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NEWS FROM ZAIRE

Please forgive the gap of the past two weeks in communication relating to our communities in Zaire. We have still four communities in eastern Zaire: Goma (4); Bobandana (4); Bukavu (5); Nyangezi (5). Eight of these Brothers are Zairean, the others from Belgium, Spain and Italy. Right now there is a type of calm in places like Goma and Bukavu, although there remains talk of a "counter-attack" from Zairean govern​ment forces more to the west of the country.

1. Over the past two weeks, we have lived through a moment of crisis with the Brothers in Bobandana. Their community, on the western side of Lake Kivu about mid-way between Goma and Bukavu, has been isolated since the beginning of conflict in the area a month ago. Two weeks ago, there was a lot of fighting around the mission area between the rebels, on one side, and Zairean soldiers and Hutu militia, on the other. Bobandana was caught in the middle.

The rebels finally gained control and have brought a sense of order to the region. The road to Goma re​mains unsafe in sections, and authorisation is required to travel along it. This fact, plus the mass of Rwandan refugees still present in the area, meant that Giorgio Bigotto and André Vanhalst, were blocked for over a week after deciding to come out. They are now in Goma. Valentin Djawu and René M'Mumba will stay on with other mission personnel.

2. Getting out of eastern Zaire is not as easy as walking up to the border post, presenting documents, and then passing through to Rwanda. We had two men, Césaire Alvoet and Jesus Llamas, blocked in Bukavu waiting for two weeks before being allowed through on Saturday 23rd. They were given authorisation to leave because of age and ill-health, but there are others still waiting, despite every effort of their ambassadors.

3. The community at Bukavu was created just this year for those Zairean Brothers doing professional studies. They were mid-way through exams when the rebel attack came. The one Belgian Brother, Paul Rossignon, has been fully involved in repair work at the hospital and other Church facilities in Bukavu and the nearby area.

4. At Nyangezi, the Brothers have been in​volved in assisting the local people to re-settle after they had fled when the rebels first swept through the area. The Brothers are now turning their attention to various youth activities, while waiting for the Church to give the signal to resume classes.

5. From Goma we have had very little direct news. The telecel system is not working and no one seems to have a satellite telephone. Thus we are re​duced to one line statements communicated by radio like, "Everyone is well". We know that the town is slowly starting up again with markets, shops and the like. The two Spanish Brothers, Esteban Ortega and José Luis Martinez, appeared on Spanish television talking of their humanitarian work with the help of youth groups whom the Brothers have organised.

6. In the central part of Zaire we have two com​munities: Kindu and Kisangani. In both of these towns there has been considerable military build-up over the past two weeks. Troops have been flown in from Kin​shasa. This increased military presence is related to clear signs that the rebel movement is going to push west. Both towns are openly spoken of as "targets".

7. In consultation with Br. Benito, the com​munity at Kindu decided to leave the town. Two Broth​ers are already in Kinshasa and the third, Masumbuko, has remained an extra week to finalise the temporary transfer of the school to a diocesan priest. The schôol is still open but many students are leaving town for their home villages.

8. At Kisangani, we have a school commu​nity of three Brothers (Zairean, Belgian and Spanish) and the postulancy community (2 Zairean Brothers and 11 postulants). The school has remained open except for a couple of days. The constant message of the Brothers is that the town is tense.

9. The really good news associated with Kisangani is that the two young Brothers, Aloys Ndagijimana and Marcel Ndengo, have been able to get to Kinshasa and out of the country to Brazzaville in nearby Congo. They are on their way to Rwanda. They went through much suffering and danger along their way to freedom. Our thanks in a special way to Jean Marie François at Kinshasa and Marino Primiceri at Kisangani for all that they did to set up and implement the plan to get these Brothers to safety.

10. The two communities in Kinshasa have so far experienced only minor inconveniences. Schools and universities are open. Our men at the inter-diocesan centre are at the centre of the Church radio net​work which is proving invaluable at this time when so much is happening right across the country.

11. The District Superior of Zaire, Théoneste Kalisa, is currently based in Rwanda. At a District Council meeting 5 weeks ago, with Br Benito present, they took a decision for Kalisa and the two Brothers with Rwandan backgrounds in Kinshasa, Marcellin and Malisaba, to leave the country immediately.

12. We keep in touch with Kalisa each night to consider developments and to determine approaches to particular situations. Br Benito and Br Jeffrey were in daily communication with the Brothers in three cen​tres by phone and fax. Fortunately the urgency has diminished although anything could happen at any time.

Br Benito has initiated some long-distance dis​cernment processes with the Brothers as to their con​tinued presence where they are. The general decision being taken by the Brothers with Br Benito is that they will remain where they are to continue their Marist mis​sion in the new context. As mentioned earlier, in the eastern part of the country, foreign missionaries can​not move out easily and certainly the border is closed for Zairean citizens.

In such a situation, we can only follow events as they happen. We try to keep communication channels open, we encourage each one, we pray.

Other news:

The father of Br. Luis Garcia Sobrado, General Councillor, died on Friday 22nd November. Pascual Garcia had been ill for a long period. Our sympathy to Luis and his family, especially since their mother also died this year.

