
Cameroon cocoa 
exporters, farmers 
flee crisis in 
Anglophone region

Cocoa firms operating in Cameroon have moved
staff out of the Anglophone region of the coun-
try and farmers are abandoning their crops in

the area, as violence between separatists and security
forces intensifies, exporters and farmers told Reuters.
Sources say the deepening conflict has started dent-
ing cocoa output and flow from the southwest, strip-
ping the region of its mantle as Cameroon’s top
cocoa-growing area. Telcar Cocoa, Olam and
Theobroma are among the firms that have moved the
majority of their staff out of southwest Cameroon due
to safety concerns, according to several sources with
knowledge of the matter.

Some cocoa farmers have also abandoned their
plantations and fled, driven out by a rise in kidnap-
pings, extortion and fighting between insurgents and
security forces. “Producers have fled into the bush
and elsewhere, and can no longer take care of their
plantations,” said James Mosima, president of the
union of southwest cocoa farmers. “The situation is
really very difficult.”

Cameroon has been gripped by violence since Nov
2016, when government forces crushed a movement of
Anglophone teachers and lawyers protesting against
their perceived marginalization by the country’s
French-speaking majority. The protests morphed into
an insurgency of separatists seeking independence for
the Anglophone southwest and northwest regions,
which were controlled by Britain during colonialism.

The crisis has intensified ahead of elections in October,
with the increasingly bloody clashes hitting cocoa trade
in what was once the key cocoa region of Cameroon,
the world’s fifth-largest producer.

Worsening violence
In recent months, insurgents have abducted and

killed soldiers while security forces responded by
burning villages and opening fire on fleeing residents,
according to witnesses. The army denies such accusa-
tions. Sources say deteriorating security has made it
increasingly difficult for cocoa buyers and exporters
to operate in the area. At least one warehouse belong-
ing to Telcar, the largest buyer in the region, was
burned, according to several sources with knowledge
of the matter.

The crisis has led major cocoa firms - including
Telcar Cocoa, Theobroma and Olam - to relocate most
of their staff from the region, according to sources.
Telcar Cocoa is a joint venture between Cargill and
Cameroonian businesswoman Kate Kanyi Fotso Tometi.
Theobroma is part of ECOM Group. The sources said
Theobroma has relocated its staff some 150 km south,
from the Mamfe region to Kumba. Olam, meanwhile,
has moved staff out of Mamfe and Kumba to the eco-
nomic capital, Douala, the sources said.

Most international companies had small teams sta-
tioned in the region, they said, with one of the sources
estimating 15-20 people were moved altogether. Cargill
declined to comment. Olam and ECOM did not immedi-
ately respond to a request for comment. Cameroon’s
trade minister and Fotso also declined to answer ques-
tions about the crisis in the Anglophone regions. Most
international export firms now use local buying agents
as intermediaries to source cocoa from the affected
areas, exporters said. “At one point, if the effort or the
risk is too much ... you leave it to the buying agents,”
one source at an international firm said.

Bullets and extortion
Some farmers also said they had fled, fearing vio-

lence and threats from separatists demanding payments
to allow cocoa to move out of the southwest. Several
cocoa farmers who had left that region told Reuters
armed groups had been targeting “rich men” and
demanding money to allow the flow of goods out of the
area. In June, Peter, 59, abandoned his cocoa farm and
sought refuge in Douala with his wife and four children.
“Since (the) beginning of this year ... not a week has
passed without an exchange of fire between army and
separatist fighters,” said Peter, who declined to give his
last name for security reasons. “I had three hectares of
cocoa and I gave up everything. I could not stay
because, apart from bullets, the separatists extorted
money from us.”

As many as 200,000 people have fled the English-
speaking regions since late last year, according to the
United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs. As farmers flee the southwest,
sources say the conflict has started to hit cocoa output
and flow. The southwest accounted for 45 percent of
Cameroon’s production in 2016/17, but its share
dropped to 32 percent last season, according to CICC,
the country’s cocoa regulator. Cameroon produced
253,510 tonnes of beans in the 2017-2018 season.

The conflict has made it more difficult to move beans
out of the Anglophone region and into the main port in
Douala, the sources said. Cameroon’s cocoa stocks
built up to 21,159 tonnes in 2017-2018, from 7,212
tonnes in the prior season, according to the National
Office of Cocoa and Coffee (ONCC). “The vast majori-
ty of this stock is in the English-speaking region
because the fighting paralyses everything,” a source at
the ONCC said.

However, trade sources said cocoa was still finding
its way out of the southwest, as more beans were being
smuggled into Nigeria instead. One trade source esti-
mated that volumes flowing across the border rose to
30,000-40,000 tonnes last season, from about 10,000
in previous years. “At the end of the day, cocoa is mon-
ey for the locals,” the source said. “It’s like water - it
always finds its way out.” — Reuters 

An apparent Iranian influence operation targeting
Internet users worldwide is significantly bigger
than previously identified, Reuters has found,

encompassing a sprawling network of anonymous
websites and social media accounts in 11 different lan-
guages. Facebook and other companies said last week
that multiple social media accounts and websites were
part of an Iranian project to covertly influence public
opinion in other countries. A Reuters analysis has iden-
tified 10 more sites and dozens of social media
accounts across Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and
YouTube.

US-based cyber security firm FireEye Inc and
Israeli firm ClearSky reviewed Reuters’ findings and
said technical indicators showed the web of newly-
identified sites and social media accounts - called the
International Union of Virtual Media, or IUVM - was a
piece of the same campaign, parts of which were taken
down last week by Facebook Inc, Twitter Inc and
Alphabet Inc. IUVM pushes content from Iranian state
media and other outlets aligned with the government in
Tehran across the internet, often obscuring the original
source of the information such as Iran’s PressTV, FARS
news agency and al-Manar TV run by the Iran-backed
Shiite group Hezbollah.

PressTV, FARS, Al-Manar TV and representatives
for the Iranian government did not respond to requests
for comment. The Iranian mission to the United
Nations last week dismissed accusations of an Iranian
influence campaign as “ridiculous”. The extended net-
work of disinformation highlights how multiple state-
affiliated groups are exploiting social media to manip-
ulate users and further their geopolitical agendas, and
how difficult it is for tech companies to guard against
political interference on their platforms.

In July, a US grand jury indicted 12 Russians whom
prosecutors said were intelligence officers, on charges
of hacking political groups in the 2016 US presidential
election. US officials have said Russia, which has
denied the allegations, could also attempt to disrupt
congressional elections in November. Ben Nimmo, a

senior fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic
Research Lab who has previously analyzed disinfor-
mation campaigns for Facebook, said the IUVM net-
work displayed the extent and scale of the Iranian
operation. “It’s a large-scale amplifier for Iranian state
messaging,” Nimmo said. “This shows how easy it is to
run an influence operation online, even when the level
of skill is low. The Iranian operation relied on quantity,
not quality, but it stayed undetected for years.”

Further investigations
Facebook spokesman Jay Nancarrow said the com-

pany is still investigating accounts and pages linked to
Iran and had taken more down on Tuesday. “This is an
ongoing investigation and we will continue to find out
more,” he said. “We’re also glad to see that the informa-
tion we and others shared last week has prompted addi-
tional attention on this kind of inauthentic behavior.”

Twitter referred to a statement it tweeted on
Monday shortly after receiving a request for comment
from Reuters. The statement said the company had
removed a further 486 accounts for violating its terms
of use since last week, bringing the total number of
suspended accounts to 770. “Fewer than 100 of the
770 suspended accounts claimed to be located in the
US and many of these were sharing divisive social
commentary,” Twitter said.

Google declined to comment but took down the

IUVM TV YouTube account after Reuters contacted
the company with questions about it. A message on the
page on Tuesday said the account had been “terminat-
ed for a violation of YouTube’s Terms of Service”.
IUVM did not respond to multiple emails or social
media messages requesting comment. The organization
does not conceal its aims, however. Documents on the
main IUVM website said its headquarters are in
Tehran and its objectives include “confronting with
remarkable arrogance, western governments and
Zionism front activities”.

App store and satirical cartoons
IUVM uses its network of websites - including a

YouTube channel, breaking news service, mobile
phone app store, and a hub for satirical cartoons
mocking Israel and Iran’s regional rival Saudi Arabia -
to distribute content taken from Iranian state media
and other outlets which support Tehran’s position on
geopolitical issues. Reuters recorded the IUVM net-
work operating in English, French, Arabic, Farsi, Urdu,
Pashto, Russian, Hindi, Azerbaijani, Turkish and
Spanish.

Much of the content is then reproduced by a range
of alternative media sites, including some of those
identified by FireEye last week as being run by Iran
while purporting to be domestic American or British
news outlets. For example, an article run by in
January by Liberty Front Press - one of the pseudo-
US news sites exposed by FireEye - reported on the
battlefield gains made by the army of Iranian ally
Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad. That article was
sourced to IUVM but actually lifted from two FARS
news agency stories.

FireEye analyst Lee Foster said iuvmpress.com,
one of the biggest IUVM websites, was registered in
Jan 2015 with the same email address used to register
two sites already identified as being run by Iran.
ClearSky said multiple IUVM sites were hosted on
the same server as another website used in the
Iranian operation. — Reuters 
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The arrest this month of a 35-year-old leg-
islator who calls himself “Ghetto
President” has sparked fierce street

protests in Uganda. Musician-turned-MP
Robert Kyagulanyi represents a new challenge
to President Yoweri Museveni, in power since
1986. Museveni has won praise in the West for
his support against militant Islam and his role as
power broker in the volatile Great Lakes Region.
Uganda has also welcomed foreign investors
such as France’s Total, China’s CNOOC and
Britain’s Tullow as part of a plan to start pump-
ing oil from 2021.

But the 74-year-old leader’s move to sign a
law scrapping a 75-year age limit has prompted
many Ugandans to believe he wants to remain in
power indefinitely. Opposition to him has been
galvanized by Kyagulanyi, who according to his
backers was beaten and tortured after he was
arrested on Aug. 14 for his role in the stoning of
Museveni’s convoy. He was unable to stand with-
out help when he appeared in a military court
last week to face charges, subsequently
dropped, of illegal weapons possession. He was
then charged with treason in a civilian court
before being granted bail.

Though many Ugandans have long complained
of worsening government services, rising crime
and widespread corruption, there has not been a
politician broadly popular enough - especially
among the young - to challenge the status quo.

Who is ‘Bobi Wine’?
“Bobi Wine” is the stage name of Kyagulanyi,

who entered politics last year with a landslide
victory as an independent candidate in a parlia-
mentary by-election. He was already well-known
among young Ugandans for his songs about cor-
ruption, poor government services and poverty.
“Why de price of electricity too high? Why de
price of education is too high?” Kyagulanyi
crooned in one song. His music videos frequently
portray the life of everyday Ugandans in neigh-
borhoods with unpaved roads and poor infra-
structure. Kyagulanyi has become a leading crit-
ic of unpopular measures including a tax on
social media used by many Ugandans. Despite
having an active Twitter account himself,
Museveni says social media is used to spread
gossip and lies.

How has the government responded?
Street protests against government policies

have broken out repeatedly in recent years.
Rights groups say Museveni has reacted with a
mix of force and cash handouts. The government
denies the use of heavy-handed tactics and says
the country is a thriving multiparty democracy.
Last week, during two days of anti-government
demonstrations in the capital Kampala and other
parts of the country over Kyagulanyi’s detention,
police said they arrested dozens of people in
Kampala and fired tear gas to quell “riots”. On
Tuesday, soldiers involved in the alleged beating
of Kyagulanyi, four other MPs and civilians who
have been charged with treason, the army said.
That came after the Parliament Speaker called
for the arrest of security forces involved in the
beatings in a letter to Museveni on Aug. 27.

Is he a threat to Museveni’s grip on power?
Nearly 80 percent of Uganda’s population of

41 million people is under the age of 30, accord-
ing to Youth Policy Labs, a Berlin-based think-
tank. Though new to politics, Kyagulanyi has
succeeded in mobilising youth discontent. The
#FreeBobiWine hashtag has become a rallying
point on Twitter. This is something veteran
opposition politicians such as Kizza Besigye,
who at 62 years old is considered part of
Museveni’s generation, have failed to do so.
Besigye has lost three consecutive, disputed
presidential elections.

The energy behind Kyagulanyi comes in con-
trast to signs of declining support for Museveni, a
former guerrilla fighter and one of Africa’s longest-
serving rulers. At an Independence Day party in his
home region last year, uniformed security outnum-
bered a small crowd of bored spectators. For now,
the protests have abated. But independent
Kampala-based analyst Anna Reuss said the
movement around Kyagulanyi still had the potential
to be a game-changer. “What has happened over
last two weeks has changed the country and
changed the conversation,” she said. “It’s lit a fire
that even if it just keeps smouldering, the govern-
ment can’t fully put it out again.” — Reuters 

Iran influence op: Bigger, persistent, global

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

State-affiliated 
groups are 
exploiting 

social media

‘Ghetto President’ 
shakes up 
Ugandan politics


