
Congo war leaves 
rape victims, the 
injured in its wake
GOMA: In the chaotic displacement camps near the
eastern DR Congo city of Goma, war victims recount
brutal stories of rape and brushes with death in their
flight from advancing rebels. M23 rebels have surged
across eastern Democratic Republic of Congo’s
North Kivu province, winning a string of victories
against the army. The offensive has seen the mostly
Congolese Tutsi group conquer swaths of territory
and come within just 20 kilometers of eastern DRC’s
main city Goma.

Fighting has displaced at least 262,000 people
since March, according to the UN’s humanitarian
agency OCHA, with many of them gathering in squalid
camps near Goma. AFP has changed the names of
people cited in the article to protect their safety. In
one camp for the displaced in Kanyaruchinya, Furaha
described in tears how rebels kidnapped her 15-year-
old daughter in May, before releasing her two days
later. “She refused the advances of the militiamen,” the
45-year-old mother said, inside a makeshift hut of
wooden sticks and tarpaulin.

Fighters came to her home in the dead of night
and snatched her daughter, then raped her, she said.
Just a few days later, Furaha too was sexually
assaulted, she said. Men in military uniform attacked
her and a friend while they were harvesting potatoes
in the village of Nyesisi, north of Goma. “Three men
raped me, and six raped my friend,” she said. AFP
was unable to independently confirm the account,
and the identity of the attackers is not clear.

The M23 took up arms in late 2021 after years of
dormancy, claiming the DRC had failed to honor a
pledge to integrate its fighters into the army, among
other grievances. After four months of relative calm,
the conflict erupted again on October 20 and the

rebels made a push towards Goma. The fighting has
cratered relations between the DRC and Rwanda,
with Kinshasa accusing its smaller neighbor of back-
ing the M23 - something UN experts and US officials
have also said. Kigali denies the charges.

‘Point-blank range’ 
Some 70,000 people live in the Kanyaruchinya

camp, in ramshackle tents and makeshift dwellings
built on top of mud. Another woman, Mwiza, who is
also from Nyesisi , told AFP that two men in
“Rwandan army uniform” had raped her in June. “I
ran away to go to the hospital,” she said, her head
bowed while she fiddled with rosary beads.

The doctors advised her not tell her husband
about what happened, Mwiza said, “so that he would-
n’t chase me away”. Didier Buindo, a doctor in the

camp, said he’d treated about ten rape victims in
November alone. Sexual violence is also occurring in
the displacement camps, according to the doctor,
who pointed to a case in another camp where two
girls aged five and 16 had been raped. War-wounded
also live in the displacement camps, a testament to
the brutality of the conflict.

Augustin, 32, is still limping after being shot in the
leg in his field north of Goma, for example. He
received surgery to remove the bullet. Mutoni, 22,
also has a scar on her face from where she was
grazed by a bullet in August. “An M23 fighter shot me
at point-blank range,” said the woman, who fled her
village to seek refuge in the displacement camps.
Mutoni survived the attack. But her young niece,
whom she was cradling in her arms, was killed
instantly by the same bullet. — AFP 

BEIJING: A deadly fire in China’s northwest Xinjiang
region has spurred an outpouring of anger at the coun-
try’s zero-COVID policy, as Beijing fights growing
public fatigue over its hardline approach to containing
the coronavirus. Ten people were killed and nine
injured when the blaze ripped through a residential
building in the regional capital Urumqi on Thursday
night, according to state news agency Xinhua.

Online posts circulating on both Chinese and over-
seas social media platforms since Friday have claimed
that lengthy COVID lockdowns in the city hampered
rescue attempts. Some videos appeared to show
crowds of people taking to the streets of Urumqi to
protest against the measures.

The action comes against a backdrop of mounting
public frustration over the government’s zero-tolerance
approach to COVID and follows sporadic protests in
other cities. China is the last major economy wedded to
a zero-COVID strategy, with authorities wielding snap
lockdowns, lengthy quarantines and mass testing to
snuff out new outbreaks as they emerge. Footage par-
tially verified by AFP shows hundreds of people mass-
ing outside the Urumqi city government offices during
the night, chanting: “Lift lockdowns!”

In another clip, dozens of people are seen marching
through a neighborhood in the east of the city, shouting
the same slogan before facing off with a line of hazmat-
clad officials and angrily rebuking security personnel.
AFP journalists were able to verify the videos by

geolocating local landmarks, but were unable to speci-
fy when exactly the protests occurred. A wave of anger
simmered on the Weibo social media platform on
Friday amid claims that parked electric vehicles left
without power during lengthy lockdowns blocked fire
engines from entering a narrow road to the burning
building.

“I’m also the one throwing myself off the roof,
trapped in an overturned (quarantine) bus, breaking

out of isolation at the Foxconn factory,” read one com-
ment referencing several recent incidents blamed on
zero-COVID strictures. Chinese authorities censor
online content deemed politically sensitive and
appeared to have scrubbed many posts and hashtags
relating to the fire by Saturday morning. Urumqi police
said in a Friday post on Weibo that they had detained a
woman surnamed Su for “spreading online rumors”
relating to the number of casualties from the blaze.

Rare apology
An initial investigation showed the blaze to have

been caused by a board of electric sockets in the fam-
ily bedroom of one of the apartments, according to
state broadcaster CCTV. Rescue attempts were com-
plicated by “a lack of parking spaces and a large
number of private vehicles parked on both sides” of a
narrow road to the building, city fire and rescue chief
Li Wensheng told reporters late Friday, CCTV said.

Urumqi mayor Maimaitiming Kade offered a rare
formal apology for the blaze at the briefing, according
to the broadcaster. But officials also pushed back
against some of the online allegations, denying that
residents’ doors had been clamped shut with iron
wiring. COVID controls have confined some commu-
nities in Urumqi - a city of four million people - to
their homes for weeks on end.

But in the wake of the protests, officials on
Saturday said the city “had basically reduced social
transmissions to zero” and would “restore the normal
order of life for residents in low-risk areas in a staged
and orderly manner”. Pandemic fatigue has been
growing in China, with violent protests erupting at a
vast COVID-hit factory in the central city of
Zhengzhou in recent days due to a dispute over pay
and labor conditions. China recorded 34,909 new
domestic infections on Saturday, the vast majority of
which were asymptomatic, according to the National
Health Commission.— AFP 
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Beijing fights growing public fatigue over hardline approach

Deadly Xinjiang fire stirs anger 
at China’s zero-COVID-19 policy

BEIJING: Workers wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) ride on a tricycle along a street in Beijing on November 26,
2022. - AFP 

GOMA: War-displaced people flee towards the city of Goma, eastern Republic of Congo. Thousands of displaced people began to
flee after soldiers retreated to Kanyarushinya, an informal camp of over 40,000 people in the northern district of Goma. — AFP 

The ‘total war’
against Al-Shabaab
in Somalia
NAIROBI: Somalia’s government has declared “all-
out war” against the militant group Al-Shabaab and
adopted a multi-pronged counterterrorism effort
which-despite some early headline-grabbing mili-
tary gains-promises to be long and difficult. The
dogged Al-Qaeda affiliate was driven from
Somalia’s major cities a decade ago but retains
swathes of countryside, where a coalition of armed
groups have joined forces against the insurgents in
recent months.

Who is fighting?
Two clans in drought-afflicted central Somalia,

sick of living under Al-Shabaab rule, sparked a
revolt against the group in July that quickly spread
across the regions of Hirshabelle and Galmudug. In
September, the Somali National Army and US-
trained “lightning” commandos joined the fray in
support of these clan militias, known as “macawis-
ley” after the traditional sarongs worn by their
fighters. “The government wants to seize the cur-
rent momentum and encourage these types of
uprisings across Al-Shabaab-held areas in
Somalia,” said Omar Mahmood, a researcher at the
International Crisis Group think tank.

Though it isn’t clear how many combatants are
involved in this broad offensive, the fighting has
reached an intensity not seen in some years, with
unconfirmed reports of hundreds killed in skirmish-
es. Sources in Somalia suggest the fighting could
have involved 2,000 to 3,000 “macawisley”. The
jihadists are believed to number 5,000 to 8,000
nationwide. Supported by US drone strikes and
artillery and logistics from the African Union
Transitional Force, this combined effort has chased
Al-Shabaab from the strategic provinces of Hiran
and Middle Shabelle.

What’s the strategy? 
In July, the country’s newly elected president

Hassan Sheikh Mohamud outlined his administra-
tion’s plan for the Islamists: hit them militarily, choke
off their finances, and counter their ideology. “The
previous policies were militaristic policies... attack-
ing, destroying. But Shabaab’s problem is more than
a military” one, he said. As a first step he named
Mukhtar Robow-one of Al-Shabaab’s founders,
who left the movement in 2017 - religious affairs
minister to challenge the militant’s violent expres-
sion of Islam. In October, the government threat-
ened to revoke the business licenses of traders who
paid “taxes” to Al-Shabaab and contributed to the
millions they raise through extortion. Somalia’s
closest foreign ally the United States announced
$10 million for information that disrupted cash
flows to Al-Shabaab. Washington recommitted
troops to Somalia this year, reversing a decision
under former US president Donald Trump. “The
government continues to try and build confidence
among the public for them to stand up against the
group. We’re yet to measure the success of those
declarations,” said Samira Gaid of the Hiraal
Institute, a Somalia-based security think tank.

Has Al-Shabaab responded? 
The militants may have ceded some territory

but are playing a long game, said Mahmood. “Even
if they lose in the short term, they will try to find
ways to undermine government progress so that
they can return.” The jihadists have returned to
some areas abandoned in the face of the offensive,
and escalated a campaign of bombing. On
October 29, Somalia witnessed its deadliest attack
since 2017, with a double car bombing in the capi-
tal Mogadishu leaving 121 dead and 333 injured.
Gaid said the clan uprising was a “huge threat” to
Al-Shabaab and they were adapting accordingly.
“They are responding heavily to try and push it
back and to dissuade other clans to join the fight,”
she said.—AFP

Army foils coup 
bid in Sao Tome
LIBREVILLE: The military has foiled a coup attempt
in Sao Tome and Principe, the prime minister of the
island nation off the western coast of Africa said in a
video message confirmed by AFP on Friday. Four men,
including the former president of the outgoing
National Assembly Delfim Neves, tried to attack army
headquarters overnight, Prime Minister Patrice
Trovoada said in a video message confirmed by the
justice minister. He said Neves was one of several peo-
ple arrested. A resident speaking to AFP anonymously
by phone said she had heard “automatic and heavy
weapons fire, as well as explosions, for two hours
inside the army headquarters” in the nation’s capital.

In the video message, authenticated and sent to
AFP by the press office of Sao Tome’s prime minister,
Trovoada is seen sitting at a desk saying he wants to
“reassure” the population and “the international com-
munity”. “There was an attempted coup d’etat which
began around 00:40 am and... ended shortly after 6
am,” he said, adding that “armed forces were attacked
in a barracks.” “The situation in the barracks is under
control, but we must be sure that the country is com-
pletely under control,” Trovoada said.

Soldier taken hostage 
He said a soldier had been “taken hostage” and

wounded but “would be able to resume his activities
in a few days”. Military personnel were deployed
overnight to secure the homes of members of the
government and the president, according to the resi-
dent who spoke to AFP. She added that the city was
now calm: “People are going about their normal
business but schools have asked parents not to send
their children.”

Trovoada said: “The operation was ordered by cer-
tain personalities from the country in complicity with
certain others from within the army. “The four attack-
ers have been arrested and have denounced certain
others, including Delfim Neves and Arlecio Costa.”
Costa is a former Santomean mercenary connected
with South Africa’s Buffalo Battalion security group,

which was dismantled by Pretoria in 1993. He was also
arrested and accused of leading a coup bid in Sao
Tome in 2009.

But a group of accomplices who waited aboard
vans outside the barracks had not been caught,
Trovoada added. The prime minister announced an
inquiry was under way and said the army was “obliged
to clarify the situation if there are other ramifications
within the armed forces”. A former Portuguese colony
in the Gulf of Guinea, the nation of some 215,000 peo-
ple is desperately poor and depends on international
aid, but is also praised for its political stability and
parliamentary democracy.

Neves lost his position on November 11 when the
new chamber was installed following elections in
September, won with an absolute majority by
Trovoada’s centre-right Independent Democratic
Action (ADI) party. Neves also failed in an attempt to
be elected president, losing to the ADI’s Carlos Vila
Nova in July last year. The ADI is one of two major
parties that have vied to run the nation since inde-
pendence in 1975, along with the Movement for the
Liberation of Sao Tome and Principe-Social
Democratic Party (MLSTP-PSD). The ADI’s electoral
triumph saw ex-prime minister Trovoada return to the
top job for a third time.— AFP 

Taleban’s treatment of 
women could be crime 
against humanity: UN 
GENEVA: Taleban restrictions on the freedoms of
women and girls could amount to a crime against
humanity, the UN special rapporteur on human rights in
Afghanistan said. Richard Bennett and other UN rights
experts said the Taleban’s targeting of women and girls
deepen “flagrant violations of their human rights and
freedoms that are already the most draconian globally
and may amount to gender persecution - a crime
against humanity”. Most women who work for the gov-
ernment have lost their jobs - or are being paid a pit-
tance to stay at home - since the Taleban returned to
power in August 2021. Afghan women have also been
barred from travelling without a male relative and must
cover up with a burqa or hijab when outside the home.
This month the Taleban barred women from entering
parks, funfairs, gyms and public baths.

Schools for teenage girls have also been shuttered
across most of the country. “In recent months, violations
of women and girls’ fundamental rights and freedoms in
Afghanistan, already the most severe and unacceptable
in the world, have sharply increased,” the UN experts
said in a statement. “Confining women to their homes is
tantamount to imprisonment and is likely leading to
increased levels of domestic violence and mental health
challenges.”

Women human rights defenders peacefully protest-
ing the restrictions have for months been increasingly
targeted, beaten, and arrested, they added.
Discriminatory Taleban measures “should be investigat-
ed as gender persecution with a view to prosecutions
under international law”, the experts said.

UN experts do not speak for the United Nations but
are mandated to report their findings to the global body.
They urged the Taleban to respect women’s fundamen-
tal rights and the international community to demand
the restoration of women’s freedoms and rights. The UN
Human Rights Office said separately it was “appalled”
by the flogging of 11 men and three women in
Afghanistan on Wednesday and called for “this abhor-
rent form of punishment to cease immediately”.—AFP

A general view of the Presidency of Sao Tome and Principe in
Sao Tome.— AFP


