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Soldiers held 
without trial 
dent Gambia 
reputation
BANJUL: When strongman Yahya Jammeh left The
Gambia for exile after 22 years, new foreign minister
Ousainou Darboe pledged the tiny nation would
become the “human rights capital of Africa”. His remarks
came days after Jammeh’s forced departure in January,
and followed the release of droves of political prisoners
from the country’s notorious jails-the face of years of
flagrant rights abuses under the mercurial leader. But as
the first anniversary approaches of the December 1
election that would eventually spell regime change for
Banjul, AFP has learnt that a dozen soldiers are currently
being held in Gambian detention far beyond the remit of
the constitution, in some cases for months.

Three of those detained, Lance Corporal Abdoulie
Bojang, Lance Corporal Abba Badjie and another sol-
dier, Lamin Nyassi, were all picked up by the military
police in July, according to their wives.”He is accused of
facilitating the escape of a soldier who was wanted in
connection with a Whatsapp group chat,” Bojang’s wife
Sunkaru Jarjue told AFP, an account repeated by
Nyassi’s wife, Banna Jarju.

An official within the military who wished to remain
anonymous confirmed to AFP a dozen soldiers were
being held. Although the men appeared before a judge
on Friday, they have yet to be formally charged and are
only expected to enter a plea of November 27. The
men’s prolonged detention is inextricably linked with
suspicions of sedition and covert support for Jammeh
from a faction of the army and intelligence services,
but rights groups say the military figures are not
exempt from the constitutional right to be charged
within 72 hours.

Mutiny concerns
A coalition of parties fielded standard-bearer Adama

Barrow as their candidate in December 2016 elections,
who ultimately defeated Jammeh and took over the
presidency in late January. But then, as now, there are
concerns about lingering Jammeh supporters in the
ranks of the army, evoked back in July by Colonel
Magatte Ndiaye, the head of a Senegalese army contin-
gent still deployed to The Gambia by the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS).

He told AFP that rebel elements were intent on
destabilizing the country and working with exiled
Jammeh-era top brass, though President Barrow has
said such reports are “hugely exaggerated”. The wife of
one soldier arrested at the Farafenni army camp in
September, nominally for failing to show up for work,
believes his family connections ensnared him while
maintaining his innocence. “They asked whether he is
still communicating with his uncle (Yahya Jammeh),”
Tida Bajinka Jammeh told AFP in mid-November,
adding her husband had only just been released.

Gambia Armed Forces Spokesman Captain Lamin
Sanyang confirmed the detention of members of the
Gambian Armed Forces pending investigation for
“mutinous and seditious acts” revealed by audio
recordings shared by Whatsapp. “Some soldiers are
arrested in connection with a Whatsapp page they
have created to discuss amongst themselves,”
Sanyang said.  —AFP

HALHUL: Hundreds of Israeli Jews held a rare prayers
session by a mosque in a Palestinian village on the
occupied West Bank yesterday, an AFP photographer
said. The Israeli army accompanied busses carrying
over 300 ultra-Orthodox men, mostly from the
Breslov Hassidic sect, to Younis mosque in Halhul,
north of Hebron, where according to Jewish tradition
biblical prophets Gad and Nathan are buried.

One worshipper told AFP it was the first time in 18
years that Jews were allowed to pray at the site, deep
in a Palestinian-controlled area.  A military spokes-
woman said the army and police forces accompany-
ing the worshippers were
attacked by Palestinians
hurl ing “rocks and f ire-
bombs”, with the forces
responding with riot dis-
persal means to “prevent
further escalation”.  No
injuries were reported, the
spokeswoman said.

According to tradition,
the graves are located
inside the mosque, but the
Jewish worshippers did not
enter the holy site, rather
held an hour of pre-dawn prayers on the road outside
before leaving, the photographer said. There are a
number of sites holy to Jews in Palestinian-controlled
areas in the West Bank that are the site of pilgrim-
ages. Most popular are Rachel’s tomb near Bethlehem
and the tomb of Joseph in Nablus. On Friday, a
Palestinian from Halhul rammed his car into Israeli
civilians nearby, wounding two before trying to stab
soldiers and being shot.  The army arrested a number
of his family members and imposed a partial closure
on the village, which by yesterday had been lifted, the
army said. 

In another development, Israel’s cabinet voted yes-

terday to close a migrant detention centre, as Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced an agree-
ment to deport 40,000 Africans who entered the
country illegally. Ministers unanimously approved
plans to shutter the Holot centre in southern Israel
and gave migrants a three-month deadline to leave
the country or face deportation, said the interior and
public security ministries. “The infiltrators will have
the option to be imprisoned or leave the country,” the
public security ministry said in a statement.

Israeli official figures from June 30 show a total of
38,043 African migrants in the country. They include

27,494 Eritreans and 7,869
Sudanese, and their pres-
ence in south Tel Aviv has
raised discontent among
Israel is there and else-
where. Speaking ahead of
the vote, Netanyahu noted
that after building a fence
on the Egyptian border
and deporting some
20,000 African migrants
through various deals,
Israel has reached the third
stage of its efforts-”accel-

erated removal”.
“This removal is taking place thanks to an interna-

tional agreement I reached that enables us to remove
the 40,000 infiltrators remaining, remove them with-
out their consent,” he told ministers. “This will enable
us to close down Holot and allocate some of the large
funds going there to inspectors and removing more
people,” said Netanyahu. Holot, an open facility in the
desert that can host 1,200 migrants who are allowed
to leave to work during the day, would be closed
three months from December 16, according to the
decision. A public security ministry spokesman said
an extension to that deadline would be set if neces-

sary. Ahead of the vote, Public Security Minister
Gilad Erdan said Holot had become “a hotel for infil-
trators at the tax-payers’ expense that does not
encourage their exit” and costs 240 million shekels
($68 million, 58 million euros) a year.

In a Twitter statement, Erdan however stressed the
closure of Holot was conditioned on “us seeing that
the policy of removing infiltrators to a third country

was indeed taking place.” Neither Erdan nor
Netanyahu gave details about the deal and the third
country. Israel tacitly recognizes the Sudanese and
Eritreans cannot be returned to their dangerous
homelands, so it has signed deals with Rwanda and
Uganda, which agree to accept departing migrants on
condition they consent to the arrangement, according
to activists. —Agencies

Israel to close detention centre, deport migrants

Jews hold rare prayers at 
the holy site in West Bank

rHALHUL: Ultra-Orthodox Jewish men, mostly from the Hasidim Breslov sect, run past Israeli soldiers as
they rush to pray in front of the Younis mosque where, according to the Jewish medieval tradition, are
the graves of the biblical prophets Gad and Nathan in the heart of the West Bank town of Halhul.  —AFP

Libya to probe 
‘slave auction’ 
TRIPOLI: Libya will investigate alleged slave trading in
the country, the internationally recognized government
announced yesterday, following the release of video
footage appearing to show migrants being auctioned
off. Chaos-ridden Libya has long been a major transit
hub for migrants trying to reach Europe, and many of
them have fallen prey to serious abuse in the North
African country at the hands of traffickers and others.

US television network CNN aired the footage last
week of an apparent live auction in Libya where black
men are presented to North African buyers as potential
farmhands and sold off for as little as $400. Deputy
Prime Minister Ahmed Metig said his UN-backed
Government of National Accord would investigate the
allegations, in a statement posted Sunday on the
Facebook page of the GNA’s press office.

Metig said he would instruct the formation of a
“commission to investigate these reports in order to
apprehend and bring those responsible to justice”, the
statement added. The CNN report apparently showing
migrants being auctioned off in Libya was shared wide-
ly on social media, provoking outrage in Africa, Europe
and the rest of the world. The grainy footage shot on a
mobile telephone shows a man CNN said was Nigerian
and in his 20s being offered up for sale as part of a
group of “big strong boys for farm work”.

In the CNN report, a person identified as an auc-
tioneer can be heard saying “800... 900... 1,000...
1,100...” before two men are sold for 1,200 Libyan
dinars ($875). Around 1,000 people took to the streets

of Paris on Saturday to protest against slavery in Libya,
according to French police. Guinean President Alpha
Conde, who is also chairman of the African Union, on
Friday called for an inquiry and prosecutions relating to
what he termed a “despicable trade... from another era”.
Senegal’s government expressed “outrage at the sale of
Sub-Saharan African migrants on Libyan soil” that con-
stituted a “blight on the conscience of humanity”.

African migrants from nations including Guinea and
Senegal but also Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Gambia make

the dangerous crossing through the Sahara to Libya
with hopes of making it over the Mediterranean Sea to
Italy. But testimony collected by AFP has revealed a
litany of rights abuses at the hands of gangsters, human
traffickers and the Libyan security forces, while many
end up stuck in the unstable North African nation for
years. More than 8,800 stranded migrants have been
returned home this year, according to the International
Organization for Migration, which is also compiling evi-
dence of slavery. —AFP

PARIS: A man holds a placard reading ‘No to slavery in Libya’ during a march against ‘slavery in Libya’
in Paris. —AFP

Fall from 
Grace: Mugabe’s 
wife was his
weakness
HARARE: President Robert Mugabe’s
downfall was caused by the ambitions of
his combative wife Grace, whose emer-
gence as his likely successor proved a step
too far for Zimbabwe’s military, analysts
say.  Grace Mugabe - 41 years younger
than her husband-was once dismissed as a
lightweight shopping addict. But she
became increasingly active in public life in
recent years, and became the frontrunner
to take the top job when Mugabe last week
sacked her arch-rival, vice president
Emmerson Mnangagwa.

The military-determined to stop Grace,
52, being named as the new vice president-
moved in on Wednesday, taking control of
the country and signaling the imminent end
of Mugabe’s rule.”The crisis has been trig-
gered by Grace because she wanted to
grab power and to have Mugabe remove a
lot of people,” Shadrack Gutto, director of
the Centre for African Renaissance Studies
at the University of South Africa said.

“She overreached herself. She has done
a lot to accelerate the removal of her hus-
band from power. “The military decided
that enough is enough.” Grace’s political

plans were backed by the so-called G40, a
group of young supporters that has earned
a reputation for aggression. The faction,
which includes some ministers, has been
the primary target of the military officers
who announced on state TV in the early
hours of Wednesday that they would bring
“criminals” close to Mugabe to justice. 

‘They had to act’ 
“The Zimbabwean army feel they have

the right to have a president they approve
of,” Knox Chitiyo, of the Chatham House
think-tank, told AFP. “They had to act now
before Grace was appointed as vice presi-
dent at the ZANU-PF party congress next
month. Grace’s team got within weeks of
success.” Grace, born in South Africa, was
one of Mugabe’s secretaries when their
affair began in 1987, and they had two chil-
dren in secret before the president’s wife
died in 1992.  

The couple then married at a lavish cere-
mony in 1996 attended by Nelson Mandela,
before having a third child. Grace was
awarded a doctorate by the University of
Zimbabwe, where her husband is chancellor,
reportedly just three months after enrolling,
and in 2014 became the head of the ZANU-
PF party’s women’s wing.  She has often
been accused of extravagant spending on
luxury clothes and international travel, and
of involvement in corrupt land deals.

‘Gucci Grace’
Dubbed “Gucci Grace”, “The First

Shopper” or even “DisGrace”, she showed
her political mettle in 2014 with her cam-
paign against then-vice president Joice

Mujuru, who was a contender to succeed
her husband.  Grace launched sustained
verbal attacks against Mujuru, accusing her
of plotting to topple the president. Soon
afterwards, Mujuru was ousted and later
expelled from the ruling ZANU-PF party.
But Grace’s attempt to neutralize
Mnangagwa ended very differently-leaving
her and her husband languishing under
house arrest in Harare. Grace Mugabe’s
confrontational approach and distant pub-
lic image have brought her little popular

affection in Zimbabwe. Despite that, her
supporters have sought to popularize nick-
names like “Dr Amai (Doctor Mother)” and
“queen of queens”.

In speeches she had railed against any-
one accused of disloyalty to the president,
and her short temper hit the headlines in
August when she allegedly assaulted a
model who was with two of her sons at a
South African hotel.  Grace was granted
diplomatic immunity and made a swift exit
from the country. —AFP  

PRETORIA: File photo shows Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe arriving with his
wife Grace for the inauguration ceremony at the Union Buildings in Pretoria. —AFP
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