
Serbs back 
Russians amid 
global outcry
BELGRADE: Amid the thunder of
pro-Russian slogans and anti-NATO
chants in the streets of Serbia’s capital
Belgrade, Marko Vezmar was unrepen-
tant in his support for President
Vladimir Putin and the invasion of
Ukraine. “This had to be done,” Vezmar
told AFP, while wearing a shirt embla-
zoned with a portrait of Putin wearing
aviators and armed with a rifle.

“Evil reached Russian borders and
if it wasn’t for [the invasion] there
would have been a world war,” he
added, as the crowd yelled “Serbs-
Russians, brothers forever”. Days lat-
er, a pro-Ukraine demonstration in the
capital Belgrade attracted a much
smaller number of participants.

“I feel ashamed that my country
did not join the rest of the world that
condemned the invasion,” said
Dubravka Stojanovic, a 59-year-old
historian. As hundreds of thousands
have rallied across the globe in soli-
darity with Ukraine, Serbia has
emerged as a rare outliner with many
in the country openly supporting
Putin and his decision to invade the

former Soviet republic.
For centuries, Serbia and Russia

have been united by deep fraternal
ties — from their Slavic and Orthodox
heritage to their steadfast alliances
during the World Wars of the 20th
century. Moscow’s influence in Serbia
remains ubiquitous, with Russian oil
and gas providing the backbone of
the country’s energy sector.

Russian vaccine tourists have
poured into the country amid the
pandemic, while T-shirts featuring
Putin’s face are widely available at
kiosks around Belgrade. “In the past
couple of weeks, these are by far the
best selling shirts,” said the operator
of one kiosk in the capital, who asked
not to be named. And now with Russia
again on the war footing, many
Serbians see no reason to side against
their long-time patron.

‘Rock star’ 
The outpouring of support for the

Russian invasion has come just weeks
ahead of a general election in Serbia,
presenting the incumbent President
Aleksandar Vucic with a vexing
dilemma. For weeks, pro-government
media outlets backed by Vucic have
echoed the fierce messages coming
from the Kremlin.

“Pro-government media... made
Putin a rock star in Serbia,” Vuk
Vuksanovic, a Belgrade-based analyst,

told AFP. But with Serbia an aspiring
European Union member, Vucic has
tried to walk back some of the more
chest-beating rhetoric in recent days,
while also trying not to upset his pro-
Russian base of supporters.

Following the invasion, Serbia offi-
cially condemned Russia’s actions at
the United Nations but Vucic has
vowed to refrain from sanctioning
Moscow at home. “I have aged 10
years in the past three days,” said
Vucic during a national broadcast.
“Our country has a position and as

long as we can, we will preserve it.”
Turning his back on Russia now

could have dire consequences for
him at the ballot box in early April,
having spent years touting the
importance of Serbia’s ideological
partnership with Putin. “What [the
government] fears the most is the
internal chaos that would erupt if
Serbia chose a side,” Vuksanovic told
AFP. “They are scared of alienating
not only pro-Russian parts of the
constituency, but also the church, the
army and intelligence.” —AFP
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GUATEMALA CITY, Guatemala: Guatemala’s
conservative-led Congress approved on Tuesday a
law ramping up the prison sentence for women who
choose to have an abortion, while banning both gay
marriage and teaching on sexual diversity.

The so-called Life and Family Protection Law
punishes women who “have induced their own
abortion or given their consent to another person to
carry it out” with 10 years behind bars — more
than three times the current sentence of three years.

The bill, set to come into law once President
Alejandro Giammattei signs it, was passed by
Congress on International Women’s Day.

It also punishes anyone who induces an abortion
without a woman’s con-
sent with up to 50 years
in prison. Abortion is only
authorized in Guatemala
when there is a threat to
the mother’s life.

“While other countries
continue to approve pro-
abortion laws as well as
laws that lead to the dete-
rioration of the original
concept of the family, this
initiative has now become
an important law for Guatemalan society,” said
right-wing Congressman Armando Castillo, a key
defender of the law.

But others were more critical. “Losing a preg-
nancy is devastating, and this law automatically
turns a woman into a suspect even as she mourns
her loss. They are criminalizing and penalizing mis-
carriages and that is dangerous,” center-left con-
gresswoman Lucrecia Hernandez said.

The bill introduces a reform to the Civil Code,

which will now “expressly prohibit same-sex mar-
riages” in Guatemala. It would also ban public and
private teaching initiatives on sexual diversity,
which it describes as “promoting in children and
teenagers policies or programs that tend to lead to
diversion from their sexual identities at birth.”

Those who promoted the law have said that
there are “minority groups of the Guatemalan soci-
ety” that propose “models of conduct... different
from the natural order of marriage and family, which
represent a threat to the moral balance of our soci-
ety.” Left-wing Congressman Walter Felix
denounced the law as “absolutely discriminatory”,
and said it “incites hate.” “The human rights of sig-

nificant parts of the popu-
lation are being violated,”
Felix said.

C o n g r e s s w o m a n
Hernandez also described
the law as “unconstitution-
al,” adding that it will stig-
matize people and spark
“intolerance” in society.

“This law should really
be called a law to imprison
and kill women. It is one of
the most brazen things they

are doing in this Legislature, and on top of it all,
they are doing it on Women’s Day,” said center-left
Congressman Samuel Perez.

‘Silly ideas’ 
After the bill passed, Human Rights Ombudsman

Jordan Rodas said that the law “violates” interna-
tional conventions signed by Guatemala, and
announced a battle to have it declared illegal by the
Constitutional Court, the highest in the country.

“We are going to file an action of unconstitution-
ality so that this (law) has no effect”, said Rodas.
Tens of thousands of people took to the streets
worldwide on International Women’s Day to
demand more rights, among them the possibility of
deciding whether to have an abortion.

In Guatemala, hundreds hit the streets of the
capital calling for an end to violence and corruption,

and demanding justice as they marked five years
since 41 girls died in a fire at a state-run shelter.

As a small group of women staged a protest out-
side Congress, right-wing Congresswoman Patricia
Sandoval defended the law. 

“Don’t let them give us silly ideas. This law is
constitutional, it is viable, and it is the blessing of
God,” she said. — AFP

‘Criminalizing and penalizing miscarriages is dangerous’

GUATEMALA CITY, Guatemala: Police officers stand guard outside the Guatemalan Congress in Guatemala City yesterday.
Guatemala’s unicameral Congress, controlled by the ruling party and its allies, on Tuesday approved a law that toughens
prison sentences for abortion. —AFP

Guatemala Congress ramps up 
prison sentence for abortion

BELGRADE, Serbia: People hold Russian and Serbian flags and a picture of Russian
President Vladimir Putin during a rally organised by Serbian right-wing organisations in
support of Russian invasion in Ukraine, in Belgrade. — AFP
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In Calais, Ukrainian 
migrants more 
welcome than most
CALAIS: In the French port of Calais,
Ukrainian refugees get hotel rooms, roast
chicken and visa support from British officials
— a welcome most non-European migrants
here can only dream of.

Local people have given nappies, toys and
clothes and the town hall has provided food
and beds for the hundreds of Ukrainians who
have arrived since Russia invaded their coun-
try on February 24. Like thousands of others
from around the world, they have come to
Calais, the last stage on the migrant trail to
Britain — a northern French town marked in
recent years by tension over migration. 

Among them is Ihor Krainyk, a builder in his
40s. After more than 24 hours of nonstop driv-
ing, he can finally breathe. He is based in
London but travelled to the Slovakian border
last week to rescue his wife and daughter who
were fleeing the war in Ukraine. In Calais, far
away from the war in Ukraine, he was given a
room and a plate of roast chicken with choco-
late mousse. “Everything is well organised
here. Thank you France!” he said.

The family’s difficulties are not over, howev-
er. At the port of Calais, British customs officers
told Krainyk he could return to England but his
wife and daughter could not come. “We found
ourselves here, exhausted, without knowing
where to go,” he said. “Fortunately, people are
very welcoming and told us to sleep here”.

The town’s mayor lodged the Krainyk family
in a youth hostel. The number of Ukrainians
sleeping there each night has reached about
120. “I was going to pay, but they told me - no,
it’s OK,” said Aleksandra, an energetic 50-
year-old wearing a metallic grey jacket. “It is
true we are welcome”.

‘We have war too’ 
While Ukrainians are received warmly in

Calais, others are not. In 2016 police disman-
tled a giant migrant camp known as “the
Jungle”, but that did not stop migrants from
coming.

Migrants from Sudan, Afghanistan and Syria
are still regularly chased by the police and
expelled from tent sites in the area. In contrast,
the town has opened its arms to refugees flee-
ing Ukraine since Russia invaded.

Overall more than two million people are
estimated by the UN to have fled Ukraine. The
mayor of Calais, Natacha Bouchart, personally
welcomed the first Ukrainian arrivals, a family
of nine adults, early last week.

The measures have led other migrants and
activists to question why the Ukrainians are
getting special treatment. Steps away from the
hostel, a group of Sudanese men sit on a slab
of concrete eating a cold meal. They are wait-
ing for a truck to smuggle them to the UK.

“In our country, too, there is war, militias”,
said Omar, 33, who arrived from the Sudanese
region of Darfur several months ago. “All of us
would like to go to England. But here we are
suffering, every morning the police come and
tell us to move our tents,” he said. “Maybe
because we are black, Africans.” 

Francois Guennoc of the Auberge des
Migrants, a coalition of associations assisting
migrants, said all of them should receive the
help the Ukrainians are getting. “It is great to
see all this being put in place. — AFP

DAR ES SALAAM, Tanzania: The
release of Tanzanian opposition
leader Freeman Mbowe last week
raised hopes of an easing of political
freedoms in the East African nation,
but observers say much more is need-
ed to turn the page on years of
authoritarian rule.  The surprise move
on Friday by prosecutors to drop ter-
rorism charges against Mbowe, who
had spent seven months in prison, was
followed by a meeting hours later
between him and President Samia
Suluhu Hassan, with the pair promis-
ing to defend democracy.

The meeting revived the optimism
that had accompanied Hassan’s
appointment last March after the
death of her autocratic predecessor
John Magufuli, with the then new
president reaching out to the opposi-

tion and reopening banned media out-
lets. But her presidency fell under a
shadow when Mbowe was arrested in
July, along with other officials belong-
ing to his Chadema party, just hours
before they were due to hold a public
forum urging constitutional reforms.

On Friday, Chadema secretary gen-
eral John Mnyika said he hoped
Mbowe’s release would “open a new
chapter of truth and justice in our
nation.” “I will be even more relieved
when Tanzania gets a new constitu-
tion, an independent electoral body
and to see people’s rights respected as
important aspects of democracy and
development,” Mnyika said on Twitter.

Opposition parties have been push-
ing hard for political reforms ahead of
the 2025 presidential elections, calling
for a level playing field. “Observing the

rule of law and possibly (making)
some constitutional reforms will help
to improve the political space going
forward,” said Richard Mbunda, a
political science lecturer at the
University of Dar es Salaam.

“The shift will mostly depend on
the political will, especially by the
president, to address the main issues
around democracy and rule of law
which have been raised by the opposi-
tion,” Mbunda told AFP. — AFP

DAR ES SALAAM, Tanzania: File photo shows Tanzania’s main opposition Chadema party
chairman Freeman Mbowe (c, in red) who was arrested on July 21, 2021, leaves the High
Court in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. —AFP

Tanzania opposition leader’s
release stirs cautious hope

How Russian ‘safe 
corridors’ worked 
in bitter Syria war
BEIRUT: Russia’s offer of “humanitarian corridors”
for civilians to flee the Ukrainian cities it has
besieged is a well-tried approach Moscow adopted
during Syria’s devastating civil war. In those evacua-
tions, Russia backed Syria’s regime in pummelling
rebel-held enclaves, before it brokered “safe corri-
dors” and exit deals for civilians and fighters to leave,
paving the way for a return to full regime control.

The Russian-led evacuations were regularly ham-

pered by violence, often deeply distrusted, and were
carried out with minimal international oversight. “In
Ukraine, we are seeing some of the same risks we
saw in Syria,” said Emma Beals, a non-resident schol-
ar at the Middle East Institute.

“In some cases, routes are attacked during evacu-
ations and civilians are injured or killed,” she told
AFP. Russia entered Syria’s war in 2015 on the side of
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime. It negotiated
and then oversaw controversial evacuations of more
than 200,000 people from around Damascus, as well
as the city of Aleppo and Daraa province.

In Ukraine, Kyiv has branded the corridors a pub-
licity stunt, as many of the exit routes lead into
Russia or its ally Belarus. Both sides accuse each oth-
er of ceasefire violations. Here is a look at the key
Syrian evacuations Russia carried out.

The regime had been battling rebels in Aleppo
since 2012, but in September 2016 it launched a final
campaign backed by Russian air power. Russian war-
planes bludgeoned rebel-held parts of the northern
city, which came under a blitz of barrel bombs, shells
and rockets.

According to the UN, about 40,000 civilians as
well as more than 1,500 fighters were cut off in the
city’s eastern districts. Russia had repeatedly
announced several “humanitarian corridors” it said
would allow safe passage out-but few took advan-
tage, with opposition officials labelling them “death
corridors”. UN demands it should take charge of the
corridors were largely ignored. In December 2016,
Russia and Iran clinched an agreement with rebel-
backer Turkey to evacuate rebel fighters and their
relatives.  —AFP


