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Inside Burkina Faso’s 
failing fight against 
jihadism, terrorism
OUAGADOUGOU: The expert cups his hands, with the
ball-like space between them representing
Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso. He then slowly
squeezes his palms together: “The vice is tightening,” he
says. The movement is a distressing, yet truthful, state-
ment of where Burkina Faso stands in its four-year-old
fight against jihadism.

Islamist insurgents are relentlessly gaining ground, leav-
ing the capital as one of the few areas of safe territory.
“Safe” is a relative word. France advises its nationals against
travelling to half of Burkina’s territory, including
Ouagadougou. The US State Department urges American
travelers to “exercise increased caution” everywhere. Until
2015, landlocked Burkina Faso was largely spared the revolt
that hit Mali and then Niger, its neighbors to the north. But
jihadists - some linked to Al-Qaeda, others to the so-called
Islamic State - started infiltrating the north, then the east,
and then endangered its southern and western borders.
Combining guerrilla hit-and-run tactics with road mines
and suicide bombings, the insurgents have killed nearly 600
people, according to a toll compiled by AFP. Civil society
groups put the tally at more than 1,000. Around 300,000
people have fled their homes and almost 3,000 schools
have closed. The impact on an overwhelmingly rural econo-
my is escalating, dislocating trade and markets.

Escalation 
Attacks are “more widespread... more violent, bloodier,

they lead to inter-community violence and the creation of
self-defense militias,” says Ousmane Amirou Dicko, emir of
the historic Islamic kingdom of Liptako, reaching into
Niger and Mali. “The north has been forgotten, and it’s
hard to recover that in the space of two or three years,”
adds the traditional ruler, noting a widening gap in stan-
dards with the south in the past 50 years. A curfew has
been imposed in the east, while major northern cities such
as Djibo and Dori live as though in a state of siege. “In
Djibo, at 2:00 pm, everyone - police, gendarmes, soldiers,
civil servants - heads to the military camp” where they
spend the night, a policeman told AFP on condition of
anonymity.

Weak army
Poorly-trained and chronically short of equipment, many

members of the security forces feel overwhelmed. “We’ve
lost the fight. Not a day goes by without something happen-
ing, even if the press doesn’t know about it,” said a policeman
who has been made several tours of duty in the north. Before
protests brought about his downfall in 2014, then president
Blaise Compaore kept up negotiations with Islamist forces,
assuming a role of regional mediator. “Burkina was their
sanctuary,” said a source in the security forces. “At the same
time, he (Compaore) feared a coup. Though he was a soldier,
he pared down the army in favor of his presidential guard. In
2014, we had an army without arms.”

Shaken by foiled comeback attempts by Compaore loy-
alists, interim authorities and then the government of
President Marc Roch Christian Kabore, elected in
November 2015, have done little to boost security forces.
“I have an automatic pistol. I have five rounds of ammo. Is
this how we’re going to fight the jihadists?” the police offi-
cer asked, adding that soldiers were no better off.
“Security guards transporting money have more ammuni-
tion than soldiers,” a security source told AFP. —AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo, US Senator Mitt Romney (center) attends a ceremony in the Rose Garden of the White House in Washington, DC. Top Republican Romney says it is ‘appalling’ that Trump urged China, Ukraine to probe Biden. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump has opened a
new front in the impeachment battle that threatens his adminis-
tration, blasting a prominent member of his party for criticizing
his push to get foreign nations to probe a leading Democratic
rival. The Republican president, who launched a stream of
invective at Democrats and the media this week as an impeach-
ment probe in Congress widened, tweeted that US Senator Mitt
Romney was a “pompous ‘a**’ who has been fighting me from
the beginning.” Romney, who lost the 2012 election to
Democratic incumbent President Barack Obama, criticized
Trump on Friday for asking China to investigate former Vice
President Joe Biden, who is seeking the 2020 Democratic presi-
dential nomination. The Utah Republican said Trump’s appeal to
China was “wrong and appalling.” In a later tweet, Trump said
he was hearing that people in Utah regretted electing Romney
to the Senate in 2018. “I agree! He is a fool who is playing right
into the hands of the Do Nothing Democrats! #IMPEACHMIT-
TROMNEY,” Trump wrote. Trump also defended again as
“appropriate” the July 25 phone call with Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskiy that triggered the impeachment inquiry in
the Democratic-controlled House of Representatives, and said
his call for China to investigate Biden and his son Hunter was
linked to corruption, not politics. Another Republican senator,
Susan Collins of Maine, on Saturday also criticized Trump for
exhorting China to investigate the Bidens, calling it “completely
inappropriate” in remarks to reporters at an event in her home
state, according to the Bangor Daily News. “I thought the pres-
ident made a big mistake by asking China to get involved in
investigating a political opponent,” Collins said, according to
the local report. House Democrats are examining whether there
are grounds to impeach Trump based on a whistleblower’s
complaint that said he asked Zelenskiy to help probe the
Bidens. Hunter Biden was on the board of a Ukrainian natural
gas company for several years.

There is no evidence of wrongdoing by either the former
vice president or his son. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, a
Trump ally, said on Saturday the State Department had issued
an initial response to a request by the House Foreign Affairs
Committee for documents tied to US contacts with the
Ukrainian government. The panel issued Pompeo a subpoena on
Sept 27. “The State Department sent a letter last night to
Congress, which is our initial response to the document request.
We will obviously do all the things we are required to by law,”
Pompeo said in a news conference in Greece. He did not elabo-
rate on the contents of the letter. An official from the House
Foreign Affairs Committee said in a statement to Reuters that
Pompeo had “failed to meet the deadline to produce documents
required by the subpoena,” but confirmed the State Department
had contacted the three House committees involved in the
probes. “We hope the department will cooperate in full prompt-
ly,” said the official, who spoke on condition of anonymity.

‘Gotcha game’
Pompeo, who has acknowledged he listened to the July 25

call between Trump and Zelenskiy, objected last week to efforts
by Democrats to obtain depositions from current and former
department officials. Asked at another event on Saturday if there
were any red flags in the Ukraine saga that required further
investigation, Pompeo said he did not think the audience was
interested in hearing about the issue. “This is what’s wrong,
when the world doesn’t focus on the things that are right, the
things that matter, the things that impact real people’s lives and
instead you get caught up in silly gotcha game?” he said. He
also addressed a notion Trump has long held that Ukraine inter-
fered in the 2016 US presidential election, a theory that runs
counter to the US intelligence community’s findings that it was
Russia that meddled in the campaign. Pompeo said “govern-
ments have an obligation and indeed a duty to make sure that

elections happen with integrity, without interference from any
government, whether that’s the Ukrainian government or any
other.” Lawmakers are looking at whether Trump jeopardized
national security and the integrity of US elections for personal
political gain. Trump has called the impeachment investigation a
“hoax” and accused the media and Democrats of corruption.
Rudy Giuliani, Trump’s personal lawyer, told Reuters in a phone
interview on Saturday that the president in the July 25 call had
not offered his Ukrainian counterpart any “quid pro quo” for his
cooperation in probing Biden and his son. “One thing clear
about the conversation is, there’s no quid pro quo,” said the for-
mer New York mayor, who has emerged as a central figure in
the scandal. The House Intelligence Committee has issued a
subpoena to Giuliani, setting an Oct. 15 deadline for him to turn
over documents related to his work with Ukrainians on Trump’s
behalf. House Democrats subpoenaed the White House for doc-
uments on Friday. White House spokeswoman Stephanie
Grisham said the subpoena “changes nothing” and that it would
be ultimately shown that Trump did nothing wrong. The probe
could lead to approval of articles of impeachment - or formal
charges - against Trump in the House. A trial on whether to
remove Trump from office would then be held in the
Republican-controlled Senate. A two-thirds majority of the
senators present would be needed to oust Trump, which means
20 Republicans would have to jump ship if all the Democrats
and the two independents who caucus with Democrats form a
united front. Although Trump’s Senate firewall has no visible
cracks so far, Romney’s willingness to step out of formation and
criticize Trump over his calls for foreign investigations of a
political opponent could act as a catalyst for others. Romney
savaged Trump during the 2016 campaign, calling him a “con
man” who was unfit for the presidency, but the two men later
set aside their differences. Trump endorsed Romney’s political
comeback last year. —Reuters

North Korea 
breaks off US 
nuclear talks 
STOCKHOLM: Working-level nuclear talks
in Sweden between officials from Pyongyang
and Washington have broken off, North
Korea’s top negotiator said late on Saturday,
dashing prospects for an end to months of
stalemate. The talks, at an isolated confer-
ence centre on the outskirts of Stockholm,
were the first such formal discussion since
US President Donald Trump and North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un met in June and
agreed to restart negotiations that stalled
after a failed summit in Vietnam in February. 

The North’s chief nuclear negotiator, Kim
Myong Gil, who spent much of the day in
talks with an American delegation, cast the
blame on what he portrayed as US inflexibili-
ty, saying the other side’s negotiators would
not “give up their old viewpoint and atti-
tude.” “The negotiations have not fulfilled our
expectation and finally broke off,” Kim told
reporters outside the North Korean
embassy, speaking through an interpreter. 

The US State Department said Kim’s
comments did not reflect “the content or
spirit” of more than 8-1/2 hours of talks, and
Washington had accepted Sweden’s invita-
tion to return for more discussions with
Pyongyang in two weeks. 

“The US brought creative ideas and had
good discussions with its DPRK counter-
parts,” spokeswoman Morgan Ortagus said
in a statement. North Korea is also known as
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(DPRK). She said the US delegation had pre-
viewed a number of new initiatives that
would pave the way for progress in the talks,
and underscored the importance of more
intensive engagement.

“The United States and the DPRK will not
overcome a legacy of 70 years of war and
hostility on the Korean peninsula through the
course of a single Saturday,” she added.
“These are weighty issues, and they require
a strong commitment by both countries. The
United States has that commitment.” North
Korea’s Kim downplayed the US gestures.
“The US raised expectations by offering
suggestions like a flexible approach, new
method and creative solutions, but they have
disappointed us greatly and dampened our
enthusiasm for negotiation by bringing noth-
ing to the negotiation table,” he said.

Swedish broadcaster TV4 said the US
Special Representative for North Korea,
Stephen Biegun, who led the team, had
arrived back at the US embassy in central
Stockholm. The Swedish foreign office
declined to give details on the invitation for
new talks, or whether Pyongyang had
accepted. Since June, US officials had strug-
gled to persuade North Korea, which is
under sanctions banning much of its trade,
due to its nuclear program, to return to the
table, but that appeared to change this week
when the North abruptly announced it had

agreed to talks.
On Saturday, negotiator Kim accused the

United States of having no intention of solv-
ing difficulties through dialogue, but said a
complete denuclearization of the Korean
peninsula was still possible. It would only
happen “when all the obstacles that threaten
our safety and check our development are
removed completely without a shadow of
doubt,” he said, in an apparent reference to
North Korea’s desire for Washington to ease
economic pressure.

Yesterday, China’s President Xi Jinping

and the North’s leader exchanged messages
to reaffirm the neighbors’ relationship on the
70th anniversary of the establishment of
diplomatic ties. China is the North’s only
major ally. Xi, who has met Kim five times in
the past year, said they had “reached a series
of important consensuses, leading China-
North Korea relations into a new historical
era”, the official Xinhua news agency said.
Kim replied the two leaders would “resolute-
ly safeguard the peace and stability of the
Korean peninsula and the world,” Xinhua
reported. —Reuters

US impeachment battle heats up

STOCKHOLM: Policemen are seen outside Villa Elfvik Strand conference center where US-
North Korea talks took place. —AFP


