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EGYPT: This undated handout combo image made of eight photos provided by the subjects, shows Egyptian activists
posing for ‘selfies’ part of an online campaign demanding the release from detention of members of a satirical street
group whose selfie-style video clips mocked the country’s president. — AP

CAIRO: Egyptian activists took to social
media yesterday to demand the release of
five detained members of a satirical street
performance group whose selfie-style video
clips mocked President Abdel-Fattah el-Sissi.

The activists posted pictures on Facebook
of themselves holding mobile phones in
front of their faces with the caption: “Does a
mobile phone camera rattle you?” Police on
Monday arrested four members of the group
Awlad Shawarea, or “Street Children.” A fifth
member was arrested over the weekend and
remains in custody after a court ordered his
release on Monday.

The performers face several charges,
including inciting terror attacks and street
protests, attempting to overthrow the gov-
ernment as well as insulting state institutions,
according to their lawyer, Mahmoud Othman.
Othman told The Associated Press yesterday
that the five were being held at a police sta-
tion in the Cairo suburb of Heliopolis. “I last
saw them yesterday and they are in good
condition,” he said.  “The prosecution, regret-
tably, does not see their clips as creative work
protected by the constitution.” The five are
Ezzedeen Khaled, Mohammed Adel,
Mohammed Dessouki, Mohammed Yahya
and Mohammed Gabr. Othman said their
ages range between 19 and 25. A sixth mem-
ber of the group, Mohammed Zein, has not
been detained, he added.

Street Children is part of a new, street-
based art, music and graffiti movement born
out of Egypt’s 2011 uprising and fueled by
liberal youths opposed to the rule of either
Islamists or the military. Authorities in recent
months have sought to clamp down on the
movement, closing a popular arts center in
downtown Cairo and cancelling some street
art festivals.

The move against Street Children under-
lined the government’s diminishing toler-
ance for dissent and signaled that its next
target could be social media networks, one
of the last remaining platforms for young,
pro-democracy activists and artists to air
their views and work.

Recent clips by the group were entitled
“El-Sissi, my president, made things worse,”
and “Leave” - a chant that was popular dur-
ing the 2011 uprising that forced autocrat
Hosni Mubarak to step down. Other clips
mocked the president’s habit of ending
speeches with “Long live Egypt!” and his
recent reference to advice by his late mother
“never to covet what belongs to others.”

The famous Egyptian satirist Bassem
Youssef - often described as the Jon Stewart
of Egypt - took part in the online campaign.
Youssef’s show was taken off the air a few
months after then-military chief el-Sissi oust-
ed Egypt’s first freely elected leader, the
Islamist Mohammed Morsi, in July 2013.

“If you truly are not scared of anyone, let
them go free,” Youssef said in a brief video,
addressing el-Sissi and referring to the five
performers and other political detainees. He
was alluding to the president’s recent asser-
tions that no one scares him.

Egyptian actor Amr Waked, who played
the rich Arab chieftain in the widely
acclaimed 2012 movie “Salmon Fishing in the
Yemen,” also took part in the campaign, as
well as Yousry Nasrallah, one of Egypt’s most
respected film directors, prominent human

rights advocate Ghada Shahbander and nov-
elist and rights campaigner Ahdaf Soueif.

El-Sissi took office in June 2014, nearly a
year after Morsi’s ouster. He has since over-
seen the arrest of thousands of Morsi’s sup-
porters as well as scores of pro-democracy
activists behind the 2011 uprising. The gov-
ernment has defended the crackdown and
the erosion of freedoms since the 2011
uprising by saying it is trying to restore sta-
bility, revive the economy and defeat an
increasingly powerful insurgency based in
the Sinai Peninsula.

El-Sissi’s announcement last month that
his government intended to surrender con-
trol over two strategic Red Sea islands to
Saudi Arabia sparked a series of protests that
were met with one of the biggest rounds of
arrests in the last two years. — AP

Egyptian activists campaign 
for release of street performers

BEIRUT: Aid agencies were set to deliv-
er relief supplies to the besieged Syrian
rebel-held town of Daraya but it was
refused entry. It would have been the
first time since 2012. The Red Cross and
the UN said. “This is the first ever
humanitarian convoy to this town in the
suburbs of Damascus since the begin-
ning of the siege in November 2012,”
International Committee of the Red
Cross spokesman Pawel Krzysiek said.

Five trucks organized by the ICRC,
the United Nations and the Syrian Arab
Red Crescent were to deliver baby milk
and medical and school supplies.
“Today’s delivery to Daraya has been
the result of the very lengthy and diffi-
cult negotiations to allow humanitarian
aid into an area under one of the
longest-lasting sieges in the Syrian con-
flict,” the ICRC’s Syria chief Marianne
Gasser said. “It is a breakthrough but
definitely not a success,” she said. “We
must see it as a confidence building
opportunity. But at the same time... we
urge all parties in control of situation on
the ground to allow more desperately
needed humanitarian aid to this town as
soon as possible.”

The delivery came as world powers
prepare to meet in Vienna next week to
try to revive peace talks aimed at ending

a five-year conflict that has killed more
than 270,000 people.

‘Disappointing’    
Jan Egeland, who heads the UN-

hosted international humanitarian task-
force for Syria, hailed the mission to
Daraya, which he said was especially
aimed at assessing the needs in the
town to pave the way for more exten-
sive aid deliveries. “Daraya is probably
the place in Syria today where the great-
est unmet needs caused by besiege-
ment exist,” he told reporters in Geneva.

Daraya had a pre-war population of
around 80,000 people but that has
dropped by almost 90 percent, with
remaining residents suffering from severe
shortages and malnutrition. The United
Nations says more than 400,000 people
are living under siege in Syria, most of
them in areas besieged by the regime.

In addition, more than four million
people are living in so-called hard-to-
reach areas, according to UN figures.
The UN requested permission to bring
aid to 905,000 people in besieged and
hard-to-reach areas in May,  but
Egeland said yesterday that access had
yet to be granted for more than half of
them, describing the situation as “dis-
appointing”. —AFP

Syrian opposition leader
wants ‘actions not words’

from foreign backers
PARIS: Former Syrian prime minister turned key opposition leader
Riad Hijab has told AFP in an interview the forces fighting the
regime need “actions, not words” from countries that support
them. He said the opposition urgently required surface-to-air mis-
siles to counter the air strikes carried out by the regime and their
Russian allies. And he called for tougher action against President
Bashar al-Assad, who he claimed had effectively received a “green
light” from Moscow and Washington to continue bombing civilian
areas. “What we want are practical and effective measures on the
ground. We don’t need statements or pretty words in the media
because that doesn’t produce any results,” Hijab told AFP.

Hijab, who was speaking in Paris on Wednesday after attending
a meeting of Arab and European allies of the Syrian opposition as
well as US Secretary of State John Kerry, said he was frustrated at
the lack of tough action against the Damascus regime.

He accused the regime of responsibility for “more than 2,300
violations of the ceasefire” since it came into effect on February 27.
Hijab accused the Syrian regime and their Russian allies of commit-
ting war crimes. “In April alone, there were 27 massacres, with

bombings of markets, schools
and hospitals carried out by
the regime. We saw what hap-
pened in Aleppo recently,” he
said. The ceasefire between
regime forces and non-jihadist
rebels in Syria, overseen by
Moscow and Washington, was
shattered at the end of April,
most strikingly in Aleppo, the
strategic city in northern Syria
whose control is split between
government and rebel forces.
Around 300 people were killed
in a surge in fighting in the city.

‘Green light to Assad’    
A fragile new ceasefire was

introduced last week and
Russia and the United States
agreed to “redouble” efforts to

find a political solution to a war that has lasted five years and cost
the lives of 270,000 people. “It’s completely insufficient,” Hijab said.
“The joint statement by the Russians and the Americans says they
want to ‘minimize’ the bombing of civilians and civilian areas as
much as possible. “That is like giving the regime a green light to
continue its abuses and saying: ‘You are killing 100 Syrians a day.
Well today you mustn’t kill more than 10.” The regime defends its
air strikes by saying it is targeting “terrorist groups”, meaning the
Al-Nusra Front (the Syrian branch of Al-Qaeda) and the Islamic
State group, neither of which are included in the ceasefire.

“The Syrian people have been dying for five years. We want
actions, not words, from our friends,” Hijab said. “We hope that the
United States, the French, the British, the Germans and others are
going to act on the ground,” Hijab said.

The opposition forces’ main plea, as it has been since the start
of the war in 2011, is for weapons. “The United States has prevent-
ed us obtaining anti-aircraft weapons for five years. And until
recently they were blocking us from getting anti-tank weapons,”
he said. “We are fighting on several fronts: against Daesh (the Arab
acronym for Islamic State), there have been fierce battles in recent
days around Aleppo, Homs and Damascus and in the south.

“We are fighting against regime forces, against the (Kurdish)
PYD, against religious militia from Iraq and Lebanon, and against
Afghan mercenaries and others... We need weapons that can make
a difference on the ground.”

Hijab also called for the 17-nation International Syria Support
Group (ISSG), which is due to meet in Vienna next Tuesday, to take
measures to force the regime to respect the international commu-
nity’s humanitarian demands. The ceasefire, he said, “is not an end
in itself”. “The solution for Syria is a genuine political transition,”
said the man who oversees the opposition’s negotiations in
Geneva. Three rounds of UN-backed peace talks since the start of
the year have failed to make significant progress. The most recent
round, in April, was suspended when fighting resumed in Aleppo.
“We want to return to Geneva,” Hijab said. “We’re at an impasse at
the moment because the regime does not want to talk about a
(political) transition.”

He stressed though that the opposition’s approach remained
unchanged-there can be no solution that includes Assad. “It is com-
pletely unrealistic to imagine that he can stay in power,” said Hijab,
who was serving as prime minister under Assad when he fled Syria
with his family in August 2012 to join the opposition. —AFP

BERLIN: Riad Hijab, head of
the Syrian High Negotiation
Committee (HNC) on May 4,
2016. — AFP
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