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France kills 
Al-Qaeda 
commander 
in Sahel 
BAMAKO: French armed forces have killed
a top jihadist leader in an air and ground
ambush in Mali, the government said yes-
terday, ending a years-long hunt for a man
accused of masterminding the kidnapping
of Westerners in the Sahel region. Djamel
Okacha, an Algerian commander in Al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), was
killed on Thursday after French comman-
dos, helicopters and a drone hit a column of
vehicles he was travelling in north of
Timbuktu, French officials said.

Okacha, a jihadist veteran known also as
Yahya Abou El Hamame, was “the master-
mind and financer of several attacks,” the
defense ministry said. US officials had
accused him of kidnapping a number of
Westerners in North and West Africa.
French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe
arrived late Friday in the capital, Bamako,
along with Defense Minister Florence Parly,
on a visit to show “support” for Mali, where
some 4,500 French troops have been
deployed since 2014 to retake the north of
the country after it fell to jihadist fighters.

Earlier Parly had described the killing of
the jihadist commander as a “spectacular
action”, saying it followed a manhunt which
lasted several years. His death “deals a very

hard blow to terrorist groups in the Sahel,”
she said. “When commandos approached,
(jihadist) pickups opened fire, prompting
the helicopters to return fire,” a spokesman
for the French military command said. A
total of 11 “terrorists”, including El Hamame,
were killed, he said. El Hamame is suspect-
ed of involvement in the 2009 assassination
of a US citizen, Christopher Leggett, in
Mauritania, along with an attack the same
year against the French embassy in
Nouakchott.

Jihadist history 
El Hamame reportedly served as

AQIM’s “governor” in Timbuktu when the
city was held by Islamist militants from
April 2012 to January 2013. The jihadist
commander was believed to be second in
command of the Group to Support Islam
and Muslims (GSIM), also known as
Nusrat al-Islam, led by Iyad Ag Ghali. The
group was formed by the merger of Ansar
Dine, the Macina Liberation Front, Al-
Mourabitoun and El Hamame’s Sahel
branch of AQIM. El Hamame, aged about
40, took charge of Al-Qaeda’s operations
in southern Algeria and northern Mali in
2013 when he replaced Abdelhamid Abou
Zeid, who was himself killed in fighting
French-led forces in northern Mali.

El Hamame rose in the ranks of the
group despite not having gone to
Afghanistan as other key militants such as
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, the one-eyed
Islamist leader who masterminded an
assault on an Algerian gas plant that left
37 foreign hostages dead in January 2013.
Born in the north Algerian town of
Reghaia, El Hamame spent 18 months in

prison in Algeria in the 1990s when the
country was mired in Islamist violence. In
addition to French troops in Mali, around
15,000 peacekeepers have been deployed
in the country as part of the United
Nations stabilization mission known as
MINUSMA. This followed the signing of a
peace accord in 2015 between the Bamako
government and armed groups. 

‘Sustained cessation of hostilities’
The US-based Carter Center, an inde-

pendent observer to the implementation of
the accord, released its third report on
Friday noting “the sustained cessation of
hostilities between the signatories” but

stressed that “the core commitments of the
agreement remain unfulfilled.” The actions
needed include “creating the new, decen-
tralized political system, including devolv-
ing significant powers to the regions and
putting in place the reconstituted armed
forces through the equitable integration of
the ex-combatants,” said the report from
the center founded by former US presi-
dent Jimmy Carter. But jihadist groups
have continued operating in Mali and
neighboring countries. Supported by
France, Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali,
Mauritania and Niger have formed the so-
called G5 Sahel group to fight the
jihadists. —AFP

BAMAKO: French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe (2nd right) visits the Kabala
water treatment plant in Bamako yesterday, during a two days visit in Mali. —AFP

In Nigeria’s
Kaduna, cry of
‘thief’ sparks 
mass murder
KADUNA: Kajuru district in northern
Nigeria once boasted a number of
bustling villages with Christian farmers
of the Adara tribe living side-by-side
with Muslim Fulani herders. But since
February 11, it has been a place of deso-
lation. At the end of several hours of dirt
track, the Fulani village of Unguwar
Busa, which was previously home to
Adara and Fulani camps, is deserted. All
that is left of the round mud huts of the
herders are fire-blackened walls.
Motorcycle carcasses, burnt cooking
pots and the metal skeletons of beds lit-
ter the barren landscape. 

In a village that was once abuzz with
the sounds of people going about their
lives, only bird song and cricket chirps
pierce the near-deathly silence. On the
eve of presidential elections scheduled
for last Saturday but delayed at the last
minute, the governor of Kaduna state
said 66 people had died in fresh fighting
between Adara and Fulani. A few days
later, he adjusted the toll to 130. The
reality is that no-one knows the exact

body count, nor what really happened.
There are as many versions as there are
people in these parts.

According to witness testimonies
gathered by AFP, a dozen Adara farmers
were killed on February 10 just a few
kilometers from Kajuru. According to
pastor Yohanna Buru, this was revenge
for the killing of two Fulani nomads “after
trespassing on a farm with their herds.”

‘Living together 50 years’ 
A day after the Adara killings, attack-

ers armed with traditional rifles and
machetes - their faces masked or painted
with charcoal - burst into Unguwar Busa
and a dozen other Fulani encampments.
“We don’t know who attacked the
Fulani,” said Dio Dogora, one of the few
remaining inhabitants of the area. “We
have been living together for more than
half-a-century. What happened is terrible.
Even our own people (Christians) have
fled the village.” Husaina Saidu, eight
months pregnant, was taken to the hospi-
tal at Kaduna with wounds sustained in
the attack. But her biggest pain is not
knowing where her husband is. Is he
dead, buried in a mass grave with dozens
of other Fulani neighbors still missing?

Shooting everywhere 
“They came into our home and started

shooting everywhere. In a panic, I saved
myself by running away with my chil-
dren,” the 25-year-old said.  Doctors had

to extract 13 home-made bullet frag-
ments from the belly of her oldest child,
four-year-old Ibrahim. Stories like these
are all too common in Kaduna state, in
the midst of a fertile agricultural belt. The
ongoing strife between Muslim herders
and Christian farmers, which claimed
nearly 2,000 lives in 2018 and displaced
hundreds of thousands of others, is a
divisive issue for Africa’s most populous
country of some 190 million people. 

And in this highly-religious nation —

made up of a mosaic of more than 200
ethnic groups - any rumor can prove
explosive. Sensitive to the tinderbox
conditions, local police chief Ahmad
Abdulrahman refused to be drawn on the
death toll. “It may be more, it may be
fewer” than the official tally, he told a
press conference. “In a crisis of this
magnitude it is better to await the results
of the investigation before giving any
figures,” he added, in a bid to calm rising
passions. —AFP

High turnout, low 
expectations for first 
EU-Arab summit
CAIRO: Egypt will host the first joint summit of Arab
League and European Union leaders starting today, a gath-
ering overshadowed by internal divisions in both alliances
and last-minute talks on Brexit. The two-day summit at the
Red Sea resort of Sharm El-Sheikh is billed as a starting
point for the two regional bodies to boost cooperation on
shared strategic priorities including migration, security and
climate change. Economic development, the Palestinian
question, and the conflicts in Libya, Syria and Yemen are
also up for discussion.

But after a build-up in which officials struggled to settle
on an agenda or final declaration, expectations for concrete
action on any of those subjects are modest at best. “We
don’t see on all these issues eye-to-eye with the Arab
world,” said a senior EU official. “But interdependence calls
for dialogue and mutual engagement. Whatever happens
there is very relevant to us and vice versa.” More than 20
European heads of state or government will be at the sum-
mit, including German Chancellor Angela Merkel and
British Prime Minister Theresa May.

But many confirmed their attendance only after it
became clear that neither Sudanese President Omar Al-
Bashir nor Saudi Arabian Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman would show up. The Saudi de facto ruler has been
shunned since US-based journalist Jamal Khashoggi was
killed at the Saudi consulate in Istanbul in October, and the
Saudi delegation is expected to be led by King Salman.
Bashir is subject to an arrest warrant from the International
Criminal Court and facing protests in which dozens have
been killed. —Reuters

ALGIERS: Security forces arrested 41 people during angry
protests that rocked Algeria’s capital against ailing President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika seeking a fifth term, authorities said yester-
day. Police fired teargas on Friday afternoon to block a protest
march on the presidential palace, prompting demonstrators to
respond with stone-throwing. The Directorate General for
National Security (DGSN), said yesterday it had detained 41
people over “public disorder, vandalism, damage to property,
violence and assault”. Despite the arrests, protests around the
country were largely tolerated by authorities, even in the capital,
where demonstrations have been strictly banned since 2001.

The police did not give an estimate of the number of protest-
ers, but a security official speaking on condition of anonymity
said that around 20,000 people
had demonstrated nationwide,
around a quarter of them in Algiers.
The official said 38 of the arrests
were in the capital, and that no
security personnel had been
wounded. Activists had used social
media to call for nationwide
protests against Bouteflika on
Friday after weekly Muslim prayers.
The 81-year-old, who uses a
wheelchair and has rarely been
seen in public since suffering a
stroke in 2013, announced on
February 10 that he will run for another term in an April presiden-
tial election.

Clashes broke out in the Algerian capital between security
forces and demonstrators opposed to a bid by ailing President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika to run for a fifth term, AFP correspondents
said. Police in riot gear fired tear gas and set up a security cor-
don to block access to the presidential palace by demonstrators
who responded with stone-throwing. Hundreds of demonstra-
tors had gathered despite a ban on protests in the capital, for a
march which also took them to the Mediterranean city’s land-
mark Grand Post Office. The clashes broke out when some pro-
testers headed for the palace, four kilometers away and a num-
ber of arrests were made.

“No fifth mandate,” chanted the mostly young demonstrators,

many waving Algerian flags, as they started to march through cen-
tral Algiers. “Ouyahia, get out!” the crowd also cried, referring to
Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia, a Bouteflika loyalist heading the
government for a third term. Some demonstrators in Algiers scaled
the outside of a building and tore down a poster bearing the por-
trait of the 81-year-old president. An official ban on demonstra-
tions in Algiers was imposed in 2001. But in February 2018, thou-
sands of trainee doctors tried to hold a protest at the same venue.
They were rapidly encircled and their path blocked by police.

Activists used social media to call for Friday rallies against
Bouteflika across the country after the weekly Muslim prayers,
also filling the main square in Annaba, 400 kilometers east of
Algiers with demonstrators, the TSA news website said. Other

gatherings were reported in several
other cities, including in Oran,
Algeria’s second largest. French-
language daily El Watan, on its
website, said crowds also gathered
in Ourgla where it said “thousands
of demonstrators chanted “the
people want the fall of the regime”,
the slogan of the Arab Spring
revolts of 2011.

‘Routine medical tests’ 
Bouteflika, who uses a wheel-

chair and has rarely been seen in
public since suffering a stroke in 2013, announced on February
10 that he will run for another term in April presidential polls. He
spoke of an “unwavering desire to serve” despite his health con-
straints and pledged to set up an “inclusive national conference”
to address political and economic reforms. His office has
announced that Bouteflika will travel to Switzerland on Sunday
for “routine medical checks” ahead of the April 18 election. He
has had a long battle with illness and frequently flown to France
for treatment. Bouteflika is Algeria’s longest-serving president
and a veteran of its independence struggle, who has clung to
power for two decades despite long years of ill health. Even
before his stroke, a year before the last presidential polls,
Bouteflika had repeatedly shown himself to be a wily political
survivor.

He came to power in 1999 with the support of an army bat-
tling Islamist guerrillas. He ran unopposed for the presidency in
polls later the same year and has been re-elected since 2004
with an official tally each time of more than 80 percent of the
vote. “Boutef”, as many Algerians have nicknamed him, was
instrumental in fostering peace after a decade-long civil war in
the 1990s. Known for wearing a three-piece suit even in the
north African nation’s stifling heat, he gained respect from many
for his role in ending the war, which official figures say killed
nearly 200,000 people.

But he has also faced criticism from rights groups and oppo-
nents who accuse him of being authoritarian. After his stroke,
Bouteflika consolidated power in a country where the shadowy
intelligence service has long been viewed as a “state within a
state”. When the Arab Spring erupted in January 2011, Bouteflika
rode out the storm by lifting a 19-year state of emergency and
using oil revenues to grant pay rises. In early 2016, he dissolved
the all-powerful DRS intelligence agency after dismissing its
leader General Mohamed Mediene, known as “Toufik”, who had
clung to the post for a quarter of a century. —Agencies

Dozens arrested in protests against fifth term for Algeria president

Clashes as hundreds protest 
fifth term for Algeria leader

ALGIERS: Algerian protestors take part in a demonstration against Algeria’s president candidacy for a
fifth term in Algiers. Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s decision to seek a fifth term as president stirred mixed reac-
tions in the Algerian society. —AFP

‘Ouyahia, 
get out!

KADUNA, Nigeria: A policeman checks the remains of a burned house at Unguwar
Busa in Kaduna yesterday. —AFP

As US troops stay 
in Syria, Trump 
insists no U-turn 
WASHINGTON:  President Donald Trump insisted yesterday
he was not pulling an about-face on his Syria withdrawal
plans, after it was announced hundreds of US troops would
remain in the war-torn country. The White House quietly
dropped the news late Thursday that around 200 American
“peace-keeping” soldiers would remain in northern Syria
indefinitely, amid fierce criticism of Trump’s decision to with-
draw America’s more than 2,000 troops there by April 30. “I
am not reversing course,” Trump said at the White House,
noting that 200 soldiers was only a “very small, tiny fraction”
of the overall presence.

Senior Republican Senator Lindsey Graham heralded the
move, claiming the residual forces would somehow catalyze a
bigger presence by European allies who had balked at the
idea of committing troops to Syria minus an American ground
presence. “This 200 will attract probably 1,000 Europeans,”
Graham said in an interview with Fox News. Trump, an avid
Fox viewer, said he watched Graham and supported leaving
“a small force with others. Whether it’s NATO troops or who-
ever it might be, so that (IS) doesn’t start up again.”

Pentagon spokesman Lieutenant Colonel Sean
Robertson said the US troops would be part of a “multina-
tional observing and monitoring force” that would be made
up “primarily” of NATO allies in a northeast Syria “safe
zone.” Robertson added the US would also maintain its
presence at Al-Tanaf, a desert garrison in southern Syria
where some 200 US soldiers are presently based. Trump
declared victory over IS in December despite thousands of
fighters remaining and a continued effort to clear jihadists
from a final scrap of territory. The decision prompted his
defense secretary Jim Mattis to quit. —AFP


