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LAGOS: An alarming rise in jihadist attacks in
Burkina Faso is posing a mounting threat to se-
curity in three of its coastal neighbors, accord-
ing to security sources and analysts. Benin,
Ghana and Togo have so far been spared the Is-
lamist violence that has hit their landlocked
neighbor since 2015 - a fallout from instability
in Mali, a haven for groups linked to Al-Qaeda
and the so-called Islamic State group.

Yet the speed at which violence has spread
in Burkina Faso has taken many by surprise. In
recent months, attacks have occurred in the
eastern region, which borders Benin and Togo,
sparking fears that the jihadist bushfire in the
Sahel is heading towards the coast. Security
fears have increased since the killing of four
Burkinabe customs officials and a Spanish priest
who was returning from a meeting in Togo’s cap-
ital, Lome. They were killed just after crossing
the border.

Bakary Sambe, the head of the Timbuktu In-
stitute in Senegal’s capital, Dakar, said the up-
surge in violence “seems to indicate that Burkina
Faso is the last obstacle that these groups want
to get over to reach the coast”. Northern Ghana,
Togo and Benin could become “ideal staging
points” for jihadists hiding in forested areas or
isolated rural locations along the porous border,

he added. “What’s more, stretching their area of
operations far from the current epicenter of ji-
hadism could allow them access to the sea via
west African ports” and possibly new networks
for acquiring weapons, he told AFP.

Border activity
Ghana and Togo went on high alert against

attacks after gunmen from Al-Qaeda in the Is-
lamic Maghreb (AQIM) killed 19 people in the
Ivorian resort of Grand-
Bassam in March 2016.
In the W Regional Park,
which straddles Benin,
Niger and Burkina Faso,
rising militant activity
has been detected in re-
cent years. The Thomas
More Institute, a Euro-
pean think-tank, said
this month that “fighters
from Mali reportedly conducted a reconnais-
sance operation in 2014-2015 reaching as far as
Benin”. In December last year, four alleged ji-
hadists from Burkina Faso, Mali and Ivory Coast
were arrested in Mali on suspicion of preparing
to attack New Year celebrations. Other sources
point to “recent incursions of small groups” from

Burkina Faso to villages in northern Togo and
Benin, where locals have been asked to stop sell-
ing alcohol. Radical messages have also been
preached in mosques, they added. Burkina Faso,
Ghana, Togo and Benin last year conducted joint
operations against banditry and cross-border
criminality, leading to the arrest of more than
200 people. Several were suspected of jihadist
activities.

One senior Togolese security official, speak-
ing on condition of
anonymity, said military
reinforcements had been
sent to the north since
the Spanish priest was
killed. He gave no further
details but said of the
security situation in
Burkina Faso: “The
threat is real. Everyone
is on the alert. “The To-

golese and Beninese security forces are working
in close collaboration with the Burkinabe.

“Patrols have been organized regularly in re-
cent times in border villages, especially at night-
time.” Ghana Army spokesman Colonel Eric
Aggrey Quarshie said the military was “on top
of” protecting the northern border. “Everything

is under control,” he added, without elaborating.
But Ghana’s National Disaster Management Or-
ganization said it was beginning to see the ef-
fects of violence in Burkina Faso. In recent
weeks, more than 300 people, including 176
children, have sought refuge in the Bawku area
of northeast Ghana.

Breeding ground
Most attacks in Burkina Faso go unclaimed

but are blamed on Ansarul Islam, the Group to
Support Islam and Muslims (JNIM) or the Is-
lamic State in the Greater Sahel (ISGS). Ansarul
Islam emerged near the Mali border in Decem-
ber 2016. The JNIM has sworn allegiance to
AQIM, while ISGS was behind the deadly am-
bush of US troops in western Niger in 2017.

Rinaldo Depagne, West Africa project direc-
tor at the International Crisis Group, said the
exact nature of the relationship between these
groups and others was unclear. But he said the
militants were exploiting the “weak link”-the
government in Ouagadougou, which does not
have the means to confront the problem on its
own. “The increase in fronts allows them to avoid
the military response from Western armies and
forces of the G5 Sahel group (Mauritania, Mali,
Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad),” he added.— AFP
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CHAIYAPHUM: Thailand holds its first election in eight years on
Sunday under rules concocted by a junta to keep it in power, but
with the appeal of both old foes and the new millennial vote pos-
ing an unpredictable challenge.  The junta seized power in 2014,
vowing to rescue the country from a treadmill of coups, short-
lived civilian governments, and protests. But the kingdom goes to
the polls on March 24 as divided as ever. The arch-royalist army
has no intention of leaving politics and has scripted a constitution
that gifts it a foothold in power for a generation.

Standing in its way are supporters of its nemesis, ex-premier
Thaksin Shinawatra, who has dominated Thai politics since his
first election win in 2001. He was toppled by an earlier coup in
2006, but his affiliated Pheu Thai party taps a deep seam of loy-
alty from the poor but populous rural north and northeast. Thou-
sands of rice farmers gathered in a school yard earlier this week
for a Pheu Thai rally in rural Chaiyaphum, applauding promises of
better times ahead under an elected government and whistling
disapproval at every mention of the junta.

“We still love Thaksin...  we want him to come back,” 65-year-
old Lamoon Moosorping told AFP. Shinawatra-allied parties hope
to win a comfortable majority of the 500 elected seats up for
grabs across a country wearied by junta rule. But Sunday’s vote
is the first under new rules that mean winning the popular vote
does not automatically translate into leading a government, or
choosing the next prime minister.

Instead, 250 junta-appointed senators are poised to play a key
role in shaping the next administration. With the senate onside,
the junta-linked party needs just 126 elected seats to secure a par-

liamentary majority - setting up a potential collision over a denied
mandate. “Forming a government and governing will be different,”
warns Thitinan Pongsudhirak, a political scientists at Bangkok’s
Chulalongkorn University.  “We will probably see some kind of
deadlock... that will lead to some kind of constitutional crisis.” 

With days to go, election fever has gripped much of a country
starved for nearly five years of political expression. Advance vot-
ing last Sunday saw a near 90 percent turnout, while acerbic com-
mentary, memes and satirical swipes are pinballing across social
media.   More than seven million millennials are eligible to vote
for the first time, most unencumbered by old political loyalties -
injecting uncertainty into the outcome.  Sunday’s poll will essen-
tially be a “vote on the military” said Thailand expert and historian
Chris Baker. —FP 
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CHAIYAPHUM: Pheu Thai party candidate for Prime Minister Sudarat Keyuraphan
(center) speaks during a rally in Chaiyaphum province, ahead of the March 24 general
election. — AFP 

PESHAWAR: A Pakistani anti-terrorism court sentenced two
men, including a local government official, to life in prison
yesterday for their role in the brutal campus lynching two
years ago of a university student accused of blasphemy.
Mashal Khan, 23, was attacked and killed by a mob on the
campus of a university in Mardan, in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa
province, following a dormitory debate about religion.

In February last year the court convicted 31 people, sen-
tencing one person to death, while acquitting 26 others. A
joint investigation team had later found the blasphemy alle-
gations against Mashal Khan to be false. Outrage over the
killing raised concerns about the misuse of Pakistan’s dra-
conian blasphemy laws, which stipulate the death sentence
for insulting Islam or the Prophet Muhammad. Yesterday the
court sentenced two more men to life imprisonment, while
acquitting two others.

Arif Khan, a local government official who had been a
member of Prime Minister Imran Khan’s ruling Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party, was convicted for provoking
and participating in the lynch mob. The court ruling noted
two videos in which Khan is seen “torturing Mashal” and
“congratulating his co-accused for committing the murder”.
Khan’s grave continues to be guarded by police, due to fears
that it will be defaced by religious hardliners despite his
name being cleared of blasphemy.—Reuters

Pakistan convicts 
2 over blasphemy 
lynching case


