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LEER: Thousands of people at the epicenter of a
man-made famine in South Sudan emerged from the
safety of the swamps this past weekend hoping to
receive emergency deliveries of food. For months
now Bol Mol, a 45-year-old former oil field security
officer,  has struggled to keep his family al ive,
spearfishing in nearby rivers and marshes while his
three wives gather water lilies for food. They eat once
a day if they are lucky, but at least in the swamps
they are safe from marauding soldiers. “Life here is
useless,” Mol said, his hand clutching his walking stick
as he waited with thousands of others beneath the
baking-hot sun at Thonyor in Leer County.

Aid agencies have negotiated with the govern-
ment and rebel forces to establish a registration cen-
tre in the village ahead of food deliveries. The UN
declared a famine in parts of South Sudan a week ago,
but the hunger affecting an estimated 100,000 people
is not being caused by adverse climate conditions.
More than three years of conflict have disrupted farm-
ing, destroyed food stores and forced people to flee
recurring attacks. Food shipments have been deliber-
ately blocked and aid workers have been targeted.

‘It is not enough’ 
It is no coincidence that soaring levels of malnutri-

tion have been found in Leer, a rebel stronghold and
the birthplace of opposition leader Riek Machar,
whose fall ing out with President Salva Kiir  in
December 2013 led to the civil war. Evidence of the
devastating conflict is everywhere: in the burnt walls
of schools and clinics, in the ruins of razed homes and
public buildings, and in the desolation of the once-
thriving market. A peace deal signed in August 2015

was never fully implemented. As recently as
December the members of yet another 56,000 house-
holds were forced to flee to the safety of the swamps
when yet another government offensive reached the
area. The constant need to escape the war means
people are unable to plant or harvest crops, and their
livestock is often looted by armed men. 

With their livelihoods destroyed, people are

reduced to gathering wild plants, hunting and wait-
ing for emergency food supplies that come too rarely
and are frequently inadequate. “It is not enough,” Mol
said as he waited to register for the next food deliv-
ery. The fighting and the fleeing have interrupted all
aspects of life: Mol said his children had not gone to
school for the last three years. “Right now the majori-
ty of the people are living in the swamps. If you go

there and see the children you can even cry, the situ-
ation is too bad,” he said.

Nyangen Chuol, 30, keeps her five children alive
with aid agency rations of sorghum supplemented
with lilies, coconuts and sometimes fish. “Before the
conflict I lived here in Thonyor but had to move far
away to the islands in the swamp for safety,” she said.
This weekend’s registration for food deliveries had
drawn her back. Outside the famine’s epicenter in the
northern Unity State, there are nearly five million
people who also need food handouts, mostly in areas
where the fighting has been fiercest. “The biggest
issue has been insecurity in some of these areas
which makes it very difficult to access,” said George
Fominyen of the World Food Program (WFP).

Too late for some
Aid workers warn that by the time a famine is

declared it is already too late for some, but the decla-
ration has put pressure on the government to open
up access, at least for now, and international aid
agencies are ratcheting up their efforts. Ray Ngwen
Chek, a 32-year-old waiting for food, said the situa-
tion had steadily worsened over the years. “Since
2013 we have planted no crops, nothing, we just stay
like this. You don’t know what you will survive on
tomorrow,” he said. Hospitals and schools are shut,
Chek said, and children, surrounded by conflict and
with no other options, “are practicing how to carry
guns” instead of learning for the future. Betrayed and
neglected by the country’s leaders, the people of
Leer struggle to hold out hope for a political solution
that would end the conflict. But Chek is certain of
one thing: “Fighting is not a solution.” — AFP 

Hiding in swamps, S Sudanese eat little more than lilies

AL-ELIGAT: South Sudanese refugees are seen at a ‘Refugee Waiting Centre’ in Al-Eligat area along
the border in Sudan’s White Nile state. — AFP 

LONDON: Bitter tensions in Britain’s anti-EU UK
Independence Party (UKIP) turned into open war
yesterday as founder Nigel Farage called for its
only member of parliament to quit. Farage said
Douglas Carswell “actively and transparently
seeks to damage us”, writing in the rightwing
Daily Telegraph: “The time for him to go is now.” A
key force behind Britain’s vote to leave the EU last
year, the party has been struggling for months
with infighting and has failed to find a winning
platform beyond its core message of euroscepti-
cism and opposition to mass immigration. A
long-standing feud between Farage and Carswell
came to a head following UKIP’s defeat last week
in a by-election that had been viewed as the par-
ty’s best hope to win a second MP.

Tensions increased over Farage’s failed bid to
obtain a knighthood for his role in the June ref-
erendum vote to leave the European Union.
Emails leaked to the Telegraph show Carswell
mocked Farage’s chances of receiving the honor,
saying he should get an award for “services to
headline writers”. Farage told the paper that the
former Conservative MP had not been support-
ive, adding: “He is consumed by jealousy and a
desire to hurt both UKIP and me.” The row comes
after UKIP donor Arron Banks accused the party
at the weekend of being run “like a jumble sale”
under new leader Paul Nuttall and threatened to
set up a rival movement if it did not shape up.

‘Make it electable’
The Brexit vote was a success for UKIP but

raised questions about the party’s relevance after
Conservative Prime Minister Theresa May prom-
ised a clean break with the EU. Farage resigned as
UKIP leader after the referendum and went to the
United States to campaign for Donald Trump, but
was forced to return as the party descended into
chaos. His successor Diane James quit after 18
days, and the favorite to follow her, Steven
Woolfe, left the party after an altercation with a

fellow MEP. New leader Nuttall saw a chance to
revive UKIP’s fortunes by standing in last week’s
by-election in Stoke-on-Trent in northern
England, where 69 percent of locals had voted for
Brexit. But his campaign was dogged by claims he
lied about losing close friends in the 1989
Hillsborough football stadium disaster, and the
opposition Labor party held the seat. In an inter-
view with the conservative Sunday Express news-
paper, Banks demanded to be made chairman of
the party so he could “make it electable, or I am
out of there”. He called for Carswell to be ejected,
saying “these dullards aren’t bringing in Tory
votes, Stoke proved that. So what are they for?”

Farage suggested last week that UKIP lost in
Stoke because it was not tough enough on immi-
gration, an issue that dominated the EU referen-
dum campaign. Yesterday, the MEP accused
Carswell of being soft on the subject, adding: “I
think there is little future for UKIP with him staying
inside this party.” Carswell responded saying: “If he
wants to come and talk to the UKIP parliamentary
party about any concerns he has, (it is) very happy
to respond.  It won’t take long, it’s just me.” UKIP
secured 12.5 percent of the vote in the 2015 elec-
tion, but under Britain’s electoral system, Carswell
was its only candidate to win a place in the 650-
seat House of Commons. — AFP 

UKIP rows deepen 
Farage calls for only MP to leave

LONDON: Former UK Independence Party leader Nigel Farage speaks during a press confer-
ence in central London on the impact of Brexit on the fisheries industry yesterday. — AP 

BANJUL: When Gambian intelligence officers
arrested journalist Ebrima Manneh at his newspa-
per, he asked an office guard to save some tea. “I’m
coming right back,” he said, according to colleague
Alhagie Jobe, who was present in the newsroom.
That was on the afternoon of July 11, 2006; since
then, neither his colleagues at the Daily Observer
nor his family have seen him again. Rights groups
say Manneh is one of dozens of Gambians who dis-
appeared without trace during the 22-year-rule of
president Yahya Jammeh, which ended last month
when he fled the country. 

Relatives have tried in vain for a decade to find
the journalist, nicknamed “Chief” although he held
no traditional title. Now they believe he is dead
and, like a growing number of Gambians, say they
are seeking justice. “I want the new government to
take action and prosecute whosoever had a hand
in my brother’s disappearance,” said his sister
Adama Manneh, a police officer, wearing a T-shirt
bearing her brother’s face that read: “Where is Chief
Manneh?” Ebrima’s brother Lamin said he hoped at
least to recover the body.

Some families hope to gather evidence for a
case against Jammeh - who quit under internation-
al pressure after losing an election in December -
for human rights abuses, including unlawful deten-
tion, torture and murder of perceived opponents,
charges his supporters deny. Attempts by Reuters
to reach Jammeh for comment in Equatorial
Guinea, where he fled, were unsuccessful. Rights
officials say building a case could be tough.
Another African ex-leader, former Chadian presi-
dent Hissene Habre, was jailed for life last year for
crimes against humanity, more than a quarter cen-
tury after his overthrow. 

Habre was convicted by a court in Senegal with
the help of incriminating documents, but rights
officials say any hard evidence against Jammeh is
lacking so far.  Another complication is that
Equatorial Guinea has no extradition treaty with

Gambia. Many Gambians dream of bringing
Jammeh before the International Criminal Court,
which has put former Ivory Coast president Laurent
Gbagbo on trial.

While Jammeh fled before fulfilling a pledge to
withdraw Gambia from the ICC, Equatorial Guinea
has never been a member of the Hague-based
court and would be unlikely to hand him over. Still,
police in Gambia have promised to investigate cas-
es of at least 30 people so far reported as missing or
killed since Jammeh seized power in 1994, among
them journalists, businessmen and soldiers. Several
senior officials have been arrested including the for-
mer prison boss, interior minister and spy chief who
was charged with murder last week. Gambia’s new
President Adama Barrow has promised a UN-
backed truth and reconciliation commission into
past crimes which also include alleged torture. 

Chronicle of the disappeared
Manneh was 28 when the intelligence officers

came to call at the Daily Observer’s offices in the
capital, Banjul. On various occasions, Jammeh and
his officials told reporters he was dead, had fled the
country and had “stage-managed” his disappear-
ance, according to an annual human rights report
published in 2012 by the US State Department. The
family still do not know the reason for his arrest,
though colleagues suspect it may have been related
to comments he wrote about the former president. 

Adding to the mystery, Manneh called his moth-
er immediately after his arrest, asking her to fetch
his bag from the office.  Manneh had said he was
planning a trip abroad and would not be able to
get it himself, his mother Sulay Ceesay said.  Three
days later, on July 14, Manneh’s sister discovered
his passport in the bag. 

“I said to myself: ‘Chief did not travel, he is in
town’,” said Adama. The search began but family
members were unable to find out where he was
taken after the local police station. Two witnesses

said they spotted him on separate occasions in
hospital in 2007 looking sickly, but Adama said offi-
cials prevented her from visiting him at the time.

When Adama made inquiries within the police
force, her superiors warned that she too risked
arrest. In 2007, the Media Foundation for West
Africa, an NGO, brought a legal action against the
Gambian government at the Community Court of
Justice, a body set up by the ECOWAS group of
West African states. 

The government lodged no defence and failed
to show up for the case. The Nigerian-based
regional court ruled in 2008 that Gambia had vio-
lated Manneh’s human rights. It ordered the gov-
ernment to free him and pay the family $100,000.
The compensation was never handed over, the
family said. 

The court heard Manneh had been shuttled
between at least six different detention sites
between 2006 and 2008, and was never charged or
given access to a lawyer. One witness, a journalist
from a different newspaper, told the court he had
seen Manneh being led back to a police cell in
December, 2006. Edward Gomez, who was justice
minister and attorney general in 2010-2012 and lat-
er acted as Jammeh’s lawyer, expressed ignorance
of the journalist’s fate. “I know what happened is
very painful but quite frankly I don’t know what
happened to him,” Gomez told Reuters.

Every year Adama went to Banjul’s main prison
to attend the annual release of pardoned prisoners
to see if her brother was among them. Hope finally
deserted her only in the past month when the new
president released more than 100 political prison-
ers from some of the country’s many detention
centers. Manneh was not among them. “I was
thinking that my brother would be released but he
never showed up there and I knew he had been
killed,” Adama said in the courtyard of her home
near Banjul with her mother and sister, their cheeks
glistening with tears. — Reuters 

AL-ELIGAT: South Sudanese refugees are seen at a ‘Refugee Waiting Centre’ in Al-
Eligat area along the border in Sudan’s White Nile state. The centre hosts refugees
fleeing famine and fighting in South Sudan and later transports them to permanent
camps in several areas of Sudan. —  AFP 

NAIROBI: From ancient Rome to modern times,
mankind has suffered devastating periods of
hunger caused by drought, war or misguided
politics. Last week South Sudan was declared
the site of the world’s first famine in six years,
affecting about 100,000 people. Here is an
exploration of a term that evokes the very worst
of human suffering.

What is a famine?  
“Famine is not a word that we use lightly,”

said Erminio Sacco, a food security expert with
the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO).
Since 2007 the term has been employed accord-
ing to a scientific system agreed upon by global
agencies, as the Integrated Food Security Phase
Classification (IPC) scale. According to the IPC
scale, famine exists when at least 20 percent of
the population in a specific area has extremely
limited access to basic food; acute malnutrition
exceeds 30 percent; and the death rate exceeds
two per 10,000 people per day for the entire
population. “This scientific methodology helps
to avoid famine becoming a term misused for
political reasons,” Sacco said.

Where have famines occurred?
Over the last century, famines hit China, the

Soviet Union, Iran and Cambodia, often the result
of human actions. Europe suffered several
famines in the Middle Ages, but its most recent
were during World War I and II, where parts of
Germany, Poland and The Netherlands were left
starving under military blockades. In Africa there
have been several famines in recent decades,
from Biafra in Nigeria in the 1970s to the 1983-
1985 Ethiopian famine, which ushered in a new
form of celebrity fundraising and unprecedented
media attention on the suffering. The last famine
in the world was in Somalia in 2011, which killed
an estimated 260,000 people. 

Why are there still famines? 
While South Sudan is officially experiencing

famine, the UN has warned that Nigeria, Somalia
and Yemen are all on the verge of the classifica-
tion, which could affect more than 20 million

people. “The common denominator is protract-
ed armed conflict and its negative impact on
access to food, farming and livestock produc-
tion... livelihoods, trade and, not least, humani-
tarian delivery,” Sacco said. Of the four famine
alerts, only one-Somalia-is caused by drought,
while the other three stem from conflicts.

Life under famine    
In South Sudan, people have gone through

cycles of displacement over the past three
years which have driven many of them to hide
in swamps, having lost their homes, crops and
livestock. With nothing else available, they
spend days foraging for wild foods such as
water lily roots, fruit or fish, Sacco said. They
also spend days walking in search of food aid
through areas controlled by armed groups.
“They are extremely weak, hungry, and drink
unsafe water from ponds and rivers,” he said.
Cholera is a constant threat.

Dying of hunger 
When lack of food has led to an 18 percent

loss of weight, the body starts undergoing phys-
iological disturbances, according to a 1997
study of hunger strikes published in the British
Medical Journal. “The body metabolism gets
increasingly dysfunctional, impacting the brain
and other vital organs. At that point, therapeutic
feeding treatment is necessary to save their
lives, as the body has lost the ability to process
normal foods,” Sacco said. When people have
insufficient food over several weeks, it leads to
organ failure and eventually death.

Long-term impacts
Even without reaching famine, parts of the

Sahel, Somalia and Ethiopia go through regular
cycles of hunger that have long-term social conse-
quences. “The biological damage erodes the phys-
ical well-being of entire generations of children
and their development potential, possibly result-
ing in a weak workforce and retarded students,”
Sacco said. Hunger leads to stunted growth and
impacts cognitive development, and can lead to
poor health throughout a person’s life. — AFP 

Dying of hunger: 

What is famine?

PRAGUE: Nearly three decades after it
helped topple communist totalitarian
regimes in Eastern Europe, US-funded Radio
Free Europe/Radio Liberty is challenging
Moscow again, this time with a new 24-hour
TV news channel in Russian. Officially
launched in Prague this month, the “Current
Time” channel  targets an audience of more
than 270 million people, mostly in the for-
mer Soviet area, with news and views that
provide an alternative to the Kremlin’s ver-
sion of reality as channeled through state-
controlled media.  

The new channel’s launch comes as rela-
tions between Moscow and the West have
hit their lowest point since the Cold War,
triggered by Russia’s 2014 annexation of
Crimea from Ukraine and its military cam-
paign in Syria a year later. Suspicions also
linger in the West about the extent to which

the Kremlin may be using the internet and
other means to spread fake news that could
boost the popularity of pro-Russian politi-
cians, thereby destabilizing NATO and the
European Union.

Moscow has been quick to denounce the
new channel, with prominent Kremlin-
appointed talk show host Dmitry Kiselyov-
known as Russia’s chief spin doctor-labelling
it a scam. It’s “mostly money laundering
under the guise of fighting Russian propa-
ganda,” he said on Russian state TV last
week, without elaborating or offering any
proof of fraud. RFE/RL, which reaches 23
countries in 26 languages, has launched the
venture jointly with the Washington-based
Voice of America. As the official US interna-
tional broadcaster, VOA targets more than
236 million people a week in more than 45
languages. — AFP
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