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Turkey pulls out of 
treaty protecting 
women from violence
ISTANBUL: Turkey has pulled out of the world’s first
binding treaty to prevent and combat violence
against women by presidential decree, in the latest
victory for conservatives in President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s ruling party. The 2011 Istanbul Convention,
signed by 45 countries and the European Union,
requires governments to adopt legislation prosecut-
ing domestic violence and similar abuse as well as
marital rape and female genital mutilation.
Conservatives had claimed the charter damages fami-
ly unity, encourages divorce and that its references to
equality were being used by the LGBT community to
gain broader acceptance in society.

The publication of the decree in the official gazette
early Saturday sparked anger among rights groups
and calls for protests in Istanbul.  Gokce Gokcen,
deputy chairperson of the main opposition CHP party
said abandoning the treaty meant “keeping women
second class citizens and letting them be killed.”
“Despite you and your evil, we will stay alive and bring
back the convention,” she said on Twitter.

Turkey had been debating a possible departure
after an official in Erdogan’s party raised dropping the
treaty last year.  Since then, women have taken to the
streets in cities across the country calling on the gov-
ernment to stick to the convention. Labor and social
services minister Zehra Zumrut Selcuk told the official
Anadolu news agency that Turkey’s constitution and
domestic regulations would instead be the “guarantee
of the women’s rights.”   “We will continue our fight
against violence with the principle of zero tolerance,”
she said Saturday. 

‘Collective fight’
Domestic violence and femicide remain a serious

problem in Turkey.  A man was arrested on Sunday in
the north of the country after a video on social media
purportedly showing him beating his ex-wife on a
street sparked outrage.  Last year, 300 women were
murdered according to the rights group We Will Stop
Femicide Platform. The platform called for a “collective
fight against those who dropped the Istanbul conven-
tion,” in a message on Twitter.  “The Istanbul conven-
tion was not signed at your command and it will not
leave our lives on your command,” its secretary gener-
al Fidan Ataselim tweeted. —AFP

Sudanese dream of reclaiming fertile land
In Fashaqa flashpoint, border dispute feeds into wider regional tensions
WAD KAWLI, Sudan: Under a thatched roof, Sudanese
dream of returning to farmland at the heart of a decades-
old dispute with Ethiopia that has turned violent and
threatened to ignite a wider conflict. From the town of Wad
Kawli, west of the Atbara river, the farmers used to cross
the narrow stream with wooden ploughs to cultivate fertile
fields in Fashaqa, a region claimed by Sudan and Ethiopia.

By the mid-1990s, they were no longer able to tend
their fields after Ethiopia pushed into the contested bor-
derlands, allowing thousands of its own farmers to take
over. “Our last proper harvest of sesame crops from these
fields was in 1996,” Mohamed Omar, a community leader in
Wad Kawli, told AFP. Farmers and traders long ignored the
dividing map lines of colonial-era treaties.

But now the local dispute over fields of sesame and
sorghum grown by smallholder farmers has put their
thatch-hut villages on the front lines between two of
Africa’s most powerful nations, Sudan, third largest in
terms of territory, and Ethiopia, the second biggest in
terms of population.

The border dispute feeds into wider tensions in the
region, including over Ethiopia’s controversial Blue Nile
dam. Ethiopia’s push into Fashaqa came as its relations
with Sudan soured following the attempted assassination
of then Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak in 1995 while he

was visiting Addis Ababa. At the time, Addis Ababa
accused Khartoum of being behind the plot, leading to ten-
sions that saw Sudanese forces under now-ousted presi-
dent Omar al-Bashir withdraw from the region. “We were
simply told that it was no longer safe for us to go to east
Atbara,” recalled farmer Abdelreheem Mirghani.

‘Unrivalled soil’ 
More than two decades after their withdrawal, the

Sudanese army returned to Fashaqa last year to recapture
what it considered stolen land. The move, which came two
years after Bashir’s ouster, angered Ethiopia and triggered
deadly clashes. Now, villages have become military
restricted areas, and Sudanese farmers have yet to re-
enter. Sudanese farmers from Fashaqa have over the years
been caught up in the conflict between Khartoum and
Addis Ababa.

The two sides held border talks over the decades, but
they have yet to mark out clear boundaries.

Sudan regularly invokes colonial-era treaties from 1902
and 1907, which say the Fashaqa lies within its boundaries,
a claim Ethiopia refutes. The exact size of the contested
land is unclear, but Fashaqa covers some 12,000 square
kilometers (4,630 square miles) and the flashpoint border
zone measures around 250 square kilometers. Amid all the

uncertainty, farmers left Wad Kawli, bringing its population
down to barely 4,000 from 12,000 in the early 1990s,
according to Omar.

One farmer, Mohamed Gomaa, said he fought for years
to have access to even a small part of the east Atbara area.
“The Ethiopians forced us out by threatening to burn the
harvest,” he said. “We now cultivate small plots on the
western side of the river, but the soil quality in the east is
simply unrivalled anywhere in Sudan.”

Frequent attacks 
Over the years, villagers were forced to adapt, culti-

vating land west of the river and welcoming Ethiopian
traders. Some even learnt Ethiopia’s Amharic and Tigrinya
languages, and others married into Ethiopian families. But
they still face attacks by Ethiopian militias. “My father was
kidnapped for a week in 2013 and we paid a hefty ransom
equivalent to 700,000 Sudanese pounds ($1,850) to bring
him back,” said Zakaria Yehia, a nurse from Wad Kawli.

Other villagers showed scars they said were from bul-
lets or violent encounters with Ethiopians. “We got used to
waking up to find our cattle were stolen,” said Fatma Khalil,
the wife of community leader Omar. She said Sudanese
forces began arriving into the border zone, including Wad
Kawli, last year. “Nowadays, there is a greater sense of

security,” Khalil said. “Now we can have some undisturbed
sleep during the night.”

‘No negotiations’ 
The Sudanese troop deployment coincided with the

outbreak of conflict in Ethiopia’s northern Tigray region,
which borders Fashaqa. The fighting has forced around
60,000 refugees to flee to Sudan. Ethiopia had warned
Sudan against the troop deployment, but tensions soared
after the alleged killing of four Sudanese soldiers in a
December ambush by Ethiopian forces and militias. Sudan
responded by sending reinforcements to the border, in an
operation it said was “to recapture the stolen lands and
take up positions on the international lines.”

Ethiopia denounced the move as an “invasion”. A string
of clashes followed, with both sides began trading accusa-
tions of violence and territorial violations. Sudan says it
has regained control over large swathes of Fashaqa, and
Ethiopia has warned of military action unless Sudanese
forces stop their advance. On Wednesday, Sudan’s head of
state Abdel Fattah Al-Burhan said there will be “no negoti-
ations” unless Ethiopia acknowledges Fashaqa is
“Sudanese land”. And Wad Kawli villagers support his call.
“This is our land, we have always cultivated it,” said the
nurse Yehia. “And now we want it fully back.”—AFP

QURAYSHAH, Sudan: Children sit around a donkey-drawn cart carrying jerry cans and a tanker by the Atbarah river near the village of Dukouli within the Quraysha locality, located in the Fashaqa Al-Sughra agricultural region of Sudan’s eastern
Gedaref state. —AFP

Libyan women reach 
high office but activists 
say long road ahead
TRIPOLI: Libya’s new government includes five women,
with two in key portfolios-a first for the country nonethe-
less criticized by activists as insufficient and as not living
up to a UN commitment. 

Libya descended into conflict after dictator Muammar
Gaddafi was toppled and killed in a NATO-backed upris-
ing in 2011, with an array of forces battling to fill the void.
The transitional Government of National Unity (GNU),
which took office this week, faces daunting challenges,
including unifying the country’s institutions, ending a
decade of fighting marked by international interference
and preparing for December elections. The cabinet is com-
prised of 26 ministers and six ministers of state, with
women assigned to five posts, including the key foreign
affairs and justice portfolios. The US ambassador to Libya,
Richard Norland, has called it a “historic time for Libyan
women”, while UN Women hailed the appointments as “a
major step for advancing women’s rights”.

Some Libyans on social media have welcomed the
announcements as “a big step”, a “leap for society” and a
“promising start”. But activists are less enthusiastic, argu-
ing that the new executive had the opportunity to do more.
In a statement to the UN Human Rights Council this week,
Britain urged the GNU to “work towards the full, equal and
meaningful participation of women, including in conflict
resolution and decision-making”. 

“Women remain under-represented in all governance
institutions and processes in Libya,” it warned.

‘Long road ahead’ 
The five women in cabinet hail from across the country.

Activist and lawyer Najla Al-Mangoush, from the main
eastern city of Benghazi, is the country’s first female for-
eign minister. 

Mangoush rose to prominence in 2011 as part of the
National Transitional Council, the political arm of the
rebellion that brought an end to Kadhafi’s 42-year rule.
She will be working alongside jurist Halima Ibrahim
Abderrahmane, from the western town of Gharyan, who
takes the justice portfolio, and Mabrouka Touki, an aca-
demic from the southern Fezzan region, who has a degree
in nuclear physics and will head the culture ministry. Wafaa
Al-Kilani is in charge of social affairs and Houria al-Tormal
the women’s ministry. 

Interim Prime Minister
Abdul Hamid Dbeibah,
sworn in on Monday, was
selected last month along-
side a three-member presi-
dency council as part of a
UN-sponsored process
launched in November.

Activists point to his
pledge when a candidate in
the UN process to allocate
30 percent of ministerial
positions to women.

Under the current line-
up, women account for just
half that amount. “We are proud to see Libyan women
named to key posts, but also unhappy that the prime min-
ister failed to keep his commitment,” said Ghalia Sassi,
president of the women’s association Maaha (With Her).

She vowed activists would keep up pressure on the
government to adjust its course, but said there was “a
long road ahead”. Activist Laila Ben Khalifa, who began
the push for the 30 percent quota, echoed her disap-
pointment over the shortfall. She alleged that ministries
had been distributed according to “region rather than
competence”. —AFP

Ex-PM remembers 
bombings that 
changed Belgium
BRUSSELS: It has been five years since Islamist
bombers slaughtered 32 people in the Belgian capital
Brussels, in an attack then prime minister Charles Michel
says changed the country forever. In an AFP interview,
Michel-now the president of the European Council and
host of EU summits in the city-said he was still marked
by the events of March 22, a “terrible shock” that had a
lasting impact.

“The country is not the same after those attacks. A
threat that until then we’d thought of as theoretical is
now very real,” said Michel, a liberal leader who was
Belgium’s prime minister between 2014 and 2019. 

“I am still marked by the moment I received the
information. When the minister of the interior called to
inform me, within minutes of the attack in Zaventem, I
left directly for Brussels, heading for the crisis center,”
he said. The first double suicide bombing targeted trav-
ellers at Brussels airport in Zaventem, just outside the

city, but an attacker would also hit the heart of the capi-
tal, close to Michel’s office and the headquarters of the
EU institutions.  

“As we were driving back to the city, near the
Metro, we drove over broken glass and I learned that
there had been an explosion there too,” Michel said.
“You really get the feeling that other attacks will fol-
low (...) in a coordinated, synchronized action. In the
following days we were living in a state of siege,
security had become an obsession,” he said. Michel
approved the extension of police custody periods
and authorized night raids by officers investigating
terrorist cases.  He also reinforced the presence of
uniformed military in the streets, still an occasional
sight protecting transport hubs, public buildings and
synagogues today.

The troops had been deployed the year previously,
after the dismantling of a jihadist cell, and Belgium was
on guard after attacks in November 2015 on Paris that
left 130 dead and were linked to a cell based in Brussels.

Political storm 
One of the three suicide bombers of 22 March had

been arrested in Turkey and then deported in the sum-
mer of 2015, but he slipped under the radar of the intel-
ligence services on his return to Belgium via the
Netherlands.  This caused a heated political row two
days after the attacks. 

The Belgian authorities had been “informed that this
individual was a foreign terrorist fighter”, according to
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.  In Brussels,
interior minister Jan Jambon and justice minister Koen
Geens offered their resignation, but Michel refused to let
them go.  “Officers do not abandon ship in a storm, there
was no personal fault on the part of either of them,” he
told AFP, just ahead of the anniversary. —AFP

Najla Al-Mangoush

BRUSSELS:  In this file photo taken on March 22, 2016 a
Belgian soldier stands guard outside the Maalbeek metro
station in Brussels after a blast at this station located near
the EU institutions. —AFP


