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The M23 Rebels and Regional Escalation
Overview

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is facing a rapidly
escalating crisis as the March 23 Movement (M23)
continues its military offensive against the Congolese
government. The resurgence of M23, coupled with the
activities of the Islamic Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), has
deepened instability in the region, leading to widespread
displacement, severe human suffering, and heightened
geopolitical tensions involving neighboring countries.

Background of the M23 rebellion
The M23 rebel group originated in 2012, claiming the Congolese
government had violated a 2009 peace agreement. Comprised largely
of Tutsi defectors from the Congolese army, M23 was defeated in
2013 through a UN-backed military campaign but resurfaced in late
2021. Since then, the group has carried out a series of offensives,
capturing vast territories in eastern DRC, including key economic and
strategic locations.

Rwanda has been widely accused of supporting M23, despite official
denials. UN investigations suggest Kigali has provided military aid,

personnel, and logistical support to the rebels, exacerbating already
strained relations between Rwanda and the DRC. Uganda has also
been accused of backing M23, as part of a broader power struggle in
the Great Lakes region.

Recent developments and escalation

The conflict has intensified significantly in 2025, with M23 capturing
Goma, the capital of North Kivu province, on January 27. The city’s
fall marks one of the most significant rebel advances in years, with
M23 now controlling more territory than ever before. The takeover
came after the rebels seized Sake, Minova, and Masisi, all critical
supply routes, as well as the mining towns of Lumbishi, Bumbi, and
Shanje.

The humanitarian impact has been devastating. Over 700,000 people
have been displaced since the start of 2025, adding to the already
dire situation in which 23.4 million people in the DRC face food
insecurity. Reports of human rights abuses by both M23 and
Congolese forces – including forced recruitment, mass rapes, and
extrajudicial killings – have raised alarms among international
organizations. The World Food Programme (WFP) confirmed the
looting of 6,800 metric tons of food from its warehouse in Bukavu,
further worsening the crisis.
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Regional and international response

The involvement of multiple regional actors has made the conflict
increasingly complex. The DRC has severed diplomatic ties with
Rwanda, accusing it of directly fueling the rebellion. Meanwhile,
Uganda's military chief has threatened an attack on Bunia unless local
forces disarm. Burundi has also deployed troops in support of
Congolese operations against M23, reflecting the broader geopolitical
stakes in the conflict.

The African Union, United Nations, and European Union have called
for urgent negotiations, but peace talks mediated by Angola collapsed
in December 2024 due to disagreements over engaging with M23.
The East African Community (EAC), led by Kenyan President William
Ruto, has scheduled an emergency summit to address the crisis, but
prospects for a resolution remain uncertain.

Economic and strategic factors

Eastern DRC is rich in minerals such as coltan, gold, and tin, making
control over these resources a key driver of the conflict. M23 has
leveraged its territorial gains to generate substantial revenue,
reportedly earning $800,000 monthly from coltan taxes alone.
Rwanda’s alleged involvement is linked to its economic interests in
these resources, while the DRC's partnership with the Hutu-led

Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) has further
inflamed tensions with Kigali.

The DRC’s security forces, weakened by corruption and internal
divisions, have struggled to mount an effective response. The
presence of over 100 armed groups in the region, including the
Wazalendo militia – a youth defense force aligned with the Congolese
army – has added to the volatility, with accusations of looting,
extortion, and violence against civilians.

The threat of the ADF (IS-CAP)

While the M23 crisis dominates headlines, the Islamic Allied
Democratic Forces (ADF), now aligned with the Islamic State’s Central
African Province (IS-CAP), continues to pose a severe threat in the
region. Originally a Ugandan insurgent group, the ADF has expanded
its reach since pledging allegiance to ISIS in 2019, benefiting from
foreign fighters and financial backing.

Recent ADF attacks include the killing of 30 civilians in Lubero on
January 15 and a separate attack that left 50 dead in December 2024.
The group has exploited the Congolese army’s focus on M23 to
expand its operations, particularly in the “Triangle of Death” between
Beni, Mbau, Eringeti, and Kainama. Uganda's deployment of the
People’s Defence Force (UPDF) to Lubero highlights the ongoing
efforts to contain the ADF threat, though reports of UPDF support for
M23 complicate the situation further.
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The conflict's international implications

The conflict between the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
and the M23 rebel group has significant implications for the global
economy, particularly in the supply of critical minerals like cobalt and
copper. The DRC is a major producer of these minerals, essential for
electric vehicle batteries and renewable energy technologies.
Ongoing instability disrupts mining operations, increases commodity
prices, and exacerbates supply chain vulnerabilities. Additionally,
regional insecurity threatens trade routes in Central Africa,
discourages foreign investment, and adds to global inflationary
pressures, especially in technology and manufacturing sectors reliant
on these resources.

Possible outcomes and future risks

Several scenarios could unfold in the coming months:

Conclusion:
The DRC remains at a crossroads, with M23’s continued advances, a
struggling government response, and the looming threat of broader
regional conflict. International diplomacy, regional cooperation, and
humanitarian aid will be crucial in shaping the outcome. Without a
comprehensive approach addressing the root causes – economic
exploitation, governance failures, and external interference – lasting
peace in eastern Congo will remain elusive.

Negotiated Settlement: International pressure could force M23 and
the DRC government into peace talks, though past agreements
have often failed due to lack of enforcement.

Prolonged Stalemate: A drawn-out conflict would lead to continued
human suffering and economic devastation.

Regional War: The most concerning possibility is direct military
involvement from Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi, potentially
reigniting a conflict similar to the Second Congo War, which
claimed 5.4 million lives.

Terrorist Expansion: The ADF could capitalize on the chaos, using
the security vacuum to launch attacks beyond the DRC,

threatening regional stability in Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, and
Kenya.
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