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ABUJA: A militant group in Nigeria’s oil-rich southern
Niger Delta threatened yesterday to cripple Africa’s
top oil producer if President Muhammadu Buhari is
re-elected in a vote due to be held tomorrow. The
Niger Delta Avengers - who have been demanding a
greater share of the oil revenue produced in the im-
poverished southern region - said in a statement they
hoped to end Buhari’s rule through elections and that
opposition candidate Atiku Abubakar was their pre-
ferred choice for president. Buhari faces a tight con-
test against Abubakar, a business and ex-vice
president, in tomorrow’s elections in Nigeria, Africa’s
biggest democracy. The Niger Delta Avengers were
behind a 2016 wave of violence that helped push
Nigeria into recession.

The group warned that if Buhari is re-elected
there would be “a perpetual recession for Nigeria”
and that if elected, Abubakar should start a “restruc-
turing of Nigeria” within six months to forestall fur-
ther attacks in the Niger Delta. No substantial attacks
have been carried out by any groups in the Delta re-
gion since January 2017. Attacks on pipelines and
other facilities in the Niger Delta in 2016 cut Nigeria’s
crude output from a peak of 2.2 million barrels per
day (mbpd) to near 1 mbpd - the lowest level seen in
Africa’s biggest economy in at least 30 years.

That, combined with low oil prices, pushed the
OPEC member state into its first recession in a quar-
ter of a century - crude sales make up two-thirds of
government revenue and most of its foreign exchange.
Buhari’s government has held talks with the militants
to address their grievances over poverty and oil pol-
lution in the Delta for more than a year and this led

the group to halt attacks. Any resumption of attacks
would renew pressure on Nigeria as it recovers from
its worst recession in a generation. The country is also
facing separatist movements in the southeast and Is-
lamist militants in the northeast. 

Election stampede
Meanwhile, fifteen people were killed in a stam-

pede at an election campaign rally by President
Muhammadu Buhari in southern Nigeria, health offi-
cials said Wednesday. In a separate incident on the
campaign trial, jihadists in the northeast of the coun-
try attacked a convoy carrying a powerful state gov-
ernor, killing four people. The deaths are the latest to
overshadow Saturday’s elections, in which Buhari is
seeking a second, four-year term of office.

Kem-Daniel Elebiga, spokesman for the University
of Port Harcourt Teaching Hospital, said “a total of 15
bodies were brought in” on Tuesday. Three were men
and the rest women, he added. Twelve injured people
were also brought in, nine of whom remained in hos-
pital Wednesday. “They are all responding well to
treatment,” said Elebiga. Police in Rivers state, of
which Port Harcourt is the capital, earlier gave a toll
of four dead and four injured, while Buhari’s office
said only that “several” people lost their lives.

Conflicting death tolls are not unusual in Nigeria,
although the authorities often provide lower numbers.
Local media and eyewitnesses said the stampede
happened when panic broke out at the end of a rally
held in the city’s Adokiye Amiesimaka Stadium.
Crowds tried to force their way through a locked exit.
“Those from behind were pushing and putting pres-

sure on those in front, leading to some persons falling
on the ground and being trampled upon,” said jour-
nalist Egufe Yafugborhi, of the Vanguard newspaper.

Bloody aftermath
Blood-stained clothes, discarded shoes, and be-

longings remained strewn at the site Wednesday.
Eyewitness Catherine Omokiniovo told AFP: “I was
outside the gate selling popcorn when people
started coming out. “All of a sudden we started
hearing cries of those who had fallen and could not

get up because they had been trapped. There was
confusion everywhere. 

“Over 20 bodies were taken away in ambulances,”
she said, adding one of the victims was a pregnant
woman and another a woman whose wedding was
just months away. Other witnesses gave a similar ac-
count. “The police blocked a section of the entrance
with their vehicles, preventing free flow of movement
after the rally,” said one. In Rivers, police spokesman
Nnamdi Omoni said an investigation has been opened
to determine the cause of the stampede. —Agencies

‘Delta Avengers’ vow to cripple 
economy if Buhari is re-elected

Election stampede’s death toll hits 15

PORT HARCOURT: A biker rides next to shoes and items lying on the ground in front of the main entrance of the Adokiye
Amiesimaka Stadium where fifteen people were killed in a stampede during an election campaign rally. —AFP 

13 die in bus accident 
in North Macedonia
SKOPJE: At least 13 people were killed and more than 30
others injured when a passenger bus overturned on a high-
way in North Macedonia on Wednesday, health minister said.
Speaking to AFP, Minister Venko Filipce added that “the
number of dead may increase because there are people in
surgery and in critical condition” following the accident
which happened around 20 kilometres (12 miles) from the
capital Skopje. Around 50 people were on the bus. “Thirteen
people were killed,” Filipce told reporters. “There are more
than 30 injured.” Ilir Asani, head of the emergency centre at
Skopje’s main hospital, told local media that at least “five
people were severely injured, including a pregnant woman”.

A public prosecutor said it had launched a probe into the
accident that occurred “when a bus of the company ‘Durmo
Tours’... crossed the barrier on the opposite side of the
highway, then veered off the road and overturned near the
village of Laskarci”. Festim Rusani, 42, was on his way home
to Tetovo when he saw the overturned bus. “I called ambu-
lance and police immediately. With neighbours I helped
three people to get out of the bus. But for the rest it was
very difficult at first, they were all stuck under the bus,” he
told AFP. “There was this girl, young woman, alive while we
were trying to help her, she was stuck... She lost her legs
but she was still breathing. She died there. It was so trau-
matic,” he added. —AFP

With armored vehicles 
and snipers, US seeks 
to deter Russia
ORZYSZ: With the Russian border little more than an hour away, the
desolate grey sky burst open with an explosion of fire and a plume
of smoke. If the scene evoked the Cold War, it was intentional. US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo trekked Wednesday to the Polish
town of Orzysz to witness NATO live-fire exercises in an unmistak-
able sign to Warsaw that the United States has its eye on Russia.
Pompeo walked through drizzling rain with senior Polish officials over
frozen soil and patches of snow to a reviewing stand as several hun-
dred troops stood at attention.

Pompeo, a West Point graduate who served as a US Army cavalry
officer in Germany when Poland was on the other side of the Iron Cur-
tain, said little had changed except, he joked, that back then he was
listening to cassette tapes of Van Halen. The US defense chief likened
Orzysz, around 70 kilometres (45 miles) from Russia’s Baltic Sea en-
clave of Kaliningrad, to divided Germany’s infamous Fulda Gap —
where NATO feared that Soviet tanks could penetrate its defenses.

“Today, the gap in which we stand occupies the same priority
focus for NATO commanders that the Fulda Gap did back then -
once again because of Russian aggression,” Pompeo said in reference
to the so-called Suwalki Gap. He said that the concern was not the-
oretical, denouncing Russian President Vladimir Putin for the 2014
annexation of the Crimean peninsula and ongoing support for sepa-
ratists in Ukraine, as well as Moscow’s war a decade earlier with
Georgia. “We take seriously those concerns that Russia may one day
try to open a front along a line right here,” Pompeo said. 

Simulated battle 
Pompeo then advanced with senior Polish officials including For-

eign Minister Jacek Czaputowicz to observe exercises by troops
from the five countries at the base - the United States, Poland,
Britain, Croatia and Romania. Amid startling shots from rocket
launchers, 20 troops sprinted from a corner for a display of hand-
to-hand combat, simulating punching and kicking one another as if
in the throes of battle. Pompeo watched with a smile as Bradley ar-
mored vehicles rolled by and a dozen soldiers jumped out before
him and squatted with their rifles, shooting metallic targets in the
shape of enemy bodies. A Polish officer provided a running, dispas-
sionate narrative in precise English, explaining, “The snipers wait
patiently for the enemy soldier to present the opportunity for the
perfect shot.”

Wooing the US
Putin has accused the United States of trying to contain Russia

and has pledged to boost Moscow’s own military, including by de-
ploying nuclear-capable Iskander missiles to Kaliningrad. Mean-
while, US President Donald Trump has voiced admiration for Putin
and mused that NATO - which considers an attack on any of its 30
members an attack on all - cheats the United States out of money.

Believing a permanent US presence would be the ultimate de-
terrent, Poland has offered to contribute to building a US base -
which it has cheekily suggested could be called Fort Trump. Asked
about a troop increase, Pompeo said the United States was “taking
a look at it”. NATO promised Russia in 1997 not to station signifi-
cant forces in the former eastern bloc. As tensions have grown how-
ever, the alliance has instead rotated troops through front-line
countries. Poland offered an additional sweetener on Wednesday.
US Vice President Mike Pence, also in the country, said Warsaw
would buy $414 million worth of US mobile rocket launchers —
good news for the transaction-minded Trump. —AFP 


