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Ethiopia arrests 
opposition leader 

ADDIS ABABA: An Ethiopian opposition leader has been
arrested following his return from Europe where he had
spoken about a state of emergency imposed last month to
quell anti-government protests, his coalition said yester-
day. Merera Gudina, the 60-year-old chairman of the
Oromo Federalist Congress (OFC) was arrested at his
home in the Ethiopian capital Addis Ababa on Wednesday
and is being held in an unknown location with three oth-
ers, said Beyenne Petros, president of the Medrek opposi-
tion alliance of which the OFC is a member. “This is the
first time they are targeting the highest level of leadership.
I don’t fully understand. Merera has always done things
peacefully and played by the rules,” Petros said of the vet-
eran political leader.

Earlier this month Gudina had addressed the European
Parliament in Brussels, alongside Olympic silver medalist
runner and fellow member of the Oromo tribe, Feyisa
Lilesa. Lilesa drew attention to an Oromo anti-government
movement by crossing his wrists above his head-a gesture
that has become a symbol of the protests-at the Rio
games and has been in self-imposed exile since then.
Berhanu Nega, an opposition activist sentenced to death
in absentia, had attended the same meeting in Brussels.

At home in Ethiopia, Gudina has strongly criticized
repression of the unprecedented protests that have posed
the biggest challenge to the quarter-century rule of the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF). Hundreds have been killed in a government
crackdown since the unrest began about a year ago,
according to human rights groups. A state of emergency
was announced in October, a week after more than 50
people died in a stampede in the Oromia region when
security forces tear gassed a religious festival where pro-
testers were chanting anti-government slogans.

Since then official figures show over 11,000 people
have been arrested in the Oromia, Amhara and Addis
Ababa regions where protests had been centered. Among
those arrested are leaders of small opposition parties,
journalists and at least two bloggers. — AFP

LONDON: Residents of the posh London
suburb of Richmond took to the polls yes-
terday in a local by-election that has
turned into a mini-referendum on Brexit in
a pro-EU heartland. Liberal Democrat chal-
lenger Sarah Olney, whose party wants a
second referendum on Brexit, is hoping
the result will shock Downing Street, as
the government forges on towards the EU
exit door.

Olney is running against Zac
Goldsmith, who held the seat for Prime
Minister Theresa May’s Conservative Party
but quit in protest after the government
backed expanding the nearby Heathrow
Airport. He is now standing as an inde-
pendent candidate.  “While some people
feel very strongly about Heathrow expan-
sion, lots more people feel much more
strongly about Brexit,” Olney told AFP dur-
ing the campaign.  “That’s really alarmed
and upset people and they want to use
this opportunity to send a message.”

In the June referendum on Britain’s
membership in the European Union, 52
percent nationwide voted to leave. But in
the well-heeled borough of Richmond in
southwest London, 69 percent voted to
remain in the bloc. Its 82-percent turnout,
one of the highest in the UK, showed it
was an issue locals felt passionate about.

The centrist and unambiguously pro-
EU Lib Dems, reduced to a rump in the
2015 general election, are eyeing a come-

back by filling the void for disgruntled
‘Remain’ voters.

However, the 39-year-old Olney faces a
tough task in overturning Goldsmith’s
majority.  Both the Conservative and
Brexit-cheerleading UKIP parties are giving
him a clear run. Goldsmith won Richmond
from the Lib Dems in 2010 and retained it
in the May 2015 general election with 58
percent of the vote.

Wealthy, suave, affable and soft-spo-

ken, 41-year-old Goldsmith is Brexit royalty.
He is the son of the late tycoon financier
Jimmy Goldsmith, whose high-spending
Referendum Party, calling for a vote on UK-
EU relations, got the anti-EU bandwagon
rolling. Zac Goldsmith’s understated, local
approach seems to have won him support
around Richmond. “There’s a lot of loyalty
to Zac round here,” said Jane McCready,
52, who sat enjoying a hot drink overlook-
ing the River Thames last week. — AFP

Voters in London take to 
polls for ‘Brexit by-election’

Results might shock 

LONDON: Sarah Olney (R), Liberal Democrat candidate in the upcoming by-
election for Richmond Park, speaks with a member of the public whilst can-
vassing for votes in a residential neighbourhood in Richmond, south-west
London on November 29, 2016. — AFP


