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Druze women and children 
kidnapped by IS in Sweida

Jihadists demand release of detained IS-linked people
BEIRUT: The Islamic State group kidnapped
dozens of Druze women and children when it
attacked their village last week in Syria’s Sweida,
residents of the southern province and a monitor
said yesterday. Sweida, which is mainly govern-
ment-held and populated with members of Syria’s
Druze minority, had been largely insulated from the
conflict raging in the rest of the country since 2011.
But on Wednesday, a string of suicide blasts and
shootings claimed by IS left more than 250 people
dead in the provincial capital and nearby villages,
most of them civilians. 

After the attack IS jihadists also abducted sev-
eral dozen women and children from one village,
according to the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights and Sweida residents. The Britain-based
Observatory said 36 Druze women and children
were abducted, but that four women had since
managed to escape while another two had died.
That left 14 women and 16 children in IS captivity,
said Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman.
Another 17 men were unaccounted for, but it was
unclear if they were also kidnapped.

IS has not claimed the kidnappings and no
details on them could be found on its propaganda
channels. According to news outlet Sweida24, the
36 civilians were kidnapped on Wednesday from
the village of Al-Shabki, in the eastern hinterlands
of Sweida province. Sweida24 and other online
outlets published a video that appeared to show
one of the hostages making demands of the Syrian

government, purportedly on IS’s behalf. AFP could
not independently verify its authenticity, but sever-
al Sweida residents confirmed that a woman
appearing in the footage was among those missing
after the attacks. 

Talks over hostages
The hostages mainly hail from two large fami-

lies in Al-Shabki, said reporter Nour Radwan, who
heads Sweida24. The remote village lies in the
eastern edges of Sweida province and suffered
some of the deadliest violence from Wednesday’s
attacks, with more than 60 civilians killed in Al-
Shabki alone, Radwan said. “Most of its residents
are farmers and don’t have much more than hunt-
ing rifles in terms of weapons, so there was little
resistance from Al-Shabki compared to other vil-
lages,” he told AFP.

“When IS saw that, it kidnapped a first batch of
people from their homes and took them east
towards the Badiya, according to survivors,” Nour
added. The Badiya is Syria’s vast desert, which
stretches from the country’s centre to its eastern
border with Iraq and includes several isolated IS-
held pockets. IS has also reached out to the families
of those abducted with pictures and videos. The
jihadists are demanding the release by the Syrian
government “of detained IS-linked people, whose
numbers are now being negotiated”, said Radwan.

IS also wants a halt to a Syrian regime offensive
on jihadist positions, he said. Religious leaders from

the Druze community have since stepped in,
Radwan and another local source with knowledge
of the talks said.  “As of Sunday, the hostages were
still being held in the Badiya. Negotiations are hap-
pening between Daesh and Druze sheikhs,” said the
source, using the Arabic acronym for IS.

Syrian government bombing 
IS has lost urban strongholds in Syria but still

holds parts of the Badiya, including northeastern
areas in Sweida and territory by the Iraqi border.
The jihadists also control a pocket in Daraa
province, directly west of Sweida. Backed by
Russia, Syrian troops have been waging an assault
on an IS-held pocket of Daraa for nearly two
weeks. Yesterday, they began bombing operations
ahead of an attack on the main IS-held town of
Ash-Shajara in Daraa, Syrian state television said. 

Since its bloody rise to power in 2014, IS has
carried out multiple mass abductions in Syria and
Iraq, including of minorities. It kidnapped more
than 220 Assyrian Christians in northeast Syria in
2015 and another 270 Christians from a central vil-
lage the following year. Most of the hostages were
released after negotiations. Under the group’s
ultra-conservative interpretation of Islam, minori-
ties are considered “infidels” but IS also politicizes
them as regime loyalists. 

More than 350,000 people have been killed
since Syria’s conflict erupted in 2011. Wednesday’s
violence was the worst Sweida had seen since the

war began, and one of IS’s deadliest attacks across
the country. IS attackers detonated suicide bombs
in Sweida city and villages to the north and east,
while others shot and stabbed residents. A total of

139 civilians were among more than 250 people
killed, according to the Observatory. The remaining
were pro-government fighters or residents who had
picked up arms to defend their homes. — AFP 

Armed attackers 
killed four tourists 
in Tajikistan
DUSHANBE, Tajikistan: Four tourists, including two
Americans, were killed in Tajikistan on Sunday by armed
attackers in what was originally reported as a hit-and-run
road accident, the interior minister said yesterday. “(The
suspects) had knives and firearms,” minister Ramazon
Hamro Rahimzoda said of the attack that left tourists from
the United States, Switzerland and the Netherlands dead
and two others injured.

The dead were on a cycling tour in the impoverished ex-
Soviet nation, in a group with three other tourists from

Switzerland, the Netherlands and France. “One tourist
received a knife wound and is being given medical assis-
tance. The victim’s condition is stable,” said Rahimzoda
without mentioning nationality. Another was being treated
in hospital, while the French citizen survived without injury
and was being questioned by the police, he added.

Two suspects in the case were killed after they “resisted
arrest” and a further four have been detained, the minister
said. Police are also pursuing other suspects. “We are con-
sidering all possibilities,” Rahimzoda said of the criminal
investigation. “We can’t say if it is an act of terror,” he
added. However the minister said that “state institutions are
being guarded...to provide safety for citizens and tourists”. 

Tajik President Emomali Rakhmon yesterday sent notes
of condolence to the US, Switzerland and the Netherlands
over the deaths. The US embassy in Tajikistan confirmed
two of the fatalities were US citizens, but did not disclose
names. The incident took place in the district of Danghara,
150 kilometers  south of the capital Dushanbe. — AFP

SWEIDA, Syria: A handout picture released by the official Syrian Arab News
Agency (SANA) shows coffins lined up during a mass funeral of yesterday’s
suicide attacks victims in the southern city of Sweida. — AFP 

Zimbabwe votes
in 1st post-Mugabe
election
HARARE: Zimbabweans cast their ballots yesterday in the
country’s first election since authoritarian leader Robert
Mugabe was ousted last year, with concerns over fraud
and the likelihood of a disputed result clouding voting day.
President Emmerson Mnangagwa, Mugabe’s former ally in
the ruling ZANU-PF party, faces opposition leader Nelson
Chamisa of the MDC (Movement for Democratic Change)
in a historic vote for the southern African nation. Long
lines formed from early morning outside polling stations in
the capital Harare.

“I just have to do this. I have to see a better Zimbabwe
for my kids. Things have been tough,” Tawanda Petru, 28,
an unemployed man voting in Mbare, a low-income district
of Harare, said. “I’m going to vote for Chamisa, for change.
I am not afraid, I can tell you.” Mugabe, 94, who was oust-
ed by the military in November, made a surprise interven-
tion on election eve, calling for voters to throw ZANU-PF
out of office.

Zimbabwe’s generals shocked the world last year when
they seized control and ushered Mnangagwa to power
after Mugabe allegedly tried to position his wife Grace to
be his successor. Mnangagwa, 75, who has promised a
fresh start  despite being from the ZANU-PF elite, is the
front-runner with the advantage of covert military support,
a loyal state media and a ruling party that controls govern-
ment resources. But Chamisa, 40, who has performed
strongly on the campaign trail, hopes to tap into a young
population that could vote for change.

“I have no doubt that by the end of the day today we
should be very clear as to an emphatic voice for change,
the new, and the young-I represent that,” Chamisa said as
he voted in Harare, supported by chanting supporters. He
again raised fraud allegations, saying “in the rural areas... if
the ballot is a genuine one, not a fake one, victory is cer-
tain.” The election is Zimbabwe’s first without Mugabe,
who led ZANU-PF to power in a vote when the country
became independent from Britain in 1980 and held office
for 37 years.

Speaking at his mansion on Sunday, Mugabe-who ruled
with an iron grip-said he hoped the election would end
“the military form of government”. “I cannot vote for those
who tormented me,” Mugabe said, hinting he could vote
for MDC-a suggestion that underlined Zimbabwe’s hay-
wire political scene since his fall. Mnangagwa, voting in his
Kwekwe constituency in central Zimbabwe, said Mugabe
had the right to express his mind under the new democra-
cy. “I am very happy that the process for campaign was
peaceful (and) voting today is peaceful,” the current presi-
dent added. Elections under Mugabe were marred by
fraud and often deadly violence, and this year’s campaign
has been dogged by accusations the result will be rigged.

The MDC has raised repeated allegations of a flawed elec-
toral roll, ballot paper malpractice, voter intimidation, bias
in the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) and free
food handed out by the ruling party. But campaigning has
been relatively unrestricted and peaceful.

A recent Afrobarometer survey of 2,400 people put
Mnangagwa on 40 percent and Chamisa on 37 percent,
with 20 percent undecided-though polling accuracy in
Zimbabwe is uncertain. Mnangagwa, who is accused of
involvement in election violence and fraud under Mugabe,
invited international observers-including the previously-
banned European Union team-to the poll. The EU team
will deliver a preliminary report later in the week.

Desperate for investment    
The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights warned

of alleged intimidation and threats of violence in the run-
up to polling day, but said it was encouraging to see open
rallies and peaceful demonstrations. The next government
must tackle mass unemployment and an economy shat-
tered by the Mugabe-backed seizure of white-owned
farms, the collapse of agriculture, hyperinflation and an
investment exodus. Previously solid health and education
services are in ruins and millions have fled abroad to seek
work. Life expectancy has only just recovered to its 1985
level of 61 years. “The governing ZANU-PF party needs to
maintain a semblance of free and fair elections in order to
attract fresh foreign investment,” said the London-based
EXX Africa business risk consultancy. “However, there
remain serious concerns over vote credibility.” With 5.6
million registered voters, the results of the presidential,
parliamentary and local elections are due by August 4.

A run-off vote is scheduled for September 8 if no presi-
dential candidate wins at least 50 percent in the first
round. Election day was declared a public holiday. Polling
closes at 7:00pm (1700 GMT), with anyone in line at that
time still allowed to vote. —AFP

HARARE: Former Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe,
center, his daughter Bona and wife Grace cast their
votes at a polling station at a primary school in the
Highfield district of Harare during the country’s general
elections. — AFP 

Fighting for justice in 
S Korea, where truth 
can be a crime
SEOUL: As soon as the Seoul office worker told police she
had been raped, her attacker struck back with a barrage of
complaints against her under South Korea’s criminal
defamation law, which states that truth is not necessarily a
defense. “He kept filing complaints against me non-stop,
accusing me of defamation, insult, perjury, intimidation and
even sexual harassment,” said the woman, who asked to be
identified only as “D” for fear of her personal safety.

“For months, I couldn’t eat,” she said. “I couldn’t drink. I
couldn’t sleep. I felt like I was trapped in a swamp I could
never escape.” The man was later convicted of rape and
sentenced to two years in prison, while all the accusations
against D were dismissed. But the legal quagmire she
faced is not rare in the South, where defamation laws make
libel a crime and stating the truth can still be an offence if
it is deemed to have tarnished others’ social reputation.

A growing number of alleged sex abusers are seeking
to use legal actions of their own to force victims into
silence or into dropping their accusations. Filing a report
to police is not of itself grounds for a defamation action,
but if a rape victim goes public with their allegations a
criminal complaint can be filed against them. And if the
sexual assault case is later dropped by police or prosecu-
tors, or the accused is acquitted, the victim can be pursued
for false accusations.

That creates fertile ground for so-called “revenge
accusations” by alleged abusers, driving many women into

silence, say legal experts and women’s groups. “The whole
system has a chilling effect on women,” said Seo Hye-Jin
of the Korean Women Lawyers Association. “Many
abusers openly use the threats of lawsuits as an intimida-
tion tactic, saying, ‘I’ll drop the false accusation and
defamation suits against you if you drop the sex abuse
complaint against me’.”

Ulterior motive   
Despite South Korea’s technological and economic

advances, patriarchal values endure in its society, and it is
regularly at the bottom of OECD rankings for the gender
pay gap or female presence in senior corporate roles. It has
an unusually high proportion of female murder victims at
52 percent according to the UN Office of Drugs and Crime.
That is far above the US and China, both around 22 per-
cent, and even higher than the 41 percent for India, which is
often in the spotlight over violence against women.

South Korea’s wildly popular TV dramas, which have
swept Asia, regularly depict in a romantic light male leads
physically dominating female characters to manifest their
love-a cliche criticized as a “K-drama wrist grab” by over-
seas fans. But since last year, the #MeToo movement
against the abuse of women has swept the South, with a
growing number of women coming forward to accuse
powerful figures in fields from politics and the arts to edu-
cation and religion.

In D’s case, an investigating police officer repeatedly
asked about her “ulterior motive” for “trying to destroy a
promising young man’s life”, and formally urged prosecu-
tors not to charge her rapist. D quit her job and filed com-
plaints to police, prosecutors and even a state rights
watchdog to reverse the decision-while dealing with a
flurry of criminal accusations by her rapist and relentless
bullying by him and his friends. — AFP


