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Violent protests erupted across the war-ravaged Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) today as huge mobs of Congolese civilians vented their fury over the United Nations' failure to prevent the country's drift towards renewed war.
Exasperated at the failure of the 10,000 UN peacekeepers to prevent rebels capturing the eastern town of Bukavu, protesters turned their anger on the peacekeepers themselves, fearing the UN's inaction was threatening to unravel the country's fragile peace agreement.

At least two people were killed when thousands of rioters attacked the UN headquarters in Kinshasa. The mob rampaged through the streets, smashing up vehicles and burning tyres.

Congolese troops fired into the air to try and hold back the enraged throng, whose protests marked the biggest expression of popular anger in the capital since before the 1998-2002 conflict began.

"It's like in the movies," said one UN official, who had taken refuge inside the compound. "They are burning tyres in front of the headquarters, and the police are firing in the air and shooting teargas. It's crazy out there," he added.

Mobs of civilians also attacked UN offices in the central town of Kindu, the southern mining centre of Lubumbashi, and the north eastern city of Kisangani. 

The UN compound in Kindu has been looted, and UN personnel in Lubumbashi "had to pull out and seek refuge with government forces," Colonel Clive Mantell, the UN Military Chief of Staff, said.

Defending the inaction of UN troops in the face of the assault on Bukavu by rebel commanders, Colonel Mantell said: "We can intervene to protect civilians, but we don't have a mandate to fight against armies...We have no artillery and no war planes."

One enraged group of protestors demanded the immediate resignation of William Swing, the head of the UN mission in Congo (Monuc), accusing him and the UN of being complicit in the attacks on Bukavu.

Heavy fighting erupted in Bukava yesterday as Congolese troops and fighters loyal to a renegade commander battled for control of the centre of Bukavu.

Brigadier General Mbuza Mabe, the Government's military commander in the region, appears to have fled the city, leaving the way open for widespread looting and destruction.

President Kabila joined the criticism of the UN: "I am disappointed by the inaction and lack of solidarity in the international community and the United Nations. They have to do more."

He added:"Despite its arms and its mandate, the UN mission did not avert the fall of Bukavu."

Accusing neighbouring Rwanda of masterminding the rebels which took the town, President Kabila said: "A new war is being forced on us. By this invasion, Rwanda has clearly shown that it does not want peace, not the the DRC, nor in the Great Lakes region."

Rwanda, the DRC's leading adversary in the 1998-2002 war, has denied any involvement in the fighting. 

The war began when Rwanda and Uganda backed the rebels against the Kinshasa Government, accusing it of failing to contain the ethnic militias responsible for the 1994 Rwandan genocide. 

Zimbabwe, Angola and Namibia then backed Kinshasa, splitting the former Belgian colony into government and rebel held areas.

Declaring a "general mobilisation" across Africa's third largest country, the size of Western Europe, President Kabila pledged Congo's army would retake the besieged eastern town. 

"The city of Bukavu is in the hands of the Rwandan national army," Mr Kabila said. "Rwanda has imposed itself upon us," he added.

It is understood the forces that took Bukavu are loyal to General Laurent Nkunda and Colonel Jules Mutebutsi, two former Congolese rebels who were allied to Rwanda during the 1998-2002 war.

Both rebel leaders were members of the Congolese Rally for Democracy, a Rwanda-backed group which controlled huge swaths of the eastern and northeastern DRC, before it joined the Government after singing a ceasefire and peace agreement two years ago.

The two rebel commanders are reported to have launched their offensive on Bukavu after allegations that government troops had been involved in killings of Congolese Tutsis, which Kinshasa denies.

Kofi Annan, the UN Secretary General, condemned the capture of the town, and called on the DRC' warring parties to abide by the terms of the 2002 ceasefire.
