
NAIROBI: Victoria Atieno was waiting at a Nairobi
bus stop when she felt blood gush from her body, the
result of a secret, self-induced abortion - a method
used by thousands of Kenyan women, with potentially
fatal consequences. Kenya’s constitution eased
access to abortions in 2010 but entrenched stigma
about the procedure means that many women resort
to traditional practices or backstreet clinics which
put their life in jeopardy.

Even a reproductive health counselor like Atieno -
her mind blanketed with fear - ended up gulping
down a herbal concoction to induce an abortion in
secret. Hours later, as she experienced a public and
hugely traumatic termination, she faced a flood of
abuse from onlookers, living out the very nightmare
she had tried to avoid. “People will condemn you,
criminalise you, try to chase you out of the communi-

ty,” the 35-year-old mother-of-three said. Many
women will do anything to avoid that fate, from
drinking bleach to using knitting needles or clothes
hangers to end their pregnancies. The results are hor-
rific, ranging from ruptured uteruses, cervical tears
and vaginal cuts to severe infections, bleeding and
death. Every week, 23 women die from botched abor-
tions, according to a study by Kenya’s health ministry
in 2012 - the most recent available government data.

Campaigners say the real number is even higher. A
report released last year by the non-profit Center for
Reproductive Rights (CRR) estimates that seven
women and girls die every day in Kenya due to
unsafe abortions. In the Dandora slum in the eastern
suburbs of Nairobi, where Atieno works with the
Coalition of Grassroots Women Initiative, sanitation
workers sometimes find abandoned foetuses in the
neighborhood’s huge garbage dump.

Volunteers tasked with cleaning up the Nairobi
River in 2019 retrieved 14 bodies from its trash-
clogged waters, most of them babies. Cultural and
religious beliefs in the deeply Christian country have
contributed towards creating a stigma so strong that
even women who procure safe abortions believe they
have committed a sin by doing so. More than a year
after Susan aborted a pregnancy resulting from a
gang rape, the churchgoing mother-of-four still bat-
tles intense guilt. “People see you as a murderer... it
makes me feel like I did something very bad,” the 36-
year-old said.

De facto ban
Kenya’s constitution says abortions are illegal

unless “in the opinion of a trained health professional,
there is need for emergency treatment, or the life or

health of the mother is in danger, or if permitted by
any other written law”. No other conditions or terms
are spelt out. The vaguely-worded document puts
decision-making power wholly in the hands of health
providers. So when the health ministry stopped train-
ing abortion providers in 2013, access to such servic-
es took a hit, and women bore the brunt.

The ministry’s move came a year after its own
study warned that a “disproportionately high” num-
ber of women were dying in Kenya because of unsafe
abortions. “The ministry’s decision was not based on
scientific evidence, it was made against that evidence,
evidence which was gathered by the ministry itself,”
Martin Onyango, CRR’s senior legal adviser for Africa
said. Ministry officials declined interview requests,
with a reproductive health expert in the ministry
telling AFP: “We are not permitted to talk about
abortion at all. That’s the policy.”

The ministry was pulled up by the Nairobi high
court in 2019 for violating women’s and girls’ right to
physical and mental health by halting training for
legal abortion providers. Yet little has changed on the
ground since then, leaving the field open for
unscrupulous backstreet clinics to exploit women’s
need for secrecy. Ken Ojili Mele’s niece died at 26
after a botched abortion. Long opposed to abortion,

the 48-year-old carpenter told AFP he was filled with
regret after her untimely death en route to a hospital.
“Maybe she didn’t want to tell me because she knew I
would have been angry,” he said. “I wish she had
shared it with me, I could have maybe helped her find
a safer hospital.”

Silence and tears 
Abortions are extremely difficult to access at state

hospitals. Some private health providers perform the
procedure, for which the fee starts at around 3,000-
4,000 Kenyan shillings ($27/23.5 euros). Pills are
used to curtail shorter-term pregnancies. For women
who turn to these sources, fear of disapproval and
shame can run deep. The silence lingers even in doc-
tors’ waiting rooms. “In Kenya, it’s not easy to say
you want an abortion,” said Samson Otiago, a doctor
specializing in reproductive health.

Dozens of women visit his Nairobi clinic every
month and most have to be coaxed into telling him
about their intention to terminate a pregnancy. Some
start crying before they have even said a word, he
said. Many can’t afford to pay his fees, which start at
4,000 shillings ($36), so occasionally he offers his
services for free or on credit. “Once a woman has
decided to do an abortion, she will do it whichever
way she can. “So we would rather do it (for less mon-
ey) than expose her to quacks and see her again with
complications,” he said.

In Dandora, as rape survivor Seline awaited the
results of a pregnancy test, she had little doubt about
what to do next. Barely surviving on a monthly wage of
5,000 shillings, the 38-year-old domestic worker told
AFP she was determined to get an abortion if the test
was positive. “If the hospital refuses, I will do it the
traditional way, with herbs,” she said, her voice barely
rising above a whisper. “I am ready to do anything, as
long as I don’t have to have this baby.”— AFP 
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News in brief
Anti-Zionist protests

MANAMA: Anti-Zionist protests broke out in
Bahrain on Friday, a day after Zionist Foreign
Minister Yair Lapid’s visit to open the Jewish
state’s first embassy in the country. Police fired
tear gas during one rally as scattered, small-scale
protests took place around the tiny Gulf state.
Protesters marched waving Palestinian and
Bahraini flags, chanting “Death to Zionist” and “No
to Zionist embassy in Islamic Bahrain”. No arrests
were reported. Lapid’s visit on Thursday came a
year after Bahrain normalized ties with Zionist,
breaking with decades of Arab consensus that
there should be no relations without a resolution
to the Palestinian question. The United Arab
Emirates, Sudan and Morocco also established
relations in a series of US-brokered agreements
known as the Abraham Accords. — AFP 

‘Mommy is sleeping’ 

RENNES: Two sisters aged 5 and 7 spent several
days in an apartment with the body of their moth-
er who had died suddenly in northwestern France,
the regional prosecutor said yesterday. “Be quiet,
Mommy is sleeping,” the girls told police officers
who came to their apartment on Wednesday in the
city of Le Mans after being alerted by the girls’
schools of their prolonged absence, the prosecu-
tor’s office said. The officers insisted on coming in
and discovered the body of the mother, who was
born in 1990 in Ivory Coast and who had died of
natural causes, according to a subsequent autop-
sy. The girls were taken to a hospital and were
then placed in foster care and were being given
psychological counseling. It was not yet clear how
long they had spent inside the apartment with
their dead mother. — AFP 

Panama police apologize 

PANAMA CITY: Panama’s police force apolo-
gized Friday for participating in an Zionist-run
training course that showed officers shooting at
targets that appeared to depict people dressed in
traditional Arab clothing. The controversy arose
after photos emerged from the training, one of
which showed a man pointing a gun at an image of
an armed person wearing what appeared to be an
Arab headdress. The images were published on
Twitter by the National Police and the local Zionist
chamber of commerce, but were later deleted.
“We are respectful of cultural, religious and ethnic
differences,” the police force said in a statement.
“We regret that... a situation arose outside the
nature of our mission and duty.” The deleted
Twitter posts had said the training was organized
by the Zionist embassy in Panama.— AFP 

Libya’s ‘anti-drug’ operation 

TRIPOLI: Libyan authorities have carried out an
“anti-drug” operation in a rundown suburb of the
capital Tripoli that resulted in arrests and the
detention of hundreds of migrants. The attorney
general, in a statement, said Friday’s day-long
sweep targeted “properties exploited in organiz-
ing illegal immigration” and in the trafficking of
drugs, alcohol and firearms. “Many perpetrators of
crimes” were arrested and “hundreds of illegal
immigrants transferred to shelters”, the statement
reads. On Twitter, Libya’s interim Prime Minister
Abdulhamid Dbeibah hailed the “interior ministry
heros” who carried out the operation against drug
traffickers targeting Libya’s youth. The suburb was
sealed off during the raid and residents barred
from leaving their homes, a witness said. Pictures
on social media appeared to show foreigners
being driven away in the back of pick-up trucks.
Excavators later knocked down their makeshift
shelters.— AFP 

SITRA, Bahrain: Protesters lift placards which
read in Arabic ‘your visit is rejected’, as they lift
Bahraini flags during an anti-Zionist rally in Sitra
island. — AFP 

NYERI: Teen-aged mothers share a dormitory with their infants during a break at the Serene Haven Girlís Secondary
School, an informal school that boards under-aged mothers with their infants. — AFP 

RUKBAN, Jordan: Displaced people receive vaccinations at the Rukban desert camp for displaced Syrians along Syria’s
border with Jordan. — AFP 

For residents of 
Syria camp, slow 
death or risky exit
BEIRUT: A slow death if they stay or possible deten-
tion if they leave: the last residents of a Syria desert
camp face an unenviable choice ahead of a new “volun-
tary departure” program. The nearly 10,000 displaced
Syrians still living in the Rukban camp, established in
2014 on the berm between Jordan and Syria, are the
last remnants of the nearly 50,000 people who lived
there a few years ago.

A 55-kilometre radius security zone around a near-
by garrison of US-led coalition troops shields camp
residents from the Syrian army. But Jordan has largely
sealed the border since 2016, leaving residents
dependent on rare UN aid deliveries. Not a single
humanitarian convoy has entered the area since
September 2019. Driven out by hunger, disease and
deplorable living conditions, tens of thousands have
flocked to government-held areas, risking detention
and enforced disappearance by government forces.

With the situation in Rukban rapidly deteriorating,
rebels and Syrian army defectors still living in the set-
tlement must decide whether to go along with a fresh
round of UN-facilitated departures - a move human
rights groups have strongly advised against. “We are
caught between two fires. If we go to government-held
Syria, we will perish, and if we stay in the camp, we will
die a slow death,” said an army defector who asked to
remain anonymous for security reasons.

‘Trapped’ 
“Since 2016, we have been trapped in the desert,”

said Mohammad Derbas al-Khalidi, head of the camp’s
organizing committee. Khalidi said there are no doctors
or surgeons in the camp, only a small clinic and a team
of first responders. Instead of schools, children attend
classes under canvas or in mud-brick buildings that
need repair, he said. “Many of the teachers sell vegeta-

bles or cigarettes in stalls at the market,” instead of
teaching, Khalidi told AFP.

Since 2019, more than 20,000 people have volun-
tarily left Rukban, according to the UN, which facilitat-
ed the voluntary departure of 329 people, with the help
of the Syrian Arab Red Crescent in September that
year. Others departed independently, or with assistance
from the Syrian government, which has been calling on
residents to leave Rukban for more than two years.
Earlier this year, the camp committee received a UN
plan to resume facilitated repatriations between
September and November.

Those who chose to leave would be required to
spend at least 14 days in transit shelters in the govern-
ment-held province of Homs, according to the plan, a
copy of which was obtained by AFP. They would only
be allowed to leave the shelters if they were granted
permission to do so by the Syrian authorities. “The
security and safety of individuals” rests with the Syrian
government, the document said. Bereft of security
guarantees, the UN plan amounts to “collusion” with
the Syrian government, Khalidi said. “The United
Nations in Damascus is complicit, and it is nothing but
a company shipping humans for the regime.”

‘Detained, tortured’ 
On September 11, the UN kicked off the latest round

of departures by supporting a convoy of five trucks,
alongside the Red Crescent. The convoy entered
Rukban in response to a request by 88 individuals who
had registered to leave, said Danielle Jenni Moylan of
the UN humanitarian agency OCHA. “However, while
inside Rukban, a small group of individuals obstructed
the convoy and assaulted a driver,” the spokesperson
said. “As a result, the mission was cancelled and the
convoy immediately departed Rukban.”

When asked about potential risks facing returnees,
Moylan said the UN was not in a position to offer
security guarantees to Rukban residents wishing to
leave. This effectively leaves them at the mercy of
Syrian government forces, a concern that prompted
Amnesty International to call on the UN to halt all
plans for future departures. “The Syrian government
considers that people in Rukban are ‘terrorists’,” said
Amnesty’s Marie Forestier. —AFP

‘It is a circus’:
Philippine election
season kicks off
MANILA: The Philippines’ election season kicked off
Friday with TV celebrities, political scions and at least
one inmate expected to be among thousands of candi-
dates vying for posts from president to town councilor.
A week-long registration process launches a typically
noisy and deadly seven months of campaigning for
more than 18,000 positions-but the raging pandemic
and economic misery caused by COVID lockdowns
could dampen the party atmosphere.

A successor to President Rodrigo Duterte, who is
constitutionally barred from seeking a second six-year
term, will be elected in the May ballot that is expected
to draw more than 60 million voters. Duterte, who
polls show remains almost as popular as when he
swept to victory in 2016 on a promise to rid the coun-
try of drugs, has declared he will run for the vice-
presidency.

Among the front runners to replace him are his
daughter, Sara, and ally Ferdinand “Bongbong”
Marcos, son and namesake of the country’s former
dictator. Ex-actor and city mayor Francisco
Domagoso-known by his screen name Isko Moreno-
and newly retired boxing superstar Manny Pacquiao
are planning to run. Pacquiao, a senator, was driven in
a bus emblazoned with “Man of Destiny” to register
for the race on Friday. A Facebook Live broadcast of
the journey through Manila’s morning traffic showed
scores of supporters standing beside the road, waving
the national flag. Pacquiao dismissed a recent poll
showing him in fourth place for preferred president as
“just a number”. Election campaigns in the chaotic
democracy are normally raucous and star-studded
with contenders deploying celebrities to pull crowds
to rallies. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine boxing icon and senator Manny
Pacquiao, accompanied by his wife Jinkee, arrives to
file his certificate of candidacy for the Philippine
presidency in Manila.— AFP 


