
KOFINOU: “I can only cry. I’m devastated - my
family too,” said 25-year-old Syrian Kawthar
Raslan, cradling her newborn child in a migrant
camp on the Mediterranean island of Cyprus. She
was dumped at the camp by authorities after being
separated at sea from her husband and other chil-
dren, aged just one and three.

The family left Lebanon’s capital Beirut on August
22 on board a boat carrying dozens of other Syrian
migrants, destined for Cyprus, a European Union
member state 160 kilometers away. Around 10 kilo-
meters from the Cypriot coast, the boat was inter-
cepted by coastguards seeking to send the vessel
back to Lebanon. A video filmed on board, seen by
AFP, shows migrants crying out “Help us!” to the
coastguards. Seeing the pregnant Kawthar was close
to giving birth, the coastguards took her to Cyprus.

But they left most of the other passengers -
including the rest of her family - in the boat, which
returned to Lebanon. Lebanon is home to more
than a million Syrian refugees who have fled their
country’s decade-old civil war. And Lebanon has
been beset by a devastating economic crisis, which
has propelled hundreds of Syrians towards Cyprus.
But Cyprus, with the EU’s highest proportion of
asylum seekers per capita, last year signed an
agreement with Lebanon to send back all illegal
migrants who attempt to reach the island by boat.

‘Mummy’
“I almost died when I heard about my family

being sent back to Lebanon,” Kawthar told AFP, sit-
ting on a mattress on the floor of a prefabricated
cabin in Kofinou camp in the south of the island.

“They knew that my husband and my children were
with me and they prevented them from following
me,” she said of the Cypriot coastguards. “I will
never forget that moment.” Kawthar gave birth to a
son, Yazan, on August 23, a day after being picked
up by the coastguard. Originally from Idlib in north-
western Syria, she urged Cypriot authorities to
“show compassion” and allow her to be reunited
with her family. “I can live neither in Lebanon nor in
Syria,” she said.

Cypriot authorities say only migrants with
refugee status have the right to be reunited with
their families. But among the 7,700 Syrian asylum
seekers who have arrived here since 2018, less than
two percent have achieved this status, the UN
refugee agency UNHCR says. Back in Lebanon,
Kawthar’s husband is struggling to care for the fam-
ily. “The children are traumatized, only one word
comes out of their mouths - ‘Mummy’”, Hassan Al-
Ali told AFP in the village of Ain El-Tefaha, where
he rents a room, around 30 kilometers from Beirut.

“We were on board the boat under a scorching
sun and the children were very thirsty,” he remem-
bered. “My daughter wasn’t moving - I thought that
she was going to die,” he added, his voice breaking
with emotion. Like Kawthar, Issa Chamma, another
Syrian on board that day, found himself in Kofinou

camp. Originally from Aleppo, the 37-year-old
migrant suffers from lung problems, and he was also
separated from his family after losing consciousness
onboard. His wife and three children, aged from two
to 11, even “spent two days in prison on their return
to Beirut,” Issa said. — AFP 
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French Catholic
probe uncovers
paedophiles
PARIS: Some 3,000 paedophiles have operat-
ed inside the French Catholic Church since
1950, the head of an independent commission
investigating the scandal told AFP days ahead
of the release of its report. The commission’s
research uncovered between 2,900 and 3,200
paedophile priests or other members of the
church, said Jean-Marc Sauve, adding that it
was “a minimum estimate”. The commission’s
report is due to be released on Tuesday after
two and a half years of research based on
church, court and police archives, as well as
interviews with witnesses.

Sauve, senior French civil servant, said the
report, which runs to 2,500 pages, had
attempted to quantify both the number of
offenders and the number of victims. It also
looked into “the mechanisms, notably institu-
tional and cultural ones” within the Church
which allowed paedophiles to remain, and will
offer 45 proposals. The independent commis-
sion was set up in 2018 by the Bishops’
Conference of France (CEF) and the national
congregations conference (CORREF) in
response to a number of scandals that shook
the Church in France and worldwide.

Its formation also came after Pope Francis
passed a landmark measure obliging those who
know about sex abuse in the Catholic Church to
report it to their superiors. Made up of 22 legal
professionals, doctors, historians, sociologists
and theologians, its brief was to investigate
allegations of child sex abuse by clerics dating
back to the 1950s. When it began its work it
called for witness statements and set up a tele-
phone hotline, then reported receiving thou-
sands of messages in the months that followed.

‘A bomb’ 
The report will be delivered to the CEF and

the CORREF and released at a press conference
Tuesday to which representatives of victims’
associations are invited. “It’s not going to go easy
on anyone,” said Philippe Portier, a sociologist
who was part of the commission. “It will have the
effect of a bomb”, added Olivier Savignac, of the
victims’ association Parler et Revivre. Bishop Eric
de Moulins-Beaufort, the president of the CEF,
said he feared the report would reveal “signifi-
cant and frightening figures”, during a meeting
with parishioners from his diocese.

A message from Church authorities to
priests and parishes ahead of weekend masses
warned that the report’s publication would be
“a harsh and serious moment”, which calls for
“an attitude of truth and compassion”. Sauve
had said in November that the handling of sus-
pected paedophile cases “in the past has often
been faulty”. He said it was “extremely serious
that there could have been some institutions
and some communities, in small number, where
systemic abuses could have been committed”.

In most cases, however, prosecution is
unlikely because the abuse occurred beyond
French statutes of limitations, and it remains
unclear what actions the church itself will take
against offenders. The report is expected to be
closely studied at the Vatican, where the issue
was raised by the pope in September during a
meeting with French bishops. “I expect that we
will be forced to confront this burden, as bleak
as it is, so that we can then take the necessary
measures,” said Veronique Margron, president
of the CORREF conference.— AFP 

KOFINOU: Kawthar Raslan, 25-year-old Syrian refugee who reached Cyprus on boat while pregnant and was sepa-
rated from the rest of her family, holds her baby Yazan at the Kofinou asylum centre near the Cypriot coastal city
of Larnaca. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: Wearing pink hats
and T-shirts and shouting “Hands off
my body,” tens of thousands of women
took to the streets across the United
States on Saturday in protests aimed
at countering a conservative drive to
restrict access to abortions. In
Washington, about 10,000 protesters
rallied in a square near the White
House under sunny skies before
marching to the US Supreme Court,
which will have the final say on the
contentious issue.

The protesters held signs that read
“Mind your uterus” and “Make abor-
tion legal,” with several women - and
men - dressed like late Supreme
Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg,
America’s iconic women’s rights cru-
sader, who died last year. The peren-
nial fight over the procedure in
America has become even more
intense since a Texas law went into
effect September 1 banning almost all
abortions, unleashing a fierce coun-
terattack in the courts and Congress,
but with few public demonstrations
until now.

Two days before the Supreme
Court is due to reconvene, the rallies
took place in more than 600 cities,
according to organizers, who said that

hundreds of thousands of people
gathered across all 50 states. “Women
are humans, we are full humans, and
we need to be treated like full
humans,” said Laura Bushwitz, a 66-
year-old retired Florida teacher
protesting in Washington, wearing a
dress with portraits of women activists
and politicians. “We should be able to
have our own choice on what we want
to do with our bodies. Period.”

Michaellyn Martinez, a woman in
her seventies with closely cropped
hair, told AFP she got pregnant at the
age of 19, several years before the
landmark 1973 Roe v Wade case,
when the Supreme Court guaranteed
the right to an abortion up until a fetus
is viable outside the womb.

Martinez ended up having a
daughter and getting married only to
divorce two years later. “It changed
my whole life — not having access to
birth control and abortion,” she said.
“I don’t want us to go back to the time
when I was a young woman.” At the
Supreme Court, the marchers were
met by counterprotests. A chain of riot
police kept the two groups apart.

‘Will not be silent’ 
In New York, activists gathered in

Manhattan’s Foley Square holding
signs that read “We are not ovary-
acting” and “I have a vagenda.”
Juliette O’Shea, 17, organized about
30 teens from her Manhattan high
school to attend the rally to “show sol-
idarity” with Texas. “We’re trying to
show that we are a strong and unified
group of people who will not be silent
when crazy abortion bans like the one
in Texas are put into place,” O’Shea
told AFP. The Supreme Court has
already refused to block the Texas law
and has agreed to review a restrictive
Mississippi law that could provide an

opportunity to overturn Roe v Wade.
So far this year, 19 states have

adopted 63 laws restricting access to
abortions. In Texas, where conserva-
tive Governor Greg Abbott signed his
state’s abortion bill into law in May,
hundreds gathered outside the capitol
building in Austin holding signs with
messages such as “My body, my
choice” and “Abort Abbott.” Similar
scenes played out coast to coast in
major cities such as Chicago and San
Francisco, as well as smaller locales
such as Great Falls, Montana and
Lubbock, Texas. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Pro-Life activists counter-protest the Women’s March and Rally for
Abortion Justice at the US Supreme Court in Washington, DC, on October 2, 2021. —AFP 

Tens of thousands march 
for abortion rights in US 

Fears of ‘election 
subversion’: Trump 
flirts with 2024 bid
WASHINGTON: The US presidential election of
2000 hinged on a few votes in Florida and was ulti-
mately decided in the Supreme Court. The 2020
White House contest gave birth to the “Big Lie” and
saw supporters of the losing candidate storm the US
Capitol. Just wait and see what 2024 has in store.
Donald Trump, the first president in US history to
refuse to accept the outcome of an election, is flirt-
ing with another White House run in what could be a
make-or-break moment for American democracy.

Robert Kagan, a senior fellow at the Brookings
Institution, set alarm bells ringing in political circles
last week with a chilling doomsday scenario opinion
piece in The Washington Post. “The United States is
heading into its greatest political and constitutional
crisis since the Civil War,” Kagan wrote. The neo-
conservative scholar warned of a “reasonable
chance over the next three to four years of incidents
of mass violence, a breakdown of federal authority,
and the division of the country into warring red and
blue enclaves.” Polls suggest a majority of
Americans share at least some of Kagan’s concerns:
56 percent of the respondents in a recent CNN-
SSRS survey said US democracy is under attack.
Thirty-seven percent said it is being “tested.” Only
six percent said it is in no danger. Trump’s unceasing
and unfounded claims that the November 2020
presidential vote was “stolen” by Democrat Joe
Biden have seeped into the political bloodstream.

Seventy-eight percent of the Republicans sur-
veyed by CNN-SSRS said they do not believe Biden
legitimately won the presidency, a figure in line with
the findings of other opinion polls. “It’s a new phe-
nomenon in American elections,” said Edward Foley,
a constitutional law professor at The Ohio State
University. “There have been fights over hanging
chads - like Bush vs Gore in 2000 - and there have
been recounts for as long as there have been elec-

tions in America,” Foley said. “But the ‘Big Lie’ is a
new thing. It’s disconnected from reality and it’s kind
of a social pathology.”

‘By whatever means necessary’ 
Richard Hasen, a law and political science profes-

sor at the University of California, Irvine, said in a
recent research paper that the United States finds
itself in a moment of “democratic peril,” facing an
unprecedented danger of “election subversion.” “The
United States faces a serious risk that the 2024 pres-
idential election, and other future US elections, will
not be conducted fairly, and that the candidates tak-
ing office will not reflect the free choices made by
eligible voters under previously announced election
rules,” Hasen wrote. In his opinion piece, Kagan said
the 75-year-old Trump and his Republican allies are
laying the groundwork to ensure a 2024 victory “by
whatever means necessary.” Trump, who retains an
iron grip on the Republican faithful and is all but cer-
tain to be the party’s presidential nominee if he does
decide to run, appears to be setting the stage for the
“Big Lie 2.0,” said Foley. The strategy involves
restrictions such as voter identification laws passed
by the legislatures of some Republican-led states
which Democrats claim are intended to suppress the
minority vote and Republicans say are designed to
protect the integrity of the ballot. — AFP 

ARLINGTON: In this file photo, the Twitter account of
US President Donald Trump is displayed on a mobile
phone in Arlington, Virginia. — AFP 

German parties 
meet as coalition 
haggling begins
BERLIN: German political parties began
exploratory talks yesterday as they jostle to
form the next government after a close elec-
tion, with the centre-left Social Democrats
(SPD) battling Angela Merkel’s conservatives
for the chancellery. The SPD and its candidate
Olaf Scholz narrowly won last week’s vote on
25.7 percent, with Merkel’s CDU-CSU alliance
plunging to an all-time low of 24.1 percent as
she prepares to leave the stage after 16 years
in power. The result leaves the SPD in pole
position to form a government, but conserva-
tive leader Armin Laschet has also vowed to
begin coalition talks in a last-ditch effort to
keep the ailing CDU-CSU in power.

In the complex calculations for a coalition,
the makeup of the next German government
essentially hinges on which of the two parties
can persuade the Greens and the liberal FDP to
sign up for a partnership. First up in what Der
Spiegel magazine has described as the “poker
game for power” is the SPD, which will huddle
with the FDP and the Greens in the evening.
Their rivals, the CDU-CSU, will meet with the
FDP in the evening and the Greens tomorrow.

In a poll for the ZDF broadcaster on Friday,
59 percent of respondents said they were in
favor of an SPD-Greens-FDP coalition, also
known as the “traffic-light” combination after
the parties’ colors. Only 24 percent said they
would prefer the combination led by the CDU,
a coalition known as “Jamaica” after the colors
of that country’s flag. Some 76 percent said
they thought Scholz should be the next
German chancellor, with just 13 percent back-
ing Laschet. — AFP 


