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Refugee girls in Chad 
embrace school as path 
to university opens up

Mouna Issahk is one of seven mothers at her
secondary school in Chad. At age 20, she car-
ries her baby girl across the hot sand of their

refugee camp and shushes her in crowded classrooms.
Issahk grew up in the remote camp near the town of
Iriba, where about 25,000 Sudanese people have lived
in limbo since fleeing the conflict in Sudan’s Darfur
region in 2004. Her camp, Touloum, is one of 12 in
eastern Chad. It is a harsh, desert landscape where
most girls marry as teenagers and spend a lifetime
growing food and fetching water.

But a rare scheme that helps refugees attend
Chadian universities is getting more people in school -
especially girls and young women who have started to
envisage a different future. “Our husbands want us to
stay home, but if you want to take good care of your
children you have to be educated,” said Issahk, who
dreams of becoming a doctor, bouncing her six-month-
old on her knee in a sparse concrete school building.

The camp’s school system was transformed five
years ago, when Chad turned its refugee schools -
mostly makeshift classes held in tents - into accredited
public institutions, meaning they benefit from state
resources. Chad hosts about 440,000 refugees and is
the first country in West and Central Africa to have ful-
ly integrated them into its national education system -
a step the United Nations’ refugee agency (UNHCR)
hopes other states will take. Refugee education is
among the issues on the agenda for this month’s inau-
gural Global Refugee Forum, a two-day UN confer-
ence to showcase best practices. “The goal now is to
include refugees in national education systems right
from the start,” said Charlotte Berquin, an education
officer for the UNHCR in West and Central Africa.
Refugee camps were initially intended to be temporary
settlements, a place of safety for people fleeing war
with the assumption that they would eventually return
home, she said. But as conflicts in Africa become more
protracted their role has changed. Attending separate
schools no longer makes sense for refugees displaced
for 15 years, as the Sudanese are in Chad, and can hurt
their chances of success in the host country, Berquin
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

More teachers
Only one in four Chadian boys and half as many

girls attend secondary school, according to UN data.
Poverty, lack of access and child marriage contribute
to the low rates. Part of the problem in Iriba and the
surrounding region is a lack of teachers, said govern-
ment school inspector Ali Tom. Few Chadians coming
out of teacher training want to be sent to the remote,
difficult district, he said. But the refugee camps have a
different problem: A surplus of eager, educated youth
who want jobs.

With the new education strategy, refugees can
attend Chadian teacher training schools, become certi-
fied by the state and return to teach in the camps where
they earn a small salary. “When we arrived in 2004, I
was one of only seven teachers who started teaching in
the camp,” said Fathya Ali Souleymane, who was a
teacher in Sudan before she fled to Chad and is now
director of the primary school in Touloum camp.

“Now we have many teachers,” she said, proudly
adding that some include students she taught in the
camp over a decade ago. Chad trained 635 refugee
teachers between 2014 and 2018, according to
UNHCR, mostly refugees from Sudan and Central
African Republic who arrived in Chad with no qualifi-
cations. The program has prioritized women, since
female teachers tend to boost the number of girls in
school, said Berquin.

In the three refugee camps in Iriba, women make up
about 42 percent of primary and secondary school
teachers and more girls go to school than boys at all
levels. Outside the camps, there are only three female
teachers in all 93 schools of the Wadi Fira department,
and boys outnumber girls, said state inspector Tom. “To
improve education, we must first involve women,” said
Tom, attributing the differences between local schools
and refugee schools to the sensitization done by aid
agencies in the camps. Since the schools in the refugee
camps are now public, some Chadian students attend.

In most West African countries refugees are allowed
to attend public schools, but in practice often miss out
because they are not included in national plans which
determine where schools, teachers and materials are
needed, said the UNHCR. Five years on, the program in
Chad has seen success, but is not without challenges.
Making the refugee schools public meant switching
them from a Sudanese to a Chadian curriculum, which
some parents were not happy with, said school director
Souleymane. The refugees cannot afford university
without a scholarship and there are not enough for all
the qualified students, said Dominique Niava, the
UNHCR’s education specialist in Iriba. — AFP

Tears roll out from behind Ayat’s oversized glasses
but her hands, facing the sky, are steady. Her friends
are gone, killed protesting Iraq’s government, but

their “revolution” continues. “Peace be upon you and on
your two rivers, Iraq,” sings Kazem Saher as young
demonstrators mourn their peers in the epicenter of the
anti-regime movement in Baghdad’s Tahrir Square.

They stand somber and motionless under the imposing
“Liberty Monument”, as if mirroring the bronze figures on
the long marble slab above them retelling Iraq’s tumul-
tuous history. Ayat, a medic, is but one of the characters in
this new chapter, along with social media activist Ali, the
beloved baker Khayriya and Hussein, who transports
wounded demonstrators on his three-wheeled rickshaw. 

The medic 
By candlelight on a chilly Baghdad evening, Ayat honors

the hundreds who have died in protest-related violence
since demonstrations erupted on Oct 1. But by morning,
she is hard at work, trying to make sure she won’t have to
mourn anyone else. The 23-year-old medical student twists
her long black hair into a bun and heads to the streets near
Tahrir where security forces fire tear gas, smoke grenades
and sometimes live rounds at teenage protesters.

There, she treats lanky young demonstrators choking
on tear gas and others bleeding from bullet wounds. She
keeps a stethoscope around her neck, a medical mask on
her face and wears a motorcycle helmet. “At any moment,
they could fire on us,” says Ayat, donning a white lab
coat stitched with her blood type, O-. “At any moment,
we could die.”

The driver 
When a protester is too badly hurt for Ayat to treat,

Hussein and his tuk-tuk motor rickshaw come to the
rescue. The 18-year-old has been driving the cherry red
three-wheeler as a taxi for two years, earning a small
income for his  family l iving in a poor quarter of
Baghdad. But since protests began two months ago, the
vehicles once looked down on as a working class neces-
sity have become a symbol of the uprising - and their
drivers, heroes.

With one unceasing honk of his horn, Hussein zips
around sharp turns and clusters of protesters to come to a
screeching halt at the frontlines. Protesters and medics

flock to him, lay coughing, bleeding or unconscious pro-
tester on the back bench before Hussein speeds off to a
field clinic or hospital. “The tuk-tuk driver takes wound-
ed people to the hospital all on his own. He brings food.
He brings everything to those on the frontline,” says
Hussein proudly. It comes with risks: Riot police have
damaged his tuk-tuk, and Hussein was recently stopped
and beaten. He makes $10-$15 per day for the life-saving
work but the real reward, he says, is feeling that he is
part of “a big family”.

The witness 
Ali, too, has his mission: Documenting the clashes on his

smartphone and sending the reports to media outlets,
rights groups and Iraqis abroad. He wears a helmet, a car-
go vest and a black-and-white checkered keffiyeh as a
scarf to protect his mouth and nose from tear gas, but also
to hide his face. Young activists like Ali have been repeat-
edly threatened and fear having their photographs taken
by suspicious men near Tahrir. 

“Despite the threats, the repression, the intimidation
and the campaign of terror, we’re staying,” says the lanky
21-year-old with green eyes and wispy facial hair.  He
wants to document everything: “every bullet fired by the
state or militias, every tear gas canister, every flash bang.”
Authorities “say they’re not firing live rounds,” Ali says,
“but we see them and film them every day.”

The baker 
To revolt, one must eat. That’s something Khayriya, who

travelled with her children from her hometown in southern
Iraq, understands perfectly. Amid the chaos of Tahrir
square, Khayriya kneads dough, lovingly lays out balls of it
on a baking sheet and slides it into a portable oven she
brought with her. The veiled woman in her fifties hands out
loaves to hungry protesters or lays down slices of bread
on plastic plates, topping them with a traditional Iraqi
spiced vegetable stew.

From morning until night, she bakes, serves and shares a
bite with protesters who are re-energised her aromatic
pastries. Her monthly pension of $150 can barely feed her
family in oil-rich Iraq, where one in five people live below
the poverty line. “We should have everything we need,”
she says. “Iraq is not a small country. And we’re Iraqis, are
we not? We have the right to our share.”

Their dreams 
The movement has already outlasted the expectations

of the most ardent protesters - but it has yet to fulfil their
aspirations. “I dream of nice schools and hospitals, of a
relaxing life,” says Hussein, after a long day ferrying
wounded in Tahrir. “A salary, something to start a family
with.” He sits on the edge of Baghdad’s river Tigris, watch-
ing the red-hot sunset in a T-shirt with the English logo
“Never look back”. “So my future son could go to a
peaceful school, so that we live in security, so we feel good
and don’t have war, or sectarian violence or any of that,”
he says. With the sun dipping just below the opposite
bank, Hussein sighs. “I dream of having a country and of
living free.” — AFP 

Medic, driver, witness, baker: Faces of uprising 

Algeria’s unwanted 
presidential election 

Algerians are being asked to vote tomorrow in a
presidential election bitterly opposed by the
country’s nine-month-old protest movement,

which sees it as a regime ploy to cling to power. While no
opinion polls have been published, observers expect high
levels of abstention, in keeping with previous elections in
a political system seen by voters as rigid and unaccount-
able. Historian and Maghreb specialist Karima Direche
predicts that low turnout will make the election “a total
fiasco”.

Overseas polling booths for expat Algerians opened
Saturday, but have been almost empty - the few who do
cast their ballots often facing a barrage of insults from
protesters. Direche, of France’s National Centre for
Scientific Research (CNRS), said that despite being tra-
ditionally conservative and close to the regime, today the
diaspora “is mobilized against the election”.

Ageing president Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s February
announcement that he would seek a fifth term in office
sparked an unprecedented mass protest movement that
by April forced him to resign. Protesters continued with
their weekly rallies, demanding the total dismantling of
the military-dominated system that has ruled Algeria
since independence in 1962. The military high command,
which has long wielded power from behind the scenes,
was forced to take a frontline role in government - but
rejected the demands of protesters and civil society for
sweeping reforms. 

It has paid little attention to demands to replace the
constitution that served to legitimize Bouteflika’s grip on
power. Instead, the army has pushed for an election to
pick a replacement for Bouteflika, saying it is the only
route to resolving the political crisis. A previous poll set
for July 4 was abandoned for lack of viable candidates
and interim president Abdelkader Bensalah’s term techni-
cally ended five months ago. A caretaker government,
appointed by Bouteflika two days before he quit, remains
in post, led by his longtime ally Noureddine Bedoui.

‘War of attrition’ 
On the street, Algerians staged vast rallies for their

last weekly Friday protest ahead of the vote, once again
calling on army chief Ahmed Gaid Salah to scrap the
poll. They also sought to disprove Gaid Salah’s asser-
tions that there was “popular momentum” in support of
the election. The five candidates in the poll have run
low-key campaigns. All are considered “children of the
system”, having either supported Bouteflika or partici-
pated in his government - two as ministers and two as
prime ministers.

Protesters accuse them of protecting the regime by
standing for election. They have struggled to attract
audiences at their campaign events, held under heavy
police protection, as well as being loudly heckled and
having their posters graffitied. After two years of rigged
elections, few in Algeria are convinced by assurances

from an administration still controlled by Bouteflika loyal-
ists that the poll will be fair and transparent. That is
despite a minor change to the electoral law transferring
oversight from the interior ministry to an “independent”
electoral authority.

Whoever becomes Algeria’s next president is “already
discredited”, according to Direche. “He will not be
recognised by the public and will have a real problem of
electoral legitimacy,” she said, adding that the protest
movement would likely continue its “war of attrition” long
after the poll. The incoming head of state will be forced
to deal with increasingly organized opposition forces
that have emerged from the movement, she said. “The
army wants to ensure continuity of power, as it existed
under Bouteflika, but it is now impossible.” — AFP 

An Iraqi woman prepares traditional bread on the sidelines of ongoing anti-government protests at Tahrir Square in the capital Baghdad yesterday. — AFP photos

Algerian protesters shout slogans during an anti-government demonstration in the capital Algiers yesterday. — AFP 

Tuk-tuks are seen as Iraqis gather in Tahrir Square
yesterday. 


