
Ritual burial of Abomey
king begins in Benin
ABOMEY-CALAVI: “Darkness has fallen on the kingdom,” the prime minis-
ter of the Abomey kingdom in southern Benin told the 300,000 people
gathered to mark the death of traditional monarch Dah Dedjalagni Agoli-
Agbo. The celebration at the weekend of the ancestral king’s life is the
beginning of at least six months of funeral rites, following his death and bur-
ial in July. The rest will continue in the privacy of the royal courtyard.
“Tradition says that fever grips the kingdom for as long as the funeral is not
held,” said Dah Sodjo Kehnounhon, royal advisor and funeral organizer.
“The death of the king plunges his kingdom into darkness. No celebration
may take place until the king’s ceremonies have ended.” The crowd wit-
nessed ritual sacrifice of a goat, followed by the deep ring of gongs signify-
ing the start of the ceremony. Dignitaries, princes and courtiers from the
region, bare-chested and wearing loinclothes, sat crossed-legged in two
long columns outside the palace. Government officials and royals from
around the country also made the trip to Abomey, once the capital of the
400-year-old kingdom known as Dahomey, the former name of Benin.
Agoli-Agbo’s ascension to the throne of Dahomey in 1989 was disputed,
with some not recognizing his rule until 2010. A police officer by training
who had 41 wives, his age was also argued but was said by his younger
brother to have been 84.

Consult voodoo spirit Fa
The former kingdom of Dahomey had vied for control of the Gulf of

Guinea region and was renowned for its fearsome women soldiers and rich
from the slave trade. “Under the twelve kings who succeeded from 1625 to
1900, the kingdom established itself as one of the most powerful of the
western coast of Africa,” according to the UNESCO website. In the past,
great numbers of people were sacrificed to accompany the king into the
spirit world, according to Oxford Reference, but not anymore. 

In modern Benin the constitution does not recognize kings and other
traditional chiefs. Their political power ended when King Behanzin was
deported during the colonial struggle against France at the end of the 19th
century. Still, they retain great influence on the city and their subjects, a
testament to the power of tradition in the region, where voodoo is prac-
ticed alongside Christianity and Islam. Agoli-Agbo, who had an immaculate
royal pedigree, worked on the renovation of several palaces, turning them
into tourist attractions in the small West African country. “He was a
reformer king who felt that children should be interested in custom and
culture,” said Didier Samsom to AFP, one of the king’s descendants. The
king worked hard to “make the court more modern and dust off the tradi-
tion.” When the ceremonies have ended, a successor to Agola-Agbo is due
to be revealed to the public. But many fear the appointment will take
longer than usual, since all the royal communities have to agree on the
appointment of the new sovereign. “We could consult Fa - the voodoo
spirit - if necessary,” said the court minister. —AFP
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MUKALLA: The United Arab Emirates, a key player in
Yemen’s war, says it is determined to wipe out Al-Qaeda in
the country and denies making deals with the jihadists. The
UAE entered Yemen’s complex war in 2015 alongside
regional powerhouse Saudi Arabia, after Iran-backed Houthi
rebels seized the capital Sanaa and swathes of the country
from the government of Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi. But that
summer, as Emirati-backed government forces retook five
southern provinces of Yemen, they found themselves facing
another powerful enemy: Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. 

The group, seen by the US State Department as the most
dangerous branch of the global Al-Qaeda franchise, had
taken advantage of the chaos gripping Yemen to carve out
its own territory. In April 2015, the group seized Mukalla,
capital of the vast Hadramaut province, which it controlled
for a year until being ousted in an Emirati-led operation.
Emirati forces have established a major military presence
across the country’s south and commanders say they are
determined to wipe out AQAP. “Irrespective of what hap-
pens in the wider Yemen conflict, the UAE will continue until
AQAP is broken as a regional and global threat,” a senior
Emirati military official said during a recent press tour in the
country’s south.

‘Nothing to negotiate’
More than two years since the jihadists were ousted from

the city, Hadramaut governor General Faraj Salmin Al-
Bahsani, described the operation. “We set up a local force of
soldiers from the region, with Emirati help,” said Bahsani,
who is also commander of government forces across a
chunk of southern Yemen. “Coalition air forces paralyzed Al-

Qaeda forces before they were ousted from the region,” he
said, sitting in his office in the provincial government head-
quarters, its wall adorned with a picture of Hadi.

Experts said the jihadists, who had imposed a reign of
terror on the city, opted to cut their losses by withdrawing
without a fight to remote mountain areas. But a press
report published earlier this month detailed secret deals
allegedly made between AQAP and the Saudi-led coalition
fighting in Yemen. Payments were reportedly made to
some jihadists to convince them to retreat, while others
were allowed to leave with their weapons. The claims were
dismissed as “false accusations”
by Brigadier General Musallam
Al-Rashedi, from the Emirati
Armed Forces, who said he was
angered by the report. “There is
nothing to negotiate with these
guys,” he told journalists
Monday in Dubai. 

Dependant on UAE
In Mukalla, a semblance of

normality has returned. Its
port, a key trading point serv-
ing the entire province, is a
hub of activity. Cargo ships come and go, directed into
the dock by a tugboat provided by the UAE. The city is
heavily dependent on its Emirati backers. The UAE has
pumped some $3.8 billion (3.3 billion euros) of aid into
the country since 2015 and provides much of the sup-
port that keeps hospitals, schools, courts and the port

running, according to its governor. 
Abu Dhabi’s police force has even sent 170 cars and

500 brand new motorcycles to the city, an Emirati general
said. The Emirates have also trained and equipped some
60,000 Yemeni fighters, 30,000 of whom were directly
involved in the fight against Al-Qaeda, according to an
Emirati military official. He said Al-Qaeda’s activities have
dramatically decreased. The group launched just five
attacks in southern Yemen in the first half of 2018, as com-
pared to 77 over the same period of 2016.

He added that until 2016, the jihadists had a major pres-
ence in cities and towns which
are home to some 850,000
people, giving the group with a
major source of funding and
new recruits. That is no longer
the case. Emirati operations
and a long-running American
drone campaign against the
group have hit its capabilities
hard. Some 1,000 AQAP fight-
ers have been killed in Yemen
since 2015, including 13 of the
group’s top 18 leaders, the offi-
cial said. A further 1,500 have

been captured. General Rashedi said that since the start of
2016, the jihadists have lost “half the territory” they con-
trolled in southern Yemen. “Their capacity to carry out ter-
rorism globally has been seriously hampered,” he said. 

AQAP claimed responsibility for the deadly attack on
the Paris office of Charlie Hebdo magazine in January 2015.

In July this year, Amnesty said human rights violations in a
string of UAE-run Yemeni prisons could amount to war
crimes, a report rejected by Abu Dhabi. Despite Emirati
successes, Bahsani admits that AQAP is still active in
Hadramaut, alongside the Islamic State group which has
recently established a presence in southern Yemen. He
blamed both groups for a string of killings targeting secu-
rity officials.

‘Ugly’ side of war 
Meanwhile, an Emirati minister, whose country belongs

to the Saudi-led coalition battling rebels in Yemen, on
Monday bemoaned the “ugly” side of war following the
killing of dozens of Yemeni children in an air strike. “This
war has been and remains an ugly war,” Anwar Gargash,
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) minister of state for for-
eign affairs, told a news conference in Dubai. A coalition
strike last Thursday hit a bus in Houthi rebel-held northern
Yemen, killing at least 29 children, according to the
International Committee for the Red Cross. 

Houthi officials gave a death toll of 51, including 40
children, and labeled the raid a “crime by America and its
allies against the children of Yemen”. The coalition
announced afterwards that it had ordered an investiga-
tion into the strike, which it initially said had targeted
Houthi rebel combatants. “In this war we have seen civil-
ians shot at, bombed, killed and, unfortunately, this is
really part of any confrontation,” Gargash said, adding
that both sides in the conflict had been to blame. “War is
not something that can be actually a clean operation,”
said the UAE minister. —Agencies

UAE aims to wipe out Qaeda branch
UAE bemoans ‘ugly’ side of war after Yemen bus attack

Family believed 
dead boy’s spirit 
will lead attacks 
TAOS: A 3-year-old boy found buried at a
New Mexico desert compound died in a ritual
to “cast out demonic spirits,” but his extended
family believed he would “return as Jesus” to
identify “corrupt” targets for them to attack,
prosecutors said in court on Monday.
Prosecutors’ account of an exorcism-like ritu-
al, allegations of weapons training for children
and references to martyrdom and conspiracy
were aimed at persuading a judge to deny
bond for the five adults charged with child
abuse in the case.

However, state District Judge Sarah
Backus said at the end of the four-hour
detention hearing she remained unconvinced
that the defendants posed a danger to the
community and set bail at $20,000 for each
of them. “The state alleges that there was a
big plan afoot,” Backus said in rendering her
decision. “But the state hasn’t shown to my
satisfaction, in clear and convincing evidence,
what that plan was.” Defense attorneys said
prosecutors sought to criminalize their clients

for being African-Americans of Muslim faith.
“If these people were white and Christian,

nobody would bat an eye over the idea of faith
healing, or praying over a body or touching a
body and quoting scripture,” defense lawyer
Thomas Clark told reporters after the hearing.
“But when black Muslims do it, there seems to
be something nefarious, something evil.”
Under terms of the judge’s order, four defen-
dants were expected to be placed under house
arrest with electronic ankle bracelets to ensure
they remain within Taos County for the dura-
tion of the case. The five suspects, who had
established a communal living arrangement
with their children in the high-desert com-
pound, have been in custody since authorities
raided their ramshackle homestead north of
Taos 10 days ago.

The two men and three women are all relat-
ed as siblings or by marriage. Three are the
adult children of a prominent New York City
Muslim cleric who is himself the biological
grandfather of nine of the children involved.
The principal suspect, Siraj Ibn Wahhaj, 39, has
also been charged with abducting his severely
ill 3-year-old son, Abdul-Ghani Wahhaj, from
the Atlanta home of the boy’s mother in
December. Clark said Ibn Wahhaj would
remain in custody due to a fugitive warrant
against him in Georgia stemming from the
cross-country manhunt that led investigators
to the New Mexico compound. —Reuters

AL MUKALLA, Yemen: A picture taken during a trip in Yemen organized by the UAE’s National Media Council (NMC) shows Yemeni soldiers loyal to the Saudi and UAE-backed government attending a graduation of new police cadets in the southeastern port
city of Mukalla, in the first such ceremony after the city was retaken from Al-Qaeda jihadists. _ AFP 

ABOMEY-CALAVI, Benin: Residents gather to attend the funeral of Dah
Dedjalagni Agoli-Agbo, monarch of the former militaristic kingdom of
Dahomey. —AFP
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