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Abbreviations
4WD  four-wheel drive

AA  anti-aircraft
AAA  anti-aircraft artillery
AB  Agusta-Bell (Italian–American helicopter   
  manufacturers)
AdA  Armée de l’Air (French Air Force)
ADCC  Air Defence Consultants Corporation (Israeli   
  commercial military enterprise)
ADF  Allied Democratic Forces/Front (armed   
  opposition group in Uganda since 1990s)
AFB  Air Force Base
AFDL  Alliance des Forces Démocratiques pour la    
  Libération du Congo (Alliance of Democratic   
  Forces for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire,   
  Rwandan-supported insurgent organization in   
  Zaire, 1996–97)
AK-47  Automat Kalashnikova (former Soviet or Eastern   
  Bloc-manufactured 7.62mm assault rifle)
AML  Automitrailleuse Légère (French-manufactured   
  Panhard scout car and armoured vehicle)
An  Antonov (design bureau led by Oleg Antonov)
ANC  Armée Nationale Congolaise (Congolese National   
  Army, 1960–71)
APC   armoured personnel carrier
AT-14  ASCC, codename for Vikhr, Soviet-/Russian-  
  made ATGM
ATGM  anti-tank guided missile

BAC  British Aircraft Corporation
BAe  British Aerospace

CAP  combat air patrol
CAS  close air support
CASA  Construcciones Aeronáuticas SA (Spanish aircraft   
  manufacturer)
CBU  cluster bomb unit
CIA  Central Intelligence Agency (USA)
C-in-C  commander-in-chief
c/n  construction number
CO  commanding officer

DoD  Department of Defence (USA)
DSP  Division Special Présidentielle (Special Presidential  
  Division FAZ)

ECM  electronic countermeasures
ELINT  electronic intelligence
ENI  Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (Italian state-owned   
  petroleum company)
EO   Executive Outcomes (South African commercial  
  military enterprise)

FAA  Forças Armadas Angolanas (Angolan military since  
  1992)
FANA  Força Aérea Nacional (Angolan Air Force, since   
  1992)
FAR  Forces Armées Rwandaise (Rwandan Armed   
  Forces, 1962–94)
FAZ  Forces Armées Zaïroise (Zairian Army, 1971–1996)
FAZA  Force Aérienne Zaïroise (Zairian Air Force,   
  1971–96)
FDD  Forces pour la Défense de la Démocratie (Forces for   
  the Defence of Democracy, armed opposition   
  group in  Burundi, 1990s/2000s)  

FIM-92A US-made MANPADS (full designation FIM-  
  92A Stinger)
FNLA  Frente Nacional de Libertacao de Angola    
  (National Front for the Liberation of Angola,   
  armed group opposing Portuguese rule in   
  Angola 1960–75, later fighting against 
  the MPLA government in 1970s/80s)
FNLC  Front National pour la Libération du Congo   
  (National Front for the Liberation of the   
  Congo, insurgent organization in Zaire/Congo,   
  1990s)

GCI  ground controlled interception
GP   general-purpose (bomb)

HE  high explosive
HQ   headquarters

IAI  Israeli Aircraft Industries (since 2006 Israeli   
  Aerospace Industries)
IAP  international airport
IDF  Israeli Defence Forces
IFF  identification friend or foe
IFV  infantry fighting vehicle
IP  instructor pilot
IR  infrared, electromagnetic radiation, longer   
  than deepest red light sensed as heat
Il  Ilyushin (the design bureau led by Sergey   
  Vladimirovich Ilyushin, also known as OKB-39)

km  kilometre

LRA  Lord’s Resistance Army (armed opposition   
  group in Uganda)

MAGRIVI Mutuelle des Agriculteurs des Virunga    
  (Famers’ Society of Virunga)
MANPADS Man-Portable Air Defence System(s) (light   
  surface-to-air missile system that can be carried  
  and deployed in combat by a single soldier
MBT  main battle tank
MHz  megahertz, millions of cycles per second
Mi  Mil (Soviet/Russian helicopter designer and   
  manufacturer)
MiG  Mikoyan i Gurevich (the design bureau led by   
  Artyom Ivanovich Mikoyan and Mikhail   
  Iosifovich Gurevich, also known as OKB-155   
  or MMZ ‘Zenit’)
MILAN  Missile d’infanterie léger antichar (French-made   
  ATGM)
MoD  Ministry of Defence
MPLA  Movimento Popular de Libertaçâo de Angola   
  (People’s Movement for the Liberation of   
  Angola, leftist anti-colonial movement in   
  Angola during the 1960s and 1970s; later ruling   
  party of Angola)
MPR  Mouvement Populaire de la Révoultion    
  (Popular Movement of the Revolution,   
  Mobutu’s political party)

NAF  Namibian Air Force (formerly the Namibian   
  Defence Force/Air Wing)
Nav/attack used for navigation and to aim weapons   
  against surface targets
NCO  non-commissioned officer
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NDF/AW Namibian Defence Force/Air Wing
NL  Namibiese Lugmag (Afrikaans for the unofficial   
  designation often used for Namibian Air Force 
  in everyday communication)
NRA  National Resistance Army (insurgent    
  organization in Uganda, 1981–85)

OAU  Organization of African Unity
OCU  operational conversion unit
ORBAT  order of battle

PMC  private military company
PRP  People’s Revolutionary Party (insurgent   
  organization in Zaire, 1980s)

RAF  Royal Air Force
RPA  Rwandan Patriotic Army (military wing of the   
  RPF, 1987–94, and official designation of the   
  Rwandan military, 1994–2002)
RDF  Rwanda Defence Force (official designation   
  since 2002)
RDF/AF  Rwanda Defence Force/Air Force
RPF  Rwandan Patriotic Front (insurgent organization  
  in Uganda and Rwanda, 1987–94)
RHAW  radar homing and warning system
RWR  radar warning receiver

SA-2 Guideline  ASCC, codename for S-75 Dvina, Soviet SAM   
  system
SA-6 Gainful ASCC, codename for ZRK-SD Kub/Kvadrat,   
  Soviet SAM system
SA-7 Grail ASCC, codename for 9K32 Strela-2, Soviet   
  MANPADS

SA-14 Gremlin ASCC, codename for 9M36 Strela-3, Soviet   
  MANPADS
SA-16 Gimlet ASCC, codename for 9M313 Igla-1, Soviet   
  MANPADS
SAM  surface-to-air missile
SADC  Southern African Development Community
SAM  surface-to-air missile
SARM  Service d’Action et de Renseignement    
  Militaire (Zairian Military Intelligence Bureau)
SNIP  Service National d’Intelligence et Protection   
   (National Service for Intelligence and 
  Protection, top Zairian intelligence agency)
Su  Sukhoi (the design bureau led by Pavel   
  Ossipowich Sukhoi, also known as OKB-51)

TAM  Tbilisi Aerospace Manufacturing (Georgian   
  aircraft manufacturing company)
TASA  Tbilisi Aircraft State Association (Georgian   
  aircraft manufacturing company)

UHF  ultra-high frequency
UNHCR UN High Commissioner for Refugees
UNITA   Uniao Nacional para a Independència Total de Angola  
  (National Union for the Total Independence of   
  Angola, armed group opposing Portuguese rule   
  in the 1960s and 1970s, then opposing the MPLA  
  until 2003)
UNRWA United Nations Relief and Works Agency
UPDF  Uganda People’s Defence Force
USAF  United States Air Force

VHF  very high frequency

The First and Second Congo wars, 1996–97 and 1998–2003 
respectively, were caused by a variety of geopolitical factors that 
can be found in a labyrinth of domestic problems, such as ethnic, 
political and economic relations, added to questionable dictatorships, 
endemic corruption and nepotism. The impact of direct and indirect 
involvement of foreign interests and business connections, arms 
trafficking, money laundering and other organized crime, all too had 
roles to play. For an average Western observer, none of these might 
appear sufficiently serious to justify the immense tragedy that befell 
the country that is today the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 
or neighbouring Rwanda, where the two wars described in these 
volumes actually began. However, under closer scrutiny, it becomes 
obvious that these wars were primarily driven by greed, to control 
and exploit the immense mineral and natural resources of the Congo. 
Tragically, these wars were exploited by various extremists, to the 
degree that, according to various UN reports, some 3.8 million – some 
sources put the figure as high as 5.4 million – people died. Combined, 
these wars were therefore the third-most deadliest conflicts of the 
20th century, after the two World Wars. 

This tragedy has not been underreported. Plenty of information 
has been published over the years but, until recently, many 
publications have proved to be smokescreens, actually designed to 

censor, manipulate and cover up the real story, keeping events well 
away from the mainstream media, and thus the public. In light of 
reports of widespread suffering and the perfidy of the players who 
influenced these conflicts, most related publications that became 
available concentrated on unravelling and describing the political 
aspects. Military-related studies are scarce and limited. 

The commonly accepted raison d’être of the First and Second Congo 
wars appears simple enough. In 1994, age-old tensions between the 
ethnic groups of Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda spun out of control, 
resulting in the murder of a million Tutsis and moderate Hutus. 
Twenty per cent of the Rwandan population was slaughtered. Due to 
the flight of Rwandan Hutus to the Congo, the conflict then spilled 
across the border, prompting the war that is the topic of this book. 
The Congo is a country that has experienced countless insurgencies 
and much destabilization since its independence in 1960. The 
government in Kinshasa, the country’s capital, has long been at odds 
with indigenous Tutsis, and those ‘imported’ as forced labour by the 
Belgian colonial authorities in the 1920s. The arrival of a horde of 
Hutu refugees – among them the extremists responsible for the 1994 
genocide agitating for a counterattack on the new, Tutsi-controlled 
government in Rwanda – prompted the Tutsis to support various 
local militias in an uprising that eventually resulted in all-out war 
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against the central government in Kinshasa. Ultimately, the rebels 
won and the First Congo War ended in May 1997, but as soon as 
the new government took power, it turned against its former allies, 
prompting mutinies in the Congolese military, another rebellion and 
fresh intervention by Rwanda, followed by Uganda and Burundi, 
in August and September 1998. Under threat of being overrun, the 
government in Kinshasa then requested help from its allies in the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC), which had 
been the first to recognize it internationally. Angola, Namibia and 
Zimbabwe replied positively, and deployed significant contingents 
of their armed forces. Amid much chaos and severe fighting across 
the country and, ‘with some foreign support’, the rebels should have 
managed to defeat the SADC forces and put more than half the 
country under their control, before a series of negotiations, between 
1999 and 2001, coupled with international pressure and the high 
costs of the war, ultimately forced all foreign troops to withdraw. The 
Second Congo War thus came to an end in 2003, but internal unrest, 
uprisings and mutinies continue to this day. 

This is the commonly accepted version. But, as the latest in-depth 
studies of the geopolitical factors that led to this war have shown, 
the situation was anything but this simple. Although the exact 
reasons and processes of the Rwandan genocide appear to have been 
properly investigated, the government that installed itself in Kigali 
in 1994 is facing increased and documented accusations of applying 
similar genocidal practices in their pursuit of Hutu refugees inside 
its borders and through the eastern Congo, while forcing survivors 
to return to Rwanda during 1996/97. Furthermore, Kigali, as well 
as the governments of Uganda and Burundi, through their top 
military commanders, but more so the governments of Angola and 
Zimbabwe, appear to have exploited the Second War, by exercising 
political influence in Kinshasa, to plunder Congolese mineral wealth, 
pocketing billions in the process. Perhaps, most importantly though, 
is that the post-genocidal Rwandan government maintained, and 
still maintains, very close connections with top political and business 
establishments in the USA and Israel. These relationships enabled it 
to build up its military strength and launch two campaigns of fairly 
strategic proportion, the first resulting in the conquest of the entire 
Congo in 1996/97; the second campaign was stopped only with help 
of SADC military intervention in 1998–2001. 

Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that details of the 
military campaigns launched during the course of these two wars 
remain obfuscated.

 

A labyrinth of rivers and mountains
Although often neglected in published studies, local terrain and 
climatic circumstances continue to dictate even modern warfare. In 
order to enable a better understanding of how and why specific military 
operations were undertaken in the fashion in which they occurred, and 
how they became possible, it is necessary to take at least a brief look 
at the country, its natural resources, historical, political and ethnic 
relations, and the neighbouring countries that became involved. 

The Congo is the second-largest country in Africa, after Algeria. 
It is four times the size of France, or comparable in size to either the 
entire Western Europe or the United States east of the Mississippi 
River. Situated in Central Africa, the country encompasses a vast 
depression, constituting its central area, which is surrounded by 
plateaux and mountains, all covered with dense vegetation. The 

area is practically encircled by the mighty Congo River – the second 
longest river in Africa and the seventh longest in the world – and 
its hundreds of tributaries within the Congo Basin. Formed on the 
Katanga plateau in southeastern Congo, the river flows north and 
is navigable as far as the city of Kisangani where the Stanley Falls 
(now Boyoma Falls), a series of wide cataracts, impedes navigation. 
Downstream from this point the river is navigable again and arcs 
west and then south to Kinshasa (formerly Leopoldville), forming the 
northern boundary with the Central African Republic and a portion 
of the country’s western boundary with the Republic of the Congo. 
The river and its tributaries provide a vast network of navigable 
waterways and have great – yet little used – hydroelectric potential. 
Hydroelectric plants produce virtually all the energy the country 
needs (the major hydroelectric plant at Inga, on the Lower Congo, 
could actually produce 15 times the amount of electricity required by 
the country). 

On its lower course, the Congo widens to form a lake, or Malebo 
Pool (formerly Stanley Pool), on the southern side of which is the 
capital Kinshasa, while Brazzaville, capital of the neighbouring 
Republic of the Congo, sits on the northern bank. Even more water 
can be found in the east of the Congo where a number of lakes, 
important for transportation and fishing, mark many of its borders, 
including Lake Albert and Lake Edward which it shares with Uganda, 
Lake Kivu on the border with Rwanda, Lake Tanganyika (the seventh 
largest in the world) forming the entire border with Tanzania and 
much of Burundi, and Lake Mweru straddling the Zambian border. 
The area along these lakes is dominated by the Ruwenzori Range in 
the northeast, which contains the Congo’s highest point, Margherita 
Peak (5,109m). In the east there are the Virunga Mountains that 
include eight active volcanoes. The southern part of the country is 
dominated by dry grassland interspersed with trees, fringed by the 
rugged Katanga plateau, about 1,000m above sea level. 

The country’s climate is very hot and humid, with average annual 
temperatures in the low central area of 27°C, reaching highs well 
above 40°C during February. Frequent heavy rains occur from April 
to November north of the equator and from October through May 
south of the equator. 

Natural resources
The Congo is immensely rich in natural resources and boasts some 
of the biggest mineral deposits in the world. According to various 
estimates, the county should have up to US$24 trillions’ worth of 
untapped deposits of raw mineral ores. These include the world’s 
largest reserves of cobalt and columbite-tantalite (better known as 
coltan, an ore containing two metals, niobium and tantalum), and some 
of the largest reserves of diamonds, gold, silver, copper, uranium, tin, 
tungsten, zinc, manganese and cadmium.

Gold was found by the Belgians in the Kilo-Moto area in 1906, 
followed by copper, cobalt and uranium, all discovered between 1911 
and 1932; until today no less than 82 specific minerals – foremostly 
various heavy metals much sought after by modern, high-end 
technology industries – were found and described for the first time 
in the Congo. Congolese uranium was used in the nuclear bombs 
that the USA dropped on Japan in 1945, while its massive coltan 
reserves are crucial for worldwide production of everyday electronic 
devices, like cell phones. Offshore oil reserves have been drilled since 
the mid-1970s and some exploitation is taking place but, according to 
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Prince Leopold mine, as seen in 1944. Photo UMHK The huge cobalt mine at Ruwe, as seen in the 1950s. 
Photo Mark Lepko Collection

various estimates, untapped reserves are likely to further increase the 
potential income of the country in the future. 

The worked mineral deposits are distributed over Pre-Cambrian 
massifs bordering to the south, east and northeast in a vast sedimentary 
central basin. Most minerals are present in such quantities and are 
so accessible that they can be mined with little capital investment. 
Although theoretically state-controlled, much of the mining is done 
by small-scale, artisanal miners who operate illegally. In addition, the 
area around Mbuji-May in the south-central Congo is the heartland 
of the country’s diamond-mining industry, producing mainly 
industrial diamonds. Additional diamondiferous mining is exploited 
in Tshikapa. Large copper deposits were found in Tshiniama and 
Lubi, as well as in southern Shaba which is also rich in cobalt and 
uranium, mined in Kolwezi, Likasi, Kambowe, Shinkolobwe and 
Lubumbashi. The same province also contains large zinc, copper and 
germanium (Kipushi), tin granite (Mitwaba) and the stanniferous 
pegmatite (Manono) mines. In the province of Kivu there are rich tin 
deposits (Kalima), often accompanied by coltan that is usually found 
in streambeds and soft rock, but also berly, columbite and uranium 
(Kobokobo). The Walikale District of north Kivu is actually the centre 
of the highly lucrative tin-mining industry. This area is also rich in 
carbonatite (Lueshe), pyrochlores, and various new silicates (such as 
andremeyerite, combeite, götzenite and others, found especially in 
lava rocks along the Rwandan border). 

Most of the gold is mined in the Ituri District close to Uganda, 
and in the Kasai-Orientale Province where the famous Kilo-Moto 
mine is situated. The gold is usually found deep under riverbeds or 
embedded in rock. Nevertheless, significant gold deposits have been 
found in the South Kivu region as well. Additional mineral deposits 
are exploited west of Kinshasa. The Lower Congo has a few deposits 
of zinc and lead vanadates (Kusu-Senge mine) and the Niari massif is 
the centre for mining copper silicates. 

Although declining since the 1990s, mining continues to account for 
almost 90 per cent of the Congo’s export earnings. A major factor when 
considering this decline is that most of the extraction is done in small, 
unregulated operations, next to no refining is undertaken inside the 
country and there is no regard for environmental impact assessments. 
Under such conditions the central government earned what was 
actually only a minimum in profits from extraction and exports. 

Except for being rich in mineral resources, the Congo is also very 
rich in diverse vegetation. The country’s forest reserves, covering 60 

per cent of the land, are considered the most extensive in Africa. Most 
of the northern part of the Congo is covered with dense rainforest, 
and rubber trees, coffee, cotton, oil palms, banana, coconut palms and 
plantain are widespread – although deforestation, caused by forestry 
and clearing for agriculture, is an increasing environmental problem, 
especially in the Bas-Congo region and around Kinshasa.

Population
The extreme climatic conditions prevalent in the Congo have 
limited settlement and development to areas along rivers and at high 
altitudes, many of which have remained isolated until recently. The 
population consists of more than 200 ethnic groups, some 80 per 
cent of which are Bantu-speaking people who migrated to the area 
from the northwest, around 300BC. During four centuries of slave 
trade the Portuguese alone claimed over 13.2 million souls from the 
area that today makes up the DRC. Nowadays, the largest single 
ethnic groups are the Lunda, Luba, Kuba, Bakongo (Kongo), Mongo, 
Mangbetu and Azande. Pygmy groups are scattered throughout the 
rainforest zone, while a small number of people of European descent 
can primarily be found in major cities. French is the official language 
and principal language of business but more than 200 languages 
are spoken throughout the country, of which four are, principally: 
Ligala along the Congo River, Kikongo between Kinshasa and the 
coast, Swahili in the east and Tshiluba in the south. Some 72 per 
cent of the Congolese are nominally Christians, primarily Roman 
Catholic – who account for about 52 per cent of the total population. 
The majority of the rest adhere to traditional African beliefs but 
syncretic sects, which combine practices of different religions – like 
Kimbanguism which fuses Christian and traditional elements – have 
significant numbers of adherents. 

The population of about 62 million people is concentrated in the 
eastern highlands and along rivers, with less than a third living in 
the cities. Except for the capital, the largest city, Kinshasa, other 
major urban areas are the copper-mining city of Lubumbashi 
(formerly Elisabethville), the south-central diamond-mining centre 
of Mbuji-Mayi (formerly Bakwanga), the southeastern industrial 
city of Kolwezi and the northeastern Congo River port of Kisangani 
(formerly Stanleyville). The principal seaport is Matadi, positioned 
on the Congo estuary, relatively close to the stretch of Atlantic which 
measures only 37km and forms the western border of the country. 

Apart from South Africa, the Belgian Congo was the most 
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View of Kinshasa and the parliament buildings, early 1960s. 
Photo Marc Lepko Collection

Political map of Zaire with provinces and provincial capitals. 

industrialized and developed country on the continent in 1958; 
35 per cent of the all adults were in salaried employment, a ratio 
unknown elsewhere in Africa. Certainly, only a few thousand people 
were professionals, with the majority of the Congolese unqualified 
workers, farm labourers, petty clerks, artisans and repairmen. Still, 
because the Belgian paternalistic system needed disciplined, semi-
qualified drones and not people who could handle responsibility, 
in 1960 there were only 17 university graduates out of a population 
of over 20 million. The situation improved marginally during the 
1970s and 1980s. The government did very little for public education, 
remaining dependent on missionary schools founded by European 
and American missionaries. Primary education was (and remains) 
compulsory, but only around 40 per cent of school-aged children 
attend school, while attendance at secondary schools is only 18 per 
cent of those of eligible age. The nation has four universities, two in 
Kinshasa and one each in Lubumbashi and Kisangani, and a small 
number of teacher-training colleges and technical institutes. 

Due to endemic corruption, nepotism, inexperience and general 
neglect, much of the infrastructure developed by the Belgian colonial 
authorities in the first half of the 20th century has deteriorated. In 
over 40 years of independence not a single road, railroad, hospital or 
school has been built. The few completed infrastructure projects – 
primarily related to airports – exclusively serve mining operations, 
bypassing towns and villages, or service the needs of local despots. 
The once fertile farming areas have been laid waste, producing barely 
enough food for those working the land. Many parts of the country 
are not only destabilized but practically cut off from the outside world. 

 

Strategic problems
The region that is nowadays within the borders of the DRC was first 
united as the Congo Free State, a colony created by King Leopold 
II in the late 19th century. Renamed the Belgian Congo in 1908, it 
remained under Belgian rule until 1960 when it gained independence 
as the Republic of Congo. Ever since, the Congo has been plagued 
by ethnic rivalry, political instability, poverty, high crime rates, 
inadequate health care, high incidents of tropical disease and armed 
conflict. Most notably, the eastern parts of the country have never 
been completely free of destructive uprisings, banditry and unrest. 
During the 1960s the country experienced eight years of political 
unrest and terrible ravages of internal revolts and turmoil (see Africa@
War Volume VI: Congo Unravelled), much of which was founded in 
a dispute for top command of the national army (Armée Nationale 
Congolaise, ANC) between two Congolese non-commissioned 
officers (NCOs) prematurely advanced to the ranks of major-general 
and colonel: Victor Lundula and Joseph Désiré Mobutu, respectively. 
The unrest was exploited by the leader of the Katanga Province, 
Moise Tshombe, when he declared the province’s secession. This 
could be described as an attempt to salvage this mineral-rich area 
from the chaos that engulfed the rest of the country. The secession 
attempt and a serious armed revolt were suppressed by a four-year 
occupation of much of the country by a UN peacekeeping force of 
15–20,000 troops. 

As soon as the UN forces withdrew in 1964, the northeastern Congo 
erupted into leftist-led tribal warfare. Regarded as pro-communist 
by much of the free world, and supported by Soviet and Chinese 
arms, this uprising was suppressed with the help of white mercenary 
commandos, supported by a mercenary air force sponsored by the 

USA, in 1965. Meanwhile, the simmering conflict between the 
president and prime minister reached boiling point, providing the now 
Lieutenant-General Mobutu with the opportunity to seize power in a 
coup and assume power for ‘five years’, which eventually became 32 
years. While successfully suppressing further, if brief, revolts in 1966 
and 1967, Mobutu drove into exile a number of armed opponents, 
including the remnants of the leftist rebels persisted with sporadic 
actions in eastern Congo, as well as former Katangese gendarmes 
who fled in 1967 when the government destroyed the growing power 
of their allies – the mercenary troops who had earlier helped it retain 
power. Although the country’s long, poorly patrolled and insecure 
borders made it almost impossible to prevent infiltration during the 



7

CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND

Between the mid-1960s and 1990, Mobutu was considered a staunch 
anti-communist and a close ally of the USA’s. This photograph was 
taken during the early1980s and shows Mobutu (left) with the then US 
Secretary of Defence, Caspar Weinberger (right). Photo US DoD

Western side of downtown Kinshasa with the port in the background, 
as seen in the mid-1970s. Photo Marc Lepko

1970s and 1980s, the insurgents were primarily busy with the illegal 
extraction of natural resources, smuggling and poaching to survive. 
Perhaps the classic example for such a situation was the insurgency of 
the People’s Revolutionary Party (PRP) which erupted in the south 
of the Kivu Province in 1967. The leader of the PRP was Laurent-
Désiré Kabila, a small-time Marxist at odds with Mobutu since 1965 
when, with the support of Ernesto Che Guevara, he attempted to 
foment a Cuban-style revolution. After the failure of this attempt, 
Kabila turned to smuggling gold and timber on Lake Tanganyika, 
before establishing the PRP and then creating a secessionist Marxist 
state in South Kivu, with Chinese support. This mini-state was 
host to collective agriculture, extortion and mineral smuggling and 
maintained good contacts with local Zairian military commanders 
who, time and again, traded military supplies in exchange for a cut of 
the extortion and robbery profits. Initially, the PRP resembled more 
of a network of loosely affiliated groups of businessmen smuggling 
gold and diamonds to Tanzania than a serious fighting organization. 
The PRP state eventually collapsed in 1987 but by this time Kabila 
had established himself as a wealthy businessman with excellent 
connections to top politicians across East Africa, many of whom were 
to prove influential to him and the country. 

The most serious external threat to the security of Congo – 
namely Cuban and Soviet support for its western neighbour, Congo-
Brazzaville (now the Republic of Congo) – was ameliorated, if not 
resolved, in 1970 by the renewal of diplomatic ties. Now secure with 
his power base Mobutu instigated a change of the country’s name to 
Zaire (actually an early Portuguese transliteration of a Bantu word 
meaning ‘big river’), while renaming himself Mobutu Sese Seko 
Kuku Ngbendu wa Za Banga – which means ‘The all-powerful 
warrior who, because of his endurance and inflexible will to win, 
will go from conquest to conquest, leaving fire in his wake’ – in 1971. 

Determined to remain in power indefinitely and at any cost, 
Mobutu concerned himself primarily with running an increasingly 
and pervasively corrupt, despotic regime that mishandled the nation’s 
resources in almost every imaginable fashion – while enjoying 
the wholehearted support of major powers, primarily the USA 
and France, as a declared bastion of anti-communism. During the 
Cold War, the US often used Zaire as a base and staging ground for 

supporting various insurgent groups supposedly fighting pro-Soviet 
regimes in neighbouring countries, notably Angola, in return for the 
provision of financial and military aid. 

Chaos of democratic transition
The situation in Zaire worsened dramatically after the Cold War, 
shifting the equilibrium in Africa. The USA, France and Belgium 
practically cancelled their financial and military support for Mobutu. 
Although safely depositing billions in foreign accounts, the president 
and his closest aides showed no interest in investing this money in 
their own country. Similarly, although heavily dependent on the 
military for maintaining power, after being left without foreign 
financial aid, Mobutu drastically reduced the salaries of army 
officers, NCOs and soldiers, the latter’s pay an equivalent of US$2 
a month. Facing mass protest, in January 1990, he showed the first 
signs of being open to negotiation with his political opponents, 
with subsequent appointments to the government. Too far removed 
from the everyday realities of life in Zaire, he announced a round 
of ‘popular consultations’ and toured the country. This turned into 
abject humiliation as the president was entirely unprepared for the 
public haranguing he received from the people. Apparently drawing 
the lessons, he announced the advent of a democratic transition, the 
introduction of a multi-party system, a clear separation between 
party and state, a transitional government and the setting up of a 
commission charged with drafting a new constitution, on 24 April 
1990. This transitional phase was supposed to conclude with free 
democratic elections at all levels. 

However, Mobutu ultimately proved unwilling to implement 
such broad reforms. He exploited the establishment of a multi-party 
system to infiltrate opposition parties and provoke a series of splits 
from within. As a result, the National Conference – a preliminary 
parliament established in October 1990 – turned into a political 
tragicomedy, in which the opposition tore itself apart. 

With the economy in tatters and the government’s failure to pay 
state employees, demonstrations proliferated and civilian unrest 
began to spread through Zaire. Concentrating solely on maintaining 
the president and his supporters in power, the government continued 
exploiting the situation for its own purposes, deploying elements 
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DSP troops in typical uniform, armed with Israeli Galil assault rifles. Photo Albert Grandolini Collection

of the Special Presidential Division (Division Special Présidentielle, 
DSP), the much-feared Military Intelligence Bureau (Service d’Action 
et de Renseignement Militaire, SARM) and the Civil Guard to carry 
out punitive expeditions – supposedly against rioters, but primarily 
against political opposition – further alienating allies both at home 
and abroad. As the unrest spread, the military began experiencing a 
gradual loss of cohesion. The declining economic situation, grossly 
neglected infrastructure, endemic corruption, lack of training and 
poor communication links to the capital and other army units, 
brought the entire military to the verge of collapse. Without pay for 
extended periods, most officers began selling fuel and equipment on 
the black market. When these resources became scarce, they began 
imposing cuts, or protection rackets, on mining companies, or 
offering transport services to them. 

French and Belgian interventions of 1991
When discipline and unit cohesion broke down, open revolt erupted. 
On 22 September 1991, the troops of the 31st Airborne Brigade of the 
Zairian Army mutinied and occupied Kinshasa-N’Djili International 
Airport. Other units joined them, together with inhabitants of the 
Zairian capital’s southern slums. Looting and destruction spread, 
aimed mainly at government offices and houses and enterprises 
belonging to foreigners. The troops of the 41st Commando Brigade 
stationed in Kisangani followed suit. 

Mobutu immediately requested help from Paris and Brussels and, 
on 23 September, France launched Operation Baumier, with the aim 
of restoring order and evacuating foreign citizens from Kinshasa. 
With the help of C-160 Transall transports of the ET.61 of the French 
Air Force (Armée de l’Air, AdA), some 450 troops from the 21st Marine 
Infantry Regiment were deployed from Bangui, in the Central 
African Republic, to N’Djili IAP – which was meanwhile secured by 
troops of the SARM under the command of the army’s chief of staff, 
General Donat Lieko Mahele. Another wave of French transports 
brought in a company of the 2nd Foreign Legion Infantry Regiment 
from N’Djamena in Chad. The French troops first moved into 

Kinshasa to secure the French embassy, before supporting the SARM 
and the DSP in clearing most of the city centre. Belgian intervention 
was launched on 24 September, within the frame of Operation Blue 
Barn. Because the Belgians did not consider N’Djili safe enough, 
they reached an agreement with the government of Brazzaville to 
land their troops there and then ferry them over the Congo River to 
Kinshasa. The 450 paras of the Régiment Para-Comando arrived from 
Zaventem in Congo-Brazzaville on board chartered airliners of the 
national carrier Sabena. Their vehicles and other heavy equipment 
followed in several Lockheed C-130 Hercules transports of the 205 
Squadron/15th Transport Wing of the Belgian Air Force. More heavy 
equipment and additional troops followed on board Lockheed C-141 
StarLifter transports of the United States Air Force (USAF). With a 
logistics base firmly in place, the Belgians then launched Operation 
Kir, within which they deployed additional paratroopers directly to 
N’Dolo, the smaller airfield in Kinshasa. By 27 September, they had 
deployed an additional 850 paratroopers to Zaire. 

Meanwhile, the French followed this pattern and temporarily 
deployed two C-130s and two SA 330 Puma helicopters in Brazzaville. 
By 27 September, they had secured the airports in Kolwezi and 
Kisangani, in the face of light and sporadic resistance, before the 
Belgians deployed around 250 troops to secure Lubumbashi. 

With this, the Belgians had around 1,100 and the French around 
1,000 troops in the country. They secured all the major airports, 
enabling them to launch the evacuation of foreign citizens. For 
this purpose, the Belgian Air Force deployed half a dozen C-130s, 
while the French used at least ten C-160s, two C-130s and a single 
Douglas DC-8. This sizeable force was augmented by four C-130s 
of the Portuguese Air Force. Belgian and French operations were 
successfully concluded in October 1991 by when over 2,000 
expatriates had been evacuated. 

All foreign troops had left Zaire by February 1992 when Mobutu 
deployed the DPS to brutally suppress peaceful protests of hundreds 
of thousands of Kinois demanding the reopening of the National 
Conference. As an ever-increasing number of dissidents returned 
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Yoweri Museveni, president of Uganda. Photo US DoD

(primarily to eastern Zaire), they found themselves exposed to brutal 
oppression and, after a series of ethnically motivated pogroms in 
1992/93, some of the opposition parties began accumulating arms. 
Negotiations between these parties and the government failed and, 
by 1992, some of them began attacking government authorities and 
the military along the borders with Angola and Rwanda. During their 
earlier operations these insurgents had captured considerable amounts 
of arms and ammunition and their subsequent attacks resulted in 
a new cycle of violence, culminating on 22 December 1992, when 
the soldiers of the 41st Brigade in Kisangani again revolted. Without 
foreign support, Mobutu again ordered a deployment of elements of 
the DPS. However, the Guards not only became involved in the undue 
violence and torture of arrested civilians, but also in acts of punitive 
rampage, which encouraged more people to join the insurgents. The 
government never proved ready or even interested in finding a finite 
solution acceptable to all the parties involved. 

Children of 59ers
Instability in Zaire caused by the declining economic situation is 
only a single facet to the background of the subsequent war. A far 
more murderous reason was provided by differences between various 
ethnic groups. Indeed, after ultimately abolishing the promised 
reforms, Mobutu and his aides began concentrating on fomenting 
inter-ethnic violence. The biggest ethnic conflict in Zaire was that 
between the Hutus and the Tutsis – both originating from the area 
today known as Rwanda and Burundi – but who, as mentioned, over 
time, had spilled into several neighbouring countries. 

Uganda had gained independence from Great Britain in October 
1962, and was then ravaged by a series of civil wars. These began 
spilling over into the Congo in 1979 after the government of 
dictator Idi Amin was toppled in the course of a war with Tanzania. 
Following this conflict, a number of political parties emerged, 
including the Uganda Patriotic Movement (UPM) led by a former 
intelligence officer of the Ugandan military, Yoweri Kaguta 
Museveni – a MunyaNkole from the Rwanda border area with 
family connections to the Rwandan exile community in Uganda. 
During the course of another civil war, between 1981 and 1986, 
the UPM was reorganized to create the National Resistance Army 
(NRA). The NRA consisted of several thousand youths, cultivated, 
indoctrinated, armed and trained by Museveni, excelling through its 
disciplined and professional combat tactics. As such, it was a striking 
contrast to the official Ugandan army, which not only exhibited all 
the signs of lack of discipline, but also had a notorious record for the 
atrocious and brutal treatment of the population. Between 1984 and 
1985, the NRA established control over large swaths of territory and, 
following the government’s lack of readiness to negotiate, the NRA 
attacked Kampala, the Ugandan capital in January 1986, toppling 
the government of Tito Okello. Museveni became the president of 
Uganda. The NRA was subsequently considerably enlarged and 
reorganized as the national army and renamed the Uganda People’s 
Defence Forces (UPDF) in 1995. 

In early 1986, around 500 of some 6,000 NRA fighters were ethnic 
Banyarawandas, predominantly Tutsi refugees from Rwanda. They 
contributed significantly to Museveni’s victory. One of them, General 
Fred Rwigyema, was second-in-command of the NRA. It was later 
established that the reason for this NRA composition was that 
Museveni shared the Tutsi worldview – the ultimate formation of a 

confederation centred in Africa’s central Rift Valley under hegemonic 
control of Tutsi rulers in Uganda, Rwanda and Burundi – and using 
it to achieve power. 

The reason for the presence of Rwandan refugees in Uganda was 
a series of ethnic conflicts and civil wars that date back to the 19th 
century. According to popular Tutsi mythology, the highlands of 
what are today Rwanda and Burundi were feudal kingdoms where 
the Tutsi aristocracy ruled over masses of Hutus. Over time, the 
Hutus became convinced that the Tutsis intend to enslave them and 
that they must be resisted at all costs. Indeed, when the Germans 
arrived in the area in the mid-19th century, they found Tutsi King 
Rwabugili struggling with a predominantly Hutu population and 
launching campaigns against the territories that are now part of 
Uganda, Burundi and the Congo, but never gaining effective control 
over any of them. Nevertheless, the Germans – who administered 
the future Rwanda and Burundi as the colony of Rwanda-Urundi 
from 1897 until 1914, and the Belgians who administered Rwanda-
Urundi as a mandate territory from 1914 until independence in 1962 
– helped the Tutsi kings assert their authority over the Tutsi minority 
and the Hutu majority. The Belgian colonial authorities continued 
empowering the Tutsi aristocracy and cementing the second-class 
status of the Hutus. The Tutsi monarchy was abolished following a 
wave of riots and massacres in 1959. This cycle of violence continued 
through the 1960s with leading Tutsis launching insurgencies and 
murdering Hutus, and Hutus retaliating with large-scale slaughter 
and repression of the Tutsis. This forced many of the elite Tutsis to 
flee to Uganda where they became known as the ‘59ers’. 

In 1973, chief of staff of the Forces Armées Rwandaises (Rwandan 
Army, FAR) Juvénal Habyarimana, a Hutu, took power in a military 
coup in Kigali. Although continuing the Hutu discrimination of 
some of his political predecessors, he did reduce the violence and 
introduce some degree of economic prosperity. Meanwhile, the 
Banyarawandas in Uganda continued plotting against him. By the 
mid-1980s, many of their children were highly educated and had 
established ties with the USA and Britain. Before Museveni came 
to power, Uganda had some of harshest refugee laws in the region. 
Refugees were confined to designated camps and refugee status was 
transferred between generations: children born in Uganda from 
refugee parents were themselves considered refugees. However, 
the refugee status gave children access to United Nations aid, 
and scholarships from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) in particular. A number of Banyarwandas thus received 
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Tutsi refugees – mainly orphans – in southern Uganda, February 1964. 
Many of them were to play a crucial role in the future of several Central 
Africa countries. Photo Mark Lepko Collection

Fred Rwigyema, 
a Bayarawanda 
who grew up in 
Ugandan refugee 
camps, joined 
Museveni early 
and eventually 
reached the rank 
of major-general 
and the position of 
deputy commander 
of the NRA. During 
the mid-1980s 
he played a 
crucial role in the 
establishment of 
the RPA. Photo 
NakedChiefs

Major Paul Kagame with RPA troops,1993. 
Photo Mark Lepko Collection

good education and many sided with the NRA very early on, thus 
obtaining not only significant combat experience but also additional 
education in Western military schools. Furthermore, Museveni 
let them establish their own organizations with the aim of their 
returning to power in Rwanda. 

Using the structure of the 59ers’ original organization in Uganda, 
the Rwandese Alliance for National Unity, the Bayarawandas 
established a new, militant opposition to the government of President 
Habyarimana in 1987, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), with its 
military wing the Rwandan Patriotic Army (RPA). The RPA came 
into being as a part of the NRA and, when its fighters initiated a 
war against the government in Kigali, they practically deserted their 
posts in the Ugandan military. On 1 October 1990, a cadre of about 
50 RPA officers launched a swift advance on the Rwandan capital, 
Kigali. Although reinforced by around 600 followers and nearly 
reaching their target, the insurgents were stopped by FAR units 
under the command of Colonel Augustin Bizimungu, supported by 
Zairian and French troops, and then suffered a major setback when 
Fred Rwigyema was killed (possibly in the course of an argument 
with his sub-commanders, but officially by a stray bullet). They 
were subsequently forced to retreat in disarray into the mountainous 
border region where the RPA regrouped under Colonel Paul Kagame 
– a Bayarawanda and the former head of NRA military intelligence – 
to launch a classic insurgency campaign. 

Rwandan Genocide
After two years of bitter fighting, some of which degenerated into 
trench warfare, the war between the Rwandan government and 
the RPA reached a stalemate and the two sides entered into peace 
negotiations that resulted in the Arusha Accords, signed on 12 July 
1992, in Tanzania. This agreement fixed a timetable for an end to the 
fighting and political talks that would lead to power sharing, but the 
fighting continued and, following another RPA advance in February 
1993, Paris felt concerned enough to order the deployment of over 
1,000 French troops to Rwanda. In light of this development, and 
although approaching to only 30km from Kigali, on 20 February 1993, 
the RPA declared a unilateral ceasefire and re-opened negotiations 
with the government. While returning from another round of 
negotiations in Tanzania, President Habyarimana was assassinated, 

together with President Cyprien Ntaryamira of Burundi, when the 
Dassault Falcon 50 jet carrying them (registration 9XR-NN) was 
shot down by two MANPADs while approaching to land at Kigali 
International Airport (IAP) on 6 April 1994.* 

The assassination of Habyarimana set off a violent reaction by 
the Rwandan Presidential Guard, but foremost the Interhamwe (One 
Together) and other Hutu paramilitaries who enjoyed the backing of 
top officials within the government and the FAR. They began killing 
opposition politicians, prominent Tutsis, and even moderate Hutus. 
The frenzied massacres that followed cannot be properly described. 
During the first day of mass slaughter over 1,000 people were killed 
in Kigali alone. Twenty-four hours later, the number of victims had 
climbed to more than 10,000, with no end in sight. This wholesale 
murder of the Tutsis and moderate Hutus in Rwanda between April 
and mid-July 1994 is known as the Rwandan Genocide, a poor 
description for the mass slaughter of an estimated 800,000–930,000 
people – or about 20% of the country’s total population. 

* There is still some controversy surrounding the downing of this aircraft 
and the assassination of the two presidents. While some theories saw 
the involvement of the leading RPA cadres, the generally accepted 
version is that it was shot down by Hutu extremists within the Rwandan 
Presidential Guard opposed to a negotiated peace with the Tutsis, that 
they saw as ‘selling out’ of Hutu interests. 


