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One year after a massive attack ranked among
the worst in Boko Haram’s six-year insurgency,
the residents of Baga in northeast Nigeria say

their home is a ghost town. The militants razed the
fishing hub on the shores of Lake Chad in a four-day
assault beginning Jan 3 last year, forcing thousands
from their homes and killing hundreds of others.
Unlike other Boko Haram attacks, which often go vir-
tually unnoticed outside Nigeria, the Baga massacre
made headlines around the world after it was report-
ed 2,000 people lost their l ives in the raid and
Amnesty International released satellite images show-
ing the ravaged town.

With its charred houses and shuttered businesses,
it is hard to believe Baga used to be a lively trading
centre of 200,000 people, where merchants would
travel to sell cattle, leather goods and trade fresh pro-
duce. “Baga is still deserted, we are all living in camps
and homes of friends and relatives in Maiduguri
because we are scared of returning home,”
Muhammad Alhaji Bukar, a displaced Baga resident,
told AFP.

The Nigerian military reclaimed Baga in March and
troops patrol its dusty streets today. But the town’s
enduring emptiness - under 1,000 people are living
there now - highlights how difficult it is to get people
back home and restore peace to the battered north-
east region. In June, destitute residents of Baga and
surrounding villages started trickling back to fish,
encouraged by military victories winning territory
back from the jihadists. The fisherman would sell their
catch of catfish and African bonytongue in the key
northeast city of Maiduguri, the spiritual home of the
insurgency and the restive capital of Borno state.

In the window of calm, about 5,000 residents
returned to Baga. But the peace did not last long. In
July, Boko Haram ambushed a lorry carrying people
returning home, killing eight Baga residents. In the
days that followed, the militants slit the throats of sev-
eral fishermen and killed farmers who had returned to
harvest their melons.

‘We Can’t Return’ 
The Nigerian army and forces from neighboring

countries, have over the past year been able to flush
Boko Haram out from captured towns, but is not able
to stop the jihadists from regrouping in the surround-
ing villages and bush. Spurned not crushed, the mili-
tants had found cover near Baga in the little islands
lined with tall grass that dot the freshwater lake. As
Bukar Kori, head of the Baga’s traders union, put it:
“We can’t return to Baga yet, it is still not safe, espe-
cially with Boko Haram lurking on nearby islands.” 

Today, an estimated 700 people are living in Baga,
with the majority the town’s former residents staying
in Maiduguri. Its population has almost doubled from
two million since 2009, when Boko Haram embarked
on its bloody quest to establish an independent
Islamic state in Nigeria. The extremist insurgency has
forced over 2.5 million people - just over the popula-
tion of Paris - living in the Lake Chad Basin to flee
from their homes, according to a December report
issued by USAID, a United States government human-
itarian agency. 

While the Nigerian government insists that Boko
Haram has been “largely” defeated going into 2016,
the jihadist group continues to wreak havoc by send-
ing out suicide bombers, sometimes in droves. Last
Sunday in an attack lasting 48 hours, the militants
invaded Maiduguri unleashing “dozens” of suicide
bombers, killing 22 people.

The Nigerian government has acknowledged the
monumental task of getting displaced people like
those in Baga back home, but has not yet given a con-
crete plan on how to tackle the issue. “There is still a
lot of work to be done in the area of security,”
President Muhammadu Buhari said in a New Year’s
statement. “This government will not consider the
matter concluded until the terrorists have been com-
pletely routed and normalcy restored to all parts of
the country.”

Boko Haram’s insurgency has killed 17,000 people
in Nigeria, Africa’s most populous nation, damaging
millions of dollars of infrastructure at a time when the
country is facing a cash crush as a result of the plung-
ing price of oil.  —AFP
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Baga a ghost town 
a year after Boko 
Haram massacre

By Dr James J Zogby

The twin conflicts raging in Iraq and Syria have unleashed an
unsettling dynamic that is transforming both the Middle East
and the world beyond this deeply troubled region. What is

clear is that there is no end in sight to either of these conflicts and
that the consequences of the continuing fighting are so profound
that is no simple solution that will, any time soon, restore normalcy
to either country or to the broader region. As difficult as it may be to
ingest, it is imperative to recognize that a “new normal” has been cre-
ated which policy makers must recognize and to which they must
respond accordingly.  

Even before the advent of ISIS, Iraq had already experienced
massive population transfers that occurred during the civil war that
followed America’s foolish invasion and occupation of the country. A
Shia-led sectarian government had been ushered in by the US, giv-
ing Iran new influence over Iraqi affairs. Sunni and Shia neighbor-
hoods had been largely “ethnically cleansed”. Minority communities
had been removed from ancestral homes. And the Kurdish con-
trolled region had been given all but formal independence over its
internal and external affairs. Meanwhile the disenfranchised Sunni
Arab population had become so marginalized and embittered by
the behavior of the Shia-led government that many fell prey to the
lure of the extremist militias. 

At the peak of the conflict, one-fifth of Iraq’s population had
become either refugees or internally displaced persons (IPD). Since
then, some Iraqis have returned to their country though not to their
homes, but recent fighting has created a new wave of both refugees
and IDPs. At present, about one half million Iraqis are registered as
refugees, while almost four million are IDPs. It was a massive and
prolonged drought that first displaced large segments of Syria’s pop-
ulation. It was this displacement and the mishandling of it by the
corrupt and brutal regime in Damascus that precipitated that coun-
try’s now four-year long war. Like Iraq, Syria’s war has become a sec-
tarian conflict. 

At last count, one-half of Syria’s population have become
refugees or IDPs, with over four million having left the country and
nearly eight million displaced within Syria. More than two million
have fled to Turkey, more than one million are in Lebanon, and
about three-quarters of a million are in Jordan.

While most of these Syrians are housed in camps in Turkey and
Jordan, hundreds of thousands of Syrians have settled in Turkey’s
larger cities where they have opened businesses and are attempting
to create a new life for their families. In addition, the fighting in Syria

has unsettled the Kurdish regions of both Syria and Turkey. Kurdish
victories against ISIS in Syria have provoked the Turkish government
which has long opposed any moves toward Kurdish independence.
This has spawned increased repression against Turkey’s Kurds. This
conflict has created new refugees and IDP’s.  

The situation in Lebanon is quite different. Because that country
did not authorize the creation of formal camps, the Syrians who
flooded across Lebanon’s borders have spread out across the coun-
try renting apartments or setting up informal structures. They have
found work and are sending their children to school. The pressures
on tiny Lebanon have become enormous - straining the country’s
capacity and its infrastructure to its limit. Schools are overcrowded,
medical services and social services are in short supply, as are water
and electricity. In addition, Lebanon’s population, at first receptive to
the influx of their neighbors fleeing war, have become resentful as
they have witnessed increases in prices for basic commodities, hous-
ing shortages, and dramatic increases in Lebanese unemployment
and poverty. 

So unbearable has the situation become for Syrians and Iraqis
fleeing their countries’ conflicts that many have sought to make their
way to Europe. They have joined Afghans, Palestinians, and Libyans
and other Africans who have risked all attempting to reach Europe,
by land or sea, in order to start a new life. This flow of humanity has
grown into a massive wave with best estimates putting the number
of refugees in Europe at one million and growing each month. 

In addition to this migration of refugees northward has been a
steady southward flow of thousands of alienated and radicalized
Europeans seeking to join the extremist groups in Syria and Iraq.
Nativists have sought to conflate the two population flows in an
effort to buttress their anti-immigrant/Muslim campaign resulting
in the growth of right-wing xenophobic movements across the
continent.  

New Realities 
All too often, when refugee crises occur, they are seen as short-

term problems requiring temporary solutions. However, all signs
point to the fact that this will not be the case with regard to Syria
and Iraq. These crises will not end any time soon and the new reali-
ties that have been created are not easily reversible and will only
grow as the conflicts continue. 

Syria and Iraq will not return to the status quo ante. If peace is
restored in either country, they will, at best, be imperfect and ten-
tative arrangements. ISIS must be defeated, but there are dozens
of other armed sectarian gangs that are currently the dominant

forces on the ground in several parts of both countries that will not
be inclined to support the emergence of a tolerant, welcoming
pluralistic social and political order. In the best case scenario, Iraq
and Syria will remain divided countries. It will take decades to
reconstruct their infrastructures and economies and even longer
to build inter-communal trust and social cohesion. 

As difficult as it will be for the neighboring countries to
accept, the bulk of refugees currently in their midst will remain.
Tens of thousands of Syrians and Iraqis are being born each year
in these countries and hundreds of thousands of children are
growing up knowing no home but those they have found in
exile. Lebanon and Jordan, for example, will need to accommo-
date themselves to the long-term, and even permanent presence
of Syrian communities within their nations. And Turkey is going
to have to come to grips with long-repressed Kurdish aspirations
for self-determination. 

Europe, too, must deal with the reality of this “new normal”. The
refugees who are within their borders are not going to disappear
and despite the ranting of European nativists it will neither be pos-
sible to stop the flow of new refugees coming across their borders
or to “put them on trains and send them back”.  

Europe will also need to recognize that it is not migration that
breeds extremism, it is the failure of many countries to fully incor-
porate immigrants as productive equal citizens in their societies.
Persistent discrimination and unemployment are the drivers that
breed the alienation that makes young European, immigrants
susceptible to the lure of radical ideologies. This problem will
only be exacerbated by the rightward drift of some European
governments. 

It is important that international coalitions have formed to
defeat ISIS and to find political solutions to Iraq and Syria. But as
President Obama has proposed, the United Nations should also
convene an emergency summit to address the challenges that
have been created by the refugee crisis. In addition to addressing
the material needs of the refugees, attention must be paid to the
material and political needs of the host countries to assist them in
adapting to the pressures resulting from the “new normal”. With or
without peace, the refugee flows have created new realities that
are changing the demographic maps of the Middle East and
Europe. The sooner we recognize and address the requirements of
accommodating ourselves to these new realities the better it will
be for the refugees and for their host countries. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab American
Institute

The ‘new normal’
Washington Watch

By Aminu Abubakar

By David Ingram, Noeleen Walder 
and John McCrank

Civil lawsuits accusing Bill Cosby of sex abuse
and defamation could do major damage to
the entertainer’s wealth, regardless of how a

criminal prosecution plays out, lawyers who have
handled similar cases said on Thursday. Cosby,
who has been accused by more than 50 women of
sexually abusing them in incidents dating back
decades, was charged in suburban Philadelphia on
Wednesday in the only criminal case he has faced.
The actor and comedian is charged with aggravat-
ed indecent assault against one of the women, a
second-degree felony carrying a maximum penal-
ty of 10 years in prison and a $25,000 fine.

The financial assets of the entertainer, who per-
sonified the model American family man in a long-
running hit television show, are more at risk from
at least seven ongoing civil suits that have been
filed or joined by 13 women. Cosby, 78, has denied
the criminal and civil allegations. He has sued
some of his accusers for defamation, and his
lawyers have questioned their motives, suggesting
they are after money.

A loss in the civil litigation could be very costly
for Cosby, whose career made him one of the
wealthiest people in the US entertainment indus-
try, several plaintiffs lawyers not involved in the
suits said. Jury awards in cases where a person has
claimed sex abuse or defamation can run into the
tens of millions of dollars, not including his legal
fees. “This is going to be enormously expensive for
Cosby,” said Paul Callan, a New York lawyer who
successfully represented the estate of retired

American football player O J Simpson’s ex-wife in a
civil case after Simpson was acquitted in her
killing.

Particularly Vulnerable
In a statement on Wednesday, a lawyer for

Cosby, Monique Pressley, denounced the charges
as unjustified and said Cosby would be exonerat-
ed. A spokesman for Cosby declined to comment
on Thursday. The allegations against Cosby - with
so many accusers claiming they were
drugged before he allegedly sexually
assaulted them - mean he is particularly
vulnerable to civil punitive damages, the
lawyers said. Punitive awards are meant
to punish and deter a defendant, while
compensatory awards cover actual
costs of plaintiffs.

Various media estimates have put
Cosby’s net worth at between $380 mil-
lion and $450 million in recent years. His
ability to pay is likely to be a factor in a
civil award or settlement, lawyers said.
“Any jury assessing this starts with, what
amount of money punishes him given his net
worth?” said Brad Edwards, a Florida lawyer
who represents sex abuse plaintiffs. “Even if you
said $20 million, you’re talking about a fraction
of his net worth,” he added, so a jury could go
even higher in determining a punitive award.

Big US jury awards have to survive review
by judges. Some states cap awards, and a
punitive award generally must be less than 10
times the compensatory award. In court
papers filed on Dec 14 in one suit, Cosby’s

lawyers said women suing Cosby in Massachusetts
are “engaged in a campaign to assassinate Mr
Cosby’s reputation and character” in order to
“extract financial gain.”

Lower Standard of Proof
The mounting allegations harmed Cosby’s

finances long before the criminal charge this week.
Television networks have pulled reruns of the once

wildly successful sitcom “The Cosby
Show, streaming video service

Netflix Inc canceled a planned
special featuring Cosby in

2014, and the network
NBC, which Cosby once
tried to buy in 1992 as

part of a group of
investors, can-

celed plans for
a new televi-
sion show fea-
turing him.

S e ve r a l
stops on

Cosby’s early
2015 comedy

tour, titled “Far
From Finished,”
were canceled,
while others

attracted pro-
testers and hecklers.

In July, Walt Disney Co
removed a bust of

Cosby from its

Hollywood Studios theme park near Orlando,
Florida. Two of the pending civil suits allege that
Cosby abused women. They were filed in
California. Five others filed in California,
Massachusetts and Pennsylvania say Cosby
defamed women by denying what they said pub-
licly. One suit has seven plaintiffs.

Plaintiffs in civil suits have a lower standard
of proof to meet than prosecutors do in criminal
cases. If Cosby loses a defamation case it could
be just as costly as the loss of a sex abuse case
because a jury would see defamation as “revic-
timization”, said John Manly, a California lawyer
who represents sex abuse plaintiffs. “For a trial
lawyer, it’s a distinction without a difference,” he
said. Cosby could ask that the civil suits be put
on hold pending a criminal trial, but judges
might not agree, in part because Cosby counter-
sued some accusers, said Edwards, the Florida
lawyer.

In July, a New York jury rejected allegations
by a woman that the chief executive of her for-
mer investment firm had assaulted her, but the
jury still awarded her $18 million after agreeing
she had been sexually harassed, retaliated
against and defamed. A win in the criminal case
would not mean Cosby is off the hook. Manly,
the California lawyer, said it could even add to
public outrage and prompt a jury to award large
damages. If his financial future were under seri-
ous threat from the civil cases, Cosby may not
find that bankruptcy court offers much protec-
tion. Court judgments based on intentional
actions do not get wiped away like other debts,
the lawyers said. —Reuters

Cosby faces financial threat from lawsuits


