August 26, 2008

Dozens Are Killed in Raid on Darfur Camp 

By LYDIA POLGREEN
DAKAR, Senegal — Dozens of people were killed and more than 100 were injured Monday in a government assault on a huge camp for displaced people in Darfur, the conflict-riddled region in western Sudan, according to witnesses and leaders at the camp. 

Workers from the aid group Doctors Without Borders were treating 65 people at the camp for gunshot wounds, half of them women and children. About 45 severely wounded people were later evacuated to a hospital in the regional capital, Nyala, about 15 miles away, said Jose Hulsenbek, the Darfur coordinator for the Dutch section of Doctors Without Borders. 

Hussein Abu Sharati, a spokesman for the roughly 90,000 displaced people living in the camp, said dozens of heavily armed vehicles operated by Sudanese security forces surrounded the camp at dawn and opened fire. 

The Sudanese police released a statement in Nyala on Monday saying that the operation had been carried out to seize weapons stored at the camp. It contended that Darfur rebel groups were planning to use the weapons to carry out assassinations. 

The camp, a sprawling collection of shacks and mud huts known as Kalma, is one of the oldest, largest and most volatile in Darfur, where 2.5 million people have been chased from their homes and 300,000 have died in a five-year-old conflict pitting non-Arab rebel groups against the Arab-dominated government. 

The government has carried out raids on the camp before, arguing that rebel groups use it as a base for recruiting members and storing weapons. In the past year, local officials have pushed to close the camp and relocate its residents, some of whom are vocal supporters of the rebel groups fighting in Darfur. Government officials have also frequently obstructed access to the camp for aid groups, accusing them of helping the rebellion. 

Living conditions in the camp have deteriorated because of flooding, according to Doctors Without Borders, which treats people at the camp. Fuel shortages have made it harder to pump out excess rainwater, and clean drinking water has been in short supply. 

The United Nations said in a statement that it was “gravely concerned” about reports of attacks on civilians in the camp. But aid officials and displaced people expressed dismay that nearby peacekeeping troops, part of a joint mission of the United Nations and the African Union, did not intervene. 

Mr. Sharati, the displaced people’s spokesman, said residents had called the peacekeepers to inform them that the camp was under fire but had received no response. United Nations officials said a patrol went to the camp later in the day to investigate, but did not arrive until 5 p.m. 

Tensions have been especially high in Darfur since the prosecutor of the International Criminal Court announced last month that he was seeking to arrest Sudan’s president, Omar Hassan al-Bashir, on charges that he planned and carried out genocide in Darfur. Mr. Bashir has rejected the charges, portraying efforts to prosecute him as an assault on Sudanese sovereignty. 

Izzadine Abdul Rasoul contributed reporting from Khartoum, Sudan.
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