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Central Congo militia 
decapitates 40 police 

KINSHASA: Militia fighters in central Democratic Republic
of Congo decapitated about 40 police officers in an
ambush, local officials said yesterday, the deadliest attack
on security forces since an insurrection in the region began
last August. The Kamuina Nsapu militants attacked the
police on Friday as they drove from Tshikapa to Kananga.
The militia members stole arms and vehicles, Francois
Kalamba, speaker of the Kasai provincial assembly said. 

MINSK: Belarus authorities raided the offices
of a prominent rights group yesterday,
detaining dozens of people ahead of a
planned protest, including foreign rights
workers, the group said.  Police also detained
a leading opposition leader Vladimir
Nekliayev as he was returning from Poland,
taking him off the train at the border and
placing him in a detention facility. Viasna, an
NGO that had been tracking arrests and
protest rallies in Belarus in recent weeks, said
riot police blocked their office in Minsk and
was conducting a search. The police broke
down the door, “put people face down on the
floor and told them to stay there,” the NGO
said on its website. “There were 57 people
detained, including foreign observers,” it said.
Those detained were taken to a police sta-
tion, it said.

A protest had been scheduled by the
opposition for 2:00 pm in Minsk and several
other cities, the latest in a series of events
against authoritarian President Alexander

Lukashenko. Thousands have attended ral-
lies in recent weeks to oppose a controver-
sial new tax on “spongers”-those who work
less than six months a year-as the country
suffers an economic slump, with the swell in
protests alarming the government.
Authorities late Friday told organizers that
the event would be illegal. Yesterday, scores
of armored police trucks and water cannons,
as well as officers armed with automatic
rifles could be seen in the city.

Heavy police presence
The square where the protest had been

set to start was blocked by heavy police
presence,  with the metro exits sealed.
About a hundred people at the scene were
being detained en masse shortly after 2:00
pm, according to an AFP correspondent.
Opposition leader Nekliayev, who was set to
speak at the protest, was stopped at the
border yesterday morning on his way to
Minsk, his wife told AFP. “He is in a deten-

tion facility in Brest,” Olga Nekliayeva said,
referring to the city in southwestern Belarus
close to the Polish border.  Dozens have
been arrested ahead of the event, as state
television aired reports of alleged weapons
caches discovered while police armed with
automatic rifles were in the city centre for
the first time in decades.  

Many had planned to travel to the capital
from the provinces for the protest.
Belarusian railway monopoly halted online
sales for several hours overnight Friday to
Saturday,  ostensibly due to “technical
works.” Belarusian independent newspaper
Nasha Niva added that prominent opposi-
tion leader Mikola Statkevich and his wife
Marina Adamovich had their Facebook
accounts hacked, citing Adamovich’s son
Yuri. Statkevich’s Facebook account was
offline yesterday while his official website
late Friday posted that “the rally has been
cancelled” in what his suppor ters also
believed to be a fake. — AFP 

Belarus raids rights NGO, arrests dozens 

A backpacker attacker 
convicted in Australia

SYDNEY: A man accused of attacking two young back-
packers in a harrowing ordeal at a remote Australian
beach was yesterday found guilty of kidnapping and
assault but cleared of attempted murder.  The 60-year-
old, whose identity was suppressed by the South
Australian Supreme Court, was on trial for sexually
assaulting a Brazilian woman and hitting her German
friend with a hammer at Salt Creek, east of Adelaide, in
February last year. He denied the charges but was
found guilty of six offences including indecent assault,
aggravated kidnapping and endangering life. The
court heard he met the backpackers through classi-
fieds website Gumtree where they advertised for a ride
from Adelaide to Melbourne, the capital of Victoria
state. After picking them up, they drove to the remote
site in Coorong National Park where they set up camp,
the Adelaide Advertiser newspaper reported.  The court
was told the man and the Brazilian went looking for
kangaroos in nearby sand dunes, at which point he
pulled out a knife and bound her wrists with rope
before cutting off her bikini and sexually assaulting her. 

Air strike kills at least 16 
civilians near Damascus

BEIRUT: At least 16 civilians were killed and dozens
wounded yesterday in an air strike on a rebel-held area
outside Damascus, the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights monitor said. It said it was not immediately
clear who was responsible for the strike on the town
Hammuriyeh in the opposition bastion of Eastern
Ghouta, which has been targeted by both the govern-
ment and its ally Russia in the past. “Sixteen civilians,
including a child, were killed and around 50 others
wounded in an air strike on the main street in the town
of Hammuriyeh,” Observatory director Rami Abdel
Rahman said. He could not immediately confirm if all
the wounded were civilians, or if some were rebel
fighters. The death toll could rise further because a
number of the injured were in serious condition, he
added. An AFP photographer saw members of the
White Helmets rescue organization removing survivors
from the aftermath of the street, including a man
whose face was coated in blood. 

BEIRUT: Every week, young divorcee Rita
Choukeir looks forward to the three pre-
cious hours she gets with her young son in
Lebanon, where child custody is awarded
according to religious rulings. Typically
hailed as one of the region’s most liberal
countries, Lebanon’s so-called personal sta-
tus issues-including marriage, divorce, and
child custody-are stil l  determined by
authorities of its 18 religious sects. Shiite
religious courts have ruled that divorced
mothers must turn over custody of their
sons when they reach two, and daughters
aged seven, when custody goes de facto to
the father.

But hundreds of mothers, including 24-
year-old Choukeir, are fighting back. “As a
mother, you have the biggest right to rebel,
to take on the whole world to protect your
son,” said Choukeir, who has been fighting
for custody of her four-year-old son Adam
since her divorce in 2015. Her struggle is
familiar and traumatic: Choukeir grew up
seeing her own divorced mother just eight
hours a week because of a ruling by a reli-
gious court. Barely holding back her tears,
she said: “I’ve seen the pain of both experi-
ences: my own as a child raised far away
from her mother, and a mother kept from
her son.” Adam has been living with his
father since shortly after the divorce, but
Choukeir is now appealing to the country’s
top Shiite Muslim court for full custody.

‘Not open for discussion’    
Choukeir said she was not expecting the

court to rule in her favor, but that she
would not stop fighting for custody “until
the last of my days”. “I don’t trust the (reli-
gious) court, I’m afraid of it,” Choukeir said.
“How can someone like me, who was
deprived of her mother at three years old
because of this court, trust it today?”

According to Shiite scholars, the custody
rule is an interpretation of the hadith
(words and practices of the Prophet
Mohammed) and the Quran, which stipu-
late that fathers are responsible for child-
rearing. 

Ali Makki, who heads the religious court
at Lebanon’s Supreme Islamic Shiite
Council said: “The Shiite sect relies primarily
on interpretation, but the highest point of
reference for the council is in Najaf,” a Shiite
shrine city in Iraq. “Amending the issue (of
custody) is not easy for the Shiite sect.” A
similar custody rule once applied to

Lebanon’s Sunni population, but after
widespread pushback, clerics amended it
and Sunni divorcees were granted full cus-
tody until their children turned 12. Now,
Shiite mothers in Lebanon are waging their
own protest campaign, with Choukeir’s
case as a rallying cry. 

On a recent Saturday afternoon, dozens
of mothers gathered with their children at
the Supreme Islamic Shiite Council head-
quarters in Beirut. Organized by the
“Protecting Lebanese Women” campaign,
protesters held banners that read, “Custody
is a right for Rita and every mother!” “We

have been waging this battle for four years
without any positive response from the
Supreme Islamic Shiite Council, which
insists that this issue is not open for discus-
sion,” said campaign head Zeina Ibrahim.

‘Stood my ground’ 
In some cases, divorcees offer to give up

their alimony in exchange for full custody.
But sometimes, Shiite women who resist
lose their visitation rights, or are even
jailed. In early November, Fatima Hamza,
32, spent six days behind bars after refus-
ing to hand over her four-year-old son Ali
to his father. The top Shiite court had ruled
that since her son was older than two, full
custody would be awarded to his father. 

“The court didn’t even listen to me.
Instead, they added to the injustice against
me,” she said. While Hamza was imprisoned,
Ali stayed with a relative and later returned
to his mother’s care-although his father is
still pressing the legal battle for full cus-
tody.  “They renewed their demands that I
be imprisoned again but I  stood my
ground. I told the judge that I was ready to
go to jail again, but I would not implement
this unjust and unfair decision,” she said.

Surrounded by women outside the
Shiite Council’s headquarters, Hamza said
Lebanese “mothers are becoming more
daring after breaking down the walls of
fear”. Last year, Darine Salman was jailed for
27 days when she refused to hand over
custody of her six-year-old son to her
Kuwaiti husband. By the time she was
released, Salman’s husband had taken cus-
tody of their son. “The religious judge ruled
in favor of the father, as expected. He
refused to listen to me or let me defend
myself,” Salman, 36 said. “I don’t want my
rights. I just want to see my son.”  — AFP 

MINSK: A riot police officer detains an activist during a rally against President Alexander
Lukashenko’s rule and a controversial new tax on ‘spongers’ - those who work less than
six months a year - in Minsk yesterday.— AFP 

11 killed in two gold mine 
accidents in central China 

BEIJING: Accidents at two neighboring gold mines in cen-
tral China’s Henan province killed 11 people yesterday, the
official Xinhua news agency reported, citing local authori-
ties. Thick smoke engulfed a pit at the Qinling gold mine of
China National Gold Group in Lingbao City on Friday morn-
ing, trapping 12 workers and six management staff, Xinhua
reported yesterday. Rescue workers retrieved seven bodies
on Friday night. Of the 10 people taken to hospital, one
failed to respond to treatment and the other nine were
recovering. One more body was retrieved yesterday after-
noon. A similar accident was reported in a neighboring
gold mine on Friday afternoon, Xinhua said, citing the
provincial work safety administration. Of the six workers
trapped, four had been rescued while the other two were
found dead later that evening. Industrial accidents are
common in China. Anger over lax standards is rising after
30 years of breakneck economic growth marred by inci-
dents from mining disasters to factory fires. 

This frame grab from video shows black smoke rising
from a Syrian forces airsrtike, above the opposition-
held Jobar neighborhood, east Damascus. — AP 

New York launches 
immigrant initiative

NEW YORK: New York state yesterday launched an immi-
grant legal defense initiative with more than $1 million in
public and private funding in response to “overwhelming”
demand for help from non-profit organizations. A
statewide coalition of 182 advocacy organization and legal
entities, as well as a network of pro bono attorneys, law
students and legal professionals will provide legal assis-
tance and representation to immigrants “threatened by
recent changes in immigration policies,” a statement read.
The move follows actions under President Donald Trump,
who has twice issue a travel ban on refugees, as well as
other travelers from certain predominantly Muslim coun-
tries. Both have been suspended by courts.  

Shiite Lebanese women 
wage custody battles

‘Protecting Lebanese Women’ campaign

WARRI: While Nigeria’s President
Muhammadu Buhari was receiving treat-
ment in London for an undisclosed illness,
his energetic deputy Yemi Osinbajo was
wooing the country’s oil heartland. In stark
contrast with Buhari, a 74-year-old former
general who rarely ventures outside the
capital, Abuja, the vice-president went on a
whirlwind tour around Africa’s most popu-
lous nation. Out of all his stops during
Buhari’s 49-day absence, Osinbajo’s trips to
the Niger delta-the oil-rich southern
swamplands that dictate Nigeria’s econom-
ic fortunes-were the most productive.

The result: a noticable thaw in frigid
relations between locals and the federal
government, and a lull in attacks on oil and
gas infrastructure that hit production in the
last year. “The issues are very clear, we need
to act quickly and that is my submission,”
60-year-old Osinbajo said during a town
hall meeting held in the Delta state capital,
Warri, in January. By February 25, the feder-
al government had released 10 oil rebels
who had spent more than two months in
custody. One of them, Smith Bounanaowei,
said: “I believe Osinbajo is a man that has
tried in the peace process. “My advice to
the federal government is for them to fol-
low the steps of Osinbajo in bringing peace
to the region,” he said at his home in
Yenagoa, the state capital of Bayelsa.

Hands-on approach 
Osinbajo’s hands-on approach has

among other things raised hopes among
Niger delta leaders of a return of the
“Egbesu” sword, which was controversially
removed from a sacred waterside shrine ear-
lier this year. The perpetrators were said to
be Nigerian troops combing the creeks for
the Niger Delta Avengers, the militant group
responsible for most of the attacks in the last
12 months. Local leaders are also hopeful
that construction will resume of a maritime
university near Warri that was shelved when
Buhari came to power in May 2015.  “He
(Osinbajo) is actually putting action to his
words,” said Udengs Eradiri, a former presi-
dent of the Ijaw Youth Council, an umbrella
body for youths in the Niger delta region. 

“We are grateful to him as he has come
to the peace process with an open mind
and a clear conscience.” Much has been
made about Osinbajo’s engagement in the

region, which was hit in the early 2000s by
rebels also motivated by a desire to see a
more equitable distribution of oil wealth
for locals. The vice-president’s style certain-
ly seems more consensual than Buhari,
whose military has called the militants
“economic terrorists”. Buhari sent in troops
while Osinbajo pushed for talks. Nigeria’s
government maintains the vice-president is
not ploughing his own furrow and is work-
ing with Buhari to implement his policy.

“Their role in the presidency is one. It is a
ticket,” one of Buhari’s spokesmen, Femi
Adesina, told reporters earlier in March. “Any
attempt to begin to demarcate between the
president and the acting president is (an)
exercise in futility.” Nevertheless, experts say
Osinbajo’s more collaborative approach-
notably his willingness to physically meet a
variety of regional leaders on their home
turf-has been invaluable. “Osinbajo has been
busy meeting with local stakeholders, focus-
ing on the oil communities rather than on
the usual suspects, whose main concern is
entitlement,” said Dirk Steffen, a security
analyst at the Risk Intelligence consultancy
in Copenhagen. The question now is
whether Buhari, who returned to Nigeria on
March 10, can keep up the momentum.

Fragile peace
Just two weeks after Buhari’s return, ten-

sion in the Niger delta already appears to be
mounting. Some former militants from the
previous insurgency who receive monthly
65,000-naira ($205, 190-euro) stipends to
stop them taking up arms have complained
that they have not been paid since
December.  “The ex-militants are starting to
ask when will they be paid,” said Dolapo Oni,
Lagos-based energy researcher at Ecobank.  

On Friday, Buhari met Niger delta leaders
in Abuja while Osinbajo was again in the
region on his troubleshooting tour. Again he
pledged a peaceful resolution to the crisis.
Steffen, who tracks the region and maritime
security offshore in the perilous Gulf of
Guinea where high seas pirates are active,
said the lull indicated a fragile peace.”There
are some indications, and a general sense of
foreboding in many parts of the Delta, that
the violent part of the militancy isn’t over
yet,” he said. “Guns and explosives are readily
available and the armed groups will not dis-
appear overnight.” — AFP

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy activists and
hundreds of supporters marched in Hong
Kong yesterday ahead of a vote for the
city’s next leader which they reject as a
sham. Hong Kong’s next chief executive will
be chosen by a pro-China committee today
morning with former deputy leader Carrie
Lam widely seen as Beijing’s favorite for the
job, but intensely disliked by the democra-
cy camp who view her as a hardliner.

It is the first leadership vote in the
semi-autonomous city since mass rallies in
2014 calling for fully free elections failed
to win reform and comes as concern
grows that Beijing is increasingly interfer-
ing in Hong Kong.  Some of the marchers
on Saturday held yellow umbrellas, sym-
bol of the democracy movement, and
chanted “Oppose Chinese authorities’
appointment-we should choose our own
government!”  The city’s best-known pro-
democracy campaigner, Joshua Wong,
said he expected more protesters to gath-
er today as committee members cast their
votes at the harbourfront convention cen-
tre. “It will be a nightmare for us if Carrie
Lam is elected, but we will still continue to
generate more motivation to fight against

suppression and the inter ference of
China’s government,” said student Wong,
20, who became the face of the 2014
“Umbrella Movement” protests. The pro-
democracy camp makes up only a quarter
of the 1,194-strong election committee,
which is drawn from a range of special
interest groups, ranging from agriculture
to real estate.

Most democrats on the committee have
said they will support Lam’s main rival
John Tsang, a former finance minister seen
as a more moderate establishment figure.
Tsang drew thousands of supporters to his
final campaign rally in central Hong Kong
Friday night, and is a clear favorite in most
public opinion polls.  However, the vast
majority of Hong Kong’s 3.8 million voters
do not participate in the selection of the
chief executive and Lam is widely expect-
ed to win thanks to support from pro-
China members of the election committee.
Democracy campaigners marched yester-
day from the commercial area of Causeway
Bay to a square near the voting venue said
regardless of what people thought of the
individual candidates, the system needed
to change.  — AFP

BEIRUT: Lebanese women take part in a protest in front of Lebanon’s Supreme Shiite
Council to ask clerics to increase the age at which custody of children for divorced
Shiite Muslim couples can be awarded to the mother, in the capital Beirut. — AFP 

Nigeria’s vice-president and 
a fragile peace in the delta

HONG KONG: A pro-democracy protester displays a placard during a demonstration
in Hong Kong to demand genuine universal suffrage yesterday. — AP 

Activists march ahead of 
Hong Kong leader’s vote 


