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UDIER, South Sudan: Weak rays of early
morning sun seep through the smoke rising
from smoldering piles of dried dung, keeping
flies away from the precious cattle. Children
instinctively reach down for the white ash, a
natural mosquito repellent, and rub it on their
skin as women set to milking and men prepare
for a long day seeking pasture at the peak of
the dry season. The passing of centuries
seems to have changed little in the ebb and
flow of life for herders in remote South Sudan,
whose cattle serve as a bank account and play
a core role in every aspect of life.

There has, however, been one devastating
shift. Instead of their traditional spears,
cowherds now carry automatic rifles that have
transformed cattle raids, a generations-old phe-
nomenon, into massacres that have unleashed
brutal cycles of vengeance. “It is good to have a
weapon because it helps you to protect the cat-
tle,” said Puk Duoth, 25, a herder from a camp
outside the northeastern village of Udier.

While South Sudan’s elites signed a power-
sharing truce in September 2018, cattle raids
have worsened, highlighting the herculean
task required to resolve local conflicts in a
society shattered by war. According to the
UN peacekeeping mission UNMISS, 218
members of herder communities were killed in
January in tit-for-tat attacks - almost three
times the toll of 73 in the four months from
Oct 2017 to Jan 2018. Observers blame a
deadly cocktail of factors for the rising body

count: A breakdown of law and order in the
war-torn nation, an influx of guns and inflation
in the bride price - paid in cattle.

Cash cows
In these parts, cows are everything. In the

culture of the Nuer and Dinka peoples -
South Sudan’s largest herder communities -
boys are named after a favored bull, and
songs are written to glorify the long-horned
beasts. “If you are sick, then the cow can be
sold and the money used for treatment,” says
Beny Chuer, a Dinka chief from Amading
camp outside the central city of Rumbek - one
of the areas worst affected by raids and
revenge killings. “If a mother dies leaving a
small baby, that child will live because a cow
will be milked to feed it.”

Cattle is currency - each head worth about
$500. The more a man owns, the more admi-
ration he garners. “If you are sitting in a com-
munity meeting and you are talking rubbish,
but people know you have many cows, you
will be honored,” said Peter Machar, of the
NGO Saferworld working on local conflicts. In
his 1940 study of the Nuer people, British
anthropologist Edward Evan Evans-Pritchard
found this single-minded preoccupation frus-
trating in his research efforts. “I used some-
times to despair that I never discussed any-
thing with the young men but livestock and
girls and even the subject of girls led
inevitably to that of cattle,” he wrote.

Costly brides, rampant guns 
“For us, a cow is the source of money,” said

chief Chuer, well over two metres (6 feet, 7
inches) tall - a genetic legacy perhaps of tall
women being viewed as more valuable in
herder communities. He boasts that his tallest
daughter earned him a whopping 250 cows.
This is part of the cause of conflict, said Peter
Machar’s colleague Majok Mon, his own first
name a Dinka word for the markings on a bull.

Bride prices soared as donor money
poured into the country after independence
from Sudan, allowing politicians, military men
and the well-connected to enrich themselves
and “get a lot of money” to pay for a wife, he
said. The average price went up from about
20 head of cattle to 100, in a country where
the majority of people follow the tradition.

Suddenly, many young men could not
afford to get married unless they raided cattle
from other communities. Guns flooded the
country between the war for independence,
achieved in 2011, and the internal conflict that
erupted two years later as President Salva
Kiir and rival Riek Machar fell out. Both sides
armed young herders and mobilized them to
fight, said Peter Machar.

As any semblance of law and order col-
lapsed, the warring also destroyed traditional
systems, managed by tribal chiefs, for settling
feuds. “What brought the issue of cattle raids
is the gun... if you don’t have a gun, then you
will be monitored slowly, slowly until you are

shot and your cows taken, but if you have
your gun, then you can shoot” in defense, said
Chuer.

Out of control 
While fighting has stopped in most of the

country as a result of the peace deal, this has

changed nothing for herder groups nursing
long-standing grievances unrelated to the
national tug of war for power. And with the
attention elsewhere, armed herders are
launching increasingly deadly military-style
attacks on rival camps, with women and chil-
dren among the victims. — AFP

Money, guns, brides fuel 
South Sudan’s cattle wars 

Livestock serve as bank account and play core role in every aspect of life

US, EU spar over 
sharing electronic 
evidence in probes
WASHINGTON: In Aug 2016, the lifeless bodies of a
young French man and woman were discovered on a
beach in Madagascar, with murder suspected. The
secret to the case could be in the last messages they
sent, but those are stored in the databanks of US tech
giants who don’t have to turn over the information to
French investigators. The case is one of a growing
number highlighting how key evidence needed to
solve crimes could sit in computers a continent away
under completely different legal jurisdiction.

Washington and Brussels have both proposed
solutions to facilitate relatively easy cross-border
access to the data for law enforcement officials. But
the issue has stirred up a hornet’s nest of opposition
over privacy rules and legal procedures. Rights
groups fear the solutions will lower the barriers to
access private data, allowing abuse by governments
who could conceivably use their access powers
against political opponents or rights groups.

Extraterritorial evidence 
The young French man and woman, volunteers for

a local whale protection group, communicated
Facebook’s instant messaging service Messenger and
via emails on Microsoft’s Outlook. Knowing their final
messages and movements could be “decisive” in set-
tling the investigation, according to sources familiar
with the case. But given the rise of cloud computing,
such evidence is often stored far from the jurisdiction
of investigating police.

Getting to it is hampered by old, bulky agreements
on international legal cooperation and evidence shar-
ing written before the rise of the internet and social
media. The problem has been growing for several
years. In 2013 US authorities obtained a search war-
rant in a narcotics case to get user information held
by Microsoft. But even though it is a US company,
Microsoft fought back in court, saying the data was
on extraterritorial Microsoft servers located in
Ireland, out of the reach of US investigators.

Ten months to obtain evidence 
In the European Union, 85 percent of criminal

investigations involve electronic evidence, of which
two-thirds is stored in another country. But obtaining
potential evidence from Facebook account today
takes Europeans on average 10 months. A European
investigating judge must ask an official of his govern-
ment to send an official request to the US govern-
ment. Then a US judge, who isn’t familiar with the
case, then makes the request to Facebook. The FBI
then reviews the evidence to ensure it does not con-
tain confidential information unrelated to the original
request. The data is then sent to the requesting gov-
ernment which passes it to the investigators. “This
doesn’t work, the operations are totally blocked,” a
frustrated European justice official said. “We all know
that virtually every serious threat we investigate today
requires access to electronic evidence like the con-
tents of emails, instant messages, photos, traffic data,
session logs, subscriber information, and the like,”
Richard Downing, a top US Justice official, said in a
speech in London last month. “Our collective safety
and security depends on our ability to maintain lawful
and efficient cross-border access to that evidence.” 

US seeks bilateral deals 
Seeking a longer-term solution, in March 2018 the

United States passed the Cloud Act, which sets up
the possibility of easier cross-border cooperation in
obtaining the communications and other digitally-
stored evidence needed in investigations. The act
would allow foreign governments to request the
information - emails, text messages, and stored
records - directly from US-based communications
and internet companies holding it. The act would
require bilateral agreements that give Washington
reciprocal rights to obtaining electronic evidence.
But many Europeans remain suspicious of
Washington’s bilateral approach, rather than dealing
with the European Union as a whole. — AFP

Conservatives 
battle Brexit 
ballot bloodbath
BRISTOL: British Prime Minister Theresa
May’s Conservatives are facing a battering
at this month’s European Parliament elec-
tions amid the Brexit impasse, presenting
their candidates with quite a challenge in
the campaign for votes. With May’s author-
ity hanging by a thread, Brexit postponed,
voters fed up and eurosceptics deserting
the party in droves, according to opinion
polls, Ashley Fox, who leads the
Conservatives in the outgoing European
Parliament, concedes that this election
campaign is “difficult”.

“I understand why people are angry,” the
49-year-old MEP said, drinking a cup of tea
in the Conservative Party offices in Bristol,
southwest England. In June 2016, 52 percent
of voters were in favor of Britain leaving the
European Union. Brexit was originally set to
happen on March 29 this year. But MPs
could not agree on the divorce deal May
struck with Brussels and now the departure
date has been set back to Oct 31. As a result,
Britain must take part in the European
Parliament elections, being held in the UK
on May 23, to elect MEPs who may take

their seats for a few months only.
Protest vote fears 

The election “will be difficult for my par-
ty because electors are frustrated, and we
saw that in the local elections,” said Fox. In
the local authority polls on May 2, both
main parties - the Conservatives and the
Labour opposition - took a pounding as
exasperated voters switched elsewhere.
The Brexit Party, newly formed by
eurosceptic figurehead Nigel Farage, is
leading the opinion polls for the European
Parliament elections. “We would prefer that
they wouldn’t be taking place. But we will
fight them,” said Fox, as he urged voters not
to defect to Farage’s single-issue start-up.

A survey by pollsters Opinium, out
Sunday in The Observer newspaper, put
the Brexit Party on 34 percent, Labour on
21 percent, the anti-Brexit Liberal
Democrats on 12 percent and the
Conservatives on 11 percent. The cam-
paigning enthusiasm shown by Fox is not
matched by Conservative headquarters in
London. Perhaps sensing which way the
wind is blowing, the center-right party is
yet to hold an official campaign launch,
leaving the battle to the foot soldiers.

Standing for re-election in the south-
west England constituency, which returns
six MEPs, Fox has planned a limited cam-
paign focused on social media rather than
door knocking. He insists that is not out of
fear of meeting the voters, but due to the
lack of time between now and polling day

for elections he never expected to be
standing in. With less than a fortnight to go
until the polls, Stephen Williams, who is
standing for the Liberal Democrats, is hop-
ing the centrist party can maintain the
impressive resurgence it witnessed in the
local elections.

He is out knocking on doors almost every
day. “My main message is: We want to stop

Brexit,” Williams told AFP while out cam-
paigning in Redcliffe in the heart of Bristol.
Calling at one opulent house, he is met by a
young man who seems startled by the knock
and uninterested in the election. But Williams,
52, is used to the hazards of door knocking:
He has been doing it for 35 years and was the
Bristol West member of the British parliament
from 2005 to 2015. — AFP

BRISTOL: Bristol Liberal Democrat MEP candidate Stephen Williams speaks to a local resident dur-
ing canvassing ahead of the forthcoming European parliamentary elections on May 8, 2019. — AFP 

UDIER, South Sudan: Villagers herd their cattle ahead of vaccinations administered by the
International Committee of the Red Cross with the help of local community workers in
Kirgui village on March 9, 2019. — AFP 

Far from Brussels, 
Latvians are 
European at heart 
REZEKNE, Latvia: A Latvian border guard heli-
copter hovers over a vast forest split by a long,
narrow strip of sandy land where a fence topped
with barbed wire marks the EU’s border with
Russia. Fifteen years after Latvia joined both
NATO and the European Union, the Baltic state’s
remote Latgale region - closer to Moscow than
to Brussels - is among the bloc’s poorest areas,
but its residents are staunchly pro-European. 

Smuggling cheap alcohol and cigarettes from
Russia has been a mainstay of the local economy
since Latvia regained its independence in 1991
after a half century of Soviet occupation. A
growing stream of illegal migrants crossing over
from Russia, mostly from Vietnam, Sri Lanka,
Afghanistan and Syria, prompted Latvian author-
ities to start building the fence in 2016 to protect
a 300-km stretch of the EU’s eastern border.

As Latgale gears up to vote in European
Parliamentary elections on May 25, locals may
differ on the candidates they choose, but there is
no doubt that pro-European sentiment prevails
overall, largely thanks to the EU’s generous
development subsidies and open markets. A
eurozone member of 1.9 million, Latvia has
absorbed a net Ä7.2 billion ($8.1 billion at the
current rate) in EU subsidies since 2004, making
it the bloc’s fourth-largest beneficiary per capita.

‘More European’ 
Nestled deep in the forest, Zilupe - population

3,000 - is one of the EU’s easternmost municipali-
ties. “The European Union is helping us like
nobody before,” Skaidrite Marcenoka, a local
farmer and municipal official, told AFP as she
reflected on Latvia’s turbulent history. Over the
last century, Latvians suffered under Soviet and
Nazi occupation which brought the Holocaust and
then Stalinist-era mass deportations to Siberia.
Forced Russification and atheism during nearly
half a century of Soviet rule was intended to strip
Latvians of their language and cultural identity.

“Now, we’re receiving EU farming subsidies
for agricultural machinery, better livestock and
farm development,” said Marcenoka, who has
used the payments to buy new equipment to run

her 150-hectare farm. Classified as “green” or
eco-friendly, it receives around Ä230 for every
hectare per year in direct EU farm payments.
“On average, the EU covers around 40 percent
of agricultural investments,” Marcenoka adds.
She also breeds Latvia’s traditional brown cows
with Limousine and Charolais bulls from France,
saying that “this way my own livestock becomes
more European”.

Heading west away from the Russian border,
vast forests give way to small patches of farm-
land and the occasional village or town able to
overhaul often rickety public infrastructure
thanks to EU funding. “Over the last decade,
we’ve received 16.2 million euros in EU funding
for 90 different projects,” says Edgars Mekss,
the mayor of Ludza, a poor rural town of 12,000
people. “For every euro we spend for street
repairs, construction works, laying water
pipelines, church and synagogue restoration, we
receive 4.7 euros from European coffers. Our
border region won’t be able to develop and cre-
ate new jobs without it,” he adds, although some
critics warn that a lack of oversight on how
funds are spent raises the risk of graft. 

For Andris Mejers, business is booming even
without subsidies. Latvia’s geopolitical shift
from Moscow to Brussels has opened new,
lucrative markets for his traditional Latgalian
sausages, hams and smoked bacon. “We take
our simple rural food and travel all around the
EU to various food fairs,” he tells AFP. “In the
past, we visited St Petersburg and Moscow;
now that border seems closed but others have
opened,” he says, pointing to fellow EU mem-
bers Germany, Poland and Sweden. — AFP

Guaido urges to reject ‘fear’
as Maduro clamps down 
CARACAS: Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido on Saturday urged his
supporters to reject fear and maintain  nationwide protests against President
Nicolas Maduro, who has been ratcheting up pressure on the lawmaker since a
failed military uprising. Some 1,500 to 2,000 people filled a square in an oppo-
sition-friendly part of eastern Caracas to hear Guaido, but that was far fewer
than the several thousands who took part in earlier protests. 

Anti-Maduro rallies in other cities also appeared to be smaller than in previ-
ous weeks, based on photos and videos posted on social media. The smaller
turnouts were seen as a sign of possibly waning interest - or simply exhaustion -
after months of protests climaxed in a failed uprising April 30, leaving six people
dead. “We are at a historic moment,” Guaido told the crowd in Caracas, urging
them not to give up their fight.
“Either we are prisoners of fear,
hopelessness and inaction... or else
we continue to fill the streets with
hope, with power, with confidence.” 

Melquiades Rosales, a 42-year-
old Guaido supporter at the Caracas
rally, said he had expected a bigger
turnout but added, “We may all be
afraid of repression, but we cannot
stay home.” Guaido, who is recog-
nized by more than 50 countries as
Venezuela’s interim president, has
faced a series of setbacks. His
deputy Edgar Zambrano was arrest-
ed by Maduro’s SEBIN intelligence
service and stands accused of “trea-
son, conspiracy and civil rebellion,”
the Supreme Court said. Three other
lawmakers have sought refuge in
diplomatic facilities in Caracas, while one fled to neighboring Colombia. Guaido
issued a call on Twitter late Friday for people to turn out Saturday and “take to
the streets for our National Assembly... (and) for our brave lawmakers who are
giving everything they have and for an entire nation that remains mobilized to
win its freedom.” Against a backdrop of spiraling economic crisis and grave
shortages of food and medicine, Guaido and Maduro have been battling each
other since early this year when the 35-year-old lawmaker, the head of the
National Assembly, declared himself acting president. Guaido, who says
Maduro rigged his own re-election last year, has repeatedly led street demon-
strations and called on the military to turn their backs on Maduro, who retains
key support from China and Russia.

So far, the armed forces have remained in Maduro’s corner, except for about
30 military personnel who heeded Guaido’s call for an uprising last month. The
attempt to unseat Maduro, the political heir of the late Hugo Chavez, proved
abortive. On Friday, Maduro accused his sacked intelligence chief of being a
CIA “mole” and the architect of the failed military uprising. “He was captured by
the CIA a year ago and was working as a traitor, mole and infiltrator,” Maduro
said of Cristopher Figuera, who has defected to the opposition. — AFP

PASIENE, Latvia: A baby deer tries to pass the
newly constructed barbed wire fence of the
Latvian-Russian border near Pasiene in eastern
Latvia on April 10, 2019. — AFP 

CARACAS: Venezuelan opposition leader
and self-proclaimed interim president
Juan Guaido waves to supporters during a
rally on Saturday.—- AFP 


