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PARIS: As well as suffering a spate of recent battle-
field casualties in the Sahel, France risks losing the
fight for hearts and minds in the strategic west African
region. Eight years since it deployed troops against
jihadists in Mali, Paris is struggling to impose itself in
a separate information war being waged for public
opinion. “Fighting against terrorism implies... protect-
ing yourself during communication and disinforma-
tion wars targeting the local populations, which can
change perceptions,” French Defense Minister Flo-
rence Parly said recently during a speech to special
forces. Part of the problem has been highlighted by
recent events on the ground.

The French “Barkhane” force-made up of 5,100
troops-came under severe scrutiny in January after an
air strike in a remote and largely inaccessible region in
northern Mali. More than a month later, the facts re-
main murky. Some locals have told journalists that up
to 20 people attending a wedding in the village of
Bounti were killed, while the French military insists that
they targeted a gathering of jihadists. “Once the French
military becomes engaged with responding to accu-
sations of civilian deaths and collateral damage,
whether these allegations turn out to be accurate or
not, it will already be perceived as a propaganda vic-
tory for the jihadists,” Colin Clarke from the Soufan
Center, an American think-tank, told AFP.

But in addition to anti-French messages spread by
jihadist groups-which fall on fertile ground in a region
once colonized by France-Paris believes Russia is also

behind a disinformation campaign about its activities
in the region. “The battle over Barkhane’s image is
more important than any actual battle in this kind of
conflict,” said Michael Shurkin, an analyst at the US-
based security consultancy Rand. “The French gov-
ernment and military have been slow to engage in
‘information warfare’,” he added, saying that “doing
‘propaganda’ makes the French military nervous.” 

‘Trolling’ 
It may have been slow to catch on, but there is ev-

idence that France is now taking action. In December,
Facebook said it had closed down two Russian-linked
networks of fake troll accounts which sought to sway
public opinion, as well as a third with “links to indi-
viduals associated with French military.”  The French
defense ministry initially declined to comment, before
saying that it could not attribute responsibility for the
accounts. But Alexandre Papaemmanuel, an intelli-
gence specialist at the IEP research center in France,
believes some figures in the military were relieved to
see France adopting the same tactics as its rivals. 

“But to become tougher, should democracies follow
the example of authoritarian regimes?” he asked. “It’s
a slippery slope.” Part of the problem for France may
be that for many people living in the region, the results
of Barkhane’s operations are difficult to see because
the jihadists have dug in and keep launching attacks.
“The results are imperceptible for an average Malian,”
said Denis Tull from the German Institute of Interna-

tional Relations (SWP). He also blames French “arro-
gance” for the way leaders respond to local criticism. 

“Any Malian criticism is seen as ingratitude and
sparks irritation,” he said, adding that Paris “is in the
process of losing the battle for public opinion almost
everywhere in French-speaking Africa.”  The future
of the Barkhane mission is set to be discussed at a
summit in Chad on February 15-16 between the
countries of the Sahel region-Burkina Faso, Chad,

Mali, Mauritania and Niger-and France. French
President Emmanuel Macron is known to want to
reduce France’s presence by sharing the burden of
military operations with the countries of the region
and fellow European partners. A 13,000-strong UN
force is also based in the Sahel, which suffered fur-
ther casualties on Wednesday when 28 peacekeep-
ers were wounded during an attack on their base in
central Mali. —AFP
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MENAKA, Mali: This file photograph shows the France-led special operations logo for the new Barkhane Task
Force Takuba  in Menaka. —AFP

Saudi says Yemen rebel
drone intercepted 
after Abha hit
DUBAI: Saudi forces intercepted an armed drone fired by Houthi
rebels in Yemen yesterday, the Riyadh-led coalition said, a day after
a rebel strike on an airport in the kingdom. The latest drone attack
targeted the garrison town of Khamis Mushait in southern Saudi
Arabia that hosts a key airbase but was destroyed before reaching
its target, coalition spokesman Turki Al-Maliki said, quoted by the
kingdom’s official SPA agency.

Several drones attacked Abha’s international airport in the
kingdom’s southwest on Wednesday prompting Washington to
call for an end to Houthi aggression. The coalition said the attack
set a civilian aircraft ablaze, while the Houthis said they had struck
Abha airport with four drones, claiming it was used to launch at-
tacks inside Yemen. The United Stated reacted by calling for the
rebels to “immediately stop these aggressive acts”, just days after
demanding an end to any new offensive in Yemen. US President
Joe Biden, who has reversed his predecessor Donald Trump’s pol-
icy on the conflict, has deployed his new Yemen envoy to Saudi
Arabia. Tim Lenderking and his UN counterpart Martin Griffiths
met Saudi’s deputy defense minister, Khaled bin Salman, who
oversees the Yemen portfolio. —AFP

Mexico’s community 
doctors deal with 
pandemic overflow
TULTITLAN, Mexico: Every day Mexicans with suspected coro-
navirus infections seek treatment at the small clinic of Erika Reyes,
one of thousands of community-based doctors helping to prevent
the country’s health system from collapsing. With both public and
private hospitals struggling to cope during the pandemic, Mex-
ico’s neighborhood physicians are busy dealing with the overflow.

“We can treat COVID-19 cases here so that the health sys-
tem doesn’t become overwhelmed,” the 30-year-old told AFP.
Reyes was herself infected with the virus, but after recovering
she continued working. She now treats about 30 patients a day,
most of whom have Covid-19, in her private clinic in Tultitlan
near Mexico City using the recommendations of the govern-
ment and colleagues.

Reyes said she feels “very, very, very unprotected” because
vaccination has only been offered to health workers in the public
sector so far. Outside her clinic patients queued up waiting their
turn, while an assistant offered hand sanitizer and checked the
temperature of people entering.

In Mexico, 43 percent of general medical consultations occur
in private clinics, according to the pharmacies and clinics associ-
ation Unifacc. “We give 180,000 consultations a day,” said its
president, Oscar Zavala. Many community-based doctors work
from a small office attached to a pharmacy.

Fear of dying alone   
Mexican health workers have paid a high price during the

pandemic: 2,687 of them have lost their lives, of whom nearly
half were doctors and around one-fifth were nurses, according
to official figures. Unifacc has reported the deaths of 32 doc-
tors and 48 pharmacists among its members, as well as 186 rel-
atives who became infected. The overall figure could be higher,
since there are 18,000 clinics attached to drugstores around
the country.

One big appeal of neighborhood doctors is that a consulta-
tion costs around 35 to 100 pesos ($1.7-5.0), compared to 200-
500 pesos in larger clinics. In the early days of the pandemic
Karla Montano used to see perhaps a couple of confirmed
COVID patients a week. “Now I see up to 10 confirmed patients
a day,” said the 35-year-old doctor.

She offers consultations in her small office, by video call or
through home visits wearing full personal protective equipment
in Mexico City. Some of her patients say they avoid going to
public hospitals for fear of dying there, separated from their
families. Montano said the pandemic has left her exhausted be-
cause coronavirus patients can call any time day or night. “It’s
really hard as a doctor to have to stay strong in this situation,
and having to appear strong to people is a heavy burden, be-
cause a doctor can’t have a breakdown,” she said.

Mexico has officially registered around 170,000 deaths from
COVID-19 — the world’s third highest toll-and nearly two mil-
lion known cases. Community-based doctors want to be in-
cluded in the first phase of the government’s vaccination
program, which has given priority to front line health workers in
public institutions. “I want to keep working and supporting my
community,” said Montano.  “But I need to be vaccinated so I
can continue working without putting my family at risk.” —AFP


