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Angola: Hungry for a Future

By Wilson Lee

Luanda, Angola – Like most Angolans, Jaime Porto is celebrating the one-year anniversary of the cease-fire accords that brought peace to Angola after more than four decades of continuous war.  But there is no joy in his hollow eyes, only the despair of a damaged soul.

“I don’t have much hope for a future. It’s already been determined because I had envisaged a different life than this one. I’m still living here in this refugee camp poor, sick and suffering,” he says in dejected resignation through a Portuguese translator.

Unemployed and in ill health, Porto consoles himself by singing and strumming a battered guitar for the other inhabitants of the Viana II resettlement camp located about 30 kilometres outside the capital Luanda. 

Made up of tattered tents donated by the United Nations, mud huts and makeshift corrugated iron homes, the squalid camp houses two thousand internally displaced refugees who fled fighting between the government and guerilla forces to make their way to the relative safety of the capital. 

Many, like Porto, took part in the fighting, but they had little choice.  Both the ruling Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) government and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) rebel armies routinely kidnapped young boys and forced them to fight, often against their own communities. 

“The MPLA took me when I was fourteen. I didn’t know why I was fighting. My job was to be a soldier. They told me to defend an area and not let enemies penetrate and that’s what I did,” he says with a broad smile that belies the trauma of his past.

Porto fled after seven years of fighting in the bush when the army refused to release him. He eventually came to Vianna II to be with his parents and to start the life the war interrupted. But without discharge papers, job prospects, and with no means to return to his village, his future remains bleak. 

No longer soliders, but neither citizens, former fighters from both the government and rebel armies are caught between a peace that is still being consolidated and a reconciliation process that has yet to begin.

The state of limbo is particularly difficult for 85-thousand former rebel soldiers and their families currently being demobilized and reintegrated into civil society. 

Twenty-eight of the 37 reception camps set up by the government throughout the country to decommission rebel soldiers have been closed, but former guerilla leaders say the process has been deeply flawed with ex-soldiers not receiving their demobilization kits, which include farming tools, seeds, clothes and a small stipend.

“Reintegration is mandatory towards the peace process in Angola. We’re talking about a peace process that needs to be stable so obviously it’s important to reintegrate the soliders, especially if we’re talking about the long term social and economic stability of the country,” says UNITA spokesperson Marcial Adriano Dachala.

Dachala says the issue goes far beyond just soldiers and includes their family members numbering up to four hundred thousand. He says if these former fighters aren’t disarmed, given job training and an opportunity to rejoin society along with their families, they could destabilize the shakey foundations of the country’s nascent peace. 

The resettling of UNITA soldiers is seen as the key to consolidating the peace that came suddenly to Angola when rebel leader Jonas Savimbi was killed in a government ambush 15 months ago. With the charismatic leader’s death, the guerilla movement collapsed and four decades of fighting abruptly ended. 

But the process of rebuilding a country utterly destroyed by decades of war that stopped making sense long before the cease-fire accords were signed last April has only really just begun.  

Disarming and resettling former fighters, which is expected to be completed by July, is only the first of many urgent priorities, says Ngola Kabangu, Secretary-General of the National Liberation Front of Angola (FNLA), one of the main liberation movements that fought to end Portuguese rule.

The elderly former bushfighter says peace can only be consolidated with the resettlement of Angola’s internally displaced refugees.

Since the end of hostilities last year, 1.5 million refugees have been resettled, with an additional one million expected to return to their villages this year, according to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

But with an estimated one third of 12 million Angolans displaced, resettling civilian refugees is a monumental logistical challenge, especially with endemic hunger throughout many parts of the country. 

The World Food Programme, which is distributing an estimated 17-thousand tonnes of food aid every month to over a million Angolans, estimates that five hundred thousand are on the verge of starvation.

Although the year of peace has been a tremendous boon to relief agencies working frantically to feed, house and tend to the health needs of refugees, the sheer scale of the problem is overwhelming many to the breaking point.

“With the cease fire we can go everywhere, but the big problem is broken bridges and washed out roads. And once the infrastructure problems are fixed, we have to wait for the army or other non-governmental organizations to come and clear the landmines to allow people to return,” says African Humanitarian Action’s regional director Abraham Eddo.

In addition to internally displaced refugees, an estimated 450-thousand are expected to return by June from neighbouring Zambia, Namibia and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

“The problem is time,” says Eddo. “We need to procure millions of tons of construction materials and medicines, and build hospitals and clinics. The refugees returning will overstretch services, especially food, water and sanitation and there’s also the concern that they will stay at these reception camps and not continue on to their villages,” he adds.

Angola is undertaking nothing less than the total reconstruction of the entire country, including its human capital, physical infrastructure and even its psyche.

The task is daunting, but necessary, says Bernard Ouandji, the UNDP’s senior economist in Angola. 

From his office in a dingy building that suffers from regular blackouts in downtown Luanda, the genial economist can see the destruction and decay of the country’s infrastructure and the suffering of its people.

Ouandji is sanguine about Angola’s challenges, but he is also scathing in his criticisms of the current government’s progress in reconstruction.

“Angola is rebuilding its society from the ground up. They have the money and resources, but I’m not sure if they have the capacity,” he says pointing to graphs and tables that show that half of the $4 billion a year in oil revenues the government receives is unaccounted for.

In the 2001 budget alone, Ouandji says a $1 billion couldn’t be accounted for, which led to the International Monetary Fund pulling out of Angola the following year.

Corruption is so rampant in Angola Transparency International listed the country third from last in its 2002 Corruption Perception Index.

Still the government is expected to appeal to the international donor community next year for $1.6 billion USD over 2 years for immediate needs to rebuild infrastructure, resettlement, health and education.

Ngola Kabangu, General Secertary of the National Front for the Liberation of Angola is more succinct about Angola’s problems: “Angola is rich in oil, diamonds, but the people are poor. It’s a contradiction, but it’s the reality of this country.” 

Indeed, the streets of Luanda are a juxtaposition of extreme wealth and poverty with luxury 4x4s and Mercedes Benz’s imported for Angola’s elites mixing uneasily with street urchins dressed in rags. 

The gulf between the rich and poor is so wide and so visibly apparent the International Crisis Group (ICG), a non-governmental organization that monitors conflicts and post-conflict situations, recently warned in a report released earlier this month that the extreme disparities in wealth could undermine not only the peace process, but the democratic reform process as well.

The ICG fears that if the systemic corruption that characterizes Angolan government, business and society isn’t stemmed then the current government won’t subject itself to the wrath of the populace in a direct vote. 

Although the government of President Jose Eduardo dos Santos has committed to holding free elections, no date has yet been set.

But there is growing pressure for the government to set a date by latest 2006.

“Even during the war we were pushing the government to prepare the country for the next elections. Now that the war is over the first step is to prepare Angola to realize free and fair elections.  The way to consolidate the peace process in Angola is to have free elections,” says the FNLA’s Kabangu.

UNITA’s Dachala agrees: “We are not rebels anymore. Now we are in a time of peace and this is an historic opportunity to prove that UNITA is a societal project and can participate in the democratic process.” 

But the path to consolidating Angola’s newfound peace and initiating the process of reconciliation requires more than an election, it needs something much more fundamental, says Archbishop Zacarias Kamwenho, President of the Episcopal Conference of Angola:

“Forgiveness,” he says emphatically.”It’s at the heart of the Christian message and the spirit of Angola is latching on to that to move people to reweave the moral spirit of the nation,” he adds with hope glittering through his bespectacled eyes.

It’s the message he’s been repeating unrelentlessly for years and the message for which he won the Sakharov prize in 2001.

“Thank God African people have a spirit that can endure and forgive,” he says.

