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CUTRO: Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Melo-
ni gathered her ministers Thursday for a meeting 
near the site of a fatal shipwreck, as protesters ac-
cused her right-wing government of risking lives 
with its hard line on migration.

At least 72 people, including many children, per-
ished when their overcrowded boat sank in stormy 
weather just off the coast of the southern region 
of Calabria on February 26. Emotions in Cutro and 
Crotone, the towns nearest the shipwreck, is still 
raw, as relatives arrive from afar to claim their dead. 
Bodies were still being spotted out at sea this week 
or washing up on beaches.

“Nobody saved them. And they could have,” 
read a poster with a child’s drawing of a family on 
a storm-tossed boat, hung outside the sports hall in 
Crotone where the coffins of the drowned have been 
laid out. Ahead of the cabinet’s afternoon meeting 
in Cutro, several dozen protesters surrounded by 
riot police gathered in the town centre, some yelling 
“Step down, assassins!”

Protestor Antonio Viterutti told AFP the visit by 
Meloni and her ministers was an attempt to deflect 
attention from criticism. “I want to denounce the hy-
pocrisy of the Italian government that leaves a boat-
load of people fleeing hunger, war and misery to die 
at sea and comes here today to do a political stunt...” 
said the 28-year-old student. Ministers are expected 
to agree new rules stiffening punishments for people 
traffickers as well as boosting legal routes for foreign 
workers, the prime minister’s office said.

‘In my heart’ 
On a Crotone beach, still littered with shipwreck 

debris, stands a cross built out of wood from the 
boat that had been  carrying around 180 people. 
“I hold them in my heart—all these children, these 

women who came to find peace and instead found 
death,” said Maria Panebianco, an 80-year-old res-
ident. “It pains me. It pains me a lot.” The interior 
ministry said Thursday it had begun the process of 
sending back the bodies of migrants to their home 
countries, including a planned operation to return 16 
bodies to Afghanistan. The body of one Afghan mi-
grant was buried at the Crotone cemetery this week, 
while the bodies of seven others were transferred to 
the Muslim cemetery in Bologna, it said. Meloni’s far-
right Brothers of Italy party won elections last year 
on a pledge to curb sea arrivals, and her governing 
coalition, which includes Matteo Salvini’s far-right 
League, has clamped down on charity rescue boats.

Critics say the government’s policy of treating 
migrant boats in the Central Mediterranean—the 
world’s most dangerous crossing—as a law enforce-
ment issue, rather than a humanitarian one, may have 
fatally delayed the rescue last month.

Meloni and Interior Minister Matteo Piantedosi 
have rejected accusations they failed to intervene to 
save the boat, which set off from Turkey and was car-
rying Afghan, Iranian, Pakistani and Syrian nationals.

Prosecutors have opened an investigation into the 
disaster, which occurred despite European Union 
border agency Frontex saying it had alerted Italian 
authorities to the heavily overcrowded boat.

Piantedosi, fiercely criticised for initially blaming 
the victims for trusting their lives to traffickers, told 
parliament on Tuesday that Frontex had not said 
the boat was in any danger. But opposition leaders 
insist the coastguard is supposed to rescue all ves-
sels carrying migrants because boats run by human 
traffickers are inevitably dangerously overcrowded 
and ill-equipped. They have also asked why a rescue 
operation was not launched once police boats that 
had been sent out to meet the vessel were forced to 

turn back in increasingly rough seas. A member of 
parliament who visited some of the 80 survivors told 
La Repubblica daily on Tuesday that they had been 
kept in poor conditions, without even enough beds 
or special provisions for families and minors.

Meloni has called for the EU to further bolster ef-
forts to tackle the issue that she says penalises Italy. 

The country records tens of thousands of arrivals 
by sea yearly, mainly from North Africa. European 
Commission president Ursula von der Leyen has 
called on the EU to “redouble efforts” on an action 
plan for the Central Mediterranean, particularly re-
garding the distribution of asylum seekers among 
member states. — AFP
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CUTRO: Photograph shows a view of a memorial with flowers, crosses and balloons on a beach near Cu-
tro, with the Mediterranean Sea in the background, where at least 72 migrants died on February 26, after 
their boat sank off Italy’s southern Calabria region.  — AFP

US democracy 
group downgrades 
Peru, Burkina 
WASHINGTON: Peru and Burkina Faso led a global 
deterioration in freedom last year but a number of oth-
er nations made improvements, giving hope in the fight 
against authoritarianism, a US democracy research 
group said Thursday.

In its 50th annual report, Freedom House downgrad-
ed both Peru and Burkina Faso on its index of coun-
tries and also assessed declines in Russia, Nicaragua, 
El Salvador and Hungary, among others. Peru, whose 
political chaos grew last year with the impeachment 
of president Pedro Castillo after he tried to dissolve 
Congress and rule by decree, was moved from free 
to partly free, while Burkina Faso, which endured two 
coups in 2022, went down to not free.

The report found an overall decline in global free-
dom led by concerns about freedom of expression, with 
media coming under pressure in at least 157 countries. 
But 2022 also saw bright spots. Colombia and Leso-
tho were both upgraded to free from partly free and 
Freedom House saw improvements in nations including 
Slovenia, Kosovo, Kenya, Malaysia, the Philippines and 
Zambia. Colombia saw the election of its first left-wing 
president, Gustavo Pedro, who has vowed to increase 
democratic inclusion, while Lesotho elected diamond 
tycoon Sam Matekane on a platform of transparency 
and economic reforms in the landlocked African nation.

The 2022 report “documents a continuation of trou-
bling trends, but it also gives some reason to hope that 

the freedom recession of the past 17 years may be 
turning a corner,” Freedom House president Michael 
Abramowitz said in a statement.

Latin America is a key frontline, with the oppo-
site shifts in rankings for Colombia and Peru. The 
report covers the time before the inauguration in 
Brazil of President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, who 
defeated the far-right Jair Bolsonaro.

“For years, Latin America was a stable region, 
there were relatively high levels of freedom and Cuba 
as an outlier, until authoritarian consolidation took 
hold in Venezuela and then in Nicaragua,” said Amy 
Slipowitz, a co-author of the report.

In Peru, she pointed to authoritarian steps taken by 
former president Alberto Fujimori, who ruled from 1990 
to 2000, as a harbinger of recent trends in the country, 
which has seen six presidents in five years.

“One of the trends we found in the broader global 
research was that both coups and attempted coups can 
lead to long-term deterioration down the line,” she said, 
pointing to after-effects of the 2014 military takeover 
in Thailand and the 2016 attempt to oust Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Freedom House listed Ukraine, which is battling a 
Russian invasion, as partly free. While judging Ukraine 
to have democratic elections, it pointed to concerns 
over corruption and President Volodymyr Zelensky’s 
efforts to control media content with the stated aim of 
countering Russian propaganda.

India, which boasts of being the world’s largest de-
mocracy, was listed as partly free for the third straight 
year after being downgraded over curbs on civil liber-
ties and freedom of expression under Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi. Freedom House is primarily funded by 
the United States as well as other democratic govern-
ments but operates independently. — AFP

Pope John Paul II
helped ‘cover up’
child abuse
WARSAW: John Paul II “knew” about cases of child 
abuse by Catholic priests in Poland and helped 
cover them up before becoming pope in 1978, a 
new book claims. Dutch journalist Ekke Overbeek 
spent more than a decade combing through ar-
chives and interviewing victims and witnesses for 
“Maxima Culpa”, which has sparked an outcry in 
the pope’s native Poland.

“I found evidence that he not only knew... about 
cases of sex abuse among his own priests in the 
Archdiocese of Krakow, but he also helped to cov-
er up those cases,” Overbeek told AFP before the 
book’s release Wednesday. Overbeek — who has 
been living in Poland for more than 20 years — had 
already published a bombshell account of victims of 
paedophile priests in 2013.

Some of the documents cited in his new book 
come from the archives of the Communist-era se-
cret police, with defenders of the pope pilloring 
the author for using them. However, Overbeek 
told AFP that “the archives of the Roman Catho-
lic Church are closed for journalists,” an obstacle 
also encountered by others looking into the ac-
cusations against John Paul II.

The Polish church has refused to provide doc-
uments to the judiciary and a public commission 
of inquiry investigating cases of church abuse of 
minors. Overbeek said he checked his findings 

with other sources, including the victims, wit-
nesses and their testimonies.

“I was the first person who they talked to about 
what they have been through as children,” Over-
beek added, saying survivors were afraid to stand 
up in public. “In this country, the victims of clerical 
sex abuse are afraid... it should be the other way 
around,” he insisted. A personality cult around John 
Paul II — who was made a saint in 2014 — is still 
strong in Poland but has been crumbling in recent 
years, especially among younger people. Ekke 
Overbeek’s book is likely to deal a further blow to 
the former pope’s image. — AFP

VATICAN: File photo shows Pope John Paul II talking 
to two children after he celebrated the New Year’s 
Mass in St Peter Baslica at the Vatican. _ AFP

US releases Saudi
Gitmo detainee...
Continued from Page 1

change their viewpoint while ensuring they will be 
monitored as they return to society.

The review board said in a statement Wednesday 
that it recommended that Sharbi be transferred to 

Saudi custody “subject to the implementation of a 
comprehensive set of security measures including 
monitoring, travel restrictions and continued infor-
mation sharing”. With Sharbi’s release, 31 detainees 
remain at Guantanamo, down from a peak of near-
ly 800. Of them 17 are eligible for transfer and the 
Pentagon and State Department are seeking coun-
tries to accept them. Another three are eligible for a 
Periodic Review Board review, while nine are facing 
charges under military commissions and two have 
been convicted in such commissions. — AFP 
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Others could follow. Despite his confidence, 
Tshering has reason to be on edge. Booming hydro-
electricity exports to regional power India have tak-
en the per capita income of Bhutan’s 800,000 peo-
ple to about $3,800 a year, 30 percent higher than 
its giant neighbor.

But the coronavirus pandemic and global infla-
tion have forced up spending and the government 
last year banned the import of foreign cars to stop 
money leaving the country. “Life is all about adap-
tation,” Tshering said. “It is about losing and gain-
ing. You lose one, you gain one. I think we are going 
to lose on availability of some grants but we will be 
accessible to more business opportunities or more 
investments. It is just a trick of the game.”

National pride is also at stake for Bangladesh, 
dubbed a “basket case” by US secretary of state 
Henry Kissinger after its creation in 1971. The gar-
ment industry has turned the South Asian nation of 
170 million into an export powerhouse, with per cap-
ita GDP also above India. But analysts say exports 
will contract once LDC privileges disappear. And 
Bangladesh has sought about $5 billion in interna-
tional loans over the past year to bolster reserves.

Bangladesh Employers Federation president Ar-
dashir Kabir said the country remains determined. 
“We are not afraid at all, we will generate our own 

resources, we will move forward.” Losing the LDC 
tag brings credibility and “attracts investment from 
the world’s biggest countries,” he said. Nepal’s Dep-
uty Prime Minister Narayan Kaji Shrestha told AFP: 
“Graduating means we are going up. We cannot be 
under the banner of LDC for all time.”

To gain promotion to Middle Income Country 
status, candidates have to pass two out of three tests 
- get gross national income above $1,222 a year or 
reach set scores for human welfare or economic vul-
nerability. UN committees then scrutinize cases for 
years. The Maldives became one of the rare success 
stories in 2011. But President Ibrahim Mohamed So-
lih told the summit it has been a “bittersweet story”. 
Successive crises have hit the atolls that draw tour-
ists from around the world.

Before graduation, the 2004 Asian tsunami was 
“devastating”, costing almost 60 percent of GDP, 
Solih said. When COVID-19 forced a near glob-
al lockdown in 2020, it turned “a thriving upper 
middle-income country into a ‘no-income country’ 
for three months.” The Ukraine war caused more 
“havoc” with higher commodity prices. Solih said 
countries are “anxious” about leaving the club 
with many of the “vulnerabilities” that made them 
poor in the first place.

The LDCs want trade privileges to be kept for at 
least six years after graduation but richer countries 
are resisting. East Timor President Jose Ramos Horta 
said the crises “have not moved the banks, the rich 
and the powerful to think rationally that unless all act 
as part of the same humanity, insensitivity and reck-
less avarice will sink the global ship.” — AFP

Baghli calls for
action to dispel...
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achievements made in the past years at the lev-
el of women empowerment, she warned, urging for 
collective efforts at various levels to maintain these 
accomplishments. 

In her lengthy address, Baghli affirmed that Ku-
wait abides by international treaties against all forms 
of indiscrimination against the women. “I have come 
from a country where the woman has played crucial 
roles throughout history for its development, main-
taining it in peace and war and the Kuwaiti woman 
has proven that she is capable to face challenges and 
difficulties, turning into an effective and prime factor 
for building modern Kuwait,” she said.

On paper, Kuwait’s constitution guarantees gen-
der equality, and in practice, the Kuwaiti woman has 
demonstrated perseverance, determination and am-
bition for making achievements at various levels. In 
addition to recognizing women rights, as enshrined 
in the Kuwaiti constitution and a series of relevant 
legislations, Kuwait has adhered to the UN Conven-

tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), since joining it in 1994. 

Kuwaiti women’s accomplishments have been 
steadily mounting since 2005, when their struggle 
bore fruit, earning them enfranchisement. Baghli 
added she is proud of participating in the Cabinet 
not only as minister of social affairs, but also as state 
minister for women and childhood affairs, a ministe-
rial post recently established for the first time, mir-
roring the Kuwaiti political leadership’s keenness on 
enabling women and boosting their rights.

As tangible examples of how Kuwaiti female cit-
izens have been taking strides, Baghli noted that 
women account to 59 percent of the national work-
force, higher than the aspired global standard of 39 
percent, and 21 percent of leaders. Therefore, they 
have become a key force in attaining the national de-
velopment strategy, Kuwait’s 2035 vision.

At the scientific level, the proportion of the fe-
male students in medical and engineering colleges 
has reached 75 percent, and 100 percent in medical 
sciences and pharmaceutical faculties. The propor-
tion of women working at the Kuwait Institute for 
Scientific Research (KISR) has reached 47 percent, 
she said, concluding that many active Kuwaiti wom-
en have earned highly privileged awards. — KUNA 

NEW YORK: Kuwaiti Social Affairs Minister and Minister of State for Women and Childhood Affairs Mai 
Al-Baghli attends the Women in Islam conference on March 8, 2023. — KUNA 


