
ATAYE:  As gunfire crackled outside, Genet
Webea huddled with her husband and seven-
year-old daughter, praying they would be
spared in the latest bout of ethnic strife to rock
central Ethiopia. But that morning in April,
around a dozen gunmen broke down the front
door and, ignoring Genet’s pleas for mercy, fa-
tally shot her husband in the chest and stomach. 

He was one of more than 100 civilians to die
in a recent flare-up of violence in the town of
Ataye that also saw the assailants torch more
than 1,500 buildings, leaving once-bustling
streets lined with charred and twisted metal. The
destruction continues a pattern of unrest that
has blighted the tenure of Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed, winner of the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize,
and now threatens to disrupt elections in which
he’ll seek a new term. 

Ethiopia’s polls are scheduled for June 21, but
officials say insecurity and logistical challenges
make voting impossible-at least for now-in at
least 26 constituencies across the country. That
includes Ataye, where Abiy’s vision of unity for
Ethiopia’s diverse population of 110 million can
seem like a distant dream.  Since Abiy became
prime minister in 2018, the town has endured at
least six rounds of ethnic killings, and ties be-
tween members of the country’s two largest
groups, the Oromos and Amharas, have visibly

frayed, said mayor Agagenew Mekete. 
Genet, an ethnic Amhara, told AFP that since

the April attack she blanches when she hears the
language of her husband’s ethnic Oromo killers,
saying it conjures the painful image of him
bleeding out on their kitchen floor. “I don’t want
to see or hear them,” she told AFP. 

‘It was a war’ 
A lowland farming town 270 kilometres (167

miles) northeast of Addis Ababa, Ataye’s popu-
lation of 70,000 is majority Amhara, but it bor-
ders Oromo settlements in three directions.  For
Agagenew, the mayor, the relentless violence re-
flects tensions over lush land used to grow
wheat, sorghum and maize. 

Ethiopia is Africa’s second most-populous
country, with different ethnic groups living
cheek by jowl in some areas, straining ties as
they jostle for land and resources. In recent
years tensions have worsened in parts of the
country, leading to deadly violence and displac-
ing millions.

Abiy took office vowing to put an end to the
government’s iron-fisted rule, yet this has cre-
ated space for violent ethno-nationalists to
wreak havoc, Agagenew said.  “There has been
a looseness after Abiy came to office, in the
name of widening the democracy,” he said. 

“There is looseness in enforcing the rule of
law.”  Like Genet, he blames the killings partly
on the Oromo Liberation Army (OLA), a rebel
group that lawmakers last month designated a

terrorist organisation.  But the OLA denies any
presence in the area and says officials falsely in-
voke the rebels to justify “ethnic cleansing”
against ordinary Oromos.   — AFP
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Ethnic killings cloud central
Ethiopia’s election buildup

Insecurity and logistical challenges will make voting impossible

DEBRE BERHAN: Internally displaced people sit outside of the temporary shelter where they live, in Debre
Berhan, Ethiopia, on May 14, 2021. More than 100 civilians died in a recent flare-up of violence in the
town of Ataye that also saw the assailants torch more than 1,500 buildings. —AFP

Nigeria state in talks to 
free abducted children
KANO: A Nigerian state government said it was negotiating
with gunmen who seized 136 children from an Islamic semi-
nary at the weekend, the latest in a string of mass kidnappings
in the country. Criminal gangs have often targeted schools in
remote areas, where pupils live in dormitories with little se-
curity protection, before hauling their victims into nearby
forests to negotiate ransoms.

Police said gunmen attacked Tegina town in Niger state
on Sunday, arriving on motorbikes and shooting indiscrimi-
nately. Niger state police said the criminals killed one resident,
injured another before kidnapping children from the Salihu
Tanko Islamic school. “We are in touch with the kidnappers
to find a way to secure the release of the children. We are ne-
gotiating to see how we can arrive at an agreement,” deputy
governor Ahmed Mohammed Ketso told reporters on
Wednesday. 

“We are also in contact with the parents. We call on them
to be patient, government is making all efforts to secure the
release of the children.” Ketso also confirmed 136 students
had been taken.  President Muhammadu Buhari has ordered
security forces and intelligence agencies to step up efforts to
rescue the children. Buhari “condemned as unfortunate” the
kidnapping of children, according to a statement from his
spokesman Garba Shehu, and urged all those involved in the
rescue operation to do their utmost in securing their imme-
diate release.

The attackers did release 11 of the pupils who were “too

small and couldn’t walk” very far, the authorities previously
said. Niger’s deputy governor said the government did not
pay ransoms, adding that security agencies were “being care-
ful in the pursuit of bandits to avoid collateral damage.” Rel-
atives of the kidnapped schoolchildren appealed to the
government to help free them.

“My appeal to the government is that they should try to
protect our people first and our children first,” Sa’idu Umar,
whose child was among those abducted, told AFP. “We are
hoping that they are going to try harder to bring back our
children successfully.” Mothers and other relatives crouched,
weeping and waiting for the missing children outside the
school on Tuesday. — AFP

MSF warns of humanitarian 
crisis in Northwest Nigeria
ABUJA: Rising violence in northwest Nigeria’s Zamfara state is stoking
a humanitarian crisis, Doctors Without Borders (MSF) said yesterday.
The region has struggled with decades-long communal clashes over re-
sources but more recently some groups have become more violent, loot-
ing, stealing and kidnapping for ransom, and people are fleeing to areas
where aid groups are struggling to respond. 

In a statement, MSF said it had already treated 10,300 children in
Zamfara between January and April for severe acute malnutrition,
measles, malaria and other conditions. “This is 54 percent higher than in
the same period last year,” said an MSF doctor, Godwin Emudanohwo.
“People here need food, safe water and vaccinations now,” said Emu-
danohwo. 

“Families tell us they won’t be able to farm for the new season, which
means a new cycle of hunger.” Nearly 700,000 people were internally
displaced in northwest and north central Nigeria in February, including
more than 124,000 in Zamfara alone, according to the UN’s migration
agency IOM.  The authorities are struggling to respond in a region that
has already recorded the highest poverty rate in Nigeria, the International
Crisis Group (ICG) think tank said in a report.

“As of 2019, all seven states in the zone had poverty levels above the
national average... Millions lack access to basic health care and clean
water, and immunisation coverage is far below national goals,” it said. In
Zamfara state, criminal gangs known locally as bandits have set up camps
in Rugu forest, which they use as a springboard for attacks in neighbour-
ing Kaduna, Katsina, Sokoto, Kebbi and Niger states. Security forces,
who are also battling a more than decade-long jihadist insurgency in the
northeast of the country, are being stretched thin. — AFP

ANKA: File photo taken on December, 2019 shows a general
ward at the Anka General Hospital where Medecins Sans Fron-
tieres (MSF) is providing medical assistance to children and
women in Anka, near Gusau. — AFP


