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Meth, crowded 
jails: Problems 
mount in Basra

The southern Iraqi city of Basra is struggling to
cope with a growing drug problem that has
overcrowded prisons and strained police

resources, only months after violent protests over poor
municipal services. Basra’s prison system is clogged up
and creaking. On a recent day in one police station,
Reuters reporters saw about 150 men, their heads
shaved, squatting in two small, cramped holding cells.
Arrests of drug users and dealers have shot up in the
past year, further stretching prison services and police
in a sign that the problems with municipal resources
that prompted protests in Basra last summer have not
gone away.

“Drugs spread because the youth are lost, they have
no money, they are sick of life. It’s escapism,” Major
Shaker Aziz, a senior member of Basra police narcotics
unit, told Reuters. “Prison authorities tell us: ‘Ninety
percent of inmates are convicted on drug charges, stop
sending them.’ So we keep them here,” Aziz said of the
holding cells. The situation in prisons, worsened by a
lack of treatment centers for recovering addicts, high-
lights the contrast between the wealth Basra province
produces - its oil contributes over 90 percent of state
revenues - and its poor living conditions.

Once known as the Venice of the East, Basra city,
which has a population of 4 million, lacks clean water
and does not have enough electricity to power air con-
ditioners in the scorching summer heat. Unemployment
is widespread, especially among youth. Thousands
protested against the conditions, unemployment and
corruption last summer, when searing heat made mat-
ters worse and hundreds were treated in hospital after
drinking unclean water. Protesters set ablaze govern-
ment buildings and political groups’ headquarters, and
clashed with police. Officials fear a repeat of the vio-
lence this year, and while the drug problem is a concern
in several areas of Iraq, Basra suffers from it the most.

Steady rise
Basra is struggling even though Iraq declared victo-

ry in the four-year war against Islamic State in 2017,
and the city never fell to the militant Sunni Islamist
group. The number of drug arrests has risen year-on-
year since 2015, Aziz said. By March, police had picked
up 15 kg of illegal drugs this year, half of 2018’s entire
haul. Some 50 to 60 people are arrested each week on
drugs-related offences, compared to more than 1,000
all last year, he said.

Methamphetamine, known popularly as crystal meth,
is the most widespread drug, said a police spokesman,
Colonel Bassem Ghanem. Opium, cannabis and pill
abuse are also common. Basra’s police department says
97 percent of drug users arrested in 2018 were unem-
ployed, and more than two thirds were 25 or younger.
All the drugs come from abroad, said Colonel Ismail Al-
Maliki, who heads the Basra police narcotics unit.

Basra Police Chief Rashid Fleih said in November
that 80 percent of drugs entering the city come from
Iran. Tehran denied this but officials still point the fin-
ger indirectly at Iran, using euphemisms such as
“neighboring countries”. Preventing drug trafficking is
a serious challenge for Iran which borders Afghanistan,
the world’s largest opium producer, and Pakistan, a
major transit country for drugs.

Iraq once had the death penalty for users and deal-
ers but passed new legislation in 2017 under which
judges can order rehabilitation for users or sentence
them to jail for up to three years. In the absence of
rehab centers, they are jailed. Under the new law, the
health ministry was given two years to provide rehab
centers. Local health officials pledged to reopen and
upgrade a 44-bed rehabilitation centre this month but
the police say 44 beds is not enough. “All of Basra’s oil
and we can’t afford rehab?” said Aziz. Asked about the
situation, the state-owned Basra Oil Company said it
has pledged $5 million for a rehab center.

Inside a training complex on the edge of Basra
province, police have re-purposed a building as a
makeshift rehab center for users nearing release. About
40 men live in comparatively comfortable conditions,
sleeping six per room with access to television, a gym
and books. Clerics, officers and teachers lecture on the
sinfulness and dangers of drug use. Experts say recov-
ering users need treatment and rehabilitation when
they first stop using, not towards the end of sentences.
Prisoners say they suffer the worst withdrawal symp-
toms during the first 20 days, unable to eat or sleep.
“This is just a model, to get the health ministry to build
real centers,” said Ghanem, the spokesman. 

Prisoners interviewed by Reuters were chosen by
police, who sat in on interviews. Some were hand-
cuffed. One user-turned-dealer said he was recruited
a year after he started buying, wooed by the idea of
free crystal meth. “I paid 50,000 dinars ($40) per
gram as a user. I only paid 20,000 ($16) as a dealer. I
would sell some and smoke some. I was smoking for
free,” he said. — Reuters

When Indonesian authorities arrested a politician
with some 400,000 cash-filled envelopes, it
was a stark reminder that a long-time election

staple is alive and well in the corruption-riddled country -
vote buying. Bowo Sidik Pangarso was detained last month
for alleged embezzlement from a fertiliser firm, but officials
also discovered the lawmaker had boxes stuffed with
envelopes of low-denomination notes totalling about 8 bil-
lion rupiah ($565,000).

Graft-busters suspect the cash was earmarked for a so-
called “Dawn Attack” - a widespread ploy in the Southeast
Asian archipelago where people receive cash early on vot-
ing day in a bid to sway their ballot choice. Some 192 mil-
lion Indonesians are set to vote next week across the
world’s third-biggest democracy, electing officials from
local legislators to president. Indonesia is riddled with cor-
ruption at all levels of society and its parliament is widely
viewed as one of its most graft-hit institutions - even two
decades after the fall of the Suharto dictatorship, among
the most corrupt in history.

With a record 245,000 candidates in the running, the
April 17 poll presents a huge challenge for the Corruption
Eradication Commission which is already probing dozens
of vote-buying cases. “The (Pangarso) case proved that
politics and corruption are still closely linked,” said Almas
Syafrina, a researcher at Indonesia Corruption Watch. “It’s
not enough just give money to 100 people. (Corrupt can-
didates) need to give money to as many as they can, hop-
ing that they’ll vote for them.”

‘Rewards for anything’ 
Sapta Firdaus, a 37-year-old legislator in Sumatra’s

Bengkulu province, learned the reality of vote buying
when he first ran for office in 2014. “So many people
asked me for money,” he told AFP. “They said ‘how much
are you willing to pay for our support?’” But it wasn’t just
strangers he met going door to door - some of the politi-
cian’s own family demanded cash too. “It’s become a habit
in our society to ask for rewards for anything,” he said.

As many as one in three Indonesians were exposed to
vote buying in the 2014 election, by some estimates. Many
candidates defend direct handouts as simply “turnout
buying” to ensure already-loyal supporters go to the bal-
lot box, according to 2017 research in the Journal of East
Asian Studies. But some admitted to employing freelance
brokers to reach “core supporters” of rival candidates
whose votes were “simply up for sale” in return for higher
payments, it found. These “market sensitive” candidates
determined how much to pay based on their resources,
constituency size and also what their rivals offered, the
paper added.

Aspiring politicians who are not well known were par-
ticularly likely to buy votes, especially if running against
celebrity candidates - another election fixture. “You can
either advertise yourself massively or you buy votes,” said
Syafrina. “That applies to incumbent legislative candi-
dates too, particularly those who rarely came to their
electoral district and interact with constituents.” While
penalties have gotten stiffer, many Indonesians don’t see
election-time handouts, including food staples such as

rice, cooking oil and sugar, as a problem. “People know
that once elected, candidates won’t visit the area any
more so they use this as an opportunity to get some ben-
efits,” Syafrina said.

‘In every neighborhood’ 
Jakarta has vowed to get tough on corruption, but the

challenge is immense. Last month, a key political backer of
president Joko Widodo was arrested in a corruption case,
while dozens who served jail time for graft are still run-
ning for office this month. Suharto’s son, Tommy, is run-
ning for a parliamentary seat despite a 2002 conviction
for ordering the assassination of the Supreme Court judge
who had found him guilty of corruption.

Graft fighters have notched up some victories, howev-
er, including the 15-year jail term handed to ex-parlia-
mentary speaker Setya Novanto last year for accepting
millions of dollars in bribes and kickbacks. At a recent
political rally outside the capital Jakarta, attendees said
vote buying was widespread. “It’s happening in every
neighborhood,” said 33-year-old Gustia Ningsih. “Some
people will accept cash and change their mind, but others
won’t switch their vote despite getting paid.”

Cafe worker Titin Sumarni said she was “too scared” to
consider taking a bribe. “I’ve already made up my mind
who I’m voting for anyway,” she added. Firdaus, running
for re-election in Bengkulu, vowed to keep his campaign
clean even as voters ask him how much their vote is
worth. “I just tell them that I’m relying on my policies and
will prove it once elected,” he said. — AFP 

Indonesia ‘money politics’ greases poll machine 

Survival in Chad
depends on 
struggle for water 

“I’ve already earmarked a customer for this drum - I
need to get a move on!” Ali Ahmat, 12, flicks his
whip to persuade a hard-driven horse to press on

with his cart, laden with 200 liters of freshly-fetched
water. The young entrepreneur is one of the informal but
indispensable links in a chain to supply people in Ouaddai,
eastern Chad, with water, the stuff of life. Scorching tem-
peratures, an open sky, a shortage of deep wells and lack
of water purification system make this a thirsty part of the
world indeed.

“After the rainy season, water becomes scarce,” says
Mahamat Adoum Doutoum, chief of the Guerri region,
where only two deep wells exist for 86,000 inhabitants.
“So people go to look for water in the wadi.” Wadis -
“riverbeds” in Arabic - are watercourses that run strong
and fast during the rains and are often dangerous to cross,
but largely dry up for the rest of the year. When there is no
more rain, people dig wells in the wadis and install pumps
to extract groundwater.

Ali and dozens of other water carriers flock to the
pumps to collect supplies they plan to sell to people who
have no access to the source, often in dusty settlements.
Each refill of his 200-litre drum costs Ali 100 CFA francs
($0.17), but he can sell the water for five times as much in
town. “We do between seven or eight return trips each
day, roughly,” he says.

Towards the end of a hot Sunday, the blazing sun has
set and Ali’s cart is heading towards Hadjer Hadid. The
town harbors a refugee camp for people who fled con-
flict and mass killings in the Darfur region of western
Sudan, the far side of the border. Pascal, a Sudanese
refugee and father of five in his 50s, is also used to the
return trips between the town, the bed of the wadi and
the muddy wells. He first came to Chad about 15 years
ago and says that he “suffered” to be able to buy his
own donkey. The beast of burden was an investment that
has paid off, however, enabling Pascal to deliver water to
the townsfolk over the past two years and bring a small
sum home to his family.

Add bleach 
But he remains concerned about the quality of the

water. “To drink the water, you also have to add bleach,”
Pascal says. While water has become as rare as it is
valuable, the kind to be found around wadis is unsafe.
Traditional wells dug into the earth at the wadis provide
water that is often the same color as the soil. “The water
can be contaminated at various points, either at the
source, which may be unprotected, or during transport,
using receptacles which are inappropriate, dirty or
uncovered, and during storage and distribution,” says
Fabienne Mially, mission chief in Chad for the French aid

group Premiere Urgence Internationale (PUI). The NGO
supports 11 health centers in the Ouaddai region, where
awareness sessions on the importance of proper drink-
ing water are regularly organized. In Borota, a village
several hours’ drive from Hadjer Hadid, the head of the
local health center has no illusions. Of the six stand-
pipes in the village, none is working any more. “They
were installed by NGOs,” says the official, Koditog
Bokassa, who says that wadi water is the only available
source of water locally. He hands out sachets of bleach to
dilute in untreated water.

But Bokassa lacks the means to satisfy everybody and
PUI has become the sole supplier of bleach in central
parts. The state used to deliver some, but has not done so
for more than a year, he says. It is quite common to see
young people at the wadis drink directly from their cans.

‘Barely enough’ 
The town has holding basins and water towers

designed to retain water during the rainy season. “But the
holding basins are insufficient and the two water towers
broke down several years ago,” says local resident Hassan.
One trader has bought two barrels of 200 litres apiece,
which he leaves in the courtyard of his house. “It’s barely
enough for the children, but it’s better than nothing.” The
water deliverer Pascal does not have the money to buy a
drum of such munificence. For the seven members of his
household, there are seven 20-litre cans on the stoop. “I
haul water every day, but I have the same problem as
everyone else,” he said. — AFP 

In Haftar, analysts 
see ‘Moscow’s 
man’ in Libya 

Russia has said it is not taking sides in the fighting
in Libya but behind the scenes, experts say,
Moscow is firmly backing strongman Khalifa

Haftar. Haftar, whose forces launched a surprise assault
on the capital Tripoli last week, has visited Moscow, met
with senior officials and even speaks some Russian.
Moscow insists it backs no one in the North African
nation’s complex conflict and has called for calm on “all
sides” after Haftar launched an assault that has left
dozens dead and forced thousands to flee their homes.

But for Russian defense analyst Alexei Malashenko,
there is no doubt who Moscow favors in Libya.
“Russia supports Haftar, he came to Moscow and met
(Defense Minister Sergei) Shoigu, he speaks Russian,”
Malashenko said, referring to a 2017 visit. Moscow
needs to appear neutral and cannot openly back
Haftar for now, Malashenko said. But he added that
Russia is ready to throw its diplomatic weight behind
Haftar if he succeeds in taking Tripoli from the inter-
nationally backed Government of National Accord
(GNA). “It all depends on if he will be able to take
Tripoli, and if there will be a lot of bloodshed in doing
so,” Malashenko said.

Russia was a longtime ally of ex-Libyan leader
Muammar Gaddafi before his 2011 overthrow threw
the country into chaos. When NATO launched a mili-
tary campaign to support opposition forces against
Gaddafi, Russia along with China abstained in a UN
Security Council vote on the intervention. As Western
powers later built up ties with the GNA, Russia felt
cheated and moved to back Haftar after he returned
from 20 years of exile.

Private soldiers, arms supplies 
“Haftar is ideologically close to Russia,” said ana-

lyst Alexander Shumilin of the Centre for the Analysis
of Middle East Conflicts in Moscow. “He is supplied
with Russian weapons and gladly takes them. He is
Moscow’s man,” he said. In a sign of that support,
Moscow on Sunday blocked a UN Security Council
statement that would have called on forces loyal to
Haftar to halt their advance on Tripoli. It is not clear
how much concrete support Russia has given to the
strongman, but British newspapers The Sun and The
Telegraph reported that private Russian military con-
tractors have been deployed to Libya.

Citing intelligence and oil industry sources, the
papers said fighters from the Wagner private military
company - widely reported to have deployed in Syria
- were in Libya. — AFP

Incumbent President Joko Widodo (center left in white) and his running mate for the upcoming election Ma’ruf Amin (center right in white) parade during a campaign in
Tangerang in Banten province on April 7, 2019.  — AFP 

A hawker looks on after filling barrels with water in Hadjer
Hadid in the Ouaddai region in eastern Chad on March 24,
2019. — AFP 


