
COTONOU: Benin voted for a new parliament
on Sunday with opposition candidates autho-
rised to stand in the legislative elections for the
first time under President Patrice Talon after four
years of absence.

Sunday’s vote will be a key test for the West
African nation, where Talon’s supporters say he
has ushered in political and economic develop-
ment, but critics argue that his mandate has erod-
ed democracy. The streets of Cotonou, the eco-
nomic capital, were calm and all markets and shops
were closed, AFP reporters said. Polling stations
opened at 7:00 am (0600 GMT) and will close at
4:00 pm (1500 GMT), according to the
Autonomous National Electoral Commission.

The last legislative elections in 2019 were
marked by deadly violence, record abstention and
a total shutdown of the internet-rare events in
Benin, once praised as a bastion of democracy in
the region. The opposition was unable to partici-
pate in the 2019 elections due to a tightening of
the voting rules.

Only two movements allied to the president were
authorised to compete, bringing about a parliament
entirely won by Talon’s supporters. This time, seven
political parties-including three claiming to be in
opposition-were allowed to participate.

After voting in the morning in the capital
Abomey, Defense Minister Fortunet Alain Nouatin
called on the population to come out “massively” to
vote. Parties winning more than 10 percent of the
vote will distribute the 109 parliament seats,
according to the proportional system.

The results are expected within the next week.

“We are confident because we are from the presi-
dential movement. Everything is fine,” said Hamdan
Moussa, 22, local representative of the Republican
Bloc (BR), a pro-government party.

Early turnout 
But turnout-historically low in 2019 — appeared

slow on Sunday morning at polling stations visited
by AFP in Cotonou and other areas. “People no
longer have too much hope, they are afraid of some
trickery,” said Bawa Alimiyao, 40, in front of a pri-
mary school in Cotonou, where he voted for an
opposition party.

“This government disappointed me, we had hope.
We are waiting for change and we need deputies
representative of the people.” A wealthy business-
man, Talon was elected in 2016 and re-elected in
2021. The majority of Talon’s main opponents are
either in prison or in exile. Reckya Madougou was
sentenced to 20 years in prison for “terrorism”,
while Joel Aivo-an academic-was given 10 years in
prison for “conspiracy against the authority of
state” in December 2021.

Both were tried by a special court dealing with
terrorism and economic crimes, known as the CRI-
ET. Critics say the court, created by Talon’s gov-
ernment in 2016, has been used to crack down on
his opponents.

Around 6.6 million voters were eligible to elect
deputies on Sunday, including at least 24 women-at
least one per constituency-according to a new elec-
toral code. Beyond the opposition’s drive to reclaim
seats in parliament, Sunday’s election will impact
the future of some of the other institutions in the

small country, which sits between Nigeria and Togo
on the Gulf of Guinea.

The mandate of the Constitutional Court ends
this year and, three years before the 2026 presiden-

tial ballot, the court’s composition is crucial as it
oversees decisions on elections. Four judges are
appointed by lawmakers while the other three are
chosen by the president. — AFP
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News in brief

Quake strikes Vanuatu

SYDNEY: A 7.0-magnitude earthquake struck
just off the coast from the Pacific nation of
Vanuatu late Sunday, the US Geological Survey
said, triggering a tsunami warning for the
region. The shallow quake hit around 11:30 pm
local time (1230 GMT) around 27 kilometres (17
miles) deep, said the USGS, which placed it
about 25 kilometres from the village of Port-
Olry. A tsunami warning was issued for Vanuatu,
New Caledonia and the Solomon Islands but
later cancelled about an hour and a half after
the quake. “Tsunami waves reaching 0.3 to one
metre above the tide level are possible for some
coasts of Vanuatu,” the NWS Pacific Tsunami
Warning Centre in Hawaii said. Waves smaller
than 0.3 metres were possible for New
Caledonia and the Solomon Islands, it added. 

Kidnap king arrested 

JOHANNESBURG: A Mozambican suspected
of masterminding kidnappings for ransom has
been arrested by Interpol in South Africa, the
country’s police said Sunday. Esmael Malude
Ramos Nangy is suspected of orchestrating
kidnappings that netted several million dollars
over the past two decades. The man was arrest-
ed in a raid late Saturday at “an upmarket estate
in Centurion”, near the capital Pretoria, South
African police said in a statement. A firearm,
cartridges, five mobile phones, as well as several
bank cards and SIM cards were seized.
Mozambique is seeking his extradition. Ramos
Nangy is due in court on Monday. Kidnappings
for financial gain have also exploded in recent
years in neighbouring South Africa, already
infamous for its high crime rate.

19 killed in China road accident 

BEIJING: Nineteen people died and 20 were
injured Sunday in a road traffic accident in east-
ern China’s Jiangxi province, state media report-
ed. The “major road traffic accident” took place
just before 1:00 am (1700 GMT) in Nanchang
County, state broadcaster CCTV reported, citing
local authorities. “The cause of the accident is
under in-depth investigation,” CCTV added.
Local news outlet Jimu, affiliated with the state-
owned Hubei Daily Media Group, reported the
accident took place when a truck hit a funeral
procession. People had been carrying out a road-
side offering to the dead before planning to head
to the crematorium Sunday morning, a local
woman surnamed Deng told the outlet. They were
then hit by a truck, the report said, with most of
the dead and injured being funeral attendees. 

Mexico metro crash kills 1

MEXICO CITY: Two metro trains collided in
a Mexico City tunnel Saturday, killing one per-
son and injuring 57, authorities in the megacity
of 20 million reported. Television footage
showed injured passengers being treated in
ambulances following the crash, which occurred
on the north-south Metro Line Three. “There
are 57 injured people, some with minor injuries,
who in any event went to the hospital, and
unfortunately one death,” Mexico City Mayor
Claudia Sheinbaum said in a brief statement
from the scene of the accident. The train con-
ductor was the most seriously injured person in
the collision, which occurred between the
Potrero and La Raza stations, she said. 

COTONOU: A general view of a billboard at the edge of a road of the Democrats Party, the main opposition party
that participates for the first time in the elections under the mandate of President Patrice Talon, in Cotonou. —AFP

Benin elects lawmakers, with 
opposition allowed to stand

Majority of Talon’s main opponents are either in prison or in exile

Filipinos march 
in reverence of 
Catholic icon
MANILA: Tens of thousands of Catholic faithful
walked through the streets of  Mani la early
Sunday in reverence of a historic statue of Jesus
Christ, which is believed to have miraculous pow-
ers. The “walk of faith”, which church officials
estimated attracted more than 80,000 people,
began after a midnight mass for the so-called
Black Nazarene statue.

Many Filipinos believe touching or getting close
to the statue can lead to the healing of otherwise
incurable ailments and other good fortune.
Evangeline Rugas, 59, was among the worshippers
attending the open-air mass where a replica of the
icon has been on display.

She was “praying for a miracle” for her five-year-
old nephew who suffers from seizures and cannot
walk. “Nothing is impossible for the Black
Nazarene,” Rugas told AFP as she sat on a plastic
sheet laid on the ground.

The original wooden statue was brought to the
Philippines in the early 1600s when the nation was a
Spanish colony. Many Filipinos believe it got its
dark colour after surviving a fire aboard a ship en
route from Mexico.

This year’s parade replaced the traditional fren-
zied procession, which used to involve hundreds of
thousands of believers thronging a life-sized statue
as it was pulled through the streets on a float.

One of the biggest displays of Catholic devotion
in the Philippines, it was cancelled for two years in
a row due to COVID-19. This year’s event was held
a day before the feast of the Black Nazarene,
which falls on January 9, and without the venerat-
ed statue in the hope of reducing crowd numbers

and the risk of infection.
The roughly six-kilometre (3.7-mile) route end-

ed at Quiapo Church, where the Black Nazarene is
enshrined. Mask-wearing devotees, some carrying
candles or small replicas of the Black Nazarene,
poured through narrow streets in the early hours
of the morning.

Mercy Dayrit, 70, said she had prayed “day and
night” to the Black Nazarene after she was diag-

nosed with breast cancer in 2016. She was
declared “cancer free” last year, which she attrib-
utes to the icon.

“So many miracles happen,” Dayrit said. In the
weeks leading up to Sunday’s walk, the statue was
taken to churches around the city and nearby
provinces to give worshippers the chance to see
and touch it in the hope of avoiding a huge crowd
on the feast day. — AFP

MANILA: Roman Catholic devotees carrying miniature statues of the Black Nazarene and candles walk along
a street dubbed “walk of faith” as they celebrate the annual feast of the Black Nazarene in Manila on
January 8, 2023. —AFP

200 Rohingya 
refugees land 
in Indonesia 
BANDA ACEH: A wooden boat carrying nearly
200 Rohingya refugees, a majority of them women
and children, landed on Indonesia’s western coast
on Sunday, police said. The ship is the fifth boat
carrying Rohingya refugees to land in Indonesia
since November, according to authorities.

Thousands of the mostly Muslim Rohingya,
heavily persecuted in Myanmar, risk their lives
each year on long and expensive sea journeys-
often in poor-quality boats-in an attempt to reach
Malaysia or Indonesia.

The wooden vessel-which carried 69 men, 75
women and 40 children-arrived at around 02:30

pm local time (0730 am GMT) on a beach in
Indonesia’s westernmost province of Aceh, local
police chief Irwan Fahmi Ramli said Sunday.

“They are generally healthy, but there is one
pregnant woman among them, and four people are
sick,” Ramli said. “We had coordinated with doc-
tors who will come here to conduct an initial
health check of these refugees, particularly those
who are sick.”

He added that the refugees will be transferred
to a local government facility. According to one of
the passengers, the boat departed Bangladesh on
December 10. “We feel very happy because we
arrived here. Already, our engine is damaged and
also we don’t have food in the boat,” 26-year-old
Fairus told reporters.

Around a million Rohingya were estimated to be
living in refugee camps in Bangladesh after they
fled persecution in neighbouring Myanmar in 2017.
Four vessels carrying Rohingya refugees have
already landed in Indonesia in November and

December last year, carrying a total of more than
400 passengers.

More than 2,000 Rohingya are believed to have
attempted the risky journey in 2022, according to
the UN refugee agency UNHCR-at levels similar
to 2020. The agency estimated nearly 200
Rohingya have died or remain missing after
attempting hazardous sea crossings last year.

But the figure could rise after relatives of
around 180 Rohingya refugees that were on
another vessel drifting at sea for weeks lost con-
tact and were feared dead. The UNHCR could not
confirm their deaths.

But spokesman Babar Baloch said if true, it
would make 2022 the deadliest year for Rohingya
crossings since 2013 and 2014, when more than
900 and 700 were reported dead or missing
respectively. Relatively affluent Malaysia is a
favoured destination for the refugees, but many
land first in Muslim-majority Indonesia, seen as
more welcoming. — AFP

German MPs travel 
to Taiwan as China 
tensions rise
BERLIN: A high-ranking parliamentary delega-
tion from Germany said they were travelling to
Taiwan on Sunday, ahead of an anticipated minis-
terial visit later this year in moves that could spark
tensions with China.

Johannes Vogel of the pro-business Free
Democratic Party (FDP) — a junior partner in
Germany’s coalition government-posted a pic-
ture on Twitter of  him and party col league

Marie-Agnes Strack-Zimmermann on “the plane
to Taiwan”.

The visit was a gesture of “solidarity” with the
self-ruled democracy which China claims as part
of its territory, Strack-Zimmermann, the head of
the parliamentary defence committee, told AFP
on Thursday.

The trip is set to be followed by a visit from
German Education Minister Bettina Stark-
Watzinger, also of the FDP, in the spring, sources
told AFP. It would be the first by a member of the
German cabinet in 26 years.

The delegation would meet with representatives
of Taiwan’s government and the opposition, as well
as human rights organisations, business leaders
and members of the military during its stay,
Strack-Zimmermann said ahead of the trip.

Berlin’s diplomatic overtures to Taiwan are like-
ly to rile Beijing. President Xi Jinping, China’s most
assertive leader in a generation, has made clear
that what he calls the “reunification” of Taiwan
cannot be passed on to future generations.

Last year saw a spike in tensions as Beijing
ramped up military pressure and launched its
largest war games in decades to protest against a
visit by US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi in August.
China opposes any official exchanges with Taiwan,
and has reacted with growing anger to a flurry of
visits by Western politicians to the island.

Also in August, the German air force boosted its
presence in the Indo-Pacific with the deployment
of 13 military aircraft, one year after it dispatched
a frigate to the region for the first time in almost
two decades. — AFP


