
Obiang: E Guinea’s 
iron-fisted leader 

 
LIBREVILLE: Confirmed for a sixth 
term as president, Teodoro Obiang 
Nguema Mbasogo has ruled oil-rich 
Equatorial Guinea since August 1979, 
overseeing a regime notorious for 
crushing dissent and fearing coups. 
The 80-year-old’s 43 years in power 
are the longest of any leader alive in 
the world today, with the exception of 
monarchs. 

He seized power from Francisco 
Macias Nguema, who in 1968 had 
become Equatorial Guinea’s first 
president upon independence from 
Spain and later declared himself pres-
ident for life. Macias - Obiang’s uncle 
- was executed by firing squad two 
months after the coup. Obiang’s 
opponents say that under his iron-
fisted, hermetic tenure, the country 
has become the “North Korea of 
Africa”. 

The regime’s ruthlessness is regu-
larly condemned by rights watchdogs, 
who have documented mass, arbitrary 
arrests, dissidents held in nightmarish 
prison conditions and frequent 
sweeps against suspected plotters. In 
a country where there is just a single 
authorized opposition party, Obiang 
exercises near-total political control. 
In 2016, he was re-elected with 93.7 
percent of the vote: this time, the offi-
cial result gave him 94.9 percent, on a 
turnout of 98 percent. 

 
Son in the wings 

Obiang’s son, Teodoro Nguema 

Obiang Mangue, known as Teodorin, 
is widely seen as his successor, and 
has ascended the ranks to the posi-
tion of vice president today. In an 
interview ahead of the 2016 vote, the 
elder Obiang told the French-lan-
guage Jeune Afrique magazine that 
this would be the last time he would 
run. “I have been in power for too 
long, but the people want me to be 
their president,” he said. Asked 
whether Teodorin was being groomed 
for power, he said: “Equatorial Guinea 
isn’t a monarchy... but if he’s got tal-
ent, there’s nothing I can do.” 

Speculation that he would hand 
over the reins in the upcoming vote 
gained pace as his public appear-
ances became rarer. But those expec-
tations were quashed after Teodorin 
was enveloped in scandals abroad 
and a conviction in France for ill-got-
ten gains - state assets acquired ille-
gally. France, Britain and the United 
States have ordered him to forfeit 
millions of dollars in assets, from 
mansions to luxury cars, while France 
also handed him a three-year sus-
pended sentence and a fine of 30 mil-
lion euros. 

The storm, coinciding with a down-
turn in oil revenue and the economic 
blow inflicted by COVID, may have 
prompted the elder Obiang’s inner cir-
cle to advise against leadership 
change. The PDGE unanimously chose 
Obiang as its candidate “because of 
his charisma, his leadership and his 
political experience”, Teodorin wrote 
on Twitter. The party’s election slogan, 
seen universally on posters and state 
TV, was “continuity”. 

Fear of coups 
Obiang graduated from military 

school while the country, as Spanish 
Guinea, was still under the rule of 
Spain’s fascist dictator, General 
Francisco Franco. He then held a 
string of key jobs, including head of 
the notorious Black Beach prison - a 
place of “living hell”, in the words of 
Amnesty International. His violent 
path to power has bequeathed a deep 
fear of coups. 

His bodyguard comprises soldiers 
who are members of his clan, but - for 
additional security - he has a close-
protection unit who are reputedly 
Israelis. Zimbabweans and Ugandans 
have also been brought in to help 
guard the presidential palace. Obiang 
says he has foiled at least 10 attempt-
ed coups and assassinations during 

his long spell in power, often blaming 
dissidents living in exile or “foreign 
powers”. The authorities closed the 
borders ahead of the elections to 
thwart suspected plotters. 

Obiang has been buttressed by the 
discovery of oil in territorial waters in 
mid-1996. The bonanza has turned 
Equatorial Guinea into sub-Saharan 
Africa’s third-richest country, in terms 
of per capita income. But the wealth 
is very unequally distributed - four-
fifths of the population of 1.4 million 
live below the poverty threshold 
according to World Bank figures for 
2006, the latest available. The country 
has a long-established reputation 
internationally for graft, ranking 172 
out of 180 nations on Transparency 
International’s 2021 Corruption 
Perceptions Index. —AFP

MALABO: A general view of a campaign billboard for Equatorial Guinea President, 
Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo in Malabo. —AFP

Man’s agony after  
five relatives died  
in Urumqi fire 

 
BEIJING: When a deadly fire broke 
out in China’s northwest Xinjiang 
region, triggering a wave of public 
anger over the country’s zero-COVID 
policy, Abdulhafiz Maimaitimin initially 
could not believe that it claimed five of 
his relatives’ lives. Ten people were 
killed and nine injured when the blaze 
ripped through a residential building in 
the regional capital Urumqi on 
Thursday night, with many blaming 
lengthy lockdowns for hampering res-
cue efforts. 

The tragedy spurred an outpouring 
of anger in Urumqi which has since 
swelled into a wave of large-scale 
protests and candlelit vigils in several 
major cities across China. Much of 
Xinjiang has been locked down for 
three months, as the remote region bat-
tles an uptick in COVID cases that have 
also surged nationwide. Maimaitimin, 
27, now living in exile in Switzerland, 
was stunned when he heard through a 
friend about the deaths of his 48-year-
old aunt, Haiernishahan Abdureheman, 
and four of her children aged between 
four and 13. 

“My arms and legs shook and I felt 
dizzy, I wanted to throw up. I couldn’t 
understand it,” Maimaitimin, a member 
of the Muslim Uyghur minority, told 
AFP from his home in Zurich. He lost 
contact with his aunt in May 2017, while 

Xinjiang was in the grip of a wide-
spread security crackdown which saw 
an estimated million Uyghurs arbitrarily 
detained in prisons and internment 
camps, some simply for speaking to rel-
atives overseas. 

“She was a housewife, her whole life 
was devoted to taking care of her kids 
and educating them well,” he said, 
bursting into tears. “Five years later I 
really could not imagine I would hear 
about my relatives in this way.” A photo 
of his aunt verified by Maimaitimin 
shows her sitting beside her four young 
children on a couch in a beautifully dec-
orated living room. “Now I still feel ter-
rible, I can’t cope,” he said. 

 
Three-hour blaze  

Online posts circulating on both 
Chinese and overseas social media plat-
forms since Friday have claimed that 
lengthy Covid lockdowns in Urumqi 
hampered rescue attempts. Social 
media videos show water sprayed from 
a fire engine parked outside the com-
pound barely reaching the burning win-
dows, while in another the dying 
screams of residents trapped inside can 
be heard. State media said the fire took 
three hours to be extinguished. 

City officials later claimed the apart-
ment was in a low-risk area where resi-
dents could leave their homes freely, but 
acknowledged there were cars and bol-
lards blocking the fire engine’s path. 
“Some residents had a weak ability to 
rescue themselves ... and did not carry 
out effective fire fighting or escape in 
time to rescue themselves,” Li 
Wensheng, head of the city fire rescue 

service, said Friday. However, some wit-
nesses and social media users later 
claimed the building’s doors were 
locked shut. 

In one viral screenshot of a resi-
dents’ chat group, Maimaitimin identi-
fied his other male cousin begging 
neighbors to save his mother and sib-
lings. “I can’t contact the people in 
(flat) 1901 and don’t know their cir-
cumstances, they can’t open the door. 
Can you break open the door? There 
are children inside,” read the texts 
from his surviving cousin, who was 
not in Urumqi at the time. 
Maimaitimin believes that his family 
were not rescued in time because 

they were Uyghur and l ived in a 
Uyghur-majority neighborhood in the 
city’s Tianshan district. 

Chinese officials have not yet 
revealed the identities of the 
deceased, but there is widespread 
online speculation that the real death 
toll was higher. A photo circulating on 
social media of the building’s charred 
remains showed blackened, destroyed 
windows on six floors of the building. 
“I will never trust the Chinese govern-
ment. If Uyghurs protested, they 
would choke them dead,” he said. “I 
think that protesters will be caught, 
and (Uyghurs) will be put under even 
stricter control. —AFP

URUMQI: People ride bicycles past barricades on a street next to Wulumuqi street (named 
for Urumqi in Mandarin) in Shanghai on November 28, 2022, a day after protests against 
China’s COVID-19 restrictions following a deadly fire in Urumqi, the capital of the 
Xinjiang region. —AFP  
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Established 1961 

KOYSINJAQ: The roof is caved in, a wall has exploded 
and broken glass litters the floor at a base of the exiled 
Kurdish-Iranian opposition in mountainous northern Iraq. 
“These are the regime’s missiles,” said Karim Farkhapour, 
a leader of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan 
(PDKI), with a revolver strapped to his traditional belt. 
“The Iranian regime has bombed us three times in less 
than two months.” The Islamic Republic of Iran has been 
torn by over two months of protests sparked by the death 
in custody of Kurdish-Iranian woman Mahsa Amini, 22. 

As Iranians have vented their anger at the regime, 
Tehran has blamed outside forces, and exiled Kurdish 
groups on whose bases it has rained down missiles and 
so-called suicide drones. The PDKI’s headquarters, 
dubbed “the Castle”, near the town of Koysinjaq, or Koya 
in Kurdish, looks like a desert mountain fort straight out of 
an adventure novel. 

 The movement settled there in 1993 during the era of 
former dictator Saddam Hussein, who was toppled in the 
2003 US-led invasion and executed three years later. 

Twelve PDKI members were killed and 20 wounded in 
the latest attacks on the site, said Farkhapour. PDKI mem-
bers have evacuated the fort, which remains heavily dam-
aged, with cables dangling from the library roof and books 
scattered on the floor. In another room, Farkhapour 
stepped gingerly through the rubble to reach a Kurdish 
flag that remained unscathed. “The Tehran regime is going 
to target us again,” he predicted grimly. “It’s not over, 
you’ll see.” 

 
‘Hide the truth’  

It was not the first time Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps has launched strikes against the PDKI or 
other groups in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Iranian government 
labels these factions “terrorists” accusing them of fuelling 

the civil unrest since the September 16 death of Amini, 
who had been arrested for allegedly breaching Iran’s strict 
dress code for women. Iran has accused the groups of 
importing weapons from Iraq across the porous border 
long used by smuggling networks. 

“False”, retorted Moustafa Mouloudi, another of the 
leaders of the PDKI in Koysinjaq. “There is absolutely no 
evidence that we have smuggled weapons from Iraq to 
Iran,” he said. “It’s a lie that the regime has made up to 
hide the truth from the people. The regime is the terrorist.” 
Iranian Kurdish groups such as the PDKI and Komala 
have long been in Tehran’s sights. Based in Iraqi Kurdistan 
since the 1980s with the blessing of Saddam, who was 
then at war with Iran, many follow a socialist doctrine. 

“We are a secular party and we fight for women’s 
rights,” said Farkhapour. Although analysts believe they 
have largely refrained from armed activities in recent 
years, they continue to actively campaign from exile. The 
PDKI denounces the discrimination suffered by Iran’s 
Kurdish minority, who make up some 10 million out of the 
country’s 83 million people. The group has demanded a 
fully democratic and federal Iran in which Kurdish 
provinces would have considerable autonomy. 

 
‘Living in fear’  

The group is tightly organized in a rigid hierarchy and 
demanded that AFP reporters stick closely to an official 
program for the visit. Within the PDKI, “we are free”, said 
Shaunem Hamzi, a 36-year-old activist who lives in 
Koysinjaq with her parents. Before the latest attacks, she 
lived in a PDKI camp about 500 meters from the citadel 
where some 200 families resided in single-storey cin-
derblock or concrete houses. 

However, the latest attacks, she said, “have been much 
stronger than the previous ones. The children, the families 

were very scared. The fear of getting killed is among us 
now.” Like the other inhabitants, Hamzi had to leave the 
camp and now frequently switches sleeping places. As an 
Iranian Kurdish woman, she strongly identifies with the 

protest movement rocking Iran. “If the regime even tem-
porarily makes us stop, the protest will surface again, 
because it is in our hearts,” she said passionately. “The 
protesters will never obey the regime’s rules.” —AFP

‘It’s not over’: Iranian Kurds  
in Iraq in Tehran’s crosshairs

12 PDKI members killed, 20 wounded in latest attacks

 

Who are Iranian  
Kurdish rebels in 
northern Iraq? 

 
BAGHDAD: Iranian-Kurdish rebel groups have for decades 
sought refuge in northern Iraq’s autonomous Kurdistan 
region, but they have recently come under fresh fire amid 
weeks of protests in the neighboring Islamic republic. In the 
wake of demonstrations sparked by the September 16 death 
in custody of Mahsa Amini - an Iranian woman of Kurdish 
origin - Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps has 
launched missile and drone strikes on the bases of Kurdish 
groups in northern Iraq. 

At least 17 people have been killed in these strikes 
since September, according to an AFP tally based on 
reported tolls. After previously waging an insurgency 
against the clerical state in Iran, the groups have largely 
abandoned combat activities in recent years to focus on 
political campaigning for long-sought rights for Kurds. 

 
Long-standing opposition 

Since the 1980s, Iranian Kurdish factions have made a 
home for themselves in Iraqi Kurdistan - often with the 
blessing of former dictator Saddam Hussein. Tehran class-
es these groups as “terrorist” and “separatist” organiza-
tions, accusing them of launching attacks on Iranian forces. 
But after decades of armed insurrection, they have heavily 
scaled back any military activity, while continuing to train 
fighters at bases in Iraqi Kurdistan’s mountainous regions. 

The oldest is the Democratic Party of Iranian 
Kurdistan (PDKI), which has repeatedly denied using 
Iraqi territory to launch attacks on Iran. 

 Rather, it says its political leadership is headquar-
tered in Iraq’s Kurdistan region. The party “fights to 
realise the national rights of Kurds through a federal and 
democratic Iran”, according to its website. The second-
largest is the Komala Party of Iranian Kurdistan, founded 
in 1969 by intellectuals and students in Tehran and 
Kurdish cities in Iran. Another target of the cross-border 
strikes is the Kurdistan Freedom Party (PAK), whose 
fighters were among the forces that helped drive out the 
Islamic State group from its former strongholds in Iraq. 
Also based in Iraq is the Kurdistan Free Life Party 
(PJAK), affiliated with the Kurdistan Workers Party 
(PKK). The PKK has waged an insurgency in Turkey and 
is considered a terrorist group by Ankara and its allies. 
Despite a fragile ceasefire in 2011, sporadic clashes have 
pitted the Kurdish rebels against Iranian forces. 

 
Political struggle 

The groups have supported demonstrations that 
broke out in Iran following the death of Mahsa Amini, 
after her arrest by the morality police for allegedly vio-
lating the Islamic republic’s strict dress code for women. 
Much of the activism has shifted to social media, where 
the Iranian-Kurdish factions in Iraq have been vocal in 
their support of the protests, sharing videos and relaying 
calls for general strikes. Before the demonstrations 
kicked off, there were frequent border crossings, says 
Adel Bakawan, director of the French Research Center 
on Iraq (CFRI). When these factions “wanted to carry 
out military action”, they would send smaller units across 
the border to Iran, he added. 

Today, the “PDKI and Komala are doing everything 
to avoid militarizing the protests”, as Tehran could use 
this to “justify” an even harsher crackdown, he said. The 
groups have long denounced discrimination faced by 
Iran’s Kurdish minority - about 10 million of the 83-mil-
lion-strong population - who adhere to Sunni Islam 
rather than the Shiite branch prevalent in the country. 
Iranian Kurds complain of a lack of local political repre-
sentation and an absence of economic development in 
the country’s Kurdish regions. Authorities have also 
banned them from teaching their language in schools. 

Iran’s foreign ministry spokesman Nasser Kanani 
has previously stressed that the Islamic republic wants 
“no threat to Iran’s security from Iraqi territory”. 
Iranian officials, who describe the recent protests as 
“riots”, have accused Kurdish rebel groups of partici-
pating in the unrest and of crossing into Iran to stage 
attacks. “Iran is looking for a scapegoat,” said analyst 
Fabrice Balanche. —AFP 

KOYE: A Kurdish man walks amidst the rubble in a school following Iranian cross-border attacks in the town of Koye 
(Koysinjaq), 100Km east of Arbil, the capital of the autonomous Kurdish region of northern Iraq. —AFP


