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BUJUMBURA: A woman votes in Bujumbura on the day of Presidential elections in Burundi. — AFP

BUJUMBURA: Burundians voted yesterday amid
gunfire and grenade blasts, with President Pierre
Nkurunziza widely expected to win a third term
despite international condemnation and thousands
of people fleeing feared violence. At least two peo-
ple-a policeman and a civilian-were killed in a string
of explosions and gunfire overnight, police and wit-
nesses said.

Blasts and shootings were also heard as polls
opened shortly after dawn in the capital Bujumbura,
the epicenter of three months of anti-government
protests. Willy Nyamitwe, Nkurunziza’s chief commu-
nications advisor, condemned the attacks as “terror-
ist acts” aimed at “intimidating voters”. Opposition
and civil society groups have denounced
Nkurunziza’s candidacy as unconstitutional and a
violation of a peace deal that ended a dozen years of
civil war and ethnic massacres in 2006.

Around 3.8 million Burundians are eligible to
vote between 6 am (0400 GMT) and 4 pm (1300
GMT). As voting got under way, centers visited by
AFP reporters in Bujumbura appeared quiet with
few queues. UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon
urged calm, calling on all sides to “refrain from any
acts of violence that could compromise the stability
of Burundi and the region”. Critics fear a win by the
incumbent will be a hollow victory, leaving him rul-
ing over a deeply divided nation.

With the election denounced by the opposition
as a sham, the 51-year-old president-a former rebel,
born-again Christian and football fanatic-is facing no
serious competition. Although eight candidates are
on the ballot paper, most have already withdrawn
from the race and those remaining are not seen as

having a chance against the incumbent. In one
polling station, the Saint-Etienne school in the cen-
tre of the capital, voters were seen scrubbing off
indelible ink from their fingers to avoid reprisals
from opposition supporters boycotting the ballot. “I
do not want to return home with ink on the finger,”
said one voter. Nkurunziza himself turned up on a
bicycle to vote in his home village of Buye-where
turnout was high with long lines of voters.

‘Not credible’ 
“Despite a facade of pluralism, this is an election

with only one candidate, where Burundians already
know the outcome,” said Thierry Vircoulon from the
International Crisis Group, a think-tank that has
warned the situation has all the ingredients to kick-
start renewed civil war. Former colonial ruler and key
donor Belgium said it “deeply regrets” the holding of
the polls and repeated warnings it would “review its
cooperation” with Bujumbura.

“These elections do not meet the minimal
requirements of inclusiveness and transparency,”
Foreign Minister Didier Reynders said in a statement.
“They are not credible and are certainly not likely to
solve the deep crisis in Burundi.”

Anti-Nkurunziza protests have been violently
repressed, leaving at least 100 people dead since
late April. Independent media has been shut down
and many opponents have fled-joining an exodus of
over 150,000 ordinary Burundians who fear their
country may again be engulfed by widespread vio-
lence. Doctors Without Borders (MSF) said Monday
around 1,000 people were fleeing each day into
Tanzania, crossing the border “through the forest...

many travelling in the dark on foot and without
belongings.”

‘Sliding into an abyss’ 
In mid-May, rebel generals attempted to over-

throw Nkurunziza in a coup. After that failed they
launched a rebellion in the north of the country.
Last-ditch crisis talks mediated by Uganda broke
down on Sunday. “They have refused to save
Burundi from sliding into an abyss,” said opposition
leader Jean Minani, who like almost all others, has
boycotted yesterday’s poll. Key opposition leader
Agathon Rwasa has not formally withdrawn, but
said the election cannot be free or fair and did not
campaign.  Poor and landlocked, Burundi is situated
in the heart of central Africa’s troubled Great Lakes
region. Analysts say renewed conflict in the country
could reignite ethnic Hutu-Tutsi violence and bring
another humanitarian disaster on the region.

The conflict also risks drawing in neighboring
states-much like in the war-torn east of Democratic
Republic of Congo. The last civil war in Burundi left
at least 300,000 dead. Nkurunziza’s CNDD-FDD party
scored a widely-expected landslide win in parlia-
mentary polls on May 29 that were boycotted by the
opposition. UN electoral observers-some of the few
international monitors in yesterday’s poll-said the
last round of voting took place in a “climate of wide-
spread fear and intimidation”. The results of parlia-
mentary polls took a week to be announced. The
presidential election is likely to be seen in the same
light, diplomats said, meaning Nkurunziza-whose
nation is heavily aid-dependent-will probably also
face international isolation. — AFP
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NAIROBI: Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta
yesterday dismissed gay rights as a “non-
issue” ahead of US President Barack
Obama’s visit later this week. Kenyatta also
said Deputy President William Ruto, who is
still on trial at the International Criminal
Court in The Hague accused of crimes
against humanity, would also meet the US
leader.

“That is a non-issue to the people of this
country, and it is definitely not on our agen-
da at all,” Kenyatta said in response to a
question about gay rights. “We as a country,
as a continent, are faced with much more
serious issues which we would want to
engage the US and all our partners with.”
Obama’s planned Kenya visit was itself long
delayed by Kenyatta’s indictment by the
ICC. Those charges, linked to post-election
ethnic violence in 2007-08, were suspended
last year-in part, prosecutors say, because
the Kenyan government thwarted the
investigation by intimidating or paying off
witnesses.

Kenyatta said Obama would meet all
members of the government. “Without a
doubt, he is coming to meet the govern-
ment that is in place, that includes all of us,”
Kenyatta told reporters, standing alongside
Ruto. “We shall all be meeting.” Ruto has
spoken out against homosexuality, telling
worshippers in church early this month it
was “against the plan” of God.  “We have
heard that in the US they have allowed gay
relations and other dirty things,” Ruto said,
according to the Daily Nation newspaper.   

‘Fight against terror’ 
Homophobia is on the rise across much

of Africa and homosexuality remains illegal
in many countries, including Kenya where it

was outlawed under British colonial legisla-
tion. In conservative Christian and Muslim
countries in Africa, homophobia is a vote-
winner.

One Kenyan man, Kidala Vincent, had
promised to lead a march of “5,000 totally
naked men and women” to protest Obama’s
support for gay rights, so that he can “see
and understand the difference between a
man and woman”. Gay rights activists
warned of rising intolerance in Kenya,
including attacks on homosexuals and
alleged cases of lesbians being raped to
“cure” them.

Kenyatta said economic development
and security were his priorities, with Obama
to address a Global Entrepreneurship
Summit in Nairobi this weekend. “Poverty,
improved health for our people, better edu-
cation, better roads, better security, these
are our key focuses,” Kenyatta said, calling
on citizens to give Obama a “hearty wel-
come” when he arrives. “The fight against
terror will be central, we have been working
in very close cooperation with American
agencies,” he added.

Kenya has been hit by a string of attacks
by Somali-led Shebab insurgents. Kenyan
troops crossed into Somalia in 2011 to fight
the Al-Qaeda-linked insurgents, and later
joined the African Union force, AMISOM,
which is supporting Somalia’s international-
ly-backed government.

The Shebab have since stepped up their
operations in Kenya, dealing a blow to plans
for the troops to serve as a buffer and pro-
tect the long, porous border. Obama’s visit
will be his fourth to Africa since becoming
US president, but his first to Kenya, his
father’s birthplace, since taking office in
2009. He will travel on to Ethiopia. — AFP 
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NAIROBI: Kenya’s President Uhuru Kenyatta, (right) accompanied by Deputy
President William Ruto speaks to the media about the upcoming visit of President
Barack Obama, amongst other issues, at State House. — AP 

ROSTOV-ON-DON, Russia: A Ukrainian film direc-
tor went on trial on terror charges in southern
Russia yesterday, after Moscow held him for more
than a year in a case decried by Kiev, rights groups
and prominent film directors across the globe.
Oleg Sentsov flicked a victory sign at several dozen
supporters and reporters as he filed into the defen-
dant cage in a military courtroom in the city of
Rostov-on-Don.

The pro-Kiev film maker-along with a second
defendant Alexander Kolchenko-is accused of plot-
ting and carrying out “terrorist attacks” on the
Crimea peninsula after the region was seized from
Ukraine by Russia last March. “I don’t consider this
court a court at all, so you can consider whatever
you want,” Sentsov said in court. Both men deny
the charges against them in a case that has
sparked international condemnation from rights
groups and concern from award-winning interna-
tional directors. Sentsov, 39 — a resident of Crimea
who faces up to 20 years if found guilty-was arrest-
ed in the region’s main city Simferopol in May by
Russia’s FSB security service for allegedly organiz-
ing a group of saboteurs that plotted attacks and
targeted pro-Moscow organizations. 

Fair hearing almost hopeless 
“The court will question a number of witnesses

and victims,” court spokeswoman Alyona Katkalo
told journalists.  A lawyer for the director said he
had little hope that his client would get a fair hear-
ing and that the best outcome would be for
Sentsov to be sent back to Ukraine in a prisoner
swap. “I think the result will be negative. No one
will  acquit anyone, no one will  change any
charges,” lawyer Dmitry Dinze told AFP. “We hope
that when all the procedures are done, Sentsov will
be exchanged for some other people in Ukraine
who are important to Russia.”

Two of Sentsov’s alleged co-conspirators have
already been found guilty of participating in the
group and sentenced to seven years in prison.
Ukraine and Russia have been locked in a bitter
feud since Moscow’s seizure of Crimea, with Kiev
and the West accusing the Kremlin of fuelling a
subsequent separatist conflict in the east of the
country. Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko
called for Sentsov’s immediate release in a phone
call last week with German Chancellor Angela
Merkel, French President Francois Hollande and
Russian leader Vladimir Putin. Sentsov presented
his first feature film, “Gamer”, about a computer-
game obsessed teenager, at the Rotterdam Film
Festival in 2012. Top film directors including Spain’s
Pedro Almodovar and Britain’s Ken Loach have pre-
viously expressed concern for Sentsov in an open
letter to Putin. —AFP
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ROSTOV-ON-DON:  Ukrainian film director Oleg Sentsov stands inside a defendants’ cage dur-
ing a hearing at a military court in the city.  — AFP  

BARCELONA: Catalan separatists said Monday
they were ready to declare unilateral independ-
ence if Madrid attempted to block a separation
process they hope to launch if successful in
September’s regional elections. Spain’s conserva-
tive national government fiercely opposes inde-
pendence for the rich northeastern region of
Catalonia, which wants to follow Scotland’s
example by voting on its political future.

An alliance of pro-separatist parties want the
regional vote to serve as a de facto referendum
by running on a joint ticket, campaigning on
the single issue of independence. “If in this
process, the Spanish state, through its political
or legal decisions, blocks the autonomous gov-
ernment of Catalonia or the Catalan parliament,
we will move forward with a declaration of
independence,” said Raul Romeva, a former MEP
and key figure in the coalition, which brings
together the centre-right CDC party and left-
wing ERC. “(We are) going for broke. We are bet-
ting everything on this, no turning back,” he
said at the presentation of the “Junts pel si”
( Together for yes) list of candidates at the

Museo de Historia de Catalunya.
The aim would be for a negotiating process to

be concluded in 18 months, with institutions
such as a taxation office set up. The process
would also pave the way for a binding independ-
ence referendum in 2016.  Spain’s Justice
Minister Rafael Catala told conservative daily
ABC he would not rule out the suspension of
regional autonomy if a separation process were
to get underway, adding that Spain’s constitu-
tion made provision for such a move.

“ There will  be no independence for
Catalonia,” Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy said
Thursday. Catalonia, which is home to about 7.5
million people, has seen a rise in separatist senti-
ment at a time when its debts have forced local
spending cuts and prompted renewed debate
over how it is funded within Spain’s regional
structure.  Proud of their distinct language and
culture, many Catalans say they get a raw deal
from the way their taxes are redistributed to the
rest of Spain. The region accounts for a fifth of
Spain’s output and has an economy roughly the
size of Portugal’s. —AFP 
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COLUMBIA: The black director of South
Carolina’s public safety agency said Monday
he was surprised a photo showing him
helping a white man wearing a racist T-shirt
went viral. But now that it has, he is hoping
it will be a catalyst for people to work
toward overcoming hatred and violence.

Leroy Smith said in a statement that the
photo, taken at a Ku Klux Klan rally, cap-
tured “who we are in South Carolina” and
represents what law enforcement is all
about: helping people “regardless of the
person’s skin color, nationality or beliefs.” “I
consider myself like every other officer who
was out there braving the heat on Saturday
to preserve and protect,” he said.

The photo, taken by Gov Nikki Haley’s
spokesman, shows Smith leading the
unidentified man, who is suffering from the
heat, to shade at the top of the Statehouse
steps, to be treated by local emergency
workers. The man has a swastika on his T-
shirt. The photo shows just the hand of
black Columbia Fire Chief Aubrey Jenkins,
who also was assisting the man.

“I hope this photo will be a catalyst for
people to work to overcome some of the
hatred and violence we have seen in our
country in recent weeks,” Smith said. The
North Carolina-based Loyal White Knights
of the KKK, a white supremacist group,
scheduled a rally to protest the removal of

the Confederate battle flag from
Statehouse grounds a week earlier. State
officials gave the group permission to rally
on the opposite side of the building from
where the flag flew on a 30-foot (nine-
meter) pole for the past 15 years. The flag
was flown by troops supporting the seces-
sionist, pro-slavery southern states during
the 1861-65 American Civil War.

A Florida group affiliated with the New
Black Panther Party was given permission
to hold a rally on the side where a monu-
ment to Confederate soldiers still stands.
The rallies overlapped, and tensions esca-
lated. The Department of Public Safety esti-
mated the crowd, including both groups
and spectators, at roughly 2,000 people at
its peak. Five people were arrested for
assault and battery, disorderly conduct or
breach of peace.

Officers from six other state and local
law enforcement agencies, in addition to
the Department of Public Safety, were
present for the dueling rall ies.  Haley
called for the flag’s removal,  and the
Legislature voted to send it to a museum
after nine parishioners of a historic black
church in Charleston were slain, including
its pastor, Sen Clementa Pinckney. A 21-
year-old old white man seen in photos
with the Confederate flag is charged with
the slayings. — AP

Photo of black officer helping

man at KKK rally becomes viral

SOUTH CAROLINA: In this July 18, 2015 photo provided by Rob Godfrey, police offi-
cer Leroy Smith, (left) helps a man wearing National Socialist Movement attire up the
stairs during a rally in Columbia. — AP


