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Fleeing Syrians 
set up camp 
underground
TALTUNAH: In a field dotted with olive
trees in embattled northwestern Syria,
Shamseddeen Darra steps down into the
gloomy underground shelter he and his
family now call home. After fleeing a
deadly offensive by government forces
on their home region of Idlib, they found
nowhere else to go.

Beyond rolling hills in the village of
Taltuna, Darra, his three brothers, their
wives and more than a dozen children
share a small room in the belly of the
earth. “We’re living here for lack of a
better option,” says 35-year-old Darra,
who calls their makeshift shelter “the
cave”. “We didn’t have any tents. We
stayed in the town mosque for two days.
We looked for a place to stay but found
nothing,” he explained.

Af ter  they found the  abandoned
shelter, dug out by villagers earlier in
the civil war to hide from air strikes,
they c leaned i t  out  and moved in .

Backed by Russia, government forces
have been chipping away at Syria’s last
major rebel bastion since December.
The region is run by jihadists and allied
rebel groups, and is home to around
three million civilians. The violence has
forced 900,000 of them to flee their
homes or shelters, more than half of
them children.

‘Scorpions and snakes’ 
Inside their new underground home,

Darra’s chi ldren huddle on a carpet
around a tray covered in small bowls of
hummus and dried oregano in olive oil.
Sunshine seeps in only from the stair-
case, the only source of light to cast
away the dank darkness.

In a corner, the family has piled its
scant belongings under a red and navy
blue blanket. “We’re suffering from the
humidity. The kids are sick,” he said, as
nearby one of them started crying. “And
there are bugs,” added Darra, wearing a
thick black hooded sweatshirt. Not far
off, 40-year-old Abu Mohammed had
also set up camp in an underground
bunker. He and around 40 people now
share the space, where they have
thrown a plastic rug on the ground and
piled plastic jars of picked olives and
other food along the uneven wall.

When we first arrived, “the cave was
dirty. There was animal excrement,” said
Abu Mohammed, wearing a black leather
jacket and sporting a greying beard. “The
villagers warned us there were scorpions
and snakes, but we had no other option,”
he said. Of those newly displaced since

December, some 170,000 live out in the
open or in unfinished bui ldings, the
United Nations says. AFP correspondents
have seen families without shelter forced
to camp out in their cars, sleep in schools
or mosques, or even make home in an
abandoned prison. —AFP

Jailed Kurdish 
leader becomes 
literary star 
ISTANBUL: He may be languishing in jail but with his
books flying off the shelves, Kurdish politician
Selahattin Demirtas has joined an illustrious line of
Turkish prison writers. A former presidential candidate
and persistent thorn in the side of Turkey’s current
leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Demirtas has spent more
than three years in jail and faces up to 142 years more if
convicted of ties to Kurdish militants, which he denies. 

“I am engaged in a major battle of wills because I am
a political prisoner and this is motivating me to expose
my creativity,” Demirtas said in written responses sent
to AFP through his lawyers from his cell in western
Edirne city. Despite the possible sentence hanging over
him he has found some consolation in his ever-growing
number of readers as sales of his books, written in
Turkish, reach into the hundreds of thousands.

His first book, Seher (Dawn), was published in 2017 -

a collection of short stories that contain glimpses into
daily lives of ordinary people including women charac-
ters whose voices often go unheard. It has turned into a
runaway success, translated into 16 languages with
240,000 copies printed. Demirtas has followed up with
another short story collection “Devran”, and now a full
novel, “Leylan.” “I would without hesitation choose lit-
erature” over politics, Demirtas said. 

‘Naive’
The charismatic politician, who founded and led the

Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), was once nicknamed
the “Kurdish Obama” by some admirers for his rhetori-
cal skills. But the 46-year-old former lawyer was
detained in the sweeping crackdown that followed a
failed coup in July 2016, which Erdogan’s critics say
was used as a pretext to remove opponents and civil
society activists. “Today politics is nothing more than a
collective swindle. We are jailed because my friends
and I are not involved in this fraud ring,” Demirtas said. 

“Literature is, however, a more naive, cleaner
domain,” he said, where “every reader is at least free to
make his own decisions”. Writing is also a form of
“resistance” to the monotony of prison life, he added.
“There is nothing here but four walls and a door. We

spend almost all our time in a small cell... everything is
directed towards weakening the human will and wreck-
ing one’s personality.” Despite his widespread popular-
ity, Demirtas has many detractors in Turkey’s bitterly
divided political scene.  —AFP

Rampant graft 
spurring protests 
in Lebanon
BEIRUT: The Lebanese government had frozen
recruitment but then, around the time of a key elec-
tion, thousands of people suddenly landed civil ser-
vant jobs. The alleged corruption case is just one of
many stirring public anger in Lebanon, where pro-
testers are calling out rampant graft they say has
brought the economy to its knees.

Cronyism in the public sector, bribes, conflicts of
interest and dodgy procurement deals-Lebanese
have been angrily detailing their complaints in waves
of mass protests since October, crying out that
enough is enough. The authorities have said they are
determined to root out corruption, and state prose-
cutors frequently say they have launched a probe or
questioned a official.

But experts and protesters are sceptical. How,
they ask, are they expected to believe in change from
leaders who benefit from the system and whose
interest is to preserve it? In August 2017, Lebanon
passed a law to halt all recruitment in the public sec-
tor. But after that decision and through 2018, more
than 5,000 people were taken on in murky circum-
stances, a source at the oversight body for public
administrations said. That period coincided with the
country’s first parliamentary election in nine years.

“It’s buying votes,” says Assaad Thebian, who
heads the anti-graft non-governmental organization
Gherbal Initiative. “When you give someone a job,
you’re buying their loyalty and that of their relatives,”
he said. Lebanese media have also accused key politi-
cal parties of arranging hundreds of illegal hirings at
state-owned telecommunications firm Ogero in 2017
and 2018. Anti-corruption watchdog Transparency
International said in December that almost one in two
Lebanese had been offered a bribe for a vote.

‘No political will’
Parliament’s finance committee investigated 5,000

hirings, and the file has been transmitted to the Court
of Audit. Committee chairman Ibrahim Kenaan said it
was not his place to analyse what had happened.
“But logically, it’s a political issue,” he said. “It was a
period of elections. Maybe it was easy to just pro-
vide someone with a job.

“Maybe it’s to do with... people being used to no
one being held accountable.” But the lawmaker, who
represents the Free Patriotic Movement of President
Michel Aoun, now under fire for its record in power,
said things would change. “Now there’s accountabili-
ty-at least we’re trying,” he said. Laws are being
drafted to prevent illicit enrichment and retrieve
stolen public funds, Kenaan said.

But anti-graft activist Thebian warns political will
is lacking. “It’s strange that a state that wants to bat-
tle corruption has not yet fired a single civil servant,
tried a single minister or official,” he said. Protesters
say they are fed up with a political class dominated
for decades by the same powerful families who also
pull strings in business. As they are hit by an acute
liquidity crisis and price hikes, they ask how they can
trust a political elite with ties to the banking sector.

Lebanon is weighed down by a huge public debt,
most owed to local banks benefiting from high
interest rates. “The major problem is conflict of
interest-perceived or actual,” said Jad Chaaban, an
economics professor at the American University of
Beirut. “There is no way that you, as a minister or
prime minister or member of parliament, can act
against the interest of the institution that you have
shareholding in.” —AFP

NEKEMTE, Ethiopia: Desta Garuma, a 27-year-old
rickshaw driver, never showed much interest in politics,
so his family has no idea how soldiers concluded he was
involved in a rebel movement active in Ethiopia’s Oromia
region. But one day in January, five truckloads of sol-
diers followed him home, shouting that they had identi-
fied a shifta, or bandit - a euphemism for rebel. As his
mother and younger sister cowered inside, the soldiers
fatally shot Desta three times in the back, according to
witnesses.

“When I heard the shots I said, ‘Oh my God, they
killed my son,’” Desta’s mother, Likitu Merdasa, told AFP.
“My son was not a troublemaker. We hoped he would be
able to improve his life as well as mine. But now he has
been taken from me before his time.” The killing is one of
an array of abuses that residents, opposition politicians
and rights groups accuse soldiers of committing in and
around Nekemte, a market town in Oromia, as part of a
crackdown on rebels that has intensified this year.

Community leaders contend ordinary civilians are
bearing the brunt of the operations, which include mass
detentions, an internet blackout and restrictions on politi-
cal activity. The Ethiopian military rejects claims that its
activities endanger civilians. Yet Nekemte residents say
the soldiers’ presence recalls life under past authoritarian
regimes in Ethiopia, tarnishing the image of Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed, the Nobel Peace laureate trying to
steer the country toward landmark elections in August.

This is especially disheartening for the Oromo ethnic
group, who had hoped they would benefit from the
appointment of Abiy, himself an Oromo, as prime minister
in 2018. “When the reform came, we all hoped this kind of
thing would not happen to Oromo people,” Likitu said.
“But now they’re coming to the doors of our houses and
killing our children in front of us.”

Escalating operations
The military is ostensibly targeting the Oromo

Liberation Army (OLA), blamed for a spate of assassi-

nations, bombings, bank robberies and kidnappings in
Oromia. The OLA, believed to number in the low thou-
sands, broke off from the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF),
an opposition party that spent years in exile but was
allowed to return to Ethiopia after Abiy took office. The
government has offered little specific information about
military operations in Nekemte and the broader region
that surrounds it, known as Wollega.

But there are signs that counterinsurgency efforts
have escalated since January, said William Davison,
Ethiopia analyst for the International Crisis Group
(ICG), a conflict-prevention organization. “It appears
the government decided to make a renewed effort to
entirely remove the threat of armed groups from the
area,” Davison said. Brigadier General Tilahun Ashenafi,
foreign relations director of the Ethiopian National
Defense Forces, defended the military’s actions, saying
he had “no idea” about civilian casualties. Soldiers are
acting in a “very good way in that region in order to
clear anti-peace elements”, he told AFP.

Beatings, detentions
But many residents of Nekemte see the military, not

the rebels, as the main source of instability. Asfaw
Kebede, a 60-year-old community leader, told AFP he
grew alarmed last year at the jailing without charge of
young men in Kumsa Moroda Palace, a one-time tourist
attraction that residents said had been turned into a
makeshift detention facility. When Asfaw started bring-
ing the men food, soldiers locked him up too, holding
him in a dark cell for six weeks with roughly 100 other
detainees. All the men were deprived of proper food and
medical care, Asfaw said.

The palace teemed with snakes and mice, and when
they entered the cells inmates who scrambled to get
away were beaten with batons, he said. Opposition
political parties have also been affected by the military
presence. Representatives of both the OLF and the
Oromo Federalist Congress said their offices had been

closed multiple times and their members detained. Such
tactics are fuelling sympathy for the OLA, said Tamirat
Biranu, head of an evangelical church in Nekemte.
“Young people are very sad about this and also they are
angry at the government,” he said. “Because of this,
some of the youth are joining the rebels.”

As bad as things might be in Nekemte, they are like-
ly worse in rural areas farther west, where phone serv-
ice has been cut for months, said Asebe Regassa, a lec-

turer at Wollega University. “Killings are occurring on
a daily basis in rural areas,” Asebe said, adding that
farmers are afraid of harvesting their crops, fearing
soldiers will accuse them of growing food for the OLA.
The military operations are “clearly taking a heavy
toll,” said Laetitia Bader of Human Rights Watch
(HRW).  “Ahead of the 2020 national elections the gov-
ernment should be working to build trust with commu-
nities,” she said.  —AFP

Ordinary civilians bearing the brunt of military operations

Ethiopia’s Abiy faces outcry 
over crackdown on rebels

NEKEMTE, Ethiopia: Likitu Merdasa holds a portrait on Feb 26, 2020 at her home of her son Desta
Garuma, a 27-year-old rickshaw driver, allegedly killed by security forces. —AFP

TALTUNAH, Syria: Members of a family of internally displaced Syrians eat together
in an underground shelter in this village on Feb 23, 2020. —AFP

ANKARA: Dipnot publishing house director Emir Ali Turkmen
poses with the books “Leylan” and “Seher” written by Kurdish
politician Selahattin Demirtas on Feb 13, 2020. —AFP

Ultra-Orthodox 
army service looms 
over Israel vote
JERUSALEM: When Yossi Levy decided
to quit studying at an ultra-Orthodox
Jewish yeshiva to join the Israeli army, his
brother told him he would be better off
dead. But he went ahead to serve in a unit
for young men from the ultra-Orthodox
community, or haredi in Hebrew. “My
heart wasn’t in what I was doing at my
yeshiva,” said 29-year-old Levy, referring
to a Jewish academy devoted to the
Talmud, the body of Jewish law and leg-
end. “I decided to challenge myself,” he

told AFP. “I also challenged my family.” At
Israel’s creation in 1948, haredim were
exempted from the military service that
was mandatory for all other Jewish citi-
zens - and were also largely exempted
from working. The leaders of the new
Jewish state wanted this community -
which was hit particularly hard by the
Holocaust - to rehabilitate by focusing on
religious study. But the military exemption
has since become a controversial subject,
with more secular Israelis having grown
increasingly resentful. 

The issue is at the centre of a political
stalemate that is forcing the country to hold
its third general election inside a year
tomorrow. The army, long seen as Israel’s
melting pot, has also sought ways for
haredim to enlist while maintaining their
religious identity. But that has raised con-

cern among haredi leaders who say military
service threatens community cohesion by
removing young men from yeshivas and
exposing them to a new lifestyle. 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
who has remained in office partly through
haredi political alliances, has failed to bro-
ker a compromise. His 2018 proposal that
sought to establish quotas for haredi mili-
tary service, without making it mandatory
for all ultra-Orthodox, failed to make it
through parliament - one factor that broke
up his coalition. Israeli lawmakers have also
come under added pressure to resolve the
haredi service impasse by the supreme
court, which has ruled the exemption vio-
lates the principle of equality.

But it is unclear whether tomorrow’s
vote could lead to a solution. Polls say that
Netanyahu’s rightwing Likud and the cen-

trist challengers Blue and White are again
running neck-and-neck, with further stale-
mate possible. After deadlocked polls in
April and September, the leader of the sec-
ular, nationalist Yisrael Beiteinu party,
Avigdor Lieberman, was in a position to
play kingmaker. 

But the former Netanyahu ally refused
to join a Likud coalition, accusing the prime
minister of failing to tackle ultra-Orthodox
military exemption. The coalition talks fol-
lowing tomorrow’s vote will likely be fren-
zied. Some analysts have suggested that
haredi leaders, who currently control 17 of
120 parliamentary seats, could even come
to terms with Blue and White.  Regardless
of the election result, most experts agree
the haredi draft conundrum needs to be
solved, especially given the Supreme
Court’s position. —AFP


