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ABIDJAN: Vieux-Pere runs his fingers
through his patchy hair as he remem-
bers escaping being lynched. “The
locals caught me and hit me every-
where, I still have scars on my skull,”
he says. “That’s why I can’t get my hair
right,” he says with a laugh. For nearly
10 years the 24-year-old was in a
“microbe” gang, the name residents
have given to the youth gangs who
rob, attack and sometimes kill to get
by in Ivory Coast’s economic capital
Abidjan. Hundreds of youngsters-
some as young as 10 — are in the
gangs, according to the charity Indigo,
which has helped about 40 former
members reintegrate into society.

Hated as much as they are feared,
the gangs sprang up in poor areas of
Abidjan’s densely populated Abobo
suburb during the decade of civil
unrest in Ivory Coast between 2002
and 2011 that split the country in two.
The rising violence led to the appear-
ance of child soldiers, who became
the first “microbes”, or “germs”. Public
anger against their marauding has
sometimes boiled over. After mobs of

residents lynched a number of gang
members, a microbe leader was tor-
tured, beheaded and burnt in 2015.

Vieux-Pere, who only goes by his
nickname, says he was never afraid
because he liked to fight. He left
school at the age of seven. “I saw peo-
ple fighting and I liked it a lot, I want-
ed to join them,” he says, sitting in the
shadow of a youth centre in Abobo. “I
found myself with the strongest guys
in Abobo and I was proud. I liked their
way of life. Peace to their souls-they
are all dead,” he said, quoting some of
their gang nicknames: Dragon,
Gongo...Vieux-Pere left his family
home after fighting with his father
over his gang membership. He slept
on the streets for two years before
finding a small house “with a mat-
tress” in Abobo for 15,000 CFA francs
a month ($27, 22 euros).

The ‘Air France’ gang    
He joined the microbe gang “Air

France” in 2008 and spent most of the
next decade robbing people on the
streets, often at knifepoint or threat-

ening his victims with his fists. “Very
quickly, I had to fight the boss, Ismael,
to win my place and show I was not
afraid,” he says, pointing to a large
scar on his elbow from one of the
gang leader’s machete blows. There
were about 40 adolescents in the
gang, which operated mostly at night.
“We met in the evening with the
group and left with our machetes in
our backpacks,” he says.

“Sometimes we rented gbakas (pri-
vate minibuses) to take the whole
gang. We attacked everyone.” But
Vieux-Pere says he never killed any-
one.  “Those of us who killed are now
dead.”He was nearly killed himself
when a gang raid on one of Abidjan’s
biggest markets went wrong. His med-
ical care was paid for by “his guys”
with the spoils from the raid, in accor-
dance with the gang’s rules. “As soon
as we stole the money we kept half of
it for the gang in case of a hard blow,
to pay bail-or for partying,” he said.

A new life 
Vieux-Pere became leader of Air

France in 2015 after his predecessor
died in prison. “Ismael entrusted me
with the jail before he went to prison.
They saw that I was man enough,” he
says. But the new gang leader
dreamed of a better life. On his birth-
day on March 12, 2016, he quit Air
France with two friends. “I didn’t feel
happy anymore. I was making money
but I always asked the question: ‘What
if I attacked my parents like I attacked
the others?’” Thanks to a microbe rein-
tegration program by Indigo, the
young man now hopes to set up a car
parts business.

“We all want to start a new life,” he
said of the charity’s 40 reformed
microbe gang members. Illiterate, he
has been going to night classes for
reading and writing for a month. He
has found a little work scrap metal
dealing and working at a junkyard,
and is even back in touch with his
family. But he still lives in the small
house with another former member of
Air France. “The gang is dead,” he said.
“Some left after I did. I don’t know
what became of the others.”—AFP 

VIENNA: Iran remains in compliance with the 2015
nuclear deal, a UN atomic watchdog report showed yes-
terday, even as growing tensions between Tehran and
Washington threaten to torpedo the landmark agree-
ment. US President Donald Trump has vowed to “dis-
mantle” the “disastrous” accord between Iran and six
major powers curtailing Tehran’s atomic activities in
exchange for sanctions relief.  While US sanctions
imposed over Iran’s nuclear work remain suspended,
Washington has ramped up others related to Tehran’s
support for “terrorism”, its ballistic missile program and
its human rights record.

Iran says this contravenes the “spirit” of the deal, an
accusation fired back by Trump at Tehran because of the
Islamic republic’s funding and supplying of armed groups
“across the region”. The 2015 accord covered only Iran’s
nuclear activities and the latest International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) quarterly report, seen by AFP,
showed that these remained in compliance. It’s stock of
low-enriched uranium-used for peaceful purposes, but
when further processed for a weapon-did not exceed the
agreed limit of 300 kilograms, the report said.

It added that Iran “has not pursued the construction
of the Arak... reactor”-which could give it weapons-
grade plutonium-and has not enriched uranium above
low purity levels. Iran’s stock of heavy water, a reactor
coolant,  remained below the cei l ing of 130 tons
throughout the previous quarter, with Iran exporting
19.1 tons. Iran has previously inched above an agreed
ceiling of 130 tons. The plant producing the heavy water
was shut for maintenance earlier this year and has now
restarted, the IAEA said.

Trump is due in October to certify to Congress
whether Iran is sticking to the nuclear deal. In July he told
the Wall Street Journal he “would be surprised if they
were in compliance”. The Guardian this week cited former
officials and analysts as saying that the White House is
pressuring US intelligence services to produce a justifica-
tion to declare Iran in violation. As well as the United
States the hard-fought agreement also includes China,
Russia, Britain, France and Germany. 

French President Emmanuel Macron said on Tuesday
there is “no alternative” to the deal. With much of Iran’s
dismantled nuclear equipment still physically in Iran
albeit under IAEA monitoring-Tehran has warned that it
can ramp up its program again within days. This would
give Trump a second nuclear crisis to add to the standoff
over North Korea.—AFP
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BAGHDAD: Iraq declared yesterday that
its forces had retaken the northern city
of Tal Afar and the surrounding region
in another major victory over Islamic
State group jihadists. Tal Afar was the
last major population centre in northern
Iraq still under jihadist control and its
loss deprives IS of what was once a key
supply hub between its territory in Syria
and Iraq. “Our happiness is complete,
victory has arrived and the province of
Nineveh is now entirely in the hands of
our forces,” said a statement from the
office of Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi.

After 12 days of f ighting, Abadi
announced that Tal Afar had “regained
its place in the national territory”. The
full recapture of Nineveh province
comes weeks after Iraqi forces backed
by a US-led coalition ousted IS from its
capital Mosul, three years after the
j ihadists  declared a  sel f -sty led
“caliphate” straddling Iraq and war-
torn Syria.

IS has lost much of the territory it
controlled in the two countries and

thousands of its fighters have been
killed since late 2014, when the coalition
was set up to defeat the group. IS fight-
ers in Iraq now control only the city of
Hawija and a few areas in the desert
along the border with Syria.

Shiite enclave    
IS jihadists overran Tal Afar, a Shiite

enclave in the predominantly Sunni
province, in June 2014. The city lies
around 450 kilometers northwest of the
capital Baghdad and about 70 kilome-
ters west of Mosul, Iraq’s second city. At
the time Tal Afar had a population of
around 200,000, but officials said when
the battle to recapture the city was
launched on August 20 that it  was
unknown how many remained. The
deputy commander of the US-led coali-
tion, British Major General Rupert Jones,
has said the fall of Tal Afar would spell
the end of IS in northern Iraq.

“The liberation of this city, and the
remainder of Nineveh province, will
essentially end ISIS’s military presence

in northern Iraq,” Jones said, using
another acronym for IS. Officials have
said the capture of Tal Afar would make
it even more difficult for the jihadists to
transport fighters and weapons
between Iraq and Syria. Authorities had
accused the approximately 1,000
jihadists believed to be in the city when
the operation was launched of using
civilians as human shields during Iraqi
and coalition air strikes.

Progress in Tal Afar was far more rap-
id than in Mosul, which fell to Iraqi
forces only after a grueling nine-month
battle that began in October 2016. IS
has also suffered major losses in Syria,
where US-backed fighters have retaken
more than half of the group’s de facto
Syrian capital Raqa. Iraqi authorities are
now expected to launch a new offen-
sive against IS in their stronghold of
Hawija,  a town in Kirkuk province
around 300 kilometers north of
Baghdad. But the battle for Hawija is
expected to be more complicated
because of its location.—AFP 
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TAL AFAR: A Brazillian-made EE-9 Cascavel armored vehicle and a US-made Humvee, belonging to the Hashed al-Shaabi
(Popular Mobilization) paramilitaries, are seen towed on a trailer departing the northern city of Tal Afar.—AFP


