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Chaos, mud, cards: Nigerians 
frustrated ahead of election

Chadian army 
captures more 
than 250 rebels 
N’DJAMENA: The Chadian military
yesterday said it had captured more
than 250 rebels, including some top
leaders, after an operation against
an convoy of militants trying to
cross into the country from Libya in
late January that also involved
French airstrikes. In a statement
issued by army staff the Chadian
military said the sweep would con-
tinue in the region of Ennedi, in the
northwest border with Libya and
Sudan, near where the armed col-
umn of rebel vehicles was brought
to a halt in early February. The
statement said some 250 “terrorists,
including four main leaders” were
detained, while more than 40 vehi-
cles were destroyed and hundreds
of weapons were seized. “Several

compromising documents” were
also seized,” the statement added
without giving further details.

President Idriss Deby on
Thursday said the column of
rebels had been “destroyed” in a
series of strikes carried out by
French warplanes. Acting in con-
junction with Chad’s government,
French Mirage 2000 jets targeted
the convoy on Sunday, Tuesday
and Wednesday, destroying about
20 of roughly 50 pickup trucks the
rebels started out with, the French
armed forces said in a statement.
Chadian forces had already tried
to stop the column with airstrikes
at the beginning of  February,
before asking France for warning
passes and then strikes.

An armed forces spokesman said
the convoy had crossed 400 kilo-
meters (250 miles) of Chadian terri-
tory before being halted between
Tibesti and Ennedi in the northwest.
An anti-Deby rebel group, the
Union of Resistance Forces (UFR),
claimed to have crossed into north-
ern Chad with “three columns” of

vehicles. On Friday, the group said it
had suffered “damage” after the
French strikes, according to one of
its members Mahamat Doki Warou.
Another source from the group told
AFP that ten fighters had been
killed. The UFR was created in
January 2009 from an alliance of
eight rebel groups.

In February 2008, a tripartite
insurgent group, moving in from the
east, reached the gates of the presi-
dential palace in N’Djamena before
being repulsed by Deby’s forces.
Chad, a vast and mostly desert
country with more than 200 ethnic
groups, has suffered repeated coups
and crises since it gained independ-
ence from France in 1960. Under
Deby, a former head of the armed
forces, the country has taken a lead-
ing role in the fight against jihadism
in the Sahel region. It is part of a
West African coalition fighting the
Boko Haram insurgency, and a mem-
ber of the French-backed G5 Sahel
anti-terror alliance, which also
includes Burkina Faso, Mali,
Mauritania, and Niger. — AFP 

LAGOS: Angry voters queuing for hours and entire parts of
the country rendered war zones: pitfalls abound for
Nigeria’s fast-approaching general election. With just over a
week until the February 16 opening of polls, logistical snafus
have frustrated potential voters. Across the country on
Friday, Nigerians made last-minute attempts to pick up bio-
metric identification cards needed to cast ballots on what
was to be the last day for collection. But many were unable
to collect their Permanent Voters Card (PVC), in a sign of
the challenges ahead for the 84 million people registered to
vote in presidential and legislative polls that will decide the
balance of power in Africa’s most populous country.

“They are sabotaging our efforts to vote and elect the
candidate of our choice. It’s unfair,” said 27-year-old
Tobiloba, who had waited in an unseasonal downpour
since 5:30 am to pick up his PVC at a distribution centre
in Lagos. By the end of the day the Independent National
Electoral Commission (INEC) had extended distribution
over the weekend until Monday. “We will continue to take
every necessary step to ensure that no registered voter is
disenfranchised,” the INEC chairman, Mahmood Yakubu,
said. President Muhammadu Buhari is vying with his main
challenger, former vice-president Atiku Abubakar, for a
second four-year term.

Verging on chaos
PVCs played a major role in the historic 2015 election,

where Buhari beat the incumbent Goodluck Jonathan, in
the first victory at the ballot box for a Nigerian opposition
candidate. The cards serve as proof of a voter’s identity
and are intended to reduce fraud that has marred previous
votes. Yet getting them into the hands of voters has proven

difficult. At the centre in the sprawling Lagos suburb of
Lekki, where Tobiloba and thousands of others waited on
Friday, INEC workers announced names over a dilapidated
sound system. “We are bringing more PVCs, remain here
and stay calm,” a staffer called out to the increasingly
impatient crowd. Soldiers were deployed in the muddy
courtyard. Earlier in the day they had to quell an angry
crowd attempting to storm its gates before distribution
began, an INEC official said. Friday was Francis Ojah’s
fourth attempt to collect his PVC-but again he was frus-
trated. “They didn’t find it. They told me that I should come
after the elections. Can you imagine?” he said. Meanwhile
another woman left with two cards, saying one was for her,
and the other for her husband.

Complaints abound 
Nigerians have complained on social media of being

unable to pick up their cards despite repeated attempts.
“We have been inundated by calls, from Nigerians to
review the current process of collection of” PVCs, Yakubu
acknowledged Friday in justifying the extended distribu-
tion. But bungled organization isn’t the only challenge the
elections may face. There is poor infrastructure and unreli-
able electricity.

Potholed roads make access difficult to many of the
nearly 120,000 polling stations across a country one-and-
a-half times the size of France.

Organized crime, banditry, kidnapping and insurgencies
are also major issues. Nowhere has been as severely
affected as the country’s northeast, where a decade of vio-
lence caused by the Islamist Boko Haram insurgency has
killed some 27,000 people and displaced around 1.8 mil-

lion. Observers, including the United States in a January
statement, have expressed fears that Boko Haram could
target polling places. Borno state in the northeast has been
ravaged by the violence, and there INEC said it will open
polling stations to serve 400,000 people in eight of the
dozens of camps for Boko Haram displaced.

Speaking on condition of anonymity, a humanitarian
worker based in the state capital Maiduguri said this
would mean “hundreds of thousands of people will not be

able to vote,” particularly those living in areas Boko Haram
rules near Lake Chad. Another area of concern is Nigeria’s
bread basket Middle Belt region, where clashes between
nomadic herdsmen and farming communities have killed
thousands and displaced tens of thousands since early
2018. In the hard-hit states of Benue and Plateau, many
families lost everything when their houses were burnt in
the clashes, including the documents they would need to
collect their PVCs and vote. — AFP 

Logistical snafus frustrate potential voters 

LAGOS: A crowd at one of the Permanent Voter Cards (PVCs) collection points listens attentively for names to
be called out over a megaphone to receive their voting card in Lagos.  — AFP 

Lebanese man 
dies after setting 
himself ablaze 
BEIRUT: A Lebanese man died from severe burns Friday
after setting himself on fire at his daughter’s school over a
fee dispute with the management, state media said. George
Zreik doused himself with petrol and set it ablaze
Thursday at Our Lady of Kaftoun secondary school in the
Koura district of north Lebanon, the doctor who treated
him said. Gabriel al-Sabaa, head of the surgery depart-
ment at the al-Salam hospital in Tripoli, said that “burns
covered 90 percent of his body”.

Zreik reportedly took the desperate step after the
school refused to give him a certificate attesting that his
daughter was a student, the state-run National News
Agency said. He needed the certificate to transfer her to
another institution.  The school withheld the document
because Zreik had failed to pay fees he owed the manage-
ment, the report said.  

The school said in a statement that it had granted
Zreik’s two children free tuition since they enrolled in 2014.
But the father still had to pay for the bus service, sta-
tionery and extracurricular activities, it said. The school
said it had sent four written notices since the start of the
school year asking him to settle outstanding payments.

Lebanon’s newly-appointed Education Minister Akram
Chehayeb opened an investigation into the incident and
pledged to cover the cost of educating Zreik’s two chil-
dren, a statement said. — AFP

Boko Haram: From 
Islamist sect to 
armed threat
LAGOS: Nigeria’s Boko Haram started out as an Islamic anti-
corruption group but mutated into an IS affiliate waging a
lethal insurgency. Here is some background about the
jihadists, whom Muhammadu Buhari vowed to defeat when he
became president in 2015 but remain a threat as he seeks a
second term.

Hardline
Boko Haram aims to create a hardline Islamic state in

northeastern Nigeria. Its campaign has cost at least 27,000
lives since 2009 and displaced 1.8 million people.  The name
loosely translates from the Hausa language as “Western edu-
cation is forbidden”. Its founder and spiritual leader
Muhammad Yusuf pinned the blame for Nigeria’s ills on
Western values left by colonial master, Britain. He also
accused the country’s secular leaders of corruption and
neglecting development in Muslim regions. Yusuf came to the
attention of authorities in 2002 when he began to build a fol-
lowing among disaffected youths in Maiduguri, the Borno
state capital in northeast Nigeria. Yusuf was killed in police
custody in 2009 after an uprising in Maiduguri that prompted
a military assault. Some 800 people died in the action, and
Boko Haram’s mosque and headquarters were left in ruins.
Many of its supporters fled the country.

Violent turn 
Boko Haram was broadly peaceful before Yusuf’s death.

But his successor, his right-hand man Abubakar Shekau,
undertook a violent campaign of deadly attacks on schools,

churches, mosques, state entities and security forces. Some
Boko Haram members are thought to have trained with Al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) in northern Mali in
2012 and 2013. Among the group’s most notorious acts was
the April 2014 kidnapping of 276 schoolgirls from the remote
northern town of Chibok in Borno state.  Fifty-seven fled in
the immediate aftermath, and more than 100 of the 219 who
spent years in captivity have since been released, found or
escaped. The mass abduction brought world attention to the
insurgency at a time when Boko Haram was seizing territory
across the northeast, which became a largely no-go area, with
the violence spilling over into Cameroon, Chad and Niger. In
August 2014 Shekau proclaimed a “caliphate” in the Borno
town of Gwoza, and in March 2015 pledged allegiance to the
Islamic State group in Iraq and Syria.

Fight back
The violence has destroyed property and farmland in the

mainly rural northeast and sparked a humanitarian crisis and
acute food shortages. An offensive since 2015 by regional
armies-troops from Nigeria and backed by others from
Cameroon, Chad and Niger-drove jihadists from most of the
areas they had seized. But regular bloody raids and suicide
bomb attacks continue. Mass court action for people sus-
pected of being members of Boko Haram started in October
2017. Most were released, largely due to lack of evidence,
and more than 100 convicted of belonging to the group and
taking part in attacks.

Split 
A faction led by the son of Muhammad Yusuf, Abu Mus’ab

al-Barnawi, broke away in opposition to Shekau’s indiscrimi-
nate targeting of civilians. Barnawi’s faction, which has the
backing of IS, targets the armed forces and has since July
2018 carried out numerous attacks on military bases.
Shekau’s faction is meanwhile responsible for unrelenting sui-
cide bombings targeting civilians. — AFP 

ABUJA: A woman walks to the campaign headquarters of the ruling All Progressives Congress (APC) party, display-
ing campaign posters of their candidate for re-election, President Mohammadu Buhari, in Abuja yesterday. — AFP 


