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Africa background i

Trouble in the French territory of the Afars and Issas threatens
~ the West’s ability to keep watch on a vital area which includes

the entrance to the Red Sea and Suez Canal and the start of the

0il Tun round the Cape, writes ANTHONY DELIUS.

. LONDON.—A busload
of French schoolchil-
dren ‘was hijacked on
the outskirts of Djibouti
and caused nearly as
much worry about the

sea routes round the-

Cape 4000 miles away
as the war in Angola.

For the event seemed to
load the dice for a bitter

war which could engulf -

the Horn of Africa and
the Red Sea straits of Bab
el Mandeb. Immediately it
seemed +to lessen the
chances of a peaceful
French withdrawal from
the Territory of Afars and
Issas round the strategic
port of Djibouti and a
coastal base for France
and French sea power.
Almost straight ~across
from Djibouti lies the
once great British naval

base and’ coaling station of .

Aden, now well out of
Western hamnds. The
United States has long
been complaining, too,
about Somalia’s allegedly
granting naval facilities -to
Russia at Benbera 200 km
down the African coast.
Big trouble

Now the prospects are
of big trouble in the hand-
over of the Territory of
the Afars and Issas which
would lose the West any
real ability to maintain
watch a ward in this
vital area, which includes
the entrance to the Red
Sea and Suez Canal and
the start of the oil run
round the Cape.

The bus hijack was car-
_ried out by a freebooting
guerilla group called the
Front for the Liberation
of the Somali Coast, which
has its headquarters in
Mogadishu, capital of the
Somali Republic. The chil-
_ dren were those of French
_ soldiers who help guard

‘there  was

L‘Nam'gemg "among th
strong feeling among {he
- goldiers about the capture

of their children and their
abduction ‘to a place a
short distance over the

Foreign _ Legion brushed

‘necessity. . . ..

aside the Somali border
guard, killing wone, and
then shot the hijackers at
the expense of one child

' dead, four wounded and

one missing. The result is
growing fury between
France and the Somali Re-
public, both of whom com-
plained to ‘the Security
Council.

Now . the matter has
been further complicated
by a long statement by
the military rulers of
Ethiopia, who maintain
that the hijacking episode
was probably encouraged
by the Somalis to keep
matters boiling in
Djibouti. To see why an
accusation like this is like
pufiting out a bonfire with
petroleum it is necessary
to  unravel  the ex-
traordinary complications
of the Djibouti scene.

First of all the Ter-
ritory of the  Afars and
Issas lies alongside the
northern end of Somalia.
‘Also Djibouti provides the
principal part for
Ethiopia’s exports and im-

ports, lying at the end of

a long railway line coming
from Addis Ababa. Then
again the Issas are really
in fact Somalis and the
Afars are-part of a much
bigger group inside
Ethiopia. So that both the
Samali Republic
(Somalia) and Ethiopia
once .claimed the territory

. by right of consanguinity,

contiguity and economic

‘Somalis and.
pians have given up their

claims to the Territory of

the Afars and Issas, but
the Somalis have been in-
sisting that it should be-

- from

~half a million

i

come .independent on its

own. After much pressure
the .Arab League,
the Organization of Afri-
can Unity and the United
Nations, the French have
reluctantly announced
that they are bowing out.
But, in the way the
French have, they ar-
ranged to keep . some
strong ties'and a base for

~ a couple of submarines.

The reason why the

‘French were confident of

doing this was because of
their friendly relations
with the man who was
voted chief minister —
and whom many op-
ponenits contend the
French arranged to have
voted to this exalted post.
This is Ali Aref, who also
happens to be an Afar and
has built up friendly rela-
tions with the Ethiopians.
It was' he who the
French believed was well
in position to take  over
the control of the . ter-
ritony in independence, to
the great joy of the Ethio-
pians and the intense
chagrin of the Somalis.

‘Opposition

Mr Ali Aref is opposed
by the only legal opposi-
tion, the Popular Africa
Independence ~ League
(LIPAI), which used to be
mainly Issa. Then there is
the illegal Front for the
Liberation of the Somali
Coast, which is even more
strongly Somali. Both the
League and the Front are
recognized by the OAU,
to everybody’s confusion.
Then Ithere' is another
Djibouti liberation

group
based on Addis Ababa. Aﬁ

Aref relied upon the
strength of the Afars in
‘Djibouti and its environs
to hold the position for
him.

But now there has come

‘about a violent estrange-

ment between the Ethio-
pian soldiery and the
Afars. There . are about
2M A'f-iarsth on
‘Ethiopian soil an eir
‘ i of All the

TAli Mi
refused , :
nationalization orders is-
sued from Addis Ababa.
No trouble to the Ethio-
pian army — its soldiers

wiped out the Sultan’s

. i ah,
to . ey the d

N —

capital and would have
wiped him out too if he
had not fled with his two
dozen children to Djibouti.
° The sultan was coolly
received in Djibouti by

both the French and Ali |

Aref, who were anxious to
keep on the right side of

the Ethiopians. The result

is that the sultan’s son
has started an Afar lib-
eration movement, the sul-
tan is ftravelling around
the Arab sta!tffes whipping
“up support for it, and
Afar support of Ali Aref
is declining rapidly. The
Afar Liberation Front is
allying . itself with the
Arab - backed Eritrean
secessionists who want to
take the Eritrean province
out of Ethiopia and have
been at war with the
Ethiopian army for more
than a year now. 3
Ali ~ Aref has been
struggling to cool things
so that there can be a
quiet and easy transfer of
power from the French to
himself and everything re-
main friendly between
former ruler and new In-
dependency as _possible.
But the would-be lib-
erators of the
coast are determined that
there is going to be a
first-class row about who
rules in Djibouti, hence
the hijacking of the chil-
dren, and the pitting of
the French and
against one another. The
opposition league has now
come out and started
agitating too. And
great powers look on and
wonder.
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Unhmlfed arms' fto flghf Sm:fh

VKOMO GETS
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R SSIA has o‘fered Rhodesian Afrlcan.,;!gnder Mr Joshua Nkomo an un-

limited supply of arms and military ad\iisé'rs for use by African nationa-
lists to accelerate the guerrilla struggle ugalhst the Smith Government

The offer, which

amounts to a blank,

cheque, was made at

~a secret meeting in

Budapest, Hungary,
reports John - Dickie,

' diplomatic . correspon-:
dent of the- London
" Daily Mail, today. )

Mr Nkomo, who is at

..present engaged in a pro-

tracted round of talks
with Mr Ian Smith in a
‘bid to solve the Rhode-

sian . crisis by negotiation,
slipped out of London 10
days ago after seeing the
Foreign Secretary, Mr
James - Callaghan, for - a
one-day meeting in Bu-
dapest with a high-power-
ed Soviet delegation. -

Mr Nkomo’s aides will

deny that the encounter: |
with the Russians ever.

took place since the_y
have a cover for his vi-
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Nkomo offered

Russian arms

@ From Page One

Sit — his son Phuiani is
a student in the Hunga-
rian capital, says Dickie.
Bui_: it is" irrafufable
the " Russians have ~~of-
fered to provide massive
supplies of sophisticated
military equipment and
training -advisers to co-
operate from Mozambique.

Its President Samora Ma- '
Zchel

"~ over guerrilla camps to
the Soviets.

is ready to turn

Moscow is anxious to
get in before the Chi-
nese.because of suspicions
that Peking may be plan-
ning - to .counter-balance
the Russxan gains in An-
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gola by providing back-
ing in Tanzania for anti-
Smith guerrillas,

But, says Dickie, Mr
Nkomo kept the Rus- |
sians danglmg, refusmg :

say yes eor no until.
he had weighed up the
chancés of - Britain mak-
ing one more try at a
Ppeaceful settlement
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