
LAGOS: Shopkeeper Toyin Jacob never
thought she would have to rely on handouts.
Before 2020, food and cash distributions were
for her neighbors in Makoko, a coastal commu-
nity in Nigeria’s economic hub Lagos. Thou-
sands of families live in the floating slum, often
in tightly packed huts with no running water or
electricity.

Until recently, 60-year-old Jacob was better
off, living in a concrete house connected to the
grid, on a busy asphalted road. Her daughter
went to university and her son had a job.

But everything fell apart last year after her
husband died, the “arrival of the coronavirus”
pandemic and the economic crisis that followed.
Jacob’s small business had been just enough to
get by, but could not withstand the five-week
lockdown imposed at the end of March. “With
COVID-19 I couldn’t continue the business,”
she said.

“There is no money to buy new provisions,”
added Jacob, who has started selling household
items to survive. In a matter of weeks she be-
came like many of her neighbors in Makoko, a
person categorized by aid agencies as “ex-
tremely poor”, who depends largely on assis-
tance. “After the lockdown, until now, I’m not
doing anything”, Jacob said.

‘Cushion the blow’ 
Before the pandemic, nearly half of Nigeria’s

200 million people were living on less than $1.90

a day, rivaling India for the world’s highest num-
ber of poor. Seven million more people are esti-
mated to become poor in the West African
nation this year, according to the World Bank,
which added they will be “more urban” and
“more educated”.

Extreme poverty is rampant in the country’s
rural areas, but the lockdown has also affected
city dwellers, the World Food Programme (WFP)
said. In the second largest city, Kano, the number
of hungry people tripled in just six months,
reaching 1.5 million.

The economic situation became so dire it
prompted WFP, which usually concentrates re-
lief efforts in the country’s conflict-hit north-
east, to start delivering aid along with the
government to the largest hubs of Lagos, Abuja
and Kano. Jacob was among 68,000 people
who have received 37,000 nairas ($97) in
Lagos since October, the equivalent of two
months’ worth of food.

“We want to make sure the most vulnerable
people have something to cushion the blow of
Covid-19, and support them, so they’ll be able to
get out and look for money, knowing they have
food at home”, WFP spokeswoman Chi Lael
said. In the narrow waterways near Jacob’s
home, residents were barely surviving before the
pandemic struck. 

But when COVID-19, which has killed 1,319
people out of 92,705 infected in Nigeria, led to
markets being shut, many were left hungry.

‘Survive by the grace of god’  
On a baking hot afternoon, Bidemi Aye sat

in front of her house, a doorless bamboo con-
struction elevated on stilts, with her three-year-
old in her lap. It was 1 pm and neither had eaten
anything yet. With the little her husband, a fish
seller, brings home, the family can normally only
afford to eat one meal a day.  “With the coron-
avirus, it’s worse,” Aye said. “We only survive
by the grace of god”.  The food distribution

represents just a drop in the ocean, especially
in Lagos, a megacity of 20 million people where
most depend on a daily wage. In 2016, the oil-
dependent country had been starting to re-
cover from the price of crude collapsing.  But
the pandemic and a second fall in oil prices saw
Nigeria enter its second recession in four years.
Youth unemployment in Africa’s most populous
country had reached 40 percent even before
COVID-19 emerged. — AFP
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Pandemic tips more into extreme 
poverty in Nigeria’s Lagos: WFP

7m more people are estimated to become poor in Nigeria this year: WB

Bidemi Aye receives a pre-paid debt card for cash and food provided by the World Food Programme (WFP)
in a makeshift home in the Makoko riverine slum settlement in Lagos. —AFP

After 8 years of Mali
campaign, France 
seeks exit strategy
PARIS: Eight years after France sent troops to Mali to prevent
jihadists from overrunning the country, it faces tough choices over
how to keep pursuing Islamist extremists without becoming
bogged down in a potentially unwinnable war. Five French soldiers
have been killed by roadside bombs in Mali over the past 10 days,
bringing to 50 the number of troops killed across the Sahel since
France launched a campaign to clear northern Mali of jihadists in
January 2013. 

The latest victims included Sergeant Yvonne Huynh, the first
female soldier killed since the French intervention began. Her
death Saturday, claimed by a group linked to Al-Qaeda, coincided
with a massacre across the border in western Niger, where
unidentified gunmen killed around 100 villagers in one of the re-
gion’s worst atrocities. These deaths-and disputed claims Tuesday
from villagers in central Mali that up to 20 wedding guests were
killed in an air strike-have clouded recent successes chalked up
by France’s 5,100-member Barkhane counterterrorism force and
its African partners.

Shifting public mood 
In the past year, the French have killed the leader of the noto-

rious Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb group, Abdelmalek
Droukdel, as well as one of the military leaders of the Al-Qaeda

affiliated Group to Support Islam and Muslims (GSIM). Anxious
to avoid becoming mired in a long Afghan-style conflict, Paris is
preparing to announce a withdrawal of the 600 additional troops
it deployed to the Sahel last year.

But whether the drawdown signals the beginning of the end of
France’s Sahel mission is not yet clear.

Defense sources have told AFP that President Emmanuel
Macron would like to go further in reducing the number of
French troops in the Sahel region before the next presidential
election in April/May 2022. “Up until now the French have not
really questioned France’s role in the Sahel. But you have to be
very careful. Public opinion can change very quickly,” a govern-
ment source told AFP.

Buying time 
In a sign that the Sahel mission could become a domestic po-

litical football, some opposition politicians have already begun to
question the wisdom of staying the course. “War in Mali: for how
much longer?” the hard-left France Unbowed party queried on
Monday. “The more we help Mali the more it collapses,” said
Marc-Antoine Perouse de Montclos of France’s Institute of De-
velopment Research (IRD). He pointed to a military coup in Au-
gust that echoed a putsch in 2012, a year before the French
arrived. “The longer we stay the harder it will be to leave,” Perouse
de Montclos said, adding: “Beyond the number of (French) dead,
the real question is how to withdraw without losing face.” But for
Michael Shurkin, senior political scientist at the US-based defense
think-tank Rand Corporation, “this was never going to be quick.”
Citing long-running governance issues in the region, he said: “All
France can do is buy time and create space for its African partners
to be doing what they should be doing.” — AFP

News in brief

Protests erupt in Dakar 

DAKAR: Youths protesting a coronavirus curfew clashed
with security forces overnight in the Senegalese capital, burn-
ing tyres and erecting barricades as police fired tear gas in
Dakar’s Ngor district, an AFP photographer reported. Inci-
dents were also reported in other parts of the capital overnight
Wednesday. President Macky Sall called a state of emergency
on Wednesday as he imposed a curfew from 9 pm to 5 am in
Dakar and one other region of the West African country. Dakar
and the Thies region account for nearly 90 percent of COVID-
19 infections, according to health authorities. — AFP

Ghana army quells parliament clash 

ACCRA: Ghanaian soldiers intervened overnight to quell a
clash between opposing parties in parliament ahead of the
body’s swearing-in set for yesterday. Chaotic scenes erupted
after a ruling party deputy tried to seize the ballot box during
the vote for parliament speaker. The ensuing clash lasted sev-
eral hours until the army stepped in, with national television
broadcasting the drama live. “There was total breakdown of
law and order,” said MP-elect Kwame Twumasi Ampofo of
the opposition National Democratic Congress. “Looking at
a member of parliament and a minister of state snatching bal-
lot papers... was so shameful.” — AFP


