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NAIROBI, Kenya: The commander-in-chief of the Tigray 
rebel forces has said that 65 percent of his forces have 
“disengaged”, a month after a ceasefire agreement over 
Ethiopia’s war-torn northern region. “We have started dis-
engagement and relocation of our forces from battlelines... 
out of our forces, 65 percent of them have passed through 
this process, disengaging from battlelines and moved to 
designated places,” General Tadesse Worede, chief of staff 
of Tigray’s fighters, told reporters on Saturday. 

Tigray’s authorities had been resisting central rule for 
months when Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed 
accused their leadership of attacking federal army camps 
and sent troops into the region in 2020. 

The conflict between the Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front (TPLF) and pro-Abiy forces-which include regional 
militias and the Eritrean army-has caused an untold num-
ber of deaths, forced more than two million people from 
their homes and driven hundreds of thousands to the brink 
of famine. The two parties signed a peace deal in South 
Africa in November that agreed to a cessation of hostili-
ties and unfettered aid into Tigray, as well as the disarming 
of TPLF fighters and re-establishment of federal authority 
over Tigray. 

But Tadesse said there were still “forces in the areas 
that don’t want peace”, apparently referring to Eritrean 
soldiers and other regional Ethiopian militia. “The prob-
lems they are creating and the abuses they’re committing 
on the population isn’t secret, so we’ve paused to some 
extent (our disengagement) in some places (to prevent) 
them from entering into new areas and continuing their 
atrocities on the population.” 

His troops would not “100 percent” disengage until the 
threat was reduced, he added. The ceasefire makes no 

mention of the presence on Ethiopian soil or any possible 
withdrawal of Eritrean troops, who have backed Abiy’s 
forces and been accused of atrocities. 

 
Aid access  

Rebel fighters had “started collecting our heavy 
weaponry and putting it in one area”, he said, adding there 
were currently no international monitors or observers 
present on the ground. “But we’re implementing the 
agreement as we should, and the (monitors) can observe 
at whichever stage they arrive,” he added. 

The UN’s health agency said Friday that it still cannot 
get unfettered access to bring humanitarian aid into the 
war-torn region, and that just a trickle of aid had managed 
to get into Tigray so far. World Health Organization offi-
cials also raised concerns for areas that are still under the 
control of troops from neighbouring Eritrea. 

“That peace process has not yet resulted in the kinds 
of full access, unfettered access and the massive scale-up 
of medical and health assistance that the people of Tigray 
need,” WHO emergencies chief Michael Ryan told a press 
conference. “We’ve been a long time waiting to get access 
to these desperate people.” Restoring aid deliveries to 
Tigray was a key part of the agreement to end the two-
year war that has killed untold numbers of people and 
unleashed a humanitarian crisis. 

The region was isolated from the world for over a year, 
and faced severe shortages of medicines and limited 
access to electricity, banking and communications. The 
UN’s World Food Programme said this week that an esti-
mated 13.6 million people across Tigray and its neighbour-
ing regions of Amhara and Afar were dependent on 
humanitarian aid as a result of the war.  —AFP
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Conflict force millions from their homes, drives hundreds of thousands to the brink of famine

 

Burkina Faso  
suspends French  
broadcaster RFI 

 
OUAGADOUGOU, Burkina Faso: Burkina Faso 
on Saturday ordered the immediate suspension of 
Radio France Internationale (RFI) broadcasts, 
accusing it of putting out a “message of intimida-
tion” attributed to a “terrorist chief”. 

It is the second West African country under 
military rule, after Mali, to take the French broad-
caster off the airwaves this year. RFI had con-
tributed to “a desperate manoeuvre of terrorist 
groups” to dissuade thousands of Burkinabe citi-
zens mobilised for the defence of the country, said 
Burkinabe government spokesman Jean 
Emmanuel Ouedraogo. 

At the beginning of the week, the Al-Qaeda-
affiliated Support Group for Islam and Muslims 
(GSIM) threatened in a video to attack villages 
defended by the pro-government VDP militia in 
Burkina Faso. 

The VDP are civilian volunteers given two 
weeks’ military training to work alongside the 
army carrying out surveillance, information-gath-
ering or escort duties. The government had 
already, on November 3, protested the contents of 
the French broadcaster’s reports, said the govern-
ment statement. 

“Considering everything that has happened 
before, the government has decided on the imme-
diate suspension, until further notice, of the 
broadcasting of Radio France Internationale’s 
programmes.” 

The government also accused RFI of having 
relayed “misleading information” suggesting the 
leader of the Burkinabe junta, Captain Ibrahim 
Traore, had said there had been an attempted 
coup against him. 

 
‘Unfounded accusations’  

RFI’s management, in a statement late 
Saturday, said it “deeply deplores this decision 
and protests against the totally unfounded accu-
sations calling into question the professionalism 
of its stations”. The decision to cut off RFI’s 
broadcasting service “was taken without prior 
notice and without implementing the procedures... 
drawn up by Burkina Faso’s Higher Council for 
Communication,” it added. 

The France Medias Monde group, to which 
RFI belongs, “will explore all avenues to restore 
RFI’s broadcasting, and reiterates its unwavering 
commitment to the freedom to inform and the 
professional work of its journalists,” the state-
ment added. 

According to RFI, the radio station is heard 
every week in Burkina Faso by more than 40 per-
cent of the population and “more than 70 percent 
of opinion leaders”. An AFP journalist in 
Ouagadougou confirmed that the French radio 
station could no longer be heard by late afternoon. 

The Burkinabe government nevertheless said it 
wanted to “reaffirm to national and international 
opinion its attachment to freedom of the press and 
opinion” and “the public’s right to information”, 
while exhorting media to “respect the rules and 
principles laid down in this area in our country”. 

Burkina Faso has experienced two military 
coups this year, driven by army officers angered 
at the failure to tackle the threat from jihadist 
groups. It becomes the second west African 
nation to ban RFI this year after Mali, another 
country under the rule of a military junta and 
fighting jihadist forces. 

In March, the ruling junta in Mali announced 
the suspension of the broadcasting authorisation 
granted to RFI and France 24, after they published 
accounts implicating Mali’s army in abuses 
against civilians.  —AFP

Ex-hostages of  
DR Congo reunited  
with families 

 
BENI, DR Congo: Fifty-seven former hostages of a rebel 
group in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, some 
young women used as sex slaves, were reunited with their 
families Saturday, AFP correspondents saw. 

They were freed last weekend after a large-scale 
Congolese-Ugandan military operation allowed them to 
escape the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), one of dozens 
of armed groups in the volatile region. The Ugandan and 
Congolese armies have led an offensive against the ADF in 
the eastern provinces of North Kivu and Ituri for more 
than a year. 

The former hostages, mostly women, were reunited 
with their families during a ceremony in Beni territory in 
North Kivu. “Kavira”-not her real name-just 15, said the 
ADF kidnapped 25 people in her village of Kikingi, around 
70 kilometres (43 miles) from Beni, in August last year. 

“Some were killed, others are still there,” she told AFP. 
“I was raped every day by a man they chose for me as a 
husband. It was that or death.” Euphrasie, 15, whose real 
identity is also being protected, was kidnapped in a hospi-
tal in nearby Lume. The rebels tied her up and carried her 
off. 

“After three weeks, they gave me the commander as a 
husband, a Tanzanian called Tsalamana,” she said as she 
saw her family again. A grateful and emotional Jeff 
Manyama, whose 22-year-old daughter was also seized in 
the hospital raid, told AFP he was “living in despair, the 
mother killed, the child taken away”. 

Another father, Fredy Kuko, also expressed his thank-

fulness after his daughter was seized in a field in June 2020 
aged 12. “We had no hope of seeing her again,” he said. 
The ADF, presented by the Islamic State group as its 
Central African affiliate, have been accused of massacring 
civilians in eastern Congo and carrying out attacks in 

neighbouring Uganda. 
Mineral-rich eastern DR Congo has been the scene of 

fighting between government troops, a host of militia 
groups and even soldiers from neighbouring countries for 
three decades.  —AFP

ADDIS ABABA, Ethiopia: This handout photo taken and distributed by the Ethiopian Prime Minister’s Office on December 
1, 2022 shows United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres (L) meeting with Ethiopia Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed 
at Prime Minister’s office in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.  —AFP

BENI, DR Congo: Soldiers of the Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of Congo (FARDC) are seen on a patrol vehicle in Beni 
on December 3, 2022. Fifty-seven ex-hostages of the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) rebels, mostly women, some of whom, very 
young, were returned to their families.  —AFP

Love behind bars:  
Russia imprisoned  
poet and fiancee 

 
MOSCOW: In a Moscow prison where he is held for recit-
ing an anti-war poem in public, Artyom Kamardin scribbled 
some hearts in a letter to his girlfriend Alexandra Popova. 
Showing AFP a scan of the letter on her computer, Popova 
bursts into laughter, pointing at what looks like a potato 
with legs. “This is a cat,” her prisoner boyfriend had written 
next to his drawing. Popova, 28, giggles looking at it. She 
even got the clumsy drawing tattooed on her arm to “keep 
a bit of Artyom forever” on her body, she said. Unless, she 
jokes, someone was to “cut her skin off.” 

Her boyfriend Kamardin, 32, says police officers raped 
him when they arrested him for reading out the poem 
against President Vladimir Putin’s military attack on 
Ukraine. Her tattoo and dark humour helps Popova shield 
herself from the horror unleashed on the couple. 

Many families have been torn apart and separated by 
Putin’s decision to send troops to Ukraine on February 24. 
Thousands are grieving loved ones, others are painfully 
separated by military mobilisation or forced exile. As for 
Kamardin and Popova, it’s the repressive machine that has 
turned their lives into hell. 

 
Sexual assault and forced apologies  

On September 26, masked officers barged into the 
young couple’s flat. They grabbed the poet and took him to 

a separate room. There, as he told his lawyer, he was beaten 
and raped with a barbell. Popova, meanwhile, said officers 
had threatened her with “gang rape”, hit her and sprayed 
superglue on her cheeks and mouth. 

Immediately after the detention, Kamardin was forced to 
film an apology video-a common punishment in authoritari-
an regimes, but still rare in Moscow. Popova says her 
boyfriend has been receiving threats of sexual assault in 
prison. The couple has pressed charges and in November 
Russia’s Investigative Committee said it was checking pos-
sible “abuse of power”, according to a document seen by 
AFP. Popova remains traumatised by the ordeal. 

“I keep thinking that someone is going to kick the door 
down when I’m at home, that I am being followed or 
tapped,” she says. “I know it’s paranoia, that it’s not real, but 
I have lost any sense of security.” 

On the eve of his arrest, Kamardin went to the statue of 
poet Vladimir Mayakovsky in central Moscow, where dissi-
dents have been gathering since the Soviet era. There, he 
recited his poem entitled “Kill me, militia man!”-an insult to 
pro-Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine. 

During his performance, Kamardin also shouted offen-
sive slogans against the imperial “New Russia” project aim-
ing to annex the south of Ukraine. “His poetry is quite bru-
tal, but he is a very sweet guy,” Popova says. 

She has learned the legal article with which Kamardin 
was charged with by heart, reciting it like a poem: “article 
282, part 2, point A.” It corresponds to “inciting hatred with 
violence of the threat of its use” and carries a maximum 
sentence of six years. 

 
Prison wedding  

The two met at a protest in 2019. They were initially 
friends but “love is unescapable,” she smiled. Back then, she 

worked for the opposition party Yabloko. He was an engi-
neer with a passion for poetry. They both lived within the 
Moscow liberal bubble, where politicised artists, journalists 
and activists mingled. 

“It’s a way of life, not simply a hobby,” Popova said. But 
their bubble burst when the Ukraine offensive was launched 
and repression intensified. Many fled, and thousands of 
fines and hundreds of prison sentences were handed out to 
those who denounced the military operation. 

Kamardin and Popova were detained at an anti-war 
protest in spring. He got fined and she spent 25 days in 
detention. Both now want to get married in prison. This 
would make it easier for Popova to visit Kamardin, who she 
has not seen since his arrest. She was hoping to see him on 
November 24 at pre-trial detention hearing, where AFP 
saw her again. —AFP 

Australia charges  
extradited Islamic  
State suspect 

 
MELBOURNE, Australia:  Australian police 
charged a high-profile Islamic State suspect with 
six terrorism-related offences Sunday, two days 
after he was extradited from Turkey, officials said. 
Neil Christopher Prakash, 31, was accused of 
offences including engaging in hostile activity 
overseas, supporting a terrorist organisation, and 
advocating terrorism, police said. 

He was charged in Melbourne by a counter-
terrorism team after landing in Australia on Friday 
following his extradition, federal police said in a 
statement. The allegations carry maximum penal-
ties ranging from five years to life imprisonment. 

Police released a video that showed officers in 
black balaclavas at Melbourne airport removing 
Prakash from a plane and escorting him across 
the tarmac to a waiting car. Prakash was arrested 
in Turkey in 2016 after crossing into the country 
from Syria. 

He was sentenced in 2019 to seven years in 
prison by a Turkish court, which found him guilty 
of belonging to a terrorist organisation. Prakash 
was stripped of his Australian citizenship in 2018. 
Police have worked “tirelessly” to bring him 

before the courts, said Australian Federal Police 
Assistant Commissioner Sandra Booth. 

Authorities estimate about 230 Australians 
have travelled to Iraq and Syria to take up arms 
since 2012 — Prakash being one of the most 
prominent examples. He featured in IS recruiting 
videos in which he urged Australians to “wake 
up” and join the group. 

Prakash was described by former conservative 
prime minister Malcolm Turnbull as one of the 
“key financiers or organisers” for IS in the Middle 
East. Former Australian attorney-general George 
Brandis in 2016 said Prakash had been killed in 
Iraq following a targeted US air strike. It was lat-
er determined that he was wounded but survived 
the blast.  —AFP

MOSCOW, Russia: Alexanda Popova, 28, shows a photograph 
of her jailed friend Artyom Kamardin, 32, during an interview 
with AFP journalists in Moscow.  —AFP


