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Lebanese city, election feel the
effect of Saudi ‘cold shoulder’

Hariri’s birthplace hit by Saudi Oger collapse

Established 1961 

CHUKA: Phyllis Mugeni was watering her greens
when she spotted a dozen armed men advancing from
the lowlands to attack farmers working on the banks
of the River Naka in the foothills of Mount Kenya.
Mugeni, a member of the Chuka community, living
some 200 km northeast of the capital, Nairobi, saw
that the men were Tharaka herders, who rely on the
river to water their goats and cattle - and ran. “They
came early in the morning, armed with bows and
arrows,” said the 44-year-old mother of three.  “They
were shouting war cries, saying that people from the
upper region were killing their families and livestock
because there was no water in the river.” 

At least 10 people were injured during the August
attack, said Ngai Mutuoboro, chairman of Atiriri
Bururi ma Chuka, a conservation group that lobbies
for Chuka land rights. Land and water-related con-
flicts are flaring up across Kenya, amid drought, popu-
lation growth and high unemployment.  Climate
change is worsening tensions, as erratic rains push
farmers and herders deeper into poverty. Clashes over
land are common across east Africa’s biggest econo-
my, from Sengwer and Ogiek hunter gatherers fighting
to return to their ancestral forests to coastal squatters
trying to hold on to land that has been sold to devel-
opers. Gun battles between herders in Kenya’s arid
north over access to grazing and water is linked to
communal ownership, said Kamau Ngugi, head of the
Nairobi-based National Coalition of Human Rights
Defenders, which supports land rights activists.

Borrowed space
Millions of Kenyans are landless. Many were dis-

placed during the colonial era. Others lost their land due
to ethnic clashes, corruption or because their parents
did not write a will, said National Land Commission
chairman Muhammad Swazuri. One of the underlying
problems is that most people do not have title deeds to
their land, while some plots are registered to multiple
owners due to corruption in the lands ministry.

“The government is working with communities and
legal experts to ensure that more Kenyans own a title
deed as a way of reducing poverty and conflicts,” said
Swazuri, head of the independent government body
set up in 2012. Mugeni’s husband died without a title
deed, like many men in Kenya, where two-thirds of
land is owned by communities without formal docu-
ments, usually passed down from father to son. Before
Mugeni was widowed in 2014, she lived on a 4-acre
plot, which had been in her husband’s family for gener-
ations, in Kanjau, 7 km east of Chuka in central Kenya. 

The couple could not get a title deed because some
relatives refused to sign a document agreeing on subdi-
vision, she said. “Some of my husband’s brothers want-
ed a larger share of the land because they were older
than him,” said Mugeni, adding that others did not want
their sisters to receive a share as women traditionally
do not inherit land. “His brothers and cousins chased us
out of our homes claiming that we were living on bor-
rowed space,” she said. She rented a small house in
Chuka and set up a market stall where she sells vegeta-
bles. “I make my money from here to feed my family,
pay school fees and hospital bills,” she said as she
stooped to water her ankle-high rows of green kale. 

Land, climate and population pressures are driving
many landless Kenyans like Mugeni to encroach on near-
by rivers, wetlands and other natural resources to sur-
vive, experts said. “Land tenure and destruction of natu-
ral resources is interlinked,” said Violet Matiru, a conser-
vationist with Millennium Community Development
Initiatives, which works to restore ecosystems in Kenya.
“Without land ownership, people will adopt available
solutions.”  Kenya’s wetlands - areas like marshes or
swamps that are often covered with shallow water -
make up between 3 and 6 percent of its land surface,
according to the environment ministry. —Reuters

SIDON: The last time Lebanon held a parlia-
mentary election, Youssef Sanjar enjoyed a
paid flight home from Saudi Arabia to vote for
Prime Minister Saad Al-Hariri’s party. As an
employee of the then thriving Saudi Oger
construction company owned by the Hariri
family, there was no question whom he would
support. He helped with campaign logistics
and his mother nagged neighbors in the
southern Lebanese city of Sidon to make sure
they voted. 

Since then, Saudi Oger
has collapsed because of
Saudi state spending cuts,
waste, mismanagement and
corruption, and Sanjar has
fallen on hard times. He
says he will never vote for a
Hariri again. The loss of
faith mirrors the break in
the once-tight relationship
between Saudi Arabia and
Lebanon, much of it chan-
neled through the Hariri
family. With Riyadh focused
more on Yemen, where it is involved in a
proxy war against Iran, Tehran has cemented
its influence over Lebanon through unfettered
backing for the heavily armed Shi’ite group
Hezbollah.

The change is tipping the balance of power
in Lebanese politics, and Sanjar and his family
reflect that shift. Saudi Oger stopped paying
his salary in 2015, he said, and he returned to
Sidon the following year. He struggles to get
by and he plans-along with several dozen
members of his extended family-to show his

displeasure by not voting in Sunday’s parlia-
mentary election, the first since 2009. “We felt
we were almost like government employees,”
Sanjar said. “We didn’t have a plan B.” 

Saudi Oger could not be reached by email
or telephone for comment. Its demise has also
left Hariri and his Future Movement in the
lurch financially. The fortune generated by the
construction giant helped establish the Hariri
family as the dominant Sunni force in

Lebanese politics, and was a vehicle of Saudi
support for late Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri,
who was assassinated in 2005. Though he is
likely to remain prime minister, Hariri is
expected to lose seats to rivals including some
candidates allied to Tehran-backed Hezbollah,
another small shift in Saudi Arabia’s regional
rivalry with Iran.

Bags of money 
One of Hariri’s losses could be in Sidon. For

decades, Saudi Oger recruited heavily there

and the company’s demise has hurt the
Mediterranean city. The challenge facing
Future in Sidon is compounded by a new vot-
ing system that means a Hezbollah ally is well
placed to win one of the two Sunni seats held
by Future since 2009. “I would not be speak-
ing the truth if I said we were not affected. We
have, as a society, been affected,” Nasser
Hammoud, the Future coordinator for south-
ern Lebanon, said in Sidon. 

Hammoud estimates the crisis has had a
direct impact on between 3,000 to 3,500
people in Sidon-some 800 Saudi Oger work-
ers and their families-though he still believes
they will support Future in the election.
Hammoud said Rafik al-Hariri, who was born
in Sidon, and his sister Bahiya Al-Hariri, a
member of parliament in Sidon since 1992,
regularly sent unemployed locals to work for
Saudi Oger.

Rami Qasem Madi, who runs a Sidon
building company, said house purchases by
Saudi Oger employees once generated over a
third of his business. Lebanon’s economy as a
whole is ailing but he sees Saudi Oger’s col-
lapse as the main cause of his firm’s prob-
lems. Its workforce has halved since 2016. “It
was a big shock,” said Madi. “We all thought
that the Lebanese who goes to the Gulf col-
lects money in bags.” Hariri-run charities
have also been hit in Sidon. Two clinics that
provided heavily subsidized health care have
closed. Hammoud said one would reopen
after the vote.

Sanjar left for Saudi Arabia in 2003. His job
in logistical support services at Saudi Oger
allowed him to put his children in an interna-

tional school, support his family in Lebanon
and buy a house in Sidon. When he stopped
being paid, Sanjar found informal work in
Saudi Arabia, sold his laptop, moved his chil-
dren to a cheaper school, then sold his furni-
ture. One of his sisters had to pay his airfare

when he eventually flew home. He could not
keep up payments on his mortgage and his
home in Sidon was repossessed. Sanjar says
he is owed between $50,000 and $60,000 in
unpaid salary and compensation. His goal is to
emigrate to Europe. —Reuters

Land shortages 
drive conflict over 
Kenya’s wetlands 

Hariri party
likely to lose
seats under 

new election law

BEIRUT: A giant electoral billboard showing parliamentary elections candidates, hangs on the
wall of a building in Beirut yesterday. As its first parliamentary vote in nearly a decade nears,
Lebanon has been swept into campaign fever: posters on every corner, televised debates, and
neighbors bickering over new electoral procedures. — AFP 

In Mosul’s ruins, Iraq 
election candidates 
vow bright future
MOSUL: Election posters plastered on the bullet-riddled
wall of a girls’ school in the Old City of Iraq’s Mosul
pledge a better future for those casting their ballot at a
nationwide vote.  But the scenes of devastation that sur-
round them almost 10 months after the Islamic State group
(IS) was forced from the country’s second city belie the
hopeful claims.

“Iraq is moving forward,” reads an advert for candidate
Laith Ahmad Hassan, standing for Prime Minister Haider Al-
Abadi’s Victory Alliance at the May 12 parliamentary poll. “We
will continue the process of reconstruction and offer the bene-
fits to the people,” says a poster for contender Fares Sheikh
Sadik from a Kurdish party. The scars left from the months of
grueling fighting it took to oust IS from Mosul-the Iraqi capi-
tal of their so-called “caliphate”-are still visible all over the
city. Streets lie in ruins, decomposing bodies rot beneath rub-
ble and unexploded ordnance poses a constant threat. 

Despite this backdrop of devastation, candidates are try-
ing their hardest to drum up support. They have staged sport-
ing and cultural events, handed out free cake to passersby
and hired convoys of cars to cruise around the city blasting
out music. The prize is an attractive one and 938 hopefuls are
vying for power in Nineveh province, where some 80 percent
of the 2.3 million registered voters live in Mosul. Thirty-four
seats, including three for minority groups, are up for grabs in
this melting pot region that has seen ethnic and religious dif-
ferences often fuel conflict. 

‘National duty’ 
While those on the campaign trail are doing their best to

sell themselves and their positive vision of Iraq, the people
they are trying to convince seem split about the vote.
Mechanic Abu Fayez, 41, has been waiting for hours to receive
his voter registration card. “After the liberation of Mosul it is a
national duty to vote to change our lives and not just take
advantage of the day off as during previous elections to have a
holiday,” he tells AFP, his hands and trousers stained with oil.
“We must... elect people who will genuinely represent us and
obtain compensation for the material and moral damage we
suffered.” After the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, Mosul-a
majority Sunni Muslim city with Kurdish and Christian minori-

ties-became a stronghold for Al-Qaeda and supporters of
deposed dictator Saddam Hussein.  At the last elections in
2014 — just before IS seized control-only 50 percent of vot-
ers in the city cast their ballots, with many put off by threats
made by jihadists. This time around unemployed Ammar Raad
says he will skip the elections again.  “I came to collect my
voter card so that others can’t use it illegally, but I am going to
destroy it,” he says, standing in front of his wrecked house.  “I
turned down 75,000 dinars ($60, 50 euros) that one candi-
date offered me to vote for him. No one inspires my confi-
dence.” This lack of trust in the politicians is palpable, as many
consider that they simply fled when IS swept into Mosul in
June 2014 and abandoned residents to their fate.  

‘New alliances’ 
“I am going to vote, but to kick out the corrupt and the

old faces who have done nothing,” says Abu Ahmad, a 55-
year-old retiree.  As a sign of the upheavals in the province
since the last vote, this time round some 75 percent of candi-
dates are newcomers and the traditional Sunni parties have
changed their names to avoid past associations.  

“There is the risk that there could be a political earth-
quake that could shake up the province,” says political
analyst Hamed Ali.  “New alliances supported by the secu-
rity forces on the ground will create a new reality.” The
victory over IS-which Abadi declared across Iraq in
December-was achieved with the help of paramilitary
groups fighting alongside the armed forces as part of the
Hashed al-Shaabi Popular Mobil isation Units .  The
groups-who fol lowed a cal l  from top Shi i te c ler ic
Ayatollah Ali Sistani to battle IS-are still entrenched
around the region and retain major clout. —AFP

MOSUL: An election campaign poster is seen near a destroyed building in the former embattled city of Mosul ahead
of the upcoming Iraqi parliamentary elections. —AFP 

Dissent a 
perilous 
path in
Mozambique
MAPUTO: Abductions, beatings, surveil-
lance, threats and even fatal shootings-crit-
ics of the government in Mozambique say
that voicing dissent is increasingly danger-
ous. The latest victim is media commentator
Ericino de Salema, who in March was bun-
dled by gunmen into a vehicle outside the
offices of the Mozambican Union of
Journalists in Maputo. Two hours later, he
was dumped on the outskirts of the city
with a broken arm, fractured legs and severe
bruising. Salema, who had received threat-
ening phone calls, is an analyst on “Pontos
da Vista” (Points of View), a leading show
aired by the private STV channel, on which
he often criticises government policies.

His assault came less than two years
after another commentator on the program,
Jose Jaime Macuane, was abducted, shot
four times in the legs and also dumped
outside Maputo. “Is it coincidence that
these two people are victims of brutal vio-
lence and abandoned in the same area,
without anything stolen from them?”

Jeremias Langa, the program’s moderator
said. “The most visible cause is their public
opinions.” Salema is still recovering in hos-
pital abroad and unable to discuss his
ordeal, but Macuane spoke out against his
attackers.  “I was the victim of my words,”
Macuane, a politics professor at Eduardo
Mondlane University, said.

“My kidnappers said that ‘We have
orders to make you lame’. Of course, life
cannot be the same for me, but I continue to
go about my life in public.” The police inves-
tigation of Macuane’s attack soon ground to
a halt-as in several other similar cases.
“There was no progress. Investigators
recently asked me for my medical report and
nothing else was done,” he said. Other cases
include the fatal shooting of French-
Mozambican lawyer Gilles Cistac, a law pro-
fessor at the same university. He was gunned
down in 2015 as he caught a taxi outside a
cafe in the centre of Maputo. Cistac was a
vocal critic of the government and had
recently spoken on STV in favour of political
decentralisation-attracting harsh criticism
from government supporters.

Paulo Machava, editor of an independent
news website, was also shot dead in 2015
while he was jogging along a busy street in
the capital.  Activists have demanded that
police halt the attacks and investigate and
arrest the perpetrators. President Filipe Nyusi
recently made a rare comment addressing the
issue.  “I do not want to say that Mozambique
is a country where human rights are fully

observed,” he admitted during a speech in
London last month.  “(But) we have many
radios, many televisions, many private news-
papers that write and do everything.”

Press freedom
For the opposition Renamo party, his

words disguise what it alleges are murky
links between the assaults and Nyusi’s
Frelimo party, which has ruled since 1975.
“There are political motivations,” Jose

Lopes, a Renamo lawmaker, told AFP.
“There can be no freedom when people
are abducted, beaten and killed for
expressing their thoughts.” Mozambique
had one-party rule in the first 15 years of
independence between 1975 and 1990.
Private newspapers were not allowed until
after the new 1990 constitution was adopt-
ed. Edmundo Galiza Matos, a Frelimo MP,
told AFP that Mozambique “has one of the
best laws on the press”.—AFP

MAPUTO: A protester holds a placard reading ‘I am Gilles Cistac’ during a march
through the streets of Maputo to protest against the killing of French-Mozambican
constitutional law expert Gilles Cistac. —FP 


