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CONFERENCE AGA INST RACISM

Africans har den stand on reparations
BY MARK MacKINNON
DURBAN, SOUTH AFRICA

Dele g a tes negotiating the final tex tof the dec-
laration for a glo bal antir aci sm conferenc e
we re jol ted yest e r day when Afr ican cou ntr ies
su ddenly harden ed their posit ion and for med
a united front dema n d ing financia l rep ara -
tion s fo r the damag edone by slave ry and
colon ia lism.

Ju s tdays after sev eral hea ds of state from
the con tinent sig n a l led their wil l ingn es sto
co mpromise and settle for an apology and
mo reaid rat her than compens ation directly
tied to his t orical wrong s ,Af rican cou ntr ies,
acting as a bloc, pres ented a dis cus sio n paper
that res urrects the rep aration sdebate.

"The Afr ican posit ion is a tou gh one," one
Cana dian officia l said.

The paper, pre sent e dye s terday to delegat es
at the United Nation s Wo r ld Conferenc e
Ag ain st Racism, urges those cou ntr ies that
profited from col o nia lism or the slave trade
to take "ap pro priat ereme dial and othe rmea s-
ure sin order to halt and rev erse" the lasting
im pacts of bot h.

The paper con tends that the twin lega -
cie sof col o nia lism and slave ry are to bla m e
fo r the wid edeve lopment gap bet ween Afr i-
ca and the rest of the world.

Over the weeke n d, sev eral influe n tia lAf ri-

can lea de rs, inclu ding Nig erian Pre sid e n tOlu-
segun Obasanjo and South Afr ican lea de r
Thabo Mbeki, gav espeeches to the confer-
enc esuggesting that apologie sand aid wou ld
be acceptable sub stitutes for rep aration s.

Thos espeeches caus ed arift among Afr i-
can dele g a tes, and the new paper sug ge s t s
that hard-li ners won the int e rnal debate.

"Let us not be too wor rie d abou t who
will be compens ated, and how", Awa Bah,
Gambia’s att orney-gen eral, said. "Let us re-
solve that rep aration ssh oul d be com mensu -
rate with the mag n itude of the crimes that
we re com mitt e d."

Mo st West e rn cou ntr ies woul d prefer to
se eamends made for slave ry in an indirect
fa shion, so as not to set a pre c e dent that
coul d se edes c endantsof slave sall ove r the
wo r ld la unch law suits aga inst cou ntr ies that
profited .

By res urrecting the spect reof rep aration s,
the paper als o sets back the debate ove r
whet her for mer col o nia l and slave -trading
powe rs owe Afr ica a for mal apology. Many
We s ter ncoun tries don’t want to use the word
"a pol ogy" but are wil l ing to accept that "a
st atement of reg ret "is due. The exact word -
ing is stil l the sub ject of int ense nego tiation s.

Cana da, whi c h is wor rie d abou t the im-
pact a UN endo rsement of rep aration sor an

apol ogy mig ht hav ein domestic cou rts, pre -
sent e d a paper this week along wit h the
Un ited States, Nor way, Jap an, Aust r alia and
Ne wZealand that expre sses "profou nd reg ret "
fo r the slave trade.

While Cana daportrays its elf as trying to
se ek the middle groun dbetween Afr ica and
Euro pe, some Canadians who believe they
are owe drep aration sfo r wrongs suf fered by
thei r anc esto rs say the gov ernment is faili ng
them .

"Thes eis s ues are ver y im por tant to people
of African descent," said Maria Omen e, who
is repre senting the Immig rant Women of
Sa sk at chewa nat the conferenc e. "What eve r
the posit ion sof Eur ope are, Cana daag rees.
We shoul d be standing on our own two feet."

The slave ry issue isn’t the only one bog -
gi ng dow nnego tiation son what the eig ht-day
conferenc e’s final decl aration wil l say. The
Mi ddle East issue has alrea dy cau sed Israel
and the United States to walk out in ang er,
and drafting a lis t of groups affected by ra-
ci al dis crimination has prove dequally tho rny.

Of the 185 parag raphs con taine d in the
mos tre c ent draft declaration, 80 rem ain the
subj ect of debat e, wit h ju s t thre e days re-
ma ining in the conferenc e.

One delegat e des cribed negotiat ors as
sh ell -shock ed.
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