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ASSAGA: In a shed at the heart of the Assaga
refugee camp in southeast Niger, around 50
children sing and dance, masking the deep
emotional trauma inflicted on them by Boko
Haram. Nearby, little girls who fled the brutal
Islamists in neighboring Nigeria huddle
around jigsaw puzzles, while barefoot young
boys in ragged clothes or shirtless play foot-
ball and table tennis.

The camp has no school, but staff from UN
agencies and specialized charities do their
best to help the youngsters, who make up the
majority of the around 6,000 refugees here
who were routed from their villages by Boko
Haram. Special help is being provided by psy-
chologists to 1,011 of the children, seen as
among the most vulnerable victims of the vio-
lence, to adapt to a new life, often in the wake
of terrible events. “Many children were wit-
nesses or the direct victims of atrocities by
Boko Haram,” says Adama Cossimbo, head of
the psychological help centre financed by the

Italian non-governmental organization
COOPI. “Boko Haram forced some children to
watch their mothers or sisters being raped,” a
UN relief worker says. “Others saw their father
or their brother having his throat slit.” The
trauma was so severe for some that when
they first arrived in Assaga, they would not
eat or speak, he adds.

‘On the right path’ 
According to COOPI, many of the children

show signs of mental illness. “We’re develop-
ing games and activities to strengthen their
resilience after the trauma they’ve endured,”
says Cossimbo, who works with a psycholo-
gist and teachers. Along with sports and
games, relief workers give puzzles and memo-
ry quizzes to the children cared for at the cen-
tre. Two months on, Cossimbo is optimistic.
“They sing and seem to be their old cheerful
selves... We’re on the right path towards their
‘reconstruction’,” he claims with pride. Nine-
year-old Ali lost part of his family in a Boko

Haram raid and has said nothing for days on
end, but he manages to whisper: “I escaped
from Boko Haram and I feel good here.” 

For Ali’s father, wealthy bell pepper grower
Elhadj Gremah, forced exile is sheer “humilia-
tion”.

“In the village, my children had all they
needed to eat. Here they don’t go to school
and they sometimes sleep on empty stom-
achs,” he complains. At Assaga, huts support-
ed with tree branches compete with stan-
dard-issue tents provided by the United
Nations. First created by UN staff three
months ago, the camp looks like a shanty-
town.

‘Severe security crisis’ 
The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimates

that some 1.4 million children have fled
Islamist attacks in Nigeria and neighboring
Niger, Cameroon and Chad in the past five
months. These regional nations have joined

forces against Boko Haram as the Islamists
have launched bloody cross-border raids.
“The flow of refugees and the lack of
resources seriously compromise our ability to
provide vital aid on the ground,” the UN
agency recently reported.

During a visit to the Diffa zone in mid-
September, Toby Lanzer, the UN regional
humanitarian coordinator for the Sahel,
remarked on the “very severe security crisis” at
Assaga. “The situation here is atrocious,” he
added. “People are traumatized.” Diffa has for
three years been confronted with food short-
ages because of successive periods of drought
and floods. The arrival of about 150,000
refugees since 2013 has worsened the situa-
tion for local poor people. “We have to act
right now to save lives,” insists Rotimy
Djossaya, the local chief of the American NGO
CARE. The authorities warn that Niger, a
deeply poor country, could face another food
crisis in 2016 because of a poor harvest. —AFP 

Boko Haram victims learn to smile again

ROME: Eritrean refugees wave as they board an Italian Financial police aircraft which will take them to Sweden, at Rome’s Ciampino airport. —AP 

First asylum seekers leave 
under EU relocation plan

Scheme to ease burden of migrant crisis
ROME: A small group of Eritreans left Italy for
Sweden yesterday, the first contingent of asylum
seekers to be relocated under a much-contested
European Union scheme to ease the burden of
the migration crisis on frontline countries.
Grinning shyly before the media, 19 young
Eritreans-five women and 14 men-waved and
blew kisses as they boarded a small propeller
plane at Rome’s Ciampino airport after hugging
members of the Red Cross and UN Refugee
agency goodbye.

“Today is an important day for the European
Union, it is a day of victory... for those who
believe in Europe, for those who believed in sav-
ing human l ives,”  Ital ian Interior Minister
Angelino Alfano told journalists after the depar-
ture. “It is a defeat for those who claim it is better
for the Mediterranean to become a lake of
death... and believe that scaring the European
people is the way forward,” he added.

The scheme follows months of tensions over
the more than 600,000 people who have flooded
into Europe this year. EU migration commission-
er Dimitris Avramopoulos and Luxembourg min-
ister Jean Asselborn, whose country holds the EU
presidency, were in Rome to launch the reloca-
tion of 160,000 refugees from Italy and Greece to
other member states in the 28-nation bloc over
the next two years.

Baby drowns off Greece 
The plan, which hopes to help ease the bloc’s

worst migration crisis since World War II, was
only given the green light after Brussels flatly
overruled stiff opposition from Eastern European
nations. “This is a tangible example of what we
can do when we work together. We are nations
of immigrants and we’ve made an important
step forwards,” Avramopoulos said, adding that
it showed “Italy is not alone”.

Alfano said Italy was ready to relocate 100
more asylum seekers who would go to Germany
and the Netherlands, and the UNHCR said further
relocations would take place from Italy at the
beginning of next week. “This is a significant day,
a positive and important one,” the UN refugee
agency’s southern Europe spokeswoman,
Carlotta Sami, told AFP. “But we know more must
be done. There is a great need for measures to
be put in place to allow (asylum seekers) to arrive
in Europe safely,” she said, referring to perilous
boat crossings in the Mediterranean which have
cost over 3,000 people their lives this year alone
as many flee wars and persecution.

A baby thought to be about a year old was
the latest victim, drowning off the Greek island
of Lesbos during the night when a dinghy carry-
ing about 55 Syrians from Turkey began sinking
in the dark, Greece’s ministry of shipping said
yesterday.—AFP 

BALATONFURED: Solidarity with
refugees escaping war must not over-
shadow concerns about human traffick-
ing and the threat from extremists,
Hungary’s president said yesterday. While
“the humanitarian aspects are very impor-
tant, especially with the coming winter ...
we would be making a big political mis-
take if  we neglect the criminal and
national security aspects of this migration
wave,” Janos Ader said.

Ader spoke in the resort town of
Balatonfured during a meeting of the so-
called Visegrad Group, which also
includes Poland, the Czech Republic and
Slovakia. The president of Croatia also
attended. Polish President Andrzej Duda
emphasized that the European Union’s
plan to distribute 120,000 refugees on a
per-country quota was “not an effective
solution” to the migrant crisis,  even
though Poland voted in favor of the EU
scheme.

Duda said the large number of
migrants reaching Croatia, Hungary, Italy
or Greece was “a problem of the whole
European Union and that is how this issue
should be approached.” Although the
other Visegrad countries have agreed to
send police and soldiers to help patrol
Hungary’s border with Croatia - an unusu-
al action that would see troops from EU
countries at the border of a fellow EU
member - Croatian President Kolinda
Grabar-Kitarovic avoided expressing an
opinion.

The foreign troops will help Hungary
patrol a fence protected with razor wire it
is building on the border with Croatia to
control the flow of migrants. A similar
fence completed Sept 15 on the border
with Serbia has forced thousands of
migrants every day to detour through
Croatia to reach Hungary, from where
they travel on to Germany and other rich-
er EU destinations. While the fence on the
Croatian border is practically finished, too,
Hungary said it would not clamp down
until consultations with Germany and
Austria, among others. —AP 
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