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BANGUI, Central African Republic: The line of
parents waiting to see doctors stretches back
outside the hospital into the dusty courtyard.
Mums and dads carrying weak, starving chil-
dren. Many hanging limply in their arms like
half empty sacks of rice. The scene at the pe-
diatric complex in Bangui, capital of Central
African Republic, is not dissimilar to a war
zone. And as conflict tears through the country,
people here are desperately fighting another
deadly foe: hunger.

In a doorway, a young girl stands with the
round shape of her belly protruding out above
her skinny legs. A few meters away another
malnourished girl sits barefoot, joints protrud-
ing, with shoulder blades poking out of her
skin like blades, a baggy top the only clothing
to cling to her perished frame. “Central African
Republic is one of the most difficult countries
to be a child,” Donaig Le Dru, UNICEF
spokesperson in CAR, said.

The statistics underline the horrors that stalk
childhood in the country. Infant mortality in
CAR is the highest in the world, according to
the UN.  One in 24 children die in the first 28
days of life. The number of children with severe
or acute malnutrition rose from around 32,000
to 43,000 between 2014 and the end of 2018.
And two out of three children — 1.5 million
youngsters in total-are in need of humanitarian
assistance, according to UNICEF. The UN’s
World Food Program warned last month that
CAR was facing the worst situation of food in-
security in four years, with nearly two million
people in urgent need of food aid.

‘More dangerous for children’    
Civil unrest has lacerated this impoverished

but mineral-rich country for years, leaving the
economy in tatters and causing misery for those
caught in the violence.  In a report released last
month, the UN expressed alarm over a “sharp
increase in fighting” and said “life may be even
harder and more dangerous for children” than
it was at the height of the last outbreak of civil
war five years ago.  One of the world’s poorest
countries, the CAR spiraled into bloodshed after
longtime leader Francois Bozize was overthrown
in 2013 by a predominantly Muslim rebel al-
liance called the Seleka.  

Nominally Christian militias called the anti-
Balaka emerged in response, accelerating a
cycle of sectarian violence. France intervened
militarily from 2013 to 2016 to push out the Se-
leka, winding down the operation after Faustin-
Archange Touadera was elected president.
Touadera governs today with the support of a
large UN peacekeeping operation. But most of
the country is controlled by ex-rebels and mili-
tias, many of them claiming to act as guardians
for the Muslim or Christian communities. 

Severe malnutrition    
The Bangui hospital is just a few kilometers

from the mainly Muslim PK5 district-an area
that has become a flashpoint in the troubled
country. But just five pediatricians work here,
struggling with limited equipment or support
eked out of the creaking healthcare system. In-
side the hospital, a group of parents and chil-
dren stare at a malnourished girl crying during
what has become a daily routine-being weighed

on scales in a large blue bucket.
One by one, the children are lifted onto the

scales as other emaciated infants and parents
look on, waiting their turn. In the overcrowded
hospital grounds, a father called Theodore hugs
his young daughter who is suffering from mal-
nutrition. His wife is in hospital after having a
nervous breakdown, he says, after the couple’s

first child died. He struggles to earn enough
money to buy food.

In general, children are hospitalized for a lit-
tle over a week until their weight recovers. But
not all survive, with some losing the fight against
severe malnutrition or disease-the lasting con-
sequences of violence and poverty in a nation
wracked by conflict. — AFP

From arrows to
M16s: PNG tribal
fights get ever
deadlier
PILIKAMBI: Tribes in Papua New Guinea’s rough
and rugged highlands have fought each other for
centuries, but a recent influx of automatic weapons
risks turning minor beefs into all-out war. Israel
Laki misses the old days-just a few years ago-
when clansmen would settle fights in what he
deems the proper way: with bows, arrows, axes
and spears. It was honorable, he insists, even if an
arrow once thumped within millimeters of his heart
as he tried to axe a rival tribal fighter to death.

The wiry 69-year-old still carries the scars and
spirit of the old ways from this picturesque part
of central Papua New Guinea, which westerners
only reached in the 1930s. Even today, the modern
state is little more than an abstract concept in the
isolated region, where few respect the govern-
ment. Old rivalries persist, as do fights over rape,
theft and tribal boundaries. But tradition is in-
creasingly melding with modernity, to devastating

effect. Locals now speak darkly of an influx of
American M16s, AR-15s and Belgian FNs-all bru-
tally effective rifles designed for the military-and
of roving mercenaries and arms dealers willing to
work for cash, pigs or women.

Papua New Guinea’s population has more than
doubled since 1980, placing increasing strain on
land and resources and deepening tribal rivalries.
Elsewhere in the country however, tribal fights
have become rare or ritualistic, thanks, in part, to
urbanization and the fear of firearms igniting an
ever-escalating conflict.

But in Enga province, regional police com-
mander Joseph Tondop has already seen dozens
die during the three months that he has been on
the job. “I was surprised to see people armed with
very high-powered weapons and they are just
killing each other by the side of the road,” he told
AFP. The surge in violence has prompted a com-
pany of around 100 government soldiers under the
command of a Sandhurst-trained major to estab-
lish a makeshift garrison at a hotel in the main
town of Wabag. “They decide to take the law into
their own hands and apply justice amongst them-
selves. Jungle justice,” said Tondop. Under this
system “one person’s problem becomes every-
one’s problem”. Military intelligence suggests the
guns come from nearby Bougainville Island-where
a civil war raged until 1998 — or from across the
porous Indonesian border, or even from within the
security services themselves. —AFP

The battle to save Central 
African Republic’s starving children
Infant mortality in CAR is highest in the world

Spirit of slain 
monks lives on 
at Algerian abbey
TIBHIRINE, Algeria: There are no longer Trap-
pist monks at the abbey in Algeria’s Tibhirine
made infamous by the slaughter of seven men
who served there during the country’s brutal
civil war. But the memory of the French clergy-
men, kidnapped and murdered over two
decades ago, remains strong as the Catholic
Church prepares to officially beatify them on
Saturday. The sun-dappled cloister and bare
cells of Our Lady of Atlas are now overseen by
a tiny group of believers who hope to keep alive
their message of understanding and dialogue.

“This is a place marked by the deaths of the
monks,” said Brother Bruno, a member of the
Chemin Neuf Community, to which the Church
handed control in 2016. The seven monks of
Tibhirine were abducted from the monastery
by gunmen on the night of March 26, 1996 and
only their severed heads were found two
months later. Their deaths were announced by

the insurgent Armed Islamic Group of Algeria,
which battled the government during the 1992-
2002 civil war that left up to 200,000 people
dead. But doubts have lingered ever since over
the official version of events that blames Is-
lamist fighters. “We do not know exactly when
they were killed, or where, or by whom,” said
50-year-old Brother Bruno. 

Seven white marble stones bearing only the
first names of the dead mark where their skulls
lie buried in the shade of some trees-Christian,
Luc, Christophe, Paul, Celestin, Michel and
Bruno. In January 2018 the Vatican declared
that the monks were martyrs for their faith,
along with 12 other clergy slain during the
conflict, including the bishop of Oran, Pierre
Claverie, killed in a bombing in 1996. They had
been murdered “in odium fidei”, or out of ha-
tred for the faith, it said, opening the way for
their beatification-the first step on the path to
Roman Catholic sainthood.

Trappist monks sought to return to the
abbey in the aftermath of the killings from
1998 to 2001. But with the civil war still going
on they were forced by the authorities to
spend their nights in the capital Algiers, some
80 kilometers away, and only travel under mil-
itary escort. —AFP

BANGUI, Central African Republic: A malnourished girl cries during the daily check weighing
at the Bangui pediatric complex. — AFP 


