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Sudan deal first 
step to transition, but 
challenges ahead

After months of political uncertainty, Sudan has
taken its first step towards a democratic transi-
tion, but getting the ruling generals to deliver on

a power-sharing accord with protesters remains a chal-
lenge. “The only path forward is a negotiated deal
between the two sides,” said Alan Boswell, senior ana-
lyst at the International Crisis Group think tank. Sudan’s
ruling military council and protest leaders reached the
tentative deal in the early hours of Friday, agreeing to
form a joint civilian-military governing body.

That body is to oversee the formation of a transi-
tional civilian administration that will govern for three
years - the main demand of demonstrators. The two
agreed the ruling body would have a rotating presiden-
cy, a breakthrough following months of political
impasse after the army in April ousted longtime ruler
Omar al-Bashir on the back of a popular uprising.
Tensions climaxed on June 3 when armed men in mili-
tary fatigues stormed a longstanding protest camp in
Khartoum, shooting and beating crowds of demonstra-
tors in a predawn raid.

Dozens were killed, triggering international outrage,
although the generals insisted they did not order the
violent dispersal of protesters. The power-sharing deal
comes after intense mediation by Ethiopia and African
Union diplomats. “Any agreement is a positive step. The
challenge will be actually getting the military council to
do as it promised,” Boswell told AFP.

On Saturday, the head of that council General Abdel
Fattah Al-Burhan vowed to “implement” the deal and to
work “in close cooperation” with the protest leaders.
The governing body will have a total of six civilians and
five military representatives. The six civilians will
include five from the umbrella protest movement, the
Alliance for Freedom and Change. A general will head
the ruling body during the first 21 months of the transi-
tion, followed by a civilian for the remaining 18 months,
according to the framework agreement.

‘Giant red flag’
Against the backdrop of the June 3 raid, experts

doubt whether the military will keep its part of the deal.
“The key question is whether the military or the securi-
ty sector more widely will cooperate fully with civilian
members of the board or is cooperation mere window
dressing,” said Andreas Krieg, assistant professor at
King’s College London. “It is the security sector’s intent
to accept civilian control that will determine whether
Sudan can move to a fully civilian rule in the future.”

Bashir, who came to power in an Islamist-backed
coup in 1989, ruled Sudan with an iron fist thanks to the
security apparatus, especially the feared National
Intelligence and Security Service (NISS) - accused by
rights groups of trampling human rights and freedoms.
Experts say the power-sharing accord is far from a
long-term solution to the country’s overall political cri-
sis. One potential dispute is over the eventual formation
of a transitional parliament. Friday’s agreement post-
poned the creation of a 300-seat transitional legisla-
ture - 67 percent of which would be lawmakers from
the protest movement - that had already been agreed
in previous talks. “Failing to agree yet on the legislative
body is a giant red flag. This risks becoming the new
impasse,” said Boswell. “Even in a best case scenario,
Sudan will be navigating a very challenging transition
for years to come.”

‘Huge responsibility’ 
Boswell said the protest movement “will almost cer-

tainly need to continue mobilizing its street power to
pressure the military council to uphold its commit-
ments”. Prominent protest leader Babikir Faisal said
that while the deal may not be a cure-all, an agreement
with the generals was needed. “Given the overall ten-
sion, agreeing on a sovereign council and a government
is a step forward,” he told AFP. “The other choice
would have been to take the path of confrontation.”

The protest alliance says it is now in charge of
appointing the new prime minister and a transitional
government of technocrats. Faisal said the first priority
of the new administration will be to offer a “relief pro-
gram” aimed at tackling Sudan’s economic crisis. “The
economic situation is very difficult,” he said. “This is
one of the major challenges. This revolution was also
triggered by the crisis of bread.”

Protests first broke out after the government tripled
the price of bread, but they swiftly escalated into
nationwide rallies against Bashir’s rule, culminating in
his ouster on April 11. And while addressing economic
concerns will be key, it will be just one of many chal-
lenges facing the protest leaders in their new role, said
Khalid Tijani, editor of Sudan’s economic weekly Elaf.
“The government will be formed by the alliance, which
means revolutionaries,” Tijani said. “They have taken on
a huge burden of responsibility, because any failure will
be blamed on them ultimately.” —AFP

An Indian street vendor waits for customers to sell snacks in New Delhi on July 4, 2019. —AFP

Limitless water for Delhi haves, poor fight for drops
In this teeming capital city of more than 20 million peo-

ple, a worsening drought is amplifying the vast inequal-
ity between India’s rich and poor. The politicians, civil

servants and corporate lobbyists who live in substantial
houses and apartments in central Delhi pay very little to
get limitless supplies of piped water - whether for their
bathrooms, kitchens or to wash the car, dog, or spray a
manicured lawn. They can do all that for as little as $10-
$15 a month.

But step into one of the slum areas in the inner city, or a
giant disorganized housing estate on the outskirts and
there is a daily struggle to get and pay for very limited
supplies of water, which is delivered by tanker rather than
pipe. And the price is soaring as supplies are fast deplet-
ing. India’s water crisis is far from even-handed - the elite
in Delhi and most other parts of the country remain unaf-
fected while the poor scramble for supplies every day.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s official residence and
those of his cabinet are in central Delhi, as are those of
most lawmakers.

That may help to explain why it took until this week for
Modi to call for a massive water conservation program, the
first big initiative by the government despite years of
warnings about dry reservoirs and depleted water tables,
policy makers and water industry experts said. Telecom
sales representative Amar Nath Shukla, who lives in a giant
unauthorized housing sprawl on the south side of Delhi,
says he is now paying 700 rupees for a small tanker to
bring him, his wife and three school-age children 2,000
liters of water, their weekly quota.

A year ago, Shukla would buy two of the rusty, oval-
shaped tankers a week for 500 rupees each but he cut
back to one as the price climbed 40 percent. “Why should
a densely populated settlement get so little of water and
why should the sparsely-populated central district of New
Delhi receive so much of extra supply?” asked Shukla.

More than 30 other residents Reuters spoke to in his
Sangam Vihar district also complained about the quality of
water. “Until last year I was drinking the water sold by a
few local suppliers but then I fell ill and the doctor asked
me to buy water bottles made by only big, reputed com-

panies,” said Dilip Kumar Kamath, 46, waving a prescrip-
tion which listed abdominal pain and stomach infection as
his ailments.

Water gangs
Delhi’s main government district and the army canton-

ment areas get about 375 liters of water per person per
day but residents of Sangam Vihar on average receive only
40 liters for each resident per day. The water comes from
boreholes and tankers under the jurisdiction of the Delhi
water board, run by the city government. But residents say
some of the boreholes have been taken over by private
operators associated with criminal gangs and local politi-
cians. These gangs also have a major role in providing pri-
vate tankers, which are all illegal, making people liable to
price gouging.

And all this when temperatures, and demand, are soar-
ing. Delhi was the second driest it has been in 26 years in
June, and recorded its highest ever temperature for the
month at 48 degrees Celsius on June 10. Monsoon rains
reached the capital on Thursday, more than a week later
than usual, with only a light drizzle. Most private tanker
operators in Delhi either illegally pump out fast depleting
ground water or steal the water from government supplies,
various government studies show.

In Delhi, nearly half of the supply from the Delhi water
board either gets stolen with the connivance of lowly
officials or simply seeps out via leaky pipes, several stud-
ies show. The board’s 1,033 tanker fleet is well short of
the city’s requirements. Hundreds of private water
tankers are operating this summer, though there are no
official numbers.

Water wars
The water scarcity is even more acute in the Bhalswa

Dairy locality of northwestern Delhi, more than 30 km
from Sangam Vihar. The water from a couple of community
taps and hand pumps are too toxic to use, forcing people
to queue up for a government tanker that comes just once
a day. As a result, fights frequently break out when people,
mostly can-carrying women and children, sprint towards

the arriving tanker. Last year, at least three people were
killed in scuffles that broke out over water in Delhi.

“Fights over water supplies have gone up since May
and these fights now constitute almost 50% of our daily
complaints,” said a police official at the Bhalswa Dairy
Police station, who declined to be named. Some tanker
operators have also started selling bottled water, underlin-
ing concerns over the quality of water in their tanks and
how costs for ordinary people can mount, said the police
official.

Nearly 200,000 people living in the Bhalswa area are
vulnerable to liver-related disease such as jaundice and
hepatitis, said Kamlesh Bharti, president of non-govern-
mental organization Kamakhya Lok Sewa Samiti, which
works in the areas of health and education. The Bhalswa
area is next to a big waste landfill, which has contaminated
both surface and groundwater in the area. According to
UK-based charity WaterAid, about 163 million people in
India, roughly 12 percent of the population, do not have
access to clean water close to their homes, the most of any
country.

Almost all middle-class residents in the city have either
water purifiers at home or they buy big cans of water from
Bisleri, India’s top bottled water brand, Coca-Cola Co or
PepsiCo Inc. Bottled water suppliers reported a nearly
three-fold jump in sales in India between 2012 and 2017,
according to market research company Euromonitor.
India’s dependence on groundwater and the country’s fail-
ure to replenish aquifers have exacerbated the crisis, said
V K Madhavan chief executive of WaterAid.

Both individual households and myriad industries most-
ly use fresh water and the reuse and recycling of water “is
almost an alien concept” in the country, Madhavan said.
Still, Delhi authorities said the plan to build three dams in
the upper reaches of the Yamuna river, which passes
through the city, would help Delhi overcome the shortage.
It will take 3-4 years to construct them, said S K Haldar, a
top official of the Central Water Commission. But issues
such as land acquisition, resettlement and environmental
clearances could make such an aggressive timetable
untenable, Madhavan said. —Reuters
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Gabon’s timber 
industry reeling 
after graft scandal 

Tropical timber is piling up at Gabon’s main port as the
country’s logging industry reels from a corruption
scandal that brought down the vice president and

ushered in a veteran environmentalist to oversee its forestry.
Wood is big money in the central African nation, which is
almost 80 percent covered by forests. The timber industry
accounts for 17,000 jobs and 60 percent of non-oil related
GDP. But at the port of Owendo on the Libreville peninsula,
exports have stagnated for months and warehouses are
overflowing.

The trouble began in late February, when customs officials
discovered huge quantities of kevazingo, a precious and
banned hardwood, in two Chinese-owned depots at Owendo.
Nearly 5,000 cubic metres were seized, worth around $8
million, some of it disguised in containers bearing the stamp
of the forestry ministry. Several suspects were arrested, but
the plot thickened in April, when 353 of the confiscated con-
tainers mysteriously disappeared from the port.

The ensuing scandal, dubbed kevazingogate, led to the
government sacking the vice president, the forestry minister
and several senior civil servants. The minister was replaced
last month by British-born Lee White - an environmental
campaigner who has lived for years in Gabon, battling to
conserve its forests and wildlife. 

Scandal hits exports 
The scandal has “heavily affected people working in

Gabon’s timber industry, without differentiating between
those who cheat and those who play by the rules,” said
Philippe Fievez, head of French timber company Rougier in
Gabon, which has been present in the country since colonial
times. He said the company had been able to export wood
for just three of the first six months of the year and at the
height of the crisis had had to temporarily lay off 400 of its
1,400 employees. “It’s going to take us between six and nine
months to return to normal.”

After the stash of kevazingo, also called bubinga, was
found in late February, the team responsible for checking
cargo loaded onto ships at ports was suspended, accused of

complicity in a smuggling plot. The following month, timber
exports ground to a halt. “A month later, the team was
replaced, allowing exports to resume,” said Fievez. But then
the containers vanished in April, and several top executives
were suspended and the fallout reached the highest reaches
of power. Francoise Van de Ven, secretary-general of the
forestry industry association UFIGA, said, “our companies
have been unable to export since early May - we are talking
about a considerable loss of profits”. White, the new forestry
minister, “immediately took on the case” after his appoint-
ment in mid-June and exports “have just resumed,” she said.
But the scandal has inflicted “significant” reputational dam-
age, she admitted.

‘Tarnished image’ 
Exports were also hit by a damning report issued by

British NGO the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA)

in March that pointed the finger at a Chinese group, Dejia,
which has widespread logging interests in the Congo Basin.
The report laid out the apparent ease with which officials
took bribes to cover up the fraudulent activities of some log-
gers, and within weeks of its release the government sus-
pended Dejia’s license at two logging sites.

Benjamin Feng of the Chinese company KHLL Forestry
said that now “buyers have the impression there is a risk of
purchasing illegal timber when buying wood from Gabon”.
“We have about 1,500 cubic metres of azobe wood ready
to go to Europe, but my Dutch buyer is hesitating, asking
me: ‘What proves that your wood is legal?’.” “I can prove it,
I have all the papers, but the image has been tarnished,” he
said. Rougier’s Fievez tried to look on the bright side. “At
least the scandal had the merit of pointing out the bad
practices of some loggers - now everyone plays by the
same rules.”  —AFP

In this photo taken on April 24, 2019, logging trucks carrying okoume wood leave the forest concession under sustain-
able management (CFAD) at the Owendo national park near Makokou.  —AFP


