
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Sunday, May 26, 2019

7Established 1961 

Despite Western-backed response, 
Sahel militants are gaining ground 

Concern over weakness of regional armies

NEW YORK: Does the indictment of WikiLeaks
founder Julian Assange under the US Espionage Act
for publishing classified military and diplomatic doc-
uments threaten the constitutional right to freedom of
the press? Many legal experts fear it does, and say
journalists could find themselves facing similar
charges if they try to protect their sources. “What he
is accused of doing is exactly what professional jour-
nalists do every day - seeking, receiving and publish-
ing important information about our government,”
said Sonja West, a law professor at the University of
Georgia. “When it comes to the Espionage Act, this is
a line that press advocates have been closely watch-
ing, and the Trump administration just crossed it.”

Sixteen of the 17 new charges against the 47-
year-old Australian unveiled Thursday by the US
Justice Department are related to obtaining and dis-
seminating classified information. The military docu-
ments and diplomatic cables were obtained by for-
mer Army intelligence analyst Chelsea Manning, who
was sentenced in 2013 under the Espionage Act to 35
years in prison over the leaks. In a bid to head off a
stampede of criticism from press freedom groups,
Assistant Attorney General John Demers said: “Julian
Assange is no journalist.”

Ben Rhodes, a former senior official in the admin-
istration of Barack Obama, agrees. “This is not jour-
nalism,” Rhodes said on his “Pod Save the World”
podcast. “Julian Assange has essentially been operat-
ing at least in recent years as an extension of Russian
intelligence. His motivation behind what he’s doing is
not transparency,” he said. “It’s on behalf of a very
specific agenda.” But others note that the events date
back to 2010, long before the 2016 presidential elec-
tion campaign, when WikiLeaks published docu-
ments about the Democratic Party obtained by
Russian intelligence. —AFP 

Assange indictment  
dangerous precedent 
for journalists? 

ABIDJAN: Jihadists are scoring gains in the Sahel, defying
efforts by five countries in the fragile region to fight back
with Western help against Islamist militancy. Areas of inse-
curity on the Sahara’s poor, arid southern rim are widen-
ing, analysts say, even as the so-called G5 Sahel group -
Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger - seek to
expand their anti-terror campaign. “Overall, the security
situation in the Sahel continued to deteriorate, having
spillover effects on neighboring countries that are not
members of G5 Sahel, including Benin, Cote d’Ivoire (Ivory
Coast) and Togo,” United Nations Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres said this month.

Guterres said in recent months, armed groups had been
sighted on Mauritania’s border with Mali, attacks on secu-
rity forces had continued unabated in Mali itself, “terrorist
groups, militias and armed gangs” had proliferated in
Burkina, and militants had killed dozens of soldiers and
civilians in Niger. At the end of last year more than
120,000 people had been displaced in Mali, a tripling in
the space of a year, while 160,000 have fled their homes in
Burkina.

According to a French military source, there are about
2,000 fighters across the Sahel, of which up to 1,400 are
in Mali. Their hallmark tactics - brutal gun attacks, road-
side bombings and hostage taking - seek to weaken the
rule of law and authority of the state, often fomenting
inter-communal fighting on which they capitalize. “There
are not necessarily more attacks, but the attacks are more
violent. The groups have acquired some technical compe-

tence,” said Mahamadou Sawadogo, a researcher at the
Crossroads of Study and Research for Democracy and
Development at Senegal’s Gaston Berger University.

“There’s an increase in power at the quantitative level
and also in their efficiency,” noted Lassina Diarra, author
of a book on West African countries facing transnational
terrorism. “In Burkina, there appears to have been a merg-
er of means between groups affiliated to Al-Qaeda and
those affiliated to the Islamic State,” he said. “It seems that
they now lend each other a helping hand.” Diarra suggest-
ed that battle-hardened fighters may have arrived from the
Middle East after the so-called Islamic State lost its terri-
tory in Syria. “We are seeing changes in operational meth-
ods with the use of explosives, mines and car bombs”
combined with more ambitious raids, he said.

Military weakness 
Both academics showed concern at the weakness of

regional armies, particularly in Burkina. The problems fac-
ing the G5’s armed forces are well known. Their militaries
are under-equipped and poorly trained, even though gov-
ernments are already earmarking as much as 15 percent of
their budgets on security. With support from France and
others, the G5 countries are pushing ahead with plans for
a pooled 5,000-man force.

But at present, they lack coordination in border zones,
where militant forces are particularly active and whole
populations become internally displaced. “The armed
groups play with these borders,” Sawadogo said. Even if

militants do not maintain a permanent presence, their zone
of influence is growing. “They don’t need to be there all
the time, holding ground. They create the feeling of inse-
curity with sporadic attacks,” Diarra said.

“They harass the symbols of the state” and drive out
civil servants working for it, Sawadogo noted. “They don’t
have a hold over areas but they are not seeking to be a
static force. It’s governance from a distance. They have
created comfort zones,” he argued. “And now there’s a
corridor” that extends from southwest Burkina Faso to
Mali and western Niger.

Hearts and minds? 
“We need to fight against the ideology of the jihadists,”

Diarra said when asked how to fight back. He recommend-
ed providing instruction for imams that would avoid radi-
cal preaching and “factors for recruitment”. “We have to
fight on the same ground as the jihadists, use the same
strategy,” Sawadogo said. “For now, the jihadists benefit
from complicity. They move around, prepare attacks and
routes to fall back. They pass through villages.”

But while village folk know about the armed groups,
the security forces get little or no intelligence to strike,
he said. Both researchers insisted on the need to uphold
the presence of the state, with officials in place and a
degree of local investment to help restore confidence
among citizens. With the right structure in place, they
said, people might be inclined to help the security forces
and ignore extremism. — AFP 

MADRID: Spain is fighting to improve its international repu-
tation, which has taken a hit from criticism of its handling of
Catalonia’s independence bid and its colonial past. Spain’s
reputation dropped in Germany, Italy and France after
Catalonia pressed ahead with a banned independence refer-
endum in October 2017 which was marred by a police
crackdown, and then declared independence to no avail,
according to research from the Elcano Royal Institute, a
Madrid think-tank.

Catalan separatists argue Madrid’s response to the push

for independence echoes the heavy-handed repression of
the dictatorship of Francisco Franco, which ended with his
death in 1975. They call Catalan leaders who are in jail while
on trial in Madrid over trying to break with Spain “political
prisoners”. Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez’s govern-
ment responded in October by setting up a new public
diplomacy agency, Espana Global, that has led Madrid’s
pushback against what it frames as years of unchecked dis-
information by a deft secessionist movement that has distort-
ed the world’s views of Spain.

“Spain unfortunately has not proposed an alternative nar-
rative until now,” Foreign Minister Josep Borrell said during
an interview published Friday in Catalan daily El Periodico
de Catalunya. “We have to dedicate much more energy, time
and resources to the defence of Spain as a country that is on
a par with any Western democracy.” Global Spain has an
annual budget of one million euros ($1.1 million) and headed
by Irene Lozano, a journalist, essayist and former lawmaker
who is close to Sanchez. Its goal is to “defend Spain’s demo-

cratic reputation”, Lozano, who helped Sanchez write a
recent book called “Resistance Manual” about his roller-
coaster political career, told AFP in an interview.

Recently, Lozano has also had to deal with criticism of
Spain’s conquest of Latin America after Mexican President
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador in March demanded Madrid
apologize for the abuses inflicted on the indigenous peoples
of Mexico. This came after Los Angeles city hall in
November took down a statue of the 15th-century explorer
Christopher Columbus, who a local official accused of repre-
senting “a very violent past”.

For Madrid, these criticisms are a modern day manifesta-
tion of the “black legend” of Spain’s past, that accuses
Spaniards of cruelty and intolerance and which the country’s
rivals, notably the British empire, started promoting in the
16th century. Lozano replies to the criticisms of Spain by
recalling that the country’s 1812 constitution was one of the
most liberal of its time and women there won the right to
vote in 1933, 12 years before neighboring France.—AFP 
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