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LUBUMBASHI, DR Congo: Children are
going to bed hungry in DR Congo’s second
city, their parents say, as food shortages
caused by a severe drought in southern
Africa drive up prices. For Lubumbashi’s
two million plus people, who depend for
almost all their staples on imports from
nearby Zambia, the talk is all about the
soaring price of maize flour-and the short-
age of this basic food.

“It has been more than a month since
Zambia refused to deliver export permits for
their flour,” Coundouris Psaromatis, a Greek
businessman who runs a chain of shops and
supermarkets in Lubumbashi, told AFP. “In
all of my shops, I have no more bags of
maize flour to sell: it’s all gone.”

This week a delegation of four key minis-
ters travelled from the capital Kinshasa to
the southeastern copper and cobalt mining
hub to address the growing crisis. A day later
President Joseph Kabila came too.  Jeanne
Kayakez, a maize flour seller at the main
Mzee-Kabila market who has 11 children,
says even she is struggling.

“Even I am unable to feed my children
at the moment. For two weeks we’ve
been eating cassava roots and sometimes

rice. It’s really sad,” she said.

‘Stop lying to us’ 
Times are tough, said Eudoxie Gungwa,

who sells clothes at the market. “People
aren’t buying my clothes and maize flour is
rare and expensive. What’ll happen to us?
The authorities should stop lying to us with
false promises,” she said. Lubumbashi has
suffered particularly badly following a move
by Zambian authorities to limit the export
of corn and corn products, such as maize
flour a key ingredient in local cooking.
Zambia, along with Malawi, Zimbabwe and
Lesotho, is suffering food supply problems,
while South Africa has said the recent
drought was its worst in more than 100
years. Faced by food shortages Zambian
officials banned the export of corn and corn
products on April 5. 

Though the restriction was lifted a week
later, the volume of corn products crossing
into DR Congo has yet to recover to pre-ban
levels, causing shortages in the country’s
south east.  Lubumbashi, which is just 50
kilometres (30 miles) from the Zambian bor-
der, has been hit hardest.

Last Saturday, a 25 kilo (55 pound) bag of

maize flour was selling for 20,000 Congolese
francs ($21.50 at the unofficial, local
exchange rate) compared to just $10 in
January. Earlier that week the price reached
a peak of $30 per bag.

‘Dishonest traders’ 
The World Food Programme (WFP) said it

is following the situation closely. In an inter-
view with AFP, Agriculture Minister Emile
Mota accused “dishonest traders” of causing
the shortages by taking advantage of the
period before the harvest.

The ministerial taskforce said it had taken
a series of measures to “flood the markets of
Lubumbashi” with maize flour, including
exempting corn and corn products from
import duties. 

But one agricultural expert, who asked
to remain anonymous, blamed the “weak-
ness of the local offering”, pointing to the
area’s high population growth and heavy
dependence on copper and cobalt mining.
The expert said the season in the
Lubumbashi area had been good but
warned that the food produced during the
harvest from May to June would not be
enough to end the crisis. — AFP
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Turkish court overturns 275 

verdicts in ‘coup plot’ trial

ANKARA: Turkey’s supreme court of appeals yesterday overturned
the convictions of 275 people, including a former military chief,
who allegedly plotted to overthrow the country’s Islamist-leaning
government. The decision opens the way for a re-trial and their
possible acquittal.

The high court on Thursday cited several flaws in the trial of ex-
military chief Ilker Basbug, other military officers and lawyers, aca-
demics and journalists. They were accused of membership in an
organization dubbed Ergenekon that allegedly plotted in 2003-2004
to topple Recep Tayyip Erdogan, then prime minister and now
Turkey’s president. The lengthy trial contributed to the gradual ero-
sion of the powers of the army, historically viewed as a guarantor of
Turkey’s founding principle of secularism.

The appeals court said the lower court had, among other flaws,
failed to prove Ergenekon’s existence and ruled that the defendants
were denied a fair trial. It also ruled that Basbug, the former military
chief, should have been tried by a high court in line with regulations
on the prosecution of senior officials.

The trial, which began in 2008, grew out of an investigation
into the seizure of 27 hand grenades at the home of a noncommis-
sioned officer in Istanbul in 2007. The defendants were accused of
plotting high-profile attacks that prosecutors said were aimed at
sowing chaos in Turkey to prepare the way for a military coup. The
lower court sentenced Basbug and 18 of the defendants to life in
prison in 2013.

The Ergenekon case had polarized the country. Some saw it as an
opportunity to unravel a shadowy ultranationalist and pro-secular
network that allegedly acted behind the scenes with impunity, while
others believed the trial was a government attempt to muzzle
Erdogan’s secular-minded foes and undermine Turkey’s secular
legacy.The Ergenekon trial and a similar trial against other military
officers helped Erdogan’s government reshape Turkey’s military and
assert civilian control in a country that had seen three military coups
since 1960. — AP

Turkey meets less 

than half EU visa 

waiver terms: EU 

BRUSSELS: Turkey has met fewer than half the condi-
tions for its citizens to be granted early visa-free travel to
the European Union, just 10 days before a deadline for it
to meet the requirements, an EU official told lawmakers
yesterday. The EU promised last month to extend visa
liberalisation to Turkey by the end of June in return for
its agreement to take back all illegal migrants who cross
to Greece from its shores, provided it fulfilled all the so-
called benchmarks.

The executive European Commission is due to report to
member states and the European Parliament on May 4
whether Ankara has met the goals, and has set April 31 as
a cut-off date for Turkey to pass the necessary measures.
Marta Cygan, a director in the Commission’s migration
and home affairs department, told a European Parliament
hearing that Ankara now satisfied in full or almost entirely
35 of the 72 conditions.

“The Turkish authorities have definitely been acceler-
ating the implementation of administrative and legal
reforms allowing them to fulfil the requirements,” she
told lawmakers. Visa-free travel for Turkey, a nation of 79
million, is controversial among the 28 EU states, even
though they would not be allowed to work or stay longer
than three months.

Some fear it would open doors to more Muslim migra-
tion to a bloc already struggling with the biggest influx of
refugees and migrants since World War Two.

Arrivals of migrants and refugees on Greek islands have
dropped sharply since the EU-Turkey agreement went
into force on March 21, but Ankara threatened to walk
away from the deal should it not get visa liberalisation in
June. During the hearing, lawmakers insisted Turkey
should only be granted easier travel terms if it fully satis-
fies all the criteria. Some also criticised the migration
accord with Ankara over human rights concerns.

“I am personally very much in favour of visa liberalisation
with Turkey and many other countries. But we are mixing
things up here. We have the migration agreement with Turkey
and one does get the impression that we are selling ourselves
here a bit,” Dutch member Sophia in ‘t Veld said. — Reuters 

MADRID: Spain’s political parties yesterday
ruled out last-minute talks to secure a parlia-
mentary majority and form a government,
making it virtually inevitable that there will
be a new election in June.

Spain has been without a government
since an inconclusive December election
and King Felipe VI is due to meet all parties
next week in a last-ditch attempt to strike a
deal. But Acting Prime Minister Mariano
Rajoy, whose People’s Party (PP) came first in
the December vote although well short of a
majority, said yesterday he would tell the
king he did not have enough support to
form a government.

The election led to the most fragmented
parliament in Spain’s modern history, with
the PP winning 123 seats in the 350-seat
lower house, the Socialists 90, anti-austerity
Podemos 69 and Ciudadanos 40.

Rajoy also said Socialist leader Pedro
Sanchez was to blame for the stalemate.
“Pedro Sanchez can avert the elections. I call
him once more to work on a grand coalition
government that would bring stability to
Spain,” he tweeted.

Sanchez has repeatedly ruled out such a
possibility and a senior member of the
Socialist Party repeated yesterday that this
option was not being considered. “Is there
seriously somebody who still think there
could be a grand coalition with the PP?
Rajoy knows it from day one, we ran in the
elections to make sure he would no longer
be prime minister,” said the party’s leader in
parliament, Antonio Hernando.

Hernando also criticised the anti-auster-
ity party Podemos (“We Can”) for not agree-
ing to back a three-way coalition with the
Socialists and liberal newcomer
Ciudadanos (“Citizens”). Nearly 90 percent
of Podemos members last week voted
against such a government and the party

opened the door on Wednesday to running
on a joint platform with a former commu-
nist movement if a new vote is called, in a
bid to overtake the Socialists as the biggest
leftwing political force.

Meanwhile, Ciudadanos leader Albert

Rivera, whose alliance with the Socialists
failed to win enough parliamentary sup-
port, called on Rajoy and Sanchez to take a
step back and allow a “transition” govern-
ment lead by an independent figure to be
voted in. — Reuters

Spain heads towards election as 

parties reject last-minute deal

Some of Africa’s longest serving rulers (from top L) Zimbabwe’s President
Robert Mugabe addressing the 65th General Assembly at the United Nations
in New York, Angola’s President Jose Eduardo Dos Santos making a declara-
tion in Luanda tomorrow President of Equatorial Guinea Teodoro Obiang
Nguema during the opening of the African Cup of Nations in Bata
yesterday(from bottom L) then Libyan leader Moamer Kadhafi during a press
conference on the sidelines of the 16th Arab League Summit in Tunis on May
22, 2004 shows, then President of Gabon Omar Bongo at a working session of
a European Union and Africa summit in Lisbon on December 8, 2007 and then
President of Togo Gnassingbe Eyadema at the Community of Sahel-Saharan
States (COMESSA) meeting in Syrte on  March 7, 2002. — AFP


