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News in brief

Tunisia reimposes curfew 

TUNIS: Tunisian authorities have reinstated a
curfew in El Hamma after a spike in novel coron-
avirus cases there, the mayor said, as rail links
servicing the town were suspended. El Hamma,
home to some 100,000 people, has recorded 441
cases of infection and five deaths from the
COVID-19 illness, mayor Nacef Ennajeh said. He
said a curfew had been imposed from 5 pm to 5
am for one week in the town, located some 325
kilometers south of the capital Tunis. The North
African country has registered a total of 2,543
cases and 63 fatalities since the start of the out-
break. Trains from Tunis to the city of Gabes,
which services El Hamma, have also been can-
celled, the national rail company said. Ennajeh said
the town’s hospital was struggling to cope. — AFP 

Bar Nigerians and get barred  

LAGOS: Nigeria will bar entry to nationals of
countries that do not allow Nigerians to enter
amid the new coronavirus pandemic, the aviation
minister said on Friday. Nigeria is preparing to
re-open its airports to international flights on
Aug. 29, for the first time since March, and is
developing the rules and protocols to enable the
resumption. Minister Hadi Sirika told airline and
travel industry representatives on a Zoom call
late on Friday that a reciprocal ban on travel
would apply to both airlines and citizens. “If they
ban both the passengers and the carriers togeth-
er, then that’s what’s going to happen,” Sirika
said. A day earlier, a spokesman for Sirika said
the reciprocal ban targeted landing rights for air-
craft, rather than citizens. But Sirika said com-
pletely reciprocal measures were a matter of
fairness to Nigerians. — Reuters

Schoolgirl ‘raped, murdered’ 

PARIS: The former wife of a convicted French
serial killer has said he kidnapped, raped and
killed a schoolgirl who disappeared 17 years ago,
her lawyer said, renewing hopes of finding a
body in one of France’s most notorious unsolved
cases. Killer Michel Fourniret’s ex-wife Monique
Olivier gave key testimony in November last
year, and in January said her ex-husband was
guilty of nine-year-old Estelle Mouzin’s murder-
prompting Fourniret’s confession in March. But
Olivier’s fresh disclosure-which has resulted in
her being charged with complicity-have renewed
hopes of finding the schoolgirl’s body that inves-
tigators failed to locate in June, despite a four-day-
long thorough search of the serial killer’s properties
in the Ardennes. “Monique Olivier declared to the
investigating magistrate... that Michel Fourniret
abducted Estelle Mouzin, kidnapped her, took her
on January 9, 2003 to Ville-sur-Lumes to hold her
captive, and raped and strangled her,” Olivier’s
lawyer Richard Delgenes said. — AFP 

Slovakia ‘shocked’ at brutality

BRATISLAVA: Slovakia’s foreign minister on
Friday expressed shock at footage showing
Belgian police brutality that led to the death of a
Slovak citizen in 2018. Ivan Korcok also called on
Belgian authorities “to investigate the whole matter
without delay, responsibly and vigorously”. “Like
the entire Slovak public, I am shocked by the
footage published by the Belgian media,” Korcok
wrote on his Facebook page. On Thursday, a video
emerged showing a Slovak man, Jozef Chovanec,
being violently pinned down by airport police offi-
cers, in images that recalled the fate of George
Floyd in the US. The CCTV images, seen by AFP,
date to February 2018, when Chovanec was taken
off a plane in Charleroi, Belgium, after refusing to
show his ticket as he boarded. — AFP

ISTANBUL: Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan on Friday ordered another ancient
Orthodox church that became a mosque and then a
popular Istanbul museum to be turned back into a
place of Muslim worship. The decision to transform
the Kariye Museum into a mosque came just a month
after a similarly controversial conversion for the
UNESCO World Heritage-recognized Hagia Sophia. 

Both changes reflect Erdogan’s efforts to galvanize
his more conservative and nationalist supporters at a
time when Turkey is suffering a new spell of inflation
and economic uncertainty caused by the coronavirus.
But the moves have added to Turkey’s problems with
prelates in both the Orthodox and Catholic worlds.
The Greek foreign ministry called the decision “yet
another provocation against religious persons every-
where” by the Turkish government.

‘Steeped in history’
The 1,000-year-old Kariye building’s history

closely mirrors that of the Hagia Sophia-its bigger
and more famous neighbor on the western bank of
the Golden Horn estuary on the European side of
Istanbul. The Holy Savior in Chora was a Byzantine
church decorated with 14th-century frescoes of the
Last Judgment that remain treasured in
Christendom. It was originally converted into the
Kariye Mosque half a century after the 1453 con-
quest of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks.

It became the Kariye Museum after World War II
as Turkey pushed ahead with the creation of a more
secular new republic out of the ashes of the
Ottoman Empire. A group of American art historians

then helped restore the original church’s mosaics and
opened them up for public display in 1958. But
Erdogan is placing an ever greater political emphasis
on the battles that resulted in the defeat of Byzantium
by the Ottomans.  Turkey’s top administrative court
approved the museum’s conversion into a mosque in
November. “It’s a place steeped in history which
holds a lot of symbolism for a lot of different people,”
said 48-year-old French tourist Frederic Sicard out-
side the building. “For me, (these conversions) are a
little difficult to understand and to follow. But we
would visit if it were a mosque. We might just have to
arrange visits around prayer times.”

‘Shame for our country’ 
The sand-coloured structure visible today

replaced a building created as a part of a monastery
when Constantinople became the new capital of the
Roman Empire in the fourth century. It features a
minaret in one corner and small cascading domes
similar to those of other grand mosques whose calls
to prayer echo across the hills of Istanbul.

But inside it is filled with magnificent frescoes
and mosaics that represent some of the finest exam-
ples of Byzantine art in the Christian world. Turkey’s
tumultuous efforts to reconcile these two histories
form the underpinnings of the country’s contempo-
rary politics and social life. Opposition HDP party
lawmaker Garo Paylan called the transformation “a
shame for our country”. “One of the symbols of our
country’s deep, multicultural identity and multi-reli-
gious history has been sacrificed,” he tweeted.

Ottoman Empire historian Zeynep Turkyilmaz

called the conversion “destruction” because the
building’s walls are lined with Christian art that
would have to be either covered up or plastered
over-as it was by the Ottomans. “It is impossible to
hide the frescoes and mosaics because they deco-
rate the entire building,” the historian told AFP. Yet

some locals fully supported the change. “There are
dozens, hundreds of churches, synagogues in
Istanbul and only a few of them have been opened
to prayer as mosques,” said Yucel Sahin as he
strolled by the building after the morning rain.
“There is a lot of tolerance in our culture.” — AFP

Istanbul museum to be turned back into Muslim place of worship

Turkey leader converts another 
Orthodox church into a mosque

The Gazans speaking 
Hebrew 15 years after 
Israel left
KHAN YUNIS: When Abdel Rahman Al-Najjar
works among the plants in his Gaza nursery, Hebrew
words still slip from his lips, a legacy of Israel’s long
presence which ended 15 years ago. “Taazov!”-
Leave it alone! — he suddenly snaps at a visitor
holding flowers at his business in the Al-Mawasi
area, in the southern Gaza Strip. Then he smiles and
takes a break from working under the hot August
sun. “Some words from everyday life, names of pes-
ticides and plants are still there in Hebrew,” says
Najjar, a father of nine.

On August 22, 2005, the Israeli army completed
its evacuation of the 21 Jewish settlements in the
Gaza Strip, before leaving the Palestinian territory.
Two years later, it would be under the control of the
militant Islamist group Hamas, leading Israel to
impose a blockade on the narrow strip of land now
populated by two million people. Without Israelis in
Gaza, and with little chance of leaving the fenced
and closely guarded enclave to work in Israel, some
Gazans have nevertheless maintained their knowl-
edge of Hebrew. Najjar learnt the language when he
worked at a nursery in Israel. He later worked in
Gaza’s Jewish settlement of Neve Dekalim.

‘Life came back’ 
“I worked in a flower nursery in that settlement,

but the (Israeli) army destroyed everything before
leaving,” he said. He expresses no nostalgia for the
times before the evacuation. The settlements were
like fortified islands, sometimes surrounded by high
walls of concrete and barbed wire and protected by
military posts. Like thousands of other farmers and
workers, he was subject to strict military controls in
order to enter Neve Dekalim.

After the Israeli pull-out, Hamas and the Gulf
emirate of Qatar, which provides financial aid to the
Gaza Strip, set up projects to cultivate the land.
Najjar’s view now takes in an olive grove, orange
trees and palm trees-a scene that could almost
make a visitor forget the conflict and bloodshed this
territory has seen. Ismail al-Astal, a farmer in his

mid-forties, did farm work in some of the settle-
ments, where between 7,000 and 8,000 Israelis
lived until their eviction.

He fondly remembers their departure, which took
place on a night when he was at home in bed. “My
brother came to wake me up and said to me: ‘Praise
be to God, the last tank is leaving.’ I cried for joy,”
he says. “We were like prisoners... and all at once,
life came back,” says Astal, who received a plot of
15 dunams (3.7 acres, 1.5 hectares) for himself and
his seven brothers.  For the past two weeks, the
Israeli air force has bombed the Gaza Strip almost
every night, in retaliation for incendiary balloons
and rockets launched from the enclave. Israel and
Hamas have fought three wars since 2008.

‘Who are you going to talk to?’ 
Astal later passed his knowledge of Hebrew to

his son, Mohammed. “I love learning Hebrew.
Sometimes I hear my father speak Hebrew with rel-
atives or friends,” the younger Astal says. “I myself
took lessons at a language school in Khan Yunis, but
it was really difficult,” he says, referring to a nearby
city. “Who are you going to talk to? Israelis are not
allowed to go to Gaza.” 

In the wake of a fragile truce last year between
Hamas and Israel, some Gazans were allowed across
the border to work, such as in construction. The
novel coronavirus pandemic put a stop to that.
Fifteen years after the withdrawal, “Israel controls
everything, the crossings, poverty, misery and
unemployment,” Mohammed al-Astal says. — AFP

Brazil’s squalid jails 
get even worse as 
COVID-19 spreads
BRASILIA: Squalid, overcrowded and prone to
deadly riots, Brazil’s prisons now face a new problem
as COVID-19 spreads inside them, pushing already
precarious health services to the brink and increas-
ing inmates’ isolation from their families. From the
dingy, poorly ventilated cells to the limited rations of
food and water to the violence to the overcrowding,
which can reach up to four times capacity, Brazil’s
prisons were already bleak places before the coron-
avirus pandemic engulfed the country.

Now, for both inmates and their families, the virus
has made the ordeal of incarceration even worse.
“I’m afraid of losing my husband inside. There’s nev-
er been adequate medical care, and now the worry is
even worse because we’re dealing with an invisible
enemy,” said one Sao Paulo inmate’s wife, who asked
her name not be used. Brazil has the third-biggest
prison population in the world after the United
States and China, with nearly 750,000 inmates-well
over the official capacity of 440,000.

The South American country also has the sec-
ond-highest number of infections and deaths in the
pandemic, after the US: more than 3.5 million and
112,000, respectively. Since the first case of
COVID-19 was confirmed in a Rio de Janeiro prison
in April, the virus has spread quickly through

Brazil’s jails, despite the suspension of visits and
transfers. More than 17,300 inmates have been
infected and nearly 100 have died, according to the
National Penitentiary Department.

But experts say the real numbers are probably
much higher. Just 7.8 percent of inmates have been
tested. “We have no idea what the real situation is,”
said Alexandra Sanchez, a researcher at Brazil’s lead-
ing public health institute, Fiocruz. “Inmates’ health
was already a major problem. Now, with COVID-19,
we don’t know what’s going to happen.” In a recent,
comprehensive study in the Sao Paulo prison
Sorocaba II, 38 percent of the 2,095 inmates tested
positive for the virus. That is around 13 percentage

points higher than even the worst-affected slums in
Rio de Janeiro, Sanchez said. “That’s an extremely
high rate. The spread of the virus is stunning,” she
told AFP. A paper she recently co-authored warns of
the impact the pandemic is having on prisoners.
“Inmates’ fears for their lives and health, combined
with restrictions on movement within the prisons
and the interruption of work, educational and reli-
gious activities, are aggravating tensions, with seri-
ous emotional implications for the prison popula-
tion,” it said. Another inmate’s relative shared a let-
ter from her 29-year-old son, incarcerated for drug
crimes and sharing a cell with 41 other prisoners in
Sao Paulo. — AFP

Muslim girl in France 
shaved by family over 
Christian boyfriend
STRASBOURG: The parents, uncle and aunt of a
teenager of Bosnian Muslim origin will face trial in
France on charges of violence against a minor for
shaving her head over her relationship with a Christian
Serbian boy, prosecutors said Friday. The girl had her
hair shaven off and was also beaten in the eastern city
of Besancon on Monday, judicial sources said.

“Shaved and beaten because she ‘loved a
Christian’. Deeply shocked by this act of torture on
this 17-year-old girl,” French Interior Minister
Gerald Darmanin wrote on Twitter. “This barbarity
calls for the most severe punishment,” he added.
Police detained the two parents as well as the uncle
and the aunt. They were released under judicial
control but are banned from contacting the girl,
who has been placed under protection. They are not
aware of her whereabouts. They will be tried for
“violence against minors”, deputy prosecutor
Margaret Parietti told AFP.

‘Can’t marry a Christian’ 
The girl, who arrived from Bosnia-Herzegovina

two years ago with her family, had for several
months had a relationship with the young man, aged
20, of Serbian origin who lived in the same building.
“The two families knew each other and (their rela-
tionship) was not a problem, but when they started
talking about marriage, the girl’s parents told her:
‘We are Muslims, you cannot marry a Christian’,”
Parietti said.

The family took away her phone and stopped her
contacting her boyfriend. The pair then fled for four
days and on their return came to the apartment of
the girl’s family along with the boy’s parents. “The
first blow came from the mother, then there was an
outbreak of violence. She was taken to a room and
beaten. She was shaved, according to her testimony,
by her uncle-her father’s brother-while being beat-
en”, the prosecutor said. The parents of the young
man said they did not dare to intervene but he left
the house to report what had happened to police,
prosecutors said. — AFP

ISTANBUL: A priest (left) and a woman visit the Chora or Kariye Museum, formally the Church of the
Holy Savior, a medieval Byzantine Greek Orthodox church in the Fatih district in Istanbul. — AFP 

AL-ZAHRA: Palestinian youths sit in a pendulum ride
at the Sharm Park amusement park in the area for-
merly occupied by the Jewish settlement of Netzarim,
south of Gaza City. — AFP 

MANAUS: Inmates are seen on the top of a tower of the Puraquequara prison during a rebellion to demand
better conditions inside the prison in which seven guards were taken hostage in Manaus Brazil, amid the
novel coronavirus pandemic. — AFP 


