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MAPUTO: Villagers are fleeing a gas-rich re-
gion in northern Mozambique and energy giants
are pleading for more protection in the face of
mounting attacks by a shadowy jihadist group.
Security officials and local residents interviewed
by AFP described a bushfire of fear spreading in
Cabo Delgado, Mozambique’s northernmost
province, and plummeting morale among troops
and police. The organization first came to light
in October 2017, targeting a police station.

Since then, the group has killed more than
700 people, according to the medical charity
Doctors Without Borders (MSF). The UN says
at least 100,000 people have fled their homes
and violence is spreading towards the province’s
south. “There has been a dramatic increase of
brutal attacks by armed groups over the past
months, with the recent weeks being the most
volatile period,” UN refugee agency spokesman
Andrej Mahecic said this month.

Civilians are fleeing “in many directions, in-
cluding to small islands, where many have
nowhere to stay,” he said. The group is known
locally as “Al Shabaab, “although there is no dis-

cernible connection with the notorious Somali
jihadist organization of that name. Since June,
the so-called Islamic State group has claimed
around 20 attacks in Cabo Delgado, saying
these targeted the Mozambican army. But ana-
lysts say they know of no evidence of IS financial
or military support to the Mozambican jihadists.

Exodus 
Grassroots sources in the region confirm the

worsening situation. MSF’s teams in the area
“have witnessed lines of people walking on main
roads as their villages go up in flames,” said its
coordinator there, Bruno Cardoso. “Here in Ma-
comia (district) we are all in a panic. The situa-
tion is one of great fear,” a police officer told
AFP by phone. 

“Many children don’t come to class,” said a
teacher at a Macomia primary school. “We live
in... deep fear.” The militants are operating on the
doorstep of energy majors, including Exxon-
Mobil and French oil company Total, which are
preparing to extract gas in the Rovuma basin off
Cabo Delgado’s coast by 2022. With more than

$30 billion in investment sunk into the project,
President Filipe Nyusi Nyusi is under pressure
to respond. Last week he skipped the African
Union’s bi-annual summit in Addis Ababa and
held a cabinet meeting in Cabo Delgado’s capital
Pemba - one of the rare occasions in which he
has hosted the weekly meetings outside Maputo.
He blamed the “war” on unnamed “foreigners”.
The oil giants have asked for the doubling of the
500 soldiers deployed in April to guard a lique-
fied natural gas (LNG) facility at Afungi, one of
Africa’s biggest single investments in Africa.
Ryan Cummings, an analyst with Cape Town-
based Signals Risk, said there had been a shift
in the frequency and style of attacks.

They now targeted not only civilians but also
the security forces, whose counter-terrorism ca-
pability is questionable, he said. “That could
portend an evolution or sophistication in their
modus operandi,” Cummings said. “(This) would
be especially concerning for the foreign multi-
nationals that are engaged in the LNG industry
in the Rovuma basin.” Defense Minister Jaime
Neto said the authorities would provide protec-

tion. “We have enough staff and we guarantee
the security of the projects,” he said.

Low morale
But the security forces are themselves de-

spondent, according to internal sources. “We do
not have the capacity to intercept the jihadists
communications (and) that is why we don’t know
the enemy’s capacity,” an agent from the police
rapid response unit told AFP. The unit opts to not
respond to attacks on villages “to avoid casualties
in our ranks”. An agricultural college was recently
raided and looted “and we didn’t respond, we
feared we were outnumbered”, said the agent.

Another police officer said militants stole a
police van in December and have been using it to
stage attacks. A special operations police com-
mander in Maputo said “many young (military re-
cruits) abscond” if they are posted to Cabo
Delgado. “The situation is chaotic. Troops on the
ground opt for defensive. Now it is the jihadists
who are chasing and attacking government
troops and not the opposite. “Our big problem is
the lack of resources,” he said. — AFP 
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Romanian boxer 
inspires girls to 
knock out poverty
BUZAU: Steluta Duta was a teenaged orphan living on the
streets when, one cold January day in 2002, she stepped
through the door of a boxing gym in the town of Buzau and em-
barked on her unlikely path to becoming an elite athlete. Duta,
whose first name means “little star”, has fought for almost two
decades in the ring, with every punch thrown bringing her
closer to what she calls “a normal life, away from misery” and
becoming an inspiration for others like her.

Romania is one of the poorest in the European Union, with
38 percent of children at risk of social exclusion and poverty,
according to Eurostat. Becoming a boxer “was my only chance,
my gamble”, Duta, a short woman with cropped hair dyed
blond, tells AFP during a break from her training at the gym in
Buzau, a town in southeastern Romania. At 38, Duta is a three-
time silver medallist at the sport’s World Championships and a
three-time gold medal-winner at the European Championships
in the light flyweight category.

“If it wasn’t for that day she entered the gym, she would now
be another one of those living under a bridge and sniffing glue,”
says a tearful Constantin Voicilas, 69, who has been Duta’s
coach and mentor throughout her career and has been training
promising boxers for more than four decades. When Duta left
her orphanage aged 17, she initially became homeless and even
thought about suicide. “Back then I lied to (Voicilas) and said I
had a place to sleep so he would let me box,” Duta recalls.
When Voicilas learned the truth he converted part of the gym
into a bedroom to make sure she had somewhere to sleep.

Sport as a lifeline 
Duta overcame formidable odds to build a successful career

in Romania. A Save the Children report released in late 2019
cited a host of threats to child welfare, particularly in rural
areas: high education dropout rates, limited access to health-
care and a prevalence of physical and emotional abuse as a

form of discipline. Duta is now helping the next generation to
fight those obstacles in the ring. At the Buzau boxing gym, she
often spars with Bianca Lacatusu, a shy teenager 20 years her
junior.  Lacatusu also had a tough childhood. Her parents died
when she was seven months old, when she was placed with a
foster family who later handed her over to an orphanage. “I like
to fight... I don’t know how the Master found me, but I’m glad
he did,” Bianca tells AFP, using Voicilas’s nickname.

Lacatusu says that Duta has been an inspiration to her - and
that she dreams of one day defeating her in the ring. Adrian La-
catus, the national boxing team coach who has worked closely
with Duta, says that girls from tough backgrounds often display
this will to succeed. “Children from poor families are used to
difficulties, they don’t throw in the towel at the first hurdle,” he
says. He says with confidence that among the girls he is cur-
rently coaching in Bucharest, “many will write history”.

One of them is already well on her way. Alexandra Gheo-
rghe’s delicate features belie her hardscrabble childhood. But
at 17 she has already won a silver medal at the European Cham-
pionships and is now training with Lacatus for future competi-
tions. For her part, Duta is preparing for two national
competitions later this year and is determined to fight on for
two more years until the age of 40. After that, she wants to
focus on coaching and her personal life. — AFP
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BUZAU: Steluta Duta takes part in a training session in Buzau,
Romania. — AFP 

Addiction in paradise: 
Seychelles battles 
heroin crisis
LES MAMELLES: On a plain suburban street in Seychelles, far
from the idyllic coastline and luxury resorts pampering honey-
mooners and paradise-seekers, heroin addicts queue anxiously
for their daily dose of methadone. It is a scene few outsiders
would associate with the tropical nirvana adrift in the Indian
Ocean, and one rarely, if ever, glimpsed by tourists as they shuttle
from the airport to five-star luxury on white-sand beaches.

But life for many Seychellois is far from picture perfect: the
tiny archipelago nation is battling what officials say are the world’s
highest rates of heroin addiction. Nearly 5,000 people are
hooked, government figures show, equivalent to nearly 10 percent
of the national workforce - a statistic that has startled the gov-
ernment into action. In comparison, 0.4 percent of the global pop-
ulation consumed opioids in 2016, half of them in Asia, according
to a United Nations report that puts Seychelles among the top
consumers alongside producing countries such as Afghanistan.

The Seychelles’ heroin boom, which took off over the past
decade, gripped young and old alike and cut across class lines.
Among those queuing in the town of Les Mamelles for methadone
- a substitute narcotic used to wean users off heroin - are parents
with young children, an old man leaning on a cane and a taxi driver
between shifts. Graham Moustache, a 29-year-old father of two,
described how the arrival of affordable and high-quality heroin in
Seychelles swept up his entire family.

“I have four brothers and two sisters, and we have all been
heroin addicts at one point,” he said, tracing his fingers over the
needle scars on his arms. “I’ve been to prison twice,” he said,
adding his mother had turned him in as “she didn’t know what to
do any more”. “Sometimes, I didn’t have enough to eat and I had
to choose between eating and buying heroin. I chose heroin.”

The rise of new trafficking routes through East Africa in the
late 2000s, coupled with porous borders and relatively high pur-
chasing power among Seychellois, flooded the paradisal islands
with heroin. The average salary in the archipelago is $420 (390)
- high compared to other African nations. — AFP


