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Napoleon fans outraged 

PARIS: A reproduction of the skeleton of Napoleon’s
favorite horse Marengo has been hung over the
French emperor’s tomb in Paris-to the outrage of his
present-day fans as they commemorate 200 years
since his death. The artwork dubbed “Memento
Marengo” by artist Pascal Convert immortalizes
Napoleon’s loyal steed, who bore the general through
several battles before being captured by British
troops at Waterloo in 1815. Convert based his work
on ancient traditions of horses accompanying their
masters to the grave, copying the skeleton from the
thoroughbred’s remains kept in London’s National
Army Museum. —AFP

Chadian police fire tear gas 

N’DJAMENA, Chad: Chadian police fired tear gas
yesterday to disperse protesters, who defied a ban to
demonstrate against the junta that took power after
longtime ruler Idriss Deby Itno died fighting rebels.
Military authorities late Friday banned the protest
called by the Wakit Tamma grouping of opposition
political parties and civil society bodies. Police used
tear gas to break up a gathering in a southern district
of the capital N’Djamena, an AFP reporter said,
adding that security forces had fanned out across the
city. A small group of people burnt a French flag in a
northern area. —AFP

France charges 3 over neo-Nazi plot

PARIS: Three members of a neo-Nazi group arrested in
eastern France on suspicion of planning an attack on a
masonic lodge have been charged, a judicial source said
yesterday. The suspects, two men aged 29 and 56 and a
53-year-old woman, were indicted on Friday evening by
a Paris anti-terrorist judge on suspicion of forming a
“terrorist criminal association”, the source added. Three
others also arrested on Tuesday-two men and a woman-
have since been released. Belonging to a group calling
itself “Honour and Nation”, the suspects are believed to
have planned a violent attack, although they were not on
the verge of carrying it out, a source familiar with the
investigation said. —AFP

Protest for Mexico metro crash victims

MEXICO CITY: Hundreds of protesters gathered in
Mexico’s capital on Friday demanding justice for the
people killed when an elevated metro line with a histo-
ry of problems came crashing down. The death toll
climbed to 26 on Friday after a woman hospitalized
with injuries from the accident died. “Our deepest con-
dolences,” Mexico City Mayor Claudia Sheinbaum
tweeted, adding that officials will continue to monitor
the rest of the injured.  At the site of the accident,
demonstrators who had set off from various parts of
Mexico City converged and paid tribute to the victims
with candles and flowers. —AFP

Army show of force at Libya council HQ

TRIPOLI: Dozens of armed men staged a show of
force late Friday at a hotel used as a headquarters by
Libya’s presidential council as the nation’s deep divi-
sions resurface. The country was plunged into chaos
after longtime dictator Moamer Kadhafi was ousted
and killed in a NATO-backed uprising in 2011, and
over the years the conflict has drawn in several foreign
powers. An interim unity government finally came into
being in March, replacing rival administrations in east
and west, and aims to lead Libya to elections later this
year. The armed men were seen at the entrance of the
Hotel Corinthia in the heart of the capital Tripoli,
according to images on social media. Local press
labelled them militias. — AFP

AL-HAYJANA, Syria: Syrian farmer Mohammad
Saasaani grew up grazing sheep in the vast Badia
rangelands, but today they are rife with jihadists, a
place too dangerous to take the herd. Like many
livestock herders, Saasaani can barely afford fodder
for his dwindling flock.

“We’re worried we’d be marching off to die with
our sheep,” said the 51-year-old, a prominent sheep
breeder in the Damascus countryside. “We fear
landmines, Islamic State group fighters and ban-
dits,” he added, a red and white scarf wrapped
around his shoulders.

The Badia, a desert and steppe region which runs
from the countryside around the capital to the bor-
der with Iraq, was where herders roamed with their
animals. But Syria’s decade-long conflict has turned
it into a no-go zone, denying livestock farmers their
main source of grazing.

The Badia used to supply 70 percent of feed for
animals across the country before the war, says
Osama Hammoud, who runs the livestock depart-
ment at the agriculture ministry. Now it is a hideout
for IS jihadists who use it as a launching pad for
their attacks, even after the collapse of their
“caliphate” in 2019. Russian and Syrian warplanes
have routinely targeted IS positions in the area, but
failed to stamp them out.

The Badia is also littered with landmines and
other explosive remnants, which have killed and
maimed hundreds across Syria in recent years. 

‘Looking for safety’ -
In the rural area of Al-Hayjana outside

Damascus, Saasaani tended to a newborn lamb,
while also keeping an eye on the rest of his flock
under the scorching spring sun. Herding runs in his

family. Saasaani’s father used to take him along to
the Badia, hundreds of sheep in tow.

They would often reach the gates of the ancient
city of Palmyra in central Syria, over 200 kilometres
(130 miles) northeast of Damascus, but the war “has
limited the areas we can access,” he said.

With reduced grazing ground, Saasaani must turn
to imported fodder, which is increasingly expensive
due to the devaluation of the Syrian pound.
Skyrocketing feed prices have forced him to sell
most of his flock, depleting it from 500 to less than
100. The UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization
(FAO) says Syria has lost up to 45 percent of its live-
stock since the start of the war. Hammoud, from the
agriculture ministry, said Syria once boasted 15 mil-
lion sheep and 10 million cows in 2010.

That number has been slashed nearly in half.
Near his sheep and goat pen on the edge of the
desert, Hasan Touhan sat beneath a large tent he
once used to pitch in the Badia. “I used to take my
sheep all the way to the border with Iraq, but with
the start of the war we stopped moving around,” the
50-year-old said. “Now we are looking for safety,
rather than food for the livestock.”

Slaughter or sell 
Abdul Razzaq Wayha, the director of an animal

welfare center in rural Damascus, said the loss of
grazing in the Badia was just one of many problems.
Livestock numbers are dwindling as droughts wors-
en year after year, he said. FAO’s Syria representa-
tive Mike Robson said mass displacement over the
years of war had also forced fleeing farmers to
abandon animals they could not feed.

“The livestock sector in Syria has been really
quite badly affected by the crisis,” he said.

Overall, “the lack of availability of feed” has been
a key factor. FAO is trying to assist by providing
fodder and improving local feed production to meet
the demand. But unable to afford food for all their
animals, farmers are still being forced to slaughter
or sell some of them.

They include cattle farmer Saleh Farah, who has
been forced to put his favorite cow Saada on the
market, so he can afford to buy feed for the rest.
“Fodder alone makes up 75 percent of the cost of
raising cows,” the 59-year-old said. “This makes
meat very expensive.” —AFP

Syria’s decade-long conflict puts livestock farmers in doldrums

Syrian shepherds suffer with 
grazing lands a no-go zone

A bedouin boy holds the lambs of Abu Mari, a livestock farmer who raises camels, goats, and
sheep, in the village of Ghezlaniah, in the countryside of the Badia region southeast of the capital
Damascus. —AFP

Border divides and 
unites Swedish twins 
separated by COVID
SVINESUND, Norway: They haven’t been allowed to
have each other over to their homes for a year now
because of COVID. So come rain or shine, two 73-
year-old Swedish twins have met every Saturday each
on their side of the border, on a bridge that links
Norway and Sweden. Every week, Ola and Pontus
Berglund each keeps well behind a thin, yet impassa-
ble line on the ground, toting camping chairs, ther-
moses, sandwiches-and plenty of good cheer.

“We’re not allowed to cross the border. I have to
stay one meter (yard) away on my side and he has to
stay back one meter on his side,” Ola explains, the lit-
tle Norwegian and Swedish flags they’ve attached to
the bridge fluttering in the wind.  “So basically there
has to be two meters between us,” he says, pushing
his chair back, suddenly aware that he is too close. 

At his feet, painted on the road, is a simple white
line, the words “Norge” and “Sverige” on either side.
The pandemic has put a halt to the identical twins’
weekly visits to each other’s homes. Ola lives in
Halden, in southeastern Norway, where he moved
almost 40 years ago for love, while Pontus lives a half-
hour drive away in the southwestern Swedish town of
Stromstad. 

Instead, they come together here, at a more or
less respectful distance, on the old Svinesund
bridge that straddles a f jord between the two
countries. They’ve celebrated their 72nd and 73rd

birthdays this way on April 20.
“It’s very strange but it’s become a need, a pressing

need, because we used to see each other every week
and we wanted to continue that,” says Pontus from the
Swedish side. “The pandemic hasn’t stopped us from
seeing each other and for us, that’s a victory.” 

While the local restrictions have changed over
the months as the virus situation has evolved, the
border has remained closed. The closure has
angered Norwegians-many of whom own summer
homes in Sweden, where life is cheaper-to such an
extent that they sued the Norwegian state to get it
to lift the mandatory quarantine required when they
return home.

‘A little party’ 
The few motorists who use the bridge usually smile

or wave at the two grey-bearded gents sitting in their
chairs. Ola, a former nursing assistant who now spends
his time making scenery for a theatre, and Pontus, an
artist and amateur ornithologist, have become local
celebrities, with some people driving up to five hours
just to take their photograph.

“That’s not very important to us. The important
thing to us is to be able to get together and talk about
whatever we want,” says Ola, sporting a red bow tie
“because it’s May 1st”. From their privileged perch,
the two have, on occasion, found themselves in the
role of benevolent smugglers-like the day when they
delivered a puppy born in Sweden to its new family in
Norway.  That’s their fondest memory, they say. In
more than a year, they’ve only missed their weekly
rendezvous three times-because of stubborn police
who wouldn’t let them onto the bridge. Otherwise,
they’ve kept to their schedule through blizzards or
heatwaves, simply dressing for the weather. —AFP

Pontus (L) and Ola Berglund are seen while sitting the
first one on the Swedish side and the second one on
the Norwegian side of the old bridge of Svinesund with
corresponding country flags, in Svinesund, Norway, on
May 1, 2021. - They haven't been allowed to have each
other over for a year because of Covid. So come rain or
shine, two 73-year-old Swedish twins have met every
Saturday, each on their side of the border, on a bridge
that links Norway and Sweden. —AFP

Harris walks 
tightrope in 
US border role
WASHINGTON: US vice presidents always yearn for
a chance to share the spotlight, but when Kamala
Harris got put in charge of the Mexico border mess,
she might have been forgiven for secretly wishing she
could return to the shadows. Certainly the job is a
high-profile opportunity to escape the notorious
frustrations of being White House number two.

On Friday it was Harris-not her boss, President Joe
Biden-who held a virtual meeting with Mexican
President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador. “We thank
President Biden for naming you to lead all things
related to migration,” Lopez Obrador said.

And in early June, it will be Harris making an offi-
cial visit to Mexico and Guatemala, likely beating
Biden’s first trip abroad (to Europe) by about a week.
So what’s the downside of running point on the
southern border? The southern border.

Few issues have as long a history of bedeviling

both Democrats and Republicans as immigration and
asylum on the approximately 2,000-mile (3,000-
kilometer) US-Mexico frontier.

And what was already a tricky issue became out-
right toxic under Donald Trump, who built much of
his presidency on demonizing undocumented immi-
grants and touting the need for a large wall.

So when illegal border crossings surged right from
the start of his administration, Biden suddenly found
himself in a perilous situation. Harris, he decided, was
the heavyweight figure to find an answer. “When she
speaks, she speaks for me,” he said on March 24.

No border visits 
Technically, Harris is not meant to deal with the

border itself. Her brief is to look for deeper solutions
in the Central American countries where most of the
migrants start from-the “Northern Triangle” of El
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. Figuring out how
to persuade those people to stay home was the main
topic of discussion with Lopez Obrador on Friday.

But in reality, the public and certainly much of the
Republican opposition don’t draw the distinction.
One of the most frequent criticisms from Fox News
and right-wing media outlets is that Harris has
already failed by not visiting the border. “The

Northern Triangle,” White House Press Secretary
Jen Psaki said defensively in April, “is not the same
as the border.”

Yet to Harris’ critics, the damage is done. After all,
she travels to many other places in the United States
on vice presidential business. Why not to the sharp
end of the crisis she wants to fix? —AFP

Scottish party eyes
slim majority in 
knife-edge vote
EDINBURGH, UK: The Scottish National Party hoped
a second day of vote-counting yesterday would bring it
a slim majority in the devolved parliament while Prime
Minister Boris Johnson decried its plan for an inde-
pendence referendum. The UK voted in a series of local
and regional polls on “Super Thursday” in its first major
vote since Brexit and the pandemic.

Johnson’s Conservative Party performed strongly
and claimed a traditional Labour seat in a parliamentary

by-election. But the focus remained on Scotland, where
a vote for the devolved parliament in Edinburgh tested
public support for the SNP’s plan to hold a fresh refer-
endum on independence that could reshape the UK.
The SNP on Friday won 39 of the 48 seats declared but
lost two key targets. It needs 65 seats to claim a majori-
ty at Holyrood for the first time since 2011.

‘Hopes fading’ 
“Hopes of SNP majority fading”, the Herald daily

headlined its election story, while The Scotsman wrote:
“SNP hopes on a knife-edge amid gains for Nicola
Sturgeon’s party.” Deputy First Minister John Sweeney
told BBC Radio 4 yesterday morning that the SNP “is
going to be the largest party in the Scottish Parliament”
but said an overall majority “was always a very, very
challenging mountain for us to climb”.

He predicted that the Scottish parliament would
however have a majority “of people who are com-
mitted to the holding of an independence referen-
dum.” The other pro-independence party with
Holyrood seats is the Scottish Greens.  Johnson in
an interview with The Daily Telegraph indicated
that he would not agree to a referendum even if the
SNP wins a majority. “I think a referendum in the
current context is irresponsible and reckless,”
Johnson told the right-wing broadsheet. Asked
what he would do if Sturgeon pushed for a referen-
dum without Westminster’s consent, he said “there’s
no case now for such a thing... I don’t think it’s what
the times call for at all.” Sturgeon has stressed that
she will only hold a legal referendum and that it will
be held when the virus crisis is over and not before
the end of 2023. —AFP

US Vice President Kamala Harris speaks during a
women-led small business roundtable discussion at
the Providence Innovation Center in Providence,
Rhode Island. — AFP


