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CALABAR, Nigeria: They travel thousands of kilo-
meters across west Africa to get to the southeast
Nigerian city of Calabar where small boats are sup-
posed to take them to a better life. But these
migrants aren’t about to cross the Mediterranean
Sea to Europe. They’re aiming for a closer - and less
risky - promised land: rich oil-producing African
countries. Symphorien Hounkanrin, 35, is originally
from Ketenou, an impoverished village in Benin,
and left school at the age of 11. Other than fishing,
he says “there’s nothing to do there” for young peo-
ple like him.

His brothers and cousins all left for oil hubs,
Libreville in Gabon, or Malabo in Equatorial Guinea.
Now he wants to join them. “There’s work. You can
earn a lot there,” he told AFP, his eyes lighting up.
“You can come back and build a nice house in the
village like those who go to Europe.” The United
Nations has said that contrary to common belief,
more than half of all African migrants actually look
for work elsewhere on the continent.

Like Gabon, which is home to just 1.8 million
people, sparsely populated oil-producing countries
attract a plentiful supply of foreign workers every
year. They come from Burkina Faso, Mali, Nigeria
and Benin, disregarding the risks for the prospect of
opportunities. “No-one knows how many leave nor
how many die” en route, said Nassirou Afagnon,
from the International Organization for Migration

(IOM) in Benin. Few statistics are available. Because
there is free movement between member states of
the west African regional bloc ECOWAS, it is easy for
would-be migrants to reach Calabar by road. The
peaceful port city off the Gulf of Guinea lies only a
few miles by sea to their intended destinations. 

Slave-trading port 
Standing in front of a small jetty scattered with

rubbish, an employee of the Maritime Union prom-
ises potential clients a safe trip and no identity
checks. Seven thousand naira ($22) is enough to
get to the port of Limbe in neighboring Cameroon.
From there, another boat to Gabon costs 15,000
CFA francs ($25). For the same trip from Calabar,
some operators charge up to 350,000 CFA francs
per migrant, according to those who have made
the journey in Gabon.

Traffickers are well-established along Marina Bay
in central Calabar, where they’re called “business-
men”. During the day, they take fishermen and mer-
chandise to other Nigerian ports legally. But during
the night, their boats carry a silent human cargo. At
the end of February, Joe Abang, the justice minister
of Cross River state, of which Calabar is the capital,
raised the alarm. He said Calabar had become “the
transit haven for traffickers” to “perpetrate their
nefarious activities” because of a crackdown against
smuggling in neighboring states. — AFP 

Calabar: Slave trade to people trafficking in Nigeria

CALABAR, Nigeria: This file photo taken on November 16, 1967 shows Nigerian federal army soldiers
patrolling near the destroyed prison of Calabar, the oldest port on the West African coast, after the
federal troops took the city from the Biafran rebellion, during the Biafran war. — AFP 

LONDON: British Prime Minister Theresa May
was fighting to shore up her general election
campaign yesterday after a shock projection
forecast a hung parliament and left the pound
wobbling. The landslide Conservative victory
May hoped to seal by calling a snap election for
June 8 seemed much less likely with eight days
to go, with the polls narrowing and the premier
putting in a lackluster performance in a major
television interview.

The opposition Labour party, led by veteran
socialist Jeremy Corbyn, has gradually nibbled
away at the Conservative lead in the polls, with
the campaign back in full  swing after the
Manchester terror attack. But May insisted she
had the best plan for taking Britain into negotia-

tions over its exit from the European Union,
which start 11 days after the election. “The only
poll that matters is the one that’s going to take
place on June 8,” she said on a campaign visit to
Plymouth in southwest England. “Then people
will have a choice as to who they want to see as
leader, who they want to see as prime minister
taking this country forward in the future: me or
Jeremy Corbyn. “I have the plan for the Brexit
negotiations but I’ve also got a plan to build a
stronger and more prosperous Britain and I’m
confident we can do that.”

Polls tightening 
May called the election three years early in a

bid to strengthen her slender majority in parlia-

ment going into the Brexit talks. The decision
was made on the back of polls that at times put
the Conservatives 20 points ahead and on
course for an overwhelming victory. But opinion
polls have showed the gap between the
Conservatives and Labour closing. “The move-
ment in the polls over this campaign is bigger
than in any election I’ve covered since 1945,” vet-
eran poll watcher David Butler said on Twitter.

The Daily Telegraph newspaper’s rolling aver-
age of the last eight polls now puts the
Conservatives on 44 percent, Labour on 36 per-
cent, the centrist Liberal Democrats on eight
percent and the anti-EU UK Independence Party
on five percent. A shock new projection on the
front page of The Times newspaper forecast a
hung parliament in which the Conservatives
would fall short of the 326 seats needed for a
majority. Using new constituency-by-con-
stituency modelling, the projection by pollsters
YouGov said the Conservatives would lose 20
seats to 310, with Labour up 28 to 257. The mod-
el was based on 50,000 interviews over one
week. However, it has a very wide margin of
error, saying the Conservatives could get any-
where between 274 and 345 seats meaning they
could also increase their majority.

Pound takes a hit 
The British currency was hit in Tuesday

overnight trading, dipping by as much as 0.5
percent on the back of the YouGov poll. It recov-
ered ground early yesterday, trading broadly flat
at 1.28 against the dollar and up 0.1 percent
against the euro at 1.14. Sterling had risen in
recent weeks on the prospect that the
Conservatives would win by a landslide. “There is
a slightly more cautious attitude as a result of
those narrowing polls,” said Michael Hewson,
chief market analyst at CMC Markets. Sensing
the momentum, Corbyn tried to shift the debate
away from Brexit on Wednesday by going on the
attack on public services, traditionally one of
Labour’s strong cards. He warned that schools
and state healthcare in England would be put at
risk if May remains in office. — AFP 

Poll dive hits British 
PM’s election battle

Labour nibbling away at Conservative lead 

LONDON: Despite the growing use of social
media to reach voters, British election cam-
paigns still revolve around leaders trundling
across the country on “battle buses” to drive
their message home. A garish, oblong campaign

slogan on wheels - stuffed with party leaders,
spin doctors, activists and journalists - the battle
bus is a curious British electioneering staple that
emerged in the late 1970s and has somehow
kept on the road in the digital age.

While US President Donald Trump flew into
glitzy campaign rallies on his private, gold-plat-
ed Boeing 757 jet, British prime ministerial
hopefuls plough through the traffic on buses to
reach provincial towns, where they try to avoid
being harangued in front of the cameras outside
a sausage roll shop. “They are a slightly odd fea-
ture of British elections. This is the British version
of Air Force One: we turn up on a third-hand
bus,” politics professor Tony Travers, of the
London School of Economics university, told
AFP.  With Britain being 1,000 km long, politi-
cians can conceivably cover a dozen constituen-
cies in a day using campaign buses.

Democratic but comic 
The executive coaches typically have a VIP sofa

and table area at the back where travelling
reporters can have a cosy chat with the politicians
between the frequent and often extremely brief
campaign stops. These typically involve a walka-
bout with a line of party backers in the background
holding placards - often trying to obscure those of
rival party interlopers - and a bundle of photogra-
phers walking backwards in front of them.

Many of the images from the campaign will be
taken in front of a bus, or within a stone’s throw of
one. Actually meeting voters is a perilous risk: if a
confrontation spirals out of control, it eclipses
everything else on the news agenda. The chief
example is from 2001 when Labour’s deputy
prime minister John Prescott punched a man in
the face, seconds after stepping off the “Prescott
Express”. Travers said battle buses offered a per-
fect compromise of security, space and flexibility -
able to go to towns off the train network - with-
out looking flashy. “They are the most democratic
form of transport, and don’t have status issues
like cars. They send out the right message,” he
said. “And you can get out quick when the going
gets tough.”  — AFP 

Battle buses play driving 
role in British election

ENNERDALE, South Africa: The piles of
stinking rubbish are growing, running
water and electricity are scarce.  In
Ennerdale, public anger over the failures
of post-apar theid South Africa has
reached boiling point, exploding into a
wave of violent protest. Here, on the out-
skirts of Johannesburg’s sprawling Soweto
township, the tightly-packed redbrick
houses conceal a deep-rooted sense of
frustration which in recent weeks has mor-
phed into fury. 

Outraged locals have burnt tyres and
attacked police over chronic unemploy-
ment, shortages of electricity and water, as
well as sub-standard education and health-
care. “Look where we’re living. Ten people
are staying in this room, nine more in the
shack behind, all from the same family,”
said 21-year-old Celine Brown, a local resi-
dent. Rubbish has gone uncollected for
longer than anyone can recall and depend-
able supplies of water and electricity are a
pipe dream. 

Anger among the 17,000 people living
here has reached fever pitch. Initially, the
protests took the form of marches with
demonstrators burning tyres on roads. But
they soon escalated into arson attacks on
buildings, clashes with police and looting.

‘Not hearing us’ 
Brown said she had been waiting for a

basic government-funded home for three
years. “Maybe it’s because they’re not hear-
ing us. Maybe it’s that they don’t under-
stand the situation we are going through
because they have better lives,” she told
AFP. Brown was born in the single-room
house with a cement floor that becomes
freezing in winter. Through an iron grill, she
looks out onto the strip of dirt that is her
garden. On the other side of her property is
a wooden shack.

Three generations are packed into her
house, which has neither drinking water
nor lights - and no one in the household
has work. “If the government is not doing
anything about the situation we are in, it
is just going to get worse and worse.
Rioting is the only thing to do,” she said.
Other parts of South Africa’s largest city
have also erupted into violence over the
lack of basic services. The flare-ups are
almost a daily occurrence in South Africa -
the continent’s most developed economy
- and are known locally as “service delivery
protests”. And a quarter of a century after
the fall of apartheid, Brown’s plight high-
lights the persistent inequality dogging
the rainbow nation.

Bucket for a toilet 
A few streets away the situation is just

as bad. “There are no toilets. We sit on the
bucket in the house and go and pour it
there,” said Valerie Mabimbeli, 64, pointing
outside. “Give us proper houses.” “Our peo-
ple cannot live for over 30 years in a situa-
tion where there is no water, no electricity. I
feel that it is unfair and inhumane,” said
another resident, 46-year-old Marge Cass.
“If there are no jobs, if there is no proper
housing, we will have no youth that has a
vision to wake up and say ‘I want to go to a
job’ or ‘I want to go to school’... This is the
birth of crime.”

With unemployment at 25 percent and
growing relentlessly, the chronic lack of
housing is one of the most visible aspects
of the economic challenges facing South
Africa. There have been no new homes
built in Ennerdale since 1994 - the year of
South Africa’s first non-racial election. The
ruling ANC made limited progress invest-
ing in infrastructure but some of those
gains have been lost since the 2008 eco-
nomic crisis. Of South Africa’s 55 million
people, 13 percent live in “informal”
dwellings, according to official statistics.

Deputy President Cyril  Ramaphosa
recently spoke out about the scale of the
problems facing the country. “We have not
grown enough or created sufficient jobs to
defeat poverty and unemployment,” he
told parliament earlier this month.
Addressing the protesters in Ennerdale,
Human Settlements Minister Lindiwe
Sisulu sought to reassure them. “We are not
deaf to your problems,” she said.

‘This country will burn’ 
Many of Ennerdale’s residents are

mixed-race - in official terms “coloured” -
and they have accused the government of
discrimination. “The government has not
developed these communities economical-
ly as they have done with black African
communities,” said Jerome Lottering stand-
ing with a group of protesters in Eldorado
Park. “We are sitting on a ticking time
bomb - if things are not being done to
change the lives of millions of people, this
country is going to burn.”

Gabriela Mackay, a race relations
researcher, said the “race problem is less of
(an) issue” than the fact that people feel
their votes just don’t count. In front of her
sister ’s derelict home, Marge Cass, a
spokeswoman for the residents, doubts
that national elections in 2019 will improve
the situation. “We vote here but nothing
has ever changed,” she said. — AFP 

South Africa struggles as protests 
rage over post-apartheid failures

ENNERDALE, South Africa: This file photo taken on May 10, 2017 shows a protester
using a slingshot to hurl a stone at anti-riot police during a demonstration against
service delivery and housing in the community of Finetown. — AFP 

This combination of pictures shows (clockwise from top left): On May 12, 2017, Britain’s Prime
Minister Theresa May boarding the Conservative party’s general election campaign “battle
bus” after making a speech at an airfield north of Newcastle; on May 18, 2017, Britain’s Labour
Party leader Jeremy Corbyn waving to supporters as he climbs back onto the Labour “battle
bus” in Southall, west London; on May 20, 2017, UK Independence Party (UKIP) leader Paul
Nuttall (left) and the party’s candidate for the Clacton constituency, Peter Oakley (second left),
exiting the party’s “battle bus” in Clacton-on-Sea, eastern England; and on May 01, 2017,
Britain’s Liberal Democrats leader, Tim Farron greeting supporters at the start of his “battle
bus” tour, in Kingston, southwest London.  — AFP photos

BATH: Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May listens to a question from a member of
the audience during a question and answer session during a general election cam-
paign rally at Cross Manufacturing in southwest England yesterday as campaigning
continues in the build up to the general election on June 8. — AFP 


