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TUNIS: Tunisia’s Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali, whose
overthrow in a 2011 uprising triggered the “Arab
Spring” revolutions, died in exile in Saudi Arabia
yesterday, days after a free presidential vote in
his homeland. His funeral will take place on Fri-
day in Saudi Arabia, his family lawyer, Mounir
Ben Salha, told Reuters.

“It is the end of dictators like him. We cannot
forget that he destroyed our country ... he gave
orders to kill civilians in protests in 2011,” said
Imad Layouni, an unemployed 26-year-old in a
Tunis coffee shop. Ben Ali fled Tunisia in January
2011 as his compatriots - many of them angered
after a vegetable seller set himself on fire a few
weeks earlier in protest at the police - rose up
against his oppressive rule in a revolution that
inspired other uprisings in the Middle East and
led to a democratic transition at home.

On Sunday, they voted in an election that fea-
tured candidates from across the political spec-
trum, sending two political outsiders through to
a second round vote unthinkable during Ben Ali’s
two decades in power. However, while Tunisians
have enjoyed a much smoother march to democ-
racy than citizens of the other Arab states that
also rose up in 2011, many of them are econom-
ically worse off than they were under Ben Ali.

While almost all the candidates in Sunday’s
election were vocal champions of the revolution,
one of them, Abir Moussi, campaigned as a sup-
porter of Ben Ali’s ousted government, receiving
4% of the votes. “It is a sign of the intolerance
in country, which claims to be a democracy, that
he died in Saudi Arabia,” said Salwa Riahi, a
doctor in Tunis. A former security chief, Ben Ali
had run Tunisia for 23 years, taking power when,
as prime minister in 1987, he declared president-
for-life Habib Bourguiba medically unfit to rule.

In office, he sought to stifle any form of po-
litical dissent while opening up the economy, a
policy that led to rapid growth but also fuelled
grotesque inequality and accusations of brazen
corruption, not least among his own relatives.
During that era, his photograph was displayed in
every shop, school and government office from
the beach resorts of the Mediterranean coast to
the impoverished villages and mining towns of
Tunisia’s hilly interior.

On the few occasions his rule was put to the
vote, he faced only nominal opposition and won
re-election by more than 99%. On Sunday, by
contrast Tunisians chose between 26 candidates
including both Ben Ali’s own former supporter
Moussi and an ex-political prisoner running for
the Islamist Ennahda party, which he banned. Ben
Ali’s rise began in the army after Bourguiba won
Tunisia’s independence from France in 1956. He
was head of military security from 1964, and of
national security from 1977. After a three-year
stint as ambassador to Poland, he was called back
to his old security job in 1984 to quell riots over
bread prices. Now a general, he was made inte-
rior minister in 1986 and prime minister in 1987.
It took him less than three weeks to arrange a
new promotion to the top job, bringing in a team
of doctors to declare Bourguiba senile, meaning
he would automatically take over as head of
state. His first decade as president involved a big
economic restructuring - backed by the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and World Bank - and an
annual growth rate slightly over 4% a year.

Police state
Wedged between Muammar Gaddafi’s Libya

and an Algeria thrust into civil war between the
army-backed government and Islamist militants,

Ben Ali’s Tunisia followed the post-indepen-
dence path of secularism and openness to the
outside. But within, critics said it was a police
state where few dared challenge an all-powerful
government. In a country where many had ex-
perienced life under democracy elsewhere, Ben
Ali’s oppressive state was reason to chafe.
Meanwhile, the elite were accumulating wealth
in their extravagant seaside villas. The lavish
lifestyle of Ben Ali’s wife, Leila Trabelsi, and her

clique of rich relatives, came to symbolise the
corruption of an era. Out in the provinces, in the
shabby towns of the south and the rural villages
without running water, anger was growing,
leading to a small protest movement in 2008,
sometimes called “the little revolution”. Eight
years on from the real uprising, life is still tough
in those areas, with unemployment higher than
in 2010 and public services seeming to have de-
teriorated. — Reuters

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia said yesterday it
will raise pressure on its Southeast Asian
neighbors to find a solution to recurring out-
breaks of smog-belching forest fires in In-
donesia, as air quality plummeted and more
schools closed. Blazes to clear agricultural land
in the archipelago are sending toxic haze
across Southeast Asia, with Jakarta’s efforts to
fight them using water-bombing aircraft and
thousands of security forces proving futile.

The Indonesian fires are an annual problem
during the dry season, but this year’s are the
worst since 2015 and have added to concerns
about wildfire outbreaks worldwide exacerbat-
ing global warming. Nearly 2,500 schools were
closed across Malaysia yesterday - including
almost 300 in the capital Kuala Lumpur - as
were hundreds on Indonesia’s Sumatra island
and the Indonesian part of Borneo, where the
vast majority of fires are burning.

Satellite images released by NASA Earth
Observatory show Borneo covered in a pall of
smoke. The island is divided between Indone-

sia, Malaysia and Brunei. Acrid smog has also
clouded the skies of Singapore in recent days,
raising fears it may affect this Sunday’s For-
mula One race. Officials from regional bloc the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) have long struggled to come up with
fixes for the smog outbreaks, signing an agree-
ment and holding regular meetings, but with
little effect.

Malaysian Environment Minister Yeo Bee
Yin signaled she would again pursue the diplo-
matic route in an effort to find a solution to a
crisis that has been recurring every few years
for more than two decades. “I will have a con-
ference call with the ASEAN secretary-gen-
eral to express our views, and we hope there
will be a more effective mechanism at the
ASEAN level so that we can cooperate to seek
a long-term solution to address this problem,”
she told reporters. This week, Indonesia said it
has arrested 230 people suspected of being
involved in activities that led to out-of-control
fires sweeping the country. — AFP

Mother or baby
die in child birth
every 11 seconds
GENEVA: Global child and maternal deaths
have fallen sharply in recent decades, but
new UN statistics released yesterday show
unequal progress, with more than five child-
births a minute ending in tragedy. Two re-
ports by several United Nations’ agencies
showed clear global progress in reducing
the number of pregnant women or new
mothers and young children who die each
year, pointing to improved access to afford-
able, quality health services.

“In countries that provide everyone with
safe, affordable, high-quality health serv-
ices, women and babies survive and thrive,”
World Health Organization chief Tedros Ad-
hanom Ghebreyesus said in a statement.
Since the turn of the century, the number of
deaths among children under the age of five

has been cut almost in half to some 5.3 mil-
lion worldwide last year. 

Almost half of those deaths occurred
during the first month of life, meaning that
around 7,000 newborns still died every sin-
gle day last year. At the same time, the num-
ber of women dying due to complications
during pregnancy and childbirth dropped
by more than a third to around 295,000 in
2017, compared to 451,000 in 2000. While
this marks a huge improvement, some 800
women still died each day from complica-
tions in pregnancy and childbirth in 2017,
the UN numbers showed.

In all, the statistics reveal that an esti-
mated 2.8 million women and newborns die
every year, mostly from preventable
causes. “Around the world, birth is a joyous
occasion. Yet, every 11 seconds, a birth is a
family tragedy,” head of the UN children’s
agency Henrietta Fore said in the state-
ment. “A skilled pair of hands to help
mothers and newborns around the time of
birth, along with clean water, adequate nu-
trition, basic medicines and vaccines, can
make the difference between life and
death,” she insisted. — AFP
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TUNIS: In this file photo, a Tunisian family watches TV as Tunisian President Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali
gives his resignation speech. — AFP 
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