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NICE: A second resort on France’s Riviera coast,
Villeneuve-Loubet, announced yesterday a ban
against burkinis after Cannes banished the full-
body swimsuit from its beaches. The town’s mayor
told AFP that he made the decision to bar the
burkini worn by some Muslim women because of
sanitary reasons. “I was informed that there was a
couple on one of our beaches where the wife was
swimming fully dressed,” Lionnel Luca said. “I con-
sidered that unacceptable for hygienic reasons

and that in general it was unwelcome.”
The mayor of Cannes, famous for its annual film

festival, said he had signed off on the burkini ban
out of “respect for good customs and secularism”, a
founding principle of the French republic. But pro-
hibiting the burkini has caused an uproar with
anti-racism organizations and human rights
groups vowing to go to court to seek to overturn
the “deeply worrying” ban. In the city of Marseille
this week, a waterpark cancelled plans to host a

private event for women wearing burkinis after
the idea sparked an uproar. The issue comes at a
highly sensitive time for relations with Muslims in
France after two attacks last month linked to the
Islamic State (IS) jihadist group.

Mayor Luca referred to the attacks in disputing
charges that the burkini ban was discriminatory,
saying it was intended “to avoid any disturbance
to public order in the region which was hit by
attacks”. On July 14 the nearby Riviera city of Nice

was the target of an attack claimed by IS which
killed 85 people, when an Algerian ploughed a
truck into crowds celebrating Bastille Day. And on
July 26, a priest was killed in his church in north-
western France by two attackers who had pro-
claimed their allegiance to IS. 

Islamic dress is a hot-button issue in France,
where the full-face veil is banned in public places.
But there is no ban on wearing religious symbols
or clothing. — AFP 

LUSAKA: Early results from Zambia’s presiden-
tial election were released yesterday, with poll
observers calling for calm as delays in the
counting process followed a tense cam-
paigning period. President Edgar Lungu of
the Patriotic Front (PF) and leading chal-
lenger Hakainde Hichilema were predicted
to be in a close race for power as Zambia
struggles  with a  weakening economy.
Hichilema, of the United Party for National
Development (UPND), alleged on Friday that
the count was being undermined by fraud.
The E lec toral  Commiss ion re jec ted
Hichilema’s allegations that it was colluding
with Lungu’s party over the result, describ-
ing the charges as “regrettable”.

Yesterday afternoon, partial results from
22 of the 156 constituencies put Lungu ahead
on 207,547 votes with Hichilema on 153,630,
according to the commission, with the other
seven presidential candidates far behind.
Lungu took power only last year when he
beat Hichilema by less than 28,000 votes in a
snap election. Zambia is known for its relative
stability, but the run-up to Thursday’s vote
was marked by weeks of clashes between PF
and UPND supporters, with at least three peo-
ple killed.

The Christian Churches Monitoring Group,
which had 1,670 observers at polling stations

across the country, described the election as a
“step backward for the country”, expressing
deep concern about the environment before
the vote. 

“We appeal to all Zambians, regardless of
their affiliation to remain peaceful, to reject
violence,” the group said in a statement.
“Zambia is not a new democracy and should
be a model to the region and beyond.” The
CCMG report pointed to opposition candi-
dates being unable to campaign freely, an
impartial police force and unbalanced pro-
Lungu media coverage.

Higher turnout 
An EU monitoring team, which had 120

observers on duty, was due to give its first
assessment of the poll later yesterday. The
estimated turnout was about 57 percent-far
higher than last year, with long queues and no
major violence on voting day. Zambia, in con-
trast to neighbors like Angola and Zimbabwe,
has escaped war and serious upheaval in
recent decades.

It last held a peaceful transfer of power to
an opposition party in 2011 when Michael
Sata took office. Sata died in 2014, and the
2015 election gave Lungu the right to finish
Sata’s term. Lungu’s short term in office has
been marked by the falling price of copper,

the country’s key export, with inflation rising
to over 20 percent and unemployment soar-
ing. Constitutional changes mean that the
winner must now secure more than 50 per-
cent of the vote, leading to a possible second
round run-off that would likely be held next
month.

Hichilema, 54, a wealthy businessman who
is making his fifth attempt to win the presi-
dency, said when he voted that he would
accept the election result if it was “free, fair
and transparent”. On the campaign trail, the
British-educated economist emphasized his
business credentials as an asset to turning
around the economy. Known as “HH”, he has
major investments in ranching, property and
healthcare in Zambia. 

The former Brit ish colony,  ruled by
Kenneth Kaunda from 1964 unti l  1991,
recorded GDP growth of 3.6 percent last year-
its slowest since 1998. Growth was more than
10 percent in 2010. Last year Lungu, 59, held
a mass prayer gathering in the national stadi-
um to ask for divine help to improve the
economy. About 60 percent of the population
lives below the poverty line, according to the
World Bank. The presidential, parliamentary
and local election also included a constitu-
tional referendum on amending the bill of
rights. — AFP 

Another French Riviera resort bans ‘burkinis’

HAVANA: Cuban revolutionary leader Fidel Castro turned
90 yesterday in an island transformed from the one he led
for half a century. Both loved as a hero and hated as a dic-
tator, Castro is one of the giant figures of modern history.
He defied 10 US presidents during his 48 years in power,
but in the decade since he stepped aside Cuba has
become a different world. His sworn foe, the United States,
is no longer officially Cuba’s enemy.

‘Warrior’ 
Now white-bearded and frail, Castro was a strapping

32-year old in green fatigues when he led a rebel force that
drove out dictator Fulgencio Batista in 1959. His image as a
revolutionary warrior storming down from the mountains,
rifle in hand, stirred his admirers’ imagination. His commu-
nist policies and iron-fisted treatment of rivals drew the
hostility of the United States and other Western powers.

His voice used to boom out over Havana in speeches
that lasted hours.  Nowadays he is rarely heard from,
though his face still smiles out from countless billboards
across the Caribbean island. No official public events were
scheduled to mark his birthday and there was so far no
word from the former president himself, who spends his
days out of sight at home. But his friends and enemies on
the streets of Havana and beyond are fully aware of the sig-
nificance of the date.

A birthday visit by Cuba’s top regional ally, socialist
President Nicolas Maduro of Venezuela, has not been ruled
out. “We will be celebrating the 90th birthday of that
immortal man,” Maduro said. State newspapers on the
communist island have for days been printing pictures and
articles about him to mark his 90th year. Concerts have
been played in his honor.

‘Dictator’ 
Fidel Castro retired from public life in 2006 due to ill

health. He formally transferred the presidency to his broth-
er Raul in 2008. But Fidel continues to exert “an indirect
influence through certain figures in the regime who are
not comfortable with the reforms that Raul has made,” said
Kevin Casas-Zamora, a political scientist at Oxford
University. Raul, 85, has gradually opened up Cuba’s econo-
my and foreign relations. He has restored diplomatic rela-
tions with Fidel’s old foe, the United States.

Such reforms were unthinkable when Cuba was a pro-
Soviet state on the United States’ doorstep during the Cold
War. Fidel gave free healthcare, housing and schooling to
citizens on a poor island. “Fidel is everything. He is sport, he
is culture. He is rebellion. If Cubans are rebels, it is thanks to
Fidel,” said Manuel Bravo, a 48-year-old glazier. But the for-
mer president’s regime is also accused by rights groups of
brutally repressing dissent by torturing and jailing oppo-
nents. “I will remember him as a dictator,” said Martha
Beatriz Roque, 71, an anti-Castro dissident who was one of
75 opponents jailed in the “black spring” of 2003. “He is the
man of ‘E’s: egomaniacal, egotistical, egocentric,” Roque
said. “I don’t know whether I will be able to wish him a hap-
py birthday.”

‘Hero’ 
Castro has reportedly suffered from intestinal illness in

recent years. But official secrecy shrouds his condition. He
last appeared in public on April 19 at the close of the
Cuban Communist Party Congress. Dressed in a blue track-
suit and speaking in a trembling voice, he seemed to say
goodbye. “Soon I’ll be like all the rest,” he said. “Everyone’s
turn comes.” After US President Barack Obama visited Cuba
in March, Fidel Castro recalled the island’s long enmity with
the US, including Washington’s backing for the failed inva-
sion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs in 1961.

His bitterness over that botched CIA plot played a part
in pushing the world to the brink of nuclear war during the
Cuban Missile Crisis the following year. The Soviet Union
agreed to his request to send ballistic missiles to Cuba. “For
most Latin Americans, Fidel Castro represents heroic resist-
ance to the hegemony and control of the United States,”
said Peter Hakim, an international affairs expert at Inter-
American Dialogue, a think tank. “But I do not think he will
be seen as a hero for much longer... The modern world has
left him and Cuba behind.” — AFP 
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STOCKHOLM: Sweden’s youngest ever
cabinet minister, who came to the country
as a refugee from Bosnia, announced her
resignation yesterday after being caught
driving under the influence of alcohol. Aida
Hadzialic, 29, minister for secondary and
adult education, revealed that she had
been stopped by police in the southern city
of Malmo and tests showed she had an
alcohol level of 0.2 grams per liter of blood-
just the level considered an offence in
Sweden.

“That was the biggest mistake of my
life... I will take responsibility. I announce
my intention to resign from my ministerial
post,” an emotional Hadzialic told a press
conference at government headquarters in
Stockholm.  “I understand that a lot of peo-
ple are disappointed in me. And I am angry
with myself, and certainly I deeply regret it,”
added the young politician seen as the
future of the Social Democrat party.

Hadzialic was born in Bosnia and immi-
grated to Sweden at the age of five, in

1992, with her parents fleeing the war in
the Balkans.  She became involved in the
Social Democrats youth movement in high
school and went on to be elected a munici-
pal councilor at age 23.  Then in 2014 at 27
she became the youngest ever govern-
ment minister in Sweden’s history. She is
not the only politician to have to drop out
since Sweden’s political left returned to
power two years ago.

Deputy premier and environment minis-
ter Asa Romson from the Green party
resigned in May after a series of gaffes, the
last being to describe the 2001 terrorist
attacks in the United States as “the accidents
of September 11”. Housing minister Mehmet
Kaplan, of Turkish origin, had to step down
in April after comparing Israelis to the Nazis,
and Mona Sahlin, the national coordinator
for protecting democracy against violent
extremism, was forced to resign in May after
media revealed that she had made false
income declarations for her bodyguard to
help him obtain bank loans. —AFP 

SAN SALVADOR: Central America’s relent-
less struggle with gangs and street crime
has created a worrying consequence:
Prisons so overcrowded they serve more as
schools for felons than institutions for reha-
bilitation, according to experts. Together,
Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Costa
Rica and Panama have 103,993 convicts in
around a hundred penitentiaries-whose
combined capacity is meant to be 48,218.
Prison overpopulation in each facility
ranges from 22 percent to 246 percent.
“The overcrowding highlights the failure of
the structure of the justice system in its
entirety,” said Laura Andrade, a Salvadoran
expert on prison issues.

Several studies show that the govern-
ments in the region have opted for a pop-
ulist policy that simply scoops up massive
amounts of criminals and locks them away
as an answer to public fears in some of the
world’s most dangerous countries.
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador con-
stitute what is known as the “Northern
Triangle” of Central America: gang-ridden
nations whose murder rates are among the
highest on the planet outside of actual war
zones. But experts question the strategy,
which they say merely creates fertile cen-
ters for criminal learning. “The citizen per-
ception of imprisonment as a solution to
security problems has impeded progress in
reforms to reduce the inmate population,
adopt alternative measures, and promote
social reinsertion,” the UN Development
Program said in a 2013 report.

Hotbeds of violence 
In recent years, Central American gov-

ernments have thrown themselves behind
renovating prisons or building new ones.
The allocated budgets are focused much
more on improving penitentiary employ-
ees’ salaries and inmates’ food than on

rehabilitation schemes. For the UNDP, the
prisons have become hotbeds of violence
where human rights violations, criminal
networks and recidivism abound.

In a heightened crackdown on gangs
this year, El Salvador in March imposed
strict measures to prevent many of the
16,197 gang members locked up — 46 per-
cent of the country’s prison population-
communicating with the outside world in a
bid to curb their criminal activities. Yet
there are some signs the region is realizing
the need for a change in direction. “In the
current conditions of overcrowding, the
inhuman living conditions and the human
rights violations experienced by most of
the inmate population, prison is doing the
opposite of what it’s supposed to, which is
to resocialize,” said a recent study of El
Salvador’s prison system carried out by the
University of Central America. With 34,938
inmates in 19 penitentiaries, El Salvador
has the worst rate of prison overcrowding
in the region, at 246 percent. It is followed
by Guatemala at 204 percent. The Central
American country with the lowest level of
overcrowding is Panama, at 22 percent.

“It’s urgent that the state develop a new
crime-fighting policy that involves the
three powers (executive, legislative and
judicial), and which require us to take
decisions that avoid prison as the sole
applicable measure, with a series of alter-
natives,” Costa Rica’s justice minister,
Cecilia Sanchez, told AFP. For her, the
“poor penitentiary structure” and the lack
of qualified personnel are the main obsta-
cles to working out a real reinsertion pro-
gram for released prisoners. In Guatemala,
Andrea Barrios, coordinator for an associa-
tion called Colectivo Artesanas, urged
alternatives to prison for lesser crimes,
such as home detention or community
service. — AFP 

EL SALVADOR:  With 34,938 inmates in 19 penitentiaries, El Salvador has the worst
rate of prison overcrowding in the region, at 246%. — AFP 

Piled up prisons: Swamped 
justice in Central America

HAVANA: A woman reads in Havana the August 13, 2016 issue of Resumen
Latinoamericano newspaper with a front page that displays a picture of Cuban
leader Fidel Castro. — AFP

Calls for calm as Zambia 
election results trickle in

STOCKHOLM: Swedish minister Aida Hadzialic arrives for a press conference. — AFP 
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CARACAS: A Venezuelan appeals court
upheld on Friday the nearly 14-year prison
sentence imposed on opposition leader
Leopoldo Lopez for inciting violence dur-
ing anti-government protests in 2014, his
lawyer said. Lawyer Juan Carlos Gutierrez
told The Associated Press that the “the sen-
tence was upheld on equal terms” as the
original conviction. Court officials did not
immediately confirm the ruling, which
came after three weeks of deliberation.

Lopez, a Harvard-educated former may-
or, has denied that he incited violence.
International human rights groups consider
him South America’s highest-profile politi-
cal prisoner. His conviction has been widely
condemned as a sham trial by foreign gov-
ernments, including the US. But govern-
ment officials say he was behind a wave of
violence that left three people dead and
dozens injured during protests against the
government of President Nicolas Maduro in
February 2014. In the past, they have
accused Lopez of collaborating with the US

government to stage a coup.
Gutierrez, the lawyer, said he will take

the case to the Supreme Justice Tribunal
and the United Nations. Jesus Torrealba,
secretary of the opposition Alliance, called
the decision “illegal and unjust,” adding on
her Twitter account that Lopez “will be
freed by the vote of the people.” The 45-
year-old Lopez has been held for almost 30
months in the Ramo Verde prison outside
Caracas. The ruling comes as the opposi-
tion tries to remove the unpopular Maduro
from office through a recall vote amid soar-
ing inflation, food shortages and a sharp
economic downturn.

In June, Lopez said he would not negoti-
ate for his own freedom if it meant aban-
doning the effort to recall Maduro this year.
His supporters said international leaders
engaged in a diplomatic effort to diffuse
Venezuela’s political crisis had put his release
on the table as a possible bargaining chip.
But Lopez said the country’s freedom would
always come before his own. — AP 

Venezuelan court upholding 
opposition leader sentence


