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A Palestinian woman washes her hands with tap water in
the town of Khan Yunis in southern Gaza Strip. The dense-
ly-populated Gaza Strip has long lacked sufficient drink-
ing water, but a new project helps ease the shortage with
a solar-powered process to extract potable water straight
from the air. 

Russian-Israeli businessman Michael Mirilashvili, owner of
Watergen, a company that developed a machine which
transform air humidity into drinkable water, talks to AFP at
his offices in the Israeli city of Petah Tikva.

A picture shows a solar-powered water generator that extracts potable
water straight from the air donated by Watergen in the Palestinian
town of Khan Yunis in southern Gaza Strip. — AFP photos 

O
ne of France’s most promi-
nent political commentators
has stepped down from his

academic and media posts after
being accused in a new book of
the incestuous sexual abuse of his
stepson. Olivier Duhamel, who
has described the allegations as
“personal attacks”, is accused in
the book, written by his step-
daughter Camille Kouchner, of
abusing her twin brother when
they were aged 14.

The book “La Familia grande”,
which is due to be published on
Thursday but has been serialized
in L’Obs magazine and Le Monde,
has shocked French intellectual
circles given Duhamel’s promi-
nence and close connection to the
elite. While many commentators
have seen France as being slow to
break longstanding taboos over
the abuse of minors this is not the
first such controversy to make
headlines over the last year.

Publisher Vanessa Springora, in
a book published in January last
year, accused prize-winning writer
Gabriel Matzneff of abusing her
while she was a minor. Film star
Adele Haenel in November 2019
accused director Christophe
Ruggia of sexually harassing her
when she was in her early teens.
Haenel and other French actress-
es also in February last year
walked out of France’s Cesar
awards after filmmaker Roman
Polanski-who is wanted in the US
for the statutory rape of a 13-year-
old girl in 1977 - won best director.

‘I knew and said nothing’
Duhamel said on Twitter that fol-

lowing the allegations he was
resigning from all his posts, includ-
ing as head of the National
Foundation of Political Sciences
(FNSP) a body that oversees the
hugely prestigious Sciences Po
university. “I am stepping down
from my posts after being the tar-
get of personal attacks as I want to
preserve the institutions in which I
work,” said Duhamel, who also
until now presented a show on
Europe 1 radio and is an analyst
on LCI TV. Camille Kouchner, now
45 and a lecturer, and her twin
bother are the children of France’s
former foreign minister and co-
founder of the Medecins Sans
Frontiers (MSF) medical charity
Bernard Kouchner and academic
Evelyne Pisier, who died in 2017.

Kouchner and Pisier separated
and she went on to marry
Duhamel. “I was 14 years old and
let it go ahead. I was 14, I knew
and said nothing,” Camille
Kouchner wrote in the book,
according to the published
extracts. In the book, she names
her brother only as “Victor” in order
to protect his privacy. But Le
Monde said he had read the text
twice and was happy for his sister
to speak on his behalf. “I confirm
that what my sister has written con-
cerning the actions of Olivier
Duhamel towards me is correct,”
“Victor” told Le Monde.

In an interview with L’Obs,
Kouchner said the book revealed to
what extent Duhamel’s and Pisier’s
group of leftist intellectual friends,
some of them household names in
France, knew what was going on.
“Of course, I thought my book
might seem obscene because of
my family’s fame. Then I thought to
myself, this is exactly what needs to
be done,” she said. In a statement
released by his lawyer, Bernard
Kouchner said that a “heavy secret
that has been weighing on us for
too long has happily been lifted. I
applaud the courage of my daugh-
ter Camille”.— AFP 

A man reads Camille Kouchner’s book
‘La Familia Grande’ in Paris. —  AFP 

O
ne is a headscarf-wearing clean-
ing lady from the poor suburbs of
Istanbul, the other a jet-setting

psychiatrist who breaks glass ceilings
and harbors suspicions about conserva-
tive Islam. Together, the two women
make for a compelling story in a hit
Netflix series that has pushed bound-
aries and won plaudits for its unflinching
portrayal of Turkey’s deep social divides. 

The psychological thriller “Ethos”
(“Bir Baskadir”) is Turkey’s latest slick
streaming export, adding to an expand-
ing list of local productions to make it
big abroad. But director Berkun Oya’s
eight-part series goes where no previ-
ous Turkish TV drama has dared, feed-
ing a national conversation that was
once confined to bohemian art houses
screening intellectual films.

“The series managed to find a bal-
ance between a popular work and a
thoughtful film,” said Dogan Gurpinar, a
historian at Istanbul Technical
University. Released on November 12,
the series stars Oyku Karayel, who
plays Meryem, a cleaner who never
went to high school and turns to her
neighborhood “hodja”, or religious cler-
ic, in times of trouble. Suddenly, she
crosses paths with the high-flying thera-
pist Peri, played by Defne Kayalar, who
is not only secular but also profoundly
unhappy about Turkey’s social course.

Prejudice
Enveloping its characters in empathy

and attempting to demystify “other-
ness”, the series has triggered online
debates about prejudice in Turkey’s
booming digital community-the core
audience of Netflix. “Ethos” strikes a
particular nerve because polls show
Turkey is sharply polarized along social
and political lines. A study published by
the US-based German Marshall Fund in
December showed 75 percent of
Turkish respondents not wanting their
child to marry a supporter of a political
party they feel “most distant to”.

Sixty-one percent said they did not
want to be neighbors with that party’s
supporters, and 86 percent labelled
their political opponents “hypocrites”.
Into this chasm steps Meryem. Karayel,

who portrays her, does not wear a
headscarf herself but says she under-
stands Meryem’s emotional travails.
“She feels squeezed in some ways but
is this her fault? No. Life is to blame for
this, the social circle she is bound by,
from which she finds a way out in her
own naive way,” Karayel told Turkish
media in November.

‘Monster’ 
Young, vibrant and growing, the

nation of 83 million straddles Europe and
Asia, cojoining Turkish nationalists and

ethnic Kurds, cosmopolitans and provin-
cial farmers, religious traditionalists and
the secular. In “Ethos”, the two women
speak almost different tongues. Meryem
relies on Islamic phrases such as “may
Allah bless you” and calls Peri “abla”
(big sister). This is all too much for Peri,
who tells her own therapist that far-off
Latin America felt more familiar than her
native land. “I went to Peru last year-the
other side of the world. Even with people
whose language I don’t understand, I felt
more at home,” Peri says.

A covered woman was always like a
“monster to my mom”, she says,
adding: “She even nagged about our
housekeeper’s headscarf.” Yet some
criticize this divide as too crude. “In the
Western world, Turkey is imagined
through the filter of certain cliches,” the
historian Gurpinar said. “Seculars and
conservatives is the most obvious one.
Veiled women versus unveiled ‘modern’
women is another. Superficially, they
also set the boundaries in the series.”

‘Her own way’ 
Zeynep K. Serefoglu Danis, chair-

woman of the KADEM academic com-
mittee whose deputy director is
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
younger daughter Sumeyye Erdogan
Bayraktar, also said “Ethos” was not
without its faults. The portrayal of the
lead character as an uneducated head-
scarf-wearing woman has led some
conservative women with degrees to
“rightfully ask ‘why aren’t we represent-
ed?’,” Danis told AFP. 

“But I believe a fictional production
can’t promise to give a panoramic view
of society.” Bayraktar wears a headscarf
and was schooled at Indiana University
in the United States and the London
School of Economics. Danis said the
show’s writers should have gone
“beyond the ordinary” in their depiction
of a showdown between traditional and
modern women.

But she applauded the series for
allowing Meryem to find her own way
out of social confinement and helping
Peri come to terms with a different world
at the same time. “We see a free and
determined woman in Meryem who is
able to trace her own thoughts and
emotions,” said Danis. “Peri is not
Meryem’s solution. It is Meryem who
shakes up Peri’s mental world by her
very presence, it is Meryem who finds
her own way out through talking.”— AFP 

T
he densely populated Gaza Strip
has long lacked sufficient drinking
water, but a new project helps

ease the shortage with a solar-powered
process to extract potable water
straight from the air. Unusually, the
project operating in the Islamist-run
Palestinian enclave, which has been
blockaded by Israel since 2007, is the
brainchild of a Russian-Israeli billion-
aire, Michael Mirilashvili. 

The company he heads, Watergen,
has developed the atmospheric water
generators that can produce 5,000 to
6,000 liters of drinking water per day,
depending on the air’s humidity. With
just a few machines operating in Gaza,
Watergen is far from meeting demand
for the two million people who live in
the crowded coastal enclave wedged
between Israel, Egypt and the
Mediterranean Sea.

“But, it’s a start,” said Fathi Sheikh
Khalil, an engineer with the Palestinian
civil society group Damour, which
operates one of the machines because
Israeli firms cannot work in Gaza. The
strip, plagued by severe economic
woes and regular power shortages, has
also been facing a worsening water cri-
sis for years. Its overused aquifer has
been degraded by saltwater intrusion
and contaminated by pollutants, mak-
ing most available water salty and dan-
gerous to drink and forcing the import
of bottled water.

Only three percent of Gaza’s own
water meets international standards,

according to the United Nations, which
had in 2012 predicted that ecological
pressures would have made Gaza
“unliveable” by now. Multiple studies
have linked rising rates of kidney
stones and high incidence of diarrhoea
in Gaza to the consumption of sub-
standard water. Several players are
working to solve the water shortage,
including the European Union, which is
supporting a massive seawater desali-
nation plant. 

‘Help our neighbors’ 
Watergen’s offices are located in a

glass tower in Tel Aviv, some 80 kilo-
meters north of Gaza. Mirilashvili
bought Watergen after moving to Israel
in 2009, and the company has since
exported its machines to more than 80
countries. The company CEO and
president has a colorful personal histo-
ry, including time spent in a Russian
prison following a kidnapping convic-
tion in a trial the European Court of
Justice later found was flawed. A reli-
gious Jew with a picture of a prominent
Orthodox rabbi on his office wall,
Mirilashvili told AFP that when he learnt
about Gaza’s water crisis, he immedi-
ately wanted to help.  “Our goal was
that everyone on Earth could be sup-
plied with drinkable water... It was
immediately clear that we had to help
our neighbors first.”

Israel tightly controls imports to
Gaza and Mirilashvili acknowledged
that getting his machines approved

“took some time”. Israel’s army “liked
the idea, but needed to check the
equipment,” he said. Watergen’s tech-
nology is suited to Gaza because it
runs on solar panels, an asset in the
enclave where the one power plant,
which requires imported fuel, lacks the
capacity to meet demand. Mirilashvili
lamented that he cannot see his
machines at work, as Israelis are for-
bidden from entering the strip.

‘Present from God’
Watergen has donated two

machines, which cost $61,000 each, to
Gaza. A third machine was sent to the
strip by the Arava Institute for
Environmental Research, based on a
kibbutz in southern Israel. One of the
machines, a metal cube that roars as it

runs, is located at the town hall in Khan
Yunis in southern Gaza. After capturing
humidity, the machine condenses it into
water and then filters it into instantly
drinkable water.  

When the air’s humidity level is
above 65 percent, Watergen’s
machines can produce about 5,000
litres of drinking water per day, said
Khalil of the Palestinian group Damour.
An additional 1,000 litres can be pro-
duced when the humidity level exceeds
90 percent. Some of the water is con-
sumed by city hall employees and
some transported to a local hospital for
patients with kidney problems, Khalil
said. “One or two machines won’t
change anything,” he told AFP. But “it
shows there is a solution”.

Asked about working with a com-
pany based in Israel,  which has
fought three wars with Hamas since
2008, Khalil said: “We accept help
from anyone who wants to help us.”
Hamas did not immediately respond
to a request for comment. Mirilashvili
said he did not believe Gazans see
Watergen as a gift from him, an Israeli
cit izen and observant Jew. “They
understood that this miracle is not
from me,” he told AFP. “This is a pres-
ent from God. They understood that
when God gives you something, you
need to accept it.”— AFP 

Britain music 
festivals face
‘existential crisis’ 

C
oronavirus has plunged Britain’s
summer music festivals into “exis-
tential crisis”, the umbrella organi-

zation for the UK music industry warned
yesterday and called for greater govern-
ment support. In a report, UK Music said
COVID-19 had caused an “existential
crisis for the live sector and UK music
festivals” and that the 2020 season had
been “wiped out” by the virus. “There is
a real threat that the vast majority of the
2021 season will not happen either,” the
organisation said.

Every year, thousands of Britons and
tourists flock to the country’s summer
music festivals, which UK Music argued
were “pillars of our culturally rich live
music scene and showcase an incredi-
ble variety of musical genres”. The coun-
try’s famous Glastonbury music festival,
for instance, generates over £100 million
($136 million 111 million euros) for the
economy of the south-west of England,
UK Music said. Music festivals as a
whole employ 85,000 people directly
each year, it said. 

Britain-one of the countries worst
affected by the global health crisis, with
over 75,000 deaths-has seen its £5.8-bil-
lion music industry hit hard by the pan-
demic. A series of nationwide lock-
downs, the most recent of which was
announced on Monday evening, and
months of other restrictions to curb the
spread of the virus have shuttered music
venues. In July, the music sector was
given a lifeline of £250 million from the
government’s £1.6-billion Cultural
Recovery Fund to help keep the arts
afloat during the outbreak. 

UK Music is now calling on authorities
to give an approximate date for when
venues might be able to reopen and for
the creation of a government-backed
reinsurance scheme for the sector. UK
Music’s chief executive, Jamie Njoku-
Goodwin, said it was “in the national
interest for the sector to be supported
and helped back to normal”. “If the right
support and reassurance is not put in
place for event organizers, artists and
venues now, then there is a serious risk
that much of the summer live music sea-
son will be cancelled,” he said. — AFP 

Photo shows a poster of ‘Ethos’ (bir baskadir) Netflix series on a laptop’s screen. The psychologi-
cal thriller ‘Ethos’ (Bir Baskadir) is Turkey’s latest slick streaming export, adding to an expanding
list of local productions to make it big abroad. — AFP 

A Palestinian boy drinks water from a tap in
the town of Khan Yunis in southern Gaza Strip.


