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At gates of 
Libya’s war, 
Tripoli hospital 
struggles to cope 
TRIPOLI: “The pressure was unbear-
able,” said doctor Mohamad Al-Rajehi,
recalling a night early this month when
an air strike on a military school com-
pletely overwhelmed his public hospital
in Libya’s capital. Al-Khadra, one of the
biggest hospitals in Tripoli, treated 33
wounded in one night after the attack on
January 4, while 30 dead bodies also
arrived at the facility. “The hospital
doesn’t have the means to treat such a
large number” of people, said Rajehi, the
hospital’s emergencies manager.

After more than nine months of dead-
ly fighting on the city’s southern out-
skirts, all of Tripoli’s public hospitals now
find themselves unable to cope with the
two million or more residents’ needs.

Eastern strongman Khalifa Haftar
launched an offensive against the capital,
seat of a UN-recognized Government of
National Accord (GNA), in April last
year. Military stalemate swiftly ensued.

The UN says the fighting has killed
more than 280 civilians and some 2,000
combatants, while thousands have been
wounded. More than 170,000 Tripoli
residents have been displaced. A precar-
ious ceasefire took effect on Jan 12, but
heavy weapons fire continues to echo
sporadically in the south of the capital.

Exodus of foreign medics 
Mohamad Ehwas, a doctor who heads

medical services at Al-Khadra, said the
night of the military school attack was far
from an exception. Instead, it is the norm,
for a facility flooded daily by the sick and
wounded. “The hospital is operating at
twice its capacity,” he said. It was estab-
lished to receive and care for 300 emer-
gency cases at a time, but on “some days,
we treat 3,000.” The overcrowding means
longer waiting times for treatment.
Coming back “every two or three days” to
Al-Khadra to lobby for an operation for

his father, who needs a coronary angio-
plasty, Khaled El-Messellati is increasing-
ly disillusioned. “It is nearly impossible to
get a quick appointment with a doctor, or

even a nurse,” he lamented. And there is
no question of him turning to the private
sector, despite his father being in desper-
ate need of surgery. —AFP

Italian TV chef 
serves up cooking 
lessons at Gaza jail 
GAZA CITY: An Italian TV chef is serv-
ing up a taste of home cooking in the
unlikeliest of places: A Gaza jail. Gabriele
Rubini, a former rugby player who rein-
vented himself as Chef Rubio, is teaching
10 inmates at the prison near Gaza City
how to make the perfect pasta - as well
as learning about Palestinian cuisine.
“My target is to share with them all I
know and I want to learn from them all
they know,” he said during his 10-day
trip to the enclave with an Italian NGO.

He said Palestinian food shares many
similarities with that of Italy. “Around the
Mediterranean Sea all the cultures were
mixed,” he said. Chefs “use not many

ingredients, good quality and it is all
about sharing the food”. A longtime sup-
porter of the Palestinian cause, Rubini
has been sharing his experience in Gaza
with more than 750,000 fans via his
Facebook page.

Speaking to AFP, Rubini said he
worked in prisons because “jail is a place
where there is a lot of humanity”.
“Someone made a mistake and can in jail
(be) reborn and be a better man in the
outside world,” he said. Islamist move-
ment Hamas has ruled Gaza since 2008
and have fought three wars with Israel,
which maintains a crippling blockade on
the impoverished territory. Rubini’s
pupils, serving time for non-violent
crimes, said they took inspiration from
the cooking lessons. “This is a great
training opportunity,” said Sami Baraka,
who has served most of a two-year sen-
tence. “I’m going to open an Italian
restaurant in Gaza.” —AFP

‘Escobar of eggs’ 
faces justice after 
35 yrs of poaching 
LONDON: Jeffrey Lendrum spent three decades liv-
ing as the so-called “Pablo Escobar of eggs”, smug-
gling the fragile shells from the nests of falcons and
other birds of prey to wealthy international clients. His
racket was smashed in 2018 when customs officers at
London’s Heathrow Airport found him in possession of
19 birds of prey eggs worth a total of £100,000
pounds ($130,000). During a full search, he was found
to be wearing a body belt made out of bandages con-
cealing 19 eggs from vultures, falcons and kites as well
as two newly-hatched African fish eagle chicks. His
body belt was designed to “brood” his stash so the
chicks would not die before he sold them. 

A British court sentenced the 58-year-old Irish-
Zimbabwean to more than three years in prison in
January last year. But he now faces another court
appearance on Wednesday, which could see him
spend up to three more years in jail in South America,
if Britain accepts an extradition request. He is wanted
for skipping bail in 2016 after a Brazilian judge sen-
tenced him to four and a half years for attempting to
smuggle peregrine falcons out of the country.

Middle East buyers 
Stealing bird eggs runs in the family: the veteran

thief received his first conviction aged 22, when he and
his father were found guilty of petty theft in
Zimbabwe. He has since served time in Canada, Brazil
and Britain. The main drivers of egg poaching are
wealthy clients in the Middle East, where peregrine
falcons are in great demand for traditional falconry
and can sell for thousands of dollars, according to the
wildlife trade specialists Traffic. 

Illegal trade in animals is worth nearly $20 billion
each year, according to Interpol. But Traffic
spokesman Richard Thomas said there are “fewer than
half a dozen” reported cases of egg thefts around the
world each year. However, the thefts are “not insignifi-
cant” and still constitute “serious crimes”, he told AFP.
“Some of the species involved are extremely rare and
even small numbers (of eggs) illegally taken from the
wild can have a significant impact on threatened pop-
ulations,” he added. —AFP

ANKA, Nigeria: From dawn, before the sun starts to sear
the earth, Biltamnu Sani is already hard at work, pounding
away at the dusty soil in his perilous quest for gold. The
mineral-rich earth of Zamfara State, northwest Nigeria, has
provided generations of families with the means to make
ends meet. Never easy, it is a work that today is fraught
with danger, from the armed groups that rove the region
and from the toxic lead that lurks in its soil. “I’ve been
doing this since I was 12 years old,” Sani, now 26, told AFP.
“It’s very challenging work, but this is our livelihood.”

The mines lie within the reach of heavily-armed groups
- “bandits” in the lexicon of the local authorities - that
have been terrorizing this remote region. Gangs of mainly
Fulani herders started cattle rustling and small-scale crim-
inality decades back. Lately, they have exploited a securi-
ty vacuum to become essentially an insurgent army of
thousands.  As the struggle with farmers over land
expanded, other communities took up arms in a spiral of
bloodshed that has seen an alarming proliferation of
weapons. The violence claimed more than a thousand lives
in 2019, the regional government estimates. In the scram-
ble for resources, the fighters have increasingly exerted
control over artisanal mining - one of the few reliable
sources of income in this impoverished region. Miners
have been forced to share profits and carry out the bid-
ding of the armed groups in order to continue their trade.
Many locals suspect the gunmen are paid by outside
interests to secure mineral-rich areas for private gain.
“The challenges in past years have been tough,” Sani says. 

‘Just shoot you’ 
Nigeria’s central government in April announced a ban

on mining in the region in a bid to curb the armed groups.
But while some companies closed down operations, local
miners have carried on working by themselves. The local
authorities brokered a controversial peace deal around
five months back between bandits and vigilantes that has
seen some of the gangs disarm. But the situation at the
mines remains perilous. “You enter some places and peo-

ple will just shoot you,” Ayuba Muhammed, the secretary
of a large mining union in the state, told AFP.  

The remoteness of the mines and the absence of
police outside of Zamfara’s capital Gusau have left all
trade here brutally exposed to insecurity. “Some of the
mines you see, they have an arrangement with the bandits
so that they can stay. In some other areas they cannot
even try to go there,” Muhammed said. As he spoke an
elderly man in his office poured out small sacks of lilac
stones onto a weighing scale. Extracting minerals from
tons of solid rock typically yields only small amounts of
cash, but it is still vital income for people in a part of
Nigeria where 70 percent of the population are estimat-
ed to live in extreme poverty. The mining industry in the
country remains largely artisanal, beset by corruption and
poorly regulated. Successive governments have pledged
- and failed - to bolster this lucrative sector as an alterna-
tive to the oil resources that account for the biggest
chunk of Nigeria’s income. 

Lead poisoning 
Compounding the insecurity are serious health risks

from lead. The highly poisonous element occurs natu-
rally and in high abundance in Zamfara’s gold-rich
areas, escaping into the air when the dusty rock is
pounded to extract the precious specks. “People are
doing these processes in their homes. Then their chil-
dren play around in the same areas - it is extremely
dangerous,” Simba Tirima, a doctor working at a clinic
run by aid group Doctors Without Borders (MSF) in
the town of Anka, told AFP. 

In the past decade more than 500 children have died
from lead poisoning, and many others have suffered
long-term ill-health. Aliyu Usman, four, began to have
violent seizures two years ago as his parents often
refined gold in their compound. “He’s deaf, you can see
he can look around but his gaze is blank,” Tirima said,
examining the boy at his rudimentary clinic. “His mother
brought him in two years ago and said ‘he’s not the

same anymore, it’s like he’s not there’.”
In 2010, an outbreak of lead poisoning in Zamfara

prompted scientists from the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) to survey 122 villages.
They looked in detail at 56 of these villages, three-
quarters of whom were involved in the gold trade. Of
nearly 400 children who provided blood samples, the
average amount of lead in the blood was 8.5 micro-
grammes per litre -previous research found that lead

can damage health at levels as low as five micro-
grammes per litre. 

The surge of deaths in 2010 led to increased
awareness and improvements in the way miners
worked. But cases keep coming despite a reduction in
the overall numbers. “There are still pockets of lead
exposure,” Tirima said. “More needs to be done to
bring mining practices into better organized and reg-
ulated spaces.” —AFP

Fighters have increasingly exerted control over artisanal mining

Gold miners face dangerous life 
in Nigeria’s ‘bandit’ country 

GAZA CITY: Gabriele Rubini (second left), known as Chef Rubio, cooks with
Palestinian prisoners at a Hamas-run civilian prison on Tuesday. —AFP

GUSAU, Nigeria: A gold miner works underground in Anka on Dec 4, 2019. —AFP

TRIPOLI: Patients are pictured waiting in Al-Khadra Hospital in the Libyan capital
on Jan 8, 2020. —AFP

LONDON: An undated handout photo shows prolific bird
egg smuggler Jeffrey Lendrum with bird eggs strapped to
his body in a sling, after arriving in the UK at Heathrow
Airport on June 26, 2018. —AFP

Iraqi Sunni 
leaders spooked 
by possible US 
troop pullout 
BAGHDAD: Sunni Iraqi leaders who spearhead-
ed a bloody insurgency against the 2003 US-
led invasion are now the most nervous about a
possible withdrawal of American troops, con-
sidered a counterweight to Iran. Tensions
between Washington and Tehran have boiled
over onto Iraqi soil this month, with the US
killing top Iranian general Qasem Soleimani in
Baghdad and Iran striking back at an Iraqi base
hosting American soldiers.

Furious at the US hit, Iraq’s parliament held a
vote on Jan 5 to oust all foreign troops, includ-
ing some 5,200 American soldiers deployed
alongside local forces. All Kurdish and most
Sunni MPs boycotted the session, despite

threats by Shiite factions that the minorities
would be considered “traitors” for backing the
US presence. Before the vote, speaker of parlia-
ment Mohammed Halbusi, a Sunni from the
western Anbar province, made an impassioned
appeal to MPs to reconsider. “The decision we
take now, we may not be able to amend in an
hour’s time,” said Halbusi, addressing the mainly
Shiite lawmakers in attendance. “The US doesn’t
concern me. Iran doesn’t concern me. Nothing
concerns me as much as Iraq does,” he said.
Both Iran and Iraq are Shiite-majority countries.
Tehran has cultivated close ties with Baghdad’s
ruling elite for decades.

It now exercises particularly strong sway
through Iraq’s Hashed al-Shaabi, a network of
armed groups absorbed into the state security
forces that has significant parliamentary repre-
sentation. Iran’s growing clout has come at the
expense of the US, which led the invasion that
toppled Saddam Hussein whose dictatorial
Sunni-dominated regime oppressed Shiites.
That unleashed a deadly insurgency, with Sunni
militias attacking US forces, before a broad
Iraqi sectarian war erupted in 2006-2007 cost-
ing thousands of lives. —AFP

Skepticism 
over Lebanon’s 
‘technocratic’ 
cabinet 
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s new prime minister claims to
lead a government of technocrats but critics
argue the line-up is window dressing for a set of
ministers who are neither experts nor independ-
ent. Hassan Diab insisted the list of 20 ministers
unveiled Tuesday night represented the demands
of protesters who first took to the streets three
months ago to demand change. But protesters
reacted angrily to the line-up, arguing it fell short
of a clean break from the sectarian-driven way of
apportioning government jobs that has charac-
terized Lebanese politics for decades.

A self-proclaimed technocrat, the 61-year-
old Diab is a university professor but also a for-

mer education minister who owes his political
appointments to the Shiite group Hezbollah.
Before his cabinet was even formed, many pro-
testers rejected him as a pawn of the parties
they want removed from the political landscape.
The cabinet brought many new faces but the
month-long political bargaining that led to
Tuesday’s announcement fuelled deep-rooted
suspicion that behind every technocrat is a par-
ty clinging to its share of influence and patron-
age. A closer look at the line-up confirmed that,
with some exceptions, the government is noth-
ing but another product of Lebanon’s age-old
political pie-slicing game.

“Despite the presence of a few genuinely
independent and reformist figures, the cooks
who whipped up this government are the usual
suspects,” said Karim Bitar, a professor of inter-
national relations in Paris and Beirut. Gebran
Bassil, President Michel Aoun’s son-in-law and
arguably the politician most reviled by the
protest camp, hands over the foreign ministry to
Nassif Hitti, a respected career diplomat. Justice
Minister Marie-Claude Najm and Finance
Minister Ghazni Wazni are also both considered
to have strong credentials. —AFP


