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Summary 

 

Nearly 100,000 people, most of them Rwandans once resident in the camps of 

eastern Zaire, have fled to a site near Ubundu, where their further flight is blocked by 

the Zaire River. Among them are thousands of unarmed noncombatants as well as 

soldiers of the former Rwandan army (ex-FAR, Forces Armées Rwandaises) and militia 

responsible for the genocide of Tutsi in Rwanda in 1994. In addition several 

thousand refugees remain at Amisi and Shabunda with untold numbers of others 

scattered in the forest. 

 

The ruthless disregard of the rights of civilians, including the right to life, by all 

armed parties in this conflict raises fears that the noncombatants at Ubundu and 

elsewhere will once more be attacked, with large-scale loss of life. Many also risk 

death by hunger or disease unless they are provided with prompt humanitarian relief. 

 

The international community, which has failed to deal responsibly with the problem 

of Rwandan refugees in Zaire since its beginning, must finally insist that the lives 

and rights of refugees and other civilians be protected. 

 

Restrictions on access to the region have made any accurate assessment of the 

number of victims impossible, but it is certain that thousands of civilians have been 

killed, many others raped and beaten and that hundreds of thousands have been 

driven from their homes or places of refuge and despoiled of their possessions. The 

international community must demand a full and independent investigation to 

establish the extent of these abuses and responsibility for them. 

 

The first group to suffer from this latest round of violence that began in September 

1996 were the Banyamulenge, descendants of Tutsi who had emigrated to Zaire two 

centuries ago. They were attacked by Zairian soldiers (Forces Armées Zairoises, FAZ), 

Zairian militia and Interahamwe, the Rwandan militia organization most responsible 

for the genocide of Tutsi in 1994. 
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A second and far larger group of victims were the refugees from Rwanda, most of 

them Hutu who had fled their homes at the collapse of the government responsible 

for the genocide of the Tutsi in 1994. They were targeted by soldiers of the Alliance of 

Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire (ADFL) and their military and 

civilian allies. 

 

A third group of victims included Zairian civilians, both those still resident in their 

homes and those displaced by the conflict, who were killed, raped and plundered by 

soldiers and militia of both sides. They suffered not because of their ethnic origin, as 

did the Banyamulenge, but simply because they were in the path of marauding 

troops.  

 

At different points during the conflict, military authorities from both sides have 

hindered the delivery of humanitarian aid necessary to keep refugees and displaced 

persons alive. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

To the Government of Zaire and the ADFL 

• Implement and extend the cease-fire to permit the evacuation of 

noncombatants from areas of current or imminent battle. 

• Order all troops under your command to halt deliberate killings of civilians 

and other violations of international humanitarian law.  

• Guarantee representatives of humanitarian agencies access to 

noncombatants in need of aid and ensure their security and that of their 

vehicles and supplies. 

• Guarantee freedom of movement and security of local and international 

human rights investigators and in other ways facilitate a thorough inquiry into 

allegations of grave violations of international humanitarian law in eastern 

Zaire. 
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• Investigate the conduct of your own forces and bring to justice those alleged 

to have deliberately  killed or committed other human rights abuses against 

civilians. 

• Identify and arrest those suspected of involvement in the Rwandan genocide, 

particularly leaders like General Augustin Bizimungu, ex-FAR, now reportedly 

in Kinshasa. Ensure that they are brought to justice. 

 

To the United Nations, the Organization of African Unity, the European 

Union, the United States and Canada 

• Assist in the implemention and extension of  the cease-fire to permit 

evacuation of noncombatants from battle zones. 

• Insist that an independent and thorough investigation be undertaken to 

examine deliberate killings of civilians and other violations of international 

humanitarian law.  

• Assist authorities in Zaire and elsewhere to identify and arrest those 

suspected of involvement in the Rwandan genocide and ensure that they are 

brought to justice. 

 

 

The Banyarwanda and the Banyamulenge 

 

In North Kivu, speakers of Kinyarwanda, the language of Rwanda, comprised about 

half the population of three million before the massive influx of Rwandans in 1994. 

Known collectively as Banyarwanda, they included about four times as many Hutu as 

Tutsi.1  Some had been present before the drawing of colonial boundaries, while 

others had migrated from Rwanda for economic reasons or as political refugees 

                                                      
1Mgr. Ngabu, “Situation qui prévaut dans le diocèse autour des massacres dans les zones de Walikale 

et Masisi,” May 11, 1993. Cited in Aloys Tegera, “La réconciliation communautaire: Le cas des 

massacres au Nord Kivu,” in André Guichoua, ed., Les Crises politiques au Burundi et au Rwanda 

(Lille: Université des Sciences et Technologies de Lille, 1995), p. 399. 
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during the twentieth century. In some areas, such as Masisi, the Banyarwanda 

comprised a large majority of the population.2 

 

The speakers of Kinyarwanda in South Kivu, some 200,000 or so, were mostly 

descendants of people long resident in the area and included fewer twentieth-

century migrants. They became known as Banyamulenge (the people of Mulenge hill 

or forest) in the 1960s when they fought with the Zairian government against Pierre 

Mulele, a position which put them in opposition to other ethnic groups in the area. 

 

 

The Citizenship Question 

 

The right to Zairian citizenship, recognized for Banyamulenge and Banyarwanda by 

earlier laws and constitutions, was limited in 1981 to those people who could prove 

that their ancestors lived in Zaire before 1885. But the 1981 law was not actively 

enforced and identity cards of Kinyarwanda-speakers were not revoked. Politicians 

who feared the number of votes represented by Kinyarwanda-speakers in proposed 

elections stirred up feeling against them among people of neighboring ethnic groups. 

At the time of the National Conference in 1991, Celestin Anzuluni, a Bembe from 

South Kivu, led a move to exclude the Banyamulenge, claiming they were not 

Zairians but Rwandan immigrants.3 Banyarwanda from North Kivu were similarly 

excluded. After this, leaders of other ethnic groups increasingly challenged the rights 

of Banyamulenge and Banyarwanda generally to Zairian citizenship. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
2For a more detailed discussion of the origins of the Banyarwanda, see Human Rights Watch and the 

International Federation of Human Rights Leagues, “Forced to Flee: Violence against the Tutsi in 

Zaire,” July 1996.  

3J. Bruno Kadima Abuika, “Large complot ourdi contre le Congo-Kinshasa dans sa partie Est,” Umoja, 

February 26, 1996; interview with Jonas, Munyamulenge, in Butare,  January 10, 1996. 
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Violence against Speakers of Kinyarwanda 

 

In 1993, Hunde, Nande, and Nyanga civilian militia known as Mai-Mai and Bangirima, 

encouraged by government officials and sometimes supported by the Zairian military, 

attacked Hutu and Tutsi communities in North Kivu, killing thousands and displacing 

300,000.4 In 1994, after the government responsible for the genocide of Tutsi in 

Rwanda was defeated, some one million Rwandan refugees, mostly Hutu, flooded 

into eastern Zaire. The dislocations in local life caused by this massive influx 

exacerbated tensions between previously resident Kinyarwanda-speakers and other 

ethnic groups. The Interahamwe militia and many of the former military and civilian 

authorities of Rwanda reestablished their authority in the massive refugee camps 

and spread their genocidal hatred of Tutsi to adjacent populations. In South Kivu, 

Bembe and Lega, encouraged by speeches of  regional politicians, began to organize 

militia, following the model of the Interahamwe of Rwanda and the Mai-Mai and 

Bangirima of North Kivu.5  

 

Feeling increasingly threatened by harassment and arrests and talk of expulsion,6 

numbers of Banyamulenge young men went to Rwanda where they joined or were 

trained by the Rwandan Patriotic Army (RPA), which also supplied them with 

weapons. In South Kivu, others organized their own militia and bought arms during 

1995.  According to one witness, “The Banyamulenge [even] bought rifles from the 

Interahamwe [in the refugee camps]. . . . With the crisis in Zaire, the Interahamwe 

sold their guns.”7  

 

                                                      
4United States Committee on Refugees, “Inducing the Deluge,” July 1993. 

5Originaires des Zones de Fizi, Mwenga et Uvira, “Droit de réponse au Mémorandum du 05/10/95 des 

immigrés rwandais sous le pseudonyme �Banyamulenge,�“ letter to Minister of the Interior, 

November 4, 1995. 

6Heritiers de la Justice, “Vue synoptique des violations des droits de l�homme au sud-kivu en 1995, 

Bukavu, December 10, 1995; Jonas, Munyamulenge, interviewed in Butare, January 10, 1996. 

7Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Bugarama Transit Camp, Cyangugu, November 4, 1996. 
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In early 1996 Interahamwe, Mai-Mai, and Bangirima killed thousands of Tutsi and 

drove more than 18,000 from North Kivu into exile in Rwanda and Uganda.8  At this 

time Banyamulenge in South Kivu began to face demands that they too go  “home” 

to Rwanda.  According to a woman from the village of Bibogobogo, near Fizi, 

 

Before these problems, we lived together with the Zairians and the 

Bembe.  But they said to us that the country did not belong to us.  One 

day, we would have to return to our home.  We rejected that, because 

Zaire is for all of us. . . .We were harassed only because of our 

language.  They [the Bembe] said, whether you are Zairian 

Banyamulenge or Rwandan, you all speak the same language, so go 

back to your home in Rwanda.  We, the Banyamulenge of Zaire, we 

said, “Zaire is for us all.  We ought to live together and have peace, but 

the country is for us all.  Our parents, our parents’ parents,” we said, 

“our grandparents, who gave birth to our parents, they were all born in 

Zaire.  They never knew Rwanda, and our parents never knew Rwanda, 

so why do you tell us to go to Rwanda when we are the children of 

Zaire?”9 

 

 

Faz and Militia Attacks on the Banyamulenge 

 

In August 1996, Shweka Mutabazi, the commissioner for Uvira Zone, banned MILIMA, 

a development and human rights nongovernmental organization (NGO) working 

among the Banyamulenge, and issued an arrest warrant for Muller Ruhimbika, the 

president of MILIMA, apparently because he had contacted journalists and 

representatives of the Carter Center of Atlanta, Georgia regarding human rights 

abuses against the Banyamulenge.  Soon after, several prominent Banyamulenge, 

including three Protestant pastors and a local official, were arrested. In early 

September Zairian authorities said Banyamulenge should leave the country, an order 
                                                      
8See Human Rights Watch and International Federation of Human Rights Leagues, “Forced to Flee: 

Violence against the Tutsi in Zaire.” 

9Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Bugarama Transit Camp, Cyangugu, November 4, 1996. 
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formalized on October 7 by the deputy governor of South Kivu, Lwasi Ngabo Lwabanji, 

who said all Banyamulenge must leave Zaire within a week.10  

 

In early September, Bembe militia, supported by FAZ soldiers, began attacking 

Banyamulenge villages, killing and raping, and forcing survivors to flee. A woman 

driven from Uvira Zone reported: 

 

My husband remained in Uvira.  I don’t know if he is still living.  Zairian 

soldiers came to the house to take him, then they left with him.  When 

the Zairian soldiers came, they raped us, down to a ten-year-old girl.  

The other girls were tied, for example children a year old, less than a 

year old, were tied up, too. . . . Many women were threatened, some of 

them were nearly dead.11 

 

Another woman survivor reported that on September 15, Bembe militia and FAZ 

soldiers rounded up the people from her village, Bibogobogo, and several other 

villages in Fizi Zone and forced them to march down out of the hills toward Rwanda: 

 

We arrived at Mbogo, it was around 4 p.m. Under their orders, we 

climbed down the slope.  We spent the night along the [Ruzizi]river.  It 

was midnight and they came to take all of the men, and the women 

were put apart, with two young boys. . . . They took the men on the 

river and far from the shore they pushed them over into the water, 

everyone from a boat that was full.  They took all the other young boys, 

refilled the boat and went another time to push them overboard.12 

 

A witness named Jean-de-Dieu from Uvira Zone narrowly escaped drowning in a 

similar incident.  On September 9, 1996, a group of Bembe militia took Jean-de-Dieu 

and approximately 180 other Banyamulenge men, women, and children from their 

                                                      
10Sam Ngoza, “Zaire’s People of Tutsi Origin Say ‘Enough is Enough,’“ All Africa Press Service, 

November 12, 1996; “Crisis Grips Central Africa,” The Jakarta Post, December 23, 1996. 

11Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Bugarama Transit Camp, Cyangugu, November 4, 1996. 

12Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview in Cyangugu Hospital, Cyangugu, November 6, 1996. 
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village and detained them in the nearby Shabani Hotel.  The men and boys fifteen 

years and older were selected out and taken by truck to Uvira where they were shown 

to the Civil Guard, the police, and the army.  The prisoners were then taken on to 

Bugera, near Kamanyola, where the borders of Rwanda, Burundi, and Zaire converge.  

They were imprisoned in a warehouse for six days without food and hardly any water.  

According to Jean-de-Dieu, hunger forced the men to eat bat excrement.  On 

September 15, militia came to drown them in the Ruzizi River. 

 

Before throwing us in the water, they tied us up with our arms behind 

our backs, our legs tied, and our mouths and eyes covered.  To kill us, 

all of us, we were put in a truck.  Then they drove the truck into 

water . . . [to] a flat place . . . and  the truck poured us out like sand.  

We were poured directly into the water.  We were thirty-seven people.13 

 

After he was dumped into the water, Jean-de-Dieu was able to break the ropes 

binding his legs and to get to shore.  He knocked on two doors and was refused entry.  

Then at the third house, a family helped him cut the ropes from his arms.  He 

immediately went back to the river and swam across to Burundi, then made his way 

to Rwanda.  According to Jean-de-Dieu, the militia also took three Tutsi families from 

Kamanyola, threw the men and boys in the river and sent the women of the families 

to Rwanda. 

 

 

Abuses by the Faz and Interahamwe 

 

Zairian soldiers cooperated also with Rwandan militia, the Interahamwe, in attacking 

Banyamulenge. Nyirantore was one of a group of women from Fizi zone who watched 

as their husbands were drowned in Lake Tanganyika.  The women were then taken by 

boat down shore in the direction of Rwanda.  After some distance, the women were 

brought to shore and put in a house where, soon after, they were attacked by 

Interahamwe militia.  According to Nyirantore, 

 
                                                      
13Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Bugarama Transit Camp, Cyangugu, November 4, 1996. 
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I saw with my own eyes how the forty-four women were killed.  The 

Interahamwe came with arms.  They entered into the house, and then 

they started to fire on us.  The people who were seriously injured, they 

went to throw them in the river.  For myself, I think that God had not 

decided that I should die that day.  Even though I was with the other 

women when they came to fire on us, there were three women who 

were left. . . . They shot at us during the night, then they left, and in the 

morning we left the house.14  

 

Another witness reported that Zairian soldiers and Interahamwe attacked his area on 

September 11. “They lined people up to shoot them—that’s when I ran.”15 

 

According to many of the Banyamulenge refugees interviewed for this report, Zairian 

soldiers and border guards robbed them of their money and all other possessions 

before expelling them into Rwanda. 

 

As the Zairian army was driven back steadily by ADFL forces, they relied increasingly 

on ex-FAR and Interahamwe to try to halt the advance of the rebels. To this end, they 

delivered large amounts of arms to Tingi-Tingi refugee camp in February 1997, at 

times taking over the single airstrip and interrupting the delivery of needed 

humanitarian supplies. This practice put at risk the lives of civilians in the camp, 

both by delaying food and medicines that they needed and by increasing the 

likelihood that the camp would be treated as a military target.16 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
14Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Bugarama Transit Camp, Cyangugu, November 4, 1996. 

15Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview, Gisenyi, December 17, 1996. 

16Howard W. French, “Zaire Government Is Arming Hutu, Making Human Shields of Refugees,” The 
New York Times, February 19, 1997. 
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The Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Liberation of 

Congo-Zaire 

 

In early October, a rebel force comprised primarily of Banyamulenge began to 

counter local militia and FAZ attacks on their villages. They went on to defeat FAZ 

soldiers who sought briefly to defend Kamanyola. The Banyamulenge then attacked 

local refugee camps and drove away refugees from both Rwanda and Burundi, some 

of whom headed home, others of whom fled farther into the interior of Zaire. 

 

At the end of October, the rebels announced that their four constituent organizations 

(Le Parti de la Révolution Populaire, Le Conseil National de Résistance pour la Dé

mocratie, Le Mouvement Révolutionnaire pour la Libération du Zaire, and L’Alliance 

Démocratique des Peuples) would be known as  the Alliance of Democratic Forces for 

the Liberation of Congo-Zaire (ADFL).  Laurent Kabila, a leader of the Muleleist 

rebellion in the 1960s and not himself one of the Banyamulenge, moved from being 

spokesperson to head the group, which proclaimed its intention to remove Mobutu 

Sese Seko as head of state. 

 

The ADFL moved into North Kivu in November easily routing the FAZ and ex-FAR and 

Interahamwe who supported them. The Mai-Mai and Bangirima militia, composed of 

members of the Hunde, Nyanga, and Nande ethnic groups, forgot their previous 

hostility to local Tutsi and joined the ADFL in fighting ex-FAR, Interahamwe and FAZ. 

With these and other recruits, the ADFL has pushed rapidly westward, finally taking 

the major city of Kisangani in mid-March, 1997. 

 

 

Attacks by the ADFL and its Allies on Refugee Camps 

 

From the beginning of its campaign, the ADFL and its allies have made dispersing 

refugee populations—and the ex-FAR and militia shielded among them—one of their 

primary objectives. Because a number of camps were protected by FAZ troops, the 

ADFL occasionally engaged in exchange of fire with these military forces, causing 

them to flee the camps. They also drove away Interahamwe and ex-FAR, who had 
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exercised control over the camps and prevented refugees from returning home, so 

making it possible for those who wanted to return home to do so. But they went 

beyond simply opening a path for those who wanted to return; they also fired on 

camps where there were no more soldiers present to force people in the camps to 

return to Rwanda. These attacks on civilians, described by witnesses from Mpanzi, 

Inera, Kahindo, Katale, Mugunga, and Sake camps, clearly violated international 

humanitarian law.  Most witnesses reported seeing persons wounded or killed by 

such unprovoked and unwarranted fire from the ADFL and its allies. 

 

In the early stages of the campaign in South Kivu, the ADFL attacked undefended 

refugee camps with gunfire and, according to some witnesses, mortar fire. The 

experience of Françoise, a young Rwandan girl who became separated from her 

mother during a rebel attack, is typical of that of many refugees.  She reported that in 

November she fled from one camp to another along the western shore of Lake Kivu 

as the rebel attack advanced: 

 

Very early in the morning we heard a lot of gunfire.  We woke up.  We followed the 

others.  We went to Kamanyola.  When we got there, a man said “If you stay here, the 

Inkotanyi [i.e., Rwandan soldiers] will come and find you here.”  Others left, so we 

followed.  We went on to Inera.  At Inera, very early in the morning, they started firing 

bombs there, too.  It was then that I lost my mother.17 

 

Another witness corroborated this account, reporting “At Inera they fired lots of 

bombs at us, and killed lots of people there.”18  According to UN reports, the ADFL 

pursued refugees from the South Kivu camps, driving them deeper into the forest.19 

 

In evacuating camps in North Kivu, the ADFL soldiers and allied militia began to force 

refugees back to Rwanda. Apparently in contrast to their practice further south, they 

                                                      
17Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at SOS Children�s Village, Gikongoro, December 6, 1996. 

18Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at SOS Children�s Village, Gikongoro, December 6, 1996. 

19UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, “Emergency Update No. 80 on the Great Lakes,” January 20, 

1997; Lynne Duke, “Rwandans Driven Deep into Zaire, Villagers Report,” The Washington Post, 
November 22, 1996. 



 12 

threatened and even attacked those who attempted to head into the interior of Zaire.  

Ndabahweje was among a group of refugees who remained in Kahindo Camp after it 

was overrun by the ADFL.  According to him, ADFL soldiers came on November 11 to 

convince the refugees to return to Rwanda: 

 

Sunday they came to encourage us to go home, to go to Nkamira.  They came to tell 

us that on the return path and in Rwanda there was peace, while in the camp there 

was nothing to eat. . . . They told us that it would be better to return, that it should 

not be necessary for them to shed blood. . . . [I]f  we did not return, it would be 

considered a provocation.20  

  

Other refugees who returned to Rwanda in October and November confirmed that 

they had been warned that they would be attacked if they refused to return. 

 

According to witnesses, ADFL forces and allied militia did in fact attack refugees who 

tried to move toward the interior of Zaire.  Narcisse, a Rwandan refugee from Kigali, 

was at Katale Camp when it was struck by mortar and small arms fire on Saturday, 

October 26.  Zairian soldiers along with some refugees put up a defense until 

Tuesday, October 29, when they ran out of ammunition.  The following day, Narcisse 

fled Katale with his family, heading through the forest toward the town of Tongo.   

According to Narcisse, the group he was traveling with stopped before arriving at 

Tongo, when they saw militia allied with the ADFL attacking refugees ahead of them. 

 

There was a small encampment of about fifty families. . . .  They destroyed it the day I 

arrived there.  I was about ten kilometers away, but I could see it well, because I was 

on a high mountain.  They fired [on the refugees] and so we stopped where we were.  

We watched the scene of destruction.  This was the only group that had left the forest 

to go to Tongo. . . . When they [the militia] saw that we were not going to continue on, 

they began to come to chase us from the forest.  That is why when they would see 

some sheeting or tents, they would send soldiers to destroy them.21 

                                                      
20Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Nkamira Transit Camp, Gisenyi, November 13, 1996. 

21Human Rights Watch/FIDH interviews in Kigali on November 26, 1996 and in Butare on December 3, 

1996. 
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According to Narcisse, if ADFL soldiers or militia found refugees attempting to 

approach Tongo or other Zairian communities to find food or water, they would 

attack them with guns and knives.  Some days later, Narcisse’s own wife was killed 

in such an attack. 

 

It was during the day, around 3 p.m.  We heard gunfire, two shots far from us, and we 

were afraid it was the start of an operation.  We took the possessions we could carry 

and fled. . . . We left a group of women in a small woods and went to get the rest of 

our things.  We did not know that the soldiers knew the women had been left.  When 

we arrived at the camp where we had been, they started to fire heavily on us.  A 

number of people were injured in that attack.  I ran toward a small forest near there 

and I tried to hide myself.  Others ran in another direction and were shot.  But in the 

meantime, the soldiers encircled the group left in the forest with the children and 

took them away to massacre them, even the babies!  We went to the place where this 

[massacre] happened.  We even found a baby there that was still alive.22 

 

Narcisse concluded: 

 

Every time refugees erected camps, others would come to destroy 

them.  There was a little camp near Kibumba where I found many dead.  

The Banyamulenge destroyed all the camps to disperse the refugees.  

All the dead [in Kibumba] had been shot.23 

 

Marie Claire had been in Kibumba but fled to Mugunga after Kibumba was shelled.  

She reported that Mugunga also came under attack: 

 

We heard guns and bombs. . . .  People said it was perhaps the Mai 

Mai who were shooting at them.  Some of the refugees wanted to 

continue to Masisi, but the Mai Mai shot at them to stop them. They 

[the Mai Mai] chased them and fired on them. Many died like that.  

Some people came and told me they saw  Mai Mai pillaging and 

                                                      
22Ibid. 

23Ibid. 
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looting HCR [High Commissioner for Refugees] and other NGO cars.  I 

saw the Mai Mai taking the cars and coming and shooting at the 

refugees.  They came singing, “We are the Mai Mai, descendants of the 

Hunde.”24 

  

Marie Claire stayed another five days until a Friday, when there was another attack, 

this time by ADFL soldiers: 

 

We heard guns around 2 p.m. and bombs also. I don’t know how many, 

I didn’t count, but many. It stopped when the people headed for 

Rwanda. They fired on us to get us to return. We could all have been 

killed. When we took to the road,they stopped firing. The firing was 

sometimes in the air, sometimes at people. . . .  There were many 

injured and also killed. I myself saw ten people injured or dead.25  

Many witnesses reported that when they left Mugunga and Sake 

camps, they found only one road open, that to Rwanda. Several stated 

that ADFL or Rwandan soldiers were posted along the road, requiring 

them to move toward the Rwandan border. As one said, “The road to 

Rwanda was the only choice.” 

 

By forcing refugees to return to Rwanda when they had well-founded fear of being 

persecuted there, ADFL forces violated the international convention protecting 

refugees.  Human Rights Watch and the International Federation of Human Rights 

Leagues stress the urgency of distinguishing genuine refugees from those suspected 

of responsibility for the genocide and those involved in military activities in order to 

accord the refugees the full protection of international conventions. 

 

Humanitarian organizations reported disproportionately high numbers of women, 

children and the elderly among many of the groups of refugees forced to return to 

Rwanda. The small number of adult males in such groups appears to confirm press 

accounts that the ADFL was removing adult men from the groups of returnees, 

                                                      
24Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Gisenyi, November 19, 1996. 

25Ibid. 
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although some may have remained in Zaire to join in combat. The fate of men thus 

detained is not known. 

 

Refugees forced to flee by ADFL forces sometimes were victimized also by FAZ 

soldiers who robbed them of their belongings. As one reported:  “When we 

encountered the police, it was they who stripped us of our goods, saying we had no 

right to leave [the camp].  But sometimes you could escape.  With the Zairian 

soldiers, though, it was difficult.  They would take everything, down to your pants.”26  

 

 

Human Rights Abuses by the Interahamwe and Ex-Far 

 

Some returning refugees asserted that Interahamwe militia, ex-FAR soldiers and 

former government officials were continuing to use force, intimidation and 

misinformation to stop refugees from returning to Rwanda, a practice documented 

previously by Human Rights Watch and FIDH. 27  Even as the ADFL and its allies have 

driven thousands of refugees across the border into Rwanda, thousands of others 

remained under the control of authorities responsible for the genocide. 

 

Nubaha, a woman who was at Kibumba camp, reported that the Interahamwe fired 

on refugees in the camp in order to frighten them into fleeing with them: 

 

Around 3 p.m., it was getting ready to rain, and we heard the sound of 

guns.  The Interahamwe were organizing, saying to the soldiers from 

Kibumba Camp and soldiers from other camps, “Gather your things 

and come!”  And then we saw them climbing the mountains and they 

fired down on us.  They were the first to fire on us.  They cried loudly:  

“See!  The Inkotanyi, they are coming! See!” They manipulated us too 

much.  Our hearts were truly traumatized.  So people believed them 

                                                      
26Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Nkamira Transit Camp, Gisenyi, November 13, 1996. 

27See Human Rights Watch and the International Federation of Human Rights Leagues, Press Release, 

November 25, 1996; Human Rights Watch Arms Project, “Rwanda/Zaire: Rearming with Impunity, 

International Support for the Perpetrators of the Rwandan Genocide,” May, 1995. 
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and said, “Yes, it’s them, it’s  them!” . . . A young boy Interahamwe 

told me “Gather your things!  Gather your cooking pot and put your 

things together.  Things are getting serious, this is serious combat.” . . . 

They told us that those who remained would be killed. The Inkotanyi 

would kill them.28   

 

One witness saw an ex-FAR soldier going through Mugunga camp with a machine 

gun mounted in a wheelbarrow, threatening refugees who did not immediately follow 

the retreating troops.  According to a refugee from Kahindo, 

 

They made us afraid, the old leaders and the militia.  They came in full 

buses to make us afraid, telling us that in this country [Rwanda], they 

did nothing but kill. . . . You know that the mouth can be very, very 

dangerous. . . .  [If you talked about leaving], the militia would rush to 

come talk to you, saying, ‘Ha!  If you leave, what are you going to do?’  

Sometimes,  people were beaten.29  

 

Another woman reported, “The others [the militia] left and asked us to leave with 

them without exception, and we left.  No one knew what was happening.  You could 

no longer protect yourself.  There was no security in the camp.”30 Another woman 

grew tired of  the Interahamwe’s frequent attempts at deception: 

 

The people are fooled, because there is no one else to inform them 

and show them other things.  Every time a person tells them 

something else, the Interahamwe say that this person is bad and that 

she wants to destroy them.  In this way, it was difficult to determine 

the truth in the camps. [But] after the long march in the volcanoes, 

everyone has become vigilant.  We have discovered that the 

Interahamwe were using us. . . .  It is a shame for someone who is born 

with human intelligence.  They take us for cows that they can drive 

                                                      
28Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at the Petite Barrière, Gisenyi, November 15, 1996. 

29Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Nkamira Transit Camp, Gisenyi, November 13, 1996. 

30Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Nkamira Transit Camp, Gisenyi, November 13, 1996. 
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where they want and how they want . . . . And now they want to make 

the population prisoners, hostages!31   

 

In its January 20 update, the UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs reported that a 

large group of refugees came forward at Kingulube, 170 kilometers east of Shabunda, 

requesting repatriation, after a group of 1,500 Interahamwe and ex-FAR left their 

camp to move inland.  According to the report, “The refugees alleged they had been 

controlled and intimidated against repatriating by the ex-FAR.  Free of ex-FAR control, 

they were now requesting assistance to repatriate to Rwanda.”32  

 

 

Interference with Humanitarian Aid 

 

According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and other aid organizations, 

Zairian soldiers have regularly commandeered aircraft and trucks needed to 

transport food, water, and medicine to the refugees in Tingi-Tingi, Amisi, and 

elsewhere.  The Zairian military has limited the amount of fuel available to UNHCR 

and other groups, severely limiting their ability to use even those vehicles available 

to them.  In addition, the Zairian military have periodically limited access to Amisi, 

Tingi-Tingi, and other areas in which refugees are concentrated.33   

 

When ADFL forces first took control of eastern Zaire, they excluded humanitarian 

agencies for several weeks, making it impossible for them to deliver needed aid to 

the refugees who were fleeing the camps. 

 

 

                                                      
31Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at the Petite Barrière, Gisenyi, November 15, 1996. 

32UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, “Emergency Update No. 80 on the Great Lakes, January 20, 

1997. 

33UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, “Emergency Update No. 85 on the Great Lakes,” January 23, 

1997; UNHCR, “UNHCR Worried About Refugees in Eastern Zaire,” January 28, 1997; Medecins Sans 

Frontières, “Situation of the Rwandan Refugees in Tingi-Tingi,” January 16, 1997; UN Department of 

Humanitarian Affairs, “Emergency Update No. 91 on the Great Lakes, “ January 31, 1997. 
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Attacks on Zairian Civilians 

 

Information on abuses against Zairian civilians, including those displaced by the 

conflict, is limited but it is enough to indicate that citizens other than Kinyarwanda-

speakers also suffered at the hands of armed elements from both sides. A witness 

present in Bukavu when the town was taken by ADFL forces reported seeing many 

bodies in the streets, but did not know who was responsible for the deaths. In Goma, 

FAZ soldiers killed a number of civilians in the market on October 20. When the 

fighting in the town was finished, a local nongovernmental organization buried more 

than 2,700 bodies, a considerable number of them civilians. It is not known how 

many were deliberately killed by the incoming ADFL forces and militia and how many 

by the FAZ and allied militia who were fleeing the town. According to a report by the 

Zairian human rights group AZADHO, ex-FAR and Interahamwe attacked an unarmed 

convoy of civilians who were fleeing fighting in Goma, heading toward Kitshanga, 

and killed hundreds of people on November 17, 1996. Zairian planes bombed 

civilians in Goma on February 17, 1997, killing at least six people and injuring twenty 

more. 

 

 

Involvement of Rwanda, Burundi, and Uganda 

 

Since the fighting began in October, the Zairian government has regularly alleged 

that the ADFL has been joined by troops from Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi. ADFL 

leaders and the governments of Rwanda, Burundi and Uganda have denied these 

allegations, but our researchers have collected testimony from both Rwandans and 

expatriates about the presence of Rwandan soldiers fighting with the ADFL. One 

Rwandan reported to Human Rights Watch and the International Federation of 

Human Rights Leagues that he had brothers in the RPA who were fighting in Zaire 

while another said he had family members who were Rwandan soldiers who were 

awaiting orders to leave for Zaire. A soldier of the RPA who crossed the frontier at 

Bukavu on October 30 related that he and others marched about two kilometers into 

Zaire that day. A Ghanian traveler who had been detained by the FAZ in Bukavu on 

October 18 was liberated by RPA soldiers. He declared: 
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The Rwandan soldiers helped us to come out.  We heard news of the 

war between the Banyamulenge and the army of Zaire.  We heard 

noise and shootings outside for three days, and after that we saw 

many people dead on the streets.  Because of the fighting, there were 

lots of soldiers.  We were left in the cell.  Nobody came to take care of 

us.  There was no light and no food and no security for five days.  The 

Zairians just ran.  The Rwandan soldiers then came.  They were not in 

uniform, in civilian clothes.  They said they were Rwandan soldiers, not 

Banyamulenge.  They released us.34  

 

Similarly several witnesses present when Goma was attacked saw vessels leaving 

the Rwandan shore to fire on the town and said they saw RPA soldiers patrolling the 

streets of Goma in the days after. Other witnesses reported having seen uniformed 

RPA troops elsewhere in North Kivu.     

 

A number of refugees reported that camps along the Rwanda border in North Kivu—

Kibumba, Kahindo, and Katale—were targeted by mortar fire that came from Rwanda.  

One refugee who was at Kibumba reported, 

 

After a week, bombs fell in the camp, and [the Zairian soldiers] left us.  

The bombs in the camp came from Rwanda.  People were killed by a 

mixture of bombs and bullets.  There would be bombs for an hour, and 

then gunfire and then bombs again.35 

 

A number of refugees claim that RPA troops participated in the fighting and that 

some dressed in civilian clothes were among those who urged them to return to 

Rwanda.  One refugee reported, 

 

I saw Rwandan military at Sake [in Masisi] who were chasing the 

Interahamwe into Masisi.  I know they  were Rwandan, since they 

spoke Kinyarwanda.  The Zairian language and the Rwandan language 

                                                      
34Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Nyagatare Transit Camp, Cyangugu, November 5, 1996. 

35Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Gisenyi, November 19, 1996. 
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are not the same.  Among them many had no guns, but they had 

grenades.  Some had guns.36  

 

Human Rights Watch and FIDH researchers have collected testimony from one man 

who was threatened by someone who spoke Luganda, the primary language of 

Uganda:  

 

Those who attacked said they did not want us to stay in the camps, it was better we 

returned to Rwanda.  I heard it when I was in the fields working.  A man who spoke 

Luganda and who had a knife came and threatened me.  He said he was going to kill 

us.  It was while we were still at Katale.37  

 

ADFL leader Kabila has admitted that ADFL has received arms through neighboring 

countries, presumably Rwanda and Uganda.38  

 

 

The Indifference of the International Community 

 

For two and a half years, the international community watched the situation in the 

Zairian camps grow worse. It paid the enormous bill for feeding the refugees, but 

took no responsibility for separating those suspected of genocide and those 

engaged in military activity against Rwanda from noncombatants who were eligible 

to be considered real refugees. As a result, the Interahamwe and ex-FAR were able to 

continue intimidating refugees in the camps and hiding behind the noncombatants 

to launch incursions across the border into Rwanda. 

 

When the ADFL used force to disperse the camps and to require unwilling Rwandans 

to return home, governments and international agencies applauded. Their tolerance 

                                                      
36Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at Gisenyi, November 19, 1996. 

37Human Rights Watch/FIDH interview at the Petite Barrière, Gisenyi, November 15, 1996. 

38UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, “Emergency Update No. 91 on the Great Lakes,” January 31, 

1997. 
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for such forced repatriation, as for that earlier from Burundi and that later from 

Tanzania, has weakened the fundamental principle of international agreements 

protecting refugees.  

 

A multinational force voted by the U.N. Security Council in November to assist 

refugees and to facilitate their safe return home was never deployed. It was canceled 

a month later on the pretext that so many refugees had returned home that it was no 

longer needed. The United States led the group of governments claiming that there 

was no significant number of refugees requiring aid left in Zaire, a claim that was 

patently inaccurate. Of the slightly more than one million refugees present in Zaire in 

September 1996, a maximum of some 650,000 had returned to Rwanda, leaving 

hundreds of thousands more still in need of humanitarian aid.  

 

 After large numbers of deaths by force, hunger, disease or exhaustion, the remnants 

of the refugee population are clustered near Ubundu. The international community is 

once again faced with the problems of how to protect genuine refugees by 

separating them from militia and ex-FAR and how to identify and arrest those 

suspected of genocide in Rwanda. At a minimum, persons bearing arms must be 

excluded from any new camps that are established. 

 

The international community must also insist on full investigation of abuses, 

including massacres, of civilians carried out in eastern Zaire since September 1996. 

Measures to bring to justice those responsible for such abuses must be incorporated 

in the settlement ending the Zairian conflict. 
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