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National security 
under scrutiny 
at Nigeria vote
LAGOS: In Nigeria, where religious and ethnic iden-
tity often determines support for a candidate, Mudi
Bawa might well have been expected to vote for
Muhammadu Buhari in 2015. Both are northern
Muslims. But the fisherman had another reason to
choose Buhari: the hope he could help him return to
the home he had to flee when Boko Haram attacked.

“There was tremendous improvement in security
when Buhari became president,” said Bawa, from
Baga, in the northeastern state of Borno. “But unfor-
tunately, in the last few months Boko Haram have
resurfaced... The security situation has deteriorated,”
he told AFP. Few but the hardest of hardline presi-
dential supporters would disagree with Bawa’s
assessment, as the country once again prepares to go
to the polls.

In opposition, Buhari benefited politically from the
fall-out of the conflict, which saw the jihadists cap-
ture swathes of territory and declare a caliphate.
President Goodluck Jonathan was lambasted for his
government’s response to the threat, and particularly
his reaction to the high-profile kidnapping of 219
schoolgirls. Buhari, the former army general who
once headed a military government in the 1980s, was
seen as a better bet to restore order.

Persistent attacks 
He made a strong start, recognizing the need to

re-energize the moribund regional force and rally the
international community for support against extrem-
ism. Lost ground was recovered; the threat to sover-
eignty diminished; soldiers’ morale improved as more
equipment was provided. Thousands of hostages
were rescued or released, including 107 of the 219
kidnapped Chibok girls; many internally displaced
people began to return home. —AFP

BULAWAYO:  Zimbabwe police fired tear gas to dis-
perse protesters in the second city of Bulawayo yes-
terday, a day after the country was rocked by violent
demonstrations against a sharp hike in fuel prices.
Police moved in after protesters chanted for the
removal of President Emmerson Mnangagwa and as
looting broke out in Bulawayo, a stronghold of opposi-
tion to the ruling ZANU-PF party, an AFP reporter
witnessed. The streets of the capital, Harare, were
deserted after Monday’s demonstrations when public
anger over Zimbabwe’s worsening economic crisis
erupted. The government more than doubled petrol
prices at the weekend after months of shortages when
drivers have been forced to queue for hours to fill up,
while essentials such as bread and medicines have also
been scarce.

In the capital Harare, most shops remained closed
after Monday’s protests and minibus taxis that usually
transport workers from the suburbs to the city centre
were not running. In Kuwadzana suburb, police were
on patrol and forcing people off the streets. One resi-
dent, Tawanda Mataya, said he and his 17-year-old
son had been beaten up by police. “It’s so painful,”
Mataya told AFP showing swellings on his back. “I was
standing at my gate to assess whether I could go to
work then this group of police who were passing by
started beating me.”My son who heard me screaming
and opened the window to see what was happening
was slapped several times.”

Pressure on president 
In a televised address late Saturday, President

Emmerson Mnangagwa announced the fuel price hike,
saying it was needed to tackle severe shortages and
“rampant” illegal trading. Mnangagwa took over from
long-time ruler and autocrat Robert Mugabe following

a military takeover in 2017, before winning a disputed
election in July.

Currently on a tour of European countries,
Mnangagwa will attend the World Economic Forum at
Davos, Switzerland, next week. Speaking in Russia on
Monday, Mnangagwa said the fuel price increase
“was necessary and still is”. On Monday, the police
had dispersed hundreds of protesters who burnt
tyres, erected barricades and looted businesses on
the first day of a three-day general strike. Security
Minister Owen Ncube said the security action caused
“loss of life” without giving figures on the number of
dead and wounded.

The Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human
Rights said 13 people had sustained gunshot wounds in
and around Harare on Monday. At least 200 people
were arrested during the disturbances. Zimbabwe’s
mobile phone networks and internet were partially shut
down, with one industry source saying the systems had
been jammed and many users complaining of limited
access. Yesterday morning the Twitter account of the
Ministry of Information said that “public order has been
restored”.

The Zimbabwe Trade Union Confederation (ZCTU),
for its part, reiterated its call to strike. “Today it’s day
two of the Shutdown. We urge workers and citizens
everywhere to stay at home,” ZCTU tweeted. “Our
struggle is genuine and there must be economic
reforms for the poor to survive.”

Zimbabwe’s economy has been in dire straits since
hyperinflation wiped out savings between 2007 and
2009, when the Zimbabwean dollar was abandoned in
favor the US dollar. Zimbabweans rely on electronic
payments as US dollar notes are in short supply.  The
local “bond note” currency, introduced in 2016, is little
trusted and falling in value. Mnangagwa — Mugabe’s

former deputy — has claimed that he represented a
fresh start for the country and vowed to revive the
economy by attracting foreign investment. In Bulawayo,
one night guard on duty outside a closed shop told AFP

that his colleagues had not turned up to work yester-
day. “Things are hard, and the protest and the protests
should continue as long as they are peaceful,” said
Nicholas Banda. —AFP

Government more than doubled petrol prices at the weekend

Zimbabwe police fires tear
gas as crackdown tightens

Merkel’s 
‘crown princess’ 
seeks to chart 
own path
BERLIN: Dismissed by some as a mini-
Angela Merkel, the new leader of
Germany’s centre-right CDU party and
likely next chancellor has marked the turn
of the year by underlining a change in tone
from her mentor. Annegret Kramp-
Karrenbauer, known in Germany as AKK
after her initials, raised eyebrows yester-
day when she said her party will hold a
critical session on February 11 on
Germany’s immigration policies.

“By reviewing the policies with regards
to refugees since 2015, the new boss of the
CDU shows that she’s not a younger ver-
sion of Angela Merkel,” the Sueddeutsche
Zeitung newspaper said. “She is position-
ing herself clearly against Merkel”, whose
decision in 2015 to keep Germany’s bor-
ders open to refugees has deeply divided
the country. AKK’s planned debate on the
decision to let in more than a million asy-
lum seekers was a way to openly contra-
dict Merkel, who has always said debate
about the past would amount to “frittering
away” time.

“A month after her closely-run elec-
tion, Kramp-Karrenbauer has started to
orientate the CDU her way, setting its
work program,” wrote the Frankfurter

Allgemeine Zeitung. In a symbolic gesture
suggesting a departure from Merkel’s
years, AKK is also using a different office
at the CDU’s headquarters from that of
her predecessor. Kramp-Karrenbauer, 56,
was elevated to the “crown princess”
position after Merkel tapped her to be the
party’s number two as general secretary
early last year.

Following Merkel’s announcement that
she would not run for another term as CDU
chair after 18 years in the job, Kramp-
Karrenbauer won a party election in early
December to take over the post. Merkel
has also said that she would step down as
chancellor at the end of her mandate in
2021, meaning that the new chairwoman of
the CDU stands a real chance of succeed-
ing her as Germany’s leader. Kramp-
Karrenbauer’s win in December marked
not only a victory for herself, but also one
against an anti-Merkel rival, Friedrich
Merz, who had championed a more con-
servative tone.

‘So much unity’ 
Her narrow win raised questions about

whether she would be able to get Merz’s
followers to fall in line. Since then however,
the markedly more conservative line pur-
sued by AKK has repositioned the party
on a slew of issues where Merkel’s critics
had accused her of being too moderate.
Beyond migration, AKK on Sunday took an
environmental NGO to task over its anti-
diesel campaign and pledged that she
would not endanger thousands of jobs in
the automobile sector.

On social issues, she has raised the
question of reexamining dual nationality

for those with foreign origins. The devout
Catholic has for long said she was opposed
to gay marriage. With one fell swoop, she
has not only placated Merz’s followers for
now, but also introduced a detente with the
Bavarian sister party Christian Social
Union, which has for years been sniping at
Merkel’s heels. 

“There has not been so much unity in
the Union in a long time,” noted national
news agency DPA. The strategy appeared
to be paying off for now, with the CDU-
CSU polling at just above 30 percent and
holding the far-right at 14 percent. A key
test will come during European elections in

May, followed by three state elections in
the autumn in eastern Germany, a strong-
hold of the far-right. 

Even if the CDU-CSU alliance were to
hold its ground in the elections, poor
scores for its junior coalition partner the
Social Democrats (SPD) could prompt the
centre-left party to quit the bloc. And
Kramp-Karrenbauer’s repositioning of the
party towards more conservative policies
could lead to clashes with the SPD, making
life more difficult for Merkel. The SPD,
which is struggling in the polls, is already
bristling at Kramp-Karrenbauer’s call to
slash taxes. —AFP

POTSDAM: Leader of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) Annegret Kramp-
Karrenbauer (L) and German Chancellor Angela Merkel wait at the beginning of
a two-day meeting of the Christian Democrat’s Union (CDU) leadership. —AFP

Brussels 
museum gunman 
is linked to 
other jihadists
BRUSSELS: The Frenchman accused of
murdering four people at the Jewish muse-
um of Belgium had links with other
jihadists, including those behind the
Brussels and Paris attacks, investigators
say. At least one lawyer wants to see if
defendant Mehdi Nemmouche sheds more
light on such links during his trial that
opened last Thursday for the May 24, 2014
museum shooting spree.

The first opportunity may come on
Tuesday when Nemmouche begins testify-
ing in his defense in a Brussels criminal
court. Guillaume Lys, the lawyer for the
French Association of Victims of Terrorism
(AFVT), hopes his cross-examination may
yield more detail about the November 13,
2015 Paris attacks. “Our goal is to be able
to have more information about the links
between these people and others whom we
know and who committed other acts,” said
Lys, who represents a civil party in the trial.
The following links have already been
established by investigators:

Abdelhamid Abaaoud 
Weeks before the Jewish museum

attack, Nemmouche was in regular tele-
phone contact with Abdelhamid Abaaoud,
the presumed mastermind of the Paris

attacks that killed 130 people and wounded
hundreds more. Abaaoud was killed in a
police shootout days after those attacks.
The calls took place in January 2014, when
Nemmouche had just left Syria and was
preparing to travel to southeast Asia via
Turkey. His trip would take in Malaysia,
Hong Kong, Singapore and Thailand. The
two men are believed to have fought
together in Syria in 2013.

Salah Abdeslam 
When the Brussels suicide bombings

killed 32 people and wounded hundreds on
March 22, 2016, both Nemmouche and
Paris attacks suspect Salah Abdeslam were
in the same prison in the Belgian city of
Bruges. Abdeslam had been arrested in
Brussels just days before after being on the
run since the Paris massacre several months
earlier. Belgian investigators in the prison
on the day of the bombings heard the two
men talk to each other with voices raised as
their cells were not next to each other.

Nemmouche told Abdeslam that a
“Brahim” and a “Sofian” had died in the
bombings at Zaventem Airport, the main
international airport outside Brussels. For
investigators, these first names correspond
to those of the airport suicide bombers
Ibrahim El Bakraoui and Najim Laachraoui,
also known as Soufiane Kayal. This infor-
mation suggested to investigators that the
pair knew the attackers.

Najim Laachraoui 
Nemmouche shared other links with Najim

Laachraoui, who was also believed to be one
of the bomb makers for the Paris attacks. Four
French journalists have identified the two as

among their jailers after they were kidnapped
in Syria in June 2013 and released on April 18,
2014. Investigators also found an audio file
attributed to Laachraoui from a computer
seized near an alleged hideout of the Brussels
bombers. It was believed he recorded it in
February or March 2016. The Belgian jihadist
was heard suggesting kidnapping celebrities
in order to exchange them for “brothers” in
prison, including Nemmouche. 

Salim Benghalem 
The kidnapped French journalists also

identified as another of their jailers Salim
Benghalem, a French jihadist leader who
was believed to have been killed in Syria at

the end of 2017. France’s Le Monde news-
paper said he had duties that were more
important than those of Nemmouche as he
was suspected of having played a key role
in dispatching jihadists from France. In
France, Benghalem gravitated toward the
“Buttes-Chaumont” jihadist network,
named after a park in Paris. There he
reportedly met the Kouachi brothers, who
carried out the January 7, 2015 attack
against the satirical newspaper Charlie
Hebdo, killing 12 people. He also met
Amedy Coulibaly, the man who the next
day murdered a female police officer
before killing four people at a Kosher
supermarket in Paris on January 9. —AFP

BRUSSELS: Defense lawyers Henri Laquay (L) is seen prior to a hearing of the
trial regarding the terrorist attack at the Jewish Museum. —AFP

Police raid Barcelona 
cell suspected of 
plotting attack
BARCELONA: Spanish police launched a counter-
terrorism operation in Barcelona and a nearby city
yesterday against a cell suspected of plotting an
attack, a police spokesman said. Two people had
been arrested in Barcelona and Igualada, 60 kilome-
ters west of the Catalan capital, as part of the raid,
the spokesman for Catalonia’s police force, the
Mossos d’Esquadra, told AFP. Further arrests were
expected, he added.

“The goal (of the cell) was to attack but we are still
investigating which places may have been targeted,”
the spokesman said. Over 100 officers were taking part
in the “counter-terrorism operation” launched by the
Catalan  police force at six am (0500 GMT), the
Mossos said on Twitter. Police stormed five properties
in Barcelona and a sixth in Igualada as part of the
operation.

Armed officers, wearing black ski masks, stood
guard outside a building in central Barcelona as boxes
and bags were removed from a flat, according to an
AFP reporter on the scene. The operation was ordered
by Spain’s High Court, which is charged with terrorism
investigations, and it is focused on “the crimes of ter-
rorism, public health offences and organized crime”,
the Mossos said. —AFP

BULAWAYO: A police officer removes tyres set by protesters during a “stay-away” demonstration
against the doubling of fuel prices. —AFP


