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Children dash between the camp’s makeshift alleyways,
some of them barefoot despite the chill. A few are
wrapped up in oversized sweaters and jackets. In a part of
the camp set up as a market, groups of women are gath-
ered around a pile of secondhand clothing, examining
jackets and trousers. Without enough winter clothes, fami-
lies are using blankets to fashion coats and other warm
garments, says International Committee of the Red Cross
spokeswoman Ingy Sedky. “In winter time, children
become even more vulnerable and exposed to additional
health hazards,” she says.

Zeinab Khalil, a mother of four from Syria’s eastern
Albu Kamal, says they are being treated well at the camp,
“but we need heating, blankets”. “Because of the cold, my
children and I haven’t stopped coughing since we arrived,”
says the 35-year-old. Crouching in front of her tent, Umm
Youssef boils water in a large black pot over a bonfire to
bathe her grandchildren. “The most important thing is that
the children can be warm,” says the 55-year-old, her face

shielded from the wind by a purple shawl with black polka
dots. “Because of the cold, we’re constantly looking after
the children.” “We spent 10 days without mattresses or
blankets. There’s no heating and it’s freezing,” says Umm
Omar, 50, a native of Syria’s Deir Ezzor who sought refuge
in the camp two months ago with her family. Despite the
cold, Umm Omar sits outside her tent chopping vegetables
for lunch. “We have nothing in the tents, we sleep one on
top of the other. They gave us five blankets but we’re sev-
en people,” she says, describing aid distributions as
increasingly irregular.

Since Syria’s conflict erupted in 2011, more than six mil-
lion people have been displaced internally, many of them
multiple times as fighting engulfed the country. Some
750,000 of them live in camps, transit centers, and other
buildings like schools or warehouses, according to the UN.
A half-destroyed school in a rebel bastion outside of
Damascus is home to about 100 people, including 71-
year-old Abu Mohammad Shahhad.

He escaped fighting near his house in Hosh Al-Dawahira
to take refuge in the school building in Hammuriya, both
areas in the rebel bastion of Eastern Ghouta. A four-year
government siege of the area has made it almost impossi-
ble for 400,000 residents to get desperately needed
goods and medicine. “There are no window frames or even
glass” to protect from the cold, says Abu Mohammad. “We
even burn plastic here to stay warm.”  — AFP 
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The lawmaker said the country is not posting any
actual deficit because oil revenues are over KD 15 bil-
lion and insisted that embezzlements are the main prob-
lem in the country.

Islamist opposition MP Mohammad Al-Dallal warned
the government that any attempt to weaken the grilling
tool of the Assembly “will have a very heavy price”,
adding that reform cannot be done by stripping the
Assembly of its legislative and monitoring powers. Dallal
charged that certain quarters in the government are try-
ing to reduce the powers enjoyed by MPs by amending
the internal charter, warning that this will result in a con-
frontation with the lawmakers and voters.

MP Yousef Al-Fadhalah strongly lashed out at
Assembly Speaker Marzouq Al-Ghanem, charging that

he is part of the problem and should be called the head
of the government. The lawmaker claimed that the prime
minister has conceded his powers to Ghanem and that
ministers are afraid to object to him, because they will
face the same fate of Jamal Al-Harbi, the former health
minister, who was not retained in the new Cabinet.

A number of opposition MPs also called for debating
a letter from MPs Jamaan Al-Harbash and Waleed Al-
Tabtabaei, who are in jail after being convicted along
with 65 opposition activists of storming the Assembly.
The lawmakers said that Harbash and Tabtabaei should
not be in jail because they enjoy parliamentary immunity.
But the government refused, saying that if the Assembly
debates the issue, it will ask for the letter to be sent to
the constitutional court. The Assembly will continue
today the debate of the Amiri address and is expected to
debate a number of draft laws.

Separately, authorities arrested five suspects accused
of posting a video on social media considered offensive
to HH the Crown Prince, the interior ministry said yester-
day. The accused were government employees with
positions at “important institutions within the state”, the
ministry said. 
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Speaking on condition of anonymity, one senior edu-
cation official found it difficult to explain exactly what
was happening. He acknowledged the sensitivity of the
subject, even though Tunisia is considered to be a pio-
neer in North Africa and the Middle East in the field of
women’s rights. If the official line is that equality
between men and women is an asset, large sections of
Tunisian society remain conservative and “there is
resistance”, said Ben Jemia, at the Association of
Democratic Women of Tunisia.

In the courtyard of another school in Bizerte, the
Habib Thameur Lycee, equality is a topic for passionate
debate among students. Of around 15 boys asked about
it, just one - Nader - spoke up for the traditional view.
“Girls must cover the shape of their bodies,” he said.
“That’s how we have been raised. It’s our mentality, and
it should stay that way.” The others were firm backers
of the campaign. One final year pupil tried to argue
with a supervisor seeking to enforce the rules. “But

madame,” he asked. “What if the regulation is wrong?”
She thought for a moment. “For me, it’s not unfair, it’s
the rules. That’s the way it is,” she murmured.

School director Iadh Toulgui admitted that the
supervisor’s view was unlikely to sway pupils who had
lived through the revolution of 2011, which toppled a
23-year police state and brought about freedom of
expression. “This is a revolutionary generation, open to
the world. When you try to impose something on them
it doesn’t work,” he said. It is a view shared by Ben
Jemia. “These young people are much more aware of
their rights - they have grown up with freedom of
expression,” she said. “This is the revolution generation,
and it is incredible.”

For Bizerte’s regional education commissioner Nabil
Smadhi, discussion is the way ahead. “It is time to
address this issue in a national dialogue” involving the
education ministry, parents, trade unions and civil soci-
ety, he said. “This agitation is effective, not just in the
public high school but in the majority of establishments
in Bizerte and in several high schools” across the coun-
try, he said. In the meantime, Siwar Tebourbi, Farah Ben
Jemaa and girls like them still come to school without
the regulation uniform. “We’re not doing it just for us,”
said Ben Jemaa. “Next year we’ll be gone. But it’s
important for the generations who follow.” — AFP 
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Emirati men release their Arabian Saluki dogs during a race at the Mazayin Dhafra Camel Festival in the desert near the city of Madinat Zayed, 150 km west of Abu Dhabi, yesterday.  The festival, which attracts participants from around
the Gulf region, includes a camel beauty contest, a display of UAE handcrafts and other activities aimed at promoting the country’s folklore.  — AFP 

CAIRO: An Egyptian court sentenced a British woman to
three years in prison yesterday for smuggling around 300
painkiller tablets into the country, in a ruling her defense
team said she would appeal to have overturned or com-
muted. Laura Plummer, a 33-year-old shop worker from
Hull, was arrested in October after the Tramadol tablets
were found in her suitcase. Her family told British newspa-
pers she bought the tablets for her Egyptian partner living
in the Red Sea resort of Hurghada.

Plummer attended a hearing in her case on Monday,
before yesterday’s sentencing. The court also ruled that
she must pay a fine of 100,000 Egyptian pounds ($5,600).
Tramadol is a legal, prescription medicine in Britain, but it
is banned in Egypt. Plummer was arrested on arrival from
Britain in October, and her detention was extended twice
prior to her court appearance. Plummer’s family said on

yesterday they were disgusted by the way the trial had
been conducted. 

“From day one, this has been a complete nightmare.
Yesterday in the court she wasn’t even allowed her own
interpreter. She had to get the court’s interpreter who was
interpreting the wrong answers,” her sister Jayne Synclair
said, speaking on BBC television. The family said Plummer
had also been forced to sign Arabic-language documents
which she did not understand. “She’s on the verge of a
mental breakdown ... It’s just horrendous,” her sister said.

Her lawyer said Plummer would appeal, seeking to
reverse the verdict or get a commuted sentence, which is
possible in the two months after sentencing. He added that
she did not know Tramadol was banned in Egypt.
Speaking to the court on behalf of Plummer, the lawyer,
said she had no criminal intent in bringing in the
painkillers. On Monday the lawyer, Mohamed Othman, told
Reuters: “It is illogical that she was dealing in Tramadol.
She had only 320 pills. Even the plane ticket is almost dou-
ble the price of those pills.”

A spokesman from Britain’s Foreign and Commonwealth
Office said: “We will continue to provide assistance to
Laura and her family following the court ruling in Egypt,
and our embassy is in regular contact with the Egyptian
authorities.” — Reuters
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