GOMA, CONGO: CITY AIR MAKES MEN FREE?
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A series of questions come to mind in the face of the damage to a large town

in a volcanic eruption.

GOMA WAS NOT PLEASANTVILLE

A principle question is suggested by the irony of Goethe's aphorism.

Does "city air make men [and women] free" in the case of Goma? Why is 

Goma where it is? What was its function in the days of Belgian colonialism? 

Under Mobutu? In 1994? Now? Is it a life boat for people in a sea of economic

and security threats, or is it a death trap?

THE FOG OF WAR? VOLCANIC ASH OF WAR?

Another question concerns "disaster diplomacy" in the broad sense. This is

a very unstable region where there are several armed groups dating from the

terrible events in Rwanda in 1994 and also the civil war within Mobutu's

Zaire and, after his downfall, within the new Democratic Republic of Congo.

The last war became internationalized as a number of African countries

chose involvement on one side or the other. There is presently a cease fire

supervised by the United Nations. Will armed groups take advantage of this

situation to do more than loot, possibly beginning hostilities again? Will

people displaced by the volcano be in danger from armed gangs?

The national government of the DRC has offered assistance which the rebels

in control of Goma have so far refused.  Is there an opportunity for peace-

making or only posturing and business as usual?

WHO’S IN CHARGE HERE?

To what extent has this long history of war and instability undermined the

capacity of local government, at municipal level, such as that in the sizeable

town (small city) of Goma (pop. 500,000)? Would greater municipal capacity

have provided clearer, more timely, and credible warnings and instructions?

The volcano Nyiragongo is very well known among volcano experts.  It killed 

2000 people in 1977, and it has been known to be active since 1994. 

BETTER THE DEVIL YOU KNOW … ?

A third cluster of questions surrounds the issue of risk communication. Why

have the population movements sea-sawed back and forth between Rwanda and

Congo? Why don't displaced persons want to stay in the camps that have been

established for them farther from the volcano, deeper in Rwanda? What

efforts at risk communication have been undertaken?

Is the reluctance of Goma’s residents to resort to UN camps 20 km inside

Rwanda to do with their first hand experience of refugee camps for Rwandans

who fled the genocide?  Between 1994-96 Goma’s residents witnessed out-

breaks of cholera and armed violence in those camps.  Maybe their image of

a “refugee camp” is not a positive one!

‘RECOVERY’ MEANS WHAT?

What was the status quo ante? Is that to be the goal of recovery? What was

municipal capacity before? What was scientific capacity? If the prior situation

was, in itself, a human development disaster, what should the goal of recovery

be?

In the future there will be an on-going volcano threat. (With the next heavy

rain will there be mass movements of cement-like ash called lahar?) Are

there more and less exposed sites in greater Goma? Have they been mapped?

Will people be resettled there? How?

Many cities "live with volcanoes". There are dozens of examples in the

Caribbean, Central America, the Andes, Philippines, Indonesia, and Japan.

Seattle sits within view of Mt. Rainer, and Quito is just below Pinchicha.

Think of Hilo, Hawaii; San Salvador, El Salvador; Puebla, Mexico; or

Kagoshima, Japan. What can they teach Goma? What are the preconditions

for Goma's being able to institutionalize such lessons?

In this context an interesting comparison presents itself. As one looks

back a few years hence at the recovery process on the Caribbean island of

Montserrat, where the principle city was destroyed, and the recovery of

Goma, how will the two compare?  Politically the UK government was not

allowed to “forget” Montserrat.  Might it be easier for the community of

nations to “forget” Goma and move on to the next crisis or media scandal?

A NEW KIND OF CITY?

On a more philosophical note, a few questions about urbanism and

urbanization suggest themselves. Throughout history cities have served

regions of towns, villages, homesteads. They have had links with other

cities of the same size and larger ones. They have been part of networks.

Cities have had economic, administrative, military, and social functions.

Presumably Goma has been such a city. Has it slowly ceased to be a city in

any of those senses since 1994, as an economy of aid dependency, smuggling,

and a mini “permanent arms economy” took hold?  It has been a regional

transportation hub (road, lake, air) and important market for sugar, bananas, 

and cassava (manioc). Can it be such a city again?

Does one perhaps need a new name for a new kind of city: isolated by

disintegration of the national state administrative and economic network?

Cities maintained by the economic activity of foreign relief agencies, militias,

and peace keepers? Cities at risk to a wide variety of natural and technological

hazards because of the deterioration of managerial capacity, economic

viability, and deterioration of infrastructure?

Banja Luka (Bosnia and Herzegovina)? Kandahar (Afghanistan)? Baidoa

(Somalia)?  Dili (East Timor)?  Huambo (Angola)?   

Now Goma?

RESOURCES

Oxfam UK’s new policy paper, “Poverty in the Midst of Wealth” dealing

with the context of poverty and war in Congo: http://www.oxfam.org.uk/policy/papers/drc/povertywealth.htm 

Washington Office on Africa’s analysis of Congo:

http://www.woaafrica.org/congo.html 

In the U.S., the American Friends Service Committee’s (AFSC) “Africa

Initiative” will be highlighting the “root causes” of the Goma disaster.  This

is part of its effort to create deeper understanding by Americans of Africa’s

struggle for dignity and human development.  See:

 http://www.afsc.org/intl/africa/africa.htm 

On “Disaster Diplomacy” in various parts of the world:

http://www.arct.cam.ac.uk/disasterdiplomacy/ 

A library of sources on the politics and political ecology of disaster

vulnerability in many parts of the world, including items on Algiers,

Mozambique, Namibia, and Goma:

http://www.anglia.ac.uk/geography/radix/index.html 

Expanded versions of “Goma: City Air…” at:

 http://www.pambazuka.org/newsletter.php?id=5402 

And: http://www.anglia.ac.uk/geography/radix/goma.htm 

Congo human rights: http://www.hrw.org/africa/congo.php and:

http://www.web.amnesty.org/web/ar2001.nsf/webafrcountries/CONGO+Democratic+Republic?OpenDocument 

Updates on post-volcano crisis and relief in Goma:

http://www.reliefweb.int/ 

Portal to news accounts: http://www.congodaily.com/  
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