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next day at 6am,” he said. Obi, who had
beén shuttling between the state and

Abuja to hold consultations with the

President over the crisis, announced the
cutfew in a special broadcast to the state.
Two days later, reacting to intelligence
reports, the governor equally clamped
curfew on six other towns. The towns are
Oba,'Obosl, Nkupor, Nsugbe Ogbaru and

' Okpoko

‘Apart from the curfew, Obi wielded the

» big-stick on the warring organisations
believéd to be causing the crisis in the

town by proscribing them. They include
MASSOB, NARTO, Bakassi Boys,
Anambra State Vigilante Service, AVS, and
the National Union of Road Transport
Worlkers, NURTW. The governor said that
miscreants had continued to hide under
these groups to cause anarchy in the city.
But it is not certain whether the governor’s
proscription of the warring groups would
quell‘the incessant unrest in the city. An
earlier similar proscription of NARTO by
the state House of Assembly was of no
effect ‘as the organisation has continued
to carry out its activities in the state
without let or hindrance.

Already, MASSOB has challenged its
proscription by Governor Obi. The
organisation even demands apologies from
Obi fér pronouncing its ban. In a press
statement entitled “Governor Obi Should
Leave MASSOB Alone and Face His
Business”, signed by David Mac-David, its
Eastern Region deputy director, the
orgarisation denied its involvement in the
mayhem in Onitsha, blaming the crisis on
NARTO. But NARTO chairman in the
staté, Ben Nwankwo, countered, insisting
that members of his organisation had no
hand in the crists.

Perhaps, the worst hit in the incessant
carnage in thé commercial city are traders
and-business activities both within and
outstde the state. Onitsha is largely séen
as the next largest commercial town In
Nigeria after Lagos. On a good business
day, according to thé Central Bank of
Nigeria;‘CBN, statistics, the city generates
an average datly business volume of N1.2
» L { M .

Okiro and Ajakaiye: Temporarily relocate to the troubled spot

billion. Sylvester Odife, President of
Anambra State Amalgamated Traders
Association, ASMATA, lamented, in an
interview with TELL in Onitsha: “In a crisis
period like this, Onitsha commercial town
loses about N1.2 billion daily”.

dife explained that people
who travel from far and near
16 business in the town
withdraw because of fear of
insecurity. This fear is, of
course, justlﬂed following latest incidents
MATA president stated
traders were,
ed in the city. He
instance at the
by a female trader
€ town was both
Yet, there was

that some vis
mcldentally be'

robbed and gang Y
another. robbery ‘operation amidst the
commotion last Tuesday along Awka Road
in the city. Curiously, this particular
robbery operation took place in the full
glare of the joint teari¥ of doldiers and police

. Police stations
burnt during the

mayhem
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patrolling the town. ‘.
Odife is a textile dealer, and on a good
day, he can sell materials worth about
N70,000. But that volume of business, in .
the face of current disorder in the city, is 4
a tall dream, and Odife is not alone. Ijeoma
Ekwusike, a garri seller at the ever-busy
Bridgehead Market, told the magazine that
Onitsha's endless turmoll has continued }
to adversely affect foodstuff dealers like }
her. “Do you know that any time there is }
this kind of problem in this town, I don't 1
make up to N2,000 because customers will §
desert the market, preferring to patronise
neighbouring dealers. If things are normal, §
I could make sales of N7,000 and above
from garrt alone”, Ekwusike, who also 4
deals in other foodstuffs such as beans
and rice, stated. ]
The mayhem has similarly left in lts
trail corporate victims in the city and
beyond, especially banking institutions.
The commercial town plays host to about ]
70 commercial banks, excluding
numerous community banks that dot the }
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markets in the area. The banks are known

‘to incur mega losses during the recurring

crisis in the town. In the current crisis, in
fact, almost all the banks had to shut
down for fear of unpleasant experiences

in the hands of the rampaging hoodlums

in the commercial town. The losses

incurred by banks, TELL learnt, run into_

billions of naira. S
ast week, fears were raised as
the situation seemingly
assumed a more disturbing
dimension. Some hoadlums
stormed some’ markets and
streets, disarming privately en,gaged

security personnel. They dlspossessed '
them of their pump action guns. What this .
trend would result to in the weeks ahead

is yet unknown, but the traders are sure
that it portends more disaster for the town.
A few residents also contemplated a
temporary relocation to presumed safer
neighbouring communities. This decision
to relocate was before the

end of the Enugu meeting, the police also
reiterated the proscription of MASSOB and
allied groups throughout the zone. Okiro
had earlier vowed that the police would
do everything humanly possible not only
to hunt down the fleeing prison inmates,
but equally quell the mayhem in Onitsha.

Both Okiro and his subordinate, Adewole
Ajakatye, assistant inspector-general of
police, have, since the fresh outbreak of
violence in the town, relocated their base
to the city.

As Obi shuttled between his state and -

Abuja last week, there were rumours that
the President might declare a state of
emergency in Anambra. But ASMATA not
only debunked the rumours, it equally
declared that some powerful people in the
state, who dg not want Obl’s government

to succeed, were the ones fuelling the.

crisis. According to Odife, the target of
these people is to portray the state as
ungovernable and that the governor as
mcapal;le of handling the situation. All

Lo

governor extended the dusk-
to-dawn curfew to these
neighbours of Onitsha. The
extension of the curfew to the
communities was informed by
fears that the Onitsha crisis
might soon spread to them. To
drive home the message that
he would deal ruthlessly with
hoodlums, Obi had met with
all the stakeholders in the
commercial city. And he has
read the riot act to them.

To underscore the security
implication of the Onitsha
crisis to the entire nation, the
army and police high
command also met last week
in Enugu to seek ways of
resforing peace to the war-
torn city. The Enugu security
meeting was attended by Mike
Okiro, deputy inspector-
general of police, and the general officer
commanding, GOC, 82 Division of the

. Nigerian -Army who was represented by

John Ochoga, a colonel. The GOC
expressed the concern of the military over
the turmoil in Onitsha, claiming that
military intervention in the crisis had
already started ylelding positive results.

. But not a few believe that the crisis 1s
far from abating, as the whole city
remained largely grounded throughout
last week, with palpable tension in the atr.
The joint security meeting, however,
appreciated that the Onitsha crisis was
taking a toll on gemneral commercial
activities and well-being of the nation. And
to ensure that the crisis does not spread

to other parts of the South-east, at the | Governor Obi and President Obasanjo. The DAYO AIYETAN

TELL, July 3, 2006

Obasanjo:
Sends
military to
restore
"order

this, he said, is to enable the sponsors
achieve a future political,, objective Obi’s
government is mere, pointed in its
allegation that the intractable crisis in

-Onitsha is politically motivated. Mike
Udah, chief press secretary to Governor

Obl, asserted that the main sponsor of the
mayhem is Uba, the godfather of Anambra
State politics. According to Udah, Uba’s
motive is to'instigate enough crisis, using
the rising number of violent groups in the

city, to ensure that peace eludes the state

until 2007 when he (Uba) plans to install
his brother, Andy, as governor of the state.
Andy is currently a presidential aide. Uba
is also said to be uncomfortable with the
current chummy relationship between

healthy relationship is already ylelding
positive dividends to the state as opposed
to the fractious era of Obi's predecessor,
Chris Ngige. Recently, Obasanjo, Udah
disclosed, approved a reimbursement of
N4 billion to Obi’'s government, being
funds expended by former Governor Ngige
to repair federal roads in the state, .

But why has the crisis refused to abate . -

despite massive police presence in the
city? Both the traders and the state
government accuse the police in the state
of complicity with Uba in unsettling the
state. Udah alleged that Uba’s long-run
objective is the imposition of a state of
emergency, which may give political
leverage to his party, the Peoples
Democratic Party, PDP, in the state. Sadly,
the mayhem in Onitsha has persisted in

_spite of Governor Obf’s recerit motivation

of the police in the state. The governor had
recently donated facilities to the state
police command, including 10 mini buses,
40 walkie-talkies and two UHF repeater
stations. He also made a cash donation of
N2.5 million to the.force, among other
items of logistics. Yet these gestures of the
governor have not improved the security
situation in the commercial town. Udah,
who hailed the deployment of military
troops to the city to quell the raging crisis,
however, alerted that, if not checked on
time, the situation could lead to a repeat
of November 10, 2003 mayhem in the state
in which buildings and properties
belonging to the state government were
burnt down and looted by miscreants. .
Udah observed that the burning of a
police station in Ozoubulu, a town far
away from Onitsha, is a dangerous signal
that the crisis could escalate to other parts
of the state if the situation is not halted
with dispatch. Could the Onitsha, crisis
actually be said to have defied solution?-
The answer, of course, rests on how both
the army and police high command
charged with restoration of peace to the
ever-troubled commercial hub of the East
handle the hoadlums. For instance, there
are conflicting reports on the number of
gangsters that set the prison in the town
ablaze. While some say the mob numbered
over 5,000, preliminary investigations by .
the comptroller-general indicate that only
a gang of nine stormed the prison. And
there were reportedly 16 mabile policemen

‘and four prison officials on duty, all of

them heavily armed. So, what happened?
Perhaps, the riddle will be solved afterithe
panel set up by the comptroller-general
submits its findings. What the authorities
do with such findings will go a long way :
in determining the end of the Onitsha™
internecine wars. : E
Additional report by
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