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The gathering of Libyan leaders in Paris this
week marked a positive step for the vio-
lence-wracked country, but analysts warn

the absence of key players could make the opti-
mism short-lived.  The Tuesday meeting hosted by
French President Emmanuel Macron brought
together four leaders representing most-but
notably not all-of Libya’s rival factions. Prime
Minister Fayez Al-Sarraj, head of the UN-backed
unity government in Tripoli, was at the table along
with military strongman Khalifa Haftar, whose rival
Libyan National Army dominates the country’s
east.  

Also present were Aguila Saleh Issa, the parlia-
ment speaker based in the eastern city of Tobruk,
and Khalid Al-Mishri, the newly elected head of
the High Council of State. The leaders dispute
each other’s legitimacy and are entwined with
numerous militias who are known to switch their
allegiances. Despite the stark differences, the four
leaders agreed to hold parliamentary and presi-
dential elections on December 10 and vowed to
respect the results. They also said they would
work towards phasing out parallel institutions and
unifying the Libyan Central Bank.

Key players absent 
In a sign of the fragility of such promises, the

Libyans verbally agreed on the proposals rather
than formally signing a text. Rachid Khechana,
director of the Mediterranean Centre for Libyan
Studies, said a signature on paper does not neces-
sary mean action. “Even if the declaration had
been signed, we know how many (Libyan) politi-
cians, in particular MPs, have failed to uphold
their commitment,” he said, citing a 2015 Libya
deal agreed in Morocco which numerous signato-
ries did not implement.

Khechana highlighted the absence in Paris of
“groups and networks of great influence, including
the tribal chiefs and the armed groups”.  In west-
ern Libya, “some of these groups are more influ-
ential than the government,” he added, in refer-
ence to the UN-backed Government of National
Accord. Federica Saini Fasanotti, from the
Brookings Institution in Washington, agreed “the
solution in Libya is strictly connected to the
armed groups”.  As long as the international com-
munity continues to negotiate with political lead-
ers “who are not fully recognized on the ground...
the situation in Libya won’t be solved,” she said.
The International Crisis Group drew on the
absence of a delegation from the city of Misrata,
home to the most powerful armed groups in west-
ern Libya.

Election hurdles 
GNA deputy premier Ahmed Maiteeq, who

represents Misrata, refused to attend the Paris
meeting according to one of his advisers. Ibrahim
Ben Rjab, a senior military figure in the Misrata
militia, told AFP the city had boycotted the meet-
ing in protest at the presence of Haftar whom they
accuse of wanting to establish a dictatorship.
While there are “some positive points” to come
out of Paris, he said the agreement has no official
status and “ultimately is not worth anything
because it hasn’t been signed”.

Fathi Bashagha, a Misrata lawmaker, said that
“the outcome of the Paris meeting is good,” but
the pledges “remain words and wishes on paper,
in the absence of a clear mechanism for applying
them”. Analysts remain sceptical that Libya will go
to the polls in December, despite leaders in Paris
agreeing to adopt the necessary laws by
September 16. “The legal framework for holding
elections remains opaque,” said Human Rights
Watch. Staging elections is “unrealistic from a
strictly technical perspective,” said Crisis Group.
“Neither the legal nor the constitutional frame-
work is in place-hurdles that may prove impossi-
ble to overcome within a short timeframe,” the
organization added.—AFP 

Positive steps and 
fragile promises 
by Libyan leaders

Mauritania’s nomadic herders seek safe passage 
Chronic fatigue, weight loss and lin-

gering sadness. Mohammed
Elmouved does not need a doctor to

diagnose his symptoms. “It’s my animals,”
said the livestock owner, at a dusty herders’
camp in R’Kiz, on the edge of the
Mauritanian desert. “They’ve barely had
anything to eat or drink in days, so the
weakest ones are dying ... Whatever they
feel, I feel.” His emaciated goats wobble
around a trough half-filled with water, while
other smaller bleating competitors try to
push to the front for a drink themselves.

With his goats, cows and camels,
Elmouved is crossing stretches of arid land
in southern Mauritania to reach Senegal,
40 km (25 miles) away on Africa’s west
coast, where he plans to sell part of his
herd to buy feed for his stronger animals.
“There are no trees, no pastures here but I
think I will have more luck on the other
side of the (Senegal) river,” said the herder,
aged in his fifties and swathed in a long
bright blue and gold robe. For centuries,
nomadic herders in Mauritania and across
the Sahel, a vast dry region in northwest-
ern Africa, have moved hundreds of miles
every year to find pasture for their herds.

But worsening drought is depleting tra-
ditional grazing areas, forcing pastoralists
from Mauritania - a country already nearly
three-quarters desert or semi-desert - to
travel ever longer distances into neighbor-
ing Mali and Senegal to find fodder and
water. This is causing conflict with farmers
along the way - with herds damaging fields
and cattle raiders stealing animals - and
threatening an age-old way of life as rising
poverty forces more herders to sell up and
move to cities.

However an innovative project is under-
way to protect the livestock sector that
accounts for 13 percent of the nation’s
economy and provides 75 percent of the
population with income, according to
United Nations data. A team of charities,
researchers and local authorities are set-

ting up pastoralist corridors to ensure
herders can safely take livestock across
national boundaries in Africa’s Sahel. Key
to the success of such corridors is per-
suading those living along the way that
herders bring more benefits than threats.

“If a pastoralist does not move, he dies,”
said El Hacen Ould Taleb, head of
Groupement National des Associations
Pastorales (GNAP), a Mauritanian charity
working with pastoralists. “His animals will
become ill or die due to the lack of food
and water, and he won’t be able to feed his
family,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation from his office in Nouakchott,
Mauritania’s capital.

Safe passage
But finding precious pasture is tricky

when you “have no idea where to start” or
when mayors do not allow you to pass
through their villages, said Ould Taleb. His
organization mapped strategic routes
along Mauritania’s southern border with
Senegal, based on the location of water
points, grazing areas and markets where
pastoralists can sell their animals and pro-
duce. It then lobbied local authorities to
secure the routes and give pastoralists and
their herds the right to pass through.

The initiative, led by French charity
Acting for Life, is part of the Building
Resilience and Adaptation to Climate
Extremes and Disasters (BRACED) pro-
gram, funded by the UK Department for
International Development (DFID).

“Pastoralism accounts for over 10 per-
cent of the country’s GDP,” said Kane
Aliou Hamadi, a GNAP project coordinator
who manages the BRACED programme in
Mauritania. “Helping pastoralists get what
they need is not just the right thing to do,
it’s smart.” Herder Ahmed Haibala said
knowing where to find resources is critical,
having spent three months roaming
Mauritania’s southern Gorgol region in
search of water for his ailing goats and

other animals. His 10-square-metre tent is
as organized as it is busy, with metal
teapots dangling from a black cauldron,
bags of sugar and rice stacked up, straw
mats rolled up in a corner. “It’s so I can
pack up and leave easily,” said Haibala,
who has spent his life herding animals.
Every morning he sets off on a rented
horse cart looking for boreholes and -
when he is lucky - brings back several con-
tainers’ worth of water to the campsite.

“My 70 animals are too weak to move
so I can neither go home (to neighboring
Brakna region) or travel to Senegal. I am
stuck here,” he said, chewing a bit of
tobacco. A few meters outside his tent lies
the carcass of a calf, half buried in sand.
Livestock herding is an ancient activity in
West Africa’s Sahel, but herders have
become increasingly vulnerable as climate
change disrupts rain patterns in the region.
Erratic rainfall threatens the pastoralists’
traditional months-long seasonal migration
to Mali and Senegal - known as transhu-

mance - and their main source of income,
experts say.

“Transhumance allows pastoralists to hit
three birds with one stone: find pastures
and water, sell their animals at the market
and buy produce they need like cereal
crops and wood,” Ould Taleb said. But
droughts have become so long they have
forced some pastoralists to abandon their
way of life entirely, he said. “Many (pas-
toralists) had to abandon or sell their ani-
mals this year and move to slums near
Nouakchott, taking up day jobs like
road(side) sellers,” said the head of the
pastoralist association.

Giving up the herd is the worst thing
that can happen to a pastoralist, Hamadi
said. Livestock is so important for herders
that community life revolves around the
animals. “Weddings, for example, will only
happen in the rainy season, when animals
are healthy and well fed,” he explained. “If
the weather continues like this, pastoralism
could disappear.” —Reuters

No Warning: Witnesses 
describe how Indian 
police kill protesters 

Police in the port city of Thoothukudi in southern
India gave no warning last Tuesday before firing with
live ammunition on protesters seeking the closure of

a copper smelter owned by London-listed Vedanta
Resources Plc, according to 16 witnesses interviewed by
Reuters. The police also appear to have ignored Indian
federal police rules on the use of force to quell protests by,
in some cases, firing at the heads of protesters rather than
their legs.  

Friends and relatives of two people who died said they
had been shot in the face. Warning protesters before firing
is stipulated in the current federal manual for crowd con-
trol, and it is also outlined in Section 129 of India’s criminal
procedure code, according to a home ministry official in
New Delhi, who declined to be identified. “It is mandato-
ry,” the official stressed. Vappala Balachandran, a former
deputy police commissioner in Mumbai, added that the
manual gives detailed instructions about how force should
be used. 

“First baton charge, then tear gas and when everything
fails, firing. The constables have to squat on the ground
placing one knee on the floor, take aim on the legs to inca-
pacitate the rioters and fire,” he said. Ten people were
killed on the day of the shootings, and a further three have
died since, making this one of the most deadly environ-
mental protests in India since at least 14 were killed by the
police in Nandigram in West Bengal in 2007 in a demon-
stration against plans for a chemicals hub.

Several state and district officials declined to comment

on what happened that day, citing a pending investigation.
Sandeep Nanduri, who was installed as the new district
chief for Thoothukudi after the protest, told Reuters the
sequence of events leading up to the firing has not yet
been established. The federal home ministry has asked the
Tamil Nadu government to submit a report on the police
firing, a ministry spokesman said. He said the ministry
wouldn’t say anything else at this stage. India’s government
funded National Human Rights Commission said on
Tuesday it will send a team of investigators to
Thoothukudi to carry out its own probe.

Vedanta’s Sterlite Copper smelter is one of only two
major copper smelters in India and it had announced plans
to double its capacity. The Tamil Nadu state government
ordered that the plant be shut permanently on environ-
mental grounds on Monday, and officials physically sealed
the smelter, saying it was listening to residents’ complaints.
Vedanta, in which Indian-born resources magnate Anil
Agarwal has a controlling stake, has been accused by local
residents and environmentalists of polluting the city’s air
and ground water.  The state pollution control board in
April rejected the company’s request to renew its license
to operate, saying it had not complied with environmental
laws on five counts.

The company has denied it is in breach of any environ-
mental laws. Agarwal in a video on Twitter last Thursday
expressed sadness about the protesters’ deaths, saying “it
was absolutely unfortunate” and his full sympathy is with
the families of those killed. He said he is committed to the
local community and the environment, and to abiding by
the law. In response to the state shuttering the plant,
Vedanta said on Monday that it will study the order and
decide on its next course of action.

Stormed government offices
Last Tuesday (May 22), the protest quickly got unruly

and out of police control as the demonstrators reached the

district offices. The protesters had been given permission
to rally in a playground in the city but not to gather out-
side the district government offices, police said. The play-
ground could hold only 2,000 and the protesters said
numbers swelled to at least 50,000 on the 100th day of
their campaign against the smelter - a campaign that
began when the company announced plans for the expan-
sion. Police and protesters threw stones at each other, sev-
en witnesses said, and protesters stormed the offices and
threatened to get into an apartment building where
Vedanta employees live, police and a Vedanta official
added. Four police officials and two people working at the
district headquarters said police fired only after protesters
threw stones at the office building.    

Most of the 16 witnesses said police moved straight
from using tear gas and sticks to live ammunition to try to
control protesters. Police and other officials haven’t chal-
lenged this. Reuters was unable to determine what or who
prompted the police to fire on protesters, why live ammu-
nition and not rubber bullets was deployed, and why some
people were shot in the head. One police officer speaking
on condition of anonymity said police had to act to restore
order. “Do you expect us to take it lying down and die in a
riot situation?  Of course we will hit back,” he said.

Initially, local police and state officials defended the use
of live ammunition. The state’s chief minister, Edappadi K
Palaniswami, told reporters on the day of the protest that
the police had been forced to act after it turned violent.
And on the same day, state Fisheries Minister D Jayakumar
said it had been “unavoidable” for police to fire on pro-
testers. In the past few days, though, Tamil Nadu state
officials have declined to respond to detailed questions
posed by Reuters about the police actions on that day,
including deputy chief minister O. Paneerselvam during
and after a news conference on Monday. Six of the wit-
nesses - a mixture of protesters and bystanders - said in
separate conversations that they saw gunmen shooting
from behind trees. —Reuters

PARIS: Libya Chief of Staff, Marshall Khalifa Haftar,
whose rival Libyan National Army dominates the
country’s east, stands on the steps of the Elysee
Palace following the International conference on
Libya in Paris yesterday. — AFP 

A boy sits on a cart at a market in Kaedi, Mauritania. — Reuters


