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Free bus rides driving safer
births for Nepali women

Program has helped over 2 million women access medical services
RAMECHHAP: As a teenager Meera Nepali was
terrified as she went into labor with her first
child at home in a remote village, miles from a
hospital with nobody but her mother-in-law to
help. “I was a scared, but that was the norm. We
didn’t have doctors close by,” Nepali told AFP of
her three-day labor in Khadadevi village in
Nepal’s hilly Ramechhap district.

This year however, she delivered her second
child in a rural health centre thanks to a small
cash incentive that is getting pregnant women to
hospital by paying their bus fares. The Aama
Surakshya, or “protection for mothers”, program
has helped more than two million Nepali women
access medical services in the impoverished
country where dying in childbirth remains a very
real risk. The UN Population Fund says giving
birth remains a leading killer of women of repro-
ductive age in Nepal, where the risk of dying in
childbirth is higher than anywhere else in South
Asia except Afghanistan. A huge obstacle to safe
deliveries is the Himalayan nation’s tough terrain,
which often makes getting to a health facility a
long and expensive journey, as well as the pauci-
ty of clinics in many parts of the country.

“We found that one of the main reasons rural
women did not go to a hospital during childbirth
was because they did not have hard cash to pay
for transportation,” said Suresh Tiwari, one of

the original architects of the scheme. The pro-
gram was started in 2005 with British aid money,
but has since been taken over by the Nepal gov-
ernment. Today, it covers not just transport but
medical costs for mothers and babies and
includes a cash bonus for attending antenatal
check-ups.

2017 marked a milestone for the program:
more Nepali women opted for hospital births
over home deliveries for the first time on record,
official figures show. “The free service and
transport incentive have been very effective in
bringing women to health centers and hospitals
where they can be saved in the case of compli-
cations,” said Tara Nath Pokharel, head of the
government’s Family Health Division, which now
runs the program.

‘Die at home’ 
Nepali, one of the beneficiaries, paid nothing

for her three-day stay at a clinic in Ramechhap
district, east of Kathmandu, in January. She was
discharged with 1,000 rupees ($9) for transport
plus a 400 rupee bonus for attending four ante-
natal appointments. “I returned home in an
ambulance. We hardly had to spend anything. I
am really grateful for this facility,” Nepali said,
cradling her young son in her arms.

The scheme is also saving lives outside the

maternity wards, in part by tackling cultural
obstacles. Deeply patriarchal attitudes and tradi-
tional preferences for home births also see hos-
pital visits dismissed as an unnecessary expense
for poor families. Sita Khatri went into labor
weeks before her due date and, unable to walk
the three hours to the nearest health centre, gave
birth to a healthy boy at home.

But the 27-year-old suffered a retained pla-
centa, a painful and potential fatal complication
of childbirth, and had to plead with her husband
to take her to hospital. “He said we don’t have
money. I insisted, saying there are government
facilities, we won’t have to spend too much,”
Khatri said. “It is better to go the hospital than
to die at home.”

Eventually Khatri’s husband relented, and she
was treated for free at a nearby clinic. The cou-
ple was also given 1,000 rupees to pay for
transport. But some women cannot be reached
by road and must be carried, while others
encounter poorly equipped facilities once they
arrive, said Niliza Shakya, a doctor at a health
centre in Ramechhap. “Some women still don’t
have the decision-making power to say they
want to go to a hospital, and health posts like
ours are not equipped enough,” said Shakya.

Nepal managed to reduce maternal mortali-
ty by 71 percent between 1990 and 2015 —

just missing out on an ambitious Millennium
Development Goal to reduce the rate by three-
quarters. But it has a long way to go in improv-
ing the overall quality of its healthcare, said

Binjwala Shrestha, a charity worker from the
Safe Motherhood Network Federation of
Nepal. “Reaching the hospital alone is not
enough,” she said. — AFP 

STRASBOURG: The European Court of
Human Rights condemned Russia in two sepa-
rate judgments yesterday over its investigation
into murdered journalist Anna Politkovskaya
and its treatment of the protest group Pussy
Riot. In the case of Politkovskaya, who was
gunned down in the stairwell of her Moscow
apartment building in 2006, the court ruled
that Russia “had failed to take adequate inves-
tigatory steps to find the person or persons
who had commissioned the murder”.

The judges at the court in Strasbourg
found that Russian investigators should have
explored possibilities that the crime was
ordered by “agents from Russia’s FSB domes-
tic secret service or of the administration of
the Chechen Republic”. Politkovskaya, a
reporter for the opposition newspaper
Novaya Gazeta, was a fierce critic of
President Vladimir Putin and his role in the
war-torn republic of Chechnya.

She was 48 when she was killed-on Putin’s
birthday-and her death sparked an interna-
tional outcry. Four men, including an FSB offi-
cer, were originally tried over her killing but
acquitted in 2009. After further investigations
three of the same men-two brothers and a
police officer, but not the FSB officer-were
tried again along with two additional suspects.
In 2014 they were sentenced to prison, with
Rustam Makhmudov, who fired the fatal shots,
and his uncle Lom-Ali Gaitukayev, identified as
the organizer of the murder, now serving life
terms. “However, an investigation into such a
killing could not be considered adequate if no
efforts had been made to identify the person
who had commissioned the crime and paid for
it,” the court said in its ruling. It also criticized
prosecutors for saying the inquiry continues,
“without giving convincing reasons why it had
lasted so long”. The case was filed at the
European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) by
Politkovskaya’s family, which has long claimed
justice has not been done in the case.

‘Humiliation’ 
The court ordered Russia to pay a total of

20,000 euros ($23,500) to the four family
members-Politkovskaya’s mother, sister and
two children. The ECHR covers allegations of
rights abuses by any of the 47 governments
signed up to the European Convention on
Human Rights. Russia, which ratified the con-

vention in 1998, is obliged to implement the
court’s judgments.

A separate case involved three members of
Pussy Riot, the feminist punk group which
made headlines worldwide in 2012 when the
women were arrested for performing a protest
song in a Moscow church titled “Punk Prayer-
Virgin Mary, Drive Putin Away”. They were
held in pre-trial detention for five months on
the basis of what the court called “stereo-
typed reasons” before being convicted of
“hooliganism motivated by religious hatred” at
a widely followed trial that drew protests from
rights groups.

The court concluded that Russia had vio-
lated their human rights by subjecting them to
“humiliating and intimidating” treatment, not
providing a fair trial and not allowing them
freedom of expression.  In particular, the sev-
en judges hearing the case said the three
women had been subjected to “overcrowded
conditions” during their trial, often being
transported to and from the courtroom in
compartments measuring as small as 0.37
square meters.

Their access to legal counsel was also
unfairly curtailed, since while being kept in a
glass dock surrounded by police-itself a
“humiliation”, the court found-they could
speak with lawyers only through “a small win-
dow one meter off the ground”. The court said
a defendant’s right to speak with lawyers
without being overheard is “one of the basic
requirements of a fair trial in a democratic
society”. It also deemed their prison sentences
had been “exceptionally severe”.

Nadezhda Tolokonnikova and Maria
Alyokhina were released after serving one
year and nine months of their two-year sen-
tences. The other convicted member,
Yekaterina Samutsevich, was detained pre-tri-
al for seven months, but was released after-
wards with a suspended sentence. The
European court ordered Russia to pay dam-
ages of 16,000 euros each to Tolokonnikova
and Alyokhina, and 5,000 euros to
Samutsevich, as well as 11,760 euros for their
legal expenses. Pussy Riot activists have con-
tinued to stage protests since, most recently at
the World Cup final in Moscow on Sunday,
when four members invaded the pitch dressed
in police uniforms. On Monday, they were sen-
tenced to 15 days in jail. — AFP 

RAMECHHAP: This photo taken on June 8, 2018 shows Nepali mother Pabitra
Dhungel (C) getting into an ambulance a day after giving birth, at a health centre
in the Ramechhap district, some 100 kms east of Kathmandu. — AFP 

Russia condemned by rights
court over Politkovskaya

Kyrgyz student’s 
killing fires
critics of bride
kidnapping
SOKULUK: Inside a nomadic yurt pitched next
to her family home in northern Kyrgyzstan a
young woman’s female relatives sob loudly in a
traditional ceremony marking 40 days since her
death. “She was my youngest daughter. Humble
and well-behaved,” the victim’s mother, Gulnara
Kozhanaliyeva, told AFP through tears.

“She had such big plans for the future,” she
said, inside the yurt where an Islamic cleric
chanted prayers. Burulai Turdaaly Kyzy, a 20-
year-old medical student, wanted to become a
pediatrician and marry her long-term boyfriend.
Instead, she was allegedly killed by a jealous
kidnapper inside the confines of a provincial
police station in Jayil district, in the northern
Chui region, in May. 

According to family members who saw her
body, the 30-year-old suspect carved the young
woman’s initial and that of her sweetheart into her
chest, although police refute this. The attack has
horrified the ex-Soviet nation of six million people,
prompting several thousand to take to the streets
and drawing condemnation from the United
Nations and rights groups. At least 23 police offi-
cers have been either disciplined, suspended or
sacked for negligence after her suspected kidnap-
per allegedly stabbed her to death as she waited
to give a witness statement against him. 

‘Eye for an eye’ 
But the girl’s family has refused to accept the

police account and her mother has criticized the
country’s justice system.  “When we have justice
served across the land, only then will we be able
to bring an end to this tradition” of bride kidnap-
ping, Kozhanaliyeva said. The victim’s uncle said
the family should take matters into their own
hands. “If laws don’t work, then we should act.
Eye for an eye, blood for blood,” Seyit
Kozhanaliyev said.  “How did the kidnapper man-
age to kill her so cruelly inside the walls of a
police station?” he seethed. Police have denied
claims that the attacker inscribed the letters N +
B, representing the victim’s name and the name of
the man she had wanted to marry, on her chest.

After the attack, the suspect turned the knife on
himself and was hospitalized before being taken
into pre-trial detention, police said. He is yet to
be indicted but faces a murder charge, while a
suspected accomplice is also under investigation
on a bride kidnapping charge.

Rooted in nomadic past 
The practice of bride kidnapping, known

locally as Ala Kachuu, has roots in Kyrgyzstan’s
nomadic past and persisted into the Soviet era,
albeit on a smaller scale. Some argue that the
practice has survived because of social conser-
vatism and a relatively weak tradition of
arranged marriages in comparison with neigh-
boring countries, as well as poverty among rural
families who struggle to save money for dowries.

Abduction for marriage in Kyrgyzstan is pun-
ishable by up to seven years in prison but critics
say the law is not enforced properly. The prob-
lem is “in law enforcement and judicial prac-
tices,” said Umutai Dauletova, a gender coordi-
nator for the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) in Kyrgyzstan. Research
that the UNDP conducted on bride kidnapping
last year showed that around 70 percent of such
criminal cases collapse, Dauletova added.

UNDP’s office in Kyrgyzstan cites govern-
ment data indicating that one fifth of Kyrgyz

marriages occur following bride abductions. But
only one person was sentenced to jail on bride
kidnapping charges in Kyrgyzstan last year,
according to official records.

‘Irresponsibility of men’ 
Last month, several thousand people rallied in

the capital, Bishkek, in two protests, one of
which was backed by the education ministry.
One male parliamentarian, Dastan Bekeshev,
proposed building a monument to Turdaaly Kyzy
outside the headquarters of the interior ministry.
Many of his colleagues have been accused of
staying quiet, however.

In a searing speech that went viral on social
media, lawmaker Aisuluu Mamashova ques-
tioned why only female deputies raised the hot-
button issue in parliament and called “the irre-
sponsibility of men” a “national problem”. Model
and TV personality Assol Moldokmatova, who
played a key role in organizing one of the two
protests, argued that a mindset rooted in stigma,
bans “and what would society think” reinforces
bride kidnapping.  The woman’s killing, which
triggered “a wave of non-acceptance” regarding
the practice, could help change that, said
Moldokmatova, claiming she received some
7,000 messages from victims of gender-based
violence in the days following the rally. — AFP

SOKULUK: Relatives grieve by the grave of Burulai Turdaaly Kyzy, a 20-year-old
medical student, during a traditional ceremony marking 40 days since she was
murdered in a police station by her kidnapper. — AFP 

Mali town
learns to live
without a state
KONNA: A herd of goats browse on grass in the
stony front yard of Konna’s local government
offices-a town abandoned by the state and its
security forces, like many others in central Mali.
As the goats scatter to surrounding alleys, a
policeman from the UN mission (MINUSMA)
jokes: “The only residents have fled now.” Sent
from the regional capital, Mopti, the MINUSMA
police want to ask an official about the progress
of voter card distribution ahead of the July 29
presidential vote.

But as the weekly market bustles, attracting
people from villages miles away, there is no one
in the white subprefecture building. On a desk
covered with documents, a Malian flag is the
only proof there is a state in the town of 16,000.
Near the statue that stands at the entrance of
the town-a tribute to the first French soldier to
die in the 2013 offensive against jihadists, which
started in Konna-the brand new police station
still has no staff. Last year, police dispatched to
the town were instead sent to restive areas
around Mopti, some 70 kilometers away,
according to deputy mayor Yaya Traore. “The
police officers who came here said they were
leaving, but that soon we would have a new team
here, at the station,” he said.

The new officers are yet to arrive, leaving the
town’s security in the hands of the “Konna sur-
veillance squad,” which was set up in 2016 to

fight crime. “We set it up all by ourselves with
the youngsters,” said Traore, who sits on the
board of the surveillance squad of 486 people.
“They are the ones who go everywhere, if
there’s a problem they will solve it,” he says as
his radio crackles.

They patrol from midnight to 5:00 am, for-
bidding any road traffic with few exceptions, the
deputy mayor says. “During the day, we have a
team called ‘Delta Force’.” When suspects are
arrested, they are held at the community centre

until the mayor decides whether or not to send
them to a court in Mopti. Residents chip in every
month. Yellow jackets, radios and sticks or
machetes is the only equipment given to the
force, which brings together butchers, tailors,
shopkeepers and artisans. “We have 30 walkie-
talkies that were sent by a Malian in Congo,” the
squad’s president, Mahamane Kebe, told AFP in
front of his tailoring shop. “Right now, some of
our men are at the market to ensure its security,”
he added. — AFP

KONNA: A member of the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization
Mission (MINUSMA) in Mali, leaves the building of the municipality. — AFP 

UK’s official
Brexit campaign
fined, referred
to police
LONDON: Britain’s official Brexit campaign, Vote
Leave, has been fined for breaking spending rules
in the 2016 EU membership referendum, the
Electoral Commission announced yesterday,
adding that it had referred the case to the police.
The Electoral Commission regulator said the win-
ning side in the referendum had worked together
with a smaller pro-Brexit group called BeLeave
and had made a donation to the youth organiza-
tion to get around its own campaign finance limits.

“We found substantial evidence that the two
groups worked to a common plan, did not
declare their joint working and did not adhere to
the legal spending limits,” said Bob Posner, the
commission’s director of political finance and
regulation. “These are serious breaches of the
laws put in place by parliament to ensure fair-
ness and transparency at elections and referen-
dums,” Posner said. A Vote Leave spokesman
accused the Electoral Commission of being
“motivated by a political agenda rather than

uncovering the facts”. The spokesman said there
were “a number of false accusations and incor-
rect assertions that are wholly inaccurate and do
not stand up to scrutiny”.

Spending rules 
In the referendum, the official pro- and anti-

Brexit campaign groups, designated by the
Electoral Commission, had spending limits of £7
million ($9.3 million, 7.9 million euros). The com-
mission’s report found that the Vote Leave cam-
paign made a donation of more than £675,000 to
BeLeave, and because they worked together had
thereby exceeded the £7 million spending limit by
almost £500,000.

The report said BeLeave, which was founded
by fashion student Darren Grimes, spent more
than £675,000 with AggregateIQ, a Canadian
digital political advertising company, under a
“common plan” with Vote Leave. Shahmir Sanni,
who worked with Vote Leave, alleged the money
was used to pay AggregateIQ for targeted mes-
saging services on Facebook and other social
media. AggregateIQ was mentioned in the scandal
over Cambridge Analytica, a now defunct British
company accused of misusing data obtained from
Facebook to micro-target political ads.
Christopher Wylie, a Cambridge Analytica
whistleblower, said that AggregateIQ was linked
to Strategic Communication Laboratories, CA’s
parent company. — AFP


