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ABIDJAN: Former president Laurent Gbagbo was returning to Ivory
Coast yesterday for the first time in nearly a decade, after he was
cleared of crimes against humanity and his once-bitter rival welcomed
him back in the name of reconciliation. Gbagbo left the country in hu-
miliation in 2011, after his refusal to accept electoral defeat sparked a
conflict that ended in his arrest and transfer to The Hague.

The 76-year-old’s homecoming will be a key test of stability in
Ivory Coast, the world’s biggest cocoa producer and the wealthiest
country in francophone West Africa. Gbagbo boarded a commercial
flight to Abidjan from Brussels yesterday morning, his spokesman
Justin Katinan Kone, told AFP.

The Belgian capital has been his home since the International Crim-
inal Court (ICC) acquitted him in a shock decision in 2019. An appeal
against the ruling failed in March, paving the way for his return. He
was ousted in April 2011 after around 3,000 people died in the
months-long conflict that followed his refusal to accept electoral de-
feat at the hands of Alassane Ouattara, the current president.

‘We’re ready’ 
Today, Gbagbo has been recast in the role of statesman, called

upon to help national reconciliation after elections last year left scores
dead. Ouattara, 79, has facilitated his return, issuing his rival with a
diplomatic passport and promising him the rewards and status due to
ex-presidents. Ouattara is letting Gbagbo use the presidential salon
at Abidjan airport upon arrival, and tents will be set up for dozens of
notables to hail his return.

He will then travel through the city to the Attoban neighbourhood,
where his old campaign headquarters are located, according to a
statement from his Ivorian Popular Front (FPI) party. His motorcade
is scheduled to pass through several areas where crowds of support-
ers are expected to gather to cheer him on. 

Young people carrying the national flag were seen walking on the
road towards the airport early yesterday, many from a poor district of
the city. “We’re ready,” a woman said, wearing a T-shirt with Gbagbo’s
face on it.

“We want to see him to believe it,” said another supporter, wearing
a shirt that read “Gbagbo acquitted, thank you, Lord.” His party had
been in discussions with the government about the scale of the cele-
brations, with the government preferring a more discrete event. But a
spokesman for Gbagbo told AFP there had been no instructions from
the government to restrict gatherings.

‘The lion is back’ 
In his home region of Gagnoa, where he is a cult figure, Gbagbo’s

face has been emblazoned on caps, T-shirts and colourful kaftans
proclaiming “The Lion of Africa Is Back.” Preparations have been
underway for Gbagbo’s return in his hometown Mama, where they
call him “father”.

Joseph Goli Obou, a 71-year-old traditional chief clad in a gown
bearing Gbagbo’s face, said: “I am getting the whole village swept.”
However not everyone is overjoyed at his return. Groups represent-
ing the victims of the 2010-2011 post-election violence have con-
demned the “impunity” he has received and say they plan to protest
in Abidjan.

They also point to a 20-year jail sentence Gbagbo was given in
absentia for “looting” the Central Bank of West African States during
the conflict. Authorities have already hinted that this sentence will be
lifted. First elected in 2000, Gbagbo’s tenure was marked by division
and rebellion in the former French colony nation once seen as a beacon
of stability in West Africa.

Elections that should have been held in 2005 were postponed six
times until 2010, when he lost to Ouattara. Conflict erupted, leading

to his arrest in April 2011 and transfer to the ICC in November that
year. His party insists he is returning in peace. In March, it took part
in legislative elections, ending a decade-long boycott of the ballot box.

“The wounds are still open... and the authorities are worried that
Gbagbo will stir up the crowds again, which is one of his hallmarks,”
said Rinaldo Depagne, a researcher at the International Crisis Group
think tank. But attention has also turned to a rising Islamist threat after
jihadists killed four soldiers near the border with Burkina Faso.

“Above all else, we must form a sacred union” to unite “our efforts
to confront the terrorists,” prominent pro-Ouattara writer Venance
Konan said in a newspaper editorial this week.  —AFP
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ABIDJAN: Women gesture as they hold a cloth bearing the face of former Ivory
Coast President Laurent Gbagbo in Yopougon, a popular district of Abidjan,
yesterday. —AFP

Ex-mayor jailed for 
8 years over Mexican 
journalist’s murder
MEXICO CITY: A former mayor in northern Mexico has been
condemned to eight years in prison for his involvement in the
2017 murder of journalist Miroslava Breach, prosecutors said
Wednesday. A court in Chihuahua state handed down the
sentence on Tuesday to Hugo Amed Shultz, the ex-mayor of
Chinipas who was arrested in December.

He was ordered to pay damages and make a public apology
to the victim’s family for his role as an accomplice, the prose-
cutor’s office said in a statement. Investigators said Amed
Shultz, a member of the conservative National Action Party
(PAN), provided information to the organized crime group that
carried out the murder, which drew international condemnation.
Juan Carlos Moreno, also known as “El Larry,” was convicted
of being the “intellectual author” of the murder and sentenced
to 50 years imprisonment last August. Mexico is regularly rated
by watchdog Reporters Without Borders as one of the most
dangerous countries in the world for journalists. Breach, who
covered the country’s drug war, is one of more than 100 jour-
nalists who have been murdered in Mexico since 2000. —AFP

France arrests 
‘high-ranking’ 
jihadist in Mali
PARIS: French forces in Mali have captured a man they describe
as a “high-ranking fighter of the Islamic State in the Greater Sa-
hara” (EIGS), the French military said Wednesday. Dadi Ould
Chouaib, also known as Abou Dardar, was arrested on June 11 in
the flashpoint “tri-border” region between Niger, Mali and Burk-
ina Faso, the site of frequent attacks by jihadist groups, the mili-
tary said in a statement.

He was carrying “an automatic weapon, a night vision tele-
scope, a combat vest, a telephone and a radio”, but surrendered
without resistance. He was located during a helicopter sweep as
part of a joint mission between troops from France’s Barkhane op-
eration and Nigerien forces. Niger’s army said in a statement late
Wednesday that the joint operation, launched on June 8, had led
to a clash Tuesday with “armed terrorists” which left a Nigerien
dead and “12 terrorists neutralised”. 

The term “neutralised” is used to mean “killed” in West African
military contexts.  Dardar was formerly a member of the Al-
Qaeda-linked Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa
(MUJAO), many of whose fighters joined EIGS. First arrested in
2014, he was handed over to Malian authorities. 

But he was one of around 200 jihadist prisoners released in
October 2020 in exchange for four hostages, including French aid

worker Sophie Petronin. Dardar is suspected to have been one of
the armed men who mutilated three people at a market in Tin
Hama in northern Mali on May 2, cutting off their hands and feet,
according to local sources. According to the UN’s Mali mission,
MINUSMA, the armed men were suspected of belonging to EIGS. 

French wind-down 
Dardar’s arrest will come as welcome news for France, after

President Emmanuel Macron promised in February to step up ef-
forts to “decapitate” jihadist groups in the Sahel region. France,
the former colonial power in all three “tri-border” countries, is
pursuing a strategy of targeting the leaders of militant groups.

Its military presence in the semi-arid Sahel, Operation
Barkhane, recently called for the elimination of a high-ranking
fighter of the Al-Qaeda group in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), an
adversary of EIGS in the area. Baye Ag Bakabo was responsible
for the kidnapping and death of two French RFI journalists, Ghis-
laine Dupont and Claude Verlon, who were murdered in northern
Mali in 2013. 

Macron recently announced that France will wind down its
5,100-strong Barkhane force, which has battled jihadists in the
Sahel for the past eight years. He said earlier this month that he
sees France’s future presence as being part of the so-called
Takuba international task force in the Sahel, in which “hundreds”
of French soldiers would form the “backbone”.

It would mean the closure of French bases and the use of spe-
cial forces who would be focused on anti-terror operations and
military training, he said. But Macron’s plans have fuelled fears
that certain areas of the Sahel, in particular northern Mali, will
pass completely into the hands of jihadist groups, as local author-
ities appear unable to restore their grip on the region. —AFP


