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NYALA, Sudan:  The United Nations-African
Union mission in Darfur was set to end 13 years
of peacekeeping in the vast Sudanese region yes-
terday, even as recent violent clashes leave resi-
dents fearful of new conflict. Fighting erupted in
Darfur in 2003, when ethnic minority rebels rose
up against the Arab-dominated government in
Khartoum, which responded by recruiting and
arming notorious Arab-dominated militia known
as the Janjaweed.

A total of 300,000 people were killed and 2.5
million displaced, according to the United Na-
tions. “The joint United Nations-African Union
mission in the Darfur region of Sudan (UNAMID)
will officially end operations on Thursday, when
the Government of Sudan will take over respon-
sibility for the protection of civilians in the area,”
the mission said in a statement on Wednesday.

The bitter conflict has largely subsided in re-
cent years and longtime autocrat Omar Al-Bashir
- wanted by the International Criminal Court for
genocide and other alleged crimes in the western
region - was deposed last year. But the country’s
transitional government is fragile, and ethnic and
tribal clashes still periodically flare in Darfur, in-
cluding clashes last week that left at least 15 peo-
ple dead and dozens wounded.

Darfuris, many of whom remain in teeming
camps years after they fled their homes, have held
protests in recent weeks against the mission’s im-
minent departure. “The lives of Darfuri people are
at stake, and the United Nations should recon-
sider its decision,” Mohamed Abdelrahman told

AFP on Wednesday at Kalma camp in Nyala, the
capital of South Darfur. He is among hundreds
who staged a sit-in outside the mission’s head-
quarters at the camp. 

‘Big trouble’ ahead 
Protesters held up banners reading: “We trust

UN protection for IDPs (internally displaced
people),” and “we reject UNAMID’s exit”. The
UN said that the phased withdrawal of the mis-
sion’s approximately 8,000 armed and civilian
personnel will begin in January and be completed
inside six months. Longtime Kalma resident Oth-
man Abulkassem fears the troops’ departure sig-
nals “big trouble” for Darfuris, leaving them at
risk of further violence.

UNAMID spokesman Ashraf Eissa sought to
allay those fears. “We understand the concerns
of the Darfuri population especially IDPs and
other vulnerable groups, but the situation has
improved a great deal over the past few years,”
Eissa told AFP. “The responsibility now lies with
the transitional government and the Sudanese
people themselves to enhance peace and secu-
rity in Darfur.”

A UN political mission - the United Nations
Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan
(UNITAMS) - will be installed in Darfur after
UNAMID’s departure. It will be tasked with as-
sisting Sudan’s transition, peace-building, and aid
disbursement. Following last week’s clashes, Su-
danese authorities said government troops will be
deployed to the region to contain any violence.

Yesterday, acting foreign minister Omar Qa-
mareddine said UNAMID “contributed to achiev-
ing peace.” “It’s true that its tenure was marred
by some obstacles but it was, overall, good,” the
minister told a Khartoum press conference,
adding that the deployment of government troops
across the region will be completed by March. 

But many are skeptical. “If the protection of
internally displaced people is assigned to the
government forces, it will be like handing Dar-
furis to the forces that committed massacres and

rape against them,” said 25-year-old Darfuri In-
tisar Abdelhay. 

Thousands of Janjaweed militiamen were in-
corporated into Sudan’s powerful paramilitary
Rapid Support Forces, whose head Mohamed
Hamdan Daglo is a key figure in the transitional
government. The Janjaweed stand accused by
human rights groups of carrying out wide-
spread killings and rapes as part of a broader
campaign of “ethnic cleasing” in the early years
of the conflict.—AFP
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NYALA, Sudan: Sudanese internally displaced people stage a sit-in to protest against the end of the mandate of
the United Nations and African Union peacekeeping mission (UNAMID) in Kalma camp on Wednesday.  —AFP

Worshippers at a 
loss as ‘crossover’ 
prayers cancelled
LAGOS: Across Nigeria, New Year’s Eve is
usually marked by millions of Christians
gathering in churches to usher in the New
Year, praying for a better year ahead. But
this year, the all-night celebrations have
been widely canceled because of COVID —
and many worshippers, desperate to turn the
page on 2020, say they feel a void. Every
December 31, chants of “Amen” and “Hallelu-
jah” rend the air of many Nigerian towns.
Hugs and handshakes are exchanged, and at
midnight the glow of fireworks lights up the
skyline. 

It is not uncommon to hear optimistic
declarations such as “This year is my year”
- or to see thousands, sometimes tens of

thousands, of worshippers break into a
dance of celebration at mass events. But in
several states across southern Nigeria, gov-
ernment-imposed COVID-19 restrictions
mean that “crossover,” a key day in the cal-
endar for Nigeria’s estimated 86 million
Christians, will not happen this time.   

As of Wednesday, Nigeria had registered
over 85,500 cases from COVID-19 and
1,260 deaths. The country has seen a surge
in cases in the last few weeks, although  but
lack of testing means the number may be
higher. In Lagos, a metropolis of some 20
million souls, religious gatherings have been
capped at 50 percent of the usual capacity
for the venue.

In Nigeria, that can still be a lot of people
- some churches are as big as stadiums, able
to seat as many worshippers as a major foot-
ball final. But services must not exceed two
hours, and there is a midnight to 4:00 a.m.
curfew. Many churches in Nigeria are accus-
tomed to praying until the sun rises on the
New Year. —AFP

Yemen govt vows 
to bring stability 
after deadly attack
ADEN: Yemen’s new power-sharing government
vowed yesterday to bring stability to the war-torn
country, a day after deadly blasts rocked Aden air-
port in an attack targeting cabinet members. At
least 26 people, including three members of the In-
ternational Committee of the Red Cross and a jour-
nalist, were killed and scores wounded in the
explosions as ministers disembarked from an air-
craft in the southern city. 

All cabinet members were reported to be un-
harmed in what some ministers charged was an at-
tack by the Iran-backed Houthi rebels who control
the capital Sanaa and are based in northern Yemen.
AFP video footage shows what appears to be a mis-
sile strike followed by a ball of intense flames, in part
of the airport which moments before had been
packed with crowds. 

But it is still not fully clear what caused the ex-
plosions. Foreign Minister Ahmed bin Mubarak told
AFP yesterday that the new unity government was

up to tackling the challenges facing a country that
has long been the Arab Peninsula’s most impover-
ished nation. “The government is determined to fulfill
its duty and work to restore stability in Yemen,” he
said. “This terrorist attack will not deter it from that.”

The cabinet convened for the first time in Aden
yesterday, during which members held a moment
of silence for those who were killed in the attack.
Tens of thousands of people, mostly civilians, have
been killed and millions displaced in Yemen’s grind-
ing five-year war, which has triggered what the
United Nations calls the world’s worst humanitar-
ian disaster. —AFP

ADEN: A damaged van is pictured in front of the airport of this
southern Yemeni city yesterday, a day after explosions rocked
the building, killing or injuring dozens of people.  —AFP


