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Islamic State ally stakes out 
territory around Lake Chad

Islamists woo locals with seeds, fertilizer, grazing

Established 1961 

ACCRA: An actress who said women needed men to
take care of them has sparked fierce debate in Ghana
and widened the focus about sexual harassment in the
country. Moesha Boduong said the economy was so
bad in Ghana that she was forced to have a relation-
ship with a married man in order to pay her bills.  “You
just need someone to take care of you. You can’t make
enough money as a woman here,” Boduong told CNN
in an interview aired recently in the United States. 

Boduong has since been pilloried by high-profile
Ghanaians for her comment and quickly apologized,
saying her experience was “not a reflection of what
happens in most homes”. But the interview struck a
nerve in the conservative West African nation, where
sexual harassment is an issue but is rarely talked
about.  “Sex-for-marks” scandals regularly make the
news in Ghana and in nearby Nigeria.

Nigerians are currently following the case of a
female student who recorded a conversation with a
university lecturer, who demanded sex in exchange for
good marks. The student says he failed her because
she refused. “The angst that has greeted this scandal
is not misplaced,” columnist Monday Philips Ekpe
wrote in the ThisDay newspaper on Friday.  “Stories
about lecturers who seek to satisfy their sexual pas-
sion not minding the mental and emotional trauma
their victims suffer are common. “These unscrupulous
men sometimes refer to the girls as ‘bush meat’.”

‘Victim blaming’ 
In Ghana, an investigation has been launched into

allegations that high school girls in the central Ashanti
region were sexually harassed by their school staff.
Maame Akua Awereba, a representative of activist
group Pepper Dem Ministries, told AFP there was a
pervasive gender power imbalance in Ghana that
needed to be addressed. “Look at the system, that is
what gives men the power and gives girls the need to
do these things for money for things as basic as rent.”
Awereba said sexual harassment was widespread
across Ghana. “Their lecturers are harassing them to
sleep with them to get the marks,” she said.  In a 2011
study published in the Cambridge Journal of
Education, researchers found the most common form
of sexual harassment at two Ghanaian universities was
sex-for-grades.

Dilys Sillah, the founder of a sexual abuse aware-
ness non-profit operating in London and Accra, said
Boduong’s comment reflected Ghana’s hierarchal soci-
ety.  Those with status and power are protected, said
Sillah, explaining that often victims do not see the
point in speaking out. “There are people when they
commit certain crimes no-one will come out and say
anything. You may even find situations when other vic-
tims may be involved but they will not speak out.” In
the case of sex-for-grades, women are often seen as
responsible. “Until we recognize child sexual exploita-
tion is real and it’s a crime we will continue to victim-
blame,” said Sillah. “We need to put the responsibility
on the adult.” Earlier in April, two Ghanaian sisters
were jailed after they assaulted a lecturer who
demanded sex to boost their marks.

Speaking out
For many people in Ghana, the time is right for the

country to have a #MeToo movement, following the
lead of women who have spoken out after suffering
sexual mistreatment by men. George Ossom-Batsa, a
professor of religion at the University of Ghana, said
Boduong should be praised for her honesty. “Instead of
condemning her she needs to be given credit for mak-
ing society aware of what is actually happening on the
ground,” he said.  “It’s only in that way that the ills in
society could be fought or addressed.” Eve Akagbo, a
27-year-old copywriter living in Accra, said she was
aware of the “sex-for-marks” issue in Ghana. She said
she believes that hard work is enough but is sympa-
thetic to others who feel the need to look to a man for
support. In her eyes, it’s a “personal choice.”— AFP 

MAIDUGURI: From the shores of Lake Chad, Islamic
State’s West African ally is on a mission: winning over the
local people. Digging wells, giving out seeds and fertilizer
and providing safe pasture for herders are among the
inducements offered by
Islamic State in West Africa
(ISWA), which split from
Nigeria’s Boko Haram in
2016. “If you are a herder,
driver or trader, they won’t
touch you just follow their
rules and regulations gov-
erning the territory,” said a
herder, who moves cattle in
and out of ISWA territory
and whose identity Reuters
is withholding for his safety.
“They don’t touch civilians,
just security personnel.”

The campaign, which has created an economy for
ISWA to tax, is part of the armed insurgent group’s push
to control territory in northeastern Nigeria and in Niger.
ISWA stretches farther and is more entrenched than offi-
cials have acknowledged, according to witnesses, people
familiar with the insurgency, researchers and Western
diplomats who have for the first time provided details of
the group’s growing efforts to establish a form of adminis-
tration in the Lake Chad area.

A map produced by the US development agency in
February and seen by Reuters shows how ISWA territory
extends more than 100 miles into the northeastern
Nigerian states of Borno and Yobe, where government has
in many areas all but vanished after a decade of conflict.
The Islamists have not been defeated, as Nigeria says, and
researchers say ISWA, less extreme than Boko Haram, has
evolved into the dominant group. The US map paints a
similar picture, with ISWA operating in much of Borno.

“Islamic State has a terrible reputation for being so brutal
around the world, and people can’t imagine an Islamic
State faction could be more moderate (than Boko Haram),”
said Jacob Zenn, of The Jamestown Foundation in

Washington DC.
The Lake Chad coun-

tries - Nigeria, Niger,
Chad and Cameroon
have long neglected the
region, allowing ISWA to
create a stronghold from
which to launch attacks.
Its gains contrast with
setbacks for Islamic
State in Syria and Iraq. It
makes sense for ISWA to
organize the local econ-
omy and raise taxes, said
Vincent Foucher, who

studies Boko Haram at the French National Centre for
Science Research. “It opens the longer game of trying to
create a connection to people,” he said, adding that if
ISWA succeeds it may become a greater threat than Boko
Haram. In 2015, Nigeria’s President Muhammadu Buhari
pledged to finish off Boko Haram. Officials maintain this
has been achieved, although the conflict continues into its
tenth year. A presidency spokesman declined to comment
for this story.

‘They are not a govt’
Analysts estimate that ISWA has 3,000-5,000 fighters,

about double Boko Haram’s strength. But ISWA’s territory
is not completely secure. The Nigerian air force often
bombs, and troops from Lake Chad countries attack the
insurgents’ domain around its shores and islands. Nigeria’s
armed forces “just see them as Boko Haram,” said
Brigadier General John Agim, spokesman for the Nigerian

military, at a briefing. “We are not interested in the faction,
what has that got to do with it?” “They are not a govern-
ment, they kidnap girls from schools,” Agim told Reuters in
a separate interview.

The military has announced an operation “to totally
destroy Boko Haram locations in the Lake Chad Basin” -
ISWA’s domain - and end the insurgency within four
months. But ISWA has so far proven intractable in its Lake

Chad bases, where troops have been unable to make effec-
tive inroads, according to a Western diplomat who follows
the group. The Nigerian military had “completely lost the
initiative against the insurgency,” they said. The diplomat
said ISWA was ready to cede less important areas because
the military cannot hold them. “However, they maintain
absolute control over the islands and immediate areas near
them where they train, live, etc.” —Reuters
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MAIDUGURI: A bomb from air strike by the Nigerian airforce lies on the ground after cross fire between the military
and Boko Haram Islamists in Maiduguri. —AFP 

Palestinian forum 
Abbas rivals fume,
see power grab 
GAZA: Political rivals accused Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas yesterday of pushing ahead with a rare
and disputed national decision-making meeting to tighten
his grip on power and sideline them. Abbas has billed
today’s convening of the Palestinian National Council
(PNC), a 700-member assembly within the umbrella
Palestinian Liberation Organization, as a chance to forge a
united front against Israel and the United States. 

But the event in Ramallah, the Palestinian hub in the
Israeli-occupied West Bank, has revived old feuds
between Abbas’s Fatah party and rivals from Islamist and
other factions, many of whose members cannot attend due
to Israeli restrictions. Last week, 109 PNC members urged
Abbas to postpone the meeting to allow greater participa-
tion. The call went unheeded, and yesterday, censure of the
president became more pointed.

“The PNC meeting that will be held in Ramallah is not
legitimate, is factional, and does not represent all of the
Palestinians,” Mushir Al-Masri, a lawmaker with the
Islamist group Hamas, told reporters at a meeting of PNC
critics in Gaza. The Gaza Strip, under de facto Hamas con-
trol since 2007, has been a focus of Palestinian infighting.
Though Hamas formally resubmitted to Abbas’s authority
last year, their reconciliation has been held up by disputes
over power-sharing. “We stress the need to regain
Palestinian unity and end the policy of exclusion and uni-
lateralism by the leadership of the Palestinian Authority
and its hijacking of Palestinian institutions,” said Masri.

Khader Habib of Islamic Jihad, a Hamas political ally,
accused Abbas of “holding the PNC meeting to stress his

exclusion of all those who oppose him”. “The president is
keen for the conference to bring about only decisions that
suit his own project,” Habib told Reuters. Hamas and
Islamic Jihad oppose Abbas’ strategy of peace talks with
Israel. However, diplomacy has been on hold since 2014
and many Palestinians’ views have hardened over US
President Donald Trump’s recognition late last year of
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. 

The PNC last met in extraordinary session in 2009 to

replace several members of the PLO’s Executive
Committee. It last held a regular session in 1996. Political
analysts in Gaza said a PNC meeting without wide fac-
tional representation would weaken the legitimacy of any
decisions it may take. Earlier yesterday, dozens of
masked youths gathered on the Palestinian side of the
Gaza Strip’s main crossing with Israel, threatening to
block any PNC official from leaving for the West Bank to
attend today’s session.—Reuters

Nigerian president’s 
US visit to focus on 
security, economy
LAGOS: Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari is to
meet President Donald Trump in Washington today, the
first African leader to be received by Trump’s White House
administration. All eyes will be on Trump after he earlier
called African nations “shithole” countries, a damaging
remark he has since denied. Trump’s relationship with the
continent suffered a further setback in March when former
secretary of state Rex Tillerson was fired while in Nigeria
on his first trip to the continent. As a result, the visit
revealed little about Trump’s Africa policy. 

Buhari’s visit comes after Trump met German
Chancellor Angela Merkel on Friday and French President
Emmanuel Macron last week to discuss the contentious
Iran nuclear deal and biting trade sanctions. According to
a White House statement, the talks will focus on fighting
terrorism and insecurity, economic growth and democratic
development in Nigeria, set to hold presidential polls in
February next year. Nigeria is entering its ninth year fight-
ing Boko Haram extremists, who have devastated the
northeast of the country and killed over 20,000 people in
a bloody quest to establish an Islamist state.

Buhari is also battling a so-called herdsmen crisis, a
sectarian conflict hardening along religious lines that has
claimed scores of lives this year in escalating violence. “I
think both sides have a clear agenda in this meeting and
it’s security and economic issues. They both have some-
thing to gain,” J. Peter Pham, director of the Africa Center
at the Washington-based Atlantic Council said. “On
President Trump’s side, it’s definitely putting that contro-
versy behind him,” Pham said. “On President Buhari’s side,
it’s having the prominence of being the first African leader
received at the White House in this administration.”

Improved relations
In spite of Trump’s remarks, Nigeria’s relationship with

the United States has improved since he came into office,
according to Lauren Blanchard, African affairs specialist

with the Congressional Research Service. “(The visit) is
intended to signal that the United States continues to see
Nigeria as one of its most important partners on the conti-
nent,” Blanchard said. 

“Cooperation has improved over the course of
President Buhari’s tenure but not as fast as both sides
would like,” she added. Buhari, who like Trump has a ten-
dency to make gaffes, had lambasted former President
Barack Obama shortly after coming into office for refusing
to sell Nigeria weapons to fight Boko Haram. “Unwittingly,
and I dare say unintentionally, the application of the Leahy
Law Amendment by the United States government has
aided and abetted the Boko Haram terrorists,” Buhari said
during a visit to Washington.

Under the legislation, the US is prevented from offering
weapons or training to countries where there is credible
information of human rights abuses by authorities. In con-
trast, Trump’s administration has gone ahead with the
reported $496 million sale of up to a dozen Super Tucano
aircraft, a plane with surveillance and attack capabilities,
set to be delivered in 2020. The deal has recently come
under scrutiny in Nigeria, a country with endemic corrup-
tion, where lawmakers are accusing the president of ille-
gally withdrawing funds to purchase the planes. 

While no major trade announcements are expected,
Trump and Buhari will also be talking about ways to deep-
en economic cooperation. “There is the security element
and the economic element that dovetails with Trump’s
agenda to push American business,” said Pham. Buhari,
who is seeking re-election in 2019, is likely to play up his
administration’s agriculture reforms and underline his
commitment to democracy. —AFP

KHAN YUNIS: Mourners console the mother (center) of 15-year-old Palestinian teenager Azzam Oweida during his
funeral in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip, as he succumbed to his wounds a day after he was shot by Israeli
forces in clashes along the Gaza border. — AFP 
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Questions mount 
over bloodshed in 
C African capital
BANGUI: Nearly three weeks after more than two dozen
people were killed in the worst fighting in the Central
African Republic’s capital since 2015, what happened on
that fateful day remains clouded by contradictions. On
April 10, hours-long clashes unfolded in a mainly Muslim
flashpoint district, sparking a wave of anger at UN peace-
keepers tasked with shoring up the volatile nation.
According to the UN mission MINUSCA, the fighting
began when a joint patrol of Rwandan UN troops and the
Central African army (FACA) was attacked on the outskirts
of the mainly Muslim PK5 district as they pursued a secu-
rity sweep against militia groups.

Hospital workers say 27 people were killed and more
than a hundred injured a toll that mounted over several
days as casualties were brought in. One of the fatalities
was a UN soldier. In a dramatic protest, local people
brought in 17 bloodied corpses with bullet wounds the day
after the killing and laid them in front of the UN base in
the centre of Bangui. They said the fatalities were simply
unarmed civilians-a version fiercely contested by MINUS-
CA, which is struggling to overcome accusations of inac-
tion and sexual abuse by some of its troops in the past.  

“We need to find out if it was the peacekeepers or the
FACA who shot these people, and if so, whether they were
unarmed civilians or fighters,” said an observer, speaking
on condition of anonymity. One of the UN’s most ambi-
tious peacekeeping operations, MINUSCA deployed
12,000 troops and police to CAR, which exploded into
bloodshed after the 2013 overthrow of longtime leader
Francois Bozize by a mainly Muslim rebel alliance, the
Seleka. Bozize’s successor, Faustin-Archange Touadera,
elected in 2016, can only claim to control a fraction of the
country-the rest is in the sway of ex-rebels and vigilante
militias. One of the fatalities on April 10 was Oumar
Ibrahim Bachir. “He was just a trader,” his uncle, Zubeir,
told AFP last Monday. “That day, he went out to buy medi-
cine for his child at the Sambo pharmacy. —AFP


