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DUSSELDORF: Even 73-year-old retiree
Edris says he has not been spared suspi-
cious questions from Germans after a
rash of sex assaults in Cologne blamed
on North Africans. “If there is a criminal
Moroccan, it boomerangs back to all of
us,” said Edris, who moved to Germany
from Morocco 47 years ago, adding that
criminal Arabs are “pigs”. Germany’s
Maghreb community has come under a
harsh spotlight after hundreds of women
were groped and robbed by mainly
North African suspects on New Year’s Eve
outside the Cologne’s main train station.
Only one suspect-an Algerian asylum
seeker-has been arrested so far over the
sex crimes and 25 Moroccans and
Algerians count among the 30 suspects
under investigation, police said. 

“Over the last three weeks, the
Maghreb community has been stigma-
tized like the enemy,” Samy Charchira, a
social worker in the western city of
Duesseldorf, which is also home to the
biggest number of Algerians and
Moroccans in Germany.  “That has had
serious consequences with people sub-
ject to verbal or physical attacks. It’s very
worrying,” said Charchira, who is also a

government advisor on issues relating to
Islam. Even before the full scale of the
Cologne rampage emerged, Berlin had
already been watching with concern at a
sudden jump in the number of Moroccan
and Algerian asylum seekers in
December.

German authorities recorded 847
Algerian asylum seekers in June, but six
months later, that figure reached 2,296.
For Moroccans, the number had jumped
from 368 in June to 2,896. The Cologne
violence has only added impetus to the
authorities’ plans to bring down the
numbers. Chancellor Angela Merkel
wants the North African countries to be
added to a list of nations of “safe origin”,
meaning that their nationals would have
little chance of winning asylum.  Berlin is
also pressing Algiers and Rabat to take
back their nationals who have failed to
win asylum, so as to free up resources to
deal with bona fide refugees among the
nearly 1.1 million migrants who arrived
in Germany in 2015.

‘Known troublemakers’ 
Social workers lament that many in

Germany now regard Moroccans and

Algerians as criminals in the wake of the
Cologne melee, even though the majori-
ty are upstanding citizens who have lived
and worked alongside other communi-
ties in peace in Germany for decades. The
first North African migrants arrived in the
1960s to keep Germany’s factories run-
ning or to take on the dirty and tough
job of coal mining.  Since the end of the
1980s, their profiles have changed, and
many who have arrived are students.

Members of the North African com-
munity are quick to distance themselves
from a handful of petty criminals who
they say are sullying their reputation.
“We are unsettled,” said Mohammed
Aljannayi, who heads the Moroccan com-
munity association in the Cologne dis-
trict of Kalk.”Many women don’t trust us
anymore in this district because of these
people, who have acted so uncon-
scionably that I am at a loss for words,” he
told Stern magazine.

Charchira said that “in Duesseldorf, it’s
a group of 40 to 50 young men who are
known” trouble-makers giving the com-
munity a bad name. “Some are street kids
in their home countries,” he said, adding
that “others came from Spain, Italy or

France where they have resided illegally”.
A 38-year-old hairdresser of Moroccan
origin who declined to give his name
said “these youth who have come to
Germany have no future”. “Our district
was normal but many things have

changed now,” said the man, who was
born and bred in Duesseldorf. “I don’t go
to certain areas because I am afraid of
gangs there,” he said, adding that the
New Year’s Eve chaos has “destroyed our
reputation”.— AFP 

German ire over Cologne assaults targets North Africans

SPIJKENISSE: Dutch populist far-right Party for Freedom (PVV) leader Geert
Wilders (center) distributes a color spray for women which they can use to pre-
vent sexual assault, saying it was needed to protect Dutch women after the
New Year’s Eve assaults in Cologne, Germany.— AFP 

OUAGADOUGOU: A view of the Splendid Hotel, destroyed earlier this month by jihadists during an attack, in Ouagadougou.— AFP 

DAKAR: West African hotels from Dakar to
N’Djamena are strengthening security, adding
armed guards and increasing cooperation with
local authorities as a pair of high-profile attacks
have exposed a growing Islamist threat to for-
eign travelers. Al-Qaeda fighters killed 30 people
on Friday at a hotel and restaurant in
Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso. The
assault, the country’s first militant attack on such
a scale, came just two months after Islamist mili-
tants killed 20 people at a Radisson hotel in
Mali’s capital Bamako.

In both instances the attacks targeted estab-
lishments popular with Westerners, dozens of
whom were taken hostage.  Witnesses to the
Ouagadougou attack spoke of gunmen singling
out white foreigners for execution. High-end
hotels in major cities across the region have
been quick to react in the wake of the violence,
which diplomats and analysts warn likely marks
a new strategy by al Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb and its allies.

Abidjan and Dakar, the largest cities in Ivory
Coast and Dakar, are viewed as particularly
attractive to Islamist militants due to their large
Western expatriate populations and steady flow
of tourists and business travelers. “If you strike
the capital, you are seen to be striking harder
and the threat is there for other cities like Dakar
and Abidjan,” Cynthia Ohayon, West Africa ana-
lyst at International Crisis Group, said by phone
from Ouagadougu. But diplomats said they had
no information on specific threats in either city.

At the Sofitel Hotel Ivoire, one of Ivory Coast’s
most luxurious hotels, uniformed police officers
were posted around the grounds. The use of
metal detectors and body searches was being
ramped up. Guard dogs were used to help patrol
the lobby. The 358-room luxury hotel is regularly
fully booked as Ivory Coast’s booming economy
draws investors and business people from
around the world. It also plays host to large
international meetings at its adjoining confer-
ence centre. “Since the beginning of the week,
the security measures have been reinforced,”
said Alfred Kouassi, a hotel employee working in
the lobby. “The police often come to speak to us
with us.”

In Senegal, gendarmes have been deployed
at roundabouts and on major streets in neigh-
borhoods popular with Westerners. Dakar’s
Radisson Blu, the sister hotel of the establish-
ment attacked in Bamako in November, installed
additional cameras inside and outside, ordered
vehicle barriers and had increased security per-
sonnel well before the Ouagadougou attacks.
“Of course, there is always a risk, but I can assure
you that we have in place all the precautions to
control the building in the most professional
way,” said Jorgen Jorgensen, the hotel’s general
manager. In Chad’s capital N’Djamena, which
was hit by deadly attacks by Islamists in June
and July, the government has called upon hotels
to carry out car and body searches as well as

increase their collaboration with local authori-
ties.

Tourism threatened
While tourism to the region has long been

hobbled by poor infrastructure and expensive
air travel, it had recently seemed that change
was in the air.  Low-budget airlines have
launched or expanded in the continent. West
Africa had 13,500 hotel rooms in development in
2014, a third of the continent’s total. Senegal -
one of three countries in the region, along with
Nigeria and Ghana, that had surpassed 1 million
international arrivals - aims to triple tourists by
2025. Ivory Coast had the third-largest growth of
visitor arrivals in Africa in 2014, according to the
African Development Bank.

But suddenly the outlook looks much less
rosy. Even in Senegal, long considered to be a
bulwark of stability, France has urged citizens
to avoid public locations including nightclubs
and stadiums. At the Hotel du Phare, a budget
hotel in Dakar that hosts weekly parties popu-
lar among twenty-something expatriates, bag
checks and security guards for their soirees had
increased and secondar y doors had been
closed. Penelope Theodosis, who manages the
hotel along with her husband, said she had a
guard stationed outside at night, but added
that she was walking a fine line between mak-
ing her guests feel safe and frightening them.
“We only have nine rooms ... A guardian inside
the hotel would cause more fear than reassur-
ance.”—Reuters 

West African hotels heighten 
security after Burkina attack

Recent attacks expose threat to travelers
DAVOS: A new European counter-terrorism
centre opening this month will improve
information-sharing among national police
forces whose performance is under scrutiny
after the jihadist attacks in Paris in
November, the director of Europol has said.
“It establishes for the first time in Europe a
dedicated operation centre,” Britain’s Rob
Wainwright said in an interview at the
World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, on Friday.

“It will  provide French and Belgian
police services and their counterparts
around Europe with the platform they
need to share information more quickly
and to crack down on the terrorist groups
that are active.” Although the creation of
the centre was announced seven months
before the Paris attacks, the coordinated
shootings and suicide bombings in the
French capital by a team mainly based in
neighboring Belgium have given the 28-
country project new impetus.

“We will be working to improve intelli-
gence sharing and to maximize our capa-
bil ity to track terrorist financing,”
Wainwright said.  The centre at Europol’s
headquarters in the Hague will also moni-
tor the way in which Islamic State (IS) and
other extremist groups “are abusing the
Internet and social media, in particular for
their propaganda and recruitment purpos-
es,” he added. French investigators believe
the attacks that killed 130 in Paris were
planned by a Belgian national, Abdelhamid
Abaaoud, who was widely thought to have
been in Syria fighting with IS forces.

The apparent ease in which Abaaoud
slipped back into Europe and moved
around the continent has thrown into

question the intelligence-sharing capabili-
ties of EU police forces. Wainwright said
the attacks had already acted as a catalyst.
“In the context of what happened after the
attacks in Paris, France and Belgium have
established an extremely close working
relationship involving Europol,” he said.
“What I have seen over the last few years
but particularly in the last year, in the face
of the worst terrorist attacks we have seen
in Europe for over a decade, is intensified
cooperation.”

‘Significant growth in fake ID’
Wainwright said he was deeply con-

cerned about the “significant growth” in
the faking of ID documents for use by
extremists. Investigators believe at least
two of the Paris suicide bombers entered
Europe through Greece, posing as
migrants and using Syrian passports that
were not theirs. Their true identity remains
unknown. The Europol chief said national
police forces needed to have better access
to a database compiled by its international
counterpart, Interpol, of stolen and fake
documents. “ There are many criminal
actors that have become more active,
more sophisticated and also the quality of
the faked documents they are providing
(has improved), and they responded to the
opportunities that the migration crisis in
2015 gave us,” he said. “So we need to
make sure that our border guard officials
are alive to that threat, that they are better
trained, of course, and to make sure that
there is access to the right databases,
including the dedicated database that
Interpol has on lost and stolen docu-
ments.”—AFP 

New Europe police centre ‘will 
help anti-terror coordination’

DAVOS: The Alpine resort of Davos is seen under show during the World Economic
Forum annual meeting yesterday. — AFP 

Austria gives Greece 
Schengen warning

BERLIN: Greece faced fresh pressure yes-
terday on its handling of the migrant crisis
after Austrian Interior Minister Johanna
Mikl-Leitner warned that Athens faced
“temporary exclusion” from the EU’s pass-
port-free Schengen zone. In midweek,
Greece’s top migration official slammed a
report in the Financial Times alleging sev-
eral European ministers and senior EU offi-
cials believe threatening suspension from
Schengen could persuade Greece to pro-
tect its borders more effectively.

Junior interior minister for migration
Yiannis Mouzalas said the report con-
tained “falsehoods and distortions” but
Mikl-Leitner said temporary exclusion was
a real possibility. “If the Athens govern-
ment does not finally do more to secure
the (EU’s) external borders then one must
openly discuss Greece’s temporary exclu-
sion from the Schengen zone,” Mikl-Leitner
said in an interview with German daily Die
Welt. “It is a myth that the Greco-Turkish
border cannot be controlled,” Mikl-Leitner
insisted.

“When a Schengen signatory does not
permanently fulfill its obligations and only
hesitatingly accepts aid then we should
not rule out that possibility,” she added.
“The patience of many Europeans has
reached its limit ... We have talked a lot,
now we must act. It is about protecting

stability, order and security in Europe,” she
insisted.

International Monetary Fund chief
Christine Lagarde added her voice to
Schengen concerns when she said the
refugee crisis had pushed Europe to a
“make or break” point. “The refugee crisis
is a bit of a make or break, from my per-
sonal perspective,” Lagarde said at the
World Economic Forum in the Swiss ski
resort of Davos. Asked if it endangered
Schengen, she said: “Yes, I think so.” Cash-
strapped Greece has for months come in
for criticism from its EU partners on its
attempts to manage the largest flow of
migrants in decades as hundreds of thou-
sands flee war and repression.

Many of the migrants have reached
Greek islands from nearby Turkey after
perilous sea voyages before streaming fur-
ther north, with many targeting a new life
in Germany, Europe’s economic power-
house. The EU last month ruled out
excluding Greece from Schengen, with
Luxembourg’s Minister of Immigration
Jean Asselborn observing that “it is not
legally possible to exclude a state from the
Schengen zone.” But the issue came to the
fore once again with Wednesday’s FT
report. But a spokesman for Greek Prime
Minister Alexis Tsipras denied the EU
made any threat to that effect.—AFP 

ADDIS ABABA: UN Security Council ambassa-
dors and African Union leaders met yesterday
for crisis talks on Burundi, after the govern-
ment refused a proposed AU force to stem vio-
lence in the troubled country. The meeting, in
the AU headquarters in Ethiopia, comes a day
after the UN envoys met with President Pierre
Nkurunziza in Burundi, where they appealed
for him to take urgent action to stop the vio-
lence sparked by his re-election. 

UN council envoys have pushed for the
government to hold talks with the opposition
and agree to the presence of international
troops-such as a proposed 5,000-strong
African Union force-to restore stability. AU
Peace and Security Council chief Smail Chergui
said yesterday it was crucial the international
community “remain united on Burundi”, which
has been gripped by violence since April.

Chergui said there was a “strong conver-
gence of views” between AU and UN envoys
on the “urgent need for inclusive political dia-
logue” to resolve the crisis. Street protests, a
failed coup and now a simmering rebellion
began when Nkurunziza announced his inten-
tion to run for a controversial third term, which
he went on to win in July elections. United
States Ambassador Samantha Power, speaking
after meeting Nkurunziza late on Friday, said
the envoys “didn’t achieve as much, frankly, as I
think we would have liked”. “There is a ‘cri de
coeur’ from many, many people in Burundi for
outside help and for urgent, urgent mediation
to get a solution,” Power added.

More than 400 people have died since then
and at least 230,000 have fled the country, but
Burundi’s government insists there is no need
for foreign troops and has branded AU peace-

keepers an “invasion force”. Nkurunziza took a
hard line during the meeting at his hilltop resi-
dence in Gitega, some two hours outside of
Bujumbura, where he rejected calls for inclu-
sive dialogue, renewed mediation efforts and
an international intervention force. “I can guar-
antee that there will not be a genocide in
Burundi,” Nkurunziza said, adding that Burundi
is “99 percent secure”. Nkurunziza’s refusal to
compromise has raised the prospect of
tougher measures ahead to stop almost night-
ly outbreaks of violence.

‘Stop this bloodletting’
The proposed force is expected to be a key

element of talks at an AU summit in Ethiopia
on January 30-31. It was the second time the
UN ambassadors have travelled to the Burundi
in less than a year, amid fears of the risk of
renewed civil war. Burundi is still recovering
from its ethnically-charged 13-year civil war
between majority Hutus and minority Tutsis,
which cost an estimated 300,000 lives. On
Thursday, two former Burundian presidents
appealed to the council ambassadors to take
action and pleaded for an AU force to be sent.
“We really need that force,” said Domitien
Ndayizeye, who led the landlocked nation
from 2003-2005. Jean-Baptiste Bagaza, in pow-
er from 1976 to 1987, urged the council
envoys to “stop this bloodletting that is mak-
ing our young people disappear”. Bagaza
warned that without urgent international
action, Burundi could “become another
Rwanda”, referring to the neighboring coun-
try’s 1994 genocide. UN envoys wrap up their
visit later.—AFP 

UN council, AU meet for 
Burundian crisis talks


