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Jihadists disrupt
Burkina Faso’s 
gold output 
OUAGADOUGOU: Jihadist attacks on gold miners in
Burkina Faso could seriously set back the rising produc-
tion of a mineral that is a strategic export for the gov-
ernment, warn experts in the sector. Early this month,
President Roch Marc Christian Kabore’s government
called three days of national mourning after 38 people
were massacred in a November 6 ambush on a convoy
near the Boungou mine in eastern Burkina.

Kabore blamed “terrorists” for the deadliest such
attack since a spiral of jihadist violence began in the
deeply poor West African country five years ago, in
parallel with a gold rush. “The mines go on operating,
but this is going to have repercussions on activity,” said
a senior government official who asked not to be named.
“A kind of psychosis is setting in.”

Gold mines in partly arid Sahel nations south of the
Sahara have become a source of finance for jihadists
and other armed movements in areas lacking in central
authority, the International Crisis Group said in a new
report. In Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso, “armed groups
have seized gold mining sites since 2016 in areas where
states are weak or absent. Artisanal gold mining has
boomed since the 2012 discovery of a Saharan vein
stretching from Sudan to Mauritania,” the ICG declared.

Though jihadists were driven out of desert towns in
northern Mali in a mainly French offensive in 2013,
armed Islamic extremists have moved deeper into Mali
and across borders into Niger and Burkina Faso, adding
mine workers to their targets. Canada-based Semafo,
which runs Burkina’s Boungou and Mana mines, in mid-
November suspended operations until further notice
out of “respect for the victims” of the attack and their
loved ones.

Great economic value 
The firm flew workers home from the mine site by

helicopter. “Many of the people on site need to be at
home with their families and to recover from last week’s
incident,” Semafo President Benoit Desormeaux
explained in a statement. In the past dozen years, gold
mining has taken on great economic value in the coun-
try of some 20 million people, landlocked in West
Africa and once dependent on cotton exports for for-
eign earnings.

From 0.40 tons in 2007, gold production rose to
more than 52 tons in 2018, according to Burkina’s
Chamber of Mines. Twelve industrial mines were being
operated at the end of 2018, with four more due to open
in the near future. Gold in 2018 supplied 11.4 percent of
Burkina Faso’s gross domestic product, generating 1.5
trillion CFA francs (2.3 billion euros) of export income
and 266 billion CFA francs (344 million euros) in tax
revenue, according to the Ministry of Mines.

The official gold production industry includes 9,200
hands-on jobs and 26,100 subsidiary workers. But the
unofficial, artisanal gold-panning sector employs 1.5
million people and brings an extra 10 tons of gold to
annual production, the ministry reports. For the ICG,
“the growth of artisanal gold mining threatens the state
in other ways”, by encouraging the rise of smuggling
and money-laundering networks. “Artisanal gold mining
provides armed groups, in some cases including
jihadists, with a new source of funding and potentially
even recruits,” the report said. “If left unregulated, it
risks fuelling violence in the region.” —AFP

MANCHESTER: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson
and Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn traded blows
Tuesday over Brexit and the health system as they vied
for votes during the first ever head-to-head TV debate.
The prime-time event, held in Manchester and broad-
cast on ITV, presented an opportunity for a potentially
game-changing moment in an election campaign so far
characterized as lackluster. 

But neither candidate appeared to land a knockout
blow in the first of several planned televised debates,
some also involving other smaller parties’ leaders,
ahead of the December 12 poll. Frontrunner Johnson,
who took over as the leader of the ruling Conservatives
in July, relentlessly tried to keep the focus on his plan to
finally take the country out of the European Union, reit-
erating his campaign mantra to “get Brexit done”.

“We certainly will come out on January the 31st as
we have a deal that is oven-ready,” he said, also vowing
to complete a future trading relationship with the bloc
by 2021. But in the testiest clashes of the hour-long
debate, Corbyn said his rival’s timetable was unrealistic
and that Johnson was poised to sell out Britain’s cher-
ished National Health Service (NHS) in a future trade
deal with the United States. 

The veteran socialist accused Johnson of holding “a
series of secret meetings with the United States in
which they were proposing to open up our NHS mar-
kets... to American companies”. “You’re going to sell
our national health service out to the United States and
big pharma,” Corbyn said, waving redacted documents
he said were accessed under freedom of information
laws that detail preliminary UK-US negotiations.
Johnson responded that the accusations were “an
absolute invention”. “The single biggest threat to our
economy and our ability to fund the NHS is our failure
to get Brexit done,” he said. 

‘Leave or Remain?’ 
Tuesday’s debate was the first time voters had seen

only the leaders of Britain’s two main parties, which
between them have held power since 1922, face off on

TV. Other smaller parties were excluded this time — a
format they unsuccessfully challenged in court.
Johnson has held a double-digit lead over Labour in
opinion polls for weeks, making it his contest to lose.

Corbyn is seeking to repeat the success of the last
election in 2017, when he came from a similar position
to deny the Tories an outright win with promises to
end austerity and deliver change “for the many, not the
few”. The two leaders answered questions submitted
by viewers in front of a live audience, with topics rang-
ing from trust in politicians to the future of Scotland, as
well as the British monarchy.

But the discussion repeatedly returned to Brexit —
the defining issue that has paralyzed British politics
since the 2016 referendum. Corbyn vowed to renegoti-
ate Johnson’s deal and hold another referendum,
appealing to around half of Britons who still oppose the
result of the 2016 Brexit vote. But the Labour leader
has yet to say how he would campaign in that referen-
dum — drawing ridicule from Johnson. “Are you going
to campaign for Leave or Remain?”, the Conservative
leader asked Corbyn, who refused to commit.

‘A turning point’ 
The Labour leader meanwhile sought to shift atten-

tion to inequality and the impact of a decade of
Conservative spending cuts, with his party promising a
swathe of nationalisations and huge investment in pub-
lic services. “I believe in investing massively in our
public services,” he vowed. “I think this election is a
turning point in the way we’re going to manage our
economy.”

Johnson countered with warnings that Labour
would cripple the economy, although he has also
promised more money for hospitals, schools and
police, as well as infrastructure including broadband.
“What would be more ruinous for the NHS than a
crackpot plan for a four-day week,” he said, referring
to Labour’s plan to transition to remove one working
day from the week within a decade.

Johnson and Corbyn found themselves asked about

the scandal surrounding Prince Andrew after he
defended his friendship with convicted sex offender
Jeffrey Epstein in a TV interview last week. “There are
very, very serious questions that must be answered,”
the Labour leader said, as both sought to focus their
replies on Epstein’s alleged victims — something
Andrew was criticized for failing to do.

Meanwhile the Conservatives drew criticism online
for temporarily changing the name of their Twitter

account to “factcheckUK” and rebutting Corbyn’s
claims. “No political party should be trying to cloak
themselves in the guise of independent journalists,”
said Ben de Pear, the editor of Channel 4 News, which
runs its own @FactCheck account. The Tory and
Labour leaders will take part in several more debates
involving the smaller parties, before another final
head-to-head encounter on the BBC on December 6
— less than a week before election day. —AFP

Corbyn is seeking to repeat the success of the last election

British PM and Labour leader spar 
over Brexit in first election debate

SALFORD: A handout picture taken and released by ITV on November 19, 2019, shows Britain’s Prime
Minister Boris Johnson (L) and Britain’s Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn (R) as they debate on the set
of “Johnson v Corbyn: The ITV Debate”. —AFP 

Greece plans to 
overhaul migrant 
camps, borders
ATHENS: Greece announced a plan yes-
terday to massively overhaul its over-
crowded migrant camps on islands fac-
ing Turkey and make borders ‘air-tight’
against a feared new surge of asylum-
seekers. “Decongesting the islands is a
priority at this stage,” the government’s
special coordinator for migration
Alkiviadis Stefanis, a former army gener-
al and chief of staff, told a news confer-
ence. “These actions are designed to
show our determination in dealing with
the migrant-refugee crisis,” said Stefanis,
who is also deputy defense minister. 

The government wants to make bor-
ders “air-tight” and will hire 400 addi-
tional guards for the land border with
Turkey and 800 for the islands, he said.
Three camps are to be closed, on the
islands of Lesbos, Chios and Samos, cur-
rently housing over 27,000 people
under terrible conditions which have
been repeatedly castigated by rights
groups. They have a nominal capacity of
just 4,500.

The Greek government said it would
replace the camps with new closed facil-
ities for identification, relocation and
deportation with a capacity of at least
5,000 people each. Smaller camps on
the islands of Kos and Leros are also to

be remodeled along these lines and
enlarged, Stefanis said. 

Instead of being allowed to move
freely in and out of the camps, asylum-
seekers will now be locked up until they
are granted refugee status and relocated
to the mainland, or they are rejected and
sent back to Turkey, officials said. In the
new camps, asylum-seekers will stay in
containers and have access to refecto-
ries, schools, and places of worship,
Stefanis said. The government has vowed
to relocate 20,000 asylum-seekers to
camps on the mainland by early 2020.

Better health facilities 
Fifteen thousand will stay in camps

and 5,000 in hotels, Stefanis said. Four
years after the 2015 refugee crisis,
Greece has again become a key point
of entry for asylum-seekers to Europe
— and Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has threatened to “open the
gates” for millions of refugees if it does
not receive more EU aid.

According to government figures,
there are over 37,000 asylum-seekers
on the islands, and hundreds arrive dai-
ly, capitalizing on mild weather condi-
tions. The International Organization
for Migration says there are an addi-
tional 22,000 people in camps on the
mainland, which are nearly ful l  or
already past capacity.

The new conservative government
which came to power  in  Ju ly  has
already passed a law stiffening asy-
lum requirements for migrants, which
was criticized by rights groups as

harmful to the interests of vulnerable
asylum-seekers. Stefanis yesterday
also said new criteria would be issued
for  the operat ion of  NGO groups
helping migrants.

“Only those (NGOs) that meet the
requirements will stay and continue to
operate in the country,” the migration
coordinator said. The government will
also improve health facilities in areas
receiving asylum-seekers, and set aside
a fund of 50 million euros ($55 million)
for works in municipalities who agree
to cooperate. There have been protests

in several towns in northern Greece in
recent weeks to block attempted relo-
cations of asylum-seekers.

Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis
on Tuesday accused the European Union
of treating countries on the bloc’s exter-
nal frontiers as convenient places to park
migrants. “It cannot go on like this,”
Mitsotakis told German newspaper
Handelsblatt. “Europe regards arrival
countries such as Greece as a conven-
ient parking spot for refugees and
migrants. Is that European solidarity?
No! I will no longer accept this.” —AFP 

New Israel polls loom 
as kingmaker refuses 
to back PM or rival
JERUSALEM: Israel edged closer to a third general election in a
year yesterday, as kingmaker Avigdor Lieberman refused to
back either incumbent Benjamin Netanyahu or challenger Benny
Gantz for prime minister ahead of a midnight deadline. Right-
wing incumbent Netanyahu and centrist Gantz were nearly
deadlocked after September elections, with neither able to com-
mand a majority in Israel’s 120-seat parliament.

Both had been seeking to persuade Lieberman’s nationalist
Yisrael Beitenu party, which holds the balance of power, to join
them in coalition. Netanyahu was first given 28 days to form a
ruling coalition but failed, so President Reuven Rivlin granted
Gantz a similar timeframe, which is due to expire at 23:59 (2159
GMT) Wednesday. But Lieberman announced yesterday neither
had convinced him and he thought new elections were inevitable.

“Both are responsible” for the impasse, Lieberman said of
Gantz and Netanyahu. “I have done everything in my power to
form a unity government,” he added. “If we are dragged to
new elections it will be because of a lack of leadership.” If
Gantz is unable to cut a deal Wednesday, lawmakers will have
21 days to propose to the president a candidate capable of
forming a majority. If that period then passes without a break-
through, new elections will be called — the third in a year.
Polls in April also led to a stalemate in a political system reliant
on coalition building.

‘Trading blame’
A 60-year-old former paratrooper, Gantz had no previous

political experience when he declared himself Netanyahu’s elec-
toral rival in December. But he has posed the most serious chal-
lenge to Netanyahu since he became prime minister in 2009.
Netanyahu, who is also fighting corruption allegations which he

denies, has remained caretaker leader throughout the year.
Lieberman’s Yisrael Beitenu has eight parliamentary seats and

his backing could be enough to put either Netanyahu or Gantz
into power. But the former defense minister has proved a reluc-
tant kingmaker. He has been wary of backing Gantz, because
even if he did they would fall short of a majority, needing at least
the tacit support of the Arab Joint List to govern.

Lieberman, a right winger known for his tough rhetoric on
Gaza, has reiterated his opposition to allying with Arabs. He
also accuses Netanyahu of being captive to the whims of
ultra-Orthodox Jews, who make up around 10 percent of the
population, objecting to the community’s exemption from mili-
tary service.

Instead he called for a unity deal between his party,
Netanyahu’s Likud and Gantz’s Blue and White coalition. Both
said they supported the idea including rotating the premiership,
but they disagreed who should go first. Blue and White demand-
ed Gantz get first go since his party won the most seats, finishing
with 33 compared with the Likud’s 32. —AFP

In this file photo taken on August 06, 2018 a child looks on while standing in a
tent at a camp next to the Moria refugee camp in the island of Lesbos. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Yisrael Beitenu’s party head Avigdor Lieberman
delivers a statement to the press on November 20, 2019 in
Jerusalem as the deadline for Iserael’s opposition to form Israeli
government ends. —AFP

Twitter accuses UK 
of misleading public 
in election row
LONDON: Twitter accused Britain’s governing
Conservatives yesterday of misleading the public by rebrand-
ing themselves as fact-checkers during a live TV election
debate, fuelling concerns about trust in politics. The Tories
also drew complaints from rival parties after renaming their
press office Twitter account “factcheckUK” during Prime
Minister Boris Johnson’s clash with Labour leader Jeremy
Corbyn on Tuesday night.

The account fired off real-time rebuttals during the prime-
time debate in what the Conservative party argued was a
necessary corrective to Labour’s “nonsense” claims. But a
Twitter spokeswoman warned that rules were in place to
“prohibit behavior that can mislead people, including those
with verified accounts”. “Any further attempts to mislead
people by editing verified profile information — in a manner
seen during the UK election debate — will result in decisive
corrective action,” she said.

As in other countries, social media is proving to be one of
the key battlegrounds in Britain ahead of the December 12
election, but it can also be a conduit for rumor, misdirection
and “fake news”. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby,
on Wednesday warned that “we all have a responsibility to
speak accurately, to challenge falsehoods when we hear them,
and to be careful to separate facts from opinion”.

There are particular concerns in Britain after years of mis-
leading claims, broken promises and toxic arguments about
the country’s tortuous exit from the European Union. The
government has yet to publish a report into concerns of
Russian interference in the 2016 Brexit referendum vote,
despite its completion months ago. And Johnson himself has a
history of lying, including in the 2016 campaign. —AFP


