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South Africa blighted by 
racially charged murders

Rural crime epidemic inflames political, racial tensions

Established 1961 

TZANEEN: “They beat him with a pole... and you could
hear the bones breaking,” said Debbie Turner, recounting
her husband’s murder in a slow, defiant voice. She refuses
to talk about him in the past tense and sleeps with a photo
of him close by. “I miss him so terribly-it’s just so hard,”
she said, sitting in front of the frail-care unit that has been
her home since the attack
at their farm. Robert
“Oki” Turner, 66, was
beaten to death before
her eyes six months ago
on their isolated stretch
of mountain land in South
Africa’s northeastern
Limpopo province. He
was one of the latest vic-
tims of a long campaign
of violence against the
country’s farmers who
are largely white.

The rural crime epi-
demic has inflamed political and racial tensions nearly a
quarter-of-a-century after the fall of apartheid. Farm mur-
ders are just one issue that reveals how South Africa is
struggling with violence, an economic slowdown and divi-
sions along race lines. The Turners moved to the verdant
region, half-way between Kruger national park and
Zimbabwe, some 30 years ago. On their property, which
spans dozens of acres, they grew gum trees which they
sold to craftsmen or for firewood.

“Until about four or five years ago, we were very open.
We didn’t have a key for our house-we would go away and
nothing would have happened,” she said. But then the
extreme violence that had long afflicted major cities
engulfed rural areas like theirs. Break-ins, hostage takings
and killings became common-with attackers often making
off with just a few hundred rand (less than $20), a mobile
phone or a hunting rifle. The Turners were targeted after
nightfall on June 14 when two armed men stormed their
farm. Debbie was alone after her husband stepped out to
fix a water tap.

Savagely beaten
“They said ‘we want money’. I said I haven’t got mon-

ey,” recounted Debbie.  “They dragged me all over the
house and put me under the shower and turned it on and
left me for 15 minutes. “Then they decided to try to rape
me. I said ‘please don’t rape me, I’ve got HIV’.” Some time

later, Oki was found slumped motionless covered in blood
after being savagely beaten by the attackers searching for
the key to the couple’s safe. He died in hospital a few hours
later. Dozens of white farmers are murdered in similar cir-
cumstances in South Africa every year. In the absence of
detailed statistics, the scope and scale of the crimes has

become a battleground.
AfriForum, a pressure

group that advocates on
behalf of the country’s
nine-percent-strong white
population, is one of the
forces seeking to shape
the debate around farm
murders. “Farmers are liv-
ing in remote areas, they
are far from police sta-
tions,” said the group’s
vice president, Ernst Roets.
“There are political factors
that play a role here. We

are concerned about hate speech, political leaders who...
would say for example ‘the white farmers should be
blamed for everything’.” He is particularly damning of
Julius Malema, the firebrand leader of South Africa’s radi-
cal left, who has called on his followers to “retake the land”
from whites.

In 2012 President Jacob Zuma sang a struggle-era song
containing the words “shoot the farmer, shoot the Boer”.
Agriculture, like much of South Africa’s economy, remains
in the hands of the white descendants of colonial-era set-
tlers. White farmers control 73 percent of arable land in
the country compared with 85 percent when apartheid
ended in 1994, according to a recent study.  Calls for “radi-
cal economic transformation” to benefit the black majority
have gained traction as unemployment has soared. They
are frequently coupled with accusations that the white
minority control a disproportionate share of the nation’s
wealth.

‘We built this country’ 
That narrative has alarmed many white rural communi-

ties. “We’re being hunted,” said Pauli, a 43-year-old farmer
who declined to give her surname. More militant white
farmers describe the violence they face as “genocide” and
use the casually racist rhetoric of the apartheid era.”They
(black people) truly think that we have stolen the country
from them,” Limpopo-based farmer Gerhardus Harmse

said. “We built this country, show me anything, any place
that the blacks built there isn’t any. They cannot build, they
destroy.” The radical fringe has become increasingly vocal.
Last month, some supporters flew the flag of the old
white-minority government during a protest against farm
murders. The demonstration called on the government to
guarantee farmers special protection-something that
police minister Fikile Mbalula categorically refused.  

“All deaths of all South Africans must be met with dis-
gust,” wrote Mbalula in a Twitter post. “My problem is
that farm murders are radicalized and politicized.” While
black farmers have so far been largely reluctant to march
with their white colleagues, they face many of the same
risks. “We don’t feel protected by the government,” said
Vuyo Mahlati, president of the African Farmers
Association of South Africa. “We need to deal with every-

one trying to utilize farming as a centre of a right-wing
political discourse. That we are not going to allow.”

‘I will go back’
Feeling abandoned by the government, many white

farmers have taken steps to protect themselves. Some
patrol their land under moonlight, pistols tucked into their
belts, to deter would-be attackers.  Others undergo com-
mando training in anticipation of the worst. Among them is
Marli Swanepoel, 37, who owns a farm in Limpopo. “You
have to be prepared. You have to protect yourself,” said
the mother-of-three. Hans Bergmann was recently assault-
ed on his farm, but takes a different approach. Some weeks
ago, armed men broke in to rob his safe, tied him up and
shot him in the foot. “In South Africa everybody thinks
farmers have a lot of money,” he said. —AFP

KIRKUK: Jihadists have killed 45 people around the Iraqi
town of Hawija in the nearly three months since the govern-
ment declared its “liberation” from the Islamic State group,
police said yesterday. The Iraqi government declared victory
at the start of October over IS jihadists in Hawija, their last
urban stronghold in the country located about 300 kilometers
north of Baghdad. Since then, “at least 45 members of the
security forces and civilians have been killed in IS attacks,”
said a senior police officer in Kirkuk province.

Over the same period, “the Hashed al-Shaabi pro-govern-
ment militia, police and paramilitary units have killed 288
jihadists and arrested another 55,” the officer told AFP. Iraqi
military expert Sarmad al-Bayati said the presence of the
jihadists “still represents a real threat to the region”. Bayati
said the IS extremists hide during day but “have total control
of certain areas at night.” According to jihadist expert Hisham
Al-Hashemi, around 3,000 members of the Iraqi security
forces were stretched thin over 18,000 square kilometers - an
area larger than Kuwait.

Bayati said the jihadists were still carrying out “attacks and
kidnappings and because of that, many displaced people are
refusing to return home”. A senior police official who spoke to
AFP on condition of anonymity said Iraqi forces had “concen-
trated on the town and main roads during the operation to liber-
ate Hawija”. “Some jihadists surrendered” during the assault but
others took refuge in the Hamrin mountains, valleys and under-
ground hideouts, the official added. Those who stayed behind
had no other choice but to fight to the death, according to an
Iraqi army general who also wanted to remain anonymous.

They “threaten residents who have family members in the
security forces or who provide information to the troops. They
have already killed several,” said the general. —AFP

Latest victim 
of violent 
campaign 

against farmers

Jihadists kill 45 
since ‘liberation’ 
of Iraq’s Hawija

TZANEEN: Craig Koppen of private security company Canine Security takes the dogs out for
a training session in Tzaneen, South Africa. A long campaign of violence against the coun-
try’s farmers, who are largely white, has inflamed political and racial tensions nearly a quar-
ter-of-a-century after the fall of apartheid.—AFP 

Russian government
defends opposition 
leader’s election ban
MOSCOW: The Kremlin yesterday rejected concerns that its decision to
ban opposition leader Alexei Navalny from running against President
Vladimir Putin in a March election could undermine the vote’s legitimacy.
The European Union weighed in to the controversy meanwhile, warning
that the ban cast “serious doubt” on the election. Russia’s Central Election
Commission on Monday rejected Navalny’s bid to take on Putin in the
March presidential poll, citing a controversial embezzlement conviction.

The 41-year-old lawyer maintains that the case against him is political-
ly motivated. He urged his supporters to stage a “vote strike” instead.
Navalny is seen by many as the only Russian opposition leader who
stands a fighting chance of challenging Putin. Observers have expressed
concern that barring Navalny from running would affect the legitimacy of
the March poll and could affect voter turnout. “We cannot agree with this
point of view,” Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov told reporters yesterday.
He insisted that barring Navalny from running “can in no way affect the
legitimacy of the election”.

Peskov also said any calls to boycott the election should be “rigorously
studied”-a thinly veiled threat of punishment. EU external services
spokeswoman Maja Kocijancic said the ban on Navalny “casts a serious
doubt on political pluralism in Russia and the prospect of democratic
elections next year”, in a statement yesterday. “Politically-motivated
charges should not be used against political participation,” she said. “We

expect the Russian authorities to ensure that there is a level playing field,
including in the presidential elections that will take place on 18 March.”

Navalny has built a robust protest movement in the face of persistent
harassment and jumped through multiple hoops as he stumped for votes
across the country. On Sunday, more than 15,000 supporters from 20
cities formally endorsed his nomination bid. Earlier this month, Putin clear-
ly indicated that Navalny would not be allowed to run.  Asked why, Putin -
who has refused to mention Navalny by name in public-said the opposi-
tion was hoping for a “coup” but would not succeed.—AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny walks
along a street in Moscow, after the election commission
rejected his presidential bid. —AFP 

Mexican police 
arrest suspect in 
journalist murder 
MEXICO CITY: A man alleged to be
behind the murder this year of a crime
reporter in northern Mexico has been
arrested by federal police, Chihuahua state
Governor Javier Corral said in a statement
yesterday. The suspect, identified as Juan
Carlos Moreno Ochoa, alias “El Larry”,
was detained in the neighboring border
state of Sonora on Monday and was
allegedly the “intellectual author” of the

murder of journalist Miroslava Breach, the
statement said. Breach was shot several
times as she drove out of her garage on
March 23. One of her children was with her
in the car, but was not hurt.

A man alleged to be the gunman in
Breach’s murder, Ramon Andres Zavala,
was assassinated last week in Sonora,
Corral’s statement said. Moreno Ochoa
was scheduled to be brought before a
judge later on Monday to begin proceed-
ings against him, the statement said.
Reuters was unable to locate Moreno
Ochoa’s lawyer. At least 16 journalists have
been killed in Mexico in the last three years,
and 43 since 1992, making Mexico one of
the world’s most dangerous countries for
reporters, according to the Committee to
Project Journalists. —Reuters

Nigeria army 
thwarts Boko 
Haram attack 
KANO: Boko Haram jihadists made a
failed Christmas Day attempt to
attack Nigeria’s major northeast city
of Maiduguri as they were pushed out
by Nigerian soldiers after a prolonged
gun battle, military and militia sources
said. The jihadists in “several” pickup
trucks opened fire on a military
checkpoint on the Molai outskirts of
the city at around 5:30 pm on
Monday, triggering a gun fight that
lasted for more than an hour. “The
terrorists came in several pickups and
engaged troops at Molai who fought
and repelled the attack with aerial
support,” said a senior military officer
in Maiduguri. “It was clear they want-
ed to overrun the checkpoint and
enter the city to cause mayhem,” said
the military officer who requested
anonymity.

The gunmen used the cover of a
convoy of civilian vehicles under mili-
tary escort returning from the town of
Damboa, 90 kilometers away, to
launch the attack, said Ibrahim Liman,
a militia leader assisting the Nigerian
army in fighting the Islamists. “One of
the Boko Haram vehicles infiltrated
the middle section of a civilian con-
voy...and engaged soldiers,” Liman
said. Boko Haram reinforcements lurk-

ing in the nearby Cashew Plantation
and Jiddari Polo areas joined in the
battle, Liman added. The fighting
prompted Molai residents to flee into
Maiduguri and the influx caused panic
among residents.

Troop reinforcements from the city
were deployed to Molar and helped in
repelling the attack, the military
source said. It was not possible to
immediately establish the number of
casualties as the scene of the fighting
was cordoned off by troops after the
gunmen were pushed out at 7:20 pm,
Liman said.  Security had been tight-
ened in Maiduguri for the Christmas
weekend in anticipation of possible
Boko Haram attacks. Police issued a
statement asking residents to be vigi-
lant and report suspicious persons
and abandoned objects to security
personnel.    

Earlier Monday, troops in nearby
Yobe state gunned down 10 jihadists
who tried to attack a military post on
a highway linking the two states,
according to militia leader Mustapha
Karimbe. “Soldiers killed 10 of the
terrorists and recovered four pickups
while the rest fled,” Karimbe said.
Boko Haram’s eight-year insurgency
has killed 20,000 people and dis-
placed 2.6 million more in Nigeria. In
recent months attacks on military and
civilian targets as well as raids on
remote villages in the northeast have
increased. The surge in attacks has
been attributed to Boko Haram’s des-
perate search for much-needed
weapons and food supplies following
military offensives which cut off the
militants’ supply routes.—AFP 


