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Tackling business 
of kidnappings 
in Madagascar
ANTANANARIVO: It happened five years ago but “Andre”
remembers being kidnapped at gunpoint like it was yester-
day. He was snatched from outside his home in Madagascar,
kept captive and beaten for several days, until his desperate
family raised the ransom money to secure his release. For
years, kidnapping gangs have operated largely with impuni-
ty in Madagascar, targeting “Karanas” of Indian origin, who
form a 15,000-strong community renowned for its wealth
and success in business.

Recent developments indicate that authorities in the
large Indian Ocean island nation are beginning to crack
down on the gangs after a recent spike in attacks. “Andre”
spoke on condition of anonymity, telling AFP that discussing
his ordeal publicly could put him and his family in danger
again. “Even today I am sick - as soon as I hear that there
has been another kidnapping in town. It has become auto-
matic,” he said, also declining to reveal his profession.

In his fifties, Andre says that a squad of four people
arrived outside his house in the capital Antananarivo one
morning wearing hoods and carrying assault rifles. They
bundled him into a car and took him to an unknown destina-
tion. He was held in a single room, beaten, tied up and blind-
folded while his captors opened negotiations with his family.

‘Try to recover’ 
Andre refuses to reveal the ransom sum that was paid, or

say how it was raised, but he was freed after seven days of
intense dealing. Shattered by the experience, he fled
Madagascar to try to make a fresh start before later return-
ing to the country. “I came back and took up sport to try to
recover, but it’s a situation I will never forget,” he said. In the
last 10 years, at least 100 kidnappings have targeted
Karanas in Madagascar, reaching a peak last year. “From
what we know, there have been 14 kidnapping cases since
2017, a record level,” said Jean-Michel Frachet, head of the
Karana action group Collectif Francais d’Origine Indienne a
Madagascar (CFOIM).

Frachet said that the real figure was higher still, as many
families chose to keep silent. “The situation is tense for our
community, the fear of reprisals exists and it is often
required that one is discreet,” he said, adding that “the
(Karana) community remains poorly understood by the
general population.” Karana emigration from India to
Madagascar dates back to the late 17th century driven by
trade, and they have long occupied influential posts in busi-
ness and finance, especially dominating the retail sector.

Many kept their French citizenship after the island’s
independence in 1960, and are viewed with suspicion by
some Madagascans. In 2017, Forbes magazine named
Madagascar’s wealthiest men, including Ylias Akbaraly,
Hassanein Hiridjee and Iqbal Rahim - all Karana entrepre-
neurs who have amassed huge riches in one of the world’s
poorest countries. —AFP

ABUJA: Former British prime minister David Cameron
two years ago was caught talking about an anti-cor-
ruption summit and calling Nigeria “fantastically cor-
rupt”. But meanwhile his country ranks among the top
destinations for stolen assets from African countries.
Nigeria and ex-British colonies in Africa hope to
change that by working together to repatriate billions
of dollars in offshore accounts from London and
beyond. At a regional conference held this week in the
Nigerian capital of Abuja, the heads of anti-corruption
agencies from around Africa met to discuss strategies
to overcome bottlenecks in the recovery of stolen
assets.

“Concerned about the heavy losses that Africa suf-
fers as a result of illegal transfers of proceeds of cor-
ruption and crime out of Africa,” the anti-corruption
representatives vowed on Friday to “strengthen coop-
eration and partnership in the tracing, recovery and
return of assets”. They further pledged in a joint state-
ment to encourage African countries to commit to
greater corporate transparency and called for invest-
ment in anti-corruption agencies to “trace, recover and
return assets.”

‘Fight this tsunami’ 
Commonwealth Secretary General Patricia Scotland

said Africa is losing tens of billions of dollars annually to
corruption, urging the anti-graft tsars to lead the “fight
against this tsunami”. “We all know that the difference
between the money we need to deliver the hopes and
aspirations (of our people).... and the money we have, is
the sum equivalent to that which is egregiously
siphoned off by corrupt practices,” Scotland said. 

Nigeria, the continent’s largest oil producer, is
ranked among the most corrupt countries in the world
by anti-graft group Transparency International.
Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari has promised
to continue his war against corruption as part of his
2019 re-election campaign. Buhari’s anti-graft chief
Ibrahim Magu claimed earlier this year that his agency
has recovered over 500 billion naira ($1.3 billion) in
illicit funds. But the government’s fight against corrup-
tion has been accused of being politically motivated.

‘Mafia of leaders’ 
Commonwealth adviser Roger Koranteng told AFP

that leaders at the summit want a regional approach to
recovery of stolen assets. “There is strength in unity. If
you go as a single country, you will have a problem
because the countries outside the African countries are
together,” he said. Sustaining the momentum however
may be difficult. Ghana’s independent prosecutor
Martin Amidu said the will to tackle graft comes in ebbs
and flows on the continent. “For me, for the past
decades, Africa has had a mafia of leaders who speak of
corruption as if they are against it but internally didn’t
attempt to fight it,” Amidu said. 

Still, countries stand to gain huge amounts of money
should they streamline asset recovery. Nigeria
announced in April it recieved over 300 million dollars
from Switzerland as part of money seized from the fam-
ily of ex-dictator Sani Abacha, who ruled the country
from 1993 until 1998. Buhari said the money will be
spent on a welfare scheme targeting the “poorest of
Nigerians”, in a country where poverty is widespread
and unemployment is rampant. 

Yet it is difficult to trace how the repatriated mon-

ey is being spent, with some critics voicing concerns
that stolen money gets repatriated to Nigeria only to
be looted again. “There is a need for robust oversight
mechanisms as well as continuous monitoring of the
use of recovered assets to ensure that they are used
properly and efficiently for development outcomes
and poverty al leviat ion,” said Marie Chene of
Transparency International in a 2017 report. 

‘Global effort’ 
Greater global attention on the issue is helping

reforms, say anti-corruption activists. “It took the
publication of the Panama Papers to expose many
government officials with offshore accounts,” said
Debo Adeniran of the Coalition Against Corrupt
Leaders lobby group. “The decision to sign mutual
legal assistance with several countries is helping

the (Nigerian) government in its loot recovery
efforts,” Adeniran said. In January, Nigeria signed
a deal with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) on
asset recovery. Buhari’s anti-corruption sweep
and banking reforms are acting as a deterrent,
Adeniran added. “When you steal and cannot keep
the money in the banks, you will stop stealing,” he
said. —AFP
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