
NASIRIYAH: For the first time in Iraq, a new breed of
representatives is entering parliament, born from a
civil society movement fed up with the corruption that
has long tarnished politics. Among the newcomers is
pharmacist Alaa Al-Rikabi, 47, whose party Imtidad
(Extension) emerged in the aftermath of the October
2019 protest movement against the entrenched politi-
cal elite. Imtidad positions itself as the “opposition” to
governments that have emerged through an informal
ethno-sectarian quota system that has been in place
since the US-led invasion of 2003, Rikabi told AFP.

Despite campaigning with extremely limited
finances, the party secured nine of the 329 seats in the
Iraqi Council of Representatives in the October 10
election, according to preliminary results. “I’m aware
that our size in parliament will not allow us a lot of lee-
way” to push a political agenda, Ribaki said, stressing
that his party instead aims to perform a watchdog role.

“We will not participate in any government set
up on the basis of quotas, so that we will be able to
hold leaders to account,” Rikabi said in his home in

Nasiriyah, a flashpoint of protests in Iraq’s mainly
Shiite south.  Overall, big political blocs retained
their dominance in the election, which was marked
by a record abstention rate. The biggest winner was
the Sadrist movement, led by firebrand Shiite cleric
Moqtada Sadr. It took 70 seats, according to the
results that are expected to be finalized within a
few weeks.

Search for allies 
Behind the scenes, there have been discussions over

the formation of blocs to create a parliamentary
majority that would distribute the upcoming cabinet
posts. But it is specifically against this system that the
protest movement, and by extension Imtidad, was
forged. Imtidad is seeking its own alternative alliance
to make its presence felt.

With only nine seats, the party “will not be able to
extend its influence in parliament”, said Saleh al-Alawi,
a judge and a political scientist. Rikabi pointed out
that, “according to the constitution, we need at least 25
MPs to be able to question a minister”. To this end, he
said, “we are trying to come to an understanding” to
team up with other parties. In particular, Imtidad has
been in talks with a small Kurdish party, the New
Generation Movement, which has similar leanings and
also holds nine seats.

Protest movement 
The unprecedented protest movement that broke

out two years ago railed against the political class run-

ning the oil-rich but poverty-stricken country where
youth unemployment is soaring. The streets of
Nasiriyah still bear witness to the anger, and posters
of the “martyrs” adorn the walls, honoring many of the
hundreds of activists who paid with their lives.

Factions of the Hashed Al-Shaabi-a paramilitary

group integrated into the armed forces and represent-
ed by the pro-Iran Fatah (Conquest) Alliance in parlia-
ment-have faced accusations of targeting activists.
Hussein Ali, 28, said he has been in a wheelchair for
two years since being shot in the back during a
demonstration. “I voted for Imtidad because I hope
they can fight for the rights of the demonstrators,” he
said. “Ever since I was injured, I haven’t received any
compensation from the government.”

Changing ‘stereotypes’ 
Unlike many established Iraqi politicians, newcom-

ers like Rikabi have little money and had to run low-
cost campaigns. Imtidad spent four million dinars
(about $2,700) for posters and events in the province
of Dhi Qar, of which Nasiriyah is the capital-a fraction
of the tens of millions often spent by larger parties. In
a bid to break with what he calls the “stereotype of the
representative,” who is out of touch with voters and
with reality, Rikabi drives his own car and does not
have an office.

Others have been even more frugal, such as
Mohammed al-Anouz, who came to be known on
social media for putting up his own campaign posters
in the Shiite shrine city of Najaf. For him, opposition is
the only option, he said. “The big parties have contact-
ed me to find out my position,” he said. “I will not form
an alliance with the parties that have led the country in
past years. “It is they who got us into this situation
where there are no public services and corruption
reigns.”— AFP 
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News in brief
Nine killed in Congo town

BUKAVU: Six rebels, two policemen and a soldier
were killed when an armed group raided the eastern
DR Congo town of Bukavu early yesterday, the gov-
ernor of South Kivu province said. “The FARDC
(armed forces of Democratic Republic of Congo)
and police... killed six assailants, wounded four oth-
ers, took 36 captives and recovered 14 weapons,”
Governor Theo Ngwabidje Kasi told the press. “We
also sadly lost three members of our security force,”
he said. Ngwabidje said the town had been attacked
from 1 am by a group that had targeted several
police stations. “The situation is under control,” he
said. He said investigations were under way to iden-
tify the attackers. A military source earlier said the
assailants were from a previously unknown group
called the CPC64. — AFP 

Bus crash kills 20 in Kashmir

MUZAFFARABAD: At least 20 people including
children were killed yesterday when a bus plunged
into a ravine in Pakistan-administered Kashmir, offi-
cials said. “The bus carrying up to 40 passengers
was going to Rawalpindi when it plunged into a deep
ravine while negotiating a sharp turn,” local disaster
management authority official Raja Moazzam said.
He blamed speeding for the accident and said
“authorities are trying to retrieve bodies and injured
from the wreckage”. The accident took place in the
remote area some 160 kilometers east of
Muzaffarabad, the capital of Pakistan-administered
Kashmir. Another local administration official also
confirmed the accident and put the toll at 23.
Pakistan has an appalling record of fatal road and rail
accidents due to poor roads, badly maintained vehi-
cles and reckless driving.— AFP 

EU delegation visits Taiwan

TAIPEI: A European Parliament delegation arrived
in Taiwan yesterday, part of an effort to build closer
ties with the island despite warnings from China. The
visit comes during high tensions between Taiwan
and China, which claims the self-ruled island and has
vowed to take it one day, by force if needed. Beijing
has intensified efforts in recent years to isolate
Taiwan on the international stage, bristling at any
attempts to treat the island as an independent state.
The seven-member group led by French MEP
Raphael Glucksmann will meet with Taiwan
President Tsai Ing-wen and other top officials during
the three-day trip, said the island’s foreign ministry,
describing it as the first “official” delegation from the
European parliament. “We look forward to fruitful
discussions on the defence of democracy, freedom,
rule of law and respect for human rights with our
like-minded European partners,” it added in a state-
ment.— AFP 

Belarus jails two activists

MOSCOW: Belarus yesterday sentenced two mem-
bers of the rights group Viasna to prison time for
their support of last year’s protests against the coun-
try’s authoritarian leader Alexander Lukashenko, the
NGO said. Leonid Sudalenko was handed three
years in jail while his colleague Tatiana Lasitsa was
jailed for two and a half years following a closed-
door trial, Viasna said in a statement. The pair was
arrested for their support of mass demonstrations
that erupted across Belarus following a disputed
presidential election last year that saw Lukashenko
claim a sixth term in office. They were found guilty of
“grossly violating public order” among other
charges, Viasna said. Viasna was founded in 1996 by
Ales Bialiatski, one of the recipients of the 2020
Sakharov Prize awarded by the European
Parliament, and is the ex-Soviet country’s most
prominent rights group.— AFP 

AL-NASRIYAH: Alaa Al-Rikabi, Secretary-General of
the Imtidad (Extension) Party which emerged from
Iraq’s October 2019 protest movement, gives an inter-
view at his home in Nasiriyah in the southern Dhi Qar
province. — AFP 

KABUL: Taleban fighters stand guard near the Sardar Mohammad Dawood Khan military hospital in Kabul after at
least 19 people were killed and 50 others wounded in an attack on a military hospital. — AFP 

Hospital attack
undermines Taleban’s
security pledges
KABUL: Just a few months after the Taleban took
charge in Kabul and promised to restore peace in
Afghanistan, many Afghans still fear an invisible enemy:
the Islamic State. The local chapter of the jihadist
group is replicating the very tactics that the Taleban
used to successfully destabilize the now-ousted US-
backed government, including bombings against sym-
bolic targets.

“The Taleban called us infidels. Now, they are get-
ting killed by people who call them infidels,” a shop-
keeper said near the scene of the latest carnage - a
gun and suicide bomb attack on a military hospital on
Tuesday. “And they have no chance of winning this
war,” he told AFP. The day after the attack, a cleaner
passed by with a hose to rinse blood from the pave-
ment and a Taleban fighter pointed with his
Kalashnikov to where human remains dangled from

the perimeter’s razor wire.
Nineteen people were killed in the attack claimed by

Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), the local chapter of the
group. The operation gave the Taleban a chance to
launch its feared Badri special forces and deploy a team
from a helicopter in a show of force as they confronted
the militant attack squad. But the commander of the
force, Kabul’s security chief Hamdullah Mokhlis, and at
least three Taleban comrades were killed as they battled
the militants. A member of the hospital’s medical staff
said they warned the Taleban to manage the traffic out-
side the building, which had been targeted in the past.
“They didn’t listen to us,” he told AFP on condition of
anonymity.

“They don’t know how to handle the situation. Four
cars burst into flames after the second explosion. They
didn’t even think of calling the firemen. We had to do it
ourselves. They don’t have the number.” The hospital
was last attacked in 2017, in another operation claimed
by IS-K. A six-hour gun battle erupted and militants
went room to room, slaughtering patients. One doctor
said the Islamic State are the Taleban, but worse. “I can’t
tell the difference between them. They have the same
facial hair, the same clothing. For me they are the two
ears of the donkey.”—AFP

Death toll climbs 
to 22 in Lagos 
high-rise collapse
LAGOS: Two more bodies were pulled out yesterday
from the debris of a collapsed Lagos high-rise build-
ing, bringing the death toll to 22 people, the emer-
gency services said. The 21-storey building was still
under construction when it crumbled on Monday in
the upscale Ikoyi neighborhood of Nigeria’s commer-
cial capital.

Rescuers said yesterday they had recovered 22
dead bodies so far and rescued nine people who sur-
vived, but construction workers feared dozens of their
colleagues were trapped inside. “We recovered two
male bodies early this morning, bringing the toll to 22,”
Ibrahim Farinloye of the National Emergency
Management Agency told AFP.

The number of survivors still stood at nine, he said,
adding that search and rescue operations were still on.
Hope of finding more survivors appeared to dim as the
rescue operation entered the third day yesterday. “We
won’t give up until we reach ground zero,” Farinloye
said, adding that bigger equipment was brought in
Tuesday evening for the operation. He had earlier said
rescue workers had been communicating with other
survivors still trapped under the destroyed building.

Distraught relatives and friends of the victims have
been besieging the scene since Monday, seeking infor-
mation on their fate. Two other smaller buildings in
Lagos also collapsed on Tuesday following heavy rains
in the densely populated city a day earlier, though no
one was killed, he said. Building collapses are tragical-

ly common in Lagos and across Africa’s most populous
nation where substandard materials, negligence and a
lack of enforcement of construction standards are
major problems.

‘Like his own daughter’ 
Lagos state police said it is too early to determine

why the Ikoyi building collapsed, but Lagos emer-
gency management agency manager Femi Oke-
Osanyintolu said infractions had been committed in its
construction. “We are going to get to the roots of the
matter to prevent a recurrence,” he told AFP.

About 20 onlookers, including family embers and
friends of the victims were at the site yesterday morn-

ing. A friend of a victim who did not want to be identi-
fied “because it won’t change anything”, said that
“what they are doing is a retrieval operation not a res-
cue operation”. Damilola Otunla, 29, sat on the pave-
ment across the street pursuing a three-day vigil for
her brother Bob-Oseni Wale, 50, believed to have
been inside the high-rise when it collapsed. When she
heard news of the disaster on Monday, she immediate-
ly rushed to the scene from her home in neighboring
Ogun state. Wearing the same grey hoodie, black
shorts and flip flops since Monday, Damilola looked
sad, her eyes empty, as she recalled how her much old-
er brother acted like a father. “He took me like his own
daughter,” she added. —AFP

LAGOS: People walk to rescue workers from the rubble of a 21-storey building under construction that collapsed at Ikoyi
district of Lagos. — AFP 

India ramping up 
Himalayan border 
defenses 
TAWANG TOWN: On the winding road up to India’s
Himalayan frontier is a postcard view of gushing
streams and tranquil lakes - punctuated occasionally by
the sight of artillery barrels and military bunkers. A
year after deadly high-altitude clashes with Chinese
soldiers, India is ramping up its border defenses along
a treacherous mountain range that has long been a
flashpoint between the two countries. Arunachal
Pradesh straddles the other side of the Himalayas from
Tibet and shares a common Buddhist cultural heritage
with its northern neighbor. The Dalai Lama fled through
the state in 1959 after a failed uprising against Chinese
rule in his homeland and has lived in India ever since.
Beijing also claims ownership of Arunachal Pradesh -
which it refers to as South Tibet - and briefly occupied
most of the territory, three years after the Buddhist
leader’s flight, in a short but bloody war. Tensions have
flared again since mid-2020 when troops from both
nations fought a hand-to-hand battle further west
along their shared frontier in Ladakh, leaving at least
20 Indian and four Chinese soldiers dead.

Each side routinely sends patrols into areas claimed
or controlled by the other, and India has also accused
China of establishing permanent settlements near the
border. “We have observed some infrastructure devel-
opment on the Chinese side,” Lieutenant General
Manoj Pande told journalists during a rare press tour
through the region last month. “That has led to (a
higher) number of troops that are now located or
placed there.” New Delhi has responded by scaling up
its defenses in Arunachal Pradesh, deploying cruise
missiles, howitzers, US-made Chinook transport chop-
pers and drones built in Israel.

Officers in the region say last year’s clash highlight-
ed the urgent need to fortify the military’s frontier
presence, after fruitless talks with Beijing to ease the
border build-up on both sides. Temperatures around
the remote strategic hamlet of Tawang - one of the
closest towns to Tibet, and a potential chokepoint for
any advancing forces - often drop below zero and the
thin mountain air is starved of oxygen. Nearby military
outposts can be cut off from the outside world for
entire weeks in the winter. —AFP


