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In Burundi, simmering violence may herald new civil war
NAIROBI: It started as street protests three months
ago, with furious citizens demonstrating against
Burundi President Pierre Nkurunziza’s now success-
ful bid for a third term in power. But while the
demonstrators who blocked city streets in daily
protests are now gone, analysts warn the nature of
violence has shifted-and some fear they may have
already seen the opening shots in a new civil war.

In Africa’s troubled Great Lakes region, an area
with a grim history of massacres and war, “a new
rebellion is being born before our eyes”, a
Burundian analyst said. The UN Security Council on
Monday expressed “deep concern on the political
and security” situation. UN Assistant Secretary-
General for Human Rights Ivan Simonovic warned
about an escalation, with his spokesman saying “the
risk of severe violence, of a spiraling out of control of
the situation in Burundi is, indeed, very real”.

Burundi had been slowly getting back on track
after the 1993-2006 conflict, in which some 300,000
people were killed. Back then, the battlefields were
green hills and farmlands where rebels from the
majority Hutu people clashed with an army domi-
nated by the minority Tutsi. Today, the violence is
mainly in the capital, Bujumbura. Most nights, the
city rattles with bursts of automatic gunfire and the
blasts of grenades. “The war, in reality, has already
begun,” said Innocent Muhozi, a key civil society
leader. At dawn, signs of the fighting become visi-
ble: the blackened remains of burnt-out vehicles
and corpses lying in the streets.

Opposition arming themselves
“At night, neighborhoods are barricaded with

armed men patrolling,” said one resident describ-
ing young men carrying AK-47 rifles in the dark.
“Peaceful demonstrators before the election were
accused of being insurgents-now they have
become that,” said the analyst, who declined to be
identified. Some 200,000 people have fled fearing
further violence into neighboring Tanzania, as well
as to Rwanda and Democratic Republic of Congo.
Nkurunziza’s successful effort to bulldoze his way
into a third term in a controversial July election
fuelled protests, a sweeping crackdown and an exo-
dus of citizens fleeing the unrest.

When his candidacy was announced in April, it
was condemned as unconstitutional by the opposi-
tion and sparked months of protests. In mid-May,
generals attempted a coup, which failed, with its
leader Godefroid Nyombare-a powerful Hutu army
commander-vanishing. His supporters have since
promised to topple Nkurunziza. Now security forces
are hesitant to return to neighborhoods opposed
to the government, fearing they will be attacked.
Earlier this month, insurgents used a rocket to
assassinate top general Adolphe Nshimirimana,
who was widely seen as the country’s de-facto
internal security chief.

Now people are living in fear of further attacks.
The city is rife with secrets and rumors of young
men vanishing overnight, leaving to join an under-
ground rebellion, or of desertions within the army.
Rebels are growing in strength with greater profes-
sionalism and “increased operational capacity”, the
analyst said. A Western security source confirmed
recent reports about apparently well-trained men
infiltrating into the capital’s opposition neighbor-
hoods. Burundi’s government has pointed the fin-
ger of blame at neighboring Rwanda the base of
many opposition figures who have fled into exile-a
claim Kigali has not commented on.  

Nkurunziza, a 51-year-old former sports teacher,
and born-again Christian, was a key Hutu rebel
leader during the civil war. But his opponents now
appear to be fellow Hutus, not only the members of
the Tutsi minority he battled in the 1993-2006 con-
flict. Main opposition leader Agathon Rwasa-who
led a different Hutu rebel faction in the war, the
National Liberation Forces-denounced Nkurunziza’s
win but took his seat in parliament. But on the
ground, Rwasa’s traditional supporters are on the
“front line” in the hills surrounding Bujumbura,
from where they are bringing in guns into the capi-
tal, the Burundi expert added.— AFP 

BUJUMBURA: Mourners hold portraits of Burundian General Adolphe Nshimirimana during a vigil in Bujumbura. Nshimirimana,
widely seen as Burundi’s de-facto internal security chief and close aide of President Nkurunziza, whose successful bid for a third
term has fuelled violence resulting in about a hundred deaths, a crackdown on protests and an exodus of citizens fleeing the coun-
try, was killed in a rocket attack on August 2. Burundi’s prosecutor on August 9 said the killers had been identified and “a certain
number” had been arrested. —AFP 

SEOUL: North Korea yesterday condemned a
looming South Korea-US joint military exercise
as a “declaration of war” and boasted of its
ability to make retaliatory strikes against Seoul
and the White House. The annual, two-week
“Ulchi Freedom” exercise, which kicks off
Monday, involves tens of thousands of troops
in what is a largely computer-simulated
rehearsal for a North Korean invasion. It is one
of a number of annual joint drills that
Washington and Seoul insist are purely defen-
sive in nature, but which Pyongyang con-
demns as provocative rehearsals for a full-scale
attack on the nuclear-armed North. This year’s
Ulchi Freedom comes at a time of particularly
heightened tensions, following a recent land-
mine attack on a South Korean border patrol
that Seoul blamed on North Korea.

A statement by the North’s Committee for
the Peaceful Reunification of Korea (CPRK),
which oversees cross-border issues,
denounced Ulchi Freedom as a “drill for a sur-
prise nuclear war” against the North. “Such
large-scale joint military exercises... are little
short of a declaration of a war,” the statement
said, warning of the potential for an accidental
military clash that could trigger an “all-out”
conflict. Echoing a threat it has made repeat-
edly in the past, the committee said South
Korea and the United States should be aware
that their “strongholds of aggression and
provocation”-including the White House and
presidential Blue House in Seoul-were in range
of the North’s “ultra-precision” military
weapons.

North Korea has an extensive missile devel-
opment program to complement its nuclear
weapons strategy, although experts are divid-
ed as to how advanced its delivery systems are.

In May, the North claimed to have successfully
test-fired a submarine-launched ballistic mis-
sile (SLBM) - a technology that could eventual-
ly offer a survivable second-strike capability. A
fully developed SLBM capability would take
the North Korean nuclear threat to a new level,
allowing deployment far beyond the Korean
peninsula. But numerous experts questioned
the authenticity of the May test, saying photos
of the launch might have been digitally manip-
ulated.

And North Korea has never conducted a
test to back its claim to have a working inter-

continental ballistic missile capable of reaching
the continental US. Ulchi Freedom will kick off
amid elevated cross-border tensions following
the recent mine attack that maimed two South
Korean soldiers. Pyongyang has yet to react to
the charge that it was responsible, but the
South has already responded by resuming
high-decibel propaganda broadcasts across
the border, using batteries of loudspeakers
that had lain silent for more than a decade.
Officials in the South say restarting the broad-
casts is only the “first step” in a series of retalia-
tory measures.—AFP 

North Korea slams South-US 
drill as ‘declaration of war’

Pyongyang threatens White House, Seoul

BANDA ACEH: Fakhruddin Kasem hoped for
a prosperous new life when Indonesia struck
a deal to end a separatist conflict in Aceh, but
a decade on the unemployed former rebel is
so desperate he hopes to join the Islamic
State group to make ends meet. While many
ex-fighters have benefited from peace in the
western Indonesian province, with ex-rebels
now Aceh’s key political players, former local
commander Kasem is among a number that
feel let down. “As a rebel fighter, I feel
betrayed by the leadership as they have not
taken care of me,” said the 35-year-old, one of
about 100 ex-rebels who pledged last month
to join IS in Syria as they claim being salaried
jihadists is the only way they can support
their families.  

Up to 500 nationals from Indonesia, the
world’s most populous Muslim-majority

country, are believed to have travelled to the
Middle East to join IS, sparking fears they
could revive sophisticated militant networks
responsible for attacks on Western targets on
their return. It is not clear whether the ex-
rebels will really join the fight in Syria and
Iraq, but the threat highlights how the transi-
tion to civilian life for many Free Aceh
Movement (GAM) rebels has not always been
smooth.  In 1976, GAM launched its fight for
an independent Islamic state in Aceh, which is
fiercely proud of its identity and was histori-
cally an important trading centre and seat of
Muslim learning. Over the next 29 years, fight-
ing between rebels and Indonesian govern-
ment forces left about 15,000 people dead-
with abuses committed by both sides-before
the 2004 tsunami finally persuaded GAM and
Jakarta to strike a peace deal. —AFP

After a decade of peace, 
many in Aceh left behind


