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For most refugees arriving in Poland, it is only a stop on
the way to wealthier and more welcoming European
Union members. The small percentage who choose to

stay on in the devoutly Catholic country are faced with a popu-
lation whose majority is hostile to migrants, especially Muslims,
and an integration policy that only exists on paper. “No one
wants to stay here,” said a Muslim Chechen in her 30s and sin-
gle mother of three who wanted to keep her face hidden and
remain anonymous for fear of repercussions. “Impossible to
find a job, an apartment. There’s practically no financial help.
That’s why everyone leaves,” she told AFP.

Christian refugee Adnan Saad, who came to Poland with his
family along with 200 other Syrians thanks to a Christian non-
profit organisation, wanted at first to stay in Poland - unlike the
others who left for Germany. Today, he is coming around to
their point of view. The Polish authorities “did our papers, they
did our situation to be legal. This is good. Now we need some
support. Here is good but I think it’s not enough,” said the
Damascus native. “In the four months I’ve been here, I’ve had
my eyes opened. Those who left for Germany were probably
right.” Last year, more than 6,500 people requested refugee sta-
tus in Poland, the majority of them Chechens.

‘Almost Inhuman’ 
After making their refugee claim, they are taken to a wel-

come centre like the one in Linin. Located in a well-appointed
former barracks, the centre is currently accommodating 217
people, most of them Muslim Chechens. More than half are
children. The refugees receive three meals a day, a bus takes
the children to school while the adults can attend language
lessons. Each person also receives 70 zloty ($18) a month in
pocket money, a sum that the young Chechen mother called
“almost inhuman”.

The hard part comes after they leave the centre. “While the
(immigrant) reception policy may work, the integration policy
only exists on paper,” said Daniel Brzezinski from the local
Praktycy Kultury non-profit organisation that works with immi-
grant children. “It’s the NGOs and local authorities who try to
take over from there.” After they leave the centre, the state only
offers each refugee Ä100-270 ($110-300) a month for a year.
They are then left to their own devices, supported only by non-
profit organisations that offer language lessons or help them
overcome administrative hurdles. “The lack of housing and
resulting risk of homelessness, the lack of work and financial
benefits that are higher in western Europe discourage refugees
from staying in Poland,” the national audit chamber NIK said in
a November report.

‘Treated Like Lepers’ 
“The absence of any integration policy by the state is a poli-

cy itself. I think it’s a deliberate choice,” said Piotr Bystrianin of
the Ocalenie (Salvation) foundation that helps integrate
migrants. A cause for concern is the increasing hostility with
which immigrants are viewed by most Poles, as well as the
nationalist Law and Justice (PiS) party that has been in power
since October. Poland welcomed 90,000 Chechens without
incident in previous years but “in the last year, six months, the
attitude has changed,” Brzezinski said.

Polling figures back him up.  According to a survey by the
Warsaw-based CBOS institute, the number of Poles opposed to
welcoming migrants more than doubled in the six months run-
ning up to October, going from 21 to 43 percent, while those in
favour dropped from 72 to 54 percent. “Before, they were well-
regarded. Now, especially after the Paris attacks, they’re practi-
cally treated like lepers,” Brzezinski said, adding that the immi-
grant issue is now being exploited for political ends.

The refugee question became one of the hot topics in the
run-up to the general election, which the PiS won after eight
years in opposition. PiS leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski tapped into
the public’s fear of the unknown, even warning that migrants
could spread diseases such as cholera, dysentery and “all sorts of
parasites” that could “endanger local populations”. “Today
refugees are afraid, they feel threatened,” said Bystrianin. “And it’s
the children of immigrants who suffer the most. The terms
‘refugee’ or ‘migrant’ have become the worst insults among
schoolchildren.”

A Warsaw demonstration organized by the far-right under
the slogan “Poland for the Polish” drew tens of thousands of
protesters on Nov 11, Poland’s independence day. “When we’re
at the store, people give us dirty looks. Some insult us, treat us
like dirty foreigners. That wasn’t the case two years ago,” said
the young Chechen mother of three. “Schools didn’t want to
take in my kids because they’re Chechens. I finally had to beg a
principal to let them in. This is not a country for refugees,” she
said.  —AFP
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By Ines Bel Aiba

Agiant portrait of the Tunisian street
vendor who started a revolution
watches over the town where he set

himself alight in a desperate act of protest.
But five years later,  pride has been
replaced by disillusion. “The revolution?
This is what it brought me,” said Nessim,
showing his empty pockets to laughter
from friends in Sidi Bouzid, epicentre of
the revolt that touched off the so-called
Arab Spring regional uprisings. “Studying
doesn’t get you anywhere. So you have a
choice between vocational training or con-
struction work. In both cases you will still
be despised by society,” said the 20-year-
old, who is taking a course in refrigeration
and air conditioning.

On Dec 17, 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a
26-year-old university graduate who eked
out a living as a fruit seller, torched himself
to protest police harassment and unem-
ployment. His act, from which he died
weeks later, ignited the 2011 revolt that
toppled dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali
and spread to several other Arab capitals,
bringing down other autocratic regimes.
Today, the fifth anniversary of the start of
the uprising, the authorities are due to lay
the first stone of a “museum of the revolu-
tion” in Sidi Bouzid.

Tunisia, which held democratic elec-
tions at the end of last year, is often hailed
as a rare success story of the Arab Spring.
But it faces a growing jihadist threat and
the economy is stuck in the doldrums.
Unemployment stands at more than 15
percent. About 32 percent of young gradu-
ates are out of work - a figure that rises to
more than 46 percent in the Sidi Bouzid

region of the neglected Tunisian interior,
long overlooked for investment.

‘Nothing has Changed’ 
The freedom gained with the revolution

“is good but it does not give us food”, said
a woman in her 50s who sells second-hand
clothes and did not want to be identified.
Like many people, Mohamed Azri misses
the Ben Ali era. “I don’t glorify the person
but you have to admit that it was better
before. My daughter graduated in fine

chemicals but she hasn’t found work.
Sometimes I’m forced to sell a sheep to pay
the bills,” said the farmer. “Nothing has
changed. Prices have just increased.”

Sidi Bouzid governor Mourad Mahjoubi
said he understood the disappointment.
“The people are right. They say ‘I staged a
revolution... mainly because of the inequal-
ity between regions, and still I don’t see
change’,” he told AFP. But you also have to
take into account the exceptional circum-
stances that followed the revolution, he

added. Until recently, “we just managed
daily life. It was impossible to plan and
expectations were high. “This year, we
started to plan for the short, medium and
long term,” he said, citing several major
projects including highways linking the
Sidi Bouzid region with Tunis and Sfax, the
country’s second largest city. “In two or
three years,  we will  start to feel the
change,” he said.

‘We’re Afraid’ 
In the meantime, Tunisia is grappling

with a growing extremist threat that has
seen three major attacks claimed by the
Islamic State group this year targeting for-
eign tourists and security forces. The
beheading of a 16-year-old shepherd near
Sidi Bouzid last month also horrified the
country. Jihadists claimed responsibility for
killing the teenager on behalf of IS, accus-
ing him of informing the army about their
movements, and forced his young cousin
to take his head to the family. “He was my
pillar of strength and terrorism took him
from me,” said the shepherd’s mother
Zaara, who lives with her family at the foot
of the mountain where her son was killed.

The authorities are building her a new
house, just next to the two rooms without
running water where she now sleeps on a
thin mattress on the floor. Work is also
under way to build a proper road to the
isolated hamlet, surrounded by olive trees
and prickly pears. “We’re afraid, but we
will not leave,” said Jilani Soltani, a brother
of the murdered youth. Although a mili-
tary truck sits on a nearby hill, Soltani
wants a gun licence to “defend ourselves
if the terrorists come down to our homes,”
he said. —AFP

Disillusion rife 5 yrs after Tunisia uprising

A Tunisian man rides his cart on Tuesday on a street of the impoverished central
town of Sidi Bouzid, ahead of the fifth anniversary of the self-immolation of
Mohamed Bouazizi, a young street vendor, which sparked the revolution that oust-
ed a dictator and ignited the Arab Spring.  —AFP

By Steve Peoples

Jeb Bush finally delivered a powerful debate
performance. But it may not matter. The son
and brother of former presidents repeatedly

took the fight to front-runner Donald Trump on
Tuesday night as the 2016 Republican presiden-
tial candidates met for one of their last debates
ahead of the primary season. Bush called the bil-
lionaire businessman “the chaos candidate”,
insisted Trump couldn’t “insult his way to the
presidency” and dismissed Trump’s proposal to
block all Muslims from entering the country as
dangerous and “not serious”.

Yet with little more than six weeks before pri-
mary voting begins, Bush is struggling for rele-
vancy in a presidential election that has begun to
leave him behind. Trump, meanwhile, beat back
repeated attacks from his Republican rivals in the
primetime faceoff to ensure a central role in the
2016 contest, fueled by deep anti-establishment
frustration among the party’s angry electorate.
With the Democrats increasingly coalescing
behind the candidacy of Hillary Clinton, some
Republican leaders worry that Trump’s controver-
sial rhetoric will make him all but unelectable if
he wins the nomination.

Trump seized on Bush’s dismal standing in
recent polls and largely shrugged off the criti-
cism. “I know you’re trying to build up your ener-
gy, Jeb, but it’s not working very well,” Trump
countered. “Donald, you’re not going to be able
to insult your way to the presidency. That’s not
going to happen,” Bush responded. The
exchange was recorded as the “top social
moment” of the debate on Facebook, according
to the social media organization. It was the kind
of moment Bush supporters had been desperate
for in the year’s first four primetime debates. That
it took several months to materialize highlights
Bush’s weakness as a candidate, despite having
every advantage money could buy.

It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

Exactly one year ago, Dec. 16, 2014, Bush shook
up the political world by declaring he would
actively explore a presidential bid. Backed by
much of the Republican establishment, the for-
mer Florida governor quickly amassed a moun-
tain of campaign cash - more than $100 million -
that was supposed to scare off potential rivals
and offer an easier path to his party’s presidential

nomination. It didn’t work.
Bush’s allies have spent more than a quarter

of their massive fundraising haul running televi-
sion ads for three consecutive months. Still, his
weak poll numbers haven’t moved. And Trump,
who has spent by far the least of the major presi-

dential candidates, is firmly entrenched as his
party’s frontrunner. With tens of millions remain-
ing in the bank behind Bush, however, there
were modest signs of optimism after Tuesday
night’s debate performance.

“I think it’s interesting that none of the other
candidates saw fit to challenge Mr. Trump,” Bush
campaign manager Danny Diaz said after the

debate. “From our perspective, we wanted to
highlight the difference between the candidates:
one who is prepared, one who has a depth of
knowledge for the job and one whose erratic
behavior and reckless rhetoric raises real ques-
tions.”

Yet as the crowded 2016 Republican contest
continues, Bush increasingly seems like a candi-
date whose time has passed. As was the case
Tuesday in Las Vegas, Bush’s rivals have adopted
a more measured approach with Trump recently,
declining to attack him too aggressively while
embracing the anti-establishment sentiment
fueling his candidacy. Bush, however, continues
to take direct aim at Trump and his brash poli-
cies. Most of the Republicans on the debate
stage, for example, disagreed with Trump’s
recent call to block all Muslims from entering the
United States to help combat terrorism. But no
one condemned the plan more pointedly than
Bush. “Look, this is not a serious proposal. In fact,
it will push the Muslim world, the Arab world,
away from us at a time when we need to re-
engage with them to be able to create a strategy
to destroy ISIS,” Bush charged, calling Trump “a
chaos candidate”. “And he’d be a chaos president.
He would not be the commander in chief we
need to keep our country safe.”

At the same time, Florida Sen Marco Rubio
showed little sign he was concerned about Bush,
considered his chief Republican opponent not
long ago. Rubio all but ignored his Florida rival
and instead aimed his most pointed barbs at
Texas Sen Ted Cruz. Both senators, Cuban-
Americans in their 40s, have been rising in some
polls and are vying to emerge as the main alter-
native to Trump. With precious little time remain-
ing before voting begins, the Cruz-Rubio dynam-
ic seems far more likely to define the next phase
of the contest than a Bush comeback.

And Trump seems more than happy to
engage with Bush. “This is a tough business to
run for president,” Bush charged early on in the
debate. “Oh, I know. You’re a tough guy, Jeb. I
know,” Trump slapped back before pointing out
Bush’s sharp fall from frontrunner status.
“You’re moving over further and further,” Trump
continued. “Pretty soon you’re going to be off
the end.” —AP

Bush strong in debate, but may not matter

Republican presidential candidate former Florida Gov Jeb Bush speaks during the
Republican Presidential Debate, hosted by CNN, at The Venetian Las Vegas on
Tuesday in Las Vegas. —AFP


