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Nearly half a century after a civil war in which a million people
died, 27-year-old Okoli Ikedi is part of a new protest movement
in southeastern Nigeria calling for an independent state of

Biafra. Such calls have become common since the leader of the group
Ikedi represents in Enugu, the region’s main city, was arrested in
October, prompting thousands in the oil-producing southeast to join
demonstrations in recent weeks calling for his release. It’s another chal-
lenge for President Muhammadu Buhari, who is grappling with a
sharp slowdown in Africa’s biggest economy, the bloody Boko Haram
insurgency in the northeast and fears that militancy may resume in the
oil-rich southern Delta region when an amnesty ends in December.
Like many in the surge of southeastern secessionist sentiment, Ikedi
was born long after the war ended.

Displaying nothing that would betray his pro-Biafran leanings such
as a flag or campaign T-shirt, to avoid unwanted police attention, the
diminutive baker said poverty and high unemployment in the region
were symptoms of government neglect. “They want to make us eco-
nomically poor. They believe the only way to control us is to increase
our suffering,” said Ikedi in a trembling voice, adding that his group, the
Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB), wants a referendum. The group
points to basic problems to support its demands for an independent
Biafra, on which presidential spokesman Garba Shehu declined to
comment, adding that he was not aware that the government was
doing anything on the issue.

Potholed Highways
The highways that connect southeastern cities are a source of frus-

tration for business people in the region who say the partially tarma-
cked roads, punctuated by potholes, should be arteries of commerce
but are dangerous to navigate. And the refuse strewn by roadsides,

combined with the acrid stench of open sewers, hints at the dilapida-
tion that has fomented discontent in the 45 years since the civil war
ended. The 1967-70 conflict followed a secessionist attempt by the
eastern Igbo people. Most of the million who lost their lives died from
starvation and illness rather than violence. Now, like then, Igbos say
they have been marginalized - excluded from key government posts
and denied vital funding for infrastructure development, schools and
hospitals. IPOB leader Nnamdi Kanu - an activist who divides his time
between the UK and Nigeria, spreading his ethos on social media and
Radio Biafra - was arrested last month on charges of criminal conspira-
cy and belonging to an illegal society.

Political analyst Okereke Chukwunolye said the decision to arrest
Kanu, previously a little known figure whose social media following
outweighed actual support on the ground, was a mistake because it
“increased his popularity and made him more visible”. The sight of the
red, black, green and yellow Biafran flag at largely peaceful protests in
the southeastern cities of Port Harcourt and Aba, and the capital,
Abuja, has prompted secessionist debates in newspapers, on radio
and social media. “The issues that brought about the Biafran-Nigerian
civil war have remained unresolved,” said Chukwunolye. In the 1960s,
Enugu - which was the capital of Biafra - became known for its coal
production which created jobs, as did steel, cement and gas industries.

‘No Victor, No Vanquished’
When the civil war ended, Yakubu Gowon, the general who led

the government side to victory over Biafra, declared that there
should be “no victor, no vanquished”, in a pledge of reconciliation.
But the Igbos feel left behind. Local people say the demise of
Enugu’s industries, a decline that coincided with the oil boom in
Africa’s top crude producer, led to widespread unemployment and
was a consequence of the federal government failing to fund proj-
ects in the region.

At a market in Asata, an impoverished city centre district of
Enugu, it is hard to find anyone who supports the government. “Why
can’t you leave a slave to go?” asked vegetable stall holder Victoria
Emelue in response to the question of secession, raising her voice
above the cacophony of traders, shoppers and blaring music. She
said her three children - all graduates in their twenties - had been
unable to find work, prompting her to be fearful about the future. “Of
course I’m in support of Biafra,” said 28-year-old wholesale food trad-
er Uchenna Ede. “If we are freed, the eastern part of Nigeria would
have a huge turnaround.”

A common complaint is that Nigeria’s presidents have tended to
come from the north or southwest - areas dominated by Hausa and
Yoruba people - which, some say, has led to Igbos not being
appointed to influential government positions. The constitution
says there must be a minister from each of Nigeria’s 36 states, but
the presence of a Muslim northerner as president with a Yoruba
vice-president, Yemi Osinbajo, has been cited as evidence that the
north and southwest remain dominant. It’s a reminder of the com-
plex alchemy that brings together 170 million people in Africa’s
most populous nation, split roughly equally between Christians and
Muslims across around 250 ethnic groups, who mostly co-exist
peacefully. Tensions are rising. IPOB campaigners say they are com-
mitted to peaceful protests, but their demonstrations prompted the
military to issue an “unequivocal warning” that efforts to bring
about the “dismemberment of the country” would be crushed.
Chukwunolye said it was unlikely that Igbo anger would result in
bloodshed, in stark contrast to Boko Haram militants who have
killed thousands and displaced 2.1 million people since 2009 in an
attempt to set up an Islamic state in the northeast. “There is no sep-
aratist movement - it is just an agitation by some youth elements,”
he said. “Those who were involved in the thick of the Biafran strug-
gle will never wish to see war again.”  —Reuters
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The conclusions of a secret UN nuclear agency
document leaked six years ago were explo-
sive. Iran, it said, had likely worked on devel-

oping an atomic bomb. Two years later the agency
went public. It detailed a list of alleged activities
based on “credible” evidence that Tehran did work
“relevant to the development of a nuclear explosive
device”. This week, the bitter debate that for years
pitted Iranian denials against US claims of a cover-
up appears set for an anticlimactic ending, with a
final report from the UN’s International Atomic
Energy Agency expected to stop short of proving or
disproving the claims.

And Washington? It now has opted to let bygones
be bygones as it focuses on curbing Tehran’s future
weapons-making prowess. The US has long urged
that Iran not only trim its present nuclear program
but also admit to what it says was past nuclear
weapons work. Iran’s refusal to address those
demands led since 2006 to a series of UN Security
Council resolutions and sanctions against Tehran -
and until recently the latent threat of US, and Israeli
military strikes against Iran’s nuclear facilities.

Those threats have diminished - and
Washington’s priorities have shifted - with the sign-
ing of a July 14 nuclear deal the US engineered with
the Islamic Republic. That deal commits Iran to cut-
ting back for more than a decade on nuclear tech-
nologies that could be used for weapons-making in
exchange for sanctions relief. But Tehran has
warned it might renege if the IAEA report is stacked
against it - and Washington now is signaling that it
is prepared to shut an eye, even if the threat is no
more than bluster.

The long-standing US mantra accused Iran of
“deception and deceit” on the weapons issue. As
late as mid-June, Secretary of State John Kerry said
the IAEA report must “resolve our questions about
it with specificity” before any nuclear-related sanc-
tions on Iran are lifted. Just weeks later, however,
Kerry said Washington is not “fixated on Iran specifi-
cally accounting for what they did at one point in
time or another.” Instead, he said the US is con-
cerned about “going forward”.

The July 14 deal calls on Iran to “fully implement”
the plan with the IAEA to wrap up its investigation.
But it only commits Tehran to timetables in provid-
ing explanations and information of its own choos-
ing to the agency in time to allow the IAEA to draw
up its December report.  It says nothing about the
kind of information required. The IAEA’s 35-nation
board then is scheduled to approve a resolution
drawn up by six nations that signed the deal with
Iran - the US, Russia, China, Britain, France and
Germany - that puts the issue to rest.

Conclusions 
IAEA chief Yukiya Amano has been careful to

diminish expectations, describing his upcoming
report last week as “not black and white”. Long
before he spoke, Iranian officials used those exact
words, suggesting they already know that the
agency’s conclusions won’t be damning. But Iran is
not taking chances. With only a day or two remain-
ing before the report’s publication, Iranian officials
continue to publicly threaten to hold back on com-
mitments to the July 15 deal if the IAEA’s assess-
ment is unfavorable to their country.

Two Western diplomats familiar with the issue
say those same threats have been made in negotia-
tions with IAEA officials. They demanded anonymi-
ty because they are not authorized to discuss the
diplomacy. Iran attaches huge importance to clos-
ing the books on the allegations in its drive to lift all
punitive measures against it and wipe the slate
clean over its nuclear program. Deputy Foreign
Minister Abbas Araghchi made his country’s strate-
gy clear in comments apparently published inad-
vertently and withdrawn shortly after publication in
August. He said his country’s threats “will cause the
Westerners themselves to pressure the IAEA to
wrap up the case as soon as possible, so that the
deal could be implemented”.  —AP 
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Decades after war, new Biafra movement grows

By Kirsten Grieshaber

Just before dawn, a worker shook the
matriarch of the refugee family out of
sleep at their asylum center in a

depressed German town. “Get up and pack
your belongings,” the woman said curtly. “A
taxi will come in an hour and take you away.”
The Syrian woman hastily woke her children,
stuffed their belongings into plastic bags,
and took them out into the cold to wait -
worried about what was coming next after
weeks of heartbreak being shunted from one
squalid refugee center to another. “Will it be
better, will it be worse?” Reem Habashieh,
the family’s eldest daughter, recalled think-
ing. “Every time we get moved to a new,
unknown place we have this twisted pain in
our stomachs because we don’t know what’s
going to happen.”

The Habashiehs - 44-year-old mother
Khawla Kareem; 19-year-old Reem; sons
Mohammed, 18, and Yaman, 15; and 11-year-
old daughter Raghad - fled the war in Syria in
August when fighting hit their neighborhood
in Damascus. The journey took them across
the Mediterranean in an overcrowded dinghy
to Greece, on a grueling trek north across the
Balkans with hundreds of thousands of other
migrants, and finally a last leg in a trafficker’s
minibus to the promised land of Germany’s
capital.

Berlin dazzled them with its cosmopolitan
splendor but the elation didn’t last: Soon they
were sent to the underdeveloped east, where
racism and neo-Nazi activity remain rife. The
Habashiehs are among an unprecedented
wave of asylum seekers - about 950,000 so far
which means there will probably be more
than 1 million by year’s end - who have come
to this rich country seeking a fresh start. Cities
and towns across Germany are struggling to
keep up with the massive demand for accom-
modation, and officials have been working
overtime to handle the huge backlogs of asy-
lum applications. It doesn’t always run so
smoothly.

Since their initial arrival in Germany, the
Habashiehs have been put up in four tempo-
rary housing facilities throughout eastern
Germany. Far-right thugs have spewed hatred
at them. Their days have been filled with
squalor in overcrowded asylum centers, and

soul-sapping boredom as days of indolence
blend one into the other. The Paris attacks
now raise fears of a backlash against Syrian
migrants, even though, Reem said, she and
other refugees thought of the perpetrators as
“sick terrorists using their fake Islam as cover”.
The family’s rushed departure last month from
the town of Heidenau did not have an auspi-
cious beginning. The taxi took them to yet
another temporary shelter in the gritty east-
ern city of Chemnitz - it was a former prison.
Still, they were happy because they got a
room of their own again and didn’t have to
sleep in a big hall with hundreds of other
migrants. Last week, the family was told they
would be transferred once more - again with
no information.

New Home
The Habashiehs ended up in Zwickau, a

small city of 90,000 near the Czech border in
eastern Germany, where they were brought to
a neighborhood of endless communist-era,
prefabricated concrete apartment buildings. It
looked grim, but things suddenly got a lot
brighter: A friendly social worker gave them
the keys to their own apartment, explaining
how to separate the garbage into three differ-

ent bins. He cautioned them to keep the
sound down between 1 and 3 pm in the after-
noon - post-lunch nap time - and after 10 pm,
in line with German noise regulations.

The Habashiehs had a new home. The best
news of all was that the two youngest kids
would be able to start school, while Khawla
Kareem, Reem and Mohammed would enroll in
a daily intensive language class at the city’s
community college. Even Yaman, the 15-year-
old boy, who had been withdrawn and quiet
since their arrival in Germany, suddenly cheered
up. “I’m happy ... We’re independent again,” the
teenager said, as he carefully straightened out
blue-checkered blankets on the metal beds in
the room he shares with his brother.

After less than a week in Zwickau, Yaman
and his sister Raghad have already met the
principal of Humboldt Oberschule high school.
He applauded their basic German skills and
said they would attend daily afternoon classes
to get them up to speed in German before
joining regular classes. One recent afternoon,
the mother was busy in the kitchen cooking,
while her daughters were sprucing up their
still barren three-bedroom apartment with
teddy bears and Christmas decorations that a
boy neighbor had brought over.

Simple Joys
“We’re trying to have our own magical touch-

es,” Reem said excitedly. “We just started looking
for shops to make the place look pretty with all
the girly-girly stuff and make it look just like a
home.” She spoke of the simple joy of sleeping in
her own bed again for the first time since they
left Syria: “It feels great.” In their spare time, the
five have been out to discover the city.

Zwickau, a former coal mining city, was
famous for the production of the East German
Trabant automobile during communist times.
These days, Volkswagen is the biggest employer.
The car company moved in after the breakdown
of Communism in 1989, but hasn’t been able to
fully absorb the jobs losses after the old regime
collapsed. Many residents moved to western
Germany looking for work, which explains why
there are some 7,000 empty apartments that can
be used for asylum seekers.

When the Habashiehs discovered Al Amin, a
tiny Middle Eastern grocery store, they were
overjoyed. With their new monthly living
allowance of around ‚Ç¨1,000 ($1,100) they
stocked up on the food they’d been missing for
so long - zaatar spice mix from Aleppo, dried jute
leaves for mloukhieh stew, as well as sweet dates,
stuffed eggplants and halal meat. Back home,
Khawla Kareem took off her black overcoat, put
on a blue-white glittery shirt and cheerfully
roamed around the kitchen. Soon aromatic
scents filled the whole apartment. As Reem set
the table, the call for the evening prayer sounded
from her smartphone app.

Then the family sat around the table to share
a meal of tabouleh salad, yoghurt with cucum-
ber, garlic and mint as well as a big bowl of rice
mixed with minced beef and peas, followed by
tea, fruit, Arabic coffee and cake. At night, Yaman
lit the shisha, or water pipe, for his mother and
oldest sister. Sitting on the balcony, Reem stared
dreamily at the shisha charcoal glowing in the
dark, listening to the bubbly sound of the pipe,
as she took a deep drag of the apple-flavored
smoke. Just like she did on rare summer nights
back in Damascus, when the war eased for a cou-
ple of days and people went out again to enjoy a
few peaceful hours. “I’ll always be homesick in
some way,” she said thoughtfully. “But in another
way, this starts feeling like home. We all sit
together around the table, eating mom’s food,
talking about the past and what lies ahead for us
in the future.”  —AP

New start for Syrian family in Germany

In this photo taken Nov 10, 2015, Syrian refugees Reem Habashieh, Mohammed
Habashieh, mother Khawla Kareem, Raghad Habashieh and Yaman Habashieh
sit at the table for dinner in their flat in Zwickau, eastern Germany. —AP


