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The source of misery for the people of
the eastern Democratic Republic of
Congo lies in the vast natural treasures
beneath their feet.

Diamonds are found there, gold too,
but the most coveted riches are the
lesser-known ones: coltan, wolfram,
cassiterite and a dizzying array of other
metal salts.

These minerals, crucial in the pro-
duction of laptops and smartphones,
have for decades turned the province of
North Kivu into a honeypot for
smugglers.

The term “blood diamonds” caught
on to help bring an end to conflicts in
other parts of Africa, but the similarly
murderous hunt for smart-tech miner-
als has only intensified in the DRC,
displacing more than six million people
and condemning a region to perpetual
chaos.

On Monday, after weeks of escalat-
ing violence, rebels backed by neigh-
bouring Rwanda claimed to have taken

The language of the panels’ early
reports was couched in references to
shadowy foreign influences with
ambitions to secure mineral assets. The
language strengthened over time and
the panel presented evidence that
Uganda and Rwanda were fomenting
armed rebellion in North Kivu to
pillage and protect smuggling routes.

It reported on the Rwandan govern-
ment’s own figures on gold exports to
global supply chains, highlighting that
the tiny landlocked state exported
vastly more than it mined.

Marriage, divorce and inheritance laws
have been unified for the first time since
independence in India, banning Mus-
lims from practising sharia in one state.

The reforms in Uttarakhand, imple-
mented yesterday, mean polygamy is
outlawed, marriage is not allowed until
the age of 21 for men and 18 for women
and sons and daughters must have
equal inheritance.

India’s many religions had previously
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control of one of the DRC’s key eastern
cities, Goma. The two countries are on
the precipice of a far worse conflict.

The M23 rebels seized the local
branch of the state broadcaster and
videos showed looting at the airport
and a mass jailbreak from Goma prison.

Analysts are concerned about the
risk of a full-blown war that could suck
nearby countries in, as happened in
1998. It is estimated that more than
three million people were killed in the
five years that followed.

The science of extraction can be
complicated, but the economics are
straightforward. Elements that power
our laptops and smartphones are found
in large quantities in the east of the
DRC. It is no coincidence that violence
and insecurity have grown there as the
clean energy and tech revolutions have
taken off.

Since 2000, a United Nations group
of experts has reported regularly on the
violence. They have consistently
implicated Rwanda, with which the
DRC shares a 140-mile border, as a
driving force of the conflict.

As the language got tougher, so did
the international community’s re-
sponse. The 2008 panel report led in
large part to Sweden, Canada and the
Netherlands stopping aid to Rwanda,
which relies on overseas support.

Britain and other western powers
were less squeamish, continuing to
present Rwanda as a model of develop-
ment since the genocide of 1994, and its
autocratic leader, Paul Kagame, as an
international inspiration.

The panel’s most recent report is the
most damning, accusing Rwanda of
backing the M23 rebel group to win
control of several of the most valuable
mines. The objective was long-term
occupation of North Kivu, and Rwanda
provided heavy weapons. At least 3,000
to 4,000 Rwandan troops are deployed
in the east of the DRC, the experts said,
and every M23 unit is supervised and
supported by Rwandan special forces.

“Fraudulent extraction, trade and
export to Rwanda” benefited both the
M23 “and the Rwandan economy”, the
experts wrote. Trafficking from the
area, known as the African Great

Lakes, constituted “the largest
contamination of mineral supply
chains” in the region, the report said.

Rwanda produces its own coltan,
from which tantalum — crucial in
making electronics — is extracted. The
United States Geological Survey’s
latest figures show that, in 2023, DRC
and Rwanda produced 1,500 tonnes of
tantalum, 63 per cent of global produc-
tion. The challenge is to prove how
much of it comes from legitimate mines
in Rwanda, and how much from con-
flict-ridden mining in the Congo.

There is growing scrutiny of techno-
logy companies’ global supply chains as
demand for rare-earth minerals helps
to fuel the violence and exploitation.

This question of “source separation”
will dominate proceedings if a legal
case between the Kinshasa govern-
ment and the tech giant Apple ever
goes to court. Late last year, the DRC
began legal action in Brussels and Paris
against Apple’s local subsidiaries,
alleging that minerals smuggled out of
the DRC had been used in Apple’s latest
generation of iPhones.
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The authorities in Hong Kong have
interrogated the family and former
colleagues of an exiled democracy
campaigner in Britain, in what human
rights organisations denounced as an
effort to intimidate into silence those
beyond their legal reach.

Chung Kim-wah, a scholar and
former pollster, is one of 19 activists in
exile who have had a bounty of one
million Hong Kong dollars (£103,000)
placed on them by the pro-Chinese
government for alleged violations of
the national security law.

The Hong Kong authorities de-
nounced Britain for “harbouring fugi-
tives” after Chung and three other ac-
tivists met David Lammy, the foreign
secretary, in London last week.

Meanwhile, police in Hong Kong
have called in Chung’s wife, his son,
three siblings and three former col-
leagues for questioning.

Chung was formerly deputy director
of the Hong Kong Public Opinion
Research Institute, which conducts
polls about aspects of the territory’s
politics. These have often revealed
widespread public opposition to poli-
cies of the pro-Beijing authorities and
the institute has been denounced as
“anti-China” by media supporting the
Chinese Communist Party.

Chung left Hong Kong for Britain in
2022 after reportedly being called in by
police who enforce the national secur-
ity law. At the time, Chung wrote about
his anguish about leaving his family
behind.

“I was born and raised in Hong
Kong,” he wrote on social media. “A vast
majority of my loved ones are in Hong
Kong. I view Hong Kong as the place
that cultivated me, and since young I
have made it my ambition to contribute
to Hong Kong and improve society.

“Now I can only hope that the skies
will be broader, the air fresher … and
that I don’t have to think about whether
the red lines that move arbitrarily will
one day target me.”

Indian state bans polygamy in ‘anti-Islam’ reform
applied their own rules, most notably
the country’s 200 million Muslims. 

Uniform laws are contentious in a
country with such vast religious diver-
sity. It is perhaps no surprise that Nar-
endra Modi’s Hindu government chose
a state with a small Muslim population,
of around 14 per cent, for the change.

The state’s chief minister, Pushkar
Singh Dhami, is a member of Modi’s
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and hopes
to emerge as a prominent figure after
being the first to implement the rules.

For the BJP, the new uniform civil

code is an experiment that, if deemed a
success, may be extended to other
states governed by the party. The code
has been a principle of BJP ideology for
decades and Dhami has sold it as a
victory for women. “We are attempting
to bring uniformity in all laws relating
to personal civil matters that discrimi-
nate on the basis of caste, religion, sex,”
he posted on X.

Islamic theologians and clerics
oppose any uniform civil code as a vio-
lation of their right to practise their
faith, granted under the constitution.

Neerja Chowdhury, a political analyst,
said the state was chosen because it had
a Hindu ethos and a small population of
Muslims. “It’s unlikely there will be a
concerted reaction,” she said.

Even liberal Muslims and women’s
rights groups who see sharia as a way to
oppress women are unlikely to support
the code. Zakia Soman, a Muslim
women’s rights activist, said: “Why has
the government not introduced it in all
states if it is committed to gender
justice? It makes you wonder about [the]
real motive.”
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