
By Marina Lapenkova

Abetter cell, a hospital stay or early release
- everything can be bought in Russian
jails, as corruption revelations have

shown. Yelena Fedoseyeva, a former inmate at
Prison Camp No. 7 near the city of Kaluga,
around 180 km southwest of Moscow, recalled
how she was asked for a bribe. “At the end of
2014, Darya Antonova, who was in charge of
prisoner education at the No. 7 camp, asked my
ex-husband for the equivalent of $2,600 in
exchange for my early release,” she told AFP. Six
months after he paid the necessary amount -
officially to “buy bed sheets” for prisoners -
Fedoseyeva said she was released.

Wealthier prisoners convicted of financial
crimes as Fedoseyeva was - known as “sweet”
inmates in prison slang - are the main targets of
such attempts to extort funds. In July, the fami-
lies of inmates at the prison camp where
Fedoseyeva served her sentence accused the
governor of organizing large-scale fraud. The
prison governor allegedly forced families to buy
items of equipment for the prison and then got
reimbursed by the state, using invoices provided
by the families. “The governor has been
removed from her job and is currently under
investigation,” a spokesman for the regional
Investigative committee, which probes serious
crimes, told AFP. “You pay bribes to get a cell-
phone or medication, to be put in hospital, to
get married or have a shower - everything is for
sale in prison,” said Inna Bazhibina, an activist for
Rus Sidyashchaya, or Russia in Jail, a movement
that defends prisoners’ rights.

Prices vary according to the prison, said

Bazhibina, an accountant who spent two years
behind bars on a smuggling charge before
being released in 2011. She recalled that a for-
mer businessman complained recently the
“monthly rent” for his cell at Medvedkovo penal
detention centre in northeast Moscow was
excessively high - around a million rubles

($13,000), she said. 
“Transfer to a better cell at Moscow’s penal

detention centre Number 1 (known as
Matrosskaya Tishina) costs 50,000 rubles,” said
Yelena Masyuk, a journalist and member of the
Kremlin’s rights council who visits prisons. “It
costs more at Moscow’s Butyrka prison,” she

added, using the informal name for the city’s
No. 2 penal detention centre in historic build-
ings. “To get hospitalized costs between one
and two thousand dollars, depending on the
camp and your state of health,” said former
Soviet dissident and rights activist Valery
Borshchev, who also visits prisons to check on
their conditions. “All these reported cases will
be checked,” the prison service’s spokewoman
Kristina Belousova told AFP. “The battle against
corruption is continuing.”

Rampant Violations 
Investigations into corruption in the prison

service have uncovered rampant violations
involving officials. In late January, the governor
of Prison Camp No. 2 in the city of Kazan in cen-
tral Russia killed himself after his deputy was
arrested and confessed to handing prison man-
agement the equivalent of about 600,000 rubles
from a prisoner in exchange for early release. 

In 2012, the former deputy head of the far
eastern Khabarovsk region’s prison service com-
mitted suicide while facing accusations of cor-
ruption. His predecessor had killed himself six
months earlier, also while facing fraud charges.
Last year three members of staff and two former
employees at Moscow’s penal detention centre
No. 1 were arrested for allegedly extorting 10
million rubles from prisoners.

Corruption allegations go up to the very
highest level: General Alexander Reimer, the
head of Russia’s prison service until 2012, was
arrested in March last year. He was accused of
stealing some three billion rubles from a state
contract to buy electronic bracelets and accom-
panying surveillance systems. — AFP 
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While on the lookout for scraps of food or a
little money at a Congolese peacekeepers
base, an 18-year-old woman was raped by

three men. “They took me into the bush....They
were armed and said they’d kill me if I resisted,” she
told Human Rights Watch. The conjunction of sol-
diers, war and poverty in Central African Republic
has led to a horrendous number of sexual assaults.
Barely a month goes by without the United
Nations revealing a fresh sex scandal allegation
involving its blue helmet peacekeepers and civil-
ians.

Since the start of the UN peacekeeping man-
date in September 2014, 42 suspected cases of
sexual attacks and abuse have been reported, and
French investigators too are looking into rape
charges against forces stationed in the former
colony. Last year, nearly a third of reported cases
among the UN’s 16 peacekeeping missions world-
wide involved its Central African deployment,
known as MINUSCA. As the head of the UN mission
in Bangui, Parfait Onanga-Anyanga, put it: “We
have sadly the ‘palme d’or’, and this is unaccept-
able.”

The most recent case in February involved four
children in a camp for displaced people who were
allegedly abused by troops from the Democratic
Republic of Congo. Though UN Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon fired the head of the 10,000-strong
MINUSCA force in August over the mounting num-
ber of sex abuse cases, the allegations have contin-
ued. “These will certainly not be the last. There’s no
reason for it, now that people are talking,” said
Onanga-Anyanga. The incriminated troops are
from many countries - Congo, Morocco, Niger,
Bangladesh, Senegal - some of the nations cited
publicly by the UN for the first time.

‘An Abomination’  
In nearly every case in CAR, the alleged assaults

took place near camps for people displaced by
conflict that are located close to MINUSCA bases
established to protect them. The UN soldiers are
not solely at blame. After three years of horrific
strife between Christians and Muslims that has left
the economy in ruins and the country in chaos,
sexual abuse is widespread. The UN Population
Find (UNFPA) registered 30,000 cases, including
rape, in the first 10 months of 2015.

Others turn to sex to survive. A refugee camp
like M’poko near Bangui airport has become a fes-
tering slum, overcrowded and desperately poor,
with some young girls agreeing to sexual relations
or fellatio with men - including peacekeepers - in
exchange for some bread or for 500 CFA francs
(less than one euro). “Women only have their bod-
ies to offer to feed their families” if their husbands
have been killed or displaced elsewhere, said Irene
Ngogui, who works with local NGO Vitalite Plus.

Sometimes it ’s the parents themselves who
push their  young daughters to prostitution.
“Recently a mother wanted her 14-year-old daugh-
ter to bring home some food, but the girl refused
and she was beaten and chased out of the house,”
said a humanitarian worker who asked not to be
named. The scandals involving UN peacekeepers
come as no surprise to residents in the M’poko dis-
trict across from the bases of both MINUSCA and
the French force known as Sangaris.

And it’s hard to prevent the two worlds from
crossing paths. “At night, the blue helmets come by
in a car and drive off the road and the girls follow
them,” said Lea, a mother at the camp. “They know
they’ll get some sardines.” But since the scandals
erupted, the MINUSCA force says it has taken
measures to confine the troops, when possible.
Local police patrols have also been organized with
“night-time rounds to make sure our men in uni-
form are not found where they shouldn’t be.”

For Onanga-Anyanga, the scandals add to the
misery of one of the world’s poorest countries,
where 70 percent of the 4.8 million people live in
poverty. “This is a country that’s been destroyed
and badly disrupted,” he said, “and pouring salt
into the open wound is an abomination.” — AFP 
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Impressive gains by Iranian President Hassan
Rouhani in heavily handicapped elections to
parliament and a clerical body are evidence

of an isolated nation eager to move from theoc-
racy to a more open democracy, but few expect
a sudden shift in power. The Islamic Republic’s
unique dual system of clerical and republican
rule places decisive power in the hands of a con-
servative Islamic establishment, which has
shown in the past its ability to reassert control
when it feels threatened.

Rouhani may have a stronger hand to open
up an economy ravaged by a decade of sanc-
tions, but his scope to permit more social and
political freedom is constrained by hardliners’
control of the judiciary, security forces and state
media. The scale of gains by Rouhani’s support-
ers was undoubtedly a setback for hawks
opposed to any opening to the West. Prominent
critics of Iran’s nuclear deal with world powers
were defeated.

Centrists and reformers not only bounced
back in a parliament under hardline control
since 2004, but won a stunning 15 out of the 16
Tehran seats in the 88-member Assembly of
Experts, which selects Iran’s supreme leader. Two
key hardliners including the speaker of the pow-
erful clerical body were ousted. Rouhani’s allies
took all 30 parliamentary seats in Tehran, though
their gains outside the capital were more limit-
ed, with conservatives keeping many seats in
both bodies. An unofficial tally by Reuters of first
round results for the 290-member Majlis (parlia-
ment) show conservatives won about 112 seats,
reformers and centrists 90 and independents
and religious minorities 29. There will be run-offs
in April in 59 districts where no one won more
than 25 percent of the vote.The numbers are
approximate because Iran does not have rigid
party affiliations. Some candidates  were backed
by both camps.

The advances came despite the disqualifica-
tion of thousands pro-reform candidates by an
unelected clerical Guardian Council that reports
directly to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei. “The results in Tehran reflect a

reformist orientation and focus on improve-
ments in the economy and foreign relations,”
said one Tehran-based analyst who requested
anonymity. “Rouhani will bring more order to
the economy and greater openness in foreign
policy but the overall structure and approach
will not be altered. The vocabulary will be differ-
ent, but the balance of power will not shift,” he
said. These contests could shape the future of
the next generation in Iran, where nearly 60 per-
cent of the 80 million population is under 30 and
anxious to reintegrate into the international
community and return to world markets follow-
ing last year’s nuclear deal and the lifting of most
of the punitive sanctions.

Will of the People
Rouhani’s main ally, ex-president Akbar

Hashemi Rafsanjani, a shrewd operator who has
survived every twist and turn in Iranian politics
since the 1979 revolution and came top in the
Assembly poll, urged hardliners not to stand in
the way. “No one is able to resist against the will
of the majority of the people and whoever the
people don’t want has to step aside,” he said in a
Twitter message.

Rouhani’s foes include supporters of populist
ex-president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, religious
hawks such as Ayatollah Mohammad-Taghi
Mesbah Yazdi, who lost his assembly seat, but
perhaps most dangerously hardliners around
Khamenei and in the powerful Revolutionary
Guards. Rafsanjani’s tweet implied that the elec-
toral gains have already started to change Iran’s
balance of power. They almost certainly cement
Rouhani’s prospects of re-election next year,
since friend and foe alike credit him for the
nuclear deal that offered Iran a new relationship
with the world.

The results may well also sway the selection
of a successor to Khamenei, who holds ultimate
state power but is 76 and underwent prostate
surgery in 2014. The new parliamentary line-up
could hasten Rouhani’s drive to open Iran to for-
eign trade and investment and loosen some of
the legal shackles on economic activity.
Signalling post-election intentions, the presi-
dent called on Tuesday for the privatization of

the 50 percent state-owned car industry - the
second biggest sector after oil and gas.

How far the elections will enable him to tack-
le corruption and vested economic interests is
less certain. Hardline fundamentalists, still
entrenched in institutions Khamenei controls
such as the judiciary, are keen to prevent either
the new opening to the world or domestic liber-
alization. In his first comment since the vote, the
Supreme Leader praised the high turnout but
made no comment on the results. He set out
guidelines he would like to see in the newly
elected bodies, suggesting they should not be
influenced by the West.

The nuclear deal went through because
Khamenei wanted it to end crippling sanctions.
But he regularly cautions Iranians that the West
will try to exploit it to undermine the Islamic sys-
tem. “The Supreme Leader cannot be very hap-
py to see those supporting his policies losing
and those may oppose his policies winning,” says
Foad Izadi, a pro-conservative Iranian analyst.

Too Early to Celebrate
Almost all analysts agree it is too early for the

reformist camp, or a young Iranian population
yearning for change, to celebrate any decisive
step forward for human rights and social free-
doms, judging by historical precedent. The last
time reformers won the upper hand in parlia-
ment under President Mohammad Khatami in
2000, the Guardian Council vetoed several laws
it passed as contrary to Islamic principles.

Khatami was then at the height of his popu-
larity and the hardliners seemed on the ropes,
humiliated by his landslide 1997 victory. Many
then saw Iran heading for detente with the West,
economic reform, social liberalisation and politi-
cal pluralism. It ended in tears as conservatives
used the judiciary and the Guardian Council to
shut down the free space Khatami had opened,
closing newspapers, locking up reformists, veto-
ing reform bills and denying his supporters
access to state media.

Though re-elected triumphantly in 2001,
Khatami soon became a lame duck due to their
crackdown and the revelation of Iran’s secret
nuclear program, which the president did not

control. The lesson was clear. All elected politi-
cians, even the president, are ultimately under
the thumb of appointed clerics, Islamic jurists
and their opaque but powerful institutions, with
the supreme leader at their apex. Now, as then,
Khamenei holds ultimate authority. He and the
Revolutionary Guards set the limits, and deter-
mine the overall direction of the country by con-
trolling the media, the military, intelligence serv-
ices, morality police, Friday prayer leaders and
the bulk of financial resources. They are power-
ful but alarmed.

Vested Interests
An opening to the world of this magnitude -

and Rouhani’s popularity - have panicked hard-
line allies of Khamenei, who fear losing control
of the pace of change, as well as inroads into the
lucrative economic interests they built up under
sanctions. At stake are the vested interests of the
Revolutionary Guard Corps, which is not just
Iran’s praetorian guard but an economic empire,
with vast holdings from banking to construction
and manufacturing. The Guards are still under
US sanctions for alleged support for terrorism.

This has exacerbated political infighting in
Iran’s complex power structures. One indicator
is what a UN envoy calls “an exponential
increase” in executions ordered by the judiciary
- more than 1,000 last year, according to human
rights groups. One big difference from 2000 is
that Rafsanjani, who has wide patronage, is now
backing Rouhani. Khatami’s reformists made
the error of sidelining and humiliating the veter-
an dubbed “the shark” in the 2000 parliamen-
tary election. Some analysts predict that
reformists may gradually gain a bigger say in
power if they can consolidate their majority and
establish a voice in picking the next supreme
leader. This is not just wishful thinking; their
opponents feel the same. “In the Assembly of
Experts the principalists (hardliners) lost seats.
That part is more complicated because the peo-
ple sitting there are theologians, jurists not nec-
essarily politicians, but they do have a lot of
power,” said Izadi, an assistant professor at
Tehran University. “In the Shiite theology the
leader is not infallible.” — Reuters 

Gains unlikely to shift Iran power balance 

Corruption rampant in Russian prisons

This file photo taken on March 21, 2007 shows a prisoner in his cell at a prison in
Mordovia penal Colony, 650 km east of Moscow. — AFP 


