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Turkey’s opposition pledges  
to undo Erdogan’s legacy

Constitutional changes can be ratified by 400 votes in the 600-seat parliament
ANKARA: Turkey’s opposit ion vowed on 
Monday to crimp the president’s powers and 
broadly expand democratic rights if they seize 
power in May 14 presidential and parliamentary 
polls. The six parties that are united against 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan also pledged to 
agree on February 13 to a joint candidate for the 
crucial vote-widely seen as Turkey’s most conse-
quential in generations. The opposition’s long-
awaited election programme aims to roll back 
many of the powers Erdogan has amassed over his 
two-decade rule. 

It limits the president to a seven-year term and 
makes a powerful new prime minister accountable 
to parliament. “We will shift to a strengthened 
parliamentary system,” the programme says. “We 
will put an end to the president’s power to issue 
decrees.” 

Erdogan began his rule in 2003 as prime minis-
ter and was elected president-at the time a more 
ceremonial post-when his mandates ran out in 
2014. He then rammed through constitutional 
changes in 2017 that eliminated the premiership 
and created a powerful new executive that allowed 
the president to effectively rule by decree. The 
opposition pledged to change the constitution 
back to the way things worked throughout most of 
Turkey’s post-Ottoman history. 

 
Constitutional referendum  

Constitutional changes can be ratified by 400 
votes in the 600-seat parliament. They can also 
be put up for a national vote if the opposition 
gathers the 360 votes needed to trigger a consti-
tutional referendum. The opposition’s pledge to 

rewrite the constitution adds particular impor-
tance to the parliamentary vote. 

Erdogan briefly lost control of parliament during 
his second decade in power and now relies on sup-
port from a far-right party that has seen its support 
slip in the past year. Opinion polls point to a tightly 
contested election that is too close to call. 

The opposition pledged to “urgently” amend the 
constitution and “put an end to the vague and arbi-
trary restriction of the freedoms of assembly and 
demonstration”. “We will strengthen the freedoms 
of thought, opinion and expression,” it added. 

Erdogan unleashed sweeping purges after a 
failed 2016 coup attempt that curbed many of the 
freedoms enjoyed under his more prosperous and 
publicly popular first years of rule. Analysts esti-
mate that 90 percent of Turkey’s media are now 
under government or its business allies’ control. 

Thousands of activists-many of them Kurds-
are languishing in prison on terror-related 
charges that rights groups believe Erdogan is 
using to crack down on political dissent. 

 
EU membership  

The programme was unveiled at a ceremony 
attended by cheering crowds thirsting for a 
chance to reverse Erdogan’s transformation of 
Turkey into a more religiously conservative coun-
try that was slowly losing support from the West. 

Some of the biggest applause came from prom-
ises to crack down on corruption and restore the 
strength of Turkey’s traditional institutions-includ-
ing its state media. The opposition vowed to make 
Turkey’s TRT national broadcaster and Anadolu 
state news agency abide by “the principles of 

independence and impartiality”. 
Its foreign policy section stressed the importance 

of restoring “mutual trust” with the United States 
and achieving Turkey’s stalled goal of gaining “full 
membership in the European Union”. It made no 
direct mention of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

“We will maintain relations with the Russian 
Federation with an understanding that both par-

ties are equal and strengthened by balanced and 
constructive dialogue at the institutional level,” 
the programme said. Erdogan’s refusal to join 
Western sanctions on Moscow has turned Turkey 
into a key route for Russia to access Western 
goods and services. The resulting boom in bilater-
al trade has added to Erdogan’s tensions with 
Washington and the European Union. —AFP

ANKARA: Heads of Republican People’s Party (CHP) Kemal Kilicdaroglu, IYI Party Meral Aksener, Felicity Party (Saadet) 
Temel Karamollaoglu, Democratic Party (DP) Gultekin Uysal, Future Party (Gelecek) Ahmet Davutoglu and Democracy 
and Progress (DEVA) Party Ali Babacan, belonging to the Turkish opposition alliance called National Alliance arrive to 
present their programme in Ankara. —AFP

Manhunt as gunmen  
kill 8 at birthday  
party in S Africa  

 
GQEBERHA: Police in South Africa on Monday 
launched a manhunt after gunmen opened fire on a 
birthday party in the southern port city of 
Gqeberha, killing eight. Three people were wound-
ed in the shooting, which occurred on Sunday 
evening in a township of the city, previously known 
as Port Elizabeth. 

The birthday celebrant and house owner was 
among those killed, police said. “There was a birth-
day celebration at the house, and the next minute 
people from outside came in and started shooting 
randomly,” police spokeswoman Priscilla Naidu told 
AFP. The motive of the attack was unknown, and the 
victims were yet to be named. 

Dozens of onlookers gathered outside the brown 
low-cost government-funded unit on Monday 
morning. A barbecue grill, trays and empty packets 
of charcoal were lined against an outside wall, in a 
stark reminder of the celebratory mood that had 
filled the house the day before. Mandla Booi, 55, a 
neighbour of the deceased, said he had made a 
lucky escape, as he had left the party just minutes 
before the shooting started. 

“I passed through here yesterday and saw peo-
ple enjoying themselves,” he told AFP, adding he 

spotted a friend who invited him to join the party. 
He “didn’t stay long,” he said. “It was less than 20 
minutes (later) when I heard there was a shooting”. 

Shootings are common in South Africa, which has 
one of the world’s highest murder rates, fuelled by 
gang violence and alcohol. Many people have 
licensed fire arms for personal protection, yet there 
are many more illegal guns in circulation. 

In November, six people were killed in a shoot-
ing at a house in Gqeberha’s New Brighton town-
ship that police at the time said was a suspected 

drug den. And nearly two dozen people were shot 
dead in a string of shootings at separate bars in 
working class suburbs of Johannesburg and in the 
eastern city of Pietermaritzburg. 

The country, often described as one of the most 
dangerous in the world outside a war zone, has 
experienced a surge in violent crime over the past 
year. Between July and September, it recorded more 
than 7,000 killings. Authorities have been accused 
of failing to ensure safety and secure justice for the 
victims. —AFP

GQEBERHA: Bystanders wait behind a police tape marking the scene of a mass shooting in Gqeberha, South Africa.  —AFP

S African judge in  
Zuma graft trial  
recuses himself  

 
JOHANNESBURG: A South African judge pre-
siding over Jacob Zuma’s arms corruption trial 
recused himself on Monday in the latest twist in 
the years-long case. Judge Piet Koen last year 
dismissed Zuma’s bid to force out the prosecu-
tor, Billy Downer, whom he accused of leaking 
confidential medical documents to the media. 

In December the Constitutional Court backed 
Koen’s decision, concluding that Zuma’s applica-
tion to remove Downer had no reasonable 
prospects of success. 

The decision by the top court cleared one of 
the last legal hurdles for the long-running trial to 
get underway. The situation has been further 
complicated, however, by a bid by Zuma to force 
Downer out through a private prosecution. On 
Monday Koen said he had decided “to recuse 
myself from the trial” to avoid any risk of com-
promising the perception of justice. 

His rejection of Zuma’s bid to oust Downer 
could have been held against him in the future, 
“when the issue of whether Mr Zuma has 
received a constitutionally fair trial will arise for 
determination,” Koen said. —AFP 
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Officers said the blast came from the second row 

of worshippers, with bomb disposal teams probing 
the possibility of a suicide attack. Shahid Ali, a 
policeman who survived, said the explosion took 
place seconds after the imam started prayers. “I saw 
black smoke rising to the sky. I ran out to save my 
life,” the 47-year-old told AFP. “The screams of the 
people are still echoing in my mind,” he added. 
“People were screaming for help.” 

The drastic security breach came on the day 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) President Mohamed 
bin Zayed Al Nahyan had been due to visit 
Islamabad, although the trip was cancelled at the 
last minute due to bad weather. Pakistan is also 
preparing to host an International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) delegation on Tuesday as it works towards 
unlocking a vital bailout loan to prevent a looming 

default. United States Secretary of States Antony 
Blinken extended his condolences while describing 
it as a “horrific attack”. 

The security situation in Pakistan - once plagued 
by bombings until a major military crackdown that 
began in 2014 largely restored order - has deterio-
rated since the return of the Afghan Taleban in 
Kabul. Islamabad has accused the new rulers of fail-
ing to secure their mountainous border, allowing 
militants to travel back and forth without being 
detected. The biggest threat comes from a resur-
gent Pakistani Taleban, a separate movement from 
the Afghan Taliban but with a similar ideology, 
which has sharply increased low casualty attacks on 
police and security forces. 

Meanwhile, the regional chapter of the Islamic 
State - whose numbers were bolstered by prison 
breaks in Afghanistan in 2021 - claimed an attack 
last year on a minority Shiite mosque in Peshawar 
that killed 64, Pakistan’s deadliest terror attack 
since 2018. Detectives said the bomber was an 
Afghan exile who had returned home to train for the 
attack. In the south of the country, authorities say 
the porous border with Afghanistan has also helped 
aid a separatist movement in Balochistan. — AFP

Pakistan mosque 
blast kills 61...
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But, he added, “since the beginning of December, 

weekly reported deaths have been rising”. “In the past 
eight weeks, more than 170,000 people have lost their 
lives to COVID-19.” 

Weekly death rates had dropped from more than 
70,000 per week at the start of 2022 to below 10,000 
in October. But they began swiftly rising again in early 
December, driven especially by a dramatic outbreak in 
China, after Beijing lifted its tight COVID restrictions. 
In mid-January, almost 40,000 COVID weekly deaths 
were reported - more than half of them in China. 

Back in 2020, when the global crisis was also con-
centrated in China, WHO’s declaration of a PHEIC 
failed to elicit the urgent global response required. It 
was only after Tedros described the worsening COVID 
situation as a pandemic on March 11, 2020, that many 
countries realized the danger. Three years later, WHO 
said on Monday that the emergency committee deemed 
the pandemic is “probably at a transition point”. 

Tedros “appreciates the advice of the committee to 
navigate this transition carefully and mitigate the 
potential negative consequences”, it said. But Tedros 

reiterated his concern over a dramatic drop in surveil-
lance of the virus through testing and sequencing. He 
also voiced disappointment that many vulnerable peo-
ple remain un- or under-vaccinated and lack access to 
the drugs needed to treat severe COVID disease. “We 
can’t control the virus but we can do more to address 
the vulnerabilities in populations and health systems,” 
he said. “That means vaccinating 100 percent of the 
most at-risk groups. It means increasing access to test-
ing and early antiviral use.” 

To find out how much the pandemic upheaval affected 
students, a European team carried out the largest review 
of research on the subject yet conducted. They analyzed 
42 studies published between March 2020 and August 
2022 across 15 countries, including several European and 
South American nations as well as the United States, 
South Africa and Australia. The study found that children 
aged between five and 18 had lost the equivalent of 35 
percent of a normal year’s worth of education. 

Children from disadvantaged backgrounds were dis-
proportionately affected, as were those in poorer coun-
tries, according to the study in the journal Nature 
Human Behaviour. “The learning crisis is an equality 
crisis,” said the study’s lead author Bastian Betthauser, 
a researcher at France’s Sciences Po university. The 
researchers also found larger “learning deficits” for 
maths than for reading. “This may be due to parents 
being better able to help their children with reading 
compared to maths exercises,” Betthauser told a press 
briefing. — AFP 

COVID still global 
emergency; kids...
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 not suitable for workers,” she said at a separate 

press conference. The DMW also lodged an order 
for the preventive suspension of the employer of 
Ranara. The charred remains of Ranara, 35, were 
discovered in the Salmi desert last week. It was 
reported she was pregnant and had been subjected 
to blunt-force trauma. The 17-year-old son of her 
employer was arrested by police. 

On Sunday, Kuwaiti Foreign Minister Sheikh 
Salem Al-Abdullah Al-Jaber Al-Sabah received 

Charge D’Affaires of the Philippines Embassy in 
Kuwait Jose Cabrera at his office to express heart-
felt condolences for the death of Ranara. Sheikh 
Salem condemned “the regrettable and despicable 
crime”, saying it runs counter to the humane nature 
of the Kuwaiti people. Renewing condolences to the 
Filipino government, people and the family of the 
victim, he affirmed that “justice will be served in this 
case with full credibility and transparency”. 

The minister reaffirmed commitment of Kuwait to 
protect and care for the safety and rights of all 
expatriate workers on its land, including the Filipino 
community, as per the provisions of its national laws 
and international norms. He appreciated the role of 
the Filipino community in all sectors of the state, 
expressing hope that “this individual act would not 
affect the friendship between the peoples of Kuwait 
and Philippines”. —  Agencies 

Manila plans labor 
talks with Kuwait...
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 where we can start to restore a sense of security for 

(Zionists) and Palestinians alike,” he said. 
In the latest bloodshed, Zionist troops Monday killed 

a Palestinian driver in the West Bank, officials on both 
sides said. Since the start of the year, the conflict has 
claimed the lives of 35 Palestinian adults and children. 
The United States has historically taken a lead on 
Middle East diplomacy, and Egypt, which has relations 
with the Zionist entity, has long served as a mediator in 
the conflict. 

Blinken envoy will also travel to Ramallah in the 
West Bank for talks with Palestinian leader Mahmoud 
Abbas. Abbas met with CIA chief William Burns in 
Ramallah late Sunday to discuss the “dangerous devel-
opments”, said the official Palestinian news agency 

Wafa. The US embassy declined to comment. Blinken’s 
long-planned visit has taken on a new urgency amid the 
spiraling violence. 

The fatal east Jerusalem shooting was preceded by 
the Zionist forces’ deadliest operation in the West Bank 
in years. Ten people were killed Thursday in the densely 
populated Jenin refugee camp. The military later hit sites 
in the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip in response to rocket fire 
from the Palestinian enclave. The latest bloodshed has 
heightened international concern, with Pope Francis on 
Sunday deploring the “death spiral”. French President 
Emmanuel Macron urged all parties to avoid feeding a 
“spiral of violence” and Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov called for “maximum responsibility” on all sides. 

Blinken on Monday met Sisi and Egyptian Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shoukry. Blinken commended Sisi for 
“Egypt’s important role in promoting stability in the 
region” and “discussed ongoing efforts to deescalate 
tensions between (Zionists) and Palestinians,” said the 
State Department. The diplomats and intelligence serv-
ices of Egypt - a major recipient of US military aid - are 
regularly called upon to intercede between Zionists and 
Palestinians. — AFP 

Blinken urges 
calm as Mideast...


