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Ethiopian ethnic minority flees to Sudan
Qemant group dragged into a conflict not of their making
BASUNDA, Sudan: Dragged into a conflict not of their
making, members of Ethiopia’s Qemant ethnic group
say their only choice was fleeing to Sudan-marking
another bleak turn in a widening war. “Houses were
burned, and people killed by machetes,” said refugee
Emebet Demoz, who, like thousands of others, ran from
her village last month. “We couldn’t even take the bod-
ies and bury them.”

Thousands have been killed since fighting erupted in
November in Ethiopia’s northernmost Tigray region,
when Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed sent in troops to top-
ple the Tigray People’s Liberation Front, the regional
ruling party, saying the move came in response to TPLF
attacks on army camps. The violence has since sucked
in other groups in bitter battles over land, and has
spread from Tigray into Ethiopia’s neighboring Amhara
region, homeland of both the Amhara people and the
ethnic minority Qemant.

Amhara fighters supported Abiy’s forces, in an attempt
to settle a decades-long dispute over territory they claim
was seized by the TPLF during its nearly three-decade
rule before Abiy took power in 2018.

The Qemant have long chafed under the cultural and
economic influence of the dominant Amhara people,
and in recent years have called for self-rule. A 2017 ref-
erendum on the question of creating a Qemant
autonomous zone ended in rancor, with the resulting
territorial dispute sparking increasingly frequent clash-
es between the two groups.

“The Amhara fighters backed by the government
wanted us off our land,” 20-year-old Emebet said. “They
are killing us because we’re an ethnic minority.”

‘Refused to take sides’ 
But Amhara regional spokesperson Gizachew

Muluneh squarely denied that members of the Qemant
ethnic group were being tar-
geted. Amhara leaders say
the Qemant’s quest for self-
rule has largely been stoked
by Tigrayan rebels, who they
allege are fighting a proxy
war by backing the group.

Gizachew told AFP that
those described as refugees
were “pro-terrorist TPLF, and
they are created by TPLF for
the purpose of distracting
Ethiopia and Amhara”. The
United Nations estimates that some 200,000 people
have been displaced from their homes in Amhara, where
the violence is driving a wedge deeper between the eth-
nic groups. “The Amharas wanted us to pick their side in
the conflict against the Tigrayans,” said refugee Balata
Goshi. “We refused to take sides, so they fought us.”

Clashes between the Amhara and Qemant forced
thousands to flee in April this year, according to the
UN’s humanitarian agency. Qemant campaigners

claim that their historic homeland includes villages
bordering Sudan.

But that has also led to accusations that the Qemant
have received support from Sudan, which has territorial
issues with Ethiopia, mostly in areas located near the
Amhara region. Relations between Khartoum and Addis
Ababa have also soured over the Grand Ethiopian

Renaissance Dam on the
Blue Nile, which downstream
Egypt and Sudan fear
threatens the water they
depend on.

For civilians like Emebet
stuck in the middle, the vio-
lence left her no option but
to leave.

She is part of a stream
of some 3,000 Qemant
refugees who have crossed
into Sudan in recent

weeks, Sudanese officials said. “We are expecting
more Qemantis to arrive, as well other ethnicities,”
said Mohamed Abdelkareem, from Sudan’s refugee
commission.

Sudan already hosts more than 60,000 refugees from
Ethiopia, according to the UN, putting heavy pressure on
a country already struggling with its own acute economic
crisis. Emebet has found shelter in the Sudanese border
town of Basinga, cramped inside a school converted into

a makeshift camp, now a temporary home for a thousand
refugees.

There are basic food supplies, but she is sleeping
under plastic sheeting that offers little shelter from either
sweltering heat or heavy rains. “We are safe here at
least,” she said.

‘Can’t go back’ 
Refugees said they are victims of long-running ethnic

strife. “Tensions had already been rising for years,” said
Aman Farada, a 26-year-old refugee from Ethiopia’s
northern city of Gondar.

“Initially, it was inter-ethnic disputes, but now it’s the
government fighting us.” Kasaw Abayi believes the
Amharas used the Tigray conflict as “an excuse” to
expand their control over other land.

“They see the entire area as theirs, so they want nei-
ther us (Qemant) nor the Tigrayans there,” said the 50-
year-old builder. Early in the fighting, Abiy, winner of the
2019 Nobel Peace Prize, declared victory after his forces
seized Tigray’s regional capital Mekele.

But in June, the TPLF recaptured much of Tigray,
including Mekele, and pushed east and south into the
Amhara and Afar regions. The UN says the conflict has
driven 400,000 people into famine-like conditions.
Fighting continues. Qemant refugees say they see little
chance of returning to Ethiopia any time soon. “We can’t
go back,” said Emebet. “How can we return when this
government is still in place?” —AFP

BASUNDA, Sudan: Ethiopian refugees of the Qemant ethnic group queue for food at a camp in the village of Basinga in Basunda district of Sudan’s eastern Gedaref region. —AFP

Grace makes landfall 
in Mexico as 
major hurricane
BOCA DEL RIO, Mexico: Hurricane Grace
slammed into Mexico for a second time early yes-
terday as a major Category Three storm, threaten-
ing to bring significant flooding and mudslides, US
forecasters said. The storm made landfall near
Tecolutla in Veracruz state, clocking maximum sus-
tained winds of 125 miles (200 kilometers) per
hour, according to the US National Hurricane
Center (NHC).

Category Three is the third highest of five levels
on the Saffir-Simpson scale. A hurricane warning
was in effect for coastline stretching from Puerto
Veracruz to Cabo Rojo. “Rapid weakening is
expected as Grace moves inland over the moun-
tains of central Mexico later today,” the NHC said.

Nearly 8,000 civil defense members, soldiers
and electricity board workers were ready to tackle
the aftermath of the storm, Mexican President
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador wrote on Twitter.

He urged residents living in places considered to
be at risk to “seek refuge in high places with rela-
tives and in shelters.” 

Highways closed 
Authorities in the state of Veracruz said they had

prepared 200 storm shelters and planned to open
another 2,000 if necessary. Veracruz Governor
Cuitlahuac Garcia warned of the risk of flooding
and mudslides as the storm dumped heavy rain on
the mountainous region.

Members of the Mexican armed forces were
ready to deploy if needed to protect residents, said
civil protection national coordinator Laura
Velazquez. Authorities closed most highways in
Veracruz, which is crossed by numerous rivers. In

preparation for the storm, workers along the coast
boarded up windows to protect stores, fishermen
brought their boats ashore and residents secured
their homes after stocking up on canned food and
water.

“We will spend many days without fishing-
almost a week,” said Isabel Pastrana Vazquez, head
of Veracruz’s federation of fisheries cooperatives.
“About 35,000 fishermen will be affected because
we can’t go out. We’re going to have a swell and
rain,” he said. 

‘Dangerous storm surge’ 
The NHC warned that heavy rainfall in Mexico

through the weekend “will result in significant flash
and urban flooding as well as mudslides.” A “dan-
gerous storm surge” would be accompanied by
“large and destructive waves” near the coast, it
said.

The hurricane had already lashed Mexico’s
Yucatan Peninsula, where more than 6,000 tourists
and residents were evacuated to storm shelters
earlier in the week across the southeastern state of
Quintana Roo. The storm first struck near the town
of Tulum, famed for its Mayan temples, drenching a
string of Caribbean beach resorts. —AFP

BOCA DEL RIO, Mexico: A woman removes umbrellas from
the beach as strong waves reach the coast due to
Hurricane Grace, which has reached category 2, in Boca
del Rio, Veracruz, Mexico, Friday. —AFP

Anti-vaccine demos 
in France for 
sixth weekend
PARIS: Thousands of people demonstrated in the
streets of France again yesterday against the gov-
ernment’s COVID-19 vaccination policies amid con-
cern from rights groups about anti-Semitic senti-
ment in the protest movement. Saturday’s protests
were called for the sixth weekend in a row to
denounce a new “health pass” system announced
by President Emmanuel Macron that they see as
unfairly restricting the rights of the unvaccinated.

Under the system, introduced progressively
since mid-July, anyone wishing to enter a restaurant,
theatre, cinema, long-distance train, or large shop-
ping center must show proof of vaccination or a
negative test.

Around 200,000 people have marched in previ-
ous weekends, according to interior ministry fig-
ures, while organizers claim the real number is near-
ly double that. At the head of the Paris march in the
early afternoon, a few hundred people held up flags
and banners with the word “Liberty” on them while
shouting “Macron! We don’t want your pass!”

The protest movement has brought together
conspiracy theorists, anti-vaxxers, former members
of the “Yellow Vest” anti-government movement, as
well as people concerned that the system unfairly
creates a two-tier society. Far-right leader Florian
Philippot, who has accused Macron of turning
France into a dictatorship and likened the health
pass to apartheid, was at the Paris rally yesterday.

The government insists the pass is necessary to
encourage vaccination uptake and avoid a fourth
national lockdown, with the unjabbed making up
eight or nine out of every 10 COVID-19 patients
admitted to hospital.

The anti-health pass movement has been marked

from the beginning by slogans and symbols that have
been denounced by Jewish groups and anti-racism
campaigners. Some protesters have worn yellow
stars similar to the ones that the Nazi regime forced
Jews to display during World War II, leading to con-
demnation from Holocaust survivors for the offensive
comparison. Others have been photographed holding
up signs with the word “Qui?” (meaning “Who?”), a
coded reference to Jews who are accused of spread-
ing COVID propaganda through the media and prof-
iting from vaccination campaigns. “What I find strik-
ing is how it (anti-Semitism) is recurrent and openly
displayed,” the head of SOS Racisme, Dominique
Sopo, told AFP. “During the Yellow Vest movement it
was something expressed on the margins... now the
people carrying these signs are not hiding and other
protesters are not reacting.”

Left-wing newspaper Le Monde condemned the
rise in anti-Semitic behavior in an editorial this
week, calling it a “poison for society, a danger for all
of us.” “Although anti-Semitism on the far-right is
old, it seems to be encouraged at the moment by
the rise in conspiracy thinking,” it added. —AFP

PERPIGNAN, France: Protesters march during a national
day of protest against the compulsory COVID-19 vaccina-
tion for certain workers and the mandatory use of the
health pass called for by the French government in
Perpignan, southern France, yesterday. —AFP
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Turkey warns EU 
over fears of 
Afghan refugee wave
ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan on Friday told the European Union to
stick to past deals on migrants and refugees and

aid neighboring countries as fears of a new exodus
from Afghanistan mount. Rising numbers of Afghan
migrants could present “a serious challenge for
everyone”, Erdogan said in a phone conversation
with Kyriakos Mitsotakis, prime minister of neigh-
boring Greece.

Athens has already said it may send Afghans
arriving on its shores back to Turkey, which it
regards as a “safe” country for migrants. Referring
to a 2016 deal under which “irregular” migrants
landing in the EU can be sent back to Turkey in

exchange for aid, Erdogan urged his neighbors to
“sincerely live up to their commitments”.

Ankara has repeatedly accused EU capitals of
failing to hold up their end of the bargain.

Now that it fears increased Afghan arrivals,
Brussels should aid neighboring countries such as
Iran to deal with any new mass movements of peo-
ple, Erdogan said. “A new wave of migration is
inevitable if the necessary measures are not taken
in Afghanistan and in Iran,” he told Mitsotakis.

Turkey had already spoken to Iran and was

toughening up border security, Erdogan added.
The Greek government said in a statement that

“the two leaders discussed the necessity of sup-
porting (Afghanistan’s) immediate neighbors so
Afghans stay as close to home as possible”.

Faced with the dramatic Taleban takeover in
Kabul , a  number of  European leaders have
called for moves to prevent a repeat of the large
numbers of people seeking refuge from Middle
East conflicts who reached the EU via Turkey in
2015.  —AFP


