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KANO: Ummi Hassan sat on the trunk of a felled tree, her eyes
fixed on her bulging belly. She was just weeks away from giving
birth but tears rolled down her cheeks. “I was in love with a sol-
dier who got me pregnant,” she said recently on the outskirts of
the Borno state capital, Maiduguri, in northeast Nigeria. “He was
redeployed when I was two months pregnant,” she explained.
Ummi, 18, and her army lover kept in touch by telephone and
she hoped to join him one day to bring up their baby in the eco-
nomic capital Lagos, 1,200 kilometers away in the southwest.

But she said her dreams were crushed when he refused to
provide money for her antenatal care. “I don’t have food to eat, I
only eat what I get from friends,” she added. Ahmed Bolori, the
coordinator of local charity the Fa’ash Foundation, said the
teenager was one of “hordes” of young women seduced by sol-
diers sent to the northeast to fight Boko Haram. “A lot of young
women have been impregnated by military officers who take
advantage of these women,” he said. “Before the pregnancy is
detected the military officer is posted to another place and he
cannot be traced.”

‘Not reachable’   
Kaltime Ari, also 18, said the father of her young son was

also a soldier. He gave her money for an abortion but she
refused to go through with it, she said. “I was four months
pregnant when he left and I don’t know where he is now. His

phone is not reachable.” Amina Mohammed’s soldier
boyfriend was redeployed to northern Borno state when she
was three months pregnant with her son, Umar. Now aged
two, the toddler has never seen his father. “His colleague took
me to Konduga (37 kilometers, 23 miles from Maiduguri) to
see him but I was told he had been redeployed to Gwoza 90
kilometers away,” she explained. “It was dangerous for me to
go to Gwoza at the time because of Boko Haram, which made
me come back and accept my fate.”

Poverty, hunger, impunity 
The three women talk of futile attempts to force their

boyfriends to take responsibility, visits to the men’s superiors,
being brushed off with excuses and having to survive on chari-
ty. Boko Haram’s Islamist insurgency has killed 20,000 and
made more than 2.6 million homeless in the northeast since
2009. But Bolori said the abandoned women were just as much
victims. “They are invariably poor, hungry and uneducated
which make them ready prey for the soldiers. Impunity also
emboldens the perpetrators who go unpunished,” he said. In
October last year, Human Rights Watch said camp leaders, civil-
ian vigilantes, police officers and soldiers had raped and sexual-
ly exploited women and girls displaced by the conflict. The
organization said it had documented 43 cases of abuse in July
at seven camps in Maiduguri for displaced people. Women and

girls were forced into sex and given false promises of marriage,
food and money.

But they were abandoned if they became pregnant. The
government has promised a “discreet and unbiased investiga-
tion” into the claims, about which President Muhammadu
Buhari said he was “worried and shocked”. Supplies of food,
clothing and medicine have been irregular to those who have
fled the violence; many of the women are widowed and the
girls orphaned, making them vulnerable to exploitation. Kaltime
said desperate times have led to desperate measures. “There is
hunger in Maiduguri, people don’t have food and have no mon-
ey to buy anything to eat,” she added. “This is why many young
women like me end up sleeping with soldiers and getting preg-
nant because they are the ones with money to spend.” 

Ummi and Kaltime said their parents kicked them out when
they discovered the pregnancies. Ummi moved in with friends
while Kaltime went to her godmother’s. Amina still lives with
her parents but says their attitude towards her has changed
and she is no longer treated with love and affection. Northern
Nigeria is predominantly Muslim and conservative. Women
who become pregnant outside marriage face rejection by their
families for supposedly bringing them dishonor. “In our culture
unwanted pregnancies are really unwanted,” said Bolori, warn-
ing of the need to accept the children regardless of the manner
of their birth. —AFP

Pregnant and abandoned by soldiers in Nigeria’s NE

SANAA: Yemenis search under the rubble of damaged houses following reported Saudi-led coalition air
strikes on the outskirts of the Yemeni capital Sanaa. —AFP

RIYADH: A Saudi soldier has been killed in a
firefight on the border with Yemen, where a
Saudi-led coalition has been battling rebels,
the interior ministry said yesterday. A border
guard post in Jazan province came under
heavy Yemeni rebel fire at 6.30 am (0330
GMT) on Wednesday, the ministry said. The
army intervened to back up the border
guards and one soldier was killed.  At least
113 Saudis have now been killed in skirmish-
es or rocket strikes along the frontier since the
coalition launched its intervention in Yemen
almost two years ago.  

The gun battle came as forces loyal to
Yemeni President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi
pressed an assault against the rebels with
coalition backing just across the border
around the Red Sea coastal town of Midi.
Early last month, loyalist forces launched a
two-pronged offensive along the coast,

thrusting north from the Bab Al-Mandab
strait at the entrance to the Indian Ocean and
south from the Saudi border. On Monday, the
coalition said two Saudi sailors had been
killed in a rebel “suicide” boat strike on a
frigate patrolling off the coast. The rebels said
they hit the ship with a guided missile. 

Qaeda stands to gain 
Meanwhile, the International Crisis Group

warned yesterday that Al-Qaeda is gaining
ground in Yemen and could benefit from mil-
itary actions like the deadly raid by elite US
forces ordered by President Donald Trump.
“The Yemeni branch of Al-Qaeda is stronger
than it has ever been,” ICG said in a report
documenting the spread of Al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).

“The first military actions by the Trump
administration in Yemen bode poorly for the

prospect of smartly and effectively counter-
ing AQAP,” read the report, released after
Sunday’s US air raid in central Yemen. While
Washington has said at least 14 suspected
jihadists and one US Navy SEAL were killed
in the strike, ICG said the death toll included
“many civilians, including at least 10 women
and children”. The think-tank warned that
strikes like the January 29 raid on Baida
province could increase fear of or even hos-
tility towards the United States among civil-
ians, providing fertile ground for recruit-
ment by AQAP. 

“The use of US soldiers, high civilian casu-
alties and disregard for local tribal and politi-
cal dynamics... plays into AQAP’s narrative of
defending Muslims against the West and
could increase anti-US sentiment and with it
AQAP’s pool of recruits,” said the Brussels-
based ICG. —Agencies
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Turkey-backed rebels

fighting as part of

Euphrates Shield

BEIRUT: A rapid advance by the Syrian army towards the Islamic State-
held city of Al-Bab risks sparking a confrontation with Turkey as
Damascus seeks to stop its neighbor penetrating deeper into a strate-
gically important area of northern Syria. Northern Syria is one of the
most complicated battlefields of the multi-sided Syrian war, with
Islamic State now being fought there by the Syrian army, Turkey and its
rebel allies, and an alliance of US-backed Syrian militias. In less than two
weeks, Syrian army units have moved to within 6 km of Al-Bab, a city
that is also being targeted in a campaign waged by the Turkish military
and its allies, groups fighting under the Free Syrian Army banner.

A source in the military alliance fighting in support of President
Bashar Al-Assad told Reuters on Wednesday the Syrian army aimed to
reach Al-Bab and was ready “to clash with the FSA fighting” alongside
the Turkish army if necessary. However, the source, a non-Syrian, said
the main aim was to frustrate Turkey’s ambitions and “to acquire a
strong hand in the game unfolding on that front”, rather than to pro-
voke an all-out confrontation.

If a clash does occur, it would be the first time Syrian government
forces have confronted the Turkish army on the ground in northern
Syria since Turkey launched its operation in August. Russia, Assad’s
most powerful ally, has carried out air strikes targeting Islamic State in
the Al-Bab area in support of both sides, underlining big shifts in the
diplomatic landscape. The non-Syrian military source spoke on condi-
tion of anonymity as he was not an official spokesman for the pro-
Assad alliance.

The attack is led by the army’s elite Tiger Force, with intelligence
support from a command centre in Aleppo staffed partly by Iranian
advisors, the pro-Assad source said. The army campaign was receiving
Russian air cover “when asked for”. Assad has been backed in the war
by an array of Iranian-backed Shiite militias, including Hezbollah, and
the Russian air force. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a UK-
based group reporting on the war, said on Wednesday the Turkey-
backed forces had made new advances to the southwest of Al-Bab,
calling this an effort to halt the gains by Syrian government forces.

Turkey launched its campaign in Syria, “Euphrates Shield”, in order
to secure its frontier from Islamic State and halt the advance of the
powerful Kurdish YPG militia. Helping rebels to topple Assad is no
longer seen as a priority for Ankara. The Euphrates Shield campaign
has carved out an effective buffer zone controlled by Turkey-backed
rebel groups, obstructing the YPG’s plans of linking up Kurdish con-
trolled areas in northeastern and northwestern Syria. Turkey sees the
YPG as a terrorist group and a threat to its stability.

The YPG and allied militia are receiving air support from a US-led
coalition because they are also fighting Islamic State, which has
declared swathes of Syrian territory part of its “caliphate” that also
stretches into Iraq. Turkey has criticized the coalition for what it sees as
insufficient air support for the ground offensive, while welcoming
Russian air strikes coordinated with it in the Al-Bab area this month.
“We are carrying out our efforts with the coalition forces, and Russia
provides support from time to time as well,” Turkish President Tayyip
Erdogan said last week. —Reuters


