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KANO, Nigeria: Boko Haram’s elusive leader Abubakar
Shekau appeared in a new video yesterday to dispute a claim
that the jihadist group had been routed from its Sambisa
Forest stronghold. “We are safe. We have not been flushed out
of anywhere. And tactics and strategies cannot reveal our
location except if Allah wills by his decree,” Shekau said in the
25-minute video, flanked by masked armed fighters. “You
should not be telling lies to the people,” he said, referring to
Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari,  who said on
Christmas Eve that the extremist group had been defeated
and driven from the forest, its last known bastion.

“If you indeed crushed us, how can you see me like this?
How many times have you killed us in your bogus death?” he
asked. It was not immediately clear where the new video was
shot, but Shekau, who spoke in both Hausa and Arabic, said it
was filmed on Christmas Day.  Shekau last appeared in a video
in September where he disputed a claim by the Nigerian mili-
tary that he had been wounded in battle. He vowed to contin-
ue fighting on until an Islamic state was imposed in northern
Nigeria.  “The war is not over yet. There is still more,” he said,
vowing no “respite” for Nigerians.

He urged followers around the world to “fight and kill infi-
dels.” “Our aim is to establish an Islamic Caliphate and we
have our own Caliphate, we are not part of Nigeria.” Boko
Haram, which last year pledged allegiance to the Islamic State
group, has been in the grip of a power struggle.  The IS high
command said in August that Shekau had been replaced as
leader by Abu Musab Al-Barnawi, the 22-year-old son of Boko
Haram’s founder Mohammed Yusuf.

The fresh video came after Buhari announced that a
months-long military campaign in the 1,300 square-kilometer
forest in northeastern Borno state had led to the “final crush-
ing of Boko Haram terrorists in their last enclave in Sambisa
Forest”. The government in Abuja and the military have fre-
quently claimed victories against the jihadists but access to
the epicenter of the conflict is strictly controlled, making inde-
pendent verification virtually impossible. Attacks have mean-
while continued, casting doubt over claims that Boko Haram
has been defeated, despite undoubted progress in pushing
back the group. Boko Haram is waging a seven-year-old upris-
ing against the Nigerian state that has claimed more than
20,000 lives, with the insurgency spilling over the West African
nation’s borders into neighboring states. The insurgency has
left around 2.6 million people homeless, sparking a dire
humanitarian crisis, with the United Nations warning the
affected region faces the “largest crisis in Africa”. The UN esti-
mates that 14 million people will need external help next year
because of the violence, particularly in Borno State, the
jihadist heartland.—AFP
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Tunisian suspect freed   

in German truck attack 

BERLIN: A 40-year-old Tunisian man who was held on suspi-
cion of being an accomplice of suspected jihadist Berlin truck
attacker Anis Amri has been freed, German prosecutors said
yesterday. Investigations had shown that the unnamed man
detained Wednesday “is not the suspected contact of Anis
Amri,” said a spokeswoman for the federal prosecution service
which handles terrorism cases. “He has therefore been
released from detention,” the spokeswoman, Frauke Koehler,
told a press conference. She confirmed that shortly before
Tunisian Amri steered a lorry through a Berlin Christmas mar-
ket in an attack that killed 12 people, he had sent a mobile
phone voice message and a picture to a contact-but said this
was not the man who had been detained. 

“The investigation into further accomplices or possible
people who knew... will continue at full speed,” Koehler said.
She also said that a video message released four days after the
December 19 rampage, in which Amri is seen swearing alle-
giance to the head of the Islamic State group, Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi, had been judged authentic. And the pistol Amri
used to fire at an Italian police officer before he was shot dead
in Milan last Friday had the same. 22 caliber as a bullet that
was fired inside the cabin of the lorry. Investigators were still
checking whether it was fired from the same handgun. 

The spokeswoman added that the exact cause or time of
death of the truck’s registered Polish driver, Lukasz Urban, still
could not be determined, but that it was “shortly before” the
market attack. —AFP

ISTANBUL: Main Opposition MP’s of People’s Republic Party (CHP) Baris Yardas(5th L) and Sezgin Tanrikulu (4th L) speak
during a press conference at Istanbul’s courthouse.—AFP

ISTANBUL: One of Turkey’s most cele-
brated contemporary novelists
appeared in court for the first time yes-
terday on charges of terror propaganda,
as the authorities detained a leading
investigative journalist over his tweets.
Novelist Asli Erdogan has been held in
jail for 132 days since her detention over
her links to a pro-Kurdish newspaper, in
a case that has caused an international
outcry over freedom of expression in the
country. 

Also on trial in the same case is
Necmiye Alpay, an internationally
prominent linguist who has also made
widely praised translations of Western
novels into Turkish. She has been held
behind bars for 120 days. They were tak-
en into custody in August as part of a
probe into the now shut-down pro-
Kurdish newspaper Ozgur Gundem,
which the authorities regard as a
mouthpiece for the outlawed Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK). Meanwhile the
authorities yesterday detained prize-
winning journalist Ahmet Sik in a sepa-
rate case over a succession of tweets
and articles for an opposition daily. 

Sik was detained on accusations of
making “terror propaganda” and deni-
grating the Turkish Republic, the judi-
cial authorities and police, according
to the state-run Anadolu news agency.
It  said he had been detained over
tweets about the PKK, as well as arti-
cles for the Cumhuriyet opposition dai-
ly that criticized the Turkish secret
services. In a final tweet yesterday
morning Sik wrote: “I am being taken

to prosecutors because of a tweet.”

‘I am a writer’ 
In her defense statement to a packed

court in Istanbul, Asli Erdogan ridiculed
the charges against her and asked for
her release. “I will defend myself as if the
laws existed,” she said, quoted by the
Hurriyet daily. “I am a writer and the pur-
pose of my existence is to tell a story,”
she said. “I am accused of being a mem-
ber of a terror group on the sole basis
that my name is buried in the paper.”
Including Erdogan, 49, and Alpay, 70, a
total of nine suspects linked to Ozgur
Gundem have been charged in the
case.Erdogan is no relation to Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan-the
name is common in Turkey.

She has published several well-
received novels including “The City in
Crimson Cloak”, which has also been
translated into English. “They are being
prosecuted for writings and thoughts
that are in no way reprehensible accord-
ing to Turkish law,” said Baris Yarkadas,
Istanbul MP for the opposition
Republican People’s Party (CHP). Dozens
of people gathered outside the court-
house ahead of the hearing to support
the defendants.”We are here not just to
show solidarity with the accused but
also to defend democracy,” said Murat,
48. “It’s now or never, otherwise it’s too
late and dictatorship is there.”

‘Imam’s Army’ 
Activists worry about a drastically

worsening climate for journalists in

Turkey, in particular since the state of
emergency imposed in the wake of the
July 15 coup. According to the P24
Platform for Independent Journalism,
118 journalists have been arrested dur-
ing the state of emergency, 80 of them
within the coup probe. The author of
several books, Sik is one of the best-
known journalists in the country and
had already endured a lengthy spell in
jail from 2011-2012. He was imprisoned
for 375 days during the investigation
into the so-called Ergenekon alleged
coup plot against the government. 

That case was strongly supported by
Fethullah Gulen, the US-based cleric
whom Ankara blames for the failed
putsch against President Erdogan. But
the convictions were quashed and sus-
pects released amid accusations Gulen
had perverted the process. He has won
numerous awards, including the
UNESCO/Guillermo Cano World Press
Freedom Prize in 2014. Sik’s books
include notably one of the few full-scale
investigations into the group of Gulen,
the former ally of Erdogan and now his
arch foe. 

The book, called “The Imam’s Army”
examines how Gulen supporters infil-
trated the Turkish bureaucracy and
built up an alliance with the ruling par-
ty that has since collapsed. The book
had not even been published when Sik
was arrested in March 2011 and was
eventually released in November 2011
under the title “000Kitap” (“000Book”),
causing a sensation with its author still
in jail.—AFP
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