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As 16-year-old Maria strained under the anguish of
labor in southeastern Nigeria, a midwife repeatedly
slapped her across the face - but the real ordeal began

minutes after birth. “The nurse took my child away to be
washed. She never brought her back,” the teenager said, gaz-
ing down at her feet. Maria said she learned her newborn
daughter had been given up for adoption for which she
received 20,000 naira ($65.79) - the same price as a 50 kilo-
gram bag of rice.

And Maria is far from alone. A Thomson Reuters
Foundation investigative team spoke to more than 10
Nigerian women duped into giving up their newborns to
strangers in houses known as “baby factories” in the past two
years or offered babies whose origins were unknown. Five
women did not want to be interviewed, despite the guaran-
tee of anonymity, fearing for their own safety with criminal
gangs involved in the baby trade, while two men spoke of
being paid to act as “studs” to get women pregnant.

Although statistics are hard to come by, campaigners say
the sale of newborns is widespread - and they fear the illegal
trade is becoming more prevalent with Nigeria heading into
recession this year amid ongoing political turbulence. “The
government is too overstretched by other issues to focus on
baby trafficking,” said Arinze Orakwue, head of public
enlightenment at the National Agency for the Prohibition of
Trafficking in Persons (NAPTIP).

Record numbers of baby factories were raided or closed
down in the southeastern states of Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi,
Enugu and Imo this year, NAPTIP said. A total of 14 were dis-
covered in the first nine months of 2016, up from six in 2015
and 10 in 2014, the data showed. But despite the growing
number of raids, the scam exploiting couples desperate for a
baby and young, pregnant, single women continues with
newborns sold for up to $5,000 in Africa’s most populous
nation where most people live on less than $2 a day.

Cultural barriers are also a factor in the West African
nation, with teenage girls fearing they will be publicly
shamed by strict fathers or partners over unwanted pregnan-
cies if they do not give up their children, experts say. “In
southeastern Nigeria a woman is deemed a failure if she fails
to conceive. But it is also taboo for a teenager to fall preg-
nant out of wedlock,” said Orakwue. Maria said in the home
in Imo state where she gave birth pregnant teenagers were
welcomed by a maternal nurse who liked to be called
“mama” but went on to sell the babies they delivered.

Hidden Problem
“(After I gave birth) somebody told me that mama collect-

ed big money from people before giving them other peo-
ple’s babies,” Maria told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in
the grounds of a school compound in her village. “I do not
know where my baby is now,” said Maria, using a false name
for her own protection. A lot of the trade is carried out in
Nigeria but authorities suspect babies are also sold to people

from Europe and the United States because many foreigners
continue to seek infants there despite the controversy
around Nigerian adoptions.

The US Department of State alerted prospective adoptive
parents to the issue of child buying from Nigeria in June
2014 after Nigerian media warned that people were posing
as owners of orphanages or homes for unwed mothers to
make money. “The State Department is aware of a growing
number of adoption scams,” an alert on its website read. Over
1,600 children have been adopted from Nigeria by US citi-
zens since 1999, according to the State Department website,
about a third of them aged between one and two years old.

A US official said the State Department facilitates contact
between foreign officials and US authorities when foreign
governments raise any concerns regarding the welfare of an
adopted child. “To date, we are not aware of any concerns
regarding the welfare of a child adopted from Nigeria,” a
State Department official told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation in a statement. In Britain a couple was found by
the High Court to have “fallen under the spell” of an elabo-
rate fraud after paying 4,500 pounds ($5,600) for herbal
treatment in Nigeria that caused the woman’s stomach to
swell, media reported in 2014.

The couple only realized they had been duped nine
months later when presented with a baby in Nigeria that
actually was not theirs, the Daily Mail newspaper reported.
Babies, whose biological parents or backgrounds are
unknown, are offered to women who have not been able to
conceive naturally, according to NAPTIP and interviews
with three women. The British government said it was com-
mitted to stamping out what it calls the “miracle babies”
phenomenon.

Herbal Treatment
“Specially-trained teams are working at the UK border to

identify and safeguard babies and children who may be at
risk of trafficking,” said a spokesman for the Home Office
(UK interior ministry) in a statement. Denmark suspended
adoptions from Nigeria in 2014 citing concerns over for-
gery, corruption and lack of control by the authorities.
Apart from the illicit trade in babies, Nigeria also faces the
problem of domestic and international trafficking in
women and children.

Human trafficking, including selling children, is illegal in
Nigeria, but almost 10 years ago a UNESCO report identified
the industry as the country’s third most common crime after
financial fraud and drug trafficking - and the situation
appears to be getting worse, according to campaigners. The
Nigerian government has not ratified an internationally
recognised set of rules known as the Hague Adoption
Convention which meant the laws governing adoptions
remain murky and complicated, campaigners said.

“There is corruption in the adoption process and that is
the individual (Nigerian) states’ responsibility,” said NAPTIP’s
Orakwue in a phone interview. “But central government
should step up its funding to NAPTIP so we can increase sup-

port to victims,” Orakwue said. Sophie, who was not able to
conceive, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation she started
to develop the symptoms of pregnancy after visiting a herbal-
ist in Enugu state in 2014. However the traditional doctor told
Sophie her swollen stomach contained gas resulting from the
herbal treatment rather than a foetus - but she could arrange
to buy a baby. “(The herbalist) said that she would bring me a
newborn baby, girl or boy, depending on which one I want-
ed,” she said in the grimy sitting room of her apartment in
southeastern Nigeria.

The woman said a girl would cost 380,000 naira ($1,250)
while a boy would cost 500,000 naira ($1,645), said Sophie who
opted for a girl. But a sense of obligation to the woman who
brought her a child prevented her from reporting the crime,
she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. “I considered every-
thing and thought to myself ‘why should I report (the herbalist)
to the police?’ She had helped me,” she said.

NAPTIP does not have data on the number of domestic
adoptions that have taken place, a figure it says is not held by
central government. “In the southeastern states, the sale of
babies is unarguably very prevalent as recorded by the agency,”
said Cordelia Ebiringa, NAPTIP’s commander in Enugu state. 

Deadly Game
Men are also involved in the process of illicit baby traffick-

ing, with sperm donors impregnating surrogate mothers who
then sell their babies, according to two Nigerian men.
Surrogacy is illegal in Nigeria. Jonathan, 33, said he was paid
25,000 naira ($82) by his boss or “madam” every time he
helped a client to become pregnant. “I don’t see it as some-
body exploiting me. The madams pay me for my work,” said
Jonathan, who withheld his full name. Jonathan said he did
not know whether the women gave their babies away or
went on to sell them although he was concerned what he
was doing could be illegal. “I often think ‘what if the police
catch me?’”

Nigeria’s anti-human trafficking agency said it did not have
data or information on the role of sperm donors, but many
women they spoke to did not want to reveal how they fell
pregnant. “NAPTIP has no records of studs that impregnate the
women at the baby factories as most of the pregnant women
rescued and interviewed in such cases claimed unplanned
pregnancies,” said Ebiringa.

Little information was made available by the Nigerian
police or authorities in southeastern states about the num-
ber or identity of the people who run the “baby factories”. No
data was provided on the number of arrests by police in
southern states of Enugu and Abia on baby trafficking
offences despite repeated requests by the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. But the dangers involved, both from the law and
from trafficking gangs, are palpable, according to Jonathan,
who estimates he has fathered about 15 children as a “stud”.
“These (baby traffickers) can be dangerous,” said Jonathan,
who was once threatened by a group of thugs who found
out what he was doing. “They are ready to kill anybody if you
stand in their way.”  —Reuters
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By Juliette Michel

The first rule in a corporate crisis is to
staunch the bleeding. However, PR
experts say, Samsung Electronics

bungled in not just misdiagnosing the
fault afflicting its top-end phones but
appearing uncommunicative with an
aloof bedside manner. As a result, the
South Korean company has its work cut
out as it embarks on a vast and costly
exercise to win back trust and prove that
it is still a byword for quality at a time
when its rivals are going full tilt in the
smartphone wars.

“The basis of crisis management is to
make sure that when you give a solution,
it’s the right solution and it is going to
enable you to move for ward,” Andy
Holdsworth, a crisis management special-
ist at the British PR firm Bell Pottinger,
told AFP. That has not been the case with
Samsung. Perhaps reluctant to lose too
much ground to rivals such as Apple and
Google, who were busy launching their
own new models, the company rushed
out replacements for its Galaxy Note 7
‘phablet’ series when some in the first
global batch spontaneously caught fire.

The incendiary problem persisted,
however, and now Samsung has been

forced to scrap the entire l ine in an
embarrassing setback for a brand image
that took years to build up. Some air-
planes had banned passengers from
boarding with the phones. Social media is
rife with anger and ridicule. One video, of
a Burger King employee in South Korea
gingerly handling a smoking Note 7 with
oven gloves, has gone viral.

Disjointed Response 
Holdsworth said Samsung’s response

throughout had been “disjointed”. “I would
question the investigation and I would
question why Samsung said last night the
product is safe if this morning (Tuesday)
they then decide to recall all units and
stop production. There seems to be a
slight miscommunication somewhere. You
kind of lose faith in it because your reme-
dy (suffered) the same problem and this
problem is quite a dangerous one.”

The family-run corporations, or “chae-
bol”, which dominate the South Korean
economy are used to running their busi-
nesses their own way. As companies like
Samsung and LG have become global
brands, their corporate governance and
PR cultures have improved as they have
adapted to the rigors of international
markets, but analysts say the old family-

run structure, with its rigid top-down
decision-making, leaves them vulnerable
to a crisis.

Who’s in Charge? 
In Samsung’s case a generational lead-

ership transfer, with family patriarch and
group chairman Lee Kun-Hee bedridden
since suffering a heart attack in 2014, may
have contributed to the company’s failure
to deal efficiently with the Note 7 crisis. “In
chaebol like Samsung, the all-powerful
chairman makes key decisions and these
are swiftly translated into actions by his
underlings,” said Chung Sun-sup, head of
corporate analysis group Chaebul.com.

“But if such a patriarchal leader is some-
how absent, such a decision-making struc-
ture may fall into limbo. The current crisis
at Samsung is related with this corporate
structure. If Lee was in charge, he might
have sorted it out, bringing in every avail-
able expert from both inside and outside
the company. But Samsung just tried to
tinker with the problem and failed,” Chung
said.

It could be worse. There has been no
loss of life, unlike other PR disasters such
as the 2010 explosion at BP’s Deepwater
Horizon oil rig which now features in a
Hollywood movie. And other companies

have also struggled with the challenge of
extracting more power and faster charge
times from the lithium-ion technology
used in smartphones today. Boeing suf-
fered electrical fires from the lithium-ion
batteries aboard its new 787 jet, and Dell
with self-combusting laptops, noted
Manmohan Sodhi, a professor of opera-
tions management and supply chain at
Cass Business School in London.

But Samsung erred in striving to “fix the
problem too quickly”, he said. Now, with
the total shutdown of Note 7 production,
“it sends a bad signal to the market that
there is panic in the boardroom”. There
may be no quick fix to undo the past few
weeks, during which it appeared that
Samsung’s official response appeared to
lag that of national regulators, airlines and
mobile phone carriers. 

But Samsung should at least shed any
inhibitions it may feel about being more
forthright with its customers, said Yves
Robert-Paul, who heads crisis communica-
tions for French advertising group Havas.
Since Samsung started recall ing the
phablets last month, he said, it has offered
only “a pragmatic response, devoid of all
emotion”. “They’ve run it like an industrial
disaster but they forgot to think about
their customers.” —AFP

Samsung crisis violates PR rulebook

By Ahmed Rasheed and Maher Chmaytelli

Nouri Al-Maliki is once again positioning himself as
Iraq’s most powerful man, poised to return as king-
maker in a fight for influence that could decide Iraq’s

fate as a unified country after the coming battle to recapture
Mosul from Islamic State. Two years after he was pressured
to leave office by both the United States and Iran for failing
to stop Islamic State fighters from sweeping across the coun-
try, the former prime minister still leads a powerful Shiite
parliamentary bloc.

In recent weeks his followers have been using their
authority in parliament to dismantle the cabinet of his suc-
cessor, Haidar Al-Abadi. They have held corruption hearings,
forcing out the government’s leading Sunni and Kurdish fig-
ures, Defense Minister Khaled Al-Obeidi and Finance
Minister Hoshiyar Zebari, who both deny corruption and say
they were pushed out to hurt Abadi. Maliki’s office denies
that he has any plans to return to the premiership, and his
allies say he is more likely to try to name an ally as the next
prime minister rather than take back the role for himself.

But there is now little doubt that his aim is to sideline
Abadi and restore the power of his own Iran-backed Shiite
faction, which minority Sunni and Kurdish politicians say
could put Iraq’s future at risk even if it vanquishes Islamic
State. Zebari, who served as foreign minister for more than a
decade and was Baghdad’s most senior Kurdish politician
until he was forced out of the finance ministry last month,
said Maliki was deliberately undermining the government
on the eve of the campaign to recapture Islamic State’s last
major stronghold.

“They don’t want this government to succeed in Mosul,”
Zebari told Reuters in Erbil, the capital of Iraq’s Kurdish
autonomous region, referring to the northern city where US-
backed Iraqi forces are preparing for a major offensive.
“Because Maliki was responsible for the fall of Mosul and the
melting of the Iraqi security forces under his command. So
any successes here would be a major rebuke to him and his
future chances of a comeback.”

In the latest victory for Maliki, the supreme court ruled on
Monday that Abadi violated the constitution last year by
scrapping three positions of vice-president. Maliki, who
became one of the three vice presidents when he left office
as prime minister, will now return to that job. Two politicians
close to Maliki said parliament may soon summon Abadi
himself to face questioning in parliament over his perform-
ance, as well as Foreign Minister Ibrahim Al-Jaafari, another
former prime minister and potential rival to Maliki.

Maliki’s media office denied that the campaign against
ministers in Abadi’s cabinet was part of an attempt by the
former prime minister to return to power and said the moves
demonstrated parliament exercising its role to hold the gov-
ernment to account. But allies say Maliki will seek to remove
Abadi from office at the next election, whether or not Abadi,
who lacks a strong political faction of his own, decides to
campaign as part of an alliance with Maliki.

Maliki’s “aim is not necessarily to become PM but to have
the PM chosen supported by him,” said Sami Al-Askari, a for-
mer lawmaker who has served as an advisor to Maliki. “If
Abadi joins Maliki for the elections, Maliki will not choose
him to be PM again; if Abadi runs without Maliki, he has no
chance to win enough seats.” 

Conciliatory Technocrat
Maliki left office reluctantly in 2014 after the security

forces crumbled and fled in the face of a lightning
advance by Sunni Muslim fighters from Islamic State. His
foes, including the Obama administration in Washington,
accused Maliki of having run a sectarian government dur-
ing eight years in power that alienated Sunnis, driving
them into the arms of Islamic State, and undermined the
morale of the army.

Abadi, a conciliatory technocrat, took office promising
to reduce sectarian polarization. He swiftly introduced
reforms to limit the patronage of sectarian parties by cut-
ting the number of senior posts, although parliament has
mostly fought to block or delay the changes. Abadi has
won widespread credit for rebuilding the army with
American support and recapturing most of the territory
seized by Islamic State. But he has not built up a political
power base of his own in the parliament, which was elect-
ed in 2014 and where Maliki’s faction is still the largest.

A new national election is not due until 2018. But the
two politicians allied to Maliki said it could be brought
forward to as soon as April next year when provincial
elections are due. Jasim Al-Bahadli, a Baghdad-based
political analyst, said Maliki’s ambition to shape the next
government was realistic given the backing he still has
among majority Shiites. Maliki “has still enough support
from large sections of the Shi’ite community, not neces-
sarily to return to power, but to have the upper hand to
decide who should be the next prime minister,” Bahadli
said. —Reuters


