In Congo, Peace Eludes Its U.N. Keepers 
16,000-Member Force Faulted for Not Protecting Civilians From Ongoing Hostilities 
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TCHE, Congo -- Early one morning last month, Capt. Shebih Hassan, a U.N. peacekeeper from Pakistan, spotted crowds of terrified women and children gathering at the foot of grassy hills near his battalion's camp.

Hassan and his fellow peacekeepers streamed out to meet the group. They listened as the women tearfully told them about the militiamen who had shot at them, abducted some of the younger women and stolen their animals and money, he recalled. Several chubby-cheeked toddlers had deep machete wounds that were still bleeding.

Over the next several days, Hassan said, more women and children came, until the group had swollen to 20,000. Hassan's battalion airlifted the most severely injured to a hospital in Bunia, the capital of the eastern region of Ituri. The villagers set up a camp in a valley, and the peacekeepers dug trenches and posted tanks to protect it.

But what the peacekeepers were unable to do, Hassan said, was prevent the attack and others like it in the first place.

"Standing there, watching, I felt very depressed about it," he said, as smoke from cooking fires in the camp billowed into the air. "You hear about something, or see something, and you want to put it right. But we have a tendency to react more than we have to prevent."

The peacekeepers based here in the hills of Tche form part of the U.N. presence in Congo, a mission charged with protecting civilians in a still-volatile part of the world. With 16,000 members, it is the United Nations' largest and most expensive peacekeeping mission. But it is also regarded as the most troubled, faulted for failing to safeguard victims in attack after attack despite being authorized to use all necessary means to do so.
Reports that the peacekeepers have sexually exploited girls and women in eastern Congo have also tarnished the reputation of the mission, which has become symbolic of the failures of modern peacekeeping and stirred a debate on the effectiveness and goals of such operations.
"This is the hardest operation the U.N. has ever undertaken," said Col. Mahmoud Hussein, a Bangladeshi who is deputy brigade commander of the Ituri region. "But we are trying."

Already, the five-year regional war that officially ended in 2003 and its aftermath have left an estimated 3 million to 4 million people dead, mostly from disease and hunger, in a human catastrophe fought largely outside the view of the West. Every day, about 20 children die in the squalid camps of eastern Congo, according to the United Nations, creating one of the world's worst humanitarian crises.

U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan said last week that peacekeeping efforts in Congo were severely understaffed and has requested more troops. Peacekeepers in Ituri, for instance, are responsible for protecting 6 million people.

"Kosovo has 2 million people and 60,000 NATO troops," Hassan lamented, referring to the Serb province. "This is only part of many problems."

The militias in Ituri attack villages, loot property, force people out of their homes and then live in them. The region contains Africa's largest single deposit of gold, along with diamonds, coltan, cobalt and other minerals, and U.N. officials say the fight is more about greed than ethnic hatred. The fighters switch loyalties easily, depending on who is currently controlling the vast wealth.

The United Nations has given the fighters until April 1 to hand in their weapons, saying that those who do not could face prosecution. But there is little incentive for them to put down their weapons.

"In Liberia and Sierra Leone the fighters were tired. Here they are ready. Is it the role of peacekeepers from day to day to side with one faction or another and fight an entire war?" said Hassan's boss, Maj. Irfran Hashmi. "It's a very tough issue when you have so much war during peacekeeping."

An internal U.N. report issued this week condemned the peacekeepers for their performance during an attack last May in the strategically important city of Bukavu, where a renegade faction of the army briefly took over despite the presence of the U.N. forces. The report said the blue helmets ignored orders from headquarters to intervene and "failed the Congolese people." More than 100 Congolese were killed in the crisis.

But complications can arise even when the peacekeepers attempt to fight back.

Last month, nine Bangladeshi peacekeepers were ambushed while trying to protect families. A week later, peacekeepers raided a militia camp in the same area, killing 50 militiamen in a gun battle.

Soon after, Congolese citizens demanded an apology from the peacekeepers, accusing them of killing children during the raid. But the peacekeepers said that many children serve as fighters, armed with AK-47s and other weapons. 

"There were children among the militia," said Col. Mahmoud Hussein, a Bangladeshi who is deputy brigade commander of the Ituri region. "This is the reality here on the ground."

Congo's central government, operating more than 1,000 miles away in Kinshasa, the capital, has little if any control over the eastern part of the country. A new unity government and the national army are made up of former rebels, many still clinging to their old loyalties. The national soldiers have only recently begun to appear in the eastern region.

"There is absolutely no administration in the area. There are no government officials," said Hussein, the Bangladeshi colonel. "There are no government officials in the custom checkpoints. All the goods that are coming in have dues that are being collected by the militia people, and they are distributing it amongst themselves."

Chori Dheda, a tiny 12-year-old carrying her baby sister on her back, was one of the villagers who arrived at the camp near Hassan's base. Her right cheek was slashed by a machete during the attack on her village, she said, and a dirty white bandage was taped to her face. 

There are no telephones or mobile phone networks for miles near the village, and Chori and the other survivors of the attack had to walk two days to arrive at the base. 

There are frequent reports of women being kidnapped and raped in Ituri, and hospitals are filled with children wounded by machetes.

But without the peacekeepers in the area, the situation "would be so much worse," said Congolese army Maj. Jean Peire Angia, 47, who was recently dispatched to Bunia. "We can't do it ourselves. It's not possible yet."
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