the weight of the
offence. This would also be followed
when two members of the same
community had differences. The
Banyamulenge was known as the
Banyarwanda of Congo.” Rukunda
wrote in his research.

The situation changed drastically
when the Belgian colonialists took over
the Congo. The newcomers capitalized
on large tribes such as the Bembe and
Manyema even as they systematically
ignored the minority, particularly the
Banyamulenge.

“Belgian colonization emphasized
this stratification. The Belgians
manipulated ethnicity to organize and
remodel administrative units in the
Congo. With Belgian favour clearly
given to other larger ethnic communities
in South Kivu, the Banyamulenge found
themselves divided and dispersed
through the South Kivu province with
little control over their political
situation,” Katy Lindquist of the Central
Africa Conflict Education Coordinator
wrote.

The theory that it is the Belgian
colonialists who planted the first seed of
divisive politics between the
Banyamulenge (Tutsi) and their hosts
(neighbours) is corroborated by various
scholars of the 20th and 21st centuries.

Five scholars, Kidogi (1985), Young
(2001), Muzuri (1983), Mbonyinkebe
(1990) and Rukunda all agree on the

following key issues: That during the
colonial rule,  the Banyamulenge people
were consequently represented by their
neighbours --  (the Bafuliru, Bavira and
Babembe) -- meaning they were
excluded from the colonial-led
government administratively. They were
regarded as mere outsiders from Rwanda
and Burundi and hence fell victim to the
Belgian colony in a number of ways
where they were seen as potential
competitors in livestock because they
resisted colonial compulsory measures
imposed on agriculture.  

According to Rukundwa, the
Banyamulenge was known as, “The
Banyarwanda of Congo or the
Congolese Tutsi by their neighbours
throughout that period. This name did
not bother the Banyamulenge until it
became an institutionalized tool for their
exploitation and abuse through the
‘politics of exclusion’ and confusion
right from colonialism to the post-
independence period.” 

Post colonial era: Mobutu and
Banyamulenge

Under post colonial Zaire under
Mobutu, the Banyamulenge continued to
struggle for identity, citizenship and
political rights as Congolese people.
According to our investigation, another
contentious issue was land ownership
among the Banyamulenge. Following
the divide-and-rule system imposed by
the Belgian colonialists, natives of the
North and South Kivu province who had
earlier traded with Tutsi started
questioning the latter’s rights to own
land in the Congo; they were now
considered  ‘aliens’ from Rwanda – even
though they had lived in the Congo for a
good 300 years..

“Just like genocide, suddenly the
communities that have lived together,
traded together and intermarried each
other turned against their fellows, asking
them to go back to Rwanda,” Major
General Tom Ndahiro, the former RPF
spokesman who is incharge with a task
to investigate and document possible
signs of the genocide in Kigali told me.

Ndahiro, who was born, raised and

educated in Tanzania but returned to
Rwanda in the 1990s to join the fighting
against the Hutu-led regime, added,
“migration of people among African
tribes was common … you have Zulus
migrating to Tanzania in 1845 following
the Mfecane war in South Africa. You
have Manema people migrating from
Congo to Kigoma, Tabora and Dar es
Salaam in Tanzania during the caravan
slave trade.

“But, at no time did Tanzania under
Julius Nyerere urge these migrants to
return to their country of origin … it is
sheer absurdity and an act of blatant
injustice to expel the Banyamulenge
who have lived in Congo for centuries.”

What happened against
Banyamulenge under Mobutu could be
summed up as follows:

• 1960: At independence,
negotiations in Brussels—referred to as
the Table Ronde (Round Table)—
Resolution No 11 stated that Rwandans
and Burundians present in the Congo for
more than ten years would have the right
to vote. 

• 1964: In the constitution of
Lualuabourg, the country’s first, Article
6 stipulates: ‘There is only one
Congolese citizenship. It is attributed, on
30 June 1960, to any person with one
ancestor who was or is a member of a
tribe or part of a tribe established on the
territory of the Congo before 15
November 1908.’ This peculiar
language, making citizenship ethnic and
linked to the historical presence of a
community, persists until today. 

• 1971: In this short law––it was one
sentence long––of 26 March 1971, the
state gave citizenship to all people
originally from Rwanda and Burundi
who had come to the Congo by 30 June
1960. 

• 1972: On 5 January 1972, a law was
passed in the spirit of authenticity
(Mobutu’s elevation of indigenous
culture) that had two articles. Without
mentioning the law from less than a year
earlier, it contradicted it, saying that
citizenship would be granted to
Burundians and Rwandans present in the

Congo since 1 January 1950, thus
effectively reinstating the Table Ronde-
era law.

• 1981: This law repealed previous
legislation, pushing back to 1885 the
date by which an ethnic community had
to have been established in the Congo. It
also cancelled the collective attribution
of citizenship in previous legislation. 

• 2004: The transitional government
voted a law on citizenship, which is still
valid, stating that ‘any individual
belonging to an ethnic group whose
people and territory constitute what
became the Congo’ have right to
citizenship, reintroducing 30 June 1960
as the key date in determining
citizenship, while it maintained the
ambiguous language regarding ethnic
belonging and arrival. This law—
coupled with the distribution to most
Congolese of voter IDs, which then
became a valid form of national
identification—brought an end to some
of the controversy over citizenship.
However, given the ambiguity of the
2004 law, and the deep-rooted
communal tensions in the region, many
still contest the citizenship of Congolese
Hutu and Tutsi.

According to our investigation, the
1971 Citizenship Decree by President
Mobutu Sese Seko granted citizenship to
Banyarwanda who had arrived as
refugees from 1959 to 1963, wasn’t
received well by the native Congolese in
the South Kivu Province as many saw
this as an alarming sign of the growing
influence of Banyarwanda in the
administration, specifically Chief of
Staff Barthélémy Bisengimana.

In his report titled, “The background
to conflict in North Kivu province of the
eastern Congo, published by the Nairobi
based Rift Valley Institute in 2012,”
Jason Stearns stated, “ In 1966, a new
land law was passed, known as the
Bakajika Law. It gave the state
ownership over all land, allowing
Kinshasa to seize lands abandoned by
former owners as well as those deemed
to be underused…The Land Law of
1973 radicalized these reforms by

rejecting customary titles and making the
state the only legal provider of land titles.
For customary chiefs in Masisi and
Rutshuru, who already felt buffeted by
Banyarwanda immigration, this law was
a direct threat. 

During the same year, wrote Stearns,
the Mobutu government launched the
equally controversial process known as
‘Zairianisation’, which led to the
nationalization of some of the largest
ranches in North Kivu, some of which
were later granted to allies of the
president.

“ These laws transformed the
economy of the province, forged deep
ties between Mobutu’s ruling party and
landed elites in the Kivus—and rendered
land tenure much less secure for
peasants. As land access for ‘indigenous’
peasants became increasingly insecure,
Banyarwanda were able to buy more and
more. Because they then owned it, they
declined to pay tribute to the local
Mwami (chief), further stoking
communal resentment over
Banyarwanda prosperity and influence,”
the report by Rift Valley Institute says in
part.

In 1976, the word "Banyamulenge"
first came into wide usage after Gisaro
Muhazo, a South Kivu minister of
parliament, began an initiative to
regroup the Banyamulenge of Mwenga,
Fizi and Uvira into a single
administrative entity. Muhazo's attempt
failed, but the term he introduced
remained and, over the decades, became
a catch-all label for Kivu Tutsis.

According to available data, in
reaction to the apparently growing
influence of the Banyamulenge, the
majority ethnic groups, particularly the
Nande and Hunde of North Kivu,
focused on dominating the 1977
legislative elections. Once
accomplished, they passed the 1981
Citizenship Bill, stating that only people
who could prove descent from someone
resident in Congo in 1885 would qualify
for citizenship.

According to Rukunda,  from the
perspective of the "indigenous"
ethnicities, such as the Bafuliro, the
name "Banyamulenge" was thus a claim
to originality in Mulenge, of which the
Bafuliro themselves claimed
"ownership." However, the bill proved
difficult to implement by the time of the
1985 provincial assembly elections, so
the "indigenous" Kivutian majority came
up with an ad hoc measure:
Banyarwanda were allowed vote but not
run for political office. This appeared to
aggravate the situation because those
Banyarwanda who actually qualified as
citizens under the 1981 law found their
political rights suddenly curtailed. 

“The response of some
Banyarwanda, particularly Tutsi, was to
smash ballot boxes in protest. Others
formed Umoja, an organization of all
Congolese Banyarwanda. However, the
increasing tensions within the
Banyarwanda led to the division of the
organization into two Tutsi and Hutu
groups in 1988,” he wrote in his research
obtained during our investigation.

“Just imagine that you are allowed
to vote but cannot vie for any political
position simply because you are still
considered a Rwandese national despite
the fact that your ancestors migrated to
the Congo hundreds of years ago…This

was simply aimed at isolating
Tutsi(Banyamulenge) by those who saw
them as a threat to their political
survival,” Jean Marie Karenzi, a 76-
year-old and a father of eight who is
Congolese Tutsi from Goma told me as
we discussed the genesis of the M23.

“I am not a supporter of M23 … but
some of their demands are genuine and
should be fully implemented… at my
age, I was born here, grew up here in
Congo, but just years ago, I was told I
should go back to where I
belong(Rwanda).

“Today, even you journalists are
describing us as Rwandans simply
because we are Tutsi…If we are not
Congolese then who are the real citizen
of Congo?” Mzee K (Karenzi), as he is
fondly known around his
neighbourhood, asks angrily.

After independence in 1960, Mobutu
continually constructed and
reconstructed the ethnicity of the
Banyamulenge in order to gain greater
political power by favouring them
during the beginning of his term, before
the fallout in 1988. 

During our investigation, we
corroborated various reports and
interviews, all of which confirm that the
change of fortunes against the
Banyamulenge, previously seen as the
ally of Kinshasa regime, took its full
course in the 1990s.

In 1991, Mobutu’s regime worsened
community divisions by adopting a
policy dubbed ‘la géopolitique’ that
reversed the tradition of appointing
outsiders to top provincial posts.
Following the introduction of this new
policy in Goma, a governor Jean-Pierre
Kalumbo Mbogho and vice-governor
Jean Bamwisho were named from the
Nande and Nyanga communities,
respectively, while Hunde were also
given influential provincial positions.

Just two years after he was appointed
governor by Mobutu, Kalumbo Mbogho
gave a speech urging the security forces
to help the Nande, Hunde and Nyanga
against the Banyarwanda. By the term
Banywarwanda he referred to both
Banyamulenge(Tutsi) and Hutus, whose
ancestors migrated to the Congo
between 16th and 19th centuries.

“The governor’s inflammatory
speech was swiftly followed by another
by his vice-governor at Ntoto, a village
on the border between Masisi and
Walikale, where local officials had
helped mobilize a militia to counter-
balance the influence of Hutu armed
groups. This Nyanga-Hunde militia
killed dozens of Hutu… On 20 March
1993 and the violence soon spread, with
each community arming itself and
carrying out reprisals. At Ntoto, as many
as 500 people were killed. 

The conflict was dubbed la Guerre de
Masisi (the Masisi War), even though
violence spread to neighbouring
Rutshuru, Kalehe and Walikale
territories. The charity Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF, Doctors Without
Borders) estimated that within three
months, between 6,000 and 15,000
people had been killed and 250,000
displaced in the province.” Stearn and
his colleagues wrote in their report.

“During the 1990s, as ethnic tensions
between Hutu and Tutsi in Rwanda and
Burundi began to rise, then so did
tensions about the Banyamulenge’s

place in south Kivu. Because of the
influx of refugees from the Rwandan and
Burundian genocides in 1994 and 1995,
the citizenship of the Banyamulenge was
violently denounced,” Katy wrote in the
paper she published last year.

Between 1993 and 1994 something
terrible happened: There was a clear
division of Hutus and Tutsi, which was a
well calculated move by the both
Rwanda and Burundi regimes. 

Feeling imminent threat from a Tutsi
uprising, especially the Rwandese
Patriotic Front (RPF) which started in
Uganda, the two Hutu-led regimes in
Rwanda and Burundi started rallying
supporters on what the Kenyan political
analyst Mutahi Ngunyi called “the
tyranny of numbers”.

As the Tutsi-led opposition grew
stronger in Rwanda and Burundi, there
was an uprising in the then Zaire too,
from Andre Kisase Ngandou and
Laurent Kabila and their rebel faction.

According to reliable sources who
participated in the two ‘liberation’ wars
in Rwanda and Congo, the Hutu-led
regime in Rwanda convinced Mobutu
that his worst enemies were the Tutsi
(Banyamulenge) he had tried to favour,
and that they should be eliminated.

In reaction, the then Mobutu regime
turned hostile against Banyamulenge
and started treating them as ‘betrayers.’
The conflict reignited in 1994, taking on
additional national and regional
significance, with the arrival of
approximately one million refugees from
neighbouring Rwanda following the
genocide there, including many of the
perpetrators of the massacres. 

At the same time, hundreds of
Congolese Tutsi youths were being
recruited into the Rwandan Patriotic
Front (RPF) rebellion that launched
attacks against the Hutu-dominated
government of Juvenal Habyarimana in
1994. Thus what had begun as a local
crisis became entangled in national
Congolese politics, further infected by
unfolding regional dynamics.

When the Hutus led regime collapsed
in Rwanda In 1994, its top leaders who
fled to Eastern Congo formed an alliance
with the Mobutu regime with a mission
to eliminate all Tutsi.

To understand what followed, we
came across a written testimony
headlined, “ The Last Survivor: The
Banyamulenge”, posted on the website
of the Huffington Post newspaper,
authored by Justin Semahoro
Kimenyerwa -- a Congolese refugee
who was resettled to the United States in
June, 2011.

“I would like to tell you about my
home and my people,” he declared.

“I was born in Minembwe in the
Democratic Republic of Congo -- over
the mountains of the land, deep within
the green fields of South Kivu. It is a
land full of green vegetation, lush
forests, and beautiful wildlife. Between
the greenery, numerous rivers always
flow among mountains and flat land. We
have just two seasons - the rainy season
and the sunny season - both marked by
favorable temperatures. Throughout the
year, a nice breeze offers comfort each
morning. Within this peaceful land, there
exists a community that struggles to
survive. These are the members of the
Banyamulenge tribe - they are my
people. 

‘The Banyamulenge have lived on
the lands of South Kivu for five
centuries. It is the home of our
grandfathers, our ancestors - the only
home we know, but one that is not
acknowledged by our neighbors or our
government. They believe we have no
right to live in Congo, constantly
insisting that we return to our "real"
home far from the lands of South Kivu.
This unprovoked hatred of the
Banyamulenge people has been the
cause of indescribable suffering and
massive killings of my people.

“In 1996 war began in Congo … a
war which continues to this day and one
in which a malicious group called the
Mai Mai seeks to eliminate the entire
Banyamulenge Tutsi tribe. The Mai Mai
is a group of many tribes in the South
Kivu region (Abafurero, Ababembe,
Abanyintu, Abashi, Abarega) that joined
together with Interahamwe (Hutu's who
fled from Rwanda after they carried out
the Rwandan Tutsi Genocide in 1994).
Together, they started attacking
Banyamulenge villages … killing men,
women, and children, taking our cattle
and burning our homes. While they
attacked our villages, those
Banyamulenge who lived in other areas
of Congo were captured, jailed, and in
some cases, killed. My brother,
Bizimana Mavugo, was one such
Banyamulenge … he was arrested in the
town of Kalemie and was killed by
machete along with 81 others. They were
buried together in a single grave.

“In 1998, my own village was
attacked. I remember the sound - shouts,
the intensifying beating of drums, guns
firing at those who tried to escape.
Suddenly, the sound of my father's voice:
telling us to run, to each fend for our own
life. There was no time to say goodbye. 

“I ran through the bullets, past the
attackers who were shooting us, toward
the forest we call Nyarubari. I thank God
I was not shot. In the forest, I stood with
my cousin, Bogabu, waiting in the
darkness for the silence that would signal
the end of the attack. I was content to
wait there, alive. But Bogabu was less
patient. After sitting in silence for several
hours, he insisted on walking out to see
if the attackers had left. I pleaded with
him to stay put, but he was older and he
insisted he was going. 

As soon as he emerged from the
bush he was shot. 

“He cried out for me, but I could not
help him for fear of being killed myself. 

“Of course, I could not return home
and so I moved through the forest …
comforted by the protection of God's
great trees. I went to a town called Uvira.
There were other Banyamulenge in
Uvira and I thought I would be safe
there. A group of children I encountered
upon my arrival in the village, proved
this thinking incorrect. 

"What are you doing here?" They
asked, already moving toward me with
machetes. "Do you think this is your
motherland?" Even young children are
trained to hate the Banyamulenge. 

“I decided that it was better to be
killed running than to stand still and wait
for death. And so again, I ran. It was not
until after I escaped that I realized I had
been struck in the leg by a machete that
had been thrown at me. I was lucky.
Other Banymalunge who had
approached Uvira, suffered a much

worse fate - their bodies hacked apart
while they were still alive or burned -
simply because we are Banyamulenge
and these others do not want us in their
country.”

Laurent Kabila, Banyamulenge
and politics of betrayal

According to documented evidence,
many Banyamulenge youth crossed the
border into Rwanda to enroll into RPF
(Rwandan Patriotic Front) training
camps, most of them alarmed by the
hostility fuelled by the influx of Hutu
refugees who participated in the
genocide as well as the Kinshasa regime
that was also fighting to remain in power
at the beginning of the 1990s. 

Among those in the first generation
that joined the RPF was General Sultan
Makenga, the current leader of M23,
who joined the Tutsi rebel faction at the
age of 17 in Uganda. He was followed
by Jean Bosco Ntaganda who is
currently in the ICC custody in The
Hague, Laurent Nkunda and many more.

During our exclusive interview in his
military base in Goma in December,
2012, General Makenga narrated his
decision to join RPF in Uganda as
follows: 

“I dropped out of school and decided
to travel to Uganda where I underwent
military training for six months …
before joining the Rwandan Patriotic
Front  (RPF) in October 1990 … during
my service in the Rwandan army, I rose
to the rank of sergeant and deputy
platoon commander. After the Rwandan
war, I went to Burundi where I met
Laurent Kabila, the Mzee. We agreed to
fight together after he got strong
recommendations from my seniors in the
Rwandan army. I fought alongside the
Nguruma battalion, which was managed
by the Rwandan army under James
Kabarebe.

“As I said earlier, after we ousted
Mobutu, Mzee Kabila changed his
position against us, saying all foreigners
who fought the war, including us, should
leave the country because we were not
Congolese. 

“We fell apart and decided that we
were going nowhere because Congo
was, and still is, our home, which we are
ready to die fighting for... I joined this
struggle 22 years ago, when I was a
small boy aged 17. I first fought against
Habyarimana’s regime in Rwanda that
wanted to kill all Tutsis. I was a member
of the Rwandan Patriotic Front. I joined
the organisation in 1990 in Uganda
because I didn’t like the Habyarimana
regime as well as the Mobutu rule.

As the attacks on the Banyamulenge
community became increasingly violent
in 1993, more and more Banyamulenge
followed the young Makenga’s path by
joining the RPF. 

“We had two missions … to stop the
Hutu regime from eliminating Tutsi in
Rwanda and, secondly, to fight the
Mobutu regime … which had turn
hostile against our people,” General
Makenga told me

When the Rwandan war ended in
July, 1994 following the ousting of the
Hutu regime, Makenga and his
colleagues had to make a difficult choice
-- to return home to launch a struggle to
liberate their country.

But they needed strong backup from
their counterparts in Rwanda, who had

From page 9

Continues page 13

General Makenga
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Let’s get those names,
Bill, can we?

Our good government is said to have cautioned our
parliamentary representatives sitting in Dodoma now
against putting pressure on it to name drug kingpins

because some of them are on the list. 
We would want to believe this highly placed man was

misquoted out of context the Minister of State in the Prime
Minister’s Office in charge of Policy, Coordination and
Parliamentary Affairs, Mr William Lukuvi, is said to have
made such remarks in the House when responding to a
supplementary question from the Reverend Israel Natse
(Karatu- Chadema).

Rev Natse had simply asked why the government was
‘reluctant’ to name the people behind the thriving drug trade
even after the list of the so-called suspects had been formally
handed over to the Head of State.

The MP wasn’t happy that instead of dealing with the root
of the problem the government was busy dealing with the
consequences. The MP says clearly that the government should
name the suspects there.

Apparently, Lukuvi admits that State agencies had the
names of the suspects, but cows down and gives some lame
excuse to the effect that it was still too early to make the list
public.

He wants everyone to “understand the government can
name the suspects only if – not when – it has concrete evidence
to prosecute them.” These are fine words, but who decides
when that can take place, if at all?

And here comes a laugh of all laughs: “… if we decide to
make the names public many of us in this House will find out
that we are involved.” Good Heavens … so what’s happening,
Bill?

If that’s truly true, how do we keep the credibility of the
government? That also throws lots of stones at our MPs
themselves. So even them – our representatives – are afraid of
telling us the truth; so who should we trust?

We do believe that Mr Lukuvi owes all of us in this country
an explanation. We also believe that he knows more than what
he said in Parliament – because we do not expect a cabinet
minister to wake up one morning and make up a public
statement that cannot be validated.

We also strongly believe that Hon. Lukuvi’s urging to stop
our right to name the suspects is not only colonial but also un
-democratic; when have any independent citizens been held
from questioning their government – ili iweje (so what)? 

We also do believe that Rev Natse, and indeed all
Tanzanians, need an answer from you, Hon Lukuvi.  Else, who
do you think you are, Sir?

This country is in deep trouble with drug dealers; if you
know them, please tell us, au? We wouldn’t want to harbour
feelings why not!

We elect people into Parliament to serve us, not to rule over
us. Period – so please be the good servant and tell us. . 

Arecent disciplinary move
taken by the Ministry of
Home Affairs in its efforts to

reform our police force deserves a
comment or two. The move is none
other than the firing of seven police
officers and demoting four senior
commanders after getting reliable
evidence that accusations against
them in regard to misconduct and
involvement in criminal activities
were valid.

At a press conference to
announce this development, Home
Affairs Minister John Nchimbi
disclosed that his Ministry had
earlier formed a special team of
senior police officers to investigate
the allegations made against the fired
and demoted officers, adding that
much precaution was taken to avoid
victimization of the suspects. In fact
some of the suspects may end up in
court to ensure justice is seen to be
done.

Incidents which have led to the
above mentioned disciplinary
intervention provide hints of what is
going in the police force. They
include being implicated in receiving
bribes, colluding with drug dealers in
trafficking missions, colluding with
poachers as well as framing citizens
and taking them to court for reasons
known by the wayward officers.

It is worth noting that members of
the public have been complaining
about police involvement in the
malpractices the fired officers are
accused of. Hence, this provides us
further evidence that these criminal
acts still haunt our police force,
much as few bad apples are detected
and sanctioned now and then.

Take the case of corruption. Apart
from complaints of general nature,
various surveys, both local and
international, have established that
police is among leading state
departments where the vice is
rearing its ugly head. The 2012
Afrobarometer report on corruption
showed that 92% of the survey
respondents perceived police
officers as being involved in
corruption malpractices. Again
police score on the corruption scale
in another survey conducted by
Transparency International in 2011

was 4.1 out points of 5 points where
1.0 stood for “no corruption” score
while 5 represented an “extreme
corruption” opinion.

In the Global Business
Competitive report of 2012-2013, it
is also documented that a significant
number of the executives
interviewed pointed out corruption
by police as one of the factors
spoiling the business environment.
Other regional and national surveys
conducted on different occasions
have been more or less coming up
with a similar conclusion, thus
indicating that the problem is too
serious to be taken for granted.

Extrajudicial killings by police
are yet another stigma on the
collective image of our men and
women entrusted the role of
maintaining law and order, as well as
protecting   lives of citizens. But one
of the latest reports published by the
Dar es Salaam-based Legal and

Human Rights Centre (LHRC)
indicates that police officers have
been implicated in the death of 209
people between 2005 and 2009, a
figure which amounts to the average
of 30 deaths per year - this justifies
the genuine concern among most
people in the land of apparent peace
and harmony.

Whoever doubts the credibility of
the research conducted by the local
human rights institution may as well
note that a UN report published in
2011, after conducting a worldwide
research on police extrajudicial
killings, ranked Tanzania among the
top ten countries with the worst
record on this aspect of human rights
violation. Other countries on the list
of shame included Pakistan, the
Philippines, Mexico, Egypt, North
Korea, Russia, Brazil and Bahrein.

Today our police force is also
accused of being partisan when
handling law and order situations
related to political parties. The
allegation here is that police officers,
in some cases, tend to apply double
standards for the sake of protecting
the interests of the ruling party. This
is a theme in its own right, but there
are instances where professionalism
gets compromised due to bending
the rules to accommodate political
interests.

Do all these challenges justify the
allegations from some quarters that
our police force is a basket case and
the best way forward is to disband it?
I don’t think this is a popular view.
There is a detailed police reform
programme in place and even
measure being taken by the relevant
Ministry to weed out the bad
elements are part of it. Efforts are
being made to improve staff
recruitment procedures, training is
being undertaken to improve the
level of professionalism, and there
has been significant investment in
ICT to empower the force to cope
with sophisticated technology
related crime. What is required now
is to ensure the reform programme is
undertaken at a faster pace.

Henry Muhanika is a Media
Consultant(hmuhanika@yahoo.com)

More measures needed to 
reform our police force

SocietyWATCH
WITH
Henry Muhanika

“
It is worth noting that
members of the public
have been complaining

about police involvement
in the malpractices the

fired officers are accused
of. Hence, this provides us

further evidence

just taken power. “Though we didn’t
have money or weapons, we had
expertise in war and the morale to fight,”
he told me.

Before starting their fight against
Mobutu, Makenga and his colleagues
recruited young Tutsi from Congo who
were then trained by the RPF regime in
Rwanda.

“When we were still pondering over
our future, there came an opportunity …
Mzee Kabila had resources (money and
weapons) but we needed soldiers to
fight. But since we were both fighting
the same enemy (Mobutu) we joined
him quickly and launched an offensive
from Goma,” General Makenga told me.

In July, 1996 the first confrontation
between RPF-trained Banyamulenge
troops (that would later evolve into the
AFDL) and the Congolese troops took
place. After this first confrontation, the
1996 Banyamulenge rebellion took off;
their troops began attacking and taking
over major Congolese cities such as
Bukavu, Goma, and Uvira.  This battle,
which was then joined by Rwanda and
Ugandan troops came to be known as the
“First Congo War.” It had started as a
small rebellion in Goma only to regain
identity before it escalated to nationwide
struggle against the Dictator Mobutu
regime.”

By the time Kabila took power in
late 1997, Rwanda’s presence in Eastern
Congo had become very powerful …
and so did the Banyamulenge.   By the
time Kabila took power in late 1997,
Rwanda’s presence in Eastern Congo
had become very powerful and so did
Banyamulenge.

“Muzee (Kabila senior) looked like a
Rwandese stooge before the eyes of the
Congolese … though he has helped
topple the oppressive Mobutu regime,
many Congolese saw him as a proxy
leader of Rwanda,” a senior military
officer from the Congolese national
army who is close to the ruling elite in
Kinshasa told me in July, this year.

To prove that he was a man of his
own, Kabila made a controversial
decision; he expelled all foreign troops
from the Congo in July, 1998 despite the
fact that these troops were the ones that
put him at the ‘throne’. 

Kabila never ended there. He also
revoked the Banyamulenge citizenship
and ordered them to leave the
Democratic Republic of Congo
immediately, which did not only anger
Rwanda and Uganda but also ruffled the
“mountain dwellers” from Kivu
Province.

“All of us Congolese fought for the
same goal … we won the war, we were
branded Banyamulenge … a group of
Tutsi that is disobedient. We were called
foreigners by the same man whom we
had supported … and then we were told
to return to Rwanda where we belonged.
This was very painful.” 

Such is how General Makenga recalls
how they fell out with Laurent Desire
Kabila. Narrating how the fall-out
occurred, General Makenga further told
me at his military base, just 40km
outside Goma:

“I was born in Congo, grew up in
Congo, then went to Uganda to join the
army in order to fight against the then
Rwandese regime that wanted to
eliminate all Tutsis … hoping that one
day we could also initiate a similar
struggle to liberate our country, Congo,
from the brutal leadership of Mobutu.
You help someone to become president
through the gun, but when he tastes
power, you become his first victim.”

General Makenga added: “Mzee
Kabila was a politician …  I am not; I am
a soldier … and the only language I

know is that of the gun. My home has
been in the bush … fighting injustice and
corrupt regimes in this region. Therefore
when a politician wants to play politics
with me, my response won’t be the
political podium but the barrel of the gun
because, that’s my way of fighting for
my rights.

“I strongly disagreed with Mzee
Kabila when he ordered all
Banyamulenge to leave Congo because
they are Rwandese … so we fell out. My
colleagues and I decided to fight his
regime after he betrayed us.”

Summing up the ordeal of the
Banyamulenge, Katy Lindquist put it
this way: 

“The history of the Banyamulenge in
many ways reflects the larger history of
the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
The Banyamulenge, an extremely small
minority group in eastern Congo, have
played central roles in the politics of both
Mobutu and Laurent Kabila. 

“Time and time again, the
Banyamulenge have attempted to
improve their livelihood in the face of
extreme processes of manipulation,
discrimination, and violence. Though
there are few Banyamulenge left in
eastern Congo, their presence around the
world has not been ignored.” 

How Laurent Desire Kabila
outsmarted his ‘godfathers’

As the newly formed post-genocide
regime struggled to build a country
reduced to ashes by the 1994 killings of
over 800,000 Tutsi and moderate Hutus,
nearly one and half years since the
Juvenal Habyarimana regime was
ousted, Rwanda’s strongman Paul
Kagame was not settled at all.

Though he has managed to stop the
genocide as well as ousting the Hutu-led
regime that planned and executed the
killings, still those who masterminded
the deadly human disaster were still at
large, with majority of them settled in
neighbouring Congo.

By coincidence, the rebellion against
Joseph Desire Mobutu, a cook’s son who
later called himself ‘Mobutu Sese Seko
Kuku Ngbendu Wa Za Banga’ meaning
the all-powerful warrior who goes from
conquest to conquest, leaving fire in his

wake, was mounting as his health
deteriorated. During that period, Mobutu
Sese Seko was suffering from advanced
prostate cancer as his power waned
dramatically amid the already worsening
rebellion against his regime.

Back in Kigali, there was a crisis
meeting at an undisclosed place, which
was chaired by Paul Kagame, then
Defence Minister and Vice President.
The agenda: To pursue all the genocide
suspects in Congo and bring them back
to justice and to consolidate resources to
support the rebel factions, which were
operating from Goma town.

But there came a question: Who
‘should be trusted,’ says a senior military
officer who was among the invited
people into the crisis meeting held in
Kigali nearly 18 months after the
genocide.

“From the very beginning, Kagame
didn’t trust Kabila at all ... he was highly
concerned by Kabila’s credibility,” a
senior military officer who declined to
be named told me in Kigali.  “He
(Kagame) saw Kabila as a manipulator,
and corrupt leader whose interest was to
accumulate wealth once he gets into
power.”

After discussions, Kagame came up
with a list of the men who should he
‘could trust’ to lead the transitional
government if and when Mobutu was
ousted.

On the top of the list was Andre
Kissase Ngandu, a prominent rebel
fighter with revolutionary credentials,
who was also the president of the
AFDL's military wing and the National
Resistance Council (CNRD), the senior
military officer told me.

But my source says the news was
leaked to Kabila that he wasn’t the first
choice to lead the new Zaire should
Mobutu go.

“Somebody tipped him that he was
the second choice ...rom that point
Kabila carefully planned the elimination
of Ngandu in a way that later left
Kagame with no choice but to accept
him as the leader of the rebellion against
Mobutu,” the senior military officer
further told me.

General Ngandu was assassinated on

4 January 1997, in North Kivu by
Rwandan Tutsi soldiers in what was
coordinated by Kabila. During the
assassination, Kabila’s position was that
of spokesperson and head of the political
wing.

The claims by the senior military
officer from the Rwandese Defence
Forces (RDF) are corroborated by two
different sources who participated in the
plan to back the rebellion against
Mobutu’s regime during the so-called
First Congo War.

According to Gerald Mbanda, a
media consultant and commentator on
political and social issues in the Great
Lakes region in 1996, a coalition of
Congolese dissidents came together to
form the Alliance of Democratic Forces
for the Liberation of Congo (AFDL).
This alliance consisted of three rebel
groups, namely, the National Council of
Resistance for Democracy (CNRD) led
by Andre Kissasse Ngandu; the
Revolutionary Movement for the
Liberation of Congo (MRLZ) led by
Anselme Masusu Nindaga; and the
Democratic Alliance of the People
(ADP) led by Deogratius Bugera.

“Kabila is said to have become the
head of AFDL out of the blue after the
assassination of his boss, Andre Kissase
Ngandu. At the time, Andre Kissasse
Ngandu was the president of AFDL's
military wing, the National Resistance
Council (CNRD) while Kabila …
because he could speak a number of
languages … was the spokesman of the
alliance. However, internal conflicts and
disagreements between the two over
who was the ultimate leader of the
coalition emerged … ending  with the
assassination of Ngandu in 1997 in
North Kivu, allegedly at the instigation
of Kabila.

After Ngandu's death, Kabila
appointed himself president of CNRD as
well as spokesperson and head of the
political wing,” Mbanda told me last
July.

“Kabila new from the beginning that
he wasn’t the choice of Rwanda to lead
Congo … there were two choices, but
when the news leaked out, Kabila
organized the killing of the first choice

before informing the Kinshasa regime
through his sources that the man who
was about to take over was a senior
military officer within the Mobutu
regime,” another senior officer who
fought alongside Kabila who is currently
serving in the Rwandese intelligence
circles told me in Kigali, confirming
earlier revelations that Laurent Kabila
wasn’t the main choice of Rwanda and
Uganda.

According to this intelligence officer,
after the elimination of Ngandu, Kabila
also sensed that there was another threat
to his quest to become leader of DR
Congo: The threat was an army General
working within the Mobutu regime -- but
who had been indoctrinated by the RPF
for some years.

The officer who because of the
nature of his job as a security analyst
requested anonymity, said: “Kabila told
the Mobutu regime through his sources
that there was a mole in his army planted
by Rwanda and (that) he was being
prepared to lead Zaire … the next day,
the officer was assassinated in Kinshasa.

“We were left with no option but to
support Kabila though we never trusted
him from the beginning … to play safe,
he claimed that once the Mobutu regime
was ousted, he would not take over as
leader of the Congo.”

This, according to my sources, was
how Laurent Desire Kabila manipulated
his way to the throne despite being
disliked by his ‘Godfathers.”

How Kagame knew that Kabila
wasn’t a credible leader is not known
clearly, but earlier, a Cuban fighter who
came to Congo with 100 fighters to help
overthrow the Mobutu regime, Ernesto
Che Guevara, branded him a womanizer
and drunkard.

In Che's diary, only published in
1999, he notes the lack of organisation in
the group and the fighters' belief in
magic. Mr Kabila was rarely there. He
sent letters promising everything, but
delivered nothing. “I no longer believed
anything after all these promises,” wrote
Che in his diary. “Nothing makes me
think he is the man for the situation. He
lets the days pass without concerning
himself with anything other than
political squabbles, and all the signs are
that he is too addicted to drink and
women.”

After the Simba rebellion failed, Mr
Kabila turned to smuggling gold and
timber on Lake Tanganyika. He ran a
brothel and bar in Tanzania and did some
petty trading in Uganda. He developed a
taste for fine wine and stylish clothes. 

From Laurent Nkunda to General
Makenga: How M23 was born 

When the Rwandan government fell
out with Laurent Kabila—the man it had
armed and supported all the way to the
presidency—it launched the
Rassemblement Congolais pour la
Démocratie (RCD, Congolese Rally for
Democracy) against him in the Kivus in
August 1998, in what came to be known
as the ‘Second Congo War’ that lasted
five years.

The Rwandan side was commanded
by the then young army General, Paul
Kagame, who at the age of 39 years also
doubled as Vice President and Defence
Minister. Having led the battle to capture
Kigali as well as stopping the 100 dark
days of Genocide in Rwanda, to build a
secured Rwanda but also pursue those
who committed genocide, Kagame
decided that it was time to support the
battle to topple the Mobutu regime, who
by then had also formed an alliance with
Hutu militias who had fled to the Eastern
Congo.

“The painful thing to us was that as
poor as we are, we used our resources to

Continues page 11
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The Genesis of M23 rebels,
Banyamulenge and Congo’s conflict

General Nkunda
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support the fight against dictator Mobutu
… but what we got in return was being
called intruders, meddlers and
plunderers of the Congolese resources,
”a senior military officer who by nature
of his job requested anonymity told me
at Kigali’s Lemigo Hotel.

The senior military officer added:
“People have forgotten so soon
especially the so-called international
community and our own neighbours …
what we spent in arming and supporting
Laurent Desire Kabila runs into millions
of dollars … but nobody asks where this
money came from.”

Those accusing Rwanda of
plundering Congo’s resources are being
very naïve … in fact, the Congo should
pay Rwanda for its contribution if earlier
agreements were to be honoured,”
another senior official from Kigali who
fought in Congo and is currently
working at the Security department told
me in Kigali.

But during our investigation, we
could not find any written agreement
between the Rwandese regime under
RPF and the Congolese rebels signed
before the former committed its
resources to fight the Mobutu regime
alongside Congolese rebels.

According to our findings, Rwanda
supported the Congolese rebels to oust
Mobutu because of its own national
interests, namely, internal security. Since
many Interahamwe militias and soldiers
of the ousted Hutu-regime fled to
Congo’s Kivu Province under the
umbrella of refugees, Rwanda felt
unsecure and needed a strong ally in
neighbouring Congo to pursue these
militias, the majority of whom
committed genocide in 1994.

Citing the Second Congo War, Stearn
and his colleagues wrote, “Both sides
contributed to this new conflict, but
Kabila provoked it when he asked all
Rwandan troops to leave the country in
July 1998. This triggered the deadliest
war in modern African history. It
involved eight nations, more than two
dozen armed groups, and caused the
deaths of millions of people from
violence, disease, and starvation.”

Rwandan officials, led by top
military officers including James
Kabarebe, realized it would be difficult
to secure their western border as long the
Congolese Hutu community continued
to collaborate with the ex-Kigali army
and Interahamwe who had participated
in the genocide, who rebranded
themselves as the Alliance pour la
libération du Rwanda (ALiR, Alliance
for the Liberation of Rwanda). This label
was used until they changed their name
again in 2001 to the Forces
Démocratiques pour la Libération du
Rwanda (FDLR, Democratic Forces for
the Liberation of Rwanda). 

After the death of Laurent Desire
Kabila in January, 2001, his son Joseph
took over, amid qualms among warring
rebel factions if he would follow his
father’s path or would launch a new
initiative to bring all Congolese together
in building a new country.

According to available documented
evidence, when the peace agreement was
sealed in Lusaka, Joseph Kabila was
tasked to lead a transition government up
to 2006, during which there would be a
general election.

The three-year transition process—
culminating in the 2006 national
elections—caused deep divisions within
the RCD, as its leaders clashed over
whether they continue to participate
given the perceived bad faith of Joseph
Kabila’s government or disassociate
themselves from the Kinshasa regime. 

Fearing persecution and

discrimination, many RCD fighters
especially Banyamulenge resisted the
integration within the Congolese army
because they knew that was just a ploy to
bring their own enemies closer, before
being eliminated. But they also thought
integration would erode their political
and economic power, especially among
those who considered themselves
‘original’Congolese.

In August, 2003, RCD suffered a
major setback following the defection of
three senior military officers, among
them General Laurent Nkunda, a Tutsi
from Rutshuru territory. Nkunda, along
with some members of the RCD
leadership, created a new quasi-political
movement in just four months after their
defection that came to be known as
SNPC, (National Synergy for Peace and
Concord).

According to Stearn and his
colleagues, Rwanda, then driven by an
amalgam of economic, security, and
political interests was also afraid of
losing a foothold in the Kivus,  and so
threw its weight behind these dissenting
officers after it was disappointed by
Professor Wamba Dia Wamba, a lecturer
from University of Dar es Salaam who
was earlier backed by the Kigali regime
to lead RCD movement.

Professor Wamba was unanimously
elected head of the rebel Rally for
Congolese Democracy in December
1997, which was backed by Uganda and
Rwanda and was then based in the town
of Goma. However, the RCD gradually
was later torn into two factions, after
Professor Wamba fell out with his
backers in Rwanda when he accused the
regime of having limited focus of just
overthrowing Kabila, instead of
introducing a democratic regime. 

In May, 1999 Émile Ilunga was
named the new head of the RCD, which
forced Professor Wamba to flee to the
Ugandan-controlled town of Kisangani.
The faction of the RCD he still
controlled was variously known as the
Movement for Liberation (RCD-ML),
RCD-Kisangani, or RCD-Wamba, while
Ilunga controlled the RCD-Goma.

Formation of the SNPC was the
beginning of the two leading rebel
factions which would influence greatly
the security in North Kivu: CNDP,
National Congress for the Defence of the
People between 2006–2009 led by
Laurent Nkunda, and the uprising of the
M23, early last year led by General
Makenga. 

Nkunda’s mission (in forming the
CNDP) was to protect the Congo's Tustsi
ethnic group (Banyamulenge) and
FDLR, the main Hutu-led military
opposition to the Tutsi-led government
of President Paul Kagame in Rwanda.
The FDLR, though a severely degraded
force from what it once was, has its roots
in Rwanda's 1994 genocide when
several hundred thousand Tutsis and
Hutu moderates were slaughtered by
extremist Hutus. 

Following complains by the
Kinshasa regime as well as the
international community, mainly the
United Nations, that Nkunda was an
obstacle to a secure and peaceful Congo,
the Rwandese regime arrested him in
January, 2009 and placed him under
house arrest till today.

“The arrest of the Democratic
Republic of Congo's notorious rebel

leader General Laurent Nkunda removed
a major impediment to peace in one of
the world's most war-torn countries. The
fact that he was arrested in Rwanda also
helps the government of President Paul
Kagame restore a reputation severely
tarnished last month, when the U.N.
accused it of arming and supplying men
to Nkunda and using him as a proxy
inside Congo,” writes Alex Perry of the
Time Magazine on January 23, 2009 in
an article headlined, “Behind Rwanda’s
Arrest of Nkunda”.

Nkunda, a flamboyant figure and a
Congolese ethnic Tutsi was also accused
by the Kinshasa regime of being a
Rwandan proxy. After Nkunda was
arrested, the leadership of CNDP
automatically fell into the hands of his
colleague, Jean Bosco Ntaganda, also
known as ‘the terminator.’

Bosco Ntaganda who had been
indicted by the International Criminal
Court in The Hague in January, 2006 on
three counts of war crimes allegedly
committed while he was helping to
command another rebel group in
Congo's Ituri region, a time when he
earned the sobriquet "the Terminator”,
replaced Nkunda in the peace
negotiations in Nairobi.

Two months later, the peace deal was
signed between the Kinshasa regime and
Ntaganda's CNDP in March, 2009.
Following this deal, CNDP transformed
itself into a registered political party and
their forces integrated within the
Congolese national army, FARDC. 

However, nearly one year after the
deal was signed some top CNDP
military officers led by General
Makenga complained of being
mistreated, discriminated against and
targeted for elimination. They also
accused Bosco of having secret, corrupt
agreements with President Joseph
Kabila.

Narrating their dismay with the
Kinshasa regime on implementation of
the Nairobi peace accord, General
Makenga tells me:

“Finally, after fighting for some
years, there was a peace deal, which we
signed on 23 March 2009 in Nairobi,
Kenya. This deal had some conditions
attached to it, including the
implementation period. Some of us were
integrated in the most corrupt,
ineffective, and ill-disciplined
Congolese national army, the Armed
Forces of the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (FARDC).

“We agreed that all Congolese
refugees, including our parents, should
be allowed to return and settle
peacefully. We agreed that the working
conditions within the army should be
improved. We agreed that the
government should fight corruption,
starting from the top levels instead of
dealing with petty corruption. We agreed
that good governance should be
established, and many more conditions.”

General Makenga adds: “When we
reminded the Kinshasa regime about
fulfilling these conditions, we became
enemies of the state. The biggest
problem with President Joseph Kabila is
that he doesn’t want to be told the truth.
When you tell him the truth, you become
the enemy.”

When I ask Brigadier General
Makenga about claims by the UN group
of experts that M23 was a proxy army of

the Rwandese regime, he borrowed the
lawyers’ words: Denial is the best
defence.

“My biggest sin is having had a
history of fighting in Rwanda under the
Rwandese Patriotic Front, and secondly
being a Tutsi. Because of that, I have
become a target of being a Rwandese
stooge. I am not that much educated, but
I can assure you that the so-called Group
of UN Experts [who investigated the
fighting in DRCongo] is biased …
working to fulfil the needs of those who
sent them, instead of seeking a balanced
truth that can help heal the wounds in
DR Congo,”  Brigadier General
Makenga says

“The truth is that I have been
receiving strong support from the
Congolese national army, and also from
some government officials in Kinshasa
who are not satisfied with the way things
have turned out under President
Kabila...When the Kinshasa government
buys new weapons, I also get a share of
it through my own contacts within the
Congolese national army. General
Hamis’ case is just a tip of the iceberg…
there is more than that. The Congolese
army is the most corrupt, weak, divided
in the world; and remember it was
formed by former rebel fighters from
different backgrounds.”  Brigadier
General Makenga says as he tried to
deny any support from Rwanda

[A UN panel of experts report
released late in 2012 revealed that top
Congolese army officers were behind the
exploitation of “conflict minerals.”
General Gabriel Hamis Nkumba, the
then second in command of the
Congolese army, was specifically named
by the UN report to be at the centre of the
illegal exploitation of minerals fuelling
the conflict in the east of the country. The
report quoted President Kabila as
publicly recognising that “the
involvement of criminal networks within
his forces, the FARDC, in illegal
exploitation of minerals has caused
conflict of interest in the army’s
constitutional mandate”].

“Let the world demand more
evidence of our so-called wrongdoing
than just phone-call records … and
testimonies from defectors who have
been paid to say what their masters want
them to say. Don’t I communicate with
people or friends? I do. Today I’m in
good contact with President Kabila, but
does that mean he supports us? Ask
those who have fought with me, I am a
man who knows the guerrilla war and
who is ready to fight with anyone. Those
who think I am funded by Rwanda or
Uganda have their agenda to drive,
which differs sharply from my motive in
this struggle,” Brigadier General
Makenga tells me.

Brigadier General Makenga’s stand
on the evidence adduced by the UN
group of experts is also shared by
Rwandan President Paul Kagame, who
says he has so far never been shown any
concrete evidence that prove his
country’s backing of the M23 rebellion
in Eastern Congo.

In May, this year, Kagame was
quoted by the UK’s Observer newspaper
as saying the UN report was the
‘stitching together’ of rumour,
speculation and lies, and why it is the
decades of Belgian, French and
American involvement in that blighted

country that are the real causes of its
problems. 

"I'm telling people … look at
themselves in the mirror … they are the
ones responsible for the problems in
Congo, not me,” he was quoted by the
Observer newspaper, as saying.

"Up to this moment they've never
given anybody a bit of what they're
talking about – evidence," Kagame says.

According to General Makenga, their
struggle is also the struggle of many
Congolese people who share M23
beliefs and motives.

“The Congolese are tired … they
want peace, stability and a better life.
Look at this arable land in Goma, why
can’t this area be turned into Africa’s
agribusiness zone? He shows me the
Greenland of Goma as the rain poured
the war-torn area.

But with its dilapidated
infrastructure, the people of this area
have remained trapped in a chain of
poverty. People talk about Congo’s vast
wealth, mainly minerals and timber, says
General Makenga, but in reality they are
wrong because the Congolese people are
very poor. 

“It doesn’t help the Congolese to say
their country is the richest in the world,
while in reality they have no roads,
hospitals, schools and suffer dreadful
living conditions,” he argues.

With a population of about 75
million people and a Gross Domestic
Product of $25 billion, an average
earning for a single Congolese or per
capital income is about $230, according
to a report by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) released in 2012.

But in terms of natural resources,
according to a report by the world’s
respected business and economic affairs
magazine, Forbes, The Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC) is a vast
country rich in natural resources, with an
estimated $24 trillion worth of untapped
deposits of raw mineral ores, including
the world’s largest reserves of cobalt and
significant quantities of the world’s
diamonds, gold and copper. 

This amount is more than the Gross
Domestic Product of the entire European
Union, which in 2012 was $16.66
trillion, but still DRC is the poorest
country in the world.

“You have seen for yourself how we
are supported by the villagers in this
area, contrary to the international reports
that we have dispersed or disrupted
villagers. We are surrounded by villagers
all the way you have seen people going
on with their activities as usual. Our
soldiers interact with villagers, and they
are supported by the villagers because
the people are tired with the Kinshasa
regime,” General Makenga boasts as he
explains the support his M23 enjoys
from the communities.

This is the story of mountain
dwellers, the Banyamulenge. M23 is
their continued struggle against what
they see as historical injustices dating
back to the colonial era and General
Makenga is a man who claims to be
fighting for their rights, after Laurent
Nkunda was arrested in 2009 and Jean
Bosco Ntaganda surrendered himself to
the ICC.

But for how long will they fight?
“No one is born to fight a war till his

last day on earth, but people are forced
by circumstances that surround them to
start a fight. I shouldn’t be seen as a man
who doesn’t want peace. I have a heart, a
family, and people I care about. But as I
said earlier, if the Kampala peace talks
fail, the only option we have is to fight
till the last man.” Brigadier General
Makenga tells me as we end our
interview.

Next week: How M23 was created,
funded inside Congo
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