
Afractured spine, paralysed leg, hole in the back:
Hamza took to the streets of Iraq’s capital to
demand a better life but now he has even less

than ever. “This is my sacrifice for Iraq,” said the 16-
year-old, his strained voice barely audible over the
phone in Baghdad. “If I could walk, I would be back in
the protests now.”

Hamza is one of at least 3,000 people who have
been maimed in Baghdad and southern Iraq since anti-
government protests erupted on October 1, according
to the NGO Iraqi Alliance for Disabilities Organization
(IADO).  The staggering number is the latest burden for
a country already struggling with one of the highest
disability rates in the world, according to the United
Nations.

After decades of back-to-back conflicts, Iraq is in
the thick of its largest and deadliest grassroots protest
movement, with more than 300 people dead and
15,000 wounded. To disperse protesters, security
forces have used tear gas, rubber bullets, flash bangs,
live rounds and even machine-gun fire - all of which
can seriously maim or even kill, as Hamza learned. On
Nov 4, the teenager was among around 20 protesters
wounded by live fire in Baghdad. A bullet pierced
Hamza’s stomach and exited through his back, leaving a
gaping hole. Two others hit his legs.

‘Basically dead’
By the time he arrived at a nearby hospital, he had

lost litres of blood and his heart was failing, said his
father, Abu Layth. Doctors revived the boy with a
defibrillator, injected him with four units of blood and

rushed him into surgery. “He was basically dead. The
doctors brought him back to life,” he said. CT scans
and medical reports shared by Hamza’s family revealed
multiple fractures to his lower spine, leading to paraly-
sis in his right leg. After more than a week in hospital,
the teenager has gone back home and is on steady dos-
es of anesthetics. “Sometimes he screams from pain at
night,” his father said.

Iraq has a long history of bloody conflict, from the
1980-1988 war with its neighbor Iran to the 2003 US-
led invasion that toppled dictator Saddam Hussein and
fight against the Islamic State group. Each war has
killed tens of thousands and left even more Iraqis
impaired for life. The government’s Central Statistical
Organization says that in the wake of decades of con-
flict, more than two million of Iraq’s 40-million popula-
tion are disabled people entitled to state support.

But IADO and other rights groups say the real num-
ber sits at more than three million - and counting. “The
number of disabled people continues to grow... We exit
one crisis and enter another,” said IADO head
Muwafaq Al-Khafaji. He told AFP his group’s estimate
of 3,000 maimed since Oct 1 is an approximation, as
the government is either not documenting or not
releasing precise figures. To fill the gap, IADO mem-
bers have been contacting hospitals and reaching out
to families in Baghdad and southern cities.

‘Born to die’   
Although Iraq is party to the UN Convention on the

Rights of Persons with Disabilities, disabled people suf-
fer from poor health services, lack of job opportunities

and social exclusion. They have organized their own
rallies in Baghdad as part of the larger protest move-
ment, demanding more support from the government.
“Infrastructure in Iraq is not even equipped to meet the
needs of the non-disabled,” said Khafaji. “We need
more than just ink on paper.”

Iraq suffers from an extremely dilapidated health
care system, with hospitals severely under-equipped
and doctors threatened on the basis of political or tribal
disputes. In the protests, rights groups have document-
ed the abduction of volunteer medics as well as arrests
of protesters from medical facilities. The additional
strain on both patients and doctors means wounded
demonstrators do not get quality care quickly enough,
leading to severe wound infections.

Medics have even had to sever limbs to save pro-
testers’ lives, said Farah, a 19-year-old medical student
volunteering in Baghdad’s main protest camp of Tahrir
(Liberation) Square. Tahrir is full of makeshift clinics
treating protesters, including 30-year-old Ali, who
wears a bandage where his right eye should be. On the
night of Oct 24, the father of four was on a nearby
bridge when he heard shots ring out and saw hundreds
of protesters scrambling away in panic.

Before he could do the same, a flash bang exploded at
his feet and he collapsed, regaining consciousness an
hour later in a nearby hospital. But Ali could only open
his left eye, as his other had been lost to a piece of
shrapnel. “They want to deter protesters, but we’re
becoming even more determined,” he said, as crowds of
bandaged men walked around him. “The Iraqi people
have endured everything. We were born to die.” — AFP 

Thursday, November 21, 2019A n a l y s i s

Established 1961 

After watching her sister-in-law and a friend
die in a mica mine in eastern India in March
this year, 15-year-old Ritika Murmu vowed

she would never again pick the mineral and set out
to warn others. “I was picking mica when the
debris fell. I went screaming to the village for help,”
she said, recalling how her teenage friend died
instantly while her sister-in-law died in hospital. “I
will never go back (to the mica mines), never ever
again. I tell other children the same thing.” But
while Murmu wanted to talk about the deaths in
Amjhar village in Jharkhand state, other family
members - including her brother Motilal Murmu
whose 25-year-old wife died - denied there had
been any fatalities. 

For the two deaths were hushed up in a belt of
eastern India reliant on mica where illegal mining is
often the only way to earn an income, highlighting
that people were still dying in mines despite prom-
ises by authorities to clean up the sector. A
Thomson Reuters Foundation expose in 2016 found
children were dying in illegal mines but their deaths
covered up with families given “blood money” to
be silent and keep producing the mineral used in
make-up, car paint and electronics.

The revelation that seven children had died in
two months prompted pledges by multinationals
sourcing mica from three Indian states to clean up
their supply chains, and authorities vowed to accel-
erate plans to legalize and regulate the sector. But
returning this year to two major mica hubs in
Jharkhand state - Koderma and Giridih - the
Thomson Reuters Foundation found mining was
largely unchecked and that people were continuing
to work - and die - in illegal mines.

Police records, local newspaper articles, and
interviews with charity workers, officials, and eye-
witnesses and relatives revealed 19 deaths in mica
mines since 2018 - but only six were reported to
the authorities. Three of the dead were children.
While the spotlight on the sector has led to more
children going to school, campaigners and police
said it had made villagers less likely to report acci-
dents and deaths in a trade they know to be illegal,
fearing arrest or losing their income.

The Jharkhand state government said activists
recorded five child deaths in mica mines in 2018,
but none so far this year. Several people whose rel-
atives were said to have died mining mica denied
the claims made by their communities although
local police described a handful of cases where
deaths that appeared to be linked to mica were
hidden or rebuffed by families.

Earlier this year in Koderma, police officer Tamil
Banan was alerted to a dead body found in a mica
mine. But by the time his team reached the spot,
the body had disappeared and villagers said there
was no death or case for authorities to investigate.
Police said they had never taken action against
mica pickers but growing awareness of the illegali-
ty of the trade had made it far less likely for deaths
and accidents to be reported to them.

“That they fear reporting deaths or accidents
shows their fear of losing their only source of liveli-
hood,” said Govind Khanal of the Kailash Satyarthi
Children’s Foundation (KSCF), which works with
the Jharkhand government to end child labor. “We
are worried about children who continue to (mine
mica) and people who are dying,” said Khanal,
coordinator at the KSCF.

Lives at stake
India is one of the top producers of mica. Once

boasting more than 700 mines with over 20,000
workers, the industry was hit by 1980 legislation to
limit deforestation and the discovery of substitutes
for natural mica, forcing most mines to close due to
cost and stringent environmental rules. But
renewed interest in mica from China’s economic
boom and a global craze for natural cosmetics saw
illegal operators reopen abandoned mines, creating
a lucrative black market.

The Jharkhand government is trying to tackle
the problem on multiple fronts - whether boosting
school enrolment, helping people find jobs or set
up businesses to avoid making their children work,
or legalising mica mines to improve conditions. “A
lack of alternative livelihood options for parents is
leading them to send their children for work in
mica mines,” said Amitabh Kaushal, principal sec-
retary of the state government’s department for
women and child development. — Reuters 

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24833199 Extn. 125
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E mail: info@kuwaittimes.com
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

Thousands maimed in Iraq protests 

10

In this file photo taken on Nov 11, 2019, Iraqi volunteers help a protester who was struck by a teargas canister fired by Iraqi security forces in Baghdad’s Khallani Square dur-
ing ongoing anti-government demonstrations. — AFP 
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Indian villagers hide 
deaths over spotlight 
on illegal mica mines 

Digital battleground 
looms large for US polls

President Donald Trump has been on a social
media ad spending spree for his 2020 re-elec-
tion campaign, but he’s about to endure a mas-

sive digital counterattack. His opponents are rushing
in with multimillion-dollar efforts to prevent him from
dominating the web, even as the rules of the main
platforms are in flux. Trump has spent more than $30
million on Facebook and Google since May 2018. His
aggressive ads have spurred activists to pressure key
sites to better police political misinformation or even
ban campaign ads altogether, as Twitter has done.

The digital battleground is expected to be expen-
sive for candidates and, some say, crucial for their
prospects. “I believe the 2020 election will be prima-
rily fought online,” said Tara McGowan, founder of the
progressive advocacy group Acronym, which has
pledged to spend $75 million on digital ads counter-
ing Trump. “The Internet and the rise of social media
use by Americans has fundamentally changed how
campaigns are run - and how they are won or lost.”

Acronym and its political action committee will be
advertising on social networks, and even on streaming

media services like Hulu and Spotify, aiming to tell
voters about Trump’s “broken promises and corrup-
tion,” McGowan said. Billionaire former New York
mayor Michael Bloomberg - who is mulling a presi-
dential run himself - has pledged $100 million for dig-
ital ads taking on Trump, and a similar amount is
expected from the Democratic political committee
Priorities USA.

Kantar Media analysts predict digital spending by
candidates in the 2020 election will grow to $1.2 bil-
lion, compared with $3.2 billion for broadcast televi-
sion. Republican digital strategist Eric Wilson said the
2016 election campaign demonstrated the benefits of
online advertising, which can be more easily targeted
to specific regions or groups. “The political narrative
continues to be shaped on social media,” he said.
“Campaigns want to make sure they are using their
resources as efficiently as possible.”

Mark Jablonowski, managing partner and chief
technology officer of the digital consultancy
DSPolitical, said the 2016 race highlighted the power
of social media, enabling Trump to defeat Hillary
Clinton despite being vastly outspent. “2016 was a
wakeup call for Democrats who had not been utilizing
digital media to the ful lest capabil ity,” said
Jablonowski, who works with Democrats and progres-
sive candidates. But the rules around digital campaign
ads have become muddled in recent weeks, with
Twitter’s outright ban and Facebook pressured to rein

in misinformation propagated by Trump and others.

Part of ‘conversation’ 
Facebook claims it wants to remain a part of the

political “conversation” and that a complete ban
would hurt challengers while helping better financed
candidates including incumbents. Some observers
agree, arguing that social media can help emerging
candidates. “Social media lowers barriers to entry and
thereby exposes voters to information about a broad-
er set of candidates and offices,” said a working paper
by researchers at the Wesleyan Media Project.

While some analysts welcomed Twitter’s ban, oth-
ers warned that it may have little impact on efforts to
curb misinformation and manipulation. Elizabeth
Dubois, a researcher at the University of Ottawa,
warned that politicians could use “bots” or other
accounts to amplify their messages in ways that are
less transparent - and more difficult to detect.

In 2016, Russian entities spent some $200,000 on
Facebook ads, but the impact of the influence cam-
paign was largely due to the viral spread of ads and
other content. A Facebook ban could be catastrophic
not only for Democrats, but for “any candidate not
named Donald Trump,” Wilson said. McGowan added,
“It’s worth noting that while (Senator Elizabeth)
Warren has been one of Facebook’s biggest critics,
she’s yet to call for a ban on political Facebook ads -
because it could cripple her campaign.”  — AFP 

Homes, land destroyed
as Zimbabweans turn 
to illegal gold mining

Under the blazing sun, a group of men use picks
and shovels to dig up a bushy patch of land out-
side Zimbabwe’s second-largest city, stopping

every few seconds to scan the soil for signs of gold. The
13 men, led by one carrying a metal detector, left open
gullies all over the area in Filabusi, about 80 km south of
Bulawayo. They told the Thomson Reuters Foundation
they would dig wherever their metal detectors sensed
gold, clearing bush and burning grass if they had to -
even on someone else’s property. None of the men had a
mining permit.

“Whenever you hear of a gold rush, you know serious
money is involved. People literally pick up gold nuggets,”
said Thomas Ncube, one of the miners whose name has
been changed to protect his identity. With Zimbabwe
going through its worst economic crisis in a decade, des-
perate citizens are turning to illegal gold mining to make
a living, officials say, sparking fervent gold rushes that
can lead to violence and drive people from their land.

The problem has gotten worse over the past year,
warned Robert Msipa, a district officer with the govern-
ment’s Environmental Management Agency. “In some

recent cases police have (had) to set up bases, as such
gold rushes are punctuated with machete violence,” he
said in a phone interview from Bubi, the district he over-
sees in western Zimbabwe. A spokesman for the national
police force in Harare declined to comment.

There are no official figures on illegal gold-mining
activities in Zimbabwe. But Msipa noted that since
September 2018, eight gold rushes involving both
licensed and unlicensed miners have been recorded in
Bubi district, one of the most gold-rich areas of the coun-
try. Locals in other parts of Zimbabwe reported similar
spikes in illegal mining in their areas.

In the country’s western Insiza district, farmers
described how in October illegal miners burned most of
their grazing lands to clear the way for digging, and then
left behind vast open pits that injured cattle who fell into
them. Small-scale and illegal miners sometimes also add
mercury to the soil to separate minute gold particles from
other minerals, farmers said. “They burn grass for their
metal detectors to work and use mercury which is very
dangerous to our livestock and humans,” lamented vil-
lager Soneni Ncube.

Burning fields
Zimbabwe’s gold-mining sector accounts for about 40

percent of the country’s mineral output, according to the
Zimbabwe Miners Federation (ZMF), an umbrella body of
gold miners’ associations. That makes gold second only
to tobacco in the amount of foreign currency it brings
into Zimbabwe, said Dosman Mangisi, a ZMF spokesman.
The mineral-rich southern African nation sees the mining

sector as the main driver for reviving an economy crip-
pled by triple-digit inflation and high unemployment.

Prosper Chitambara, an economist and researcher at
the Labour and Economic Development Research
Institute of Zimbabwe, said that the country loses up to
$3 billion each year in potential earnings to illegal gold
mining. “That affects the fiscal capacity of the govern-
ment to be able to invest in the socio-economic rights of
its citizens,” he said.

For communities living on gold-rich land, the impact of
illegal mining is often more personal and destructive, not-
ed Jane Lusinga, the ZMF regional representative for
women in the province of Matabeleland North. She
pointed to the latest gold rush at Lonely Mine, the site of
operations for several small-scale mining companies in
Bubi district.

There are no official figures on how many families
have been displaced by recent gold rushes, said Lusinga,
but she estimated about 3,000 illegal miners had
descended on to the district over just a few weeks start-
ing in September. One group burned down a farmer’s
mud-and-grass house, she said. “(The) miners then pro-
ceeded to dig up the hut’s foundation and the (farmer’s)
entire fields in search for gold.”

That was one of several cases of families being
displaced by illegal gold miners that the ZMF is
investigating, she added. The organization is holding
regular meetings with miners, residents, government
officials and traditional leaders “to try and see how
we can lobby for a permanent solution to this issue,”
Lusinga said. — Reuters 


