
Benin votes, with 
just ‘one choice’
COTONOU: The people of Benin voted yes-
terday for a new parliament but without a sin-
gle opposition candidate to choose from, as
rights groups warn of a crackdown in a country
once seen as a model for democracy. When
polls opened at 7:00am, voters in the small
West African state were given the choice to
select their 83 members of parliament from two
parties both allied to President Patrice Talon. 

In the run up to polling, protests have been
broken up by force. Late on Saturday, some
roads were blocked by angry demonstrators in
opposition areas. Internet access was tightly
restricted with blocks on the main social media
and messaging apps. Five million people are
registered to vote, but yesterday morning,
turnout was slow at voting booths in the eco-
nomic capital Cotonou. The main opposition
parties, unable to field candidates, have asked
their supporters to boycott the polls. But
Jacques Noutais, from the Electoral
Commission, said the streets were quiet at the
start of voting because people were at “Sunday
church services”. Those who voted encouraged
others to follow. “All is well,” said Edith
Avodagbe, a woman who had just voted. “I
would like to ask my compatriots to come and

do their duty by voting for the candidate of
their choice.” That choice, however, is limited.

‘Shocked’ 
Election watchdogs ruled last month that

only the two parties allied to Talon - the
Republicans and Progressive Union-met
toughened conditions of admissibility under
new electoral laws. Their decision effectively
barred the entire political opposition from
fielding candidates. People say they are
“stunned” and “shocked” by the situation, but
blanket bans on demonstrations ahead of vot-
ing has kept people off the streets. Even after

two ex-presidents, Nicephorus Soglo and
Thomas Boni Yayi, urged people to take to the
streets to protest, there was little response.

“The wave of arbitrary arrests of political
activists and journalists, and the crackdown
on peaceful protests, have reached an alarm-
ing level,” Amnesty International researcher
Francois Patuel said, speaking ahead of the
polls. Before 1991, Benin struggled under
decades of authoritarian rule. The transition
to democracy brought a flowering of politi-
cal competition - five years ago, voters
could chose from 20 parties for the 83 seats
in parliament. —AFP 

Algerian protesters
keep up pressure
after resignations,
arrests
ALGIERS: Algerian protesters have vowed
to keep up the pressure on the regime left
behind by Abdelaziz Bouteflika, staging a
tenth consecutive weekly mass rally after a
string of people close to the toppled president
were sacked or arrested over alleged graft.
“We want this system to leave and all the
thieves to be judged,” said Zohra, a 55-year-
old teacher who travelled some 350 kilome-
ters (220 miles) to attend the Algiers demon-
stration site with her 25-year-old son,
Mohamed.

Hundreds of demonstrators gathered Friday
outside the capital’s emblematic post office
headquarters, shouting: “You looted the coun-
try, thieves!” El Watan newspaper, echoing
social media calls for further protests to topple
the entire “system”, led with the headline: “No
half-revolution!” The latest demonstrations fol-
lowed the sackings of a string of senior regime
officials and the detention of top businessmen
including the country’s richest man, Issad
Rebrab, over suspected corruption.

Authorities apparently intent on clearing
away two decades of cronyism following
Bouteflika’s ouster also reopened an investi-
gation into an ex-energy minister close to the
former president, state media reported

Wednesday. And earlier in the week, the head
of the vast state oil firm Sonatrach,
Abdelmoumen Ould Kaddour, was also fired
and replaced on the orders of interim presi-
dent Abdelkader Bensalah. Four brothers from
the influential Kouninef family, close to
Bouteflika’s brother Said, were also arrested
Sunday over alleged non-compliance with
state contracts, according to state media.

‘Mafia and fraudsters’
But protesters have yet to win one of their

key demands: the departure of Bensalah him-
self, a member of Bouteflika’s inner circle
throughout his 20 years in power. They are
also demanding the ouster of another key ally
of the toppled leader: Noureddine Bedoui,
who remains prime minister in what protesters
call “a government of shame”. The interim

administration has pledged to hold presiden-
tial elections on July 4, but demonstrators
reject any such vote overseen by Bouteflika-
era officials. Protester Samir said he was
against the poll. “How mafia and fraudsters
can hold honest elections? We’ll march until
they understand,” he said.

The arrests come after army chief Ahmed
Gaid Salah called on prosecutors to “acceler-
ate the pace” of corruption probes into those
with ties to Bouteflika’s inner circle. The army
has also insisted that the presidential vote
take place within the timeframe set by the
constitution.  Some observers see the army’s
pressure for prosecutions against allegedly
corrupt individuals as an implicit offer of a
deal to protesters: punishment of key figures
or in exchange for a softening of demands,
especially over the presidential poll.  —AFP 

AMMAN: It was only when his children began to starve
that Abdullah al-Amour decided time had come to leave
the sanctuary of Rukban camp with his family to face an
uncertain fate back under Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad. The cattle trader from Palmyra fled to Rukban on
the Syrian border with Jordan and Iraq more than three
years ago after his home was destroyed in Russian air
strikes targeting areas that were held at the time by
Islamic State. Conditions at Rukban are tough, but it
offers one big advantage to the 36,000 people shelter-
ing there: protection from Russian air strikes and pro-
Assad forces thanks to its location near a US base.

But in recent weeks life in
the camp has gone from bad
to near impossible. Food
shortages have got a lot worse
as a result of a siege by gov-
ernment and Russian forces
that want to see Rukban dis-
mantled and US forces out of
Syria, according to people liv-
ing in the camp and diplomats.
“Today you eat. Tomorrow
there is nothing to eat,” said
Amour, 46, speaking to
Reuters by phone from the camp. Amour says his son
Hamza, three, has become frail from being fed sugared
water instead of powdered milk. Gravel and dirt are
being added to dough to make flour supplies go further.

“No one is leaving out of their own will. I can no
longer sleep with my children hungry,” he said. Local
sources say Russian and Syrian government forces have
choked off supplies to Rukban since mid-February,
blocking access for smugglers who used to bribe their
way through army checkpoints, and firing on some vehi-
cles. On Thursday, Washington urged Damascus and
Moscow to allow international aid deliveries to Rukban
and stop blocking commercial routes into the camp to
“avert further suffering”.

As shortages have hit, a steady stream of people have
crossed out of Rukban into government territory. OCHA,
the UN humanitarian agency, said around 7,000 had left
in the last month or so. Some were in shelters in Homs
city where some of the men were settling their status
with the authorities, and others had gone to their areas

of origin in Homs governorate. Relatives say the Homs
city shelters amount to internment centres for many of
the men.

Power struggle
Rukban camp is at the heart of a struggle between

Russia and the United States for control of southeastern
Syria and with it a land route to Iraq and Assad’s major
regional ally, Iran. Russia, whose military has helped
Assad claw back control of much of Syria, views Rukban
as a US pretext for maintaining its “illegal occupation in
the south” and as a last pocket of anti-Assad rebels in

southern Syria who must be
wiped out.

The camp’s evacuation
seems unlikely to lead the
United States to abandon its
nearby garrison at Tanf and the
surrounding “deconfliction
zone” that envelops Rukban:
Tanf is seen as useful to US
aims of countering Iran. But
Russia is still determined to see
Rukban gone. This would rep-
resent a gain for Moscow in

Syria as its military advances have ground to a halt in
other parts of the country, and would assert its influence
over a US-controlled area.

Moscow and Damascus have accused Washington of
holding the people of Rukban hostage and Russia has
even compared its conditions to the concentration
camps of the second world war.

The United States has said it is not preventing anyone
from leaving Rukban, while calling for a process of “safe,
voluntary and dignified departures” from the camp. The
Russian defense ministry did not immediately respond to
a request for comment.

With routes to the camp controlled by Damascus,
Rukban has rarely received UN aid deliveries. Following
a delivery in November, the United States said it recog-
nized Russia had played a role in persuading Damascus
to authorize it. The last time a UN aid convoy reached
Rukban was early February. Many at Rukban fear
returning to Assad’s Syria, saying they could be detained
or forced to join the army. This concern is widely held

among refugees, who are unconvinced by Russian assur-
ances they face no threat.

Over the years, the camp has taken on some features
of permanence including houses built of mud bricks,
schools and markets. Ibrahim al-Nasser ran a grocery at
Rukban until he was forced to close it for lack of goods.
Speaking to Reuters as he was about to leave Rukban,
he said he no longer cared about his own fate and only
wanted to save his children from starving. “People are
gripped with fear of being arrested,” said Nasser. “But I
am forced to leave even if I might face death or prison so
that my children live,” he said.

Green buses 
Abu Ahmad al Dirbas Khalidi, the head of an opposi-

tion-run civil council in the camp, said dwindling food
supplies gave people at Rukban no choice but to leave.
“The regime and the Russians have succeeded in their
siege, and with hunger and poverty people are leaving,”

he said. The camp’s only bakery stopped production this
month. A bag of flour - if available - now costs 40,000
Syrian pounds ($70) - eight times its price in govern-
ment territory. Reports in Syrian state-run media have
shown people leaving Rukban on green buses like those
used to evacuate civilians and rebel fighters from other
parts of Syria recaptured from insurgents, such as east-
ern Aleppo and eastern Ghouta.

In an interview with the state news agency SANA,
one man leaving Rukban accused militant groups “led by
America of putting us under pressure, denying us food
and water, just so that we join them”. But sources in
Rukban said men leaving had been detained for weeks at
internment camps in Homs before being jailed, released
or drafted into the army. Mahmoud al-Humeili, a camp
official, said he had received reports that two dozen men
had been arrested. Shukri Shihab, a relief worker in the
camp, said: “Death in the camp is better than dying
behind prison bars.” —Reuters
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Russian ‘siege’ chokes Syria 
camp in shadow of US base

Over 7,000 civilians leave as hunger and poverty grow

HAMA: Syrian children who fled the western countryside of Hama are pictured in a makeshift camp in Sher
Maghar in the Hama province not far from positions of Turkish troops. — AFP 

Harsh siege 
depletes food 

in camp

ALGIERS: Algerians gather during an anti-government demonstration in the capital
Algiers. — AFP

Mozambique
families count
cyclone cost 
MACOMIA: Soaking mattresses, bent
corrugated iron sheets, some wooden
chairs and two slender chickens are
about all that Assane Maulana and his
wife Maria Mendosa were able salvage
from the wreckage of their wood and
mud home. They laid out all their pos-
sessions neatly around a murky puddle,
as their five children looked on quietly,
and the chickens pecked for food in thick
clumps of mud.

Mendosa, 37, cooked cassava paste
on a small wood fire and her husband
picked through the devastation wrought
by Cyclone Kenneth on Nacate, a village
of a few hundred people in
Mozambique’s far north.  “We were
inside the room, and the roof started to
fly, and then the house fell apart because
it was it was a mud house,” said
Maulana, 62. “Now we are sleeping
under the palm trees. I don’t have a job,
and I have five children... Everything is
gone in my agricultural plot, there’s just
a little bit of cassava left.”

“Tonight we’re going to eat some
maize and beans. We don’t have much
food,” added his wife. Clothes and
sheets dried on a palm tree nearby.
Mendosa said the cyclone was “too bad”
for their children Pizere, Naturesa,
Ancha, Ida and Luigi. Before the storm
which ravaged Mozambique, southern
Tanzania and Comoros from Tuesday,
Nacate was a neat village on the road
between Pemba and Macomia. It had a
school, a towering cellular mast, a mod-
est corner shop and a tea room.

‘Maybe we’re going to die’ 
While the concrete classrooms and

reinforced steel tower survived, the tea
room was destroyed. A crumpled yellow
satellite dish lay in front of the Impala
Salao da Cha tea house and inside the
roofless structure, a muddy green plastic
wineglass lay on its side. “The wind and
the rain broke my shop,” said Impala’s
owner Andrane Bacar, 45, whose shorts
were decorated with cartoon cockerels.

“I’m not going to build anything else
because I had two houses and this
shop. Everything is destroyed. I don’t
have the means to rebuild. I’ll just try to
rebuild one home, and I cannot even do
this.” Another business nearby, the cor-
ner shop, had also lost its roof in the
storm which has claimed at least five
lives since it made landfall. But shop-
keeper Jamal Amisse had worked round
the clock to repair the damage and pre-
pare the store to reopen.

“Here in the village, as you see, 300
houses have been destroyed.
Everything,” said Amisse, 37, as four
teenage boys played football in the
road near the fallen village sign. “There
is nothing to do so maybe we’re going
to die because we won’t get any help.
We are black and poor, we don’t have
anything.” In Macomia, just 10 kilome-
ters (six miles) north of Nacate along a
potholed road peppered with fallen
trees, generators whirred as technicians
battled to reconnect the town’s 90,000
people.

Builders worked by the headlights of
their lorry to reconstruct the destroyed
BCI bank where the entire facade had
been ripped off exposing cash
machines and office furniture. The
workmen told AFP that nothing had
been stolen and that the cash had been
quickly removed following the branch’s
destruction by Kenneth. — AFP 

COTONOU: A giant election banner promoting the Republican Party (BR) is seen at the
Toyota Cica Crossroad in Cotonou. — AFP 

NAIROBI: Tanzanian albinos said yes-
terday they were living in fear of their
lives after the remains of an albino were
exhumed in what they said was a “bestial”
and “barbaric” act. The Tanzanian Albino
Society called on President John
Magufuli to “intervene personally and
denounce this bestial act and provide
financial support for programs aimed at
eradicating this barbarism against albi-
nos.” In Tanzania and other sub-Saharan
African countries, albinos’ body parts are
sought after for witchcraft practices
because they are believed to enhance
luck and wealth. 

The remains of Aman Anywelwisye
Kalyembe, an albino buried in 2015 in the
Rungwe district of the Mbeya region in
the south of the country, were exhumed

and moved by unidentified individuals
during the night of April 23 and 24, the
society said. The incident was “fuelling
fear among albinos and their families,” it
said in a statement. It attributed such
actions to “superstitious beliefs at a time
when we are preparing for (general) elec-
tions in 2020.” 

Tanzania’s human rights campaigners
say that the number of attacks against
albinos is in sharp decline, but their graves
are increasingly being desecrated instead
and their remains exhumed.  A number of
such incidents have been reported in dif-
ferent areas of the country since 2016.
Albinism is a genetic condition that results
in little or no production of the pigment
melanin, which determines the colour of
the skin, hair and eyes. —AFP 

Tanzania albinos say they fear
for lives after exhumation 


