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Madagascar: 
The troubled 
vanilla island
ANTANANARIVO: The Indian Ocean
island of Madagascar is the leading global
producer of vanilla and blessed with a
bountiful biodiversity, yet it remains one of
the poorest countries in the world. Here is
some background:

Fourth largest island 
Stretching across 587,000 square kilo-

meters, Madagascar is the world’s fourth
largest island, bigger than Spain or
Thailand in size. The island country lies just
over 400 kilometers off the southeastern
coast of Africa and is home to a population
of nearly 25 million people (2016, World
Bank), including 18 ethnic groups.
Madagascar is frequently exposed to
extreme weather events, such as tropical
storms, flooding and drought. One of the
most powerful cyclones in recent years,
Enawo, claimed nearly 80 lives on the
island in March 2017. While it is renowned
for its luscious biodiversity, some of this is
under threat including critically endan-
gered lemurs, the rare and ruby-colored
rosewood, and various tortoises and tur-

tles. Wildlife smuggling and trafficking of
its abundant natural wealth remains a
national concern.

Political divisions
The former French colony, which gained

independence in 1960, has been mired in
political division and upheaval for decades.
A disputed 2001 presidential election led
to violent clashes that ended with Marc
Ravalomanana, the mayor of the capital,
taking power. The outgoing leader was
Didier Ratsiraka, a one-time Marxist who
had ruled since 1975 and went into exile.
Ravalomanana was toppled in 2009 by
another Antananarivo mayor, Andry
Rajoelina, in an army-backed coup. But
Rajoelina was disqualified as a candidate in
2013 elections for his links to the country’s
troubled past, as were Ravalomanana’s
wife and Ratsiraka. Protests erupted again
in April 2018 over claims that laws ahead of
the presidential vote would see certain
candidates barred. After weeks of unrest
and calls for him to quit, President Hery
Rajaonarimampianina was forced to
replace his government with a “consensus”
administration in June 2018.

Vanilla, sapphires, malnutrition
Heavily reliant on international aid,

Madagascar has since 2016 registered
annual growth of more than four percent,
the World Bank says. But most people have
not benefited from the improved economic

situation with 76 percent living in extreme
poverty. The country supplies about 80
percent of global vanilla bean stocks and is
also one of the world’s leading producers
of sapphires. Its agriculture sector, the
main source of income for most people, is
vulnerable to its regular natural disasters. 

Rice production, for example, fell by
about 20 percent from 2016 which led to

unbearable price hikes, according to the
World Bank. Madagascar has the sixth high-
est rate of malnutrition in the world, with
nearly half of all Malagasy children under the
age of five suffering from chronic malnutri-
tion according to Unicef. The impoverished
nation has among the highest global levels of
illiterate children. Only about 13 percent of its
population has access to electricity. —AFP

Madagascar:
Three presidents,
three crises
ANTANANARIVO: Madagascar’s past three
presidents, all in the running against 43 other
candidates in the presidential vote on
November 7, each had their terms tarnished by
political crises. Here is a look back at the turbu-
lent recent history of the Indian Ocean island: 

2002-2009: Ravalomanana
Marc Ravalomanana, a former milkman

turned millionaire milk mogul is declared win-
ner of the presidential election in 2002 after a
crisis lasting nearly seven months against out-
going leader Didier Ratsiraka who disputed
the results. Ravalomanana is reelected in
2006. In 2009, Andry Rajoelina, a baby-faced
ex-party planner and media boss who
became mayor of the capital Antananarivo,
emerges as an opposition leader denouncing
attacks on freedoms under Ravalomanana.
The government had shut down in 2008 his
TV channel after it broadcast an interview
with ex-president Ratsiraka, exiled since
2002. Between January 26 and February 7,
2009, protests and clashes between Rajoelina
supporters and the presidential guard leave
around 100 people dead. Having lost the sup-

port of the army, Ravalomanana resigns in
March. He takes refuge in South Africa, is
sentenced in absentia in 2010 to life in prison
and hard labor for the death of protesters in
the 2009 unrest. He is then arrested in 2014
after returning to Madagascar, but his sen-
tence is lifted and he is freed from house
arrest in 2015.

2009-2014: Rajoelina
In March 2009, Rajoelina seizes power

from Ravalomanana with the backing of the
military. The international community
denounces what it deems a coup d’etat and for
nearly four years foreign aid and investment is
frozen, driving the island deeper into poverty.
The main political factions in the country sign
an accord in September 2011 to draw up a
roadmap to guide Madagascar to elections.

2014-2018: Rajaonarimampianina 
In December 2013 with the support of the

outgoing regime, Hery Rajaonarimampianina
wins the presidential election, taking over at
the start of 2014. Neither Ravalomanana nor
Rajoelina were running against him in the vote
as the international community feared their
participation would reignite political turmoil
on the island. Less than 18 months later how-
ever, in May 2015, the country’s parliament
votes overwhelmingly to dismiss
Rajaonarimampianina for alleged constitu-
tional violations and general incompetence.
Rajaonarimampianina challenges the legality
of the move and in mid-June the country’s

constitutional court throws out the impeach-
ment demand.

Between April and June 2018 demonstra-
tors take to Antananarivo’s central square in
protest over Rajaonarimampianina’s efforts
to change electoral laws that opponents say
are intended to favour his party. The courts
overturn the proposals but the protests turn
into a ful l-blown movement to oust

Rajaonarimampianina. To avert the break-
down of Madagascar’s political system, the
Constitutional Court orders the formation of
a “consensus” government to stage the polls
by the end of the year. Rajaonarimampianina
offers his resignation on September 7 as
required by the constitution, but he eyes a
new presidential mandate in the November
7 vote. —AFP

79 students 
abducted in 
restive Cameroon
YAOUNDE: Seventy-nine school students were
kidnapped yesterday in an English-speaking region
of Cameroon where separatists are fighting an
armed campaign for independence, a government
source said. The students were abducted along
with their principal, a teacher and a driver, the offi-
cial said, as a source at the school confirmed the
kidnapping of the pupils. 

They were enrolled at the Presbyterian
Secondary School in Bamenda, capital of
Cameroon’s Northwest Region-one of two regions
hit by attacks by anglophone militants that have met
with a brutal crackdown by the authorities. “The
search for the hostages has been launched-every
man has been called in,” the government source said,
speaking after a crisis meeting. The kidnapping-the
gravest incident so far in 13 months of unrest-coin-
cides with an upsurge of political tensions in the
majority French-speaking country.

It comes after elections on October 7 that saw
President Paul Biya, 85, who has ruled the country
with an iron fist for 35 years, secure a seventh term in
office. Biya was credited with 71.3 percent of the
vote, although the ballot was marred by allegations of
widespread fraud, low voter turnout and violence. He
takes his oath of office today. Around a fifth of
Cameroon’s 22 million people are English-speaking-a
minority whose presence dates back to the colonial
period. Cameroon, once a German colony, was divid-
ed between Britain and France after World War I.

The French colony gained independence in 1960,
becoming Cameroon. The following year, the British-
ruled Southern Cameroons was amalgamated into it,
giving rise to the Northwest and Southwest regions.
But resentment at perceived discrimination at the
hands of the francophone majority, especially in edu-
cation and the judiciary, began to build. In 2016,
demands for greater autonomy grew but met with a
rebuff by Biya. As radicals took ascendancy, the
anglophone movement declared the creation of the
“Republic of Ambazonia” in the Northwest and
neighboring Southwest Region on October 1, 2017.
No country has recognized the self-declared state.

The separatists have gunned down troops and
police, boycotted and torched schools and attacked
other perceived symbols of the Cameroonian state.
The authorities have responded with a massive
crackdown by police and troops. At least 400 civil-
ians have been killed this year as well as more than
175 members of the security forces, according to a
toll compiled by non-governmental organizations.
According to UN figures, 246,000 people in the
Southwest Region have fled their homes, and
25,000 have sought shelter in neighboring Nigeria,
many of them living hand-to-mouth in the forests.
Estimates of displaced people in the Northwest
Region are not available.  —AFP

YAOUNDE: A video link posted on Facebook on June 20
showed a man cooking human body parts in a pot over a
wood fire. In Cameroon, the footage went viral. Some
Facebook users said the man was a cannibal and that the
video was shot in the country’s English-speaking west,
where separatist insurgents are fighting to create a break-
away state. Local websites quickly debunked this notion.
The man in the video was not a separatist fighter or canni-
bal, and the body parts were not real. The clip was taken on
a Nigerian film set and uploaded to Instagram on June 17 by
make-up artist Hakeem Onilogbo, who uses the platform to
showcase his work.

But the video’s rapid spread raises questions about
Facebook’s ability to police millions of posts each day and
crack down on hate speech in a country where internet use is
rising fast, social media are used for political ends and the
company has no permanent physical presence. The day the
link was posted on Facebook, a member of the government
brought the video to the attention of international diplomats
in the capital, Yaounde, via the WhatsApp messaging service,
according to messages seen by Reuters.

Five days later, Cameroon’s minister for territorial adminis-
tration cited it as justification for an army clampdown against
the secessionists that was already under way in the
Anglophone regions. The minister, Paul Atanga Nji, compared
the rebellion-over decades of perceived marginalization by
the French-speaking majority-to an Islamist insurgency
waged by the Nigeria-based militant group Boko Haram
which has killed 30,000 people. “Boko Haram committed
atrocities, but they did not cut up humans and cook them in
pots,” the minister said in comments broadcast on state tele-
vision and widely reported in Cameroon.

Nji did not respond to requests for comment. Government
spokesman Issa Tchiroma Bakary said that in future the gov-
ernment would work to verify information before comment-

ing. Facebook said the video had not been reported by users
and that it could not comment further on the clip. It was no
longer available on the site by late October. A senior
Facebook official said tackling misinformation in Cameroon
was a priority for the company, which acknowledges more
needs to be done. “We’re prioritizing countries where we’ve
already seen how quickly online rumors can fuel violence,
such as Myanmar and Cameroon,” said Ebele Okobi, Director
of Africa Public Policy at Facebook.

Under fire
Facebook is under fire for carrying misleading information,

including in the United States and
Britain, and over posts against
the Muslim Rohingya minority in
Myanmar which have had deadly
consequences. Sri Lankan
authorities briefly banned
Facebook this year because the
government said it was fueling
violence between Buddhists and
Muslims. In India, messages on
Facebook-owned WhatsApp
have been linked to attacks on
religious minorities. In Cameroon,
Facebook has been used both to
incite violence and to make threatening posts. Simon Munzu,
a former United Nations representative, said he was the tar-
get of death threats on Facebook after it was announced in
July that he would help organize negotiations in the separatist
conflict. Afraid, Munzu went to stay with friends.

Facebook removed the posts in October, after it was made
aware of them by Reuters, saying they violated company
standards. Esther Omam, who runs a non-governmental
organization (NGO) called Reach Out, hid at a church and

then fled to the Francophone region after receiving death
threats from separatists following a peace march which she
led, she said. “The crisis has destroyed my life and my family,”
she said. “I cannot work anymore. My family is divided. My
husband is elsewhere, my children are elsewhere.”

Facebook has no staff operating permanently in Cameroon
and says it monitors the country from Britain and the United
States. It has an Africa-focused team that frequently visits the
region, and has partnered with NGOs and civil society in
Cameroon in recent months to combat hate speech. This
included paying several thousand dollars to civil society to
help organize training sessions for journalists to spot false-

hoods online, representatives
from two groups involved told
Reuters. Some groups also flag
offensive posts to Facebook.

Facebook has removed pages
and accounts related to the sepa-
ratist conflict, and is working to
slow the spread of kidnapping
videos, the company said. It
declined to say how many people
it had helping it in Cameroon,
how much money it had so far
invested or how many posts it
had taken down. Reuters found

dozens of pages posted in recent months showing graphic
images in Cameroon, some of which were months old. One
Facebook user on July 18 posted a picture of the decapitated
body of a Cameroonian policeman lying in a gutter, and said
the image gave him joy.

The same day, separatist spokesman Ivo Tapang applaud-
ed the killing of two Cameroonian soldiers and linked to a
website raising funds for guns, ammunition and grenade
launchers. Tapang did not respond to requests for comment.

A Facebook spokeswoman said the company was unaware of
the posts before Reuters pointed them out but that they were
both removed after review. It is against Facebook rules to cel-
ebrate suffering or crowdfund for arms, she said.

Facebook has artificial intelligence that it uses globally to
detect problematic posts. But in Cameroon, it does not have a
consortium of fact-checking companies to monitor posts-as it
does in the United States. Leading civil society figures in
Cameroon say Facebook needs more resources and faces an
increasingly difficult task as internet use grows. “It is not pos-
sible to stop misinformation on Facebook,” said Maximilienne
Ngo Mbe, executive director of REDHAC, a civil society
group that has organised training sessions and flags indecent
posts to Facebook.

No easy fix
The number of people with internet access in Cameroon

rose from 0.86 million in 2010 to 5.9 million in 2016, about a
quarter of the population, according to the International
Telecommunications Union, a UN agency. The government
shut down the internet in English-speaking regions for three
months last year because of the unrest. After service resumed
in April 2017, Facebook was the main outlet for people speak-
ing out against the army crackdown, in which soldiers razed
villages and shot dead unarmed civilians.

But misleading and hateful posts have persisted, groups
that monitor posts say, echoing issues Facebook sees
worldwide. Facebook is not the only service facing a battle
to tackle misinformation and hate speech. Offensive videos
and images are posted on Twitter or transmitted by
WhatsApp. WhatsApp cannot view private, encrypted con-
versations, a WhatsApp spokeswoman said, so detecting
hate speech there is harder. A Twitter spokeswoman said it
prohibits the promotion of violence and encourages users
to flag those posts.—Reuters

Government used ‘cannibalism’ video to justify clampdown

Facebook’s Cameroon problem: 
Online hate fuels conflict, fear

TAEZ: Yemeni boy Ghazi Ali bin Ali, 10, suffering from severe
malnutrition lies on a bed at a hospital in Jabal Habashi on the
outskirts of the city of Taiz. —AFP

Social media
posts inciting

violence

TOLIARA: A man dangles from an electricity pole as he watches supporters of
Madagascar presidential candidate Andry Rajoelina, streaming towards a rally
in Tulear yesterday. —AFP

TOLIARA: A driver of an oxen pulled cart wears a t-shirt of the Madagascar pres-
idential candidate Andry Rajoelina while ferrying tourists from the boat into the
port in Tulear.  —AFP

Yemen clashes rage; 
‘Saudi-led coalition 
committed to peace’
ADEN: Battles raged yesterday near a Yemeni port crucial
for humanitarian aid, but Saudi Arabia and its allies said they
were committed to de-escalating hostilities with rebels as
calls for a ceasefire mount. The United Nations has appealed
for urgent peace talks and warned that an assault on the Red
Sea port city of Hodeida would threaten millions of lives.

Yemeni government forces, backed by a regional military
coalition led by Saudi Arabia and the UAE, say they are now

positioned around both the north and south of Hodeida,
where clashes have left dozens dead. The city and its port
have been controlled by the Houthis - Iran-backed Shiite
insurgents who hail from northern Yemen - since 2014 along
with the capital Sanaa. Rebels and government sources both
reported intense fighting in the area yesterday, despite calls
by the UN and the United States - which provides military
support to the Saudi-led camp - for an end to the war.

A source in the Saudi-led coalition told AFP the clashes
were not “offensive operations”, adding that the alliance was
“committed to keeping the Hodeida port open”. But three
officials with the Yemeni military said fighting continued to
flare around Hodeida, whose port is the entry point for three
quarters of the country’s imports. The head of the Houthis’
revolutionary council, Mohammed Ali Al-Houthi yesterday
reported a “military escalation by the coalition,” slamming

the operation as “a strenuous attempt to block talks aimed
at ending the war and finding peace”.

Renewed offensive?  
Yemeni military officials said the coalition had sent fight-

er jets and Apache attack helicopters Monday morning to
back up troops on the ground around Hodeida. The officials
say government forces are trying to advance on the out-
skirts of Hodeida with the aim of surrounding the city and
cutting off a major rebel supply route. The coalition source
however said the government alliance was “committed to
de-escalating hostilities in Yemen and strongly supportive of
the UN envoy’s political process”. “If the Houthis fail to
show up for peace talks again, this might lead (us) to restart
the offensive operation in Hodeida,” the source said. “The
humanitarian situation in Yemen is unacceptable. —AFP


