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Militia leader grew 
rich by selling gold

Late last year, as President Omar Hassan Al-
Bashir’s hold on power weakened, one of Sudan’s
most feared militia leaders lashed out against the

government of his long-time ally and benefactor. In a
speech to cheering troops, militia chief Mohamed
“Hemedti” Hamdan Dagalo sympathized with the thou-
sands of protesters who had poured onto the streets in
December demanding food, fuel and an end to corrup-
tion. He hit out at officials “who take what isn’t theirs”.
“There are some people who are doing great harm,
and they are the officials, not the poor,” he raged.

After years of loyally supporting Bashir, Hemedti
took part in the military coup that toppled the leader in
April and is now a senior figure in the transitional gov-
ernment that is preparing the ground for elections in
three years’ time. Under the constitution, members of
the transitional government aren’t allowed to engage in
private business activity. Now a Reuters investigation
has found that even as Hemedti was accusing Bashir’s
people of enriching themselves at the public’s expense,
a company that Hemedti’s family owns was flying gold
bars worth millions of dollars to Dubai.

Current and former government officials and gold
industry sources said that in 2018 as Sudan’s economy
was imploding, Bashir gave Hemedti free rein to sell
Sudan’s most valuable natural resource through this
family firm, Algunade. At times Algunade bypassed
central bank controls over gold exports, at others it
sold to the central bank for a preferential rate, half a
dozen sources said. A central bank spokesman said he
had no information about the matter.

Airway bills and invoices, reviewed by Reuters, give
a rare glimpse into Algunade’s dealings - a closely-
guarded secret in a country where two thirds of the
population live in poverty. The documents, covering a
four-week period from the end of last year, show
Algunade sent around $30 million of gold bars to
Dubai, around a ton in weight. In the past, Hemedti has
spoken openly about owning gold interests, most
recently in an interview with the BBC in August. “I’m
not the first man to have gold mines. It’s true, we have
gold mines, and there’s nothing preventing us from
working in gold,” he said then. 

But in response to Reuters’ questions for this arti-
cle, Hemedti’s office denied any link between the com-
mander and Algunade. In a separate interview,
Algunade’s general manager, Abdelrahman Al-Bakri,
said the firm is owned by Hemedti’s brother
Abdelrahim, who is also the deputy head of Hemedti’s
Rapid Support Forces (RSF). Nevertheless, Bakri main-
tained there was no connection between Algunade and
Hemedti and his RSF, which has evolved from a militia
in Darfur to Sudan’s most powerful paramilitary group.

“Algunade is as far as can be from the RSF,” he told
Reuters at the firm’s heavily secured headquarters. He
showed Reuters registration documents that named
Abdelrahim as the company’s owner. Reuters was
unable to contact Abdelrahim. Bakri acknowledged
that Algunade exported gold to Dubai in late 2018 but
said it had done so at the request of Bashir’s intelli-
gence agency. He denied the firm sold gold to the cen-
tral bank at a preferential rate.

Hemedti’s grip on Sudan’s vital gold trade illustrates
the scale of the challenge to rescue an economy bro-
ken by decades of mismanagement, corruption and
war. His career began as a militia man in western
Darfur, where rebels took up arms against Khartoum in
2003. Bashir mobilized several militia to quell the revolt
and, in the conflict that followed, some 300,000 peo-
ple were killed and two million more driven from their
homes. The government disowned “outlaw” fighters
who murdered civilians, but the International Criminal
Court issued an arrest warrant for Bashir for war
crimes and the United States imposed further econom-
ic sanctions against his government.

In Darfur, Hemedti earned a reputation as a ruthless
commander and a loyal servant to Bashir. The presi-
dent called him “Hemayti”, meaning “my protector”.
After Hemedti seized the goldmines of Darfur’s Jebel
Amer mountain region, Bashir allowed him to hold onto
the prize. “He became the new king of Jebel Amer and
its gold,” said Amjad Farid, a politician and pro-
democracy activist. “For Bashir, he was his loyal boy,
his protection force.”

Hemedti and his militia took full control of the Jebel
Amer mines in 2017 - the year the United States began
lifting economic sanctions against Sudan. He faced few
obstacles as he expanded his operations from Darfur
to South Kordofan and other regions of the country.
Algunade traded with poor, artisan miners who used
toxic mercury to extract gold, at grave risk to their
health. The leftover soil, known locally as “Karta”, was
trucked to Algunade’s plants where it was treated with
cyanide to harvest the remaining ore.

These practices have sometimes brought Algunade
into conflict with local people. In October, people in
the town of Talodi, South Kordofan, set fire to the
Algunade plant, accusing the firm of plundering their
gold and polluting their soil. — Reuters

Mario Da Cruz could only watch in horror as a small
army of crocodiles killed a child on an East Timor
beach - another victim of the tiny nation’s soaring

rate of attacks. Such incidents have jumped more than 20-
fold over the past two decades with an average of one
person a month falling prey to the ferocious reptiles,
though not all are fatal. “I was walking along the beach and
suddenly this group of crocodiles came out of the water so
I panicked and ran, but one of them bit my leg,” explains
Da Cruz.

“Another attacked a small child who died right then and
there,” he says, adding that his home town of Lospalos has
seen a jump in crocodiles striking humans. East Timor sits
between Indonesia and Australia, and a large number in
the impoverished nation of 1.2 million rely on the water-
ways for every aspect of life. People are targeted by croc-
odiles while they are fishing in small boats, or bathing and
collecting water to drink.

“They have had a pretty serious increase in the number
of crocodile attacks in the past 10 years,” said Sam Banks, a
conservation biologist at Australia’s Charles Darwin
University. Timor’s rate of attacks jumped from fewer than
one per year in 1996 to more than a dozen annually in 2014,
the most recent data available. That jump made croc attacks
a fatality risk 10 times greater than malaria, according to
Sebastian Brackhane at Germany’s University of Freiburg,
who has studied East Timor’s crocodile management.

Brackhane and other scientists have looked at what
might be behind the jump in a country with a relatively low
population of native crocs, including the possibility of
humans encroaching on their habitat. But “we think that an

increase in the number of large saltwater crocodiles is the
primary factor”, he told AFP. “The problem is not limited to
(East Timor). Other islands, such as the Solomon islands
and the Andamans, and several coastal areas of Indonesia
show similar patterns of increasing human-crocodile con-
flict,” Brackhane added.

Reptile reverence 
Many Timorese, who revere the reptiles, believe the rise

in attacks is down to foreign creatures swimming over
from Australia or elsewhere in search of food. Banks says
that conservation efforts have boosted Australia’s croco-
dile population, leading to greater competition for
resources - and potentially forcing some to go farther
afield. So he and Yusuke Fukuda, a wildlife scientist with
Australia’s Northern Territory government, are hoping that
DNA testing will solve the mystery surrounding the sud-
den rise in crocodile attacks. 

Scientists say it is feasible for the creatures, which can
grow up to 20 feet (six metres) long and weigh 1,000 kg, to
make the 500 km journey across the Timor Sea from
Australia. It is also possible the reptiles could swim from
Papua New Guinea, Indonesia or even Malaysia. Banks and
Fukuda, with the blessing of Timorese officials, took DNA
samples from 18 crocodiles during a recent two-week trip. 

The pair headed out with Timorese officials to local
streams and rivers. Armed with four-metre barbed poles
they stood on the banks and targeted wild crocodiles,
scooping skin samples from the fleshy part of their tails. “It’s
less ‘out there’ than it sounds,” Banks said, explaining: “The
DNA sampling pole is long...and (they) usually flinch and

bolt when sampled.” They also took samples from wild
crocodiles that had been caught by locals and kept in cages.
The Timor samples were then compared against a database
of Australian ones to see if there was a genetic match.

‘Serious consequences’ 
Results from the first round of tests give no indication

that foreign reptiles are present in local waters. “They’re
very much East Timorese. They don’t show any evidence
of Australian ancestry,” Banks says. But he cautions that
more testing across a wider area is required to get a clear-
er picture and to rule out foreign crocodile attacks. “The
hypothesis still stands as it is. We don’t have anything to
disprove it quite yet,” he insists.

Many Timorese are loathe to blame indigenous croco-
diles, a reptile often referred to as abo -grandfather in the
local Tetum language - and  honored in ubiquitous shrines.
The animals are central to Timor’s creation myth that sees
a young boy befriending a crocodile which later dies and
is resurrected from the sea in the shape of the mountain-
ous country. “People here see crocodiles as ancestors,”
said Nina Baris, a community leader in Lospalos.
“According to our beliefs, if a crocodile bites someone
then it means we have committed a grave sin,” she added.

This reverence could mean that Timor’s sky-high croc-
odile attacks are actually under-reported, and may com-
plicate conservation efforts and strategies to prevent ani-
mal-human conflict. “It’s not permitted to harm them
(crocodiles). If you do, there are serious consequences,”
Banks said. “So you have to balance cultural values against
human safety.” — AFP 

Why are more Timorese being attacked by crocs? 

Trump interventions 
undercut Pentagon 
leadership 

President Donald Trump’s interventions in US mili-
tary policy, from reversing a Navy SEAL’s demo-
tion to withdrawal from Syria to a transgender ban,

increasingly undermine Pentagon leadership, defense
experts said Monday. The firing on Sunday of Navy
Secretary Richard Spencer, who challenged Trump’s
intervention in the SEAL commando’s case, was the latest
sign of the US military’s struggle with Trump’s off-the-
cuff, highly political micromanagement.

Critics called it a sign of “disarray” that could send
dangerous signals to troops on the ground and to US
allies overseas that the Pentagon command structure can
be overruled at any time by Trump, who wields authority
as the US commander-in-chief. “The senior military lead-
ership is in a really difficult position,” said Mara Karlin,
Director of Strategic Studies at the School of Advanced
International Studies at Johns Hopkins University. “In
terms of civil-military relations, what has been happening
with the president is not a Democratic issue or a
Republican issue, it’s a dysfunctionality issue.”

Political motivation 
Last week Trump defied the Pentagon leadership by

rejecting their plans to demote and force Navy comman-

do Edward Gallagher out of the elite SEALs after his
conviction for having posed for a picture next to the
body of a dead Islamic State fighter. Trump was drawn to
supporting Gallagher after Fox News made his case a
conservative political cause early this year. Navy officials
feared that letting off Gallagher, who avoided conviction
on murdering a prisoner in Iraq, would signal to other
SEALs that they can get away with crimes.

“This was an outrageous, irresponsible interference
by President Trump in the military justice system,”
Democratic Senator Jack Reed said Monday. “It signals
to people that they can operate outside the rule of law
and the Geneva Convention.” But it was only the latest
intervention by Trump in military affairs. Earlier this year,
while the Pentagon was assessing bids for a $10 billion
cloud computing contract, Trump weighed in against
Amazon, which owns the Washington Post, a frequent
critic of his administration.

A new book on former Defense Secretary James
Mattis, written by his speechwriter Guy Snodgrass, con-
tends that Trump told Mattis to “screw Amazon” out of
the contract, which was awarded in October to
Microsoft.

Border wall, transgender policy 
Trump has interfered in numerous other ways: he

forced the Pentagon to reallocate funds from base con-
struction projects to his US-Mexico border wall and
send troops to police the frontier. He has attacked key
alliances, including NATO, and arms control treaties, and,
against Pentagon advice, he avidly pursued a detente
with North Korea while criticizing ally South Korea. Last

year he reversed, via Twitter, a Pentagon policy accom-
modating transgender soldiers.

He also pressured the Defense Department to hold a
massive parade of military hardware; and in December
unilaterally announced the withdrawal for US troops from
Syria and Afghanistan, a move that led to Mattis’s resig-
nation. Many, if not most of those moves, analysts say,
were driven by domestic political considerations rather
than strategic rationale, and all were opposed by the
Pentagon leadership. “It’s important that we don’t see
these as discreet. There is one example after another,”
said Karlin.

‘Mercurial’ Trump 
Peter Feaver, a specialist in civil-military relations at

Duke University, says disagreements and tensions
between the White House and the Department of
Defense are normal. But with Trump it is extreme, he said,
with the president dismissing his military advisors “out of
hand”. It’s a big problem when “the boss is viewed as
mercurial and hard to brief,” Feaver said. “Most adminis-
trations would try to hide this stuff... Instead, this presi-
dent does things in public.”

The cost to both sides is a loss of trust, effectiveness
and the ability to retain top talent. It also leads US part-
ners and adversaries to questions decision-making in
the Pentagon. “Allies need to trust that they can cut a
deal with whoever they are dealing with on Trump’s
team, and that that will stand for what the president will
finally do,” Feaver said. “That’s just harder to do in this
administration, because the president keeps overruling
his own team.” — AFP

Mosul gets not one,
but two governors 

Would the real Mosul governor please stand up?
Two men are claiming to rule Iraq’s northern
province, gripped by a head-spinning drama

against the backdrop of anti-government protests else-
where in the country. Sunni-majority Mosul has been insu-
lated from mass protests demanding regime change that
have rocked Iraq’s capital and Shiite-majority south since
Oct 1. But it is dealing with its own political showdown,
with two men on Sunday holding back-to-back press con-
ferences to claim they were the city’s rightful governor. 

In one corner is Mansur Al-Marid - the 54-year-old
incumbent governor seen as close to both the Hashed al-
Shaabi paramilitary force and influential neighbor Iran.
“I’m the legitimate governor,” he told AFP, denying the
authenticity of a resignation letter circulated to journalists.
And in the other corner is Najm Al-Juburi, 63, a recently-
retired general who is considered close to Washington,
archfoe of Tehran. Juburi, who claims to have been elected
by the provincial council on Sunday, has pledged to bring
“justice and equality” to Mosul. There’s just one hitch: That
council was officially dissolved by the parliament in
Baghdad in October, as a step to appease protesters
angered by corruption.

Mosul’s game of thrones 
In the Iraqi system, provincial councils answer to feder-

al lawmakers, but are elected by popular vote. The coun-
cils, in turn, elect the governors, who are meant to admin-
ister the day-to-day running of their regions. The Nineveh

provincial council elected Marid in May and last week its
members said they had accepted his hand-written resig-
nation letter. But sources within the council told AFP it
wasn’t submitted by him, and Marid pointed out it carries
neither the proper provincial letterhead nor a date.

The council had acted quickly, however, and within
days, 23 of its 39 members selected Juburi as the new gov-
ernor. Juburi received military training in the United States,
battled the Islamic State group in Mosul and is known to
be backed by the Kurdish regional government, whose
capital Arbil lies less than an hour from Mosul. Mosul was
devastated by three years of IS occupation and the nine
month battle to oust the jihadists. 

Swathes of it still lie in ruins, with entire neighborhoods
flattened and thousands of families unable to return to
homes littered with unexploded ordnance. The council
manages an annual budget of $800 million for the broader
province of Nineveh, which is also supposed to receive
millions in international aid for reconstruction. In the 12th

most corrupt country in the world, according to anti-graft
watchdog Transparency International, that’s an appealing
sum. Across Iraq, government jobs, contracts and even
administrative approvals are often awarded based on
bribes, nepotism or political affiliation. Over the past 16
years, fake contracts, embezzlement and ghost employees
cost the state $450 billion, according to a government
probe. That amounts to twice the yearly GDP for Iraq,
OPEC’s second-biggest crude producer. 

‘We’re already in limbo’ 
The provincial councils have long been accused of being

satellites in an extensive network of state graft. Marid’s
predecessor, Nawfal Akoub, fled Mosul in March after he
and officials close to him were accused of stealing more
than $60 million in public funds, based on an investigation
by the government’s Integrity Commission. He is also
accused of involvement in neglect blamed for a ferry sink-
ing in Mosul on Mother’s Day that left 150 people dead.

Akoub, sanctioned by the US earlier this year for the
corruption charges, remains on the run. “The provincial
councils are an extra link in the chain - they’re yet another
place for corruption and for politicians to tamper with
state money,” said political analyst Hamed Al-Sheikh.
“Parliament was right to dissolve them,” he told AFP. 

Mosul isn’t the only city where competition over gov-
erning posts has turned almost farcical. In January, three
men claimed to be governor of Iraq’s eastern Wasit
province: One, who was fired but refused to surrender his
post, his deputy, who sought to prolong his own term
indefinitely, and a third, who claimed to be elected by the
council. The provincial councils were among the first on
the chopping block when the central government put for-
ward measures to appease protesters. — AFP

This picture taken on June 20, 2019 shows a crocodile on the banks of the Lospalos River. — AFP 

Mansur Al-Merid Najm Al-Juburyi


