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After rebels release hostages, 
Syrians search for loved ones

Detainees have been bussed out of bombed town of Douma
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News in brief
Mexican leftist leads rival 
MEXICO CITY: Mexican leftist Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador has a nearly 11 percentage point lead over his
closest rival ahead of the July presidential election, a poll
published yesterday showed. Lopez Obrador has capital-
ized on deep unhappiness with widespread violence and
corruption to fashion a commanding lead in the race for
the next president, and has been striving to strike a bal-
ance between appealing to his leftist base and business
leaders, who fear he could destabilize the economy. The
poll found that 42 percent of respondents say they would
vote for Lopez Obrador, a former mayor of Mexico City
who has twice failed in presidential bids. He enjoys a lead
of 10.9 percentage points over Ricardo Anaya, who leads
a right-left coalition. Jose Antonio Meade, who is running
as the candidate for the ruling Institutional Revolutionary
Party, was in third place. The El Universal/Berumen y
Asociados poll, based on 1,256 interviews, was conducted
April 3-5. —AFP

Quake hits Japan
TOKYO: A 5.6-magnitude quake hit western Japan early
yesterday, injuring five people and damaging buildings
and roads, as officials warned stronger tremors could
come in the days ahead. The shallow tremor was gauged
as magnitude 5.6 by the US Geological Survey and 6.1 by
Japan’s meteorological agency on the Richter scale. It
rocked the west of the main island of Honshu, 96 kilome-
ters north of Hiroshima, at 1:32am. The Japanese agency
urged residents to stay vigilant. “We want the areas that
experienced strong tremors to be on guard in the coming
week or so against quakes that could be as powerful as
the upper five,” agency official Toshiyuki Matsumori said,
referring to a Japanese seismic scale with a maximum
intensity of seven. Five people were hurt in the quake,
including a 17-year-old boy who broke his leg after
falling from his bed. Damage to some buildings and roads
were also reported. —AFP 

China’s emperor topples 
BEIJING: A strong gale-force wind has toppled a giant
statue of China’s first emperor Qin Shi Huang and flat-
tened its face at a popular tourist site in eastern
Shandong province. The 19-meter bronze replica of the
monarch-who was the first to unify warring factions in
China and established the Qin dynasty (221-206 BC) was
blown out of its pedestal on Friday. Cranes were immedi-
ately called in to pick up the statue, which weighs about
six tons, according to the state-run People’s Daily news-
paper. Photographs showed the structure was hollow,
with metal bars inside. The monument was built in 2005
to attract visitors to a local tourist resort. —AFP 

New York bus crash 
WASHINGTON: Dozens of New York teenagers return-
ing from a school trip to Eastern Europe were injured
when their bus crashed on the journey home to Long
Island, police said. New York State Police Major David
Candelaria said of the 44 people on board Sunday
evening, two were seriously wounded and five moderate-
ly, with the rest of the injuries minor. The passengers
included 38 students aged between 16 and 18. Images on
local media showed the bus, owned by New Jersey-based
Journey Bus Line, with its roof sheared off after report-
edly striking an overpass on the Southern State Parkway
in Lakeview, around 30 miles southeast of Manhattan.
Candelaria said the bus was traveling from New York’s
John F. Kennedy Airport to the Walt Whitman Mall in
Huntington-a journey of around 40 minutes by road. The
driver, from Pennsylvania, and the passengers were taken
to several local hospitals, he added. —AFP

DAMASCUS: Clutching an old photograph of her little sis-
ter, Wafa anxiously scanned a crowd of released Syrian
hostages hoping to reunite with her sibling for the first
time in four years. In a Damascus sports hall, she was
among dozens hoping to catch a glimpse of their loved
ones, after around 50 people were released Sunday by
rebels outside the capital.

The former detainees have been bussed out of the
bombed-out town of Douma, after weeks of deadly bom-
bardment, under a deal with the Jaish Al-Islam fighters who
once controlled it. Inside the
basketball hall decorated with
Syrian and Russian flags, 33-
year-old Wafa weaved her way
through the throng, searching
for her younger sister.

Repeatedly checking the
old photograph, she examined
the faces in the crowd until
suddenly she came face to face
with the person she was look-
ing for. Ghina was only 12
years old when she was
detained with her father, moth-
er and brother in the Adra area
outside the capital after it was overrun by rebels. But in
front of Wafa now stood a slender 16-year-old with long
hair spilling below her shoulders. Wafa wrapped her arms
around her little sister Ghina and held her tight. “This is
her smell. Her eyes and her gaze are exactly the same,” she
said, clasping Ghina’s hand.”But she’s become a young
woman.”

‘Dreamt of this moment’
Ghina said being freed after years in captivity was a

dream come true. “When I was young, I used to dream of
becoming a doctor. But after I was taken hostage, my only
dream was to get out,” said Ghina. After travelling for
hours from central Syria’s Al-Masyaf area, Wafa also found
their mother among those who returned late Sunday. But
the fate of Wafa’s father and brother remain unknown.

Seven years into Syria’s devastating civil war, thou-
sands of people are still missing, with families in the dark
about whether they are dead of alive. Since February 18,
the regime has retaken almost all of the last rebel bastion
of Eastern Ghouta east of the capital through deadly bom-
bardment, a ground assault and evacuation deals.

Under these Russia-brokered agreements, people taken
hostage by the rebels have slowly been released from the
last pockets under opposition control. For several weeks,
dozens of their family members have rushed to areas at the

edges of the shrinking
enclave in the hope of find-
ing their loved ones. In
another part of the hall,
Sonia Dayub, 43, threw off a
white scarf from her hair and
a black robe she was wear-
ing on top of her clothes to
embrace her brother. Her
brother Osama wiped the
tears from her cheeks, and
kissed her eyes and the top
of her head. “I stil l  can’t
believe I’m seeing my sister,”
he said. “I’ve dreamt of this

moment so many times, and now the dream has become
reality.”

‘He could be coming’
Sonia dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I no longer want

to cry. This is a new start to life. I’ve been reborn,” she
said. Among those released from Eastern Ghouta were
people taken hostage by rebels after they captured the
industrial area of Adra in December 2013. In November
2015, a Britain-based war monitor reported rebels in
Eastern Ghouta were using dozens of captives taken
hostage in Adra as “human shields”.

They put regime soldiers and civilians they were hold-
ing captive in metal cages, then placed them in public
squares to prevent regime bombardment, the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said. In the basketball hall,

Rasha’s mother fell to the floor sobbing when she at last
spotted her long-lost daughter. Rasha sprinted towards
her mother, throwing herself beside her to comfort her
and wipe away her tears. “I’m back, Mummy,” she said.
“I’m back.”

But not all those who flocked to the sports hall were so

lucky. Seated on the terraces around the basketball pitch,
Zaina Khaluf, 38, rested her cheek in her hand and stared
at the main door. “I hoped my brother would be among
those who were released,” she said. “But I’m not losing
hope. I’m staying here until the morning. He could be com-
ing in the next round” of releases. —AFP 

My only
dream was 
to get out

DAMASCUS: Relatives reunite after buses carrying the first batch of detainees whom the agency said
were released by Jaish Al-Islam after being held hostage in the Eastern Ghouta town of Douma, arrived in
Damascus. —AFP 

Thousands rally in 
B’desh after 100 
injured in protest
DHAKA: Thousands of students across Bangladesh staged
protests and sit-ins yesterday after clashes at the country’s
top university left at least 100 people injured. Police fired
rubber bullets and tear gas at Dhaka University students
fighting what they complain are discriminatory quotas for
government jobs in favor of special groups. It was one of
the biggest protests faced by Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina in her decade in power.

Following the violence that erupted Sunday and contin-
ued into the early hours of Monday, classes at Dhaka
University ground to a halt as thousands occupied the
main square chanting “Reform, reform!” Students at state-
run universities in Chittagong, Khulna, Rajshahi, Barisal,
Rangpur, Sylhet and Savar also boycotted classes and
staged sit-ins, police and media said. At Jahangirnagar
University alone, more than 1,000 students joined the
demonstrations, said Ataur Rahman, a protester in Savar
where the university is located.

Dhaka University students said they would continue
their fight. “We won’t leave the streets unless our demands
are met. This is all about dignity. We are not afraid of bul-
lets,” said Abdullah Bhuiyan, a 22-year-old English student.
Another student, Saimon Rahman, said quotas meant
young graduates missed out on government jobs: “We
want a merit-based society. We want equal opportunities
for all,” he said.

Overnight scuffles 
Students burned furniture and set lengths of bamboo

alight but no fresh clashes were reported after the
overnight scuffles turned Dhaka University into a battle-
ground. Hundreds of police patrolled key entry points to
the campus. Organizers in Dhaka said they had been hold-
ing peaceful protests Sunday when police started firing
tear gas and rubber bullets, and used batons and water
cannon to clear a central square.

As violence spread across the campus, thousands of
male and female students engaged in pitched battles with
officers. “More than 100 people were injured,” police
inspector Bacchu Mia said, adding they were treated in
hospital but their condition was not serious. Protesters
threw rocks, vandalized the home of the Dhaka
University vice-chancellor, torched two cars and ran-
sacked the fine arts institute, said senior police officer
Azimul Haque. Fifteen people were detained, police said.
The students are angry at the government’s decision to
set aside 56 percent of civil service jobs for the families
of veterans from the 1971 war of independence and for
disadvantaged minorities. 

That leaves most university graduates to fight for only
44 percent of the jobs. The cabinet, led by Hasina, dis-
cussed the quota issue at its weekly meeting yesterday,

cabinet secretary Shafiul Alam said.  The prime minister
has asked senior minister Obaidul Quader to hold a meet-
ing with the protest leaders, he said.

Hasan Al Mamun, a leader of the protests, said tens of
thousands of students joined the demonstrations nation-
wide yesterday. Police declined to estimate the number. Al
Mamun said the quota for top-grade jobs should be
reduced to only 10 percent. “These quotas are discrimina-
tory. Due to the quota system, 56 percent of the jobs are
set aside for five percent of the country’s population. And
95 percent of the people can compete for the 44 percent,”
he said. Students are particularly upset at the 30 percent
quota set aside for descendants of veterans of the inde-
pendence war. Sheikh Hasina, whose father was the archi-
tect of the country’s independence from Pakistan, has
rejected demands to slash the quotas. —AFP 

Suicide, scandal:
The sad life of
Brazil’s presidents
RIO DE JANEIRO: Suicide, coup d’etat,
impeachment, scandal or prison: get elect-
ed president in Brazil and you’re almost
guaranteed an unhappy ending. When Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva was locked up in fed-
eral police headquarters in Curitiba to
begin a 12-year sentence for corruption on
Saturday, it was a bombshell. A two-term
former president who left office in 2011 as
one of the most popular men on the planet,
Lula is the frontrunner in October presi-
dential elections.  But seen another way,
Lula’s brutal political demise was practical-
ly business as usual.

Brazilian presidents get to live in an
incredible Oscar Niemeyer-designed
palace in Brasilia. They rule over a
resource-rich country of 209 million peo-
ple with the world’s biggest rainforest and
possibly the best football team. Then
somehow things tend to go wrong. At least
Lula finished his two terms. His successor
Dilma Rousseff, whom he propelled to vic-
tory in 2010, was stripped of office in
impeachment proceedings for cooking the
budget books in 2016, halfway through her
second term. Inheriting the green and yel-
low sash was her vice president, Michel

Temer. He’s still there, but his future’s
murky. Last year he was twice charged with
corruption, becoming the first Brazilian
president to face criminal prosecution while
still in office. For now, at least, he remains
shielded by presidential immunity. Go back
a little further, to 1992, and you have
President Fernando Collor de Mello. He was
impeached after corruption allegations and
resigned two years into his first term.

Prosecutors are after him again now
and in 2015 they impounded his spectacu-
lar fleet of luxury cars. Oh and just for
good measure, another of the five living
ex-presidents- Jose Sarney, who ruled
from 1985-1990 — is also facing a corrup-
tion probe.  It’s worth noting that he only
rose to the presidency because he was
deputy to Tancredo Neves, who’d won the
election, but died before taking office.

Tragedy 
“Going into politics is a risky business,”

columnist Angela Alonso wrote Sunday in
Folha de S.Paulo newspaper. “In Brazil
there’s a risk of losing an election, your
freedom (prison is in vogue) and your life.”
That was especially true for President Joao
Goulart, known to everyone as Jango.

He became president in 1961 after the
resignation of Janio Quadros, who lasted
barely half a year in office. Then in 1964,
Goulart was overthrown in the military coup
which would install a dictatorship lasting
two decades. Escaping, he spent the rest of
his life in exile, dying in Argentina in 1976

— officially of a heart attack, though there
were unproven claims that he was poisoned.

Most tragic of all Brazil’s leaders was
Getulio Vargas. A populist, he ruled in two
periods through the 1930s-1950s, doing
much to transform the country into an indus-
trial powerhouse. Then 24 August, 1954, he
shot himself through the heart with a revolver
in his presidential palace, leaving a suicide
note to the Brazilian people, reading: “I gave
you my life, now I give you my death.”

Delving back into early Brazilian history, it
doesn’t get any better. In fact, the country’s
first president founded the republic with a
coup d’etat in 1889, ending the Empire of
Brazil. Mauricio Santoro, at the international
relations department of Rio State University,
says the dismal experience of life in the pres-
idents’ club reflects deep problems with
democracy. “Today, democracy is broader
based than it used to be, but it remains
marked by instability,” he said. —AFP

DHAKA: Bangladeshi university students clash with police during a protest against the quota system used
in government recruitment. —AFP 

CURITIBA: A supporter of hard-right former army captain Jair Bolsonaro and of the
“Car Wash” anti-graft operation demonstrates against former Brazilian president
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva outside the Federal Police headquarters. —AFP 


