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We’ll see you
in a few weeks
The Continent is two years and
82 editions old. We started
with the belief that people –
you – want to read quality
journalism from and about
Africa. Our continent. It has
been a giant experiment, using
encrypted chat platforms to
get the weekly newspaper to
people in over 100 countries.
By sharing this newspaper, you
have grown our readership
from the few dozen people we
sent it to at first to some 18,000
subscribers – and many more
weekly readers.
We are a small core team.
There are no bots. Just nine
humans. We are learning and
adjusting as we go. One of the
things we’ve bumped into is the
WhatsApp sharing algorithm
(yes, there really is one) which
can mean that a small number
of people don’t get an edition in
a week – please tell us if this
happens to you by messaging
the WhatsApp line directly. We’ll
get you sorted right away.
Right. We’re taking a break
for a few weeks. In May, we’ll
be back for our third year and
Season Six. See you then.

COVER: It has taken nearly
four decades, but Thomas
Sankara’s killers have
finally been convicted (p14).
We remember his life and his
pan-Africanist legacy (p15).

Inside:

■ Ethiopia: How to prove a war
crime (p8)
■ South Africa: Another year,
another afrophobic killing (p10)
■ Music: Angélique Kidjo is the
queen (p17)
■ South Sudan: The (very) slow
train to the north (p19)
■ Review: Fear and loathing in
Lagos (p23)
■ Afrobarometer: Does anyone
else actually pay any tax? (p25)

Get the latest edition of The Continent, plus every back issue
(all 81 of them!) on thecontinent.org
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SOMALIA

SUDAN

PM and president
quarrel over AU rep

First Darfur trial
begins at The Hague

On Thursday, the office of Somalia’s
prime minister, Mohamed Hussein
Roble, gave the African Union
representative 48 hours to leave the
country, saying he had engaged in “acts
incompatible with his status”. This came
after a leaked audio recording in which
the representative appears to express
support for Somali president Mohamed
Abdullahi Mohamed. Mohamed and
Roble are locked in a bitter power
struggle. The president reacted with
a Twitter statement saying he is the
custodian of Somalia’s sovereignty
and the expulsion order was an
“illegitimate and reckless decision by
an unauthorised office”.

Ali Muhammad Ali Abd–Al-Rahman is
the first person to be tried at The Hague
for war crimes in the Darfur conflict
in Sudan. He is alleged to have been a
senior commander of the Janjaweed
militia, the feared horse-riding army
that conducted ethnic cleansing of the
Fur, Masalit and Zaghawa peoples of
Darfur. In the trial, which began on
Tuesday, Al-Rahman – also known
as Ali Kushayb – is charged with 31
counts of war crimes and crimes
against humanity. The Janjaweed were
deployed by the Arab-dominated
government in Khartoum to counter an
insurgency in the mostly black farming
communities of Darfur.

FIGHT FAKE NEWS
WITH REAL NEWS.
Disinformation is often shared on closed networks
like WhatsApp. That’s why The Continent exists.
Help us fight fake news by subscribing to high
quality journalism, and share that instead.
Get your copy delivered to
your phone or inbox every
Saturday. And if you like
what you read, forward
it to your friends, family
and colleagues – not
indiscriminately, but only
with people who might
appreciate it.

HOW TO SUBSCRIBE
Email: TheContinent@
mg.co.za with
‘SUBSCRIBE’ in the
subject box
WhatsApp/Signal: Save
+27 73 805 6068 on your
phone, and send us a
message saying ‘NEWS’

Share real news.

with
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MUSIC

Afrobeats charts a
new path into the US
The United States-based magazine
Billboard, which tabulates popular
music in the country as well as
internationally, has launched a chart
dedicated to Afrobeats, in partnership
with music festival and global brand
Afro Nation. The chart uses a weighted
formula to rank the 50 best Afrobeats
songs in the US every week. “As with
much of the world, Afrobeats has
grown tremendously as a genre in
America and we are proud to showcase
the top songs and artists with this
new weekly ranking,” said a Billboard
executive.
WEST AFRICA

MADAGASCAR

Superhighway set to
link Abidjan to Lagos

State freezes price
of essential goods

The African Development Bank
recently announced that it secured
$15.6-billion in funding for a 1,081km
highway that will run from Abidjan
in Côte d’Ivoire, to Lagos in Nigeria,
via Benin, Togo and Ghana. Expected
to reach completion by 2025, the
project by Ecowas is one of several
ambitious undertakings by regional
blocs to connect their member states.
The West African community has six
cross-border road projects, covering
1,504km in total.

As the Ukraine-Russia crisis drives up
fuel prices and, in turn, freight costs,
countries across Africa are seeing a
sharp rise in the prices of the goods
they import. The Malagasy government
has reacted to this by freezing the
prices of a number of essential goods
including cement, floor, rice, sugar, oil
and gas. In mid-March, Egypt froze the
price of bread and about a week later,
a court gave its government the right
to shut down bakeries that breach the
freeze, for three months.
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UNITED STATES

Sorry, Ms Jackson:
This first is overdue

BFFs: Presidents Paul Kagame of
Rwanda and Hakainde Hichilema of
Zambia. Photo: Twitter/HHichilema

On Thursday, Ketanji Brown Jackson
became the first black woman to be
appointed to the Supreme Court
– America’s highest court. Her
nomination was ferociously opposed
by members of the Republic Party,
who accused her of being “soft” on
child pornographers and sympathetic
to terrorists – despite her record
being consistent with the white, male
judges appointed by the Republican
Party’s own president Donald Trump.
Current President Joe Biden said that
Jackson’s appointment was a historic
milestone that “should have happened
generations ago”.

RWANDA-ZAMBIA

Burying the hatchet
Rwanda’s President Paul Kagame
was in Zambia this week on a twoday visit that combined business and
pleasure with his Zambian counterpart,
Hakainde Hichilema. The two
countries signed seven bilateral trade
and cooperation agreements, and the
two presidents visited the Victoria
Falls and Mosi-oa-Tunya national
park together. Two years ago, RwandaZambia relations cooled after a suspect
in the high-profile terrorism trial of
Paul Rusesabagina claimed that Zambia
had pledged $1-million to aid rebel
activities.

SOUTH AFRICA

RIP Covid: State of
disaster cancelled
After 750 days in lockdown, President
Cyril Ramaphosa on Monday lifted
South Africa’s national state of disaster.
He said the declaration of the national
state of disaster on 15 March 2020
had allowed the government to take
measures that had prevented many
people from becoming severely ill and
had saved countless lives. Travellers
entering South Africa still need to show
proof of vaccination or a negative PCR
test not older than 72 hours.

Looking after the
planet and its people.
That’s Africanacity.
visit absa.africa to learn more
Authorised Financial Services Provider Registered Credit Provider Reg No NCRCP7
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Analysis
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Documenting ethnic cleansing
in Western Tigray
How do you prove war crimes in an area that is
inaccessible to journalists and rights groups?
Simon Allison

I

n November 2020, when the
Ethiopian government launched its
“law enforcement operation” against the
northern Tigray region, human rights
organisations were caught off guard.
So were journalists and humanitarians:
Tigray was a peaceful and prosperous part
of Ethiopia, no one was prepared for it to
become the epicentre of a civil war.
“We didn’t have great contacts there;
we had to build them up. We didn’t have
people that spoke Tigrayan. And we were
not even able to get access to Ethiopia,”
said one researcher at Human Rights
Watch, whose name we’re withholding as
she’s not authorised to speak to the media.
Instead, Human Rights Watch sent a
team to Sudan, to the makeshift camps on
the border that hosted tens of thousands
of Tigrayan refugees. So did Amnesty
International. There, researchers spoke
to people who had fled the conflict, with
the help of translators and fixers.
Even this was fraught with
complications. Amid intense fear and
suspicion, it took time to win trust. Some
refugees had already spoken to journalists,
and were tired of reliving their trauma –

especially when, as the war dragged on,
there was no evidence to suggest that
doing so made anything better.
Nonetheless, from the more than 400
interviews conducted during five trips,
researchers built up a harrowing picture
of what was going on in parts of Tigray –
particularly Western Tigray – that remain
almost entirely isolated from the outside
world. The scale of the atrocities, and the
difficulty of the research, was so immense
that Human Rights Watch and Amnesty
agreed to work together on a joint report –
an unprecedented collaboration from two
organisations normally in competition
with each other for attention and funding.
On a massive spreadsheet, they
documented the stories of each
interviewee, cross-referencing names and
dates to corroborate individual accounts.
Because of the communications
blackout imposed by the Ethiopian
government – including confiscating
the phones of anyone trying to leave the
conflict area – photo and video evidence
was scarce, but the few images that do exist
further confirmed the oral testimonies. So
too did satellite imagery, which showed
troop movements and destroyed villages
and buildings.
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As all the evidence came into focus,
the researchers reached a terrible,
inescapable conclusion: In Western
Tigray, government officials from the
Amhara ethnic group were engaged in “a
relentless campaign of ethnic cleansing to
force Tigrayans in Western Tigray from
their homes,” in the words of Human
Rights Watch’s executive director, Ken
Roth, and used war crimes and crimes
against humanity to achieve their aims.
The details are harrowing. A litany of
mass killings, extrajudicial executions,
sexual violence, arbitrary detention and
torture, all compounded by the deliberate
denial of medical care and humanitarian
assistance. “They kept telling us that
Tigrayans deserve to be starved … to
death,” said one 72-year-old Tigrayan
farmer, speaking about the Amhara
militia guards who kept him and countless
others in detention.
Not the whole picture
Despite their findings, researchers fear
this is just the tip of a brutal, bloodstained iceberg. “Even though this is
probably the most in-depth reporting
on Western Tigray to date, I don’t think
it’s a comprehensive report,” said the
researcher. “Afar hasn’t received as much
attention. Within Tigray, in eastern
Tigray, we just don’t have a clear sense.
These are areas where Eritrean forces were
in control; I think there are a lot of gaps.”
Ethiopia’s government was quick to
cast doubt on the contents of the report.
While promising to carefully examine
its contents, it said that it is “concerned
about the ethnic undertones of the

Illustration: John Holmes/Human
Rights Watch

report that seem to apportion blame
disproportionately while trying to
exculpate others”.
But the country’s own human rights
watchdog appeared to validate the
findings. A spokesperson for the Ethiopian
Human Rights Commission – whose
head, Daniel Bekele, previously held
senior roles at both Amnesty and Human
Rights Watch – said: “Despite the obvious
limitations of remote investigation and
some language variations by human rights
organisations, the findings of this report
… are consistent with what has been
documented and reported by EHRC.”
Since its release on Wednesday, the
report has received plenty of high-profile
media attention. But media coverage
alone won’t change anything.
“Concerned governments need to
help bring an end to the ethnic cleansing
campaign, ensure that Tigrayans are able
to safely and voluntarily return home, and
make a concerted effort to obtain justice
for these heinous crimes,” said Agnès
Callamard, Amnesty International’s
secretary general. ■
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South Africa
Zimbabwean
migrant killed
by xenophobes
Africans from nearby
countries are paying with
their lives for the state’s
failure to improve lives,
amid populist politicians’
inflammatory rhetoric.
Kiri Rupiah in Johannesburg

H

ours after Police Minister Bheki
Cele visited Diepsloot, a densely
populated low-income neighbourhood
north of Johannesburg, all that was left
of the violence against Elvis Nyathi were
streaks of blood on a wall near his home.
Police said a mob had gone door
to door at around 9pm on Wednesday,
demanding passports from suspected
foreigners. When they encountered
Nyathi, he fled. The group chased after
him and killed him.
The Zimbabwean national, a father
of four, has become the latest victim of
South Africa’s cyclic Afrophobic violence.
Nyathi was assaulted with a number of
implements, among them a golf club,
before being set on fire. Nyathi’s wife, who

was also attacked, has gone into hiding.
His murder is reminiscent of the 2015
violence in which Emmanuel Sithole, a
Mozambican, became the seventh person
to die in that wave of xenophobia, stabbed
in the heart in full view of two journalists.
South Africa saw its worst xenophobic
violence in 2008 when over 60 people
were killed and hundreds displaced.
Yet politicians persist in fanning the
flames. During last year’s municipal
election campaigns, candidates across the
board used coded and sometimes even
overt language to inflame xenophobia.
In January, Julius Malema, a party
leader previously seen as a pan-Africanist,
made a public show of intimidating
migrant waiters at restaurants in Gauteng;
and minor opposition politician Gayton
McKenzie led raids on migrant-owned
businesses in the Eastern Cape.
Online, hashtags such as
#PutSouthAfricansFirst show how
normalised anti-migrant rhetoric has
become. Offline, Operation Dudula –
the anti-migrant vigilante group and its
leader Nhlanhla “Lux” Dlamini – enjoys
widespread support.
The state has not addressed the social
and economic problems that continue to
drive this violence cycle. Infrastructure
and services are crumbling because of
corruption, maladministration, austerity
measures and learned helplessness, as the
municipal elections revealed. ■
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Mali
Bristly Ecowas
ignores Uemoa
sanction order
The West African group
has laughed off a court
order from the regional
monetary union to drop
its restrictions on Mali
Francis Kokutse

W

est Africa’s main country grouping,
the Economic Community of
West African States (Ecowas), is trying
to use sanctions to force coup leaders in
three countries to commit to elections.
But the 15 member states all have other
loyalties, too.
Last month, the Burkina Faso-based
court overseeing the West African
Economic and Monetary Union, more
commonly known by its French acronym
Uemoa, ordered its eight members not
to follow the sanctions on Mali. Those
nations – Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte
d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau, Niger, Senegal,
Togo and Mali – are also part of Ecowas.
Ecowas imposed sanctions, and closed
borders, in an attempt to force a return to
elected leadership in Mali, Burkina Faso

and Guinea. The bloc’s president, JeanClaude Kassi Brou, said the sanctions
must be respected by all the countries in
the region. “It was Ecowas that imposed
the sanctions; it is only Ecowas that can
lift them.”
Lawyers from Mali filed two
complaints with Uemoa’s court to seek
a repeal of the sanctions, as well as
suspension of their implementation. They
argued the sanctions were having a severe
impact on Mali’s citizens.
Separately, the Belgium-based
Committee for the Abolition of
Illegitimate Debt said the sanctions were
“illegal” and “fall outside the framework”
of the Ecowas founding treaty. The
committee said the treaty did not provide
for the closure of borders, the recall of
ambassadors or financial sanctions.
Just a day after the monetary union
court’s order, Ecowas issued a statement
declaring a unanimous decision to
continue the sanctions. ■

Echo what? Down with La Cedeao, the
Malian man’s sign says. That’s French
for Ecowas. Photo: Florent Vergnes/AFP
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Mozambique
Zimbabwe
has entered
the chat. Will
it revitalise
SADC’s shaky
intervention?
NEWS ANALYSIS
Luis Nhachote in Maputo

W

hile Rwandan forces continue
to keep the Islamist-inspired
insurgency at bay in the northeastern
corner of the Mozambican province of
Cabo Delgado, a smaller force contributed
by members of the SADC – the Southern
African Development Community –
is spread thinly across the rest of the
conflict-hit region.
It is struggling to replicate the
Rwandans’ success.
A senior Mozambican source told The
Continent that the SADC force is made up
of several armies with different levels of
combat readiness, and different dynamics.
The regional bloc’s troops don’t have
the combat experience that Rwandan
forces gained from their interventions in
the Democratic Republic of Congo.

The mission is also meant to enter a
less intense phase. A summit was due to
take place this week, between the heads
of government that make up the SADC’s
Organ on Politics Defence and Security,
as well as Mozambique. This meeting
would have discussed the mission
and its scheduled “de-escalation” to a
peacekeeping mandate.
But the meeting was postponed at the
last minute, due – according to South
Africa’s foreign affairs minister – to a
scheduling clash in the agendas of the
presidents of Botswana and Mozambique.
Botswana’s president, it seems, had
a very important diamond mine to
inaugurate. Mozambique’s Filipe Nyusi
had to stay home to receive a visit from
his neighbour, Zimbabwe’s President
Emmerson Mnangagwa.
Z imb abwe is not c ur rent ly
contributing troops to the SADC
Mission in Mozambique, but the timing
of this trip – and the fact that it took
precedence over the SADC summit
meeting – suggests that may be about to
change.
“My reading is that the government
of Mozambique is now looking to see
how [the mission] can be strengthened,
and Zimbabwe is an important potential
addition,” Alex Vines, head of the Africa
Programme at Chatham House, told The
Continent, adding: “This would explain
the sequencing of meetings.” ■
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Comment

In Malawi,
journalists
are the new
pangolins
Golden Matonga

P

angolins are the world’s most
trafficked animal – and face
extinction as a result. Nowhere is their
plight more acute than in Malawi, where
heavy penalties for traffickers have turned
pangolins into a national obsession.
This week, though, a new endangered
species emerged. My colleague and boss,
Gregory Gondwe, perhaps Malawi’s
foremost investigative journalist and
head of the Platform for Investigative
Journalism – a non-profit independent
investigative journalism centre – was
arrested by the police, who later said that
he was merely detained for “an interview”.
Police also took away Gondwe’s
laptops and phones after he refused to
divulge the identity of a source in a recent
investigative story. This article exposed
how the country’s new administration,
led by President Lazarus Chakwera –
who campaigned on an anti-corruption
ticket – was continuing to service a dodgy
contract with businessman Zuneth Sattar,
the subject of multiple corruption probes.
The article angered many powerful
people, particularly, the country’s
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attorney-general, Thabo Nyirenda.
The exposé revealed that despite
Nyirenda’s tough talk on Sattar – publicly
announcing the termination of all Sattar’s
public contracts – the attorney-general
was continuing to approve payments for
Sattar’s companies behind the scenes.
The attorney-general warned that
action would be taken against the
whistleblower for the article.

Police also took away
Gondwe’s laptops and
phones after he refused
to divulge the identity
of a source for a recent
investigation the outlet
had published
After six hours in police custody,
and amid pressure from media rights
watchdogs, civil society, and the
international community, Gondwe was
released. However, his devices remained
in the hands of the police for the night,
which could spell serious trouble for his
sources for both published and ongoing
investigations, and discourage potential
future whistleblowers from coming
forward.
The incident underscores the risks
faced by journalists in Malawi – but also
reaffirms the importance of our work. ■
Golden Matonga is the Investigations Director
for the Platform for Investigative Journalism
and a regular contributor to The Continent.
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Burkina Faso
Thomas
Sankara’s
murderers
convicted
But former president
Blaise Compaoré is
not around to serve
his life sentence
Moussa Diallo in Ouagadougou

O

n We dnes day, a cour t in
Ouagadougou confirmed what most
Burkinabè already knew to be true: that
Thomas Sankara was murdered in 1983
by former President Blaise Compaoré,
and by the 12 others who were convicted.
Sankara, widely revered as a pioneer of
pan-African thought, was just 37 when he
was killed, and had only been president
for four years (after himself assuming
power in a coup).
After seizing power, Compaoré went
on to rule Burkina Faso until 2014, when
he was forced out of office and into exile
by a popular uprising. He remains in exile,
in Côte d’Ivoire, and has taken Ivorian
citizenship – which will make it difficult
to extradite him to serve his life sentence.
Nonetheless, the verdict was celebrated

Icon: Thomas Sankara revolutionised
postcolonial pan-Africanism. Photo: AFP

on the streets of the capital city and
beyond, where Sankara remains an
iconic figure. “My brother was killed on
that day with the others. I am relieved
by this verdict,” Souleymane Ouedraogo
told The Continent. His brother was part
of Sankara’s presidential guard.
Nestor Poodassé, spokesperson for
Bloc Panafricaniste in Burkina Faso, said
that justice has finally been served. “We
now know the role that each actor played
in the assassination of Thomas Sankara
and his companions. I hope the trial will
allow us to move towards a true national
reconciliation.”
For Moussa Sawadogo, a civil society
leader, the verdict is a victory for the heirs
of Thomas Sankara – and also “a warning
to those who would like to do the same
thing, thinking they can escape from
justice”. ■
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History

‘A certain
amount of
madness’
The life and legacy of
Thomas Sankara
Kiri Rupiah

O

n 4 August 1983, a 33-year-old army
officer seized power in what is now
known as Burkina Faso, and embarked on
a plan to reinvent his country outside the
bounds of foreign domination.
What Captain Thomas Sankara
inherited, 23 years after his country’s
independence, was a fragile neocolonial
state which was overwhelmed by foreign
interests and the bitter legacy of French
imperialism. But his revolutionary project
was denied the opportunity to reach its
potential: just four years later, Sankara
was assassinated by his comrades.
Born on 21 December 1949, in Yako,
Upper Volta, Sankara’s Roman Catholic
parents had wanted him to be a priest.
Instead, he entered the military.
In 1970, at the age of 20, Sankara was
sent for officer training in Madagascar,
where he witnessed a popular uprising
of students and workers that successfully
toppled Madagascar’s government.
Before returning home in 1972,
Sankara attended a parachutist course
in France, where he was further exposed
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to left-wing political ideologies. In 1974,
he earned much public admiration for
his exploits in the border war with Mali.
Years later, he would describe the war as
unnecessary and unjust.
In the early 1980s, Burkina Faso
was in the grip of labour union strikes
and military coups. Sankara’s military
achievements and charismatic leadership
made him an obvious and popular
choice for political appointment, but his
integrity drove a wedge between him and
the leadership of the successive military
governments that came to power, leading
to his arrest on several occasions.
In January 1983, Sankara was made
prime minister of the newly formed
Council for the Salvation of the People,
led by Jean-Baptiste Ouédraogo. This
position gained him entry to international
politics and gave him access to leaders
that would shape his thinking, from
Cuba’s Fidel Castro and Samora Machel
of Mozambique to Maurice Bishop of
Grenada. Sankara’s increasingly vocal
anti-imperialist stance and grassroots
popularity earned him enemies among
the more conservative elements of
the ruling elite – including President
Ouédraogo.
In May 1983, Sankara was removed as
prime minister and arrested once again.
Three months later, Blaise Compaoré,
Sankara’s close friend and military
comrade, led a group that freed Sankara,
overthrew the Ouédraogo regime, and
formed the National Council of the
Revolution. They made Sankara president.
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Sankara’s revolution
As president, Sankara promoted a
“democratic and popular revolution”
focused on getting rid of corruption,
fighting environmental degradation,
empowering women, increasing access
to education and healthcare and doing
away with imperial domination.
During his brief presidency, Sankara
successfully implemented programmes
that vastly reduced infant mortality,
increased literacy rates and school
attendance, and boosted the number
of women holding governmental posts.
Ahead of his time, in just his first year in
power some 10-million trees were planted
in an effort to slow desertification.
A lively orator, through his speeches
Sankara outlined the shape of his
revolution. It was grounded in the need
for concrete decolonisation — a process
that Sankara understood to be long
overdue, continuous and, in his own
words, would require a “certain amount of
madness”. At the heart of this revolution
was the idea that Africans should be
responsible for their own empowerment.
On 4 August 1984, the first anniversary
of his accession, he renamed the country
Burkina Faso – “the land of upright
people” in Moré and Dyula, the two major
languages. He also gave it a new flag and,
being a jazz guitarist in his spare time,
even wrote the new national anthem.
A staunch advocate for unity and joint
prosperity of African countries, Sankara
is credited with orchestrating policies
of self-sufficiency and independence,
as well as foreign policies discouraging
imperialism and neocolonialism.
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Revolutionary: Thomas Sankara’s life
and rule of Burkina Faso was cut short
by neocolonial sympathisers. Photo:
Dominique Faget/AFP/Getty Images

He was not without his critics. Despite
his administration’s achievements, there
was growing dissent in the country,
partly because of economic problems,
and opposition to some of Sankara’s
more progressive social policies from
traditional quarters. Gradually, Sankara
and his government lost popular support,
and internal politicking grew rife.
On 15 October 1987, Sankara, along
with 12 colleagues, was murdered in a
coup. The defence minister, none other
than his one-time comrade at arms and
trusted friend Compaoré, was installed
as head of state.
After Sankara’s death, the United States
embassy supported Compaoré, who was
considered more open to French and US
neoliberal policies during the Ronald
Reagan administration. This helped him
remain in power for 27 years, until mass
protests forced him from office in 2014.
This week, Compaoré was found guilty
of Sankara’s murder. But Compaoré didn’t
just murder the man – he murdered his
revolution too. ■
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MUSIC

A busy night for Africa
at the Grammys

T

he 64th annual Grammy Awards
took place last weekend and Africans
represented the continent admirably,
winning big on the night.
In his opening monologue, South
African comedian Trevor Noah – the
master of ceremonies for the second
year running – made light of a bout

of dangerous horseplay at an
obscure film academy award
show and hinted at hosting for a
third time next year.
In a somewhat unsurprising
turn Beninese Angélique Kidjo
won the Best World Music
Album – something she has
done several times before. After
winning the award in 2020,
beating out Burna Boy’s hit
African Giant, she graciously
allowed him to win in 2021 by not
releasing an album.
But her latest album Mother Nature
beat out Rocky Dawuni, Daniel Ho &
Friends, Femi Kuti & Made Kuti and,
most contentiously, Wizkid for his widely
acclaimed Made in Lagos. Some Wizkid
fans did not take the snub kindly and
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trolled Kidjo on social media. Wizkid,
gracious in defeat, congratulated the
“queen”.
Kidjo dedicated her album to the
youth, noting the importance of adults
listening to young people, even if it’s
uncomfortable. “We need to create an
environment where the youth speak to us.
We might not like it, they might disrespect
us but we need to speak to them otherwise
we won’t create a better society,” she said.
Further down south, Black Coffee flew
the South African flag high by winning the
Best Dance/Electronic Album category
for his seventh album Subconsciously.
He’s made no secret about his ambitions
to win Grammy awards in the past and
with his win became the first African to
win in that category. He dedicated his
victory to his children and those
of the continent. “I also dedicate
the award to every African child
who has a dream of excelling in
anything they envision, I want to
affirm that it is all possible,” he
said on social media.
In Halfrican news, pop
sensation Doja Cat won her first
Grammy in the Best Pop Duo/
Group Performance category
for her hit Kiss Me More, which
features SZA. True to form,
Ms Cat lightened the mood by
remarking how she has “never
taken such a fast piss in my whole life”
while thanking everybody. She later got
emotional while reflecting on her award,
saying: “I like to downplay shit, but this
is a big deal.” Her biological father, South
African actor Dumisani Dlamini – most
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famous for his role in Sarafina! and who
has played his role of father largely in
absentia – congratulated her on social
media, much to the annoyance of many
social media users who made no bones
about how embarrassed he ought to be. ■
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South Sudan
All aboard:
This train is
heading north
South Sudan’s derelict
railway line to the north
was a victim of its war
of independence – and
the chronic neglect that
prompted the conflict.
Now the government
wants to get the trains
back on track at last.
David Mono Danga in Juba

S

udan’s railway network was once the
envy of the continent. Built during
the British colonial era, nearly 6,000
kilometres of tracks criss-crossed most
of the country – with one major, glaring
omission: In the territory that today is
South Sudan, the railway barely existed.
There was only one branch line, of just
248km, linking the town of Wau to the
rest of the country. During the south’s
long war for independence against the
government in Khartoum, even this small
stretch became unusable.
This meant that when South Sudan

Off the rails: The train tracks and
stations in Wau, South Sudan, have
fallen to ruin. But change is in the air.
Photo: Shagai Mading/The Continent

finally achieved its independence, in 2011,
the landlocked nation had no rail links to
the north.
At first, this was of little concern:
relations between the two countries were
tense, after all. South Sudan’s own stopstart civil war, which began in 2013, made
it impossible to think of implementing
any major infrastructure projects.
The civil war is now over. Officially, at
least. As The Continent reported last week,
tensions are once again rising between the
rival leaders. But the relationship between
Juba and Khartoum has nevertheless
improved dramatically since Sudan’s
longtime dictator, Omar al-Bashir, was
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Ticket to ride: Proponents say reconnecting South Sudan’s rail link to the north
should spark an economic rennaissance. Photo: Shagai Mading/The Continent

overthrown in a coup in 2019.
Suddenly, the railway makes sense
again. As Edmond Yakani, a Juba-based
civil society leader, told The Continent:
“We need access to the external world
and having a railway line from Sudan to
South Sudan will improve the mobility
of commodities. It will also improve the
economy and in turn contribute to human
growth and development in the country.”
South Sudan exports charcoal, honey
and gum Arabic to Sudan. In the absence
of a reliable trade route, much of this is
smuggled across the border. A functioning
railway would make such exports cheaper,
and would also allow the state to claim tax,
according to Reja Gladys, an economist at
the University of Juba.
In January, South Sudan’s presidential
advisor Costello Garang visited
Khartoum. His purpose was to discuss a

proposal to rehabilitate and re-open the
railway between Wau and the Sudanese
border, with the option to one day extend
the line all the way down to Juba. The
potential cost of such a proposal is now
being considered.
It won’t come cheap. The military
government in Khartoum is itself seeking
$643-million in funding to revamp its
own neglected railway lines – a much
larger project, designed to boost an
economy that has been battered by years
of conflict and sanctions.
When The Continent visited the
railway line in Wau, the derelict state
of the stations and their abandoned
trains underscored to us the scale of the
rebuilding challenge ahead. But not an
insurmountable challenge. For the first
time in decades, there may well be a light
at the end of the tunnel. ■
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Nigeria

Nearly 170 people in the
Kaduna train attack are still
unaccounted for
The terrorist attack on 28 March is only the tip of
the iceberg. In the past five years, more than 12,700
Nigerians have been killed in violent attacks by
marauding gunmen.
Justina Asishana in Minna,
Nigeria

O

n Tuesday, nine days after terrorists
attacked the AK9 Abuja-Kaduna
train, eight people were known to have
been killed, but 163 passengers and seven

crew members were still unaccounted for.
That attack came as the AK9 train
from Abuja to Kaduna was derailed
when terrorists blew up the track between
Katari and Rijana in Kaduna State. It was
initially reported that 970 passengers
were on board — the state railway
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company has since said there were 362
registered passengers.
Survivors said that the train took
off from the Kubwa station in Abuja at
6.30pm, and the journey was smooth until
7.50pm, when they heard an explosion
that caused the train to derail. Gunmen
then began shooting sporadically at the
train, before gaining entry and holding
passengers hostage for over an hour. Then
the military intervened.
At least eight people were killed and
41 were injured. Those identified among
the dead include a dentist, Dr Chinelo
Nwandowere, who tweeted that she had
been shot in the train attack and asked for
prayers. Several disbelieving Twitter users
trolled her before eventually learning,
from pictures of her body circulated on
the same platform, that she had died of
the gunshot right above her stomach.
Some of the survivors who spoke
to journalists at the Military Hospital
in Kaduna said that the gunmen who
attacked the train were young men,
seemingly aged between 18 and 20,
who spoke Fulfulde and Hausa. Both
languages are widely spoken in the area
where the attack happened.
The gunmen abducted a number of
people during the attack. Earlier this
week, the state railway company said 14
of those had been found alive. A total of
191 people were “confirmed safe and at
their various homes,” it said.
It remains unclear how many of
the 168 passengers and crew not yet
accounted for were abducted or simply
fled the scene without informing the
authorities. The railway company said
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79 phone numbers on the manifest were
still either switched off, not reachable, or
ringing without response by Tuesday.

Some of the survivors
said that the gunmen were
young men, seemingly aged
between 18 and 20, who
spoke Fulfulde and Hausa.
Both languages are widely
spoken in the area where
the attack happened
President Muhammadu Buhari
demanded the military chiefs in Abuja
bring back all the passengers that were
kidnapped and ensure that each of the
terrorists were hunted down and made
to face justice. He also directed that more
electronic surveillance be established on
the Abuja to Kaduna railway line.
In a statement read by his
spokesperson, he said: “No one should be
allowed to hold the country to ransom.”
No group has claimed responsibility
for the attack. But the governor of
Kaduna State said he suspected Boko
Haram militants had teamed up with
kidnapping gangs. In the past five years,
rebel, political and identity militia have
killed over 12,700 people in more than
4,200 violent attacks on civilians across
Nigeria. That is according to news reports
curated by the Armed Conflict Location
and Event Data project.
About half of the attacks happened
in the seven northern states of Kaduna,
Borno, Niger, Katsina, Benue, Zamfara
and Taraba. ■
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Fear and loathing in Lagos
Vagabonds! uses the supernatural to speak to real and
difficult experiences in Nigeria and beyond
Jacqueline Nyathi

I

n Eloghosa Osunde’s book, Lagos is
a powerful god, the “cityspirit” Èkó.
Tatafo, an angel (or demon), narrates
for us the explanations we need: Èkó
is greedy, plays favourites in loving the
powerful and rich, and disregards the
poor, the different and the outcast.
Many characters in Vagabonds! are
queer, and it is from their experiences
of being queer in Lagos that much of
the book’s pathos springs. A powerfully
feminist thread also pulls us through
the pages, and considers the horrors
experienced by young girls: abuse,
abduction and murder. “Fairy-god-girls,”
who went through terrible things and
died, are now helping other girls stay alive.
It’s as heartbreaking as you might imagine.
The hypocrisy of a certain kind of
Christianity also comes into play, amid
an exploration of what God might be like
with respect to queer people.
The book captures the fearsomeness
of Lagos, along with a deeply sympathetic
view of the lives of those known as
Vagabonds. (An accompanying glossary
further explains who these Vagabonds are,
in the local understanding of the word.)
As we near the book’s conclusion, many
of its characters are brought together in

an event that defies description, pulling
together all of the pain the book describes.
Weird and wonderful as its stories are,
Vagabonds! will not be to everyone’s taste
– some might argue that it is overwritten,
in parts bewildering, or less cohesive
than they might have hoped for. But that
should not deter us: Osunde has done a
brilliant job of bringing attention to issues
that are not just specific to Lagos.
This is a lot to include in a debut
novel, and tricky to pull off. But Osunde
succeeds, nudging our attention in
difficult directions in truly creative ways,
with her angel/demons, her ghosts and
her gods. ■
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The heart of
our city burnt
down – help
us rebuild it
The fire in Hargeisa’s
market caused about
$2-billion in damage
Roble Mohamud Raghe and
Sulakha A. Hassan

O

n 1 April, the eve of Ramadan,
an unprecedented fire engulfed
Waaheen, Somaliland’s largest market,
located in the centre of the capital city
Hargeisa. Raging for more than seven
hours, it took nearly 12 hours in total to
put out the blaze.
Luckily, there were no fatalities: it was
Friday, and the market was closed for the
weekend. But 27 people were reportedly
injured, and the blow to the country’s
economy is the most severe in decades.
Damages have been estimated at
around $2-billion so far. That is equivalent
to 20% of Somaliland’s GDP. About 5,000
businesses are effectively no longer
operating as a result of the fire. Over half
of the traders at the market were women,
and 82% were small-time traders who
depended on the daily income.
Economic growth and development
are fundamental elements for peace
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and security. Somaliland has often been
touted as a beacon of hope in the Horn of
Africa. Preventing Somaliland’s economy
from collapsing is essential for peace and
stability efforts in the country – and the
entire region.
The limitations of Somaliland’s
international status – it is not recognised
as an independent nation, despite its
best efforts – means that the government
struggles to access international funds
that may have assisted with relief efforts.
The fire has highlighted other
challenges facing both the city and the
country, in particular the need to tackle
extreme water scarcity, and to formulate
and implement building codes – including
fireproofing – that meet international
standards. Hargeisa is home to 1.2-million
residents and counting, with high rates
of urbanisation only exacerbating these
challenges.
Somalilanders are determined to
rebuild their city. That’s why we have
launched #RebuildHargeisa, an initiative
to mobilise both Somalilanders and the
broader international community to
respond to the destruction in Hargeisa.
The easiest way to do this is to
contribute to the crowdfunding campaign
that is being organised by four-time
Olympic gold medal winner Mo Farah and
entertainer Mohamed Amin “Chunkz”,
with the support of renowned journalist
Rageh Omaar (it can be accessed here).
Together, the people of Somaliland and
like-minded friends around the world can
rebuild Hargeisa from the ashes.■
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Do other
people pay
their taxes?
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People often/always avoid paying taxes
| 34 African countries | 2019/2021

A

few weeks ago, we reported that a
solid majority (61%) of Africans
endorse their governments’ right to
collect taxes. But do people – we mean
other people, of course – actually pay what
they owe?
On average across 34 countries
surveyed by Afrobarometer in 2019/2021,
a majority (52%) of respondents say their
fellow citizens “often” or “always” avoid
paying their taxes. More than seven in 10
citizens say tax avoidance is a frequent
practice in Liberia (80%), Côte d’Ivoire
(75%), Tunisia (74%), Ghana (73%), and
Cameroon (73%).
This proportion has increased in every
surveyed country – by an amazing average
of 23 percentage points – over the past
decade.
Why? Here’s food for speculation:
Almost half (47%) of Africans think tax
rates for ordinary people are too high.
More than three quarters (77%) say
it’s difficult to find out how their taxes
are used, and only 51% think their
government uses tax revenues for the
well-being of citizens.
More than one in three (35%) believe

that “most” or “all” tax officials are
corrupt, and only 41% say they trust their
tax office “somewhat” or “a lot”.

Source: Afrobarometer, a non-partisan African research network that conducts
nationally representative surveys on democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Face-to-face interviews with 1,200-2,400 people in each country yield results with a
margin of error of +/- two to three percentage points.
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Innovators
clean up with
waste crop
A Ghanaian entrepreneur
has found a way to reduce
carbon emissions and
create a new industry
Marian Ansah

I

n his quest to promote an eco-friendly
environment, Maxwell Deladem Xonu
and his team set up EBApreneur Solutions
Ghana. The startup makes briquettes from
waste organic materials, like cassava peels.
Xonu calls EBApreneur a climate
action enterprise. On one hand it is
creating work in a new industry, and on
the other it is reducing waste and carbon
emissions.
People can now burn those briquettes
instead of burning ones made from wood,
charcoal or other fossil fuels, which emit
carbon dioxide and nitrous oxides that
trap heat in the atmosphere and also add
to the mix of toxic air that people breathe.
Xonu tells The Continent that he and
his colleagues came up with the solution
when they realised how much waste
remained after harvest on farms.
After testing out the process, they
found that the resulting briquettes were
indeed better than regular charcoal, as
they provided heat energy but did not
produce smoke – and they lasted longer.

While this is good for the environment,
and people’s health, it also means farmers
can draw additional value from their
production cycle.
With instrumental support from the
United Nations Environment Programme,
based in Nairobi, the team learnt the skills
needed to start a new company – and to
create a new, innovative agricultural value
chain.
Change does take time, though.
EBApreneur has been around for two
years and has 40 regular customers.
Part of the work involves talking to
people about the harmful effects of using
charcoal, a cause Xonu says is already
helping to change the way people think
about fuel.

People can now burn
those briquettes instead
of burning ones made from
wood, charcoal or other
fossil fuels.
“I cannot quantify the amount of
emissions that have been reduced by our
activities. People who use my briquettes
now understand that the waste that is
generated can be turned to something
useful.”
In the long term, Xonu wants his
enterprise to be recognised as a leading
brand, “promoting the use of clean fuel”.
First it needs to get through the next phase
of its growth, with investment that would
allow it to scale up its reach and impact. ■
This reporting is supported by Absa.The
Continent retains full editorial control.
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0-3

“I think I need to
start reading more
newspapers.”

4-7

“I can’t wait to
explore more of
this continent.”

8-10

“I will definitely be
boasting about this
at my high school
reunion.”

Photo: Bjørn
Christian Tørrissen

1_Which animal, known
for its scaly appearance,
is the world’s most
trafficked mammal?
2_Africa’s official
highest temperature was
recorded in Kebili, a town
in which country?
3_Where is the Anti-Atlas
mountain range located?
4_“It always seems
impossible until it’s done”
is often misattributed to
which former president?
5_According to the UN,
what percentage of
the world’s population
breathes polluted air that
exceeds internationally
approved limits?
6_ Former president
of Burkina Faso Blaise
Compaoré was sentenced

this week for the murder
of which leader?
7_Hargeisa is the capital
of which autonomous
state?
8_Which Beninese artist
won the Best World
Music Album at the
recent Grammy Awards?
9_Which African island
is categorised as a
department of France?
(Hint: It was formerly
called Île Bourbon.)
10_The Asante/Ashanti
Empire occupied which
modern-day country?

HOW DID I DO?
WhatsApp ‘ANSWERS’ to
+27 73 805 6068 and we’ll
send the answers to you!

Would you like to send us some quiz questions
or even curate your own quiz? Let us know at
TheContinent@mg. co.za
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Holy moly, it’s April already?
Continental
Drift
Samira Sawlani

T

here are those among us, dear reader,
who are observing religious practices
right now, or counting down to religious
celebrations.
Some are fasting from dawn to dusk
for Ramadan, and trying to keep calm
when Brian from across the office asks,
“What – not even water?” for the eighth
time that day.
Others have given up chocolate,
shopping or gossiping for Lent (or just
given up in general). And then there are
those counting down to Easter weekend
– whether it involves church, prayer and
family or the less holy but nevertheless
heavenly opportunity for good sleep, good
food and a good old-fashioned TV binge.
Whether you are religiously inclined
or not, we feel this is an excellent time to
spread some goodwill, forgive our fellow
humans for their trash behaviour (slaps
slap different these days, after all), and
spread a bit of kindness.
Perhaps this is what the military
government in Burkina Faso was feeling
when it announced that former president
Roch Marc Christian Kaboré would be
allowed to return to his family home

this week. Kaboré has been in military
custody since he was removed from
power in January. No doubt this will be
lovely news for Ecowas leaders to share at
their next group therapy session, seeing
as they have been demanding his release.
The junta said security measures would
be in place to assure Mr Kaboré’s safety.
We aren’t quite sure what that means, but
if you’re thinking of inviting him to your
Easter lunch or Iftaar meal, we wouldn’t
bother setting a place at the table!

Whether you are religiously
inclined or not, we feel this is
an excellent time to spread
some goodwill, and forgive
our fellow humans for their
trash behaviour
If organising Easter Egg hunts for the
kids is something you enjoy (if you’re
hiding them in your tummy, we promise
not to tell), then maybe you would want to
partake in a different kind of search, that
for Burkina Faso’s other former president,
Blaise Compaoré and his security chief
Hyacinthe Kafando, who were sentenced
to life imprisonment for their role in the
murder of Thomas Sankara.
One small issue: neither is actually in the
country, nor is either inclined to return.
Compaoré is sitting pretty in Côte d’Ivoire,
while Kafando’s whereabouts remain
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unknown, though he has allegedly been
spotted in Benin, Togo and Côte d’Ivoire.
People at large really do get around!
Also unlikely to be making any Easter
or Ramadan travel plans are Ibrahima
Kassory Fofana – Guinea’s former prime
minister – and three others who served
under ousted president Alpha Condé.
Kassory appeared at a special court
for economic and financial offences in
Conakry, alongside the former defence
minister in the presidency, Mohamed
Diané; the former environment minister,
Oyé Guilavogui; and the former
hydrocarbons minister, Zakaria Coulibaly.
Days later the four were detained on
charges related to embezzlement and
misappropriation of public funds: another
nail-biting episode of Keeping Up With The
Coupdashions!
The elephants are at it again
Those observing Ramadan will tell you
of the joys of Iftaar when you congregate
with friends and family and open your fast.
Some will even invite colleagues along, an
idea that perhaps the president and prime
minister of Somalia might consider.
Tensions between the two, high for
months already, bubbled up into a froth
when Prime Minister Mohamed Hussein
Roble’s office declared that the African
Union’s special representative to Somalia,
Ambassador Francisco Madeira, was now
persona non grata. Madeira was accused
of “engaging in acts that are incompatible
with his status”, and given 48 hours to leave
the country.
Soon after, however, the presidency
issued a statement saying President
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Grata or non? The AU’s Francisco
Madeira. Photo: Twitter/AmbFMadeira

Farmaajo’s “disowns and nullifies” the
prime minister’s move. What happens next
is anyone’s guess, but we are reminded that
“when two elephants fight it is the grass
which suffers”.
Whatever your Easter, Ramadan or
long weekend plans are (perhaps some
will celebrate President Cyril Ramaphosa
announcing that South Africa is no longer
in a national state of disaster, though
unemployment figures suggest something
else), spare a thought for the people of
Sudan, who took to the streets again this
week as they marked the anniversary of
the 2019 protests and the 1985 uprising,
and demanded a return to civilian rule.
Once again tear gas was used on
the demonstrators, and the Central
Committee of Sudan Doctors reported
that a 19-year-old protester had been
killed by security forces, bringing the
civilian death toll since anti-coup protests
began in October 2021 to 94. ■
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If women are more educated,
why are they not empowered?
Kenya’s constitution mandates gender parity but that
has not changed the country’s patriarchal dynamic
Oscar Ochieng & Darmi Jattani

E

ducation is widely recognised as the
single most potent instrument for the
emancipation of marginalised groups and
for combating poverty and inequality.
Kenya’s recent investment in education,
particularly free primary education, has
substantially reduced gender disparities
in school enrolment. A recent study has
found that secondary education makes
young women more politically informed
and less deferential but this has not
translated into an increase in women’s
political participation. Why?
The Global Gender Gap Index
estimates how close women and men
are on key issues, on a scale from 0 –
the greatest possible inequality – to 1,
indicating total gender parity.
The latest figures for Kenya suggest
that men and women are relatively close
when it comes to education (0.975)
and health (0.929), but further apart in
terms of economic opportunities (0.627)
and things look bleak when it comes to
political empowerment (0.193).
This reflects both ingrained
patrimonial and patriarchal norms, and
the failure of politicians – mostly men – to

take measures to promote the election of
women in a competitive political system.
The constitution mandates that “not
more than two thirds of members of the
elected house can be of the same gender”,
but parliament has repeatedly failed to
introduce the legislation needed to ensure
gender balance – even after a rebuke from
the chief justice of the supreme court.
Women continue to be excluded from
decision-making, from the home to the
highest levels of government.
To change this, the supreme court, the
electoral commission and civil society
must compel parliament to bring the
two-thirds gender rule in the constitution
to life. There must also be greater efforts
to promote women’s leadership within
political parties and to prevent electoral
violence – including online intimidation.
Only when all of these reforms
are enforced will the educational
gains of women lead to their political
empowerment. ■
Oscar Ochieng is a
communication specialist
and Darmi Jattani is an
economist. This analysis was
produced in collaboration
with Democracy in Africa.
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THE BIG PICTURE
But why: Every year people from around the world compete in the toughest
footrace on the planet – the six-day, 251km Marathon des Sables across the
Moroccan desert – even though they don’t have to. This year’s race ended
last Monday, refuelling the hypothesis that people with the resources to do
whatever they want eventually go insane. Photo: Jean-Philippe Ksiazek/AFP
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