
PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron is
set to announce yesterday a partial withdrawal
of French troops deployed in the Sahel region of
Africa for almost a decade to battle jihadist in-
surgents, three sources with knowledge of the
plan told AFP. The issue is set to be discussed at
a defense council meeting ahead of a rare press
conference by Macron later in the day, the
sources said, asking not to be identified by name.
The French army declined to comment when
contacted by AFP.

France currently has 5,100 troops in the arid
and volatile Sahel region, which stretches across
Africa under the Sahara desert and spans half a
dozen countries. The Barkhane operation dates
back to an initial deployment undertaken from
January 2013 as Paris sought to respond to
growing instability in the region caused by Is-
lamist militants. For years Macron has tried to
get Western allies to help shoulder the burden
of an anti-terror fight that aims to stop Islamist
extremists from exploiting anger over poverty
and ineffective governments. The killing in April
of the veteran leader of Chad, a close Paris ally,
and a coup in Mali last month have also under-
lined the threat posed by continued political in-
stability in the region.

A jihadist foothold in the region could make

it easier to send over fighters to Europe to carry
out terror attacks, officials warn. But despite
some successes for France’s Barkhane force in-
cluding last year’s killing of Al-Qaeda in the Is-
lamic Maghreb (AQIM) leader Abdelmalek
Droukdel, insurgents have continued to carry
out deadly attacks.

And so far only a few hundred soldiers are
participating in the international Takuba task
force, including Estonians and Czechs, and
Macron has failed to secure significant contri-
butions from France’s larger European allies. A
joint anti-terror force by the G5 nations-Burkina
Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger-remains
plagued by a lack of equipment, funds and train-
ing. The anti-insurgency effort has cost the lives
of 50 French soldiers, prompting calls in France
for a review of Barkhane’s mission and specula-
tion that Macron was ready to bring some
troops home. “Changes that are likely to be sig-
nificant will be made to our military deployment
in the Sahel when the time comes, but they will
not be made immediately,” Macron said in Feb-
ruary after a video summit with the leaders of
the G5 countries. 

In the Sahel region itself the presence of
French forces is also rejected by some politicians
and locals as a colonial throwback. The an-

nouncement by Macron could force security in
the Sahel up the agenda of a meeting of G7 lead-
ers in Britain from Friday to Sunday, and a summit
of the NATO military alliance in Brussels on June
14. The Sahel is seen by many Western politicians
and experts as a major risk because of the grow-
ing strength of jihadist groups there, as well as its
role as a crossroads for arms and people-smug-

gling. Leaders of the G5 nations have warned
Macron in February they would be hard pressed
to keep insurgents from making further inroads
in case of a rapid French pullout. Since then, the
veteran leader of Chad and close French ally,
Idriss Deby Itno, has been killed, while Mali has
suffered a second coup in nine months that has
badly strained relations with Paris. — AFP 
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HOMBORI, Mali: In this file photo a French soldier secures a perimeter during a break in the military con-
voy’s trip between Gossi and Hombori ahead of the start of the French Barkhane Force operation in Mali’s
Gourma region. — AFP 

Protests erupt
in Sudan after 
Petrol subsidy cuts
KHARTOUM: Sudanese blocked streets
in Khartoum with burning tyres yesterday
to protest a government’s decision scrap-
ping subsidies on petrol and diesel that
more than doubled prices. Sudan’s econ-
omy has sunk further into a deep crisis
since the overthrow of longtime autocrat
Omar al-Bashir in April 2019, sparking fre-
quent demonstrations and risking social
unrest in a country in transition. The lifting
of subsidies, which took effect Tuesday,
saw the price of petrol shoot up from 150
Sudanese pounds ($0.34 cents) to 290
pounds per litre, while diesel went up from
125 to 285 pounds. 

It is the latest in reforms by Sudan’s
transitional government which vowed to fix
the economy, which had been crippled by
US sanctions under Bashir. Late Wednes-
day, an influential trade union group that
had spearheaded mass protests leading to
Bashir’s ouster, urged the Sudanese to
demonstrate against the “unjust” decision.
“We call on protesters to take to the
streets now and daily until these unjust de-
cisions are overturned,” the Sudanese pro-
fessionals association said in a Facebook

statement. Responding to that call, small
groups of protesters were seen blocking
streets in several Khartoum neighbor-
hoods yesterday with burning tyres.

Sudanese motorists queuing at petrol
stations to fill up, were also angry. “This
government should hand in its resignation.
It is unable to manage the country,” said
one of them, Sofian Ibrahim. Another mo-
torist, Haroun Mohamed, said: “We are liv-
ing a very bitter reality. The prices of
everything on the market will now shoot
up.” Finance Minister Gibril Ibrahim said
scrapping subsidies on petrol and diesel
was part of policies aimed at “serving the

interests of the Sudanese people and the
Sudanese economy”.

“Even if people bring down this gov-
ernment, the next one will also have no op-
tion but to go on this track to fix the
economy,” he told reporters late Wednes-
day. Sudan’s transitional government has
struggled to rebuild the economy and end
the country’s international isolation since
the ouster of Bashir, and hopes that re-
forms will make it eligible for an IMF debt
relief initiative that would help settle a
staggering $60 billion foreign debt. Since
April, inflation has soared over 360 per-
cent, according to official data. —AFP

KHARTOUM: Tuk-tuks (motorized rickshaws) and motorcycles queue-up for fuel at a petrol
station in Al-Amarat district of Sudan’s capital Khartoum yesterday. — AFP 

Outcry as Muslim 
lawmaker equates 
US with Hamas
WASHINGTON: Pressure mounted yesterday on US congress
woman Ilhan Omar as a Jewish group of fellow Democratic law-
makers called on her to clarify her remarks about “unthinkable
atrocities” committed by the United States, Hamas and the Tale-
ban. Omar, one of the first two Muslim women elected to the US
Congress, has antagonized or offended members of her Demo-
cratic Party in the past with comments that have been decried as
anti-Semitic or anti-Israel.

Her latest remarks led to a rare public letter of disapproval
from 12 House Democrats, who wrote that “equating the United
States and Israel to Hamas and the Taleban is as offensive as it is
misguided.” The United States and Israel are imperfect and, like
all democracies, at times deserving of critique, but false equiva-
lencies give cover to terrorist groups,” wrote the group, led by
Brad Schneider of Illinois. “We urge Congresswoman Omar to
clarify her words.” At a Monday House hearing Omar had grilled
Secretary of State Antony Blinken over accountability for victims
of crimes against humanity.

She then followed up with a tweet that read: “We have seen
unthinkable atrocities committed by the US, Hamas, Israel,
Afghanistan, and the Taleban.” In their letter the Jewish lawmakers
said Omar’s comments equating actions by a rule-of-law nation
and those of organizations that “engage in terrorism” potentially
“reflects deep-seated prejudice.” Omar, who was born in Somalia
and immigrated as a refugee in the mid-1990s, pushed back yes-
terday. “The islamophobic tropes in this statement are offensive,”
she tweeted. — AFP


