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CHIBOK: A group of 21 Chibok school-
girls freed by Boko Haram militants in
October after two-and-a-half years in
captivity in northeastern Nigeria were
celebrating a “miracle” yesterday as
the girls prepared to return to their
families for Christmas.

The girls were released after
Switzerland and the International Red
Cross brokered a deal with the Islamist
fighters and have been held in a secret
location in the capital Abuja for assess-
ment and debriefing by the Nigerian
government. But the freed girls are
being taken back to Chibok in Borno
state to spend Christmas and New Year
with their families, going home for the
first time since being seized from their
school, several of their relatives told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

The kidnapping of more than 200

schoolgirls from Chibok in April 2014
sparked global outrage and prompted
global figures, including US First Lady
Michelle Obama and a list of celebri-
ties,  to support a campaign
#BringBackOurGirls. One of the girls,
Asabe Goni, described her release as a
“miracle” and, in the first interview by
one of the 21 girls to international
media, said she was happy to be going
home. “I had given up hope of ever
going home,” Goni,  22, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation by
phone from the city of Yola where the
21 girls stayed overnight before set-
ting off to Chibok with two other freed
girls and state officials on Friday.

Dancing and singing in her home in
Chibok, Goni’s grandmother Ngobiko
Mutar could not contain her joy as the
family prepared for her arrival. “I didn’t

think I would ever see her again,”
Mutar said, while Goni’s young rela-
tives baked a cake to welcome her
home. The girls were expected to
return to Abuja in the New Year to con-
tinue a “restoration process”, accord-
ing to government sources.

They will be joined in Chibok by
two other girls abducted from the
school in April 2014 who were rescued
earlier this year. This includes Amina
Ali, the first of the missing girls to be
found, who was located in a forest with
a baby and a man claiming to be her
husband in May.

Her discovery put the disappear-
ance of the girls back into world head-
lines and President Muhammadu
Buhari has pledged to ensure the
release of the remaining girls in captiv-
ity. Nigerian authorities are involved in

negotiations aimed at securing the
release of more of the girls, the presi-
dent’s spokesman said on Thursday on
comments posted on Twitter.

Goni said the Chibok girls who were
not released wept when the group of
21 was freed, but they were consoled
by Boko Haram militants and told that
they would go home one day.

Boko Haram has killed more than
15,000 people, displaced over two mil-
lion and kidnapped hundreds of men,
women and children during a seven-
year insurgency aimed at creating an
Islamic state. Nigeria’s army has driven
the militants back to their base in
Sambisa forest, Boko Haram’s vast
northeastern woodland stronghold, in
recent months but they still stage sui-
cide bombings, often using young girls
to carry out the attacks. — Reuters 

KINSHASA: Congolese politicians have agreed in princi-
ple to a deal under which President Joseph Kabila leaves
office by the end of 2017, opposition leaders said yester-
day, an unexpected breakthrough after dozens were
killed in anti-government protests this week.

If the deal does succeed, it would be a major achieve-
ment for the Catholic church, which has been mediating
talks in an attempt to prevent Democratic Republic of
Congo sliding back into years of anarchy and civil war.
Pope Francis has heaped pressured on Kabila and the
opposition to find a peaceful solution to the crisis in
Congo. “At first glance, a miracle is possible and the bish-
ops have won their bet,” Albert Moleka, former chief of
staff to the leader of the main opposition bloc Etienne
Tshisekedi, said.

A government spokesman said the proposal would be
presented to the full delegation at the talks on Friday
afternoon, but he declined to comment on the specifics
of the deal. In return for Kabila staying on for another
year, the constitution will not be changed to let him
stand for a third term, a prime minister will be named
from the main opposition bloc and Tshisekedi will over-
see the deal’s implementation, opposition leaders Martin
Fayulu and Jose Endundo told Reuters.

“Kabila stays for one year,” Fayulu said. “He will not try
to stand for a new term.” However, Kabila himself has so
far said nothing and the parties have yet to sign the deal,
which requires final approval by all delegates at the talks.
Church leaders have presented these talks as a last ditch
effort to prevent violence spinning out of control after a
bloody week that saw protesters killed and deadly clash-
es between various ethnic militia across the country.

BLOODY PROTESTS
The head of the UN human rights agency said yester-

day that Congolese security forces had killed at least 40
people and arrested 460 in protests this week. The vio-
lence has raised fears Congo is heading toward another
major armed conflict, a risk that has prompted several
donor nations to condemn Kabila for failing to stand
down. Millions were killed in wars between 1996 and
2003. “Most of ... (Kabila’s coalition) would welcome this
(deal) because they’re under so much pressure,” said
Pascal Kambale, a Congolese human rights lawyer work-
ing for the Open Society Foundations.

But Jean Marc Kabund, the secretary general of
Congo’s largest opposition party, the UDPS, warned that
the deal was not yet a sure thing. “Today is the last day
(of negotiations),” he told Reuters. “It’s make it or break
it.” A presidential election scheduled for last month had
been postponed until at least April 2018 because of what
the government said were delays registering voters. This
deal would mean it must happen by the end of next year.
Kabila has declined to commit publicly to not changing
the constitution to extend his term, leading many to con-
clude that this is what he secretly wants to do. His allies
have argued that he is committed to respecting the con-
stitution but that promising to step down would make
him a lame duck and possibly spark a power struggle
that could put his life in danger. —Reuters
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UNITED NATIONS: The UN Security
Council was expected to vote later yes-
terday on demanding Israel halt settle-
ments  after four countries agreed to
present a draft resolution that was with-
drawn by Egypt, diplomats said. New
Zealand, Malaysia, Senegal and
Venezuela stepped in after Egypt, under
pressure from US President-elect Donald
Trump, decided not to move forward
with its push for a vote at the council,
diplomats said. “Most likely, we will
have a vote soon,” French Ambassador
Francois Delattre told reporters. Egypt
on Thursday requested that the vote
be postponed a day after it submitted
the draft text to the council, triggering
immediate calls from Israel for a US
veto to block the measure. 

Israel asked Trump to intervene
after learning that Washington, in a
reversal of its policy under President
Barack Obama, would not veto the res-
olution, an Israeli official said.

“The key goal that we have here is to
preserve and reaffirm the two state-
solution,” said Delattre. “The text that
we have does not exclusively focus on
settlements. It also condemns the vio-
lence and terrorism. It also calls to pre-
vent all incitement from the Palestinian
side so this is a balanced text.”
Diplomats said the same draft resolution
would be submitted to a vote, at the
request of the four countries. The draft
resolution demands that “Israel immedi-
ately and completely cease all settle-
ment activities in the occupied
Palestinian territory, including East
Jerusalem.” It states that Israeli settle-
ments have “no legal validity” and are
“dangerously imperiling the viability of
the two-state solution” that would see
an independent Palestine co-exist
alongside Israel.

Israeli  settlements are seen as a
major stumbling block to peace efforts,
as they are built on land the Palestinians
see as part of their future state. The
United Nations maintains that settle-
ments are illegal, but UN officials have
reported a surge in construction over
the past months.

Israel turns to Trump 
Israel’s prime minister turned to

President-elect Donald Trump to help
head off a critical UN resolution after
learning that the White House did not
intend to veto the measure,  an Israeli
official said yesterday. The admission
marked a final chapter in the icy rela-
tions between Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and President Barack Obama
over the last eight years, and signaled
an era of close ties between Israel and
the incoming Trump administration.

The Egyptian-sponsored resolution
had demanded that Israel halt settle-
ment activities in occupied territories
claimed by the Palestinians and
declared that existing settlements “have
no legal validity.”

But under heavy Israeli pressure,
Egypt called off a planned vote in the
Security Council  hours before it was to
take place. In the diplomatic activity
ahead of the postponement, both
Netanyahu and Trump issued nearly
identical statements urging the US to
veto the measure. “After becoming
aware that the administration would not

veto the anti-Israel resolution, Israeli
officials reached out to Trump’s transi-
tion team to ask for the president-elect’s
help to avert the resolution,” the Israeli
official said, speaking on condition of
anonymity because he was discussing
behind-the-scenes diplomatic activity.

On Friday, Egypt said its president
had received a call from Trump in which
they both agreed to give the incoming
US administration a chance to try and
resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The call came hours after Egypt indefi-
nitely postponed the UN vote.

A statement from the Egyptian presi-
dency said the two men spoke by
phone early yesterday and agreed on
“the importance of giving a chance for
the new American administration to
deal in a comprehensive way with the
different aspects of the Palestinian issue
with the aim of achieving a comprehen-
sive and a final resolution.” A senior
Palestinian official, speaking anony-
mously according to protocol, said Egypt
didn’t consult with the Palestinians
about delaying the vote and it was a
“complete shock” for them. —Agencies
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BETHLEHEM: Israeli border police officers scuffle with Palestinian pro-
testers, some are dressed as Santa Claus, during a protest in front of an
Israeli checkpoint, in the West Bank city of Bethlehem yesterday.—AP
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